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The Dancer at World’s End 

Willoughby’s new landlady was called Ruby Hoffman. 

‘I was christened Dora,’ she said, standing at the open door of number 7 Gladstone Terrace, 
her hand outstretched in greeting. ‘But I changed my name to Ruby. Dora is such a quiet sort 
of name – my family got me totally wrong. But they can be excused that, in the circs.’ 

Ruby Hoffman wore a green beret on which she’d pinned a velvet bird by its feet. ‘I’m much 
more a Ruby, don’t you think?’ 

Willoughby had only just met her, so had no opinion about her name or character, nor any 
idea what the circumstances could be, but he smiled and nodded. She led him into the hall. 

‘We busk every Friday and sometimes Saturday too, when we feel like it, or when we need 
the money. I play the accordion and Gregor dances – he’s my cousin. Afterwards we go to 
Antonio’s for spaghetti.’ 

The velvet bird wobbled from side to side as she spoke, mirroring her animation. 

His landlady – Ruby Hoffman. She was not as he’d imagined a landlady to be. But then he’d 
never lived with anyone but his grandmother before. He’d seen the card pinned to the 
noticeboard of the late night shop. ‘Sensible lodger required to establish equilibrium Low 
rent.’ In a reckless moment, tired of living alone another year, he’d rung the number. 

Willoughby sat in the café the day after moving into number 7. A sudden snowstorm whirled 
down in flurries, and as he stared out into the street, they appeared round the corner like two 
strange birds, carefully treading the icy pavement. There they are, he thought, Ruby and 
Gregor – was he Hoffman too? He felt a thrill of excitement. 

Gregor carried the accordion box over his left shoulder, and leant away to balance the weight. 
Ruby held his right arm. They stopped outside the café where the pavement was wide. Gregor 
put the box down, opened it and took out the accordion.  He helped Ruby ease the straps over 
the bulk of her coat. She shook out her raggedy auburn hair, looked up at him and, despite the 
falling snow, she began to play.  She smiled as she played and swayed to the rhythm of a 
waltz, as if the accordion were her partner. Gregor put up an umbrella and held it over her. 
Willoughby gazed at them through the space in the glass where he’d rubbed away the 
condensation. He liked the way she played. The music had a haunting, far away quality. He 
imagined blue sky, white birds flying in arcs against the sun, flags fluttering over a Punch and 
Judy show and the waves falling. He spooned up his soup and it dribbled down his shirt as he 
watched. 

A little girl stopped to listen, but her mother pulled her away. People put up umbrellas, or 
scurried for shelter, a boy ran by with his briefcase held over his head, and someone shouted 
with excitement. Only one other person watched them as intently as Willoughby – a young 
woman sheltering by the salvation army hut, her coat drawn close round her, scarf swaddling 
her neck. 
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After three songs Ruby stopped playing. Still holding the accordion she took a bar of 
chocolate from her pocket and broke off pieces to share with Gregor, as they stood close 
under the umbrella. 

It stopped snowing as suddenly as it had started. The black braches of the sycamore on the 
street corner dripped melted ice, and the sun slanted bronze light over the blocks of flats 
behind them. Gregor shook and closed the umbrella and Ruby took a blue cloche hat from her 
pocket, pulled it on and began to play again. There was the red velvet bird, pinned loosely, 
bobbing about as she played, as it had done the first time Willoughby met her. Did she 
always wear a bird on her hat? 

With the first bars of music Gregor began to dance – a curious dance, abandoned and yet 
controlled – whirling round, almost falling, catching and holding a precarious balance. 
Someone shouted bravo and applauded, but he continued to dance, lost to everything but the 
music, spinning and leaping in wild, breathless exhilaration. Ruby suddenly stopped playing. 
They looked at each other and laughed. The sun had gone; the winter afternoon was closing 
in. 

Willoughby left the café and stood to one side as they packed up. Around them everyone 
hurried for buses or the tube. He didn’t like to leave. They hadn’t picked up their tin of 
takings, but it looked almost empty. He delved in his pockets and found he only had a few 
coppers left. It seemed so little, too little to give. Instead he found a paper bag half full of 
pear drops. As he approached he wanted to say he was sorry he had nothing. 

‘Willoughby Stone,’ Ruby said, looking up from the accordion with the bold, almost 
challenging, attitude he’d noticed on their first meeting. ‘So you found us.’ 

She took the paper bag, opened it, sniffed the sweets and smiled. She offered him one, but he 
shook his head. 

‘I would give you money if I had any,’ he said. 

‘Ah, and it’s our birthday today too! So disappointing. We were born on the same day, 
Gregor and me, nine years and one country apart.’ 

Blushing with awkwardness, he mumbled happy birthday, and hurried away, too shy to ask if 
they were going home and should he wait. There wouldn’t be enough tonight for spaghetti in 
Antonio’s, and he felt sorry about that. If he’d money himself he could have taken them. 

It grew dark with a flurry of hail. Lights went on in the tower blocks at World’s End. At the 
corner of the street he turned to see them moving, laden and slow, in the direction of the 
river. The hail stung his face. Maybe he could buy them a bottle of wine another day. 

Gregor Loeben walked abstractedly, gazing sometimes up at the heavy sky, the criss-crossed 
tracery of trees, sometimes down at the pavement with its grubby patches of snow. For a 
moment he stopped altogether, as if he’d forgotten something, muttered to himself, before 
moving slowly on. Willoughby, who walked some distance behind, stopped too. It was 
difficult to go so slowly, but he held back, too shy to catch up with Gregor, wishing he had 
his bicycle so he could speed by unnoticed. He still hadn’t been introduced to his landlord. 
Ruby had been disarming enough. 
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Gregor wore a long grey coat, his light hair fell over the collar and he carried a cloth bag over 
his shoulder.  He moved quietly, softly, like a cat, Willoughby thought, without the energy of 
his wild dance that snowy afternoon, but with the same lithe grace. Willoughby followed 
Gregor down the narrow passageway between the houses, past a patch of early weather-
beaten daffodils, and held back, just enough to keep a distance between them. 

Two men, their heads close-shaved and scarred, turned into the passageway and strode 
towards Gregor Loeben as if they knew him. They didn’t smile. Gregor stepped back, but 
they hopped from side to side, mocking him, pretending to let him pass, then blocking the 
way again. Suddenly the taller man grabbed Gregor either side of his head and spat twice in 
his face. Gregor lowered his gaze, froze. The other tore the bag from his shoulders and threw 
it down. Paperback books scattered over the path. They turned and disappeared between the 
houses as suddenly as they’d appeared. 

Willoughby felt the assault like jolt in his stomach. Flushing with shame for having done 
nothing to help Gregor, he hurried forward and retrieved his  bag. The books were muddied 
and he tried to dry them with the end of his scarf and cram them back in. 

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. 

Gregor’s eyes were glazed with hurt. ‘Thank you,’ he whispered. He took handkerchief from 
his pocket and wiped the spittle from his cheek. Then his face cleared and he smiled. 

‘You’re our new resident. I saw you from the window last night when you were cycling 
home.’ 

He reached out his hand to take Willoughby’s. His eyes were a startling blue, and there was 
sweetness in his smile. ‘I’m sorry about that little incident. As you see, they’re no friends of 
mine.’ 

‘Do you know them?’ 

‘Let’s say I’ve encountered them once or twice. It’s unpleasant, but I have no quarrel with 
them.’ 

He spoke carefully, politely Willoughby thought, as if he came from another age, or was it 
another country? 

‘I’ll walk home with you,’ he said. ‘If that’s where you’re heading.’ 

‘Thank you, my friend, I should be glad of your company.’ 

They walked in silence. The late afternoon sun lit up the rooftops and chimneys with 
brilliance so everything seemed clearer to Willoughby, as if washed and new. Gregor 
shivered suddenly, cleared his throat. 

‘I have to tell you something.’ He stopped walking and turned to face Willoughby, touching 
his arm. ‘I have to tell you I’m not English at all. I’m German. Gregor von Loeben. I dropped 
the von when I came to England.’ He lowered his eyes. ‘Often here I’m hated for being 
German, they spit at me, and I understand, I understand very well, because it was all hideous 
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and hatred is quite deserved. So I prefer to tell people straight away that I’m German. I put 
my cards face up on the table, as you say in English. Then there can be no misunderstanding.’ 
He swallowed, rubbed a hand across his eyes. ‘My father was in the Nazi party, you see – a 
rather important person. And I met Hitler when I was a child, and all that. And I loved my 
father. I had no idea…’ He blinked, shook his head. ‘Had I stayed in Germany I could have 
forgotten it all – the only way to move on, you see. Our German parents are afflicted with 
great forgetfulness over these matters. But here, In London, I can’t forget, and that’s why I 
have to tell you.’ His smile was strained. He held out his hand. ‘I’m sorry, so sorry.’ 

‘It’s not your fault.’ Willoughby took his hand. ‘You were a kid. You can hardly be held 
responsible.’ 

‘Ah, but it’s not so simple. It’s a balance, a careful balance. It’s always possible to fall on the 
wrong side, and once fallen it’s very hard to find a way up.’ Gregor looked away into the 
distance. ‘But thank you for your understanding.’ He reached into his pocket. ‘I found this at 
the market, a good big Jaffa orange. Please have it.’ He thrust it into Willoughby’s hand. 

‘Are you lonely, my friend? We’re all lonely from time to time. Life can be difficult.’ He 
smiled. ‘We have meals at the house. Please join us tonight. All the others do.’ 

They reached the house and Gregor stopped at the foot of the steps leading to the front door. 

‘I’m not coming in yet after all,’ he said. ‘Should you see Ruby, tell her I’ve gone for a walk. 
Tell her I’ll be home soon.’ 

Gregor turned away from the house, walked with great urgency to the end of the street and 
round the corner. Once he was far enough away, he leant, exhausted, against the wall of the 
tobacconist shop, feeling the waves of sick embarrassment that always came with each 
confession. It will never be over, never be done with, he said to himself. 

An old man ambled out of the shop, stopped, filled his pipe from a tin and tamped down the 
tobacco. He put the tin in his pocket. 

‘Good evening, my friend,’ Gregor said. 

The man glanced at Gregor. 

‘Life is hard. Guilt weighs heavy.’ 

Gregor didn’t know why he said this. It was like being momentarily possessed. The old man 
looked down, baffled, as if Gregor might be talking about the pipe he held in his hand. 

Slowly, Gregor set off for the river. He moved with a quiet grace, his head held high, with all 
the appearance of self-assurance he’d never possessed. I mustn’t dwell on it any longer, he 
thought. Just walk until it passes, and then go home when night falls. I’ll cook dinner, as I 
always do, and maybe Willoughby Stone will join us. Maybe he won’t give my confession a 
second thought. The others never minded, and after all I’m not important, not important at all, 
a mere grain of sand in the desert. Willoughby Stone. Willoughby Stone. Willoughby is such 
an aristocratic name, and Stone, well it makes me think of the earth, the sheer weight of 
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things. He’s only a young man, seems very shy. His eyes are full of intelligence. He has that 
way of really looking at you, taking things in. Not many have that. Unusual. 

He reached the river and crossed the road. The tide was low. The setting sun lit the clouds 
and the mud banks with silver. Late afternoon traffic roared in a stream along the 
embankment as he continued down the stone steps, away from the rush, towards the river’s 
edge. Always the smell of watery decay, of the distant sea, soothed him. He sensed that 
rhythm in his body, a gentle ebb and flow, that sometimes came into his dreams. Maybe one 
day I’ll come to terms with it all – the shame, the guilt – he thought. But for now it didn’t 
seem possible. It must only be endured. 

He noticed a woman standing on the bridge, not far away, a small, motionless figure leaning 
against the parapet. He sensed she was watching him, and it made him uneasy.  He turned his 
gaze away towards the towers of the power station, as a swirling flock of birds filled the sky, 
each small body seeming to quiver as it wheeled and turned into the fading light, under-wings 
glowing silver then black again. Hundreds of them flying together, like wisps of smoke, like a 
shimmering cloud, small groups spiralling away and then back, merging, reforming, ever-
moving. The noise of the cars and buses faded away. It seemed there was only the strange 
humming of their wing beat as they came closer, silence when they retreated, and his neck 
ached with the effort of gazing at them. He couldn’t look away. Minutes passed, everything 
forgotten – only the elation, the joy of flying with them in his imagination. 

They left as suddenly as they’d appeared – twilight, the lights shimmering in the water, the 
shadowy silhouette of the woman on the bridge. He shivered and pulled his coat round him, 
his feet damp and cold. She seemed to watch him still as he made his way back up the steps. 
Does she know me? Have we met? He glanced at her, was going to speak, to say good 
evening my friend, what a wonderful sight, but something stopped him. He turned away to 
walk along the bank of the river, still reluctant to go home. 

Four steps led up to number 7 Gladstone Terrace, where Ruby and Gregor lived with their 
odd collection of lodgers. The house, with its stone portico over the front door and wrought 
iron balcony on the first floor, had once been elegant. Now the black paintwork was worn and 
blistered, the stucco cracked, and brambles burgeoned from the masonry in the basement. 
After the first night, unsettled and sleepless, Willoughby decided he would leave in the 
morning. But it had seemed different when daylight came, and a week later he was still there, 
in a room on the top floor with his things packed in carrier bags, waiting. He’d give it a little 
longer. You’ll love it here, Ruby had said. 

Willoughby opened the door and stood in the greenish light of the hall, under the dusty 
chandelier, listening for sounds of the others. That’s our tree, our wonderful horse chestnut, 
Ruby had said that first day, and now, through the staircase window, he saw a network of 
dark branches pressing against the glass as if they might shatter it and force a way in. 
Sometimes, in the winter, the twigs tap in the wind, she’d told him. It’s so eerie, especially if 
you’re alone – the east wind all the way from the plains of Siberia. She had spoken in a 
whisper, as if telling a story to a child. 

It had been weird the way Gregor had stopped in the street and, in a rush, admitted to being 
German. He’d seemed so distressed too – though anyone would be after such an assault. 
Willoughby hadn’t known what to say, and was left with a discomfiting sense of having done 
something wrong. 
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The house had particular smells and sounds – a damp gaseous stench of drains, a fragrant 
waft of beeswax polish. In the basement kitchen a tap dripped continuously, the pipes creaked 
and gurgled. Ruby said the house was like a huge ship that held them all in safety on the wild 
sea. Willoughby hadn’t met the other lodgers yet and suspected they were as disquieting as 
Gregor and Ruby. Despite this, he hadn’t left. Something about Ruby prevented him. 

‘Pear drop man!’ 

He jumped, and she laughed.  She leant over the bannister watching him from the turn in the 
staircase. 

‘You didn’t hear me. Lost in another world, you are.’ 

‘Gregor will be back later. He told me to tell you,’ Willoughby said, in his confusion. 

‘Oh no. How much later? I suppose he’s walking, and now dinner will be late and the lame 
ducks will be waiting with open mouths to be fed.’ She ran down the stairs and seized his 
hand. She was wearing a shapeless mohair jumper over a rose satin evening gown. ‘I don’t 
suppose you can cook, can you?’ 

‘Not really.’ 

‘No. I thought not, especially with a couple of mouldy onions, a flabby carrot and some 
Tabasco sauce. Gregor is a master of the kitchen. He feeds us all on nothing but scraps but it 
turns into a feast. It’s positively Biblical. Has he made his confession about being German? 
You don’t mind too much do you?’ 

‘Why would I?’ 

‘Well people do. Not the crippled ducks. To be honest they wouldn’t care if he’d been 
Hitler’s husband. But now he’ll walk around the streets as miserable as if the Third Reich 
was entirely his responsibility. My poor cousin.’ 

She led him past the mannequin in grey that stood in the turn of the stairs. He, or she – it was 
never clear – had acquired a new hat, complete with ostrich feathers, since the morning. 

‘Who are the crippled ducks?’ 

‘The people who live here, of course. Oh it’s all right, I’m not talking about you. I chose you, 
and I never choose people I’m sorry for like Gregor does. He invites the sad, lonely, halt and 
lame – as well as prostitutes and criminals. It’s never boring. You’d better come and meet 
them all. They’re at this moment draped round the living room awaiting the return of The 
Master, as Monica calls him – without irony.’ 

She let go of his hand and ran to the top of the stairs. She stopped at the door to the room, 
barring entry with her arm, as if she thought he might break through. 

  



 
©Tricia Durdey 2021 

‘Wait. I’ll tell you about them first. There are four permanents, but others sometimes come 
and go. There’s SA Pete and The Parson. SA – that stands for South Africa – where he lived 
for years. He was in prison once for violence, but one night, when he was at rock bottom, he 
found God by the river. God lifted him from the slough of despond, apparently. He’s fine 
most of the time, except when he breaks, but he prays an awful lot, which is tiresome. The 
Parson is a dog, a Jack Russell. SA Pete’s always trying to make it lie down or give a paw for 
the saints. Paw dog. Poor dog. All he talks about really is God or dogs. He works in security. 
Useful. 

  

‘Then there’s Philadelphia Sullivan. She was a prostitute, I understand, but she’s given that 
up since she moved here. Though she still has endless troubles – always some calamity to 
moan about. She’s so thin I wonder if she offered herself at half price. She’s got a girl called 
Moonlight. Philadelphia will tell you the child was conceived under a full moon, hence the 
unfortunate name. Moonlight has the deepest voice you’ve ever heard in a child. Wait until 
you hear it. She’s got a way of watching people, it’s unnerving, and she’s quite besotted with 
Gregor. Fortunately she’s often staying with Granny. 

‘Finally, Birdy and Monica – they say they’re sisters, but they look nothing like each other. I 
can’t tell you anything about them, not even their real names. But you’ll know them because 
Monica is built like a hockey player and is definitely the chief – bossy cow, and Birdy does 
nothing but smile and knit.  I’ve never heard her utter a word. She’s very tall and sort of 
unfolds herself when she stands up – you’ll see. Gregor found them wandering through a car 
park in the pouring rain. He brought them back for tea and they’ve stayed ever since. 

‘We’re like night and day, Gregor and me.’ Her voice lost its careless tone. 

‘Gregor is kind. Gregor shines so brightly that they all fly towards him like moths. I can be 
very hurtful, so I’ll ask you to forgive me in advance in case I’m ever unkind to you.’ 

A shadow crossed her face for a moment. Then she laughed and flung open the door. 

‘This is Willoughby Stone,’ she said. ‘He lives here now.’ 

Gregor paused by the houseboats and gazed out across the river to the towers of the power 
station. Water lapped the quayside and he heard a dog barking and, more distantly, a police 
siren, but the city seemed to fall away. Gradually, as darkness fell, lights were switched on in 
the narrow confines of the boats, so he caught a glimpse of a kitchen with blue and yellow 
cups lined up on a shelf, a brass lamp hanging from the roof, books piled on a table – the life 
of a stranger. He couldn’t imagine how anyone lived in such tiny cramped spaces, yet he had, 
long ago, lived in a space even smaller, an existence more fragile than anyone who lived in 
these wooden structures floating on the water. There’d been no food or warmth where he’d 
once lived, only a heaving mass of flies, shadows on broken walls, and desperate shouts in 
the night. He had tried to forget, but now the thought of it filled his mind, so he drew in his 
breath and covered his eyes. The birds flying this evening had seemed like a gift. He had to 
think of their wild sweeping movement, the way they each knew how to move in 
synchronicity with the others so they never collided, how they were at once both singular and 
collective. 
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But now a sweet voice broke through the disturbance of memory. A young girl was singing, 
or was it the radio? Yes, the radio, surely, because he heard a piano and choir, but a young 
voice close by, singing in German. He couldn’t make out the words, only the longing and 
tenderness of her voice, and his own language, loved and hated, spoken only in his dreams. 
He opened his eyes and saw a girl of about fourteen. She stood at the window of the nearest 
houseboat, holding a small child in her arms as she looked out across the narrow stretch of 
water towards him. Mari-Louise. He whispered the name of his sister. Mari-Louise. 

Everything had seemed unreal since he’d made his confession to Willoughby Stone. Usually 
he went home, exhausted, defeated by his struggle for equilibrium, but now everything 
seemed full of wonder, as if for a moment he’d entered a new world – the miracle of the 
birds’ flight, the sweet song of the girl with her baby. And before that, the woman who had 
stood motionless on the bridge – who was she? She seemed familiar to him. He was filled 
with a sense of wonder and joy. It was so rarely like this – the possibility of redemption – and 
he was always grateful. 

The door of the houseboat opened, and Gregor’s thoughts were broken by the girl calling out 
into the dusk. ‘Geraint, you coming in now? Geraint.’ 

No, she wasn’t German after all. 

Distantly, a voice called back, and Gregor, as he climbed the steps to the street, saw the 
figure of a boy scurrying across the mud. 

He would buy treats on the way home; those honey pastries that Ruby adored, chocolate 
cherries for Philadelphia and coffee creams for the sisters. He’d find something that 
Willoughby Stone might like, and SA Pete and The Parson too. He had very little money left 
for the rest of February, but tonight it didn’t matter. 

Three hours after he’d left Willoughby on the doorstep of number 7, Gregor crossed the road 
and looked up at the balcony window. A slip of moon hung above the roof between the 
chimneystacks. The silk curtain was open and he saw SA Pete, his hand raised as if he held 
something, and then the little dog tottering towards him on its hind legs. A fine rain fell and 
Gregor didn’t move. He could smell the earth for the first time since winter. From the cold 
damp street it seemed a beautiful room, warm and inviting. Ruby appeared in one of her 
ridiculous evening dresses with a blanket over her shoulders, and he felt a pang of love for 
her – Ruby whose troubles were so different from his own. She often dressed for dinner, as if 
the event should be special, and he had let her down tonight. 

She must have sensed he was near. She opened the French window and stepped out onto the 
balcony, dragging the blanket with her and wrapping it round her shoulders. Her feet were 
bare and she did a little dance in the cold, then leant against the iron balustrade, peered into 
the street and called out. 

‘Gregor. What are you doing out there like a ghost? We’ve waited ages for you. Come in 
now. We all so much want you to come in.’ 

‘I’m coming,’ he said, and ran across the road and up the steps to the door. 
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Willoughby lay on his back in bed, sleepless with the cold. He thought about the evening, 
how Ruby had ushered him into the living room with a flourish and they’d all turned to look 
at him. He’d entered a large, cold, high-ceilinged room, with the same decaying grandeur as 
the rest of the house. A French window opened to the balcony, and the ceiling was decorated 
with an ornate gilded architrave and centre rose. But the plasterwork was chipped and faded, 
the floorboards painted inexpertly with dark red gloss paint and a border of ivy leaves in 
green and gold, and scattered with velvet cushions moulting feathers. There was a chaise 
longue covered in fake mink, and a full-length, gilt-edged theatre mirror spotted with mildew. 
One end of the room was screened off with a red curtain as if there might be a stage behind it. 

Ruby took the mink from the chaise and threw it at him. 

‘Well here you are, Pear Drop Man, welcome to number 7. You might need this. I’m 
conserving gas.’ 

They sprawled on cushions amongst an assortment of blankets and looked at him with 
interest. A small scruffy dog, got up, stretched and sniffed his feet. He knew them straight 
away. Ruby had been accurate. 

‘Hello, he said, and patted the dog. In a moment Monica went back to turning the pages of a 
magazine, Birdy smiled and nodded nervously, Philadelphia stubbed out her cigarette and 
pretended to scrutinise her nails, whilst appraising him. Only SA Pete stood to greet 
Willoughby, then called his dog and made her lie down to be combed. Ruby opened a bottle 
of Spanish red, poured Willoughby a glass, and told him to sit down and relax. He sat, ill at 
ease, and riffled through a stack of records for something to do. 

‘Put one on if you like,’ Ruby said. ‘What music do you like?’ But she didn’t wait for his 
answer. She picked a record herself. ‘Listen to this voice.’ She slipped it onto the turntable 
and lowered the needle. A woman sang something from an opera. ‘Maria Callas – 
wonderful.’ 

From time to time Philadelphia said something and Ruby answered. But she was distracted 
and kept wandering to the window, pulling back the curtain and looking out, then crouching 
by the gas fire, which she lit with a match and hunched over to keep warm. He knew she was 
waiting for Gregor to come home, and couldn’t rest. He saw then she was younger than she’d 
first seemed – maybe only thirty, not much older than him. They waited, desultory and 
hungry. 

Then Gregor had returned and everything changed. He brought the cold air with him but he 
stood radiant in the middle of the room, not the same man who’d parted from 
Willoughby.  He put sweets and chocolate on plates in front of people. The room got warmer. 
Ruby filled their glasses with more wine. Willoughby drank and fell asleep. 

When he woke they’d all gone. He was lying on the chaise with the fake fur over him. He 
couldn’t recall being sleepy, only the warmth, and the music, which had seemed 
extraordinarily lovely. It was as if he’d fallen under some enchantment. A candle in a glass 
jar flickered low. He stumbled upstairs to his room, took off his boots and hung his coat over 
the chair. 



 
©Tricia Durdey 2021 

He lay in the cold and thought about them all, the ones she called Gregor’s Crippled Ducks, 
or The Grotesques. They were ordinary people, maybe poor, maybe lonely, people nobody 
would notice in a street, not even Philadelphia with her thin hungry look and knot of hair. 
Only Ruby and Gregor would stand out. 

After a while he gave up trying to sleep. He got up and put the radio on – the World Service, 
so low he couldn’t make out the words, but the sounds were restful. He emptied his pencils 
onto the floor, reached into one of his carrier bags for a sheet of paper, and switched on the 
light. He drew Ruby, her face framed with curly untidy hair, her hat with the fabric bird. He 
stood back and saw how good a likeness it was. He drew her again and again, from different 
angles, covering sheets of paper and dropping them to the floor. He took a stick of charcoal 
and tried to draw Gregor’s face, but though he could see the features, the high narrow 
forehead, intense deep-set blue eyes, it was like trying to form something from air, and the 
more he tried the more Gregor seemed to slip from grasp. 

He sank back onto his bed exhausted, peeled the orange Gregor had given him and divided it 
up. As he sucked the juice out of each segment he thought about Gregor, the haunted look in 
his eyes as he’d made his confession, the hand that reached for his arm, as if begging for 
deliverance. The episode had left a mark, as if in some inexplicable way he too was involved. 

  

  


