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I'm a builder. Sort of. I always find myself using the words ‘craftsman’ or ‘artisan, but that's mostly
because of my client base. I specialise in renovation and alterations on listed buildings and those of
historical or architectural significance. In simple terms it's not much different to any other sort of
construction work, except it takes about three times as long and costs ten times as much. That’s not to
say I rip people off. You need to spend almost half the time just planning exactly how you’re going to
tackle any given job, while preserving or recreating the original architecture as much as possible, and
then you have to be incredibly careful when you're doing the work. 'm quite serious when I say that if
you’re not paying attention and keeping the alterations well-documented, you can get sued for millions
over knocking out the wrong brick. Plus, the materials aren’t cheap. So yes, my services are expensive,
but me and my team are worth every penny. And the sort of people I deal with, or should I say the sort

of people whose personal assistants I deal with, can afford i . :
e : #aving met A ;w of the Istitutes donrs, / (an well magine

I don’t have a company, per se. People hire me for me, and I have a small team I trust to help out with
the work itself. They’re technically freelance contractors, but the pay’s good enough and, in London at
least, there’s enough work that they’re happy to wait on my call.

I've found plenty of interesting things in this job. I suppose that’s not unexpected when you’re digging
around old buildings. We got kicked off a job once when we found some bones under a very venerable
country house that will remain nameless, as the owners contacted the British Museum, who couldn’t
take over fast enough. There have also been a few jewellery pieces that found their way to other
museums, and&c\e we found a box of 17th century erotic poems that I think are currently languishing

in the storeroom3\of the V&A museum. But I never found anything like what was under 100 Pall Mall.
Jice 10 kyow thayie not ignonng. EVERJONES mas.

Wed been called in to do some work on the basement and ground floor of the Reform Club. It wasn’t
anything major. Some upkeep on a few of the historic pieces, replace a few of the earlier renovations.
The amount of actual work involved was minimal, but it was a Grade I listed building, so the amount of
care we had to take stretched it into a week-long job. It didn’t help that we had to schedule around the
fact that it’s still a very active social venue, so we could only actually come out of the basement when
it wasn't full of people too important to see builders. Grade I listing is a significant payday, though, so
I certainly wasn't going to rock the boat.

It was about two in the morning when the kid showed up. It was just me and Rachael Turley, who does
most of our marble work, though we were mostly just doing surveying at that point. Alfred Bartlett
was out getting coffee, though god knows where from at that time of night. We were just kicking our
heels really, since he’s the plumber and we needed his expertise. Now Alf has been in the business for
nearly 40 years, and there wasn't a thing he didn't know about water or sewage systems, but we often
joke that it's pushed everything else out of his head. I think he must have forgotten to lock the door
when he headed out, and that’s how the kid got in. That said, this was still the first week in March and
it was pretty cold, so I'm surprised we didn’t notice the draught.

In the end I suppose it doesn’t matter. The fact is that Rachel and I had been sat there chatting for
maybe five minutes when we noticed we weren’t alone. In the doorway leading back to the stairwell
stood a thin figure. He looked to be in his late teens, I'd guess. He was dressed all in black, with heavy
looking boots and a T-shirt with the logo of some band emblazoned on it, Megadon or Mastodon, or
something like that. His hair was long and greasy, almost down to his shoulders, and looked to be dyed
almost the same black as his clothes. He did not look like he was supposed to be skulking round the
Reform Club, but I'd'¥ncountered more than one member whose rich children were going through a
‘rebellious period; so cyuldn’t be entirely sure. I decided to be gentle in my initial enquiries and asked

Fomiliar dosarption. Need 40 Check Some AL,
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him if he was lost, told him this part of the basement was off-limits due to renovations.
That sadls i. st be Gaard

The kid shook his head and asked if we'd found anything yet. Any o TLeitner’s pages™Now this took
me aback a bit. I wondered how long he’d been standing there, because Rachel and I had just been
talking about the man. Jurgen Leitner was a businessman from Norway, I believe, who used to have
offices in the ground floor of the building next to the Reform Club, 100 Pall Mall. I don’t know what his
business was but, when I was first getting started, back in ’87, we got a call from Mr. Leitner, requesting
a consultation in his Pall Mall office. At that point it was just me and Rachel, and we mostly did stone
restoration and alteration, so we assumed Mr. Leitner wanted our opinion on a property outside of
London. Our reputation back then was not sufficient to get us access to any of the sort of Central
London buildings we now work on.

Interesting. tove never had an acwal desaription of the man,
When we first met Jurgen Leitner, he looked very much like I had imagined him. Portly, middle-

aged, short blond hair in the middle of going grey, well-tailored business suit. His office surprised me,
though, as it was almost completely bare, save for a desk and two chairs in front of it. There were no
tables or bookshelves or filing cabinets or anything like that. He asked us to sit down and, though he
spoke with a very faint accent, his English was perfect. We made small talk, but he seemed impatient,
eager to talk about whatever it was he wanted us to do.

I asked him what the job was, and he stopped and looked at us closely. Then he said he simply wanted
us to dig a hole. An unusual request, but not an unreasonable one, so I asked him whereabouts this
was going to be. He rose, walked over to the corner and pointed at the floor. He said he needed a hole
put through the floor. I thought there would have been a basement under there, and he said no, the
building’s basement didn’t go under these rooms. He smiled an odd little smile as he said it, which put
me a bit on edge.

Now, there was no way we could do a job like that without the building owner’s permission and I told
Leitner this. He began to get shifty, then, and tried to tell us that he already had the permission. When
we told him we’d need to confirm it with the commercial landlord, he got very defensive, told us that it
was fine and he'd need to discuss it with some other contractors first. When we told him we’d just need
to have a quick phone call with the owner, he started screaming that we didn't understand what we
were talking about, that he didn’'t need to explain himself to the likes of us, and there were some things
that were too important, too powerful to be owned. Then he just started yelling at us in Norwegian
until we left. We didn’t bother contacting the owners of 100 Pall Mall in the end. 77 Mo unstapie
Yan in othar mtarviens or anoonters /e read.
It was without a doubt the weirdest interview with a prospective client that we'd ever had, and being so
close to the site of it had Rachel and I reminiscing when this teenage burnout turned up. I asked him if
he’d been eavesdropping, and he shrugged, and again asked what we had found. I was just about done
with this kid, and started to tell him that he was going to have to leave, when Rachel interrupted me
and asked what there was to find. The kid laughed, as though he and Rachel were in on some private
joke. “Can you smell it?” he said, and for a brief moment, I could smell something. Damp old stone
and musty paper, just a faint whiff. It took me off guard, and I think that was why I just stood there as
he \o%;k;d past me and picked up the hammer. He strode over to one of the walls and, with a swing far

stronger than I would have thought possible from his age and skinny frame, he buried it into the wall.
I heard ascream, high-pitched, but it definitely didn’t come from any of us.

Ah, A swel [ o el
This was enough to break me out of my stupor and I ran over and wrestled the hammer from the kid.
He struggled and flailed, though he didn’t say anything. As I tried to calm him down, Rachel called
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me over, and I looked at where he’d hit the wall. In the centre of it was a neat hole; the other side was
darkness. There shouldn't have been anything behind the wall except foundation, but it didn’t look like
this was a real basement wall. I let the kid go and walked over to get a closer look. Rachel started to
examine it with her tools, before she confirmed what I'd already guessed - that it was a fake. It looked

like someone had blocked off a passage, and then very carefully disguised it.
/ Wonder how many <imilArly biddon <unnels (ork onder London?

It was at this point that Alf returned, and we had some considerable explaining to do. Through it all
the kid, who said his name was Gerard, just sat there sullenly, listening to his CD player and waiting.
When we asked him how he knew what was behind that wall he just shrugged, and told us that his
mother knows all about this stuff. He didn’t elaborate as to what “this stuff” might have been. We
should have waited until morning and told the Reform Club staff what we’d found. We should have
handed Gerard over to the police, but Alf was always too curious for his own good, and he suggested
we have a look inside. Rachel and I half-heartedly tried to argue against it, but I think deep down we

wanted to know just as much as he did. So in we went. g,/ 42t farm has (uriosity ever dond’

Knocking through the rest of the wall didn't take long. It had been built to look like the rest of the
basement, but hadn’t been constructed with the same skill. Ten minutes later our coftees lay forgotten
on the floor and we stood before a passageway leading off into the musty darkness. A gentle breeze
blew from this entrance, which didn’t make any sense at all. We had plenty of torches, as you often
need them during night work, so we each took one large one and a smaller back-up in case the first had
any problems. We tried to tell Gerard to stay outside, but I could see immediately that, short of tying
him up, there was no way we were going to keep him out of there. Tying him up did feel like a step too
far, so we settled for keeping a close eye on him as we went inside.

The passageway was cold, and the air thick with mildew, but the stone walls were in very good
condition. Rachel said it looked to be from the mid-19th century, probably remains of the basement
of the Carlton Club, which used to be located in what was now 100 Pall Mall. It was with a start that I
realised that she was right, based on where the corridor was going, we must have been underneath the
building. Almost exactly where Jurgen Leitner had wanted us to dig almost fifteen years ago.

We walked for some time, longer than I would have expected, given how big I remembered the building
above us being. Alf kept asking Rachel if the corridor was getting narrower, and every time she would
dutifully measure the width and inform him that, no, it was exactly five feet wide. I couldn’t blame
him, really, I've never had any sort of claustrophobia, but I was finding it hard at points to catch my
breath, to dismiss the feeling that the walls were pressing on me. Gerard walked on ahead, seemingly

unbothered by the place. Spontaneous phobic mantestation’

We came to a crossroads. Or, more precisely, a star. The chamber was small, round and featureless, but
there were doorways leading out in a circle. I counted thirteen, not including the one we had come in
from. Looking down some of them made me feel oddly queasy. There was one that, for all the world, it
felt like I was going to fall into it. Another was so dark that our torches didn’t seem to reach more than
a few feet inside. In the centre, there was a datestone. It read@S3S. Balance and fear”.

. MUSt Consult Tm About LS.
I don’t know how much you know about famous London architects, but Robert Smirke was one of the

foremost proponents of the Gothic Revival in the early 19th century. His work was some of the first to
use concrete and cast iron, and often described as ‘theatrical, a description that makes a lot of sense
when you look at the grand columns of the British Museum - his most famous building. Later, I would
look up a list of his works and discover that he had indeed built the Carlton Club in that exact spot. It
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had been destroyed in the Second World War, during the Blitz, and the club itself had moved premises,
but it looked like the underground foundations, or whatever this place was, had not been damaged.

We stood there for some time as I explained this to the others. It took some time to do so as, with
the exception of Gerard, I got the impression that none of us were in any hurry to go down the other
tunnels. A deep apprehension seemed to have settled itself in the pit of my stomach; everyone else also
seemed to feel it. Then, without warning, Gerard started running full pelt into one of the passages. 'm
not sure which one it was of the thirteen. I called for him to come back but got no reply and Alf took oft
after him, running into the darkness and quickly turning a corner. Rachel and I looked at each other
for a few seconds, but we both knew what we needed to be doing. I followed Alf into the passage, while
she headed back down to the entrance to get help.

This tunnel wasn't as dark as some of the others, but it was damper, and the walls seemed oddly slimy.
After a few yards, the stone became so slick that I found it hard to keep my footing and I fell. I put my
hand onto the floor to push myself up, and it came away faintly tinged with red. I heard Alf cry out
from further down the corridor. He sounded utterly terrified, and I started on towards him again. I saw
lights from up ahead, and was about to call out when Gerard came running back out of the darkness.
Another Lertner book. Wondertul

He was clutching a book in his hands, and clearly wasn't paying attention to where he was going. He
barrelled right into me, knocking me to the floor again. He was only a skinny kid, but he was so strong,
and kept his footing, disappearing back into the darkness, towards the entrance. As he passed, I heard
a small clattering sound, as though something were falling behind him. I reached out slowly, to try and
raise myself off the ground, and felt something small and oddly smooth lying there. I shined my light
on it, and saw a small bone. From a bird, I think, or maybe a rat. I looked around and there were a few
more scattered about the corridor.

I'd fallen harder this time, and managed to hurt my knee quite badly. I was just about able to limp to
the end of the corridor, and there I found a small, round room. Against the walls were old bookshelves,
decayed and empty, save for a few mouldering pages. They were stained and rotten, and one of them
looked like it had a mummified hand laying on it. In front of that one, at almost the centre of the room,
lay Alf. He was dead. I couldn’t see any injuries on him. He didn’t even seem hurt. But looking at how
still he lay there, the terrified, awful expression frozen on his face, there was no chance that he was
alive. On his motionless chest, and around the base of the bookshelf, I saw more of those tiny bones.

That’s where my memory begins to blur. I know I made it back to the basement of the Reform Club,
where Rachel was waiting with the police. But I think I got some of the wrong passageways first. I have
the vaguest memories: flashes of a pile of paper, completely covered in cobweb; a figure stood in the
darkness, a stranger I didn't know but was sure meant me harm; my skin burning, hot, choking on

smoke down there in the dark. ¢ of yagary. mard to dtaw any dear conclusions.

When I was out, I was questioned by the police, who followed Rachel in to retrieve Alf’s body and
were successful, though they came back out pale and shaking. There was no sign of Gerard, nor had
Rachel seen him. I was then questioned again by the staff of the Reform Club, who instructed us in no
uncertain terms to rebuild the wall and finish our original job. We were given to understand that the
police were handling the matter, and if we pursued it closer then we would not be getting any further
work from members of the club. As this covers almost everybody who can afford our services, we
complied. It makes me feel sick, though, like we’re just abandoning Alf, dishonouring his memory. It’s
not even like he had any family to miss him, it just feels wrong. I guess, maybe, that’s why I'm talking
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to you. Do try to keep my name out of it if you follow it up though, okay?

Letting it (Anguish in A disordered mess of dhwments for
Ffian years'is almost the same as folbwing i up, nght?
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Sir Robert Smirke
(bust in British Museum)

= REFORM CLUB HOUSE IN" PALL MALL, NOW BUILDING BY CHARLES BARRY, ARCHITE

S.United Sevvice, Ardenaum, Travelzers Cluk Reforsm Clute

Print showing Reform Club and corner of Smirke’s Carlton Club
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