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						    VAMPIRES LTD. BY JOSEF NESVADBA Translated by Iris Urwin
 
 Thinking back to my stay in England a year ago, what I remember most of all are the cars. As if Western Europe had suffered another invasion. An invasion of motorists. The first time the idea struck me was at Orly Airport, listening to the fat Irishman whose artichokes had broken loose and were rolling down the escalator. The plane was due to take off in a couple of minutes, and the escalators were bearing his artichokes away into the waiting-rooms for the Near East, Ecuador and Guadeloupe. He had to resign himself to the loss. All the time we were flying over the Channel he lamented the vanished vegetables, and tried to prepare us for the horrors of English cooking. “I’m the agent for a car firm,” he said proudly. “Our sporting models are going to beat the whole world . . .” My companion wanted to give him pleasure, and said: “I’ve got an English car, too, back home. A Hillman.” The pink-cheeked Irishman did not reply. As though politely ignoring a rude word. We were traveling first class, and he had obviously taken us for better class people. “Quite a decent car”—he had himself in hand now—”considering the price . . .” He shrugged. “Now I sell Jaguars. I think we shall be selling them behind the Iron Curtain soon,” he added, after unobtrusively but closely examining my tie. “Our cars turn bad roads into good and good roads into Heaven.” I did not ask him whether he believed in life after death. We were coming in for a landing. The second time cars were forced to my attention was that same evening, when I was trying to find a lady of my acquaintance who lives in Kensington Terrace. I came out of the Underground station and wanted to ask the way to the street I had written in my address book, but there was nobody there to ask. I mean, nobody on the pavement; along the road, at a snail’s pace, moved four long snakes of steel boxes, each isolating its driver from the outside world so perfectly that he heard neither questions nor shouts. Then the most interesting experience of all turned up, and that is what I really want to tell you about. It still seems incredible to me. I stayed too long at my friend’s house that night, drinking Johnnie Walker. Seventy proof. I found that out next morning when I failed to find my companion in our hotel. He had left. They said he had waited for me till the very last minute, but that he had had to catch the train. He probably thought I had deserted him. He did not even leave a message in the hotel. I was alone in that city of eight million people, a city quite strange to me, without a penny in my pocket. The lady I had spent the evening with was not at her office, nor was she at home. There was only one thing left to try. I would have to get to Bolster, where the Commission I was supposed to be a member of was sitting, in somebody else’s car. Even at home I have never tried hitchhiking. I’m getting on in years and I doubt whether anyone would stop to pick me up on account of my attractive
 
 appearance. Exhausted, I staggered on foot to a Shell petrol pump and gazed yearningly at the cars passing by. They seemed even further away from me than they had the evening before, although at home I am used to driving about in a small car myself. “Do you want a lift?” a tall pale man with side-whiskers asked me. He spoke with a Public School accent and wore plusfours. I shall never forget him. Or his car. It was a racing model, with disc brakes, eight forward gears—it could do a hundred and fifty kilometers an hour in the one before top—it was beautifully sprung and did not seem to run on normal petrol, because the owner pulled in at the bar opposite. “A lift to Bolster,” I replied dejectedly. I could not understand why the man wanted to help me; I had never seen him in my life before. “I’m sure you need a car ...” he said a few minutes later, when we were on the motorway. He drove on the left, like everybody else in England, and I thought I’d go through the floor of the car, the way I pressed my foot on an imaginary brake at every corner. “I’ve got to get to a conference there,” I told him. “That’s the only reason I’m in England at all. I’ve simply got to be there in time.” “You know how to drive,” he said, and it sounded like a statement of fact; then he stopped the car and staggered out of the driving seat. “I’ll pick the car up in Bolster tomorrow. I’ve got some business to see to in the city today.” He was so pale his face looked gray. He seemed more in need of an undertaker. “I haven’t got my license with me, or anything, I’m a foreigner, and ...” I protested weakly, not wanting to admit that I was scared of driving on the left. “You won’t need any papers with this car,” my benefactor replied and stopped a taxi going in the opposite direction. I did not even have time to thank him properly. I thought of the Million Pound Note. Was he trying to win a bet with my help? But he had forgotten to tell me anything about the car, the little peculiarities it might have, how many cylinders it had, and whether the cylinder heads worked on a camshaft like other racing cars. We had not mentioned the compressor ratio or the question of fuel. Sitting at the steering wheel I felt imprisoned. There was very little room in the car, just enough for two, and it was upholstered in special non-slip material; there was a row of dials below the windscreen. The ignition key was still in place. I pressed the starter button. The car leaped forward like a bolting horse; I felt as though I were steering a rocket. I stopped bothering my head about how I came to be at that steering wheel, and concentrated on gaining the upper hand. It was difficult at first, but I soon saw that everybody on the road was trying to be helpful. Cars stopped and their drivers gazed admiringly. All the Austins, Fords, Rolls-Royces, Morrises, Peugeots, Chevrolets and what not, the common run of cars, stood respectfully waiting for my aristocrat to pass. Even the Flying Squad saluted me. It ought to have aroused my suspicions from the outset; I should have stopped and got out there and then. But I went on. At the next crossroads I even stopped to give a girl a lift. Her name was Susan, her mother was
 
 an actress and had brought her up the modem way. When I told her that we were not used to sixteen-year-olds walking barefoot with rings on their big toes, and smearing purple over their eyelids, she very obediently rubbed the stuff off and took a pair of flat-heeled shoes out of her bag. She said that she was delighted I was a Red and kept examining my face closely. She said her best friend had slept with a jazz drummer at the seaside last year, which put her top of the class. Not one of the others had caught a real Red, though, from behind the Iron Curtain. I began to loathe jazz, actresses and her whole class at school. Susan attracted me quite a bit. “Let’s stop for a cup of tea,” she said as we passed one of the petrol pumps; they were as thick along the road as the giant hoardings attacking your pocket all the way. “You can buy me a drink . . .” Since the licensing laws in England allow you to buy whiskey only at certain hours, nobody wants to let the chance of buying a drink slip by, thus proving the measure of his freedom. We went for a cup of tea. I hoped she had some small change on her, or I would have to try to have the bill sent to the Embassy. I could not shame my country, after all. We stood at a broad wooden bar already occupied by other drivers. I felt a bit dizzy. “My dear, that’s a Bentley. It’s certainly not an Arnold-Bristol. It’s got disc brakes on all four wheels. A wonderful car. It’s not a Morse or a Dellow or a Crossley or a Frazer Nash. It’s a Bentley. The last time I saw one was at last year’s races at Le Mans. The only car in England that can keep up with my Cunningham ...” I heard a voice behind me say, but did not realize at once that it was a woman and that she was talking about my car. She ordered lobster soup, fish and roast beef. She knew all there was to know about Prague. Even about Eliska Junkova almost winning the famous Targa Florio race in Sicily in twenty-six, that the most famous woman racing driver in the world was a Czech. “Things are bad over there now, though. I’ve heard the Russians race in nothing but adapted Pobeda saloons. I suppose nobody can buy a Bugatti or a Porsche for his own use, can he? How did you get hold of this car you’ve got now?” I changed the subject and told her I thought the cult of the car as a prestige symbol in the West denoted a crisis in individualism; every separate individual trying to run his own means of transport until all the roads were blocked and the streets in the towns were impassable and they got nothing out of it. That I thought the crowds of cars were just a symptom of the crisis of the personality in our age. She did not understand what I was talking about, and told me she could overtake everything in her post-war American Cunningham, built by millionaires for road racing in Europe—in America they race on closed tracks. She did not glance at Susan once while she was speaking, and her voice seemed more and more like the sound of a four-stroke engine; I stopped listening, and got up to leave. The Ambassador was going to have a nice bill to pay, I thought to myself. And I was going to have a lot to answer for when I get back to Prague. The waiter assured me the Marchioness had paid for everything. It was the Marchioness of Nuvolari, born Riley, who had married a relative of the famous racing driver simply to be able to boast of the name. She dashed out of the gaily painted pub after us and hopped into her one-seater, pulling on her helmet and waiting like a true sportswoman for us to get ready to take off. We set off together. It was a good thing it was evening and there were not many cars on the road. It was a race according to the rules; I had to show that bragging woman where she got off. We soon passed her; I don’t know what there was about our engine, but we left the American supercar far behind. The landscape flew by as
 
 smudged as an abstract painting; I braked carefully, not to overturn the car. Susan threw her arms round my neck and started kissing me. She was delighted. We had won. Our mile miglia. Our Targa Florio. Our Le Mans. Our Brno Round, I added for my own satisfaction. We had not killed a single onlooker. I felt proud of myself and I felt as though I had run that race on foot. I was conscious of kissing Susan, and putting my arms round her, and then I slipped down in the seat. It was night when I came to myself. Susan was giving me Schweppes to drink; it tasted like soda-water and quinine. She had taken my right shoe off and was nursing it in her lap like a doll. “You didn’t tell me you were hurt ...” I had been for a medical in Prague before I left and I knew there was nothing wrong with me. Then she showed me a fresh scab on my foot, the size of her hand. “You’ll have to go to a doctor at once, you must have lost an awful lot of blood . . .” she said. “I went to see the doctor the day before yesterday and nothing has happened to my foot since then. Where could I have been losing blood? It would be visible, wouldn’t it?” She was talking nonsense . . . When I tried to get up I found I was still dizzy; I had to clutch at the car door and stagger out like his lordship had in London when he so incomprehensibly presented me with his car. I had done nothing with my foot except press the accelerator. I frowned. “Do you know how to open the bonnet of this thing?” I asked her. “It’s your car, isn’t it?” She sounded cross. In English they don’t use the familiar “thou,” but I felt sure she was using it now. It took me a little while to get the bonnet open. The engine looked most unusual. Instead of the carburetor there was a big oval steel box with two thick pipes coming from it, and these led to the engine proper. I knew there existed cars with only one cylinder and so I tried to open the odd contraption. It would not give. I went back to the dashboard, with Susan looking on sulkily. I turned the ignition key and tried pressing the accelerator with my own empty shoe, avoiding direct contact. Nothing happened. I accidentally knocked against the accelerator with one finger and the car shot forward, knocking our heads against the ceiling. “What’s the matter with you?” asked Susan. “Why don’t you drive on?” With an effort I switched on the light and showed her my finger. There was a tiny little scab on it, more like a bruise. “Look at that . . .” She did not get the point. “This is a very strange car indeed. It’s neither a Berkeley nor a Morse, even if it kills its driver in the end, I expect. It runs on human blood. . . .” She started to laugh and showed me the maker’s name: James Stuart, Old Georgetown 26. It was engraved on a brass plate beneath the steering wheel. “D’you think the man sold cars for suicides? Now I can see what nonsense you foreigners have stuffed into you. A car that runs on blood.” Then she stopped, for around that strange block which was really nothing other than the steel heart of the car, a steel-heart with a pulmonary and a cardiac vein—around that vessel wound thin little veins which were quite transparent, and now they were filling with something dark red. It looked as if I were right. I told her about the strange way the car had come into my hands, and I described the last moments of the former owner’s life. I was
 
 convinced that he had chosen me as the next victim because I was a foreigner whom nobody knew here and nobody was likely to miss. “What are we going to do now?” she asked. I had no choice. I would have to walk to the nearest pub and ring my colleague in Bolster. Susan would have to find another car to pick her up, preferably with a more reliable driver. “I’m not going to leave you in a mess,” she said with determination. I had heard that Englishwomen are very faithful and the idea worried me a bit. I told her she couldn’t go walking over fields and woods with me, because once I relinquished this technical miracle there would be no more admirers to treat us to lobster soup and oysters. I was going to have to lead the simple life, and that wasn’t good for love’s young dream. She found out I was right. We walked along below the embankment at the edge of the road for about three hours. The headlamps gleamed above us. I did not want to stop any car; I only wanted to walk to the nearest village and find the first phone I came to. “That’s silly. I can climb up first and even the United States Ambassador would stop for me. We play a sort of game like that in school and I always win.” She lifted her breasts proudly. They certainly were attractive enough. “You risk stopping another car made by Vampires Ltd., and having your blood sucked again . . .” She laughed, no longer believing the tale; now she saw only the advantages of the modern technical age. The advantages which are on the surface and can convince at once. In the end we quarrelled. She had thin-soled shoes on her feet and must have felt every stone through them; she was pretty good to have stuck it so long. I shouted at her, too, because I knew that was the only way to part company and forget each other, the only way for me to free myself from this girl and her masterful affections. I helped her up the bank, then I heard the squeal of brakes, and headlamps stopped just behind her and lit up her figure from all sides. My last glimpse of her was as she shaded her eyes from the glare, looking like a lovely blind girl. It was morning before I reached a village, and in daylight I realized that the motorway had been planned so as to bypass the villages and allow fast traffic. The place was called Old Georgetown and looked like something out of a dream, tumbledown castle and all. The children wore school uniforms and the men wore very broad trousers. I was in the birthplace of my car. I felt that it must be a dream. I looked for number twenty-six. “James Stuart died in thirty-two, sir,” an elderly secretary with a blonde bun told me in the office. “The firm has been closed down since then. I just look after things for the bank because we cannot find a buyer.” She pointed to the yard beyond the broken window. It was a graveyard for racing cars, piled with unfinished chassis, cars smashed up in races, bones and bonnets of cars. Hens and ducks wandered about in the knee-high grass. “What happened to the cars he made?” I asked.
 
 “There’s not one of them on the road today,” said the elderly lady bitterly, and sat down to a typewriter that dated from the beginning of the century, and on which the letters moved instead of the roller. “Not one of the grand old cars that Caracciola himself used to drive. They won every race they went in for,” she snapped suddenly, as though I had voiced an objection, and then she pointed to the dusty trophies on the walls. “It was the depression that did for us. There were no rich men left to order hand-made cars. Mr. Stuart finished the last of his cars the day before the banks ruined him. He set out from Old Georgetown in it and was never heard of again. . . .” On a yellowing photograph Mr. Stuart stood with one hand on the bonnet of my car. It was not the thin man I had seen in London. God knows how many people that car had sucked dry in between. “I have heard of him,” I said in my bad English, “and I know where that last car of his is now ...” I thought she started in fright. “It’s the best car in the world, with sixteen forward gears and two reverse brakes on each wheel. Nobody has made a car that could accelerate like that since.” “A car that kills…” I told her. “It will win every race in the world for you, you will find the most select circles open to you, you will live in ease and live for nothing but sport. ..” “And death.” She could not understand. Of course she knew all about the car. She had even perhaps helped Mr. Stuart to get his own back on the society that had beggared him and did not give his genius its chance. “Here are the keys,” I said as I laid them on the table. “I don’t want your car. In return perhaps you will allow me to ring Bolster. . . .” “You’re a foreigner, aren’t you,” she said when she picked up the keys, as though that explained everything. I nodded and waited to be put through to Bolster. I had to spell out my friend’s name and even then they mixed it up. It took half an hour before they got hold of him. He promised to send someone for me; his surprise gave way to severity, but I was glad to hear him, anyway. I waited for him in the Stuart yard and that was where the Marchioness of Nuvolari found me. “Here’s our Chaeron,” she said. “Now don’t try and tell me you’ve never done any racing. I’d give a lot for your skill. And your car. You were right; I’m going to sell my Cunningham. I don’t know how it is but the Americans are no good at racing cars. I want to buy your car. How much do you want for it?” I sent her inside; perhaps if she buys it the old lady will be able to buy a better typewriter. I did not warn her until she came out with the keys in her hand. “I’ll tell you where I left the car, of course, but I must warn you the car will kill you . . .” Then I told her all I knew about the thing. “How very interesting,” she said politely. “It’s a vampire; I must impress it on you. The accelerator sucks your life’s blood . . .!” She
 
 laughed. “Then it’s really worth the money. What do you think the other cars run on, anyway? What did I pay for my petrol with; what did I have to give for it? I had to sacrifice myself if I wanted to have the cars. And in the most complicated manner. This will only make it so much simpler. The only thing I want is to win the Le Mans race once in my life, and beat all the aces. Then I shall die in peace. I know I shall win; I worked out your speed yesterday. It’s a wonderful car; I shall win along the line.” “You will kill yourself . . .” “That doesn’t matter.” And then I understood why nobody had returned that car in all those years, since nineteen thirty-two, why every driver had gladly sold his soul to that mechanical devil and let that vampire suck his blood. Because they could get ahead of all the others. Later, as the Marchioness’ chauffeur drove me to Bolster in her old Cunningham, it seemed as though all the cars on that six-lane motorway were competing in the great unofficial race in which death did not matter. I got to Bolster before the first session started. My colleague had not yet rung up the Embassy to report me. Everything turned out all right except that I did not have time to shave. And that I never saw Susan Saunders again.
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