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            1965

         

         My mother spoke to me once after she was dead. Nine years old, I was standing outside our house, in the shadow of a yew tree, when I heard her call my name. It came from high up, and to my left, and I imagined for a moment that she was upstairs, but all the windows at the front of the house were closed, and there was nothing pale in any of those black rectangles, nothing to suggest a face. Besides, I felt her voice had come from outside. Real and clear, but disembodied, like a recording  though later I thought it was how an angel might sound, if an angel were to speak. I stared at the yew tree  its splintered bark, its scratchy leaves  and noticed how dull the berries looked, their red skin covered with a milky bloom. I stared at the scuffed toes of my shoes. I had answered my mothers call  I had said, Yes?  but I heard nothing else, and my one simple monosyllable hung in the silence of that summer afternoon until it seemed I had been talking to myself.

         
            *

         

         
         My mother had died suddenly the year before, aged thirty-three. My brother, Robin, and I were at school that day. We went to lessons. We had lunch. We didnt know.

         When school finished, we walked home, which took half an hour. It was hot, even for July, and I could smell grass cuttings and the tar melting at the edge of the road. Three years younger than me, and something of a dreamer, Robin lagged behind as usual, and I arrived at the house ahead of him, but stopped as soon as I turned in through the gate. My uncles Jaguar was parked in front of our garage. I glanced back down the hill. Robin was still a hundred yards away, socks around his ankles, cap askew. He looked exhausted and fed up  the long walk home was the part of the day he dreaded most  but when I shouted that Uncle Roland had come to visit, his face brightened and he speeded up.

         I waited until he reached the gate, then we both ran up the drive. The back door was open. The house felt cool. Through the kitchen, across the hall. On into the sitting-room. Then darkness suddenly, and silence. I seem to remember shadowy figures at the edges of the room. I dont remember what was said.

         

         I bent over my bed, my face in my hands, my body shaking. Crying kept what had happened at a distance, stopped it becoming real. Crying meant I didnt have to believe it. The counterpane was cream-coloured, with delicate orange stitching, and smelled as if it had just been washed. Granny Dickie  my fathers mother  stood behind me. I felt her hand on the back of my head. She said my name, and then she said I was going to have to be brave.

         I spoke into the counterpane. I dont want to be brave.

         I know, darling.

         
         I imagine she stared past me, towards the bedroom window. Outside, the weather was beautiful. My face stung.

         I know, she said again.

         I turned and pressed myself against her skirt, still trying not to see or understand. Our front garden lay in shadow, but intense orange sunlight coloured the tops of the trees and the roof of the house over the road, as if that half of the view had been dipped in a sweet syrup.

         The seventh of July. Long days.

         I often tell people I cant remember anything before I was eight, but its not true. I remember lying on the back seat of a car during a thunderstorm, the sky folding and crumpling above me  I was still a baby then  and I remember being two or three and watching bits of a cup dart across the kitchen floor while my parents shouted overhead. I remember being five and falling for a girl called Rowena. What I cant remember is my mother. Her sudden death wiped her out, like a teacher rubbing chalk words off a blackboard. I can remember a dress she used to wear  pink with white polka-dots  but somehow she isnt there inside it. I cant remember her legs, or her shoulders. I cant remember what shape her fingernails were. I think I can remember the smell of her lipstick, but I cant see her mouth. I cant remember how she sounded, even though I heard her call me once when she was dead. Was her voice light and breathy, or was it deep? Did she have an accent? I have no idea. I try and remember her saying the ordinary things that mothers are always saying to their children, things she must have said thousands of times during the eight years we were together. Hello. Come here. I love you.
         

         But no, nothing.

         
            *

         

         
         Not long after her death, I left school in the middle of the day. On the street, it was unusually quiet; the sun lit a world that seemed motionless, suspended, like a statue of itself. I came down out of Meads village and turned along Link Road. Deciding not to cross the golf course, which was the short-cut home, I started up Paradise Drive. The woods rose ahead of me, the foliage massed in brooding clusters like a mushroom cloud.

         The pavement narrowed and then vanished altogether, and I had no choice but to walk on the road. The bend into the trees was deceptively sharp; if any cars came the other way, they wouldnt see me until the last moment. Dad was always saying people drove too fast on Paradise Drive. It was a miracle, he would say, that nobody had been run over.

         I shivered as the shade of the woods closed over me. Through the trees I could see the golf course, its fairways smooth in the sunlight. On top of the greenness was a narrow strip of blue. The sea.

         When I reached our house, Dad was sitting at the far end of the kitchen table, a spoon halfway to his mouth. In the bowl in front of him was his favourite pudding  stewed blackcurrants and custard. He looked at me as if I were a stranger. What are you doing here?
         

         Ive come home, I said.

         But its only lunchtime.

         He must have heard my footsteps, wondered who it was. He wouldnt have been expecting anyone to walk in through the back door, not at that time of day, and not without knocking first or calling out. Did he think for a moment that it was his wife returning, even though he had watched her coffin drop into the ground? Was that why he had seemed so shocked, and why his voice had sounded different? Perhaps it had been in his mind to say, Youre back, or, My darling. Then I appeared.
         

         What are you doing here?
         

         Normally, when school was over, Robin and I would catch a bus to the Town Hall and then walk home, but I hadnt thought to query the suns position or the fact that I was on my own. Everything felt automatic, and harmonious. It felt right. I wonder whether, at some deep level, I had been trying to out-manoeuvre fate. I had learned that bad things happened when I wasnt there. If I made my absences more unpredictable, the bad things would be less likely to occur. Or perhaps  just perhaps  in taking the route that was longer and more hazardous, I was risking some kind of misadventure. I missed my mother. I longed for her. I wanted to follow her, to go where she had gone 
         

         The deceptive bend, the speeding cars.

         The cool shadow of the wood.

         Perhaps it wasnt the thought of his wife walking in through the back door that had startled my father. Perhaps it was something he saw in my face.

      

      




    
         
         

         
            Sorry If I Look Strange

         

         A Wednesday morning, twenty years later. I lie in bed and stare out of the window. A thin crust of snow clings to the tiled rooftops, and the sky beyond is grey, a Berlin grey, steely and unrelenting. I glance at the clock. Half past eight. Soon Hanne will be off to work, a drug rehab unit near the border. I met Hanne the previous summer, on the Amalfi coast. Her slim, tanned legs, her face as mobile as a clowns. Her easy laughter. We lived in Hamburg to start with, then she got a job in West Berlin. Tomorrow its her birthday. Shell be thirty-one.

         Only minutes after Hanne has left the apartment, the phone rings next to the bed.

         Rupert?

         Its Robin. Since leaving art college, Robin has moved into my old council flat in London. Neither of us has much money, so we rarely speak to each other on the phone. It must be important, I think, for him to be calling me like this.

         Dads in hospital, he says. Hes having trouble breathing.

         My heart lurches. Ill fly over.

         
         You dont need to. They told me he wasnt  whats that word they use?  he wasnt critical.

         Ill come anyway.

         The last time I saw my father I lied to him. Three months have passed since then, and I still feel bad about it.

         Where are you? I ask.

         In Eastbourne. At the house.

         He says that when he rang Dad the other day, the au pair answered. She told him Dad had been taken to Midhurst. She had been alone for two days, and had heard nothing. She sounded anxious, bewildered. I remember a short, shy girl with light brown hair. I remember, too, that Dad thinks shes a bit dull, and that he has given her the nickname Forbes.

         Hes having trouble breathing.
         

         During the war, my father served in the North Atlantic, first on destroyers, then on motor-torpedo boats, but in 1943, at the age of twenty-one, he caught pneumonia. Both lungs were affected. He spent the next ten years in hospital, and was subjected to several major operations. He has always dreaded having to go back. Even his six-monthly check-ups frighten him. If a hospital ever appears on TV, he switches channels.

         That night, Hanne and I sit at our living-room table, drinking wine. Our apartment is on the ground floor, and looks directly on to one of Kreuzbergs smaller streets. Outside, people are walking home from work, their features smudged by the sheet of rose-coloured plastic Hanne has fastened to the bottom half of the window. We talk about Dad, whom she has never met. When I saw him in November, he made it clear that he didnt understand my relationship with Hanne, and could see no future in it, and I flew back to West Berlin feeling aggrieved, but when I suggested to her that perhaps we should have nothing to do with him for a while, she disagreed. Her mother was always saying such things, she told me. Hanne thought it best simply to ignore his disapproval. Tonight, though, she wonders what would happen if I took her to England with me. Would he like her?
         

         Maybe, I say. If he could get over his prejudice.

         What is prejudice?

         I explain.

         Oh yes, she says. Yes, I know. Nobody likes the fucking Germans.

         I touch her face. I do.

         

         The next morning Hanne leaves for work at eight-thirty, as usual, even though its her birthday. We will celebrate later on, when she comes home. Since I have just received my unemployment benefit, a sum of about 600 marks, Im thinking of taking her to Exil, a fashionable restaurant on the Paul-Lincke-Ufer, but the phone rings and changes everything.

         Robin says my name. Then he says, Dads dead.

         Jesus, I say. God.

         Outside, in the courtyard, an old woman watches as her dog cocks its leg against the back wheel of a bicycle. Her coat is the waterlogged dark green of a rotten kiwi fruit. I glance at the clock. Five past nine. Something about the angle of the hands seems grotesque. It makes me feel dizzy, as though Im standing next to a big drop, and I wonder if Im going to be sick.

         Jesus, I say again.

         My lips feel clumsy, numb.

         
         Robin tells me that Dad died in the night. The cause of death was respiratory failure.

         Thats what he was always scared of, I say. Not being able to breathe.

         They told me it was peaceful.

         Peaceful? I dont see how that can be true. Im not even sure what it means.

         Did you visit him? I ask.

         No. A woman at the hospital said he could wait until the weekend. She told him not to worry. So I didnt worry, Robin says bitterly, and now hes dead. He talked to Dad, though, on the phone. He asked Dad how he felt, and was startled by the vehemence of the reply. How do you think I feel? He had never heard Dad say anything quite so abrasive. He was almost sarcastic, Robin tells me. He was also surprised by Dads voice, which sounded harsh and gravelly. I should have known, he says.
         

         At least you spoke to him, I say. At least one of us called.

         Why didnt I think of picking up the phone?

         They asked if I wanted to view the body. Robin laughs nervously. Im not sure I want to.

         Well, I do. More than a thousand miles separate me from my father, and I have to try and close the gap. Close it to an inch or two. My mouth to his ear. My hand on his heart. You dont have to go. Ill drive over by myself.

         Robin doesnt say anything.

         Have you spoken to Ralph? I ask. Ralph is our other brother  the youngest of the three.

         Not yet.

         When Robin hangs up forty minutes later, my sense of isolation is so immediate and profound that it registers as a drop in the temperature, and I begin to shake with cold.  Why didnt I ring Dad? I didnt have the number of the hospital, but I could have asked Robin for it, or called Directory Enquiries. I was Dads eldest son. He would have found it comforting to hear my voice. I could have let him know I was on my way. I could have told him I loved him. But now, all of a sudden, its too late. Though Im in bed, with the duvet drawn up to my chin, Im still trembling. My legs appear to have no feeling in them. Theyre smooth and dry; they might be made of wood. Before we moved into our apartment, it was a print studio. The room we sleep in used to be the darkroom. It took coat after coat of white paint to obliterate the black, but as I stare up at the ceiling I can sense its presence, like a shadow pressing from beneath.
         

         

         I call Hanne and tell her what has happened. She puts me on hold while she goes to ask Ernst, her team leader, for permission to leave early.

         The bastard, she mutters when she returns.

         What did he say?

         He said the day ends at five oclock.

         I tell her I need to fly to England as soon as possible. Theres a travel agent round the corner, she says. On Kottbusser Damm. In the background, I can hear one of the junkies babies screaming.

         Im not sure I can do this on my own, I say.

         You can, she says. I know you can.

         She promises to be home by six.

         

         I wash and dress. Grey light filters through panes of frosted glass. Toothpaste. The mirror. A pair of boots. Things seem mundane, precarious. The world, like a bowl filled to the brim with water, is something that can be dropped or spilled. I leave the apartment. Old snow has been shovelled into long uneven ridges at the edges of the cobbled pavement. The air smells of coal. Outside the shop that sells electrical appliances is the usual cluster of middle-aged Turkish men in leather jackets. Its so cold that everyone has tears in their eyes; when I push through the door of the travel agency, no one suspects that Ive been crying.
         

         In stumbling German, I tell the woman behind the desk that I need to fly to London urgently. Tomorrow, if possible. Only scheduled flights are available at such short notice, she says. It will be expensive. Her eyelids are the blue of blackbirds eggs. Her hair is glossy, wire-stiff. I tell her that I have no choice. Theres been a death in the family. As I speak, I have a sense not of an echo exactly but of a kind of superimposition  how many times, I wonder, have people come out with that sentence?  and the effect is both prolonged and underlined as the woman solemnly lifts her eyes to mine and says shes sorry. I end up spending my entire dole cheque on a British Airways flight to Gatwick.

         Walking back to the apartment, I realize that the life I have been living for the past fifteen months  first in Tuscany, and now here, in West Berlin  is being brushed aside, and I am doing nothing to prevent that happening. I suppose I have always known this moment would arrive. Even as a boy, I was afraid my Dad would die  but he didnt, and he didnt, and I began, little by little, to trust him, to believe that he could last. How perverse that his death should come only when Ive got out of the habit of expecting it!

         
         I turn the corner into Sanderstrasse, and as I pass the cake-shop with its old-fashioned brown-and-gold lettering I am briefly wrapped in the bitter, sumptuous fragrance of dark chocolate. My fingers tighten round the one-way ticket in the pocket of my coat. I feel as if something has been achieved. I also, oddly, feel less alone.

         

         Three months ago, I caught a train to Eastbourne, the town where I had grown up and where my father still lived. I arrived later than intended, and there were no lights on in the house when the taxi pulled up outside. I knocked on the front door. Nobody answered. I walked round to the back and stood on the lawn. The cherry trees that grew on the south side of the garden stirred in the night air. Nearby was the sycamore I used to climb when I was young. Dads bedroom window was dark, the curtains drawn; in the moonlight, the glasshouse appeared to be built from sheets of ice. I called his name. Softly, though. As if afraid I might rouse him. To disturb Dad was to break one of the rules that had governed my childhood. When he had finished lunch and swallowed his pills, he would go upstairs, and my two brothers and I would have to be quiet for the next hour and a half, but we were boys, and as we tiptoed from room to room, talking in exaggerated whispers, one of us would invariably knock a chair over or let a door slam shut. Even the chink of a spoon against the lip of a cup could be fatal. You woke me up. How often had we heard those words? I felt guilty every time  and not just of carelessness or disobedience: in depriving Dad of his much-needed rest, we were affecting his chances of survival.
         

         I picked up a chunk of dry mud from the flower bed and flung it at his window. It fell back, landing on the glasshouse roof and almost shattering a pane. Dads curtains didnt move. He must already have taken his Seconal. I swore under my breath, then walked round to the front door again. This time I held the letter box open and put my mouth to the gap.
         

         Dad? Dad!

         I must have called his name thirty times.

         At last I heard the click of his bedroom door. I watched one-eyed through the upright letter box as he felt his way down the stairs in his tartan dressing-gown, then I let the flap close quietly and stood back.

         When he opened the door, he had a curious, almost absent-minded smile on his face, and his hair was adrift on the top of his head, wispy and unkempt.

         Sorry if I look strange, he said.

         I stepped forwards and wrapped my arms around him. It was like hugging a basket of eggs, you had to be so careful.

         Im sorry Im late, I said. I missed my train.

         I was fast asleep. Dead out.

         You go back to bed, Dad. Im in now.

         At breakfast I apologized again.

         All the years go by, he said, but you never forget the sound of your child calling you in the middle of the night 

         Later, he talked for half an hour without a break  about the new poems he had written, about a plan to end his days in a retired sailors home near Portsmouth and, lowering his voice, about Forbes.

         At last he sat back in his red chair, saying his throat hurt. He took a sip of water, then stared out into the room. Now you tell me something.

         
         But I could hardly talk about my time in London  any mention of nightclubs or parties left him baffled, even vexed  and though I had told him, in my letters, about my move to West Berlin, I doubted he would want to hear about that either. He blamed the war for robbing him of both his youth and his health, and was unlikely to approve of my involvement with a German girl; he might even think Id done it on purpose, to upset him. Dad had his own ambitions for me. His grandmother had been Scottish  a Johnston  and several years of genealogical research had revealed a branch of the family that had once owned vast tracts of land in Dumfriesshire. He believed it was my duty, as his eldest son, to make money and buy them back. He also wanted me to claim a title  Marquis of Annandale  and a clan leadership, both of which, he argued, were rightfully ours. When I took a job as a copywriter in London in 1978, Dad thought this was a move in the right direction, but my resignation four years later mystified and disappointed him, and he was always trying to persuade me to reconsider. Since he was a poet himself, albeit an unpublished one, surely he ought to have understood when I told him that my intention was to write, but in a recent letter, posted on 23 October, he suggested that I look for advertising work in West Berlin  to keep my hand in, as he put it. To my father, a career in advertising signified security, wealth, even glamour; above all, though, it was a stepping-stone to the life he had mapped out for me.

         Later that day, I handed him a Polaroid of Hanne, which I had taken on the steps of a Tuscan church the previous summer. He held the photo at arms length, a habit hed acquired since his eyesight started going, and one he tended to exaggerate. Eventually, he asked why I was wearing such peculiar clothes. At first I didnt follow. Then I had to laugh.
         

         Thats not me, Dad. Thats her.
         

         He shook his head and leaned back in his chair, staring up into the corner of the room.

         I took the picture from him and studied it closely. Hanne was nearly as tall as I was, and we both had dark brown hair, but could she honestly be mistaken for me? Surely not. In the end, I thought his misreading of the Polaroid was a refusal to acknowledge her existence. He didnt see her because he didnt want to see her.
         

         At the beginning of my visit, I had told him I would be leaving on Monday morning, but on Sunday night, while we were standing next to each other in the scullery, doing the washing-up, he turned to me. Cant you stay a bit longer?

         Not really, I said. My flights on Tuesday.

         It wasnt true. I wasnt flying back until the end of the week, but I wanted to be in London, with my friends.

         Dad looked down at the draining-board, lips pressed together. We didnt have much time, did we?

         

         After my visit to the travel agent, I stay indoors. Only two colours register: the white of the snow spread thinly on the rooftops, and the red of the living-room carpet. Sitting on the floor, arms wrapped round my knees, I play the same record over and over until it becomes the soundtrack for my fathers death. I cant seem to break out of the state into which I descended the moment my phone call with Robin finished. That instant, blanket desolation.

         At last, a key turns in the lock, and Hanne appears in the living-room doorway.

         
         Im sorry about your birthday, I say.

         Kneeling, she puts her arms around me. Her leather jacket is so icy that I shiver; she has brought the cold air in with her. Though she holds me tight, I cant find it in myself to respond, or even to alter the position of my body.

         Later, she sits on a chair by the wall. One leg drawn up against her chest, she watches me. Its like theres something over you, she says. I cant get near you.

         But I dont feel enclosed, or sealed off. I feel as if Ive shrunk. I feel small. There seems to be less of me than there was before, and I wonder what it is Ive lost.
         

         Apart from a father, that is.

         

         The following day, Hanne drives me to the airport. I cant stop yawning. We didnt go out to celebrate, as planned. Instead, we lit candles and opened a bottle of red wine. We sat in the living-room, our voices hushed, the plate-glass window creaking with the cold. I told Hanne how brisk Robin had sounded on the phone, almost officious; Id barely recognized him. She imagined it would have been a shock for him to find out his father was in hospital. Hed be running on pure adrenaline. As for Ralph, I said, the last time I had spoken to him was three years ago, at his wedding. What would it be like when he arrived? How would we all get on?
         

         Maybe its a chance to be closer, Hanne said.

         I dont know, I said. Maybe.

         We stayed up till four.

         I stare at the beautiful, dilapidated streets. Buildings the colour of smoke. Graffiti, bullet holes. Canals. I will miss Berlin, but it feels superseded, beside the point. Im like an actor who has been standing in the footlights, only to dis cover that the real play is happening off-stage.
         

         Hanne asks how long I will be gone.

         I dont know, I say. Ive no idea.

         Though I sense her eyes on me, theres nothing I can tell her that will be of any comfort. Shes in the car with me, only inches away, but like the city she has begun to seem superfluous, irrelevant.

         At check-in, the stewardess says Im only allowed one item of hand baggage. Every word I have written since I walked out of advertising has been written on my portable, a maroon Olympia with art deco curves and chrome trim, but since I have packed a camera in my holdall, I let her take the typewriter.

         As Hanne and I drink a last coffee together, she glances at her watch. You must hurry, or youll miss your fly.

         I cant help smiling.

         What? she says.

         Hannes English is like nobody elses. Once, while describing a camping trip, she said that her tent had flooded and her dreaming packet had nearly floated away.

         What? she says again, though shes grinning now.

         A fly is an insect, I tell her.

         She kisses me goodbye, first on the mouth, then on both sides of my nostrils.

         Your nose wings, she says.

         

         I have brought a book with me, but cant take in any of the words. My fathers dead, I keep saying to myself. My fathers dead. I glance at my fellow passengers. Theyre behaving as if its a day like any other. I put the book back in my bag and take out Dads last letter, dated 30 January.Im still feeling short of breath, which isnt very pleasant, however I must just put up with it. That sentence now seems like a cry for help, and once again Im surprised at myself for not having reacted. As a rule, Dad would send me a letter every fortnight, and I remember wondering, halfway through February, why he hadnt written. But I let another week go by. Still I didnt ring. I suppose I must have been trying to save money. As I slide the letter back into its envelope, I notice that half my address is missing. Dad wrote the name of the street, but forgot to include the house number, and he omitted the postcode entirely. With hindsight, its a miracle the letter arrived at all. The inaccuracy of the address and his reference to being short of breath suggest he was in distress. How is it that I didnt realize?
         

         I turn to my window and its expanse of pure blue sky. Far below, the North Sea wrinkles, a ship pinned to the surface like a brooch. My fathers dead. All of a sudden I feel unbelievably light and free. My body floods with a secret exhilaration. I could be a spy. I could be famous. I could be on my way to meet someone Im in love with.
         

         

         Once I have collected my suitcase and my typewriter, I hurry through customs and take an escalator down to the station. My train isnt due for fifteen minutes. I set my luggage down and stroll along the platform. Though clammy, the air smells burnt, metallic, as if some electrical device has shorted out. I gaze across the fields. Recent heavy rain has flattened the stands of bracken in the nearby railway cut, and theres the constant distant sound of water trickling.

         England.

         
         Walking back, I notice a tall, burly man staring at me. His mackintosh is beige, like a detectives, its belt fastened tightly, almost chastely, round his midriff, but his hat, a dark brown Homburg with a creamy satin band, looks as if it might belong to a jazz musician. As I approach, he gestures at my suitcase, then says, in an American accent, I was beginning to think there was a bomb in there.

         You cant be too careful these days, I say.

         We look at each other, and even though were referring to recent terrorist attacks  only two months have passed since Harrods was targeted by the IRA  we both laugh quietly.

         The train arrives. Still standing twenty feet apart, we smile and shrug, then enter different carriages. Once I have found a seat, I gaze out of the window at stations whose names I know by heart. Haywards Heath, Three Bridges. Wivelsfield. After my mother died, Dad sent me away to boarding-school, and this was the railway line I would use. I was never in any doubt about what waited for me at the other end  twelve weeks of noise, cold and hunger  and then there were the horrors that couldnt be predicted, or even imagined  When I was fourteen, Robin started at the same school, and we would travel together. By then, I no longer dreaded term-time, but Robin would sit across from me, his face so pale that all his freckles showed, his left eye twitching. I would do my best to reassure him. Itll be all right, Id say. Ill be there, remember? But I wouldnt. Not after lights out, or when the masters werent around  not when it mattered most. In his first year we would meet on Sundays, after chapel. Our walks would take us beyond the schools ring fence and into the surrounding woods and fields. I was no longer impatient with him, as I had been when we were young. I didnt mind if he dawdled; there was nowhere we were trying to get to. Sometimes he would tell me what was troubling him, but mostly he kept quiet. It was enough to have the company, a familiar face, an hour or two when he could feel safe. At least, that was how it seemed to me.
         

         From Eastbourne station I take a taxi, and in no time at all were turning into Summerdown Road. We pull up outside the house. Half hidden by the yew trees in the front garden, it has a withdrawn or injured look, like a person wearing an eye-patch. The wooden fence is badly warped, its grey boards on the point of collapsing outwards on to the pavement, and there are cracks and kinks in the tarmac surface of the drive. The windows are blank; it has been dark for hours, but Robin hasnt thought to draw the curtains. Though my father has just died, what the house reminds me of, as always, is the absence of my mother, and as I step out of the taxi it occurs to me that I might never be able to feel that desolation in its entirety. Its as if my grief is a jigsaw, and I can only deal with one piece at a time.

         After paying the driver, I watch as his tail-lights vanish down the hill. I think about my last visit, in November, and how my father locked me out. I remember watching through the letter box as he fumbled his way downstairs. All the years go by, but you never forget the sound of your child calling you  I could call him now, and there would be no answer. I could keep on calling. He would not appear. He will never hear my voice again. Fingers pick my heart up like a pack of cards and shuffle it. I walk to the front door and put my luggage down, then I reach out for the knocker.
         

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            He Didnt Say Goodbye

         
 
         In 2007 I went to see Bernard, a Frenchman who had been one of Dads few friends. What could he tell me about my father? He had known him as well as anyone. On a chilly, misty afternoon, I joined the rush-hour traffic streaming out of Eastbourne. Bernard lived outside the town, in Polegate, and I had to negotiate a series of dual carriage-ways and roundabouts, none of which had existed when I was growing up. As I drew closer, I noticed increasing signs of deprivation and neglect. One front garden was buried under a tangle of discarded furniture: a mustard-coloured sofa, a torn mattress, an ironing-board. Nearby, on the pavement, was a naked plastic baby that had lost an arm. A police car passed me in low gear.
 
         I hadnt seen Bernard since the summer of 1984, but when he came to the door, his blurred figure looming behind a panel of frosted glass, he seemed surprisingly familiar. He was immaculate, as always  I have just been teaching, you see?  in a dark suit and tie and a pair of highly polished shoes. He sounded the same too, his voice plummy but slightly nasal, as if he had a history of sinus problems. Only his hair had altered: once black and shiny, it had turned a creamy white, especially on top of his head, where it folded sideways, reminding me of a seagulls wing.
         
 
         I followed Bernard into the kitchen. While waiting for the kettle to boil, he laid out blueberry muffins and iced slices on a plate. When I remarked, tongue in cheek, on the beauty of the arrangement, he giggled. There had always been a demure, self-effacing quality about Bernard that invited gentle teasing. We carried the tea and cakes into the living-room and sat down at his dining-table.
 
         I started by asking how he met my father.
 
         Determined to avoid military service, he fled to England when he was seventeen, Bernard said, and took a job with Major Tolley, an elderly bachelor and one-time British amateur golf champion. In return for various domestic duties, he was given board and lodging, pocket money, and a free weekly English lesson with my father, who happened to live round the corner. Though Dad was already in his mid-forties by then, the two men immediately got on. The sense of humour, Bernard said, by way of explanation. He always liked a good joke.
 
         I wondered how much Bernard had known about the fragile state of my fathers health.
 
         I vaguely remembered that hed been wounded. In the navy. Something to do with torpedoes  Bernard began to titter, and this time I found myself joining in.
 
         By the early seventies, Bernard was studying English at a college in town, but he stayed in contact with my father, and when Dad and his new wife, Sonya, had their second child, they asked Bernard if he would be the godfather. Later, when the Home Office lost Bernards papers, Dad wrote several letters on his behalf, which helped to keep him in the country.
 
          
         On Tolleys death in 1978, Bernard ran into financial difficulties. Though the major had left him money in a trust, he had no income and nowhere to live. He stayed with the majors gardener for a while, in Polegate. In time, he became a gardener himself. He worked for local families like the Martins and the Goodchilds, and for my father too. In fine weather, he would turn up every week. We were always in touch. Yes, indeed.
 
         I told Bernard how unusual he was, which triggered another fit of the giggles. Unusual, I went on, in that he was one of the only people Dad had thought of as a friend. This revelation seemed to take Bernard aback, and as I began to describe how solitary Dads life had been, especially towards the end, he interrupted me. One thing I do remember, he said. Before your father died, or before he went to the hospital, he rang me up.
 
         Did he?
 
         He more or less made it clear that this was the end.
 
         Really? 
         
 
         I just said, No, no, its not true  At the time, Bernard hadnt suspected this would be the last conversation they would ever have, though he had known my father wasnt well.
 
         Had my father told him what was wrong?
 
         Not really, no.
 
         A clock chimed somewhere, playing a descending scale.
 
         He must have known something really final was happening, Bernard said.
 
         I explained why I was so startled by what he had told me. Dad hadnt phoned any of us, I said, neither before being admitted to hospital, nor while he was there. He had taken his diary with him, which had all our numbers in it, but he hadnt called to let us know where he was. It was only by sheer chance that we had found out. Bernard suggested that perhaps our father hadnt wanted to upset us. That was what I used to think, I said  until just now. Dad was always saying things like that. I didnt want to upset you. And it would make sense as a theory if he expected to be discharged in a day or two, but not if he was convinced that he was going to die. Thats right. Bernard was staring at the table. Yes. Yes, indeed.
         
 
         I asked whether Dad had said goodbye to him.
 
         Well, he didnt say goodbye exactly, but he did say, Oh, I dont think Ill be coming back 
 
         We circled the subject for another twenty minutes, but got no further. Eventually, I thanked Bernard for agreeing to see me, and for the tea, and rose from the table. Outside, the wind gusted and nagged, smelling of chips. As I walked to the kerb, a police car nosed past, and I remembered how, at one point, Bernard had referred to vandalism  though, characteristically, he had used the word nuisance. It seemed a bleak and unforgiving place for somebody so gentle to end up, and filled with affection for him I turned around to offer one last wave, but he had already retreated behind his frosted-glass front door.
 
         Later, I left my hotel on Marine Parade and stood on the damp pavement, looking west. A single string of yellow bulbs looped the entire length of the pier. Fixed to the roof of the main pavilion was the word FUNTASIA, its neon a smudgy, brooding red. I crossed the road. Beyond the railings, banks of shingle sloped steeply down into the dark. A brisk wind was blowing from the south; clouds of vapour that smelled of seaweed and rusting metal lifted past my face. I paused again by a kiosk, its wares described in brash blue capitals: ROCK FUDGE INFLATABLES. The words belonged to another age  naive, comical, but tender too, somehow. I thought of the Channel Bar on the end of the pier, where Robin and I had spent an evening in 1984, and how we had stared in fascination and disbelief as a man who called himself Mr Music played versions of top-ten classics on a Hammond organ. Perhaps I would sit in the bar for an hour. Get a drink, something to eat.
         
 
         I stepped on to the pier. It had been raining, and the wooden slats were slippery. In the old days, there would be posters advertising shows at the Winter Garden or the Hippodrome. Wrestlers with exaggerated, melancholy names. Pop-stars who hadnt had a hit in years. Comedians. I passed the glass-blowing studio with its shelves of prancing animals, then a domed pavilion crammed with jingle-playing slot-machines. Several notices warned me of the dangers of jumping off the pier. Prosecution, among others. Two teenage boys slouched in a doorway, hoods pulled level with their eyebrows, cigarettes glowing sullenly between their fingers. This was the town I had always longed to leave, for ever.
 
         Halfway along the pier, I looked to the west again. The tide was low. Waves were breaking far out to sea and rushing shorewards in ragged white lines. Their constant, breathy roar erased all other sounds. On the promenade the lit windows of hotel rooms blurred and wobbled in the spray. The phone call Bernard had described was gnawing at me. I dont think Ill be coming back. Had my father had some sort of premonition? Or had he simply decided to let go? He had stayed alive for us while we were children, all those years, but now we were gone. We didnt need him any more. Whatever the truth was, I was still surprised that he had failed to summon us. We could so easily have been there, at his bedside.
         
 
         Turning back into the wind, I walked on towards the bar. Why had he denied us the opportunity to be with him? Had he become disillusioned with us? Were we a disappointment to him? Had he deliberately died alone? This possibility had never occurred to me before, and it brought me to a standstill again, a charred feeling in my throat. His second wife, Sonya, had abandoned him. Perhaps he saw his sons as having abandoned him as well. What had he said to me on my last visit? We didnt have much time, did we? If we didnt need him, he didnt need us. He had a stubborn pride in him. There might also have been, as Robin had suggested once, a streak of sarcasm. He would not call. He would not disturb us. He would do it on his own, with no support, no charity. Was that what he had thought?
         
 
         I reached the end of the pier. The bar had a new name  the Atlantis  but its door was padlocked, and no lights were on. I remembered the words on that kiosk. ROCK FIDGE INFLATABLES. Like a series of blows, they now seemed to promise damage, injury. I faced back towards the land. The clammy swirl of the wind, the rushing of those waves.
         
 
         The season was over.

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            Chubb

         
 
         I stand by the front door of the house where I grew up. My life in West Berlin already feels unreal, despite the fact that I was in the city only hours ago. I knock twice, loudly. With Dad gone, theres no need to be quiet any more, not even late at night.
 
         The door opens. Before I can speak, Robin leans close to me and whispers, Ralph and Vivian are here.
 
         I stare at him. Ralph, my brother, and Vivian, his wife.
 
         They arrived this morning, Robin says in the same dramatic whisper. Theyre moving in.
 
         I thought Ralph worked in London.
 
         He does. Hes going to try and change his job.
 
         I glance sideways, into the dark. All day, I have been imagining that Robin and I would have the house to ourselves. Once the funeral was over, we would stay up until dawn, drinking and talking, listening to music. At weekends, there would be parties, with people driving down from London. It would be a last wild farewell to the place where everything began. If Ralph and Vivian are living with us, though, there will be constraints.
 
          
         Not that Robin seems too bothered. Youd better come in. As I step over the threshold, he grins at me across one shoulder. Weve been opening Dads wine.
 
         I follow him into the kitchen. Ralph is sitting where Dad used to sit, in the blue wooden chair at the head of the table. Vivian is at right angles to him, her back to the door. She only half-turns when I walk in. Her dark hair falls well past her shoulders, the same length as it was three years ago. I seem to recognize her sweater too, the knitted wool flecked with grey, white and pale blue. The air in the room is tense, smoky.
 
         Bending, I kiss Vivian, then turn to Ralph. He rises to his feet, and his face crumples into a smile that manages to be wry, affectionate and bashful, all at the same time. Something about the shape of his top lip reminds me that he used to play the trumpet. I wonder if he still does. We hug each other quickly. It occurs to me that, since Im the last to arrive, Ralph and Vivian will have been waiting for me, and not, I imagine, without some apprehension. We have become riddles to one another. Unknown quantities.
 
         I take off my black oilskin and drape it across the chair behind the door, then I pour myself a glass of wine from the open bottle and sit down at the far end of the table. I lean back, light a cigarette. Ralph glances at Robin, and I know what hes thinking. He still smokes. I tell them that what has happened hasnt really sunk in yet. It all just seems so unbelievable. There are nods. Ralph and Vivian reach for their own cigarettes. The atmosphere loosens a notch.
         
 
         And suddenly all four of us are smoking, even though no one has ever lit up in the kitchen before  nor, for that matter, in the house. Dad attributed his lung problems to cigarettes, and when we were boys he would often lecture us on how dangerous they were. To be smoking now feels disrespectful, even risky, and my eyes keep flicking towards the door, afraid he might appear at any moment. From time to time Vivian goes upstairs to check on Greta, who is six months old. Ralph and Vivian have a baby. That, too, seems unbelievable.
         
 
         I talk about the self-important feeling I had while on the plane. Almost as if I were a celebrity. I shrug. But my brothers are nodding again. They felt something similar. Our lives seem to have been heightened or even somehow invigorated by our fathers death. Is this normal? Every now and then, a silence falls. Difficult tasks lie ahead of us. We will have to choose a funeral director. We will need to contact Dads relatives and friends. And there will be a visit to the hospital  a chance to see Dad for the last time.
         
 
         Robin leaves the room to fetch more wine. At least we wont have to buy anything to drink for a while, he says when he returns. There must be twenty bottles in the study.
 
         He always saved his wine for special occasions. My voice is momentarily unsteady.
 
         This is a special occasion, Ralph says.
         
 
         Vivian has hardly opened her mouth all evening. She keeps her eyes on Ralph, and if she does speak, she speaks to Ralph, even though she might be responding to me or Robin. When you try and point something out to a cat, it tends to stare at the end of your finger. Thats what talking to Vivian is like.
 
         I ask where everyone is sleeping. Ralph says he has taken Paradise, so called because it has a dressing-room whose window looks towards Paradise Wood; the word has been on the door for as long as I can remember, the light-blue letters painted at head-height on the dark brown varnish. Robin tells me he is using Dads room. Unwilling to start searching for clean sheets, I decide to share Dads double bed with Robin.
         
 
         I climb the stairs. On reaching the landing, I take a breath, then open Dads door. Nothing has changed. In front of me is the fireplace that he boarded up with one of his own paintings to stop the draughts, and on the chimney breast above is his only valuable possession  a framed lithograph by Georges Braque. To my right are the curtains he bought with Sonya in the early seventies, columns of white shapes that resemble snowflakes overlapping dizzily on a background of cobalt and turquoise. In the far corner, above the sink, is his green glass bottle of eucalyptus oil. On nights when I agreed to massage his back, he would stand the bottle in warm water so it heated up to body temperature.
 
         I slip between the sheets. The bed still smells of him  lavender soap and talcum powder  but I can smell cigarette smoke too. Old rules are being broken, thirty years collapsing in an instant. I wonder if I should say something, now that I am head of the family. What would Dad expect of me? The impossible, I suppose  as always. I have so obviously failed to live up to his ideals. I should have claimed that Scottish title. I should have married a girl from a good family. He wanted me to be a professional golfer as well. So many should haves. But Im too tired to think, or care. My head sinks on to the pillow, and Im gone.
 
         
 
         I wake to the sound of hammering. Forcing my eyes open, I imagine for a few moments that Im in Kreuzberg, but there is no shadow on the ceiling, no black paint lurking underneath the white. These dark blue sheets, this dark blue pillow: Im lying in my fathers bed. I turn my head. Robin is fast asleep beside me. Two parallel lines run diagonally towards his left eyebrow, as though a small but heavy vehicle drove across his forehead in the night. Beyond him, on a chair, is a jug of water. If he drinks the contents of the jug before he goes to sleep, he doesnt get a hangover. So he claims. The hammering becomes a little more insistent.
         
 
         I sit up. Rob?
 
         What? he murmurs, eyes still closed.
 
         That noise.
 
         Fuck. What is it?
 
         I dont know.
 
         The banging stops, then starts again, even louder than before.
 
         Sounds like its coming from inside the house, I say.
 
         I ease out of bed and pull on trousers and a shirt. Robin groans and hauls himself upright. Opening Dads door, I step out on to the landing. With Robin at my shoulder, I peer round the corner. Outside Paradise is a dusty-looking man in paint-stained overalls. He appears to be attacking a point about halfway up the door, close to the handle.
 
         I say hello.
 
         The man glances round in a casual, almost insolent manner. He doesnt seem to realize that he has woken us up  or, if he does, he isnt overly concerned. Set into the door behind him is a lock the size of a fist, its bright brass standing out against the ancient varnish.
 
         This is a good lock, this is, he says, his bottom lip jutting briefly. This is a Chubb. Best lock there is. He nods, lending weight to his judgement, then turns back to the door. The hammering continues.
 
          
         Robin and I retreat to Dads room. I lean against the windowsill, arms folded. Robin sits on the edge of the bed and rubs his eyes.
 
         Thats a good lock, that is, he says after a while.
 
         Its a Chubb, I say.
 
         You dont get better than a Chubb.
 
         We chuckle quietly.
 
         It seems a bit extreme, I say, dont you think?
 
         Maybe theyre frightened.
 
         What of?
 
         Robin shrugs. Us, I suppose.
 
         I remember a weekend in 1978. I had arrived in Eastbourne with a lump of hash zipped into my leather jacket, and on the Saturday night Robin and I got stoned in his bedroom, which was downstairs, at the front of the house. Instead of rolling joints, we used a technique that involved a jam jar, a needle and half a cork. That way, if Dad walked in, there would be nothing for him to smell. We opened the window as well, though, just to be on the safe side. As we sat in Robins room, rain tapping softly on the leaves of the holly bush outside, we wondered what would become of Dad now that Sonya had left him. He was disabled. He had little or no money. He was almost sixty.
 
         Maybe we should do away with him, I said.
 
         I tilted the jar for Robin, who put his mouth to the gap and sucked out all the smoke. Fixed on the end of the needle, the hash continued to burn  a tiny, glowing coal.
 
         You know, I said, put him out of his misery.
 
         When Robin finally exhaled, I looked at him and we both began to shake with laughter. Soon we were laughing so hard we could scarcely breathe.
 
         How, Robin gasped, are we going to do it?
 
          
         As we ran through the various methods, we rolled on the floor in absolute hysterics.
 
         Stop. Robin was clutching his ribs. It hurts.
 
         I cant, I said. I couldnt work out what was so funny, but that only made it worse.
 
         Later, when there was no more smoke in the jar, we drifted, each in his own reverie. I saw my father lying in the doorway in his dressing-gown, his face turned towards me, his eyes wide open. Offshore, a foghorn sounded. The rain had stopped, and the air seemed polished, crystalline. The hush of a seaside resort in winter.
 
         Towards midnight, we climbed out of the window and on to the drive. The clouds had broken up; sky showed in the gaps like black glass. We stood on the street corner, shoulders hoisted, sharing a cigarette. Drips fell from the trees.
 
         Do you think we woke him up? Robin said.
 
         I hope not, I said. I mean, imagine if hed heard 
 
         The hammering is still going on.
 
         Standing at Dads bedroom window, I wonder if Ralph knows about that night in 1978. I dont think I ever told him, but Robin might have done.
 
         
 
         Ralph and Vivian met in 1979, during their first term at London University. Vivian had grown up in an industrial city in the West Midlands. With her black eyeliner and her long dark hair, I used to think she looked like Chrissie Hynde, the lead singer of the Pretenders. Vivian and my brother quickly became inseparable. They went to each others lectures. They ate together. They rarely, if ever, spent a night apart.
 
         When I first knew them as a couple, they were renting a bedsit in Princes Square, not far from Hyde Park. That year I was living with my girlfriend Tina in a council flat south of the river. Both Ralph and I had motorbikes, and Tina and Vivian rode pillion. The four of us would go to pubs or live music venues  the Nashville Rooms, the Moonlight Club. But then, almost overnight, Ralph and Vivian stopped calling, and the next time they moved they didnt give us their address.
         
 
         In the autumn of 1980, while returning from a job interview, I found myself in Bayswater. I rode to the house where they had lived and parked outside. As I loitered on the pavement, the front door opened and a West Indian appeared, eyes narrowed against the morning light, cigarette smoke coiling like a blue vine up his arm. Could this be the famous Pedro, who had once chased Vivian round the basement kitchen with a knife? As he started down the steps, I eased past him, catching the door before it clicked shut. I climbed the stairs to the first floor and paused outside the room that Ralph and Vivian used to rent. It was so quiet on the landing that I could hear a fly rebounding off the windowpane behind me. I thought about my last visit, and how I had sat on the floor and watched as Vivian dyed Ralphs hair. The room had been stuffy and cramped, with yellow walls, and they had told me about the people in the building  a Glaswegian on parole, a Jesus look-alike, a pimp. I reached out and knocked on the door. I wasnt sure what I would say if somebody answered. Hello. Im looking for my brother. Upstairs, a kettle came to the boil. Its whistling built to a crescendo, then cut out. I felt close to Ralph, even though I knew he was no longer there. I was standing where he would have stood if he was fitting his key into the lock. I was breathing the same air.
         
 
         Back at our flat in the Oval, Tina and I kept trying to work out what lay behind Ralphs abrupt disappearance. Tina had met Ralph while at art college in Eastbourne  being a friend of Robins, she had often run into Ralph at parties or in pubs  and she would constantly circle back to the idea that she was to blame. She felt she might have been indiscreet about Ralphs past, and that Vivian might have taken offence, but I could never grasp the nature of the indiscretion. So far as I knew, Vivian had been Ralphs first real girlfriend, his first  and only  true love.
         
 
         A few months later, on the phone, Dad told me that Ralph and Vivian were always moving from one flat to another, and that he couldnt keep up with the changes of address.
 
         Why is that, do you think? I asked.
 
         He couldnt say.
 
         In that same phone call, he told me he would hear them walking around the house in the middle of the night. He had no idea how they got in. He thought they were taking things.
 
         How could you be sure it was them?
 
         I heard the motorbike.
 
         He wanted to ask them what they were doing, but was afraid to leave his room. By morning, he said, they would usually be gone.
 
         I didnt know what to make of this. Why would my brother and his girlfriend bother to ride all the way from London to Eastbourne, a distance of more than seventy miles? And even if they did, what would they take from the house? Perhaps Dad had been dreaming  or perhaps he was becoming confused. Perhaps this was what happened when you took barbiturates night after night, year after year 
 
         It must have been at around this time that Robin showed me a photo of Ralph standing on the drive. Ralph was dressed in a black leather jacket and narrow black trousers. His feet were encased in heavy-duty motorcycle boots. His hair, liquorice-black, stuck up in a towering Mohican, and his mouth twisted in a trademark Billy Idol sneer. Wraparound sunglasses hid his eyes. Outlined against the eggshell-blue of the garage doors, he looked as though he had just teleported in from some post-apocalyptic future. I thought the picture was wonderful, but I could understand why Dad might be dismayed or even threatened by his sons new incarnation. It was Dads belief that Ralph had undergone a profound change since meeting Vivian, not only in appearance, but psychologically. He was convinced that Ralph had fallen under her spell, and he had taken to calling her Svengali  though not, I imagined, to her face. In an underhand and vicious poem  one of the most impassioned that he ever wrote  he portrayed her slouching on a chair in the kitchen, picking her nose. With her racoon eyes fixed on Dad, she whispered poisonous instructions into Ralphs ear. It occurred to me that Dad feared physical assault.
         
 
         When I put all these fragments together, I couldnt help but see Ralph and Vivian as a kind of latter-day Bonnie and Clyde, yet they hadnt committed any crimes, and nobody was after them  at least, not so far as I knew. Though maybe the truth was subtler than that. Suppose Ralph and Vivian themselves felt under threat? What if they saw the world as malicious, parasitical, destructive? They had found each other, and they werent about to let anything  or anyone  come between them. There was a sense in which the feral nature of their intimacy was romantic  the spurning of the world, the wariness, the constant flight  but didnt it also smack of paranoia?
         
 
          
         The silence was finally broken in the spring of 1981 by the arrival of a letter. Ralph had written to tell me that he and Vivian were planning to get married and to ask if I would be his best man. Not having seen him or even spoken to him for more than a year, I felt as though a chasm had opened up between us. I had heard that he had become a Catholic  he had spent time in a monastery, apparently, undergoing rites of Christian initiation; Vivians family were calling him the Convert  and while this story had the ring of authenticity, Vivian herself being a Catholic, Id had no choice but to file it away with all the other stories Id been told. To me, Ralph was not unlike the Scarlet Pimpernel  a figure shrouded in rumour and hearsay, none of it verifiable. I wrote back saying that he should find somebody else. I tried to explain my thinking. A best man ought to be a person who was close to the groom, I said  a confidant, in other words  and since we had fallen out of touch I viewed myself as being unequal to the role, if not actually inadequate.
 
         When the wedding day came, Robin travelled up from Newport, where he was now at art college. Though Tina and I were still living together, her name had been omitted from my invitation, which seemed to confirm her theory that she was to blame for the rift. Robin and I caught a bus to Hampstead. Robin wore a green tweed suit he had bought from a charity shop in Wales. My suit was also green. Borrowed from Dad, it had been hanging in his bedroom cupboard since the late sixties, and smelled acridly of mothballs and dust. My hair was dyed Natural Red, as usual. According to the instructions on the packet, you were supposed to wash the henna out after twenty minutes, but I always left it for about three hours, just to make quite sure it worked. Robins hair was a curious whitish-yellow. He had bleached it himself, using hydrogen peroxide. Only the week before, he had met Dennis Potter, the famous TV dramatist and playwright, who told him that he looked like a badly upholstered settee.
         
 
         Arriving at the church, Robin and I loitered on the edge of a crowd of people we didnt recognize. These, presumably, were Vivians family and friends. Naively, perhaps, we were unprepared for the reception we received, which veered from coldness and suspicion to outright hostility. While we were waiting to go in, a man in a dark blue suit with a flamboyant chalk pinstripe strolled aggressively towards us, his chin lifted, as though daring one of us to land a blow. He wanted to know why we were against the marriage.
 
         Were not against the marriage, I said. Why would we be here  My voice petered out.
 
         Hands in his pockets, the man looked at me for a long moment, one corner of his mouth curling, then he turned on his heel and walked away.
 
         Vivians relatives were convinced of our antagonism, and our familys meagre turnout did nothing to dislodge that belief. Dad had stayed at home  though that, in itself, didnt mean much. Even if he had approved of the wedding, he wouldnt have gone; he didnt go to anything. My mothers brother, Frank, and his wife, Miriam, hadnt appeared either. In Cornwall that week, they had been unwilling to interrupt their holiday. There was no sign of my stepmother, Sonya, and her two children, Rosie and Halliday, but then Ralph might not have invited them. Was my fathers brother, Roland, there? Possibly. My cousins? Im not sure. I seem to remember a number of Vivians relations having to be shifted on to our side of the church so as to make things look less embarrassing.
 
          
         Seeing Ralph at the altar, I was surprised at the change in him. Gone was all trace of the swaggering Mohican, gone the Billy Idol sneer. His hair was cropped, and he looked pallid and gaunt, like somebody who had been fasting. I remembered the golden quality hed had about him at fifteen, an almost carnal glow, and wondered what he had been through. Had Dad been right to worry?
 
         Was he always that pale? I whisper in Robins ear.
 
         He doesnt look very happy, does he?
 
         Perhaps hes nervous 
 
         We may not have been against the marriage, Robin and I, but at the same time neither of us took the idea very seriously. To us, it seemed at once bizarre and conventional, a bit of a joke.
 
         
 
         We have so much to arrange during the days leading up to the funeral that we struggle to keep up. Functioning in a group seems to help. As I write to Hanne, We all go round together, in a little army. No one has mentioned the man in the paint-stained overalls or the loud hammering, but the episode seems to hover in the air between us if were all in the same room, and once, when the word lock crops up in a sentence, Robin slides a glance my way, one eyebrow cocked. I feel Ralph and Vivian have called our bluff. They acted without asking our permission, and we havent dared even to raise the subject, let alone protest. What were left with is an uneasy spirit of accommodation  the idea that the boat must not, under any circumstances, be rocked. Is this cowardice or common sense? I cant decide. The whole set-ups unusual. Ive never heard of anybody doing what were doing. A father dies. His three sons return to the family home, start living there  Sometimes I have the feeling were made up  characters in a story, part of a myth. Were like children again, but with no parents. Were on our own, and completely in the dark.
         
 
         Im tempted to take Ralph aside and tell him theres no need for such radical measures, but either Vivian appears as Im about to speak or else I hesitate too long and the moment is lost. Maybe, in the end, I feel Im on shaky ground. What do I know about their needs? I have no idea what is going on in Ralphs head  to say nothing of Vivians. Clearly, they trust no one, least of all those closest to them, and they are more determined than ever to safeguard what is theirs, especially now they have a child.
 
         But a lock, though?
 
         Do they still believe that were against them? Do they honestly think we wish them harm? If so, why move back into the house? Why take that risk?
 
         
 
         I walk downstairs one morning to find the kitchen door ajar. A mysterious, repetitive grating or scraping sound is coming from inside the room. Vivian has her back to the door, as usual, and she is bent over the table, her right elbow working rhythmically. Greta is sitting in a high chair beyond her.
 
         Pushing the door open, I say good morning. Greta bangs the tray in front of her with a plastic beaker. I step closer, then peer over Vivians shoulder. In her left hand is Dads grindstone, concave on both sides from years of use, but the knife shes sharpening isnt one I recognize.
 
         She speaks before I can frame a question.
 
         Its a flick knife, she says. Ralphs got one too. She leans back and tests the blade against her thumb.
 
         What for? I say.
 
          
         So we can defend ourselves.
 
         I nod slowly.
 
         Theyre identical, she says.
 
         Later, as I replay the encounter, I have the sneaking suspicion that she was hoping either Robin or I would catch her sharpening that knife. It was a gesture of defiance, a show of strength. She wanted us to know that she and Ralph are not to be taken lightly. First the Chubb lock, now the flick knives.
 
         So we can defend ourselves.
         
 
         That evening, in the sitting-room, I tell Ralph that I saw Vivians knife, and that she said he carries one as well. Without a word, he reaches into his jacket pocket and produces a knife that is an exact replica of hers. When I ask him how it works, he presses a small button on the handle, and a long thin blade springs out. Eyes lowered, face consumed with a sort of quiet, almost mystical relish, he balances the knife on the palm of his hand. The steel reflects a neat slice of the ceiling. Does he take the knife to work with him? Is he prepared to use it?
 
         Jesus, Ralph, I say, youre dangerous.
 
         His eyes lift from the blade.
 
         He smiles.
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