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Now


The room he died in smelt of Dettol and bonfire smoke. It was a warm September afternoon and the french windows had been opened to let in some air. It was the room he had used as his study, though what he had actually studied there was never quite clear to any of us. It had been converted to a sickroom when his lungs had finally packed in and he had stopped being able to move. His bed was squeezed in between the desk and the wall, with the bedhead flanked by rows of books that he had never, to my knowledge, read. The desk had been cleared and spread with a blanket, to protect the mahogany, and a white linen cloth, to give a sense of hospital sterility. The protection suggested a future he would not share and the sterility a present that he did not recognise.


He had lain in a gloaming world of heavy rasping breath and frail movements for many months and it was uncertain how many of the tiny day-to-day occurrences were noticed by him. Did it irritate him that his study, that private sanctuary and only room in the house that no one entered without first knocking and awaiting his bidding, had become the casual thoroughfare of doctors and nurses, women who sponged him and women who cleaned around him, of bearers of food he couldn’t eat and of news that he couldn’t comprehend? Was he even aware that Laura now used the room as a short cut to the garden, a route which would have been unquestionably forbidden while he was still in control? She could of course have used the drawing room, but that would have meant mud on the carpet, and although there was a garden door it was situated at the side of the house and was inconvenient for the terrace and the herbaceous borders beyond. In this and in so many other ways were his last months spent in a state of permanent frustration and unexpressed rage? Or did he, as we all chose to believe, pass ‘quietly away’ sometime between the hours of two, when Laura had removed his untouched lunch tray, and five, when she came in from the garden to discover him lying across the bed, with his arm outstretched in a gesture of surprising abandon for a man who had never shown the least sign of abandonment during his previous seventy-four years?


Later we discovered his spittoon lying in a far corner of the room. Perhaps he had used the outstretched arm in this final act of anger and protest. If so, it does not suggest a quiet passing but rather one of disgust. Thus may all our goings be registered, not, as the living like to comfort themselves by believing, with a joyful surge of wonder at the life to come, but rather with the shock of recognition of the futility and the waste of the life that has gone.


I was preparing a chicken casserole when the telephone rang. I thought perhaps that it might be Catherine. Although she was expected later, bringing Bill to be introduced to me – the reason for the casserole – she was quite likely to have phoned for a gossip. Catherine and I have an almost perfect telephonic relationship. In many ways we get on better with the airwaves between us than we do face to face. Like safe sex, a phone call once terminated leaves no unwanted traces and even while it is in progress one can get on with other things, the odd clue of the crossword or making a shopping list, things it might seem rude to do if the person were actually present. Bill was Catherine’s latest man and, although it had been going on for some time, I had not so far met him. She made him sound rare and wonderful, but I was reserving judgement. There had been a number of Bills; some I had liked and some I had tried to like and one or two I had openly disliked. The new one had the distinction of being half her age and a yachtsman and, consequently, a degree of nautical terminology had recently crept into Catherine’s vocabulary as well as an interest in the shipping forecast. This was actually a great relief after the stockbroker period in the shape of a balding man called Terrence during which all the bits of the Sunday papers that I automatically throw away had had to be saved for her, and nothing, I would swear on oath, could ever rival the ghastly Mick who gambled the shirt off her back, treated her like a beast, was violent when drunk and whom she still misses when the moon is in the seventh house. So, all in all, the yet-to-be-met Bill sounded harmless and I was looking forward to the evening.


But, of course, the phone call wasn’t from Catherine. It was Mother, speaking from Sevenoaks, telling me that Father had finally died.


Protracted illnesses are difficult for the next of kin and others closely associated with the dear departed because they lack the element of surprise that can stimulate grief and a sense of loss. Mother sounded terribly calm. But then, why wouldn’t she? Father had been dying off and on for three years, ever since a stroke had rendered the right side of his body immobile and his speech slurred beyond comprehensibility. He had also recently escaped death via pneumonia which had left the added complication of emphysema, and really his life hadn’t been worth living for some time. In fact it seemed more than likely to me that he would be glad it was over. Some if not all of this I said to Mother and then, almost as an afterthought, I asked her if she would like me to come down. Did I detect a trace of disbelief in her voice when she replied that yes, she thought that would be a good idea and that Angela was already on her way from Canterbury? If so it was soon past and she was hurrying on to explain that she had called Angela first because she was nearer. I said I quite understood – which I did. Not to have done so would have been rather like an actress arguing about her billing before signing the contract. I added that I’d have to try to cancel my evening appointment and then I‘d be on my way.


‘I’m sorry, Chris,’ Mother said, apologising as though she were in some way responsible for ruining my social life.


I told her not to be silly and we had a brief discussion about what to do with the uncooked, but browned and ready for the casserole, chicken.


‘Couldn’t you take it round to Catherine on your way here?’ Mother suggested. ‘It seems a shame to waste it and she will still have to eat this evening – unless, of course, you were expecting other people as well. In that case, couldn’t Catherine come round to the flat and play hostess for you?’ Mother has wanted to get Catherine into my flat as ‘hostess’ for almost as long as she has known of her existence, which must be all of fifteen years. Mother approves of Catherine wholeheartedly without knowing the first thing about her, simply on the grounds that she is a woman. For Mother that single virtue is all that is required as a suitable companion for her only begotten son. Not that Catherine and I haven’t discussed it ourselves. Older generations always believe that they see solutions that have not occurred to the young, while the young have been through and discarded the suggested possibilities long before. While I am not certain that I, close approaching fifty, and Catherine, also in her forties, could possibly be called ‘young’ any more, we have nevertheless discovered for ourselves one of life’s great truisms. We have realised the strength of friendship and companionship that can never survive the strictures of cohabitation and the deadening effect of family life. People who live together all seem to lose the ability to talk to each other. Catherine and I survive on talking. If that went, what possible grounds could there be for staying together or for wanting to?


Catherine was still out. I knew that she was spending the afternoon helping a girlfriend move into a new flat but had thought that she might have got home. Her answerphone asked me to speak clearly after the bleep. I hate speaking to a machine at the best of times, which this obviously wasn’t, and it was difficult not to make the message sound lugubrious. I tried a breezy, bright delivery:


‘Hello, it’s me. I’m afraid we’ll have to cancel the soirée, darling. I’ve just heard from Mother that Father has died – so I’m going down to Sevenoaks. Give my apologies to Bill and tell him that my seal of approval will have to wait until another time. I’ll phone you if I get a chance. ’Bye.’


Then I wrapped the chicken in silver foil and put it in the fridge, bolted the windows and remembered to double-lock the door as I was leaving. The flat below me was burgled earlier in the year and there has been a great deal of neighbourhood watching and patent alarm installing going on ever since.


The car was parked further down the crescent. As I edged it out from the kerb and was caught up in the traffic that increasingly uses the road as a short cut for Kensington High Street and the M4, I felt the familiar gloom that descends whenever I set out on the journey home. Does everyone experience this familial angst, I wonder, or is it peculiar to me? Today, perhaps, there was more justification. You can only lose your father once. And yet, if I were honest, I’d never really known him in the first place, so it was hard to be precise about what I actually felt I was losing. I don’t think he liked me and I didn’t particularly like him. Catherine’s close relationship with her family is a source of endless fascination to me. When she speaks of them and of the bond of love and support that she obviously feels for them, it is as though she is trying to explain to me the higher reaches of quantum maths or, to be honest, just plain old multiplication and division – so utterly innumerate am I.


I took the Guildford road and then turned on to the M25. The car could have done the journey on automatic pilot. Not because I have been a dutiful son, forever going home for visits, but because I had fallen into the habit of swift, brief half-days rather than longer stays. Even at Christmas time I was more likely to drive home to London and back for Boxing Day than stay a night in the house. Even now, as I changed down and took the filter for Sevenoaks, I half expected that I would return to London to sleep. This phobia for independence went far back into my past. It was as though my freedom, which had been so hard won, was still precious to me and I was afraid that even one night under my parents’ roof would in some way trap me back into the turmoil of my adolescent self.


My parents’ home, for I had not considered it my own since I was in my teens, is a large, rectangular house of mellow bricks in the between-the-wars mansion style that the Midland Bank adopted at one time for its high street branches as though it somehow thought that a mock-Georgian façade would instil confidence in its customers. Perhaps Father bought ‘Rosebank’ for much the same reason – the chosen customer being Laura, to whom he gave the place as a wedding present. Laura was at that time eighteen years old and he was in his mid-twenties. He was already on the board of the family business and he had just inherited a considerable amount of money from his paternal grandmother. I’m sure that he believed he was being generous, lavishing upon his new young bride the five-bedroomed, two-bathroomed house, set in its three and a half acres of prime English countryside with views across the wide and verdant Weald of Kent, but it is worth remembering that he was going to live there as well, so could it really be counted as a present? A simple diamond might have been more personal, though to be fair, such tokens were to be forthcoming on future anniversaries. In fact, Father was more generous with tokens than he was with himself. I don’t think I can ever remember seeing my parents embracing or there being any outward shows of emotion between them. This demonstrative frigidity brushed off on to their children, and the thought of kissing my sister Angela as a sign of welcome or of parting always brings me out in a cold sweat.


As I pulled up at the side of the drive, parking behind Angela’s estate – bought to accommodate the menagerie of infants, dogs and lesser animals that she and her husband, Dick the Prick, had surrounded themselves with over their sixteen years of scrupulously planned marriage (one child every two years then a vasectomy for the Prick and an exercise bike for her) – drifts of bonfire smoke hazed the evening sky and the late sun cast long shadows on the immaculate lawns. It all looked so ordinary, so as it had always looked, that I half expected Father to appear round the side of the house, stepping towards me with a diffident smile and a formal greeting: ‘How was the traffic?’ or ‘You’re a bit late. Kingston bypass still being repaired?’ The first quarter of an hour was always spent discussing the route from London. Neighbours’ alternatives via the City, or the horrors of the Dartford Tunnel. And then we would lapse into awkward silence, punctuated by a few vain attempts on both sides to establish some basis for conversation. ‘The roses are looking wonderful.’ ‘Pretty good. Pretty good. That’s your mother’s department.’ ‘The tennis has been a bit of a washout.’ ‘Absolute washout . . . Help yourself to a drink. I’ll just go and . . .’ and he would go, without ever once finishing the sentence.


Angela met me in the hall. I was surprised to see that her face was red and bloated from crying. She was holding a sodden handkerchief, gripped tightly in one hand, and she spoke in the hushed voice that the bereaved use in the near presence of the deceased, as though they actually believe the euphemism about ‘going to sleep’.


‘Here you are at last,’ she said, managing to sound tragic and cross at the same time. Then she shook her head several times, screwed up her face and started to sob.


‘Where’s Mother?’ I asked, hoping that conversation might bring her back to her usual state of crisp authority.


‘I don’t know. Lying down, I think. You’d better go in.’


‘In?’ I asked, genuinely confused.


‘To see him. He’s still in the study. The undertaker was out on another call.’


‘Oh dear. Father would be furious. You know how he hated queuing.’


‘Really, Chris. I don’t think this is the time for jokes, do you?’ Although Angela is eight years my junior, she has always seemed to me to inhabit an adult world that has remained just beyond my reach. Now she gave me a severe look through her tears and walked into the drawing room.


The study was in semi-darkness. Someone had half drawn the curtains across the french windows, emphasising the not-dead-but-sleeping story. As if party to the conspiracy, Father was lying on his back, with his eyes closed and the covers neatly drawn up under his chin. I realised that Mother or Angela must have laid him out and was surprised by the act. I stood, rather foolishly, at the foot of the bed, not sure how to behave or even what I was supposed to be thinking. Having rarely had much to say to him during his life, it wasn’t likely that I would find anything now. Lacking any form of religious bent, I was unable to pray for his departed soul, yet I recognised the need to do something to punctuate his passing and I regretted not at least being able to implement some well-learned but long-forgotten ceremonial gesture, the kind that must forever be embedded in the memory of a Catholic, a Jew, or, so far as I know, a Hindu or a Buddhist, The Church of England, that secular faith and political club, is sadly lacking when it comes to comforting symbols or reassuring nods from the Almighty.


Instead, I stared at his empty body, for that is how it seemed; like a house only recently abandoned by the occupant, with a trace of smoke still at the chimney and an empty milk bottle on the step. Perhaps, I thought, there is such a thing as a soul; perhaps it is the soul that fills us out and makes us lively. If not a soul then an energy, a life force, an essence . . . but any descriptive word sounded inadequate and I soon tired of wrestling with the semantics of the situation. As a fiction editor I acknowledge without rancour that someone else must first come up with the words, before I am able to assess whether they are the correct ones.


I walked over to the french windows and, opening them, went out on to the terrace. The evening was drawing in and the warmth of the day had been replaced by a chill little breeze that was buffeting the branches of the trees and tousling the seed heads in the borders. The last of the light clung to the Japanese anemones and to the white blotches of chrysanthemums. Deep, sea-green shadows seeped out from the edge of the spinney, and a late blackbird flew, with agitated twittering, towards the sanctuary of the beech wood. I found the air refreshing after the antiseptic cleanliness of the sickroom and I continued down the steps on to the lawn and across it to the shade of the trees. Here, in the spring, bluebells turn the ground into the sky and later, with the summer, hedgehogs grub in the warmth. A path leads from the lawn in a gentle meander through the trees until it reaches a low stone wall. Beyond, the land, no longer ours, drops steeply away with a wide view out over the Weald. Mother, who was responsible for reshaping the spinney and for having the wall constructed, christened the place ‘The View of Eternity’. She took the name from a psychoanalytical game that was in vogue at the time the work was completed. Now, coming out of the deep gloom of the wood, the last of the sunlight, flooding the land below, made me pause and an unexpected tear escaped my eye and trickled down my cheek. I wiped it away hurriedly and, sitting on the low wall, with my feet dangling over towards the view, I contemplated if not Eternity, then at least life without Father.


Suddenly, in that unexpected way that ‘life’ has of altering the status quo, I was the last of the line. There were no other male Metcalfes. Après moi, rien. It was not a comfortable thought. Of course, there were Angela’s three boys. But they belonged on Dick the Prick’s branch of the tree, where they would no doubt flourish like their father and become brain surgeons and Nobel prize winners and be the sort of grandchildren who would have made Father proud. I actually think that his idea of ‘life after death’ depended solely on the continuation of the family name. In that case, I’d finally done for him. Thanks to me he had just passed into outer darkness. There would be no more Metcalfes. The family business had already gone, and now I alone was left holding the family name. It was probably a bit late in the day to say ‘sorry’. Not that I particularly felt it. But there is always a certain desire to be well thought of . . .


The angst was getting into top gear when Mother emerged from the spinney and saved me.


‘There you are. We’ve been searching. The undertaker is here.’


‘Oh, Lord,’ I said, climbing off the wall and feeling guilty. ‘Sorry. D’you want me to come?’


Mother shook her head.


‘Angela is dealing with him. Aren’t you cold?’


‘I suppose I am a bit.’


We walked back together through the darkening wood. Neither of us offered any sympathy to the other. I felt I should, but she didn’t give me the opportunity.


‘Cremation on Wednesday. Will that be awkward for you?’


‘No. I expect I can manage that.’


‘Oh, I think you must come, Chris.’


‘Of course I will.’


‘It’ll just be us. Unless, of course, the Cutlers and Plates people insist on coming.’


‘You don’t have to have them if you don’t want to.’


‘Then there’s the Rotary and all those people.’


‘We could take Wembley Stadium.’


As we were letting ourselves in through the garden door, the undertaker drove off and we met Angela in the hall. She was no longer tearful. But she was still cross.


‘Where were you?’ she asked, glaring balefully.


I decided not to answer.


‘I found him at the View of Eternity,’ Mother said, leading the way into the drawing room. ‘Who’d like a drink?’


‘Not for me,’ Angela said. ‘I’ll have to start back quite soon. You’re sure you’ll be all right, Mother? Chris will stay with you over the weekend.’


This was news to me.


‘I’ll come back to see you on Monday,’ Angela continued, speaking as if she was ticking off a list. ‘Unfortunately Rupert has a friend staying, and I can’t see Richard coping on his own. He said he would, of course, but I don’t think it would do, really. Rupert’s friend is the youngest of the Lavell children.’


She left this piece of information dangling before us as though it were an explanation and a justification. Mother seemed hardly to listen. She poured herself a brandy and then indicated the tray to me with a nod of the head.


‘Help yourself, darling,’ she said and walked out of the room.


As soon as we were alone, Angela hurried to close the door.


‘How do you think she is?’ she asked in a low, urgent voice.


‘Fine,’ I told her.


Well, obviously she isn’t fine, Chris. She’s just lost her husband . . .’ As she said the words her voice broke and I thought she was going to cry again. ‘You’ll have to stay with her till Monday, then I’ll take over. Unless, of course, you can get time off from the office. Do they let you have time off?’


‘Of course. But is this really necessary?’


‘I knew you’d make it difficult. I can’t just leave home. I’ve got a family to look after.’


‘And I’m on my own?’


‘Well . . . yes. Oh, that reminds me, that woman called. While you were missing. You know, your friend.’


‘Angela, you know perfectly well that she’s called Catherine, so why do you always refer to her as “that woman”?’


‘I don’t. Good heavens, I hardly ever mention her. She simply wanted to know if you were all right. And she sent her condolences. She sounded rather nice. Well, I thought so anyway.’ She made it sound as though no one else did. ‘Mother had better take a sleeping pill. I’ve brought some. There’s one for you, if you want it. I’m dreading telling the boys . . .’


‘Angela. Father’s been more or less dead for three years – don’t you think you’re making this all a bit too tragic?’


‘I’m sure you do,’ she replied witheringly. ‘But then I don’t think you have a scrap of feeling in you.’ Her eyes were beginning to moisten again.


I turned my back on her and poured myself a gin.


‘We’ll have to decide what to do with her,’ I heard her say behind me. She made the statement sound like a fait accompli – as though whatever it was that had to be decided had already been done.


‘Do? With whom?’ I was on my guard now.


‘Well, Mother of course. Obviously she can’t go on living here, on her own.’


‘Has she said this?’


‘She’s in a state of shock, Chris! Of course we haven’t discussed it. But in time it will have to be talked about.’


‘And what had you in mind for her? An old people’s home? She’s quite young, you know.’


‘Of course not. I would never put my mother into one of those places. I thought she could live with you.’


Perhaps she was nervous. That would explain the note of defiance that had crept into her voice. But I should have seen it coming a mile off. I didn’t, of course. It still came as a complete surprise and knocked me sideways. In the silence that followed I added more gin to my already copious glass and she blew her nose.


‘We’d have her like a shot,’ she said after the pause became overlong, ‘but I don’t think it would be right for the boys. And you, of course . . .’


‘I have my own life, Angela,’ I told her, firmly. Then I took a deep breath to stop myself shaking, followed by a long gulp of gin and tonic.


‘Have you?’ she said, blowing her nose again. ‘We never quite know what you’re up to. For all we know, you could be a queer.’


‘Is that a question or a statement?’ I could feel the anger rising but I didn’t want to lose my temper.


‘I’m not prying. It doesn’t matter to me what you get up to. At the moment my only concern is Mother. I just hoped you’d feel the same.’


She was standing midway between the sofa and the door, gripping her handbag as though her life depended on it, and making little bobbing movements up and down from the knees, like an athlete preparing to do a standing high jump. She should have looked ridiculous. I should have found the whole thing absurd and funny, but the effect was actually rather touching.


‘I must go,’ she said when it became obvious that I wasn’t going to be goaded into further argument. ‘Will you at least stay the weekend with her?’


Before I had a chance to reply, Mother came back into the room. She seemed serene and normal, and smelt of newly applied scent.


‘I must be off, Mummy. You are sure you’ll be all right, aren’t you? I hate leaving, but you know what that drive’s like. Still, Saturday evening, it shouldn’t be too bad. It’s going to be worse if they ever actually open that wretched tunnel . . .’


Angela, it appeared, subscribed to our father’s theory that arrivals and departures had of necessity to be accompanied by an endless flow of road and traffic information. It was a bit like living with the AA, which prompted me to take another gulp of gin.


‘’Bye, Chris,’ she called, as though we were the best of friends. Then Mother and she went out into the hall, leaving me alone.


The drink was going to my head and I realised that I hadn’t really eaten. Glancing at my watch, I saw that it was coming up to nine. Father would be insisting on the television news – and would then get irritated that it was on at a different time on Saturdays. I wondered how long the dead hang about to haunt us with habitual memories and whether this was the basis of ghost stories. I found an opened packet of stale nuts in the drinks cupboard and was chewing some when Mother returned.


‘Poor Angela,’ she said. ‘Even as a girl she was prone to histrionics. But I’m not at all sure it hasn’t got worse since she became a mother. One of the boys has only got to stub his toe and she behaves as though he’ll never walk again.’


‘How are you, Mother?’ I felt I was seeing her for the first time as a widow. She looked, if anything, tired.


‘I’m all right, Chris,’ she answered, then sat down in one of the fireside armchairs. It is a shock,’ she continued after a moment’s consideration. ‘However much one knows it is going to happen; however much one tells oneself it will be for the best; when it does . . .’ She shrugged. ‘Well, it’s a shock. I didn’t think he was sleeping. I knew at once. But I hadn’t been expecting it – any more than one did each day. He didn’t eat his lunch. He never eats his lunch. He was beastly about it, actually. He pushed it away with his good hand. I used to tell myself he couldn’t help it, but I really wished he wouldn’t do that. When he had his stroke, that young doctor – the one who used to stand in for Maxwell – he told me that in many ways he would become childlike. I said to him, “That is far from reassuring. I was never a natural mother!” What he meant was that, like a child, there would be fewer areas of light and shade, his particular character traits would be emphasised, he wouldn’t cover them up. Well, of course, the doctor – oh, what was his name? – was quite right – so much wisdom in one so young. John became impossible.’ She paused, staring blankly into the hearth, then she shook her head, as if dismissing a thought. ‘Well, well,’ she said. ‘All over.’


She turned and looked at me, a strange, cool, almost distant expression on her face. I smiled, hoping that I was showing loving concern and support and anything else she might be searching for in me. She didn’t return the smile, I’m not sure that she even saw it.


‘Would you like me to stay the night?’ I asked her, in a tone that suggested that I was making the ultimate sacrifice – which, in some ways, I was.


‘Oh, yes, darling. Of course,’ she rejoined, as though there had never been any question about it. ‘I’ve prepared your room.’


I hadn’t even brought a toothbrush.


I cooked us some scrambled eggs, but she didn’t really want anything. Then, early, before ten, we both took one of Angela’s sleeping pills and went to our rooms. On the landing, as we were saying good night, she unexpectedly put her arms round me and kissed me on the lips.


‘Thank you, darling. I feel better, knowing you’re here.’


My room is one of the smaller bedrooms and faces out over the front drive. It hasn’t been decorated since I was a child. The same magnolia wallpaper overlaid with a raised white linear design of leaves and the same off-white paintwork has been regularly dusted and cleaned so that it has all faded into a pale sepia sameness. The carpet is a dark blue Axminster that once reached out on to the landing and down the stairs into the hall. But outside the door two different carpets have replaced each other with the passing of time. Only in my room have the years stood still. The bed is still covered with the same blue candlewick spread. There is even a stain on one corner of the mahogany chest of drawers where I once spilt a bottle of ink.


As I climbed, naked, into the bed, I wondered when she had made it up – or whether it was always waiting in readiness for me. Angela’s sleeping pill was beginning to make me drowsy. I regretted having taken it. I don’t know why I did. Perhaps because it was unusual to do so; perhaps because I instinctively knew that I would want to blot out the bedroom.


I reached out, to turn off the lamp, and it was a boy’s arm that I saw. The switch always used to stick as it was slipped across; my fingers remembered the secret as though it were only a moment ago. Even the darkness was familiar. Even the silence was unchanged.


And the morning light shone through a chink in the blue cotton curtains and woke me as it always had and for a moment, before the day began, I was seventeen again, and the pain was appalling.


Mother was still sleeping, or at least her bedroom door was shut and there was no sound of movement. The sleeping pill had left my head feeling fuzzy as though it were full of cotton wool. I went down to the kitchen and made myself some tea. It was much later than I expected; after ten o’clock. The Sunday papers were lying on the back step. Father had insisted that they should never be delivered to the front door. Perhaps having made a fortune out of trade had left him oversensitive to the distinction between the types of traffic that passed up the drive. Though he had never managed to stop the postman from using the, nearer, front door and consequently while tradesmen used the back, circulars still thudded on to the hall mat along with the more acceptable bills and letters. So far as I know there are no hawkers left in the Sevenoaks area.


An hour later Mother still hadn’t come down. I flirted with the idea that she might also have gone to permanent ‘sleep’ in the night and that I was now, therefore, an orphan. But, going upstairs to wash, I met her coming out of her room, already dressed.


‘Those beastly pills,’ she said. ‘At least with a hangover one gets a bit of enjoyment first. There’s a razor of Dick’s in the bathroom cabinet, darling, and a spare toothbrush.’


I pulled a face. I didn’t fancy Dick the Prick’s razor, I told her.


‘Oh, don’t be silly. He’s the cleanest man I’ve ever met. Angela once told me that he washes both before and after he makes love to her.’


‘Do you really have that sort of conversation with Angela?’


‘Not very often. In fact there was a reason for it – I don’t remember what now. Personal hygiene, I expect. At one time, just after Roger was born, they were both obsessed by germs. First babies can do that to parents.’


‘Did I?’ I asked, with a grin.


She looked at me and smiled.


‘You were never a baby. You were born intelligent.’


‘Would germs know the difference?’


‘Oh, then there was a war on. We were far too obsessed with Germans to worry about germs.’


She was bright and more cheerful than I had seen her for ages. Maybe she’s forgotten what’s happened, I thought; or, more likely, she remembers precisely and that’s why.


When I returned downstairs the study door was open and she was leaning on the side of the desk.


‘I was dreading the golden wedding,’ she said. ‘I think, probably, we’d just have ignored the event. But Angela was already making plans. Would you have come?’ She looked at me, accusingly, as though she knew the answer.


‘I shouldn’t think so,’ I replied, and she smiled. ‘Don’t you want tea or anything?’


She shook her head.


‘I want to clear this room. Will you help, Chris?’


‘Why don’t I do it?’ I told her. ‘You read the papers.’


But she shook her head and for a moment I thought she was going to cry. I pretended not to notice and walked over to the bed. I pulled the two blankets off and bundled up the sheets and pillowslips and handed them to her.


‘D’you want to put these in the washing machine?’


She took them, relieved to have something to do, and left the room.


By the time she returned I had dragged the divan out through the french windows on to the terrace and the room was already beginning to take on its former identity. Together we started to go through the drawers and cupboards of his desk. He had kept everything very neatly. Files for business; files for family. Bank files, accountant’s files, investment files, tax files. We didn’t bother to read any of it. For the most part we put everything back where it came from. It was turning into a ridiculous, time-wasting exercise. Maybe Mother believed that by touching things she was claiming back the space, or maybe it made her feel closer to him. Maybe she was missing him? I didn’t know the answer to any of the questions that presented themselves to me and she remained silent, working quietly and methodically from drawer to drawer.


On either side of the knee-hole, there are two cupboards. I suggested that I should attend to them and so I was kneeling on the ground beside her chair when I found the box.


A plain cardboard carton. The kind that might once have contained a dozen bottles of wine, or a piece of expensive electrical equipment. The top flaps were tied down with string, and a sticky label, yellowing slightly with age, was covered with his neat pen strokes.


‘Christopher. Blandfords.’, the legend read.


‘What is it?’ Mother asked, looking down and speaking for the first time in an age. Then, after reading the label, she reached out as though she wanted to lift the box away from me.


‘I’ll deal with that, darling,’ she said.


But I had already broken the string. In a way it was addressed to me. I felt I had the right. Perhaps I knew I would find it, or if not it, something similar. Mother was watching me as I opened the flaps. The contents were as neatly packed as the drawers of the desk had been. The school reports, tied together in a bundle. Accounts, all paper-clipped at one corner. Some letters, probably from the headmaster. Three school photographs; long rolls of thick card, coiled like springs that, once released, revealed images of five hundred boys and assorted elders and betters – masters and matrons and wives – spread out, four rows high – cross-legged, seated, standing behind the seats and standing on a row of benches, with the grim Georgian façade of Blandfords as a backdrop. And, at the bottom of the carton, lying flat, the four house photographs from the four long years I spent there, each in a thin black frame, with ‘Ely House’ in Gothic above and the name of every boy printed neatly below. Seventy or eighty earnest faces: hair short and slicked down into side partings; collars and ties stiff and formal; smug, bored expressions, with only one or two smiles.


Four pictures of my former self. Each year a little older, a little taller, a little more muscular. Four outer shells, revealing no more than Father’s dead body had revealed in this room last night. In the earliest I look like a little angel. In the last I am almost invisible, standing behind a tall, scrubbed youth with a shock of golden hair.


‘Let me take them, Chris. No point going back over old ground.’ She is pleading with me, her voice agitated, her face creased with concern. But I shake my head and carry the box away from her, out of the room.


‘Don’t worry,’ I say, in a bright voice. ‘I’m OK. It’s interesting after all this time. I’ll just . . .’ and, like Father, I don’t finish the sentence.


But once in the comparative privacy of my room I take the photographs out of the box once more. It isn’t my own image I am searching for along the rows. Nor do I have any difficulty in finding the person I seek.


Thirty years of carefully controlled emotion trembles for release.


I walk over to the window. I turn my back on the smiling face. I used not to be able to remember exactly how he looked, and then I schooled myself not even to try. Now, in a chance moment, like an unexpected encounter on a railway station or in a crowded street, I’ve seen him again. He’s back, lodged – perhaps for ever? – in my mind.


Outside, on the drive, the sun is shining. There is the distant hum of traffic from the bypass. But I can hear the tarantella and the sky is dark beyond the windows.




Then


‘The tarantella, boy. I don’t suppose you can already dance the tarantella, can you?’


‘No, sir.’


One or two of the others laugh and I can feel a blush burning my cheeks.


‘Speak up, speak up. Projection is the most vital lesson you’ll have to learn. Well?’


‘No, sir,’ I say, louder.


‘No, what?’ TG is enjoying every moment.


‘I can’t dance the tarantella, sir.’


Glossop crows with laughter. I don’t know him very well. He’s a prefect in Lincoln House and he’s playing Dr Rank.


‘Shut up, Glossop,’ TG spits. ‘Is there something funny about the tarantella?’


‘I don’t know, sir,’ Glossop replies, his voice still smirking.


‘Well, there won’t be in my production. Metcalfe, you will have four sessions with a dancing teacher from Ipswich. Her name is . . .’ TG refers to a pad on the desk in front of him, ‘Miss Bingley.’


‘Can we all learn, sir?’ Heslop, senior prefect of my house, Ely, asks with a grin. He’s playing Torvald and I’ll have most of my scenes with him.


But then, I’ll have scenes with all of them. I’m playing the lead, the title part almost; Nora, in A Doll’s House.


‘Good idea, Heslop,’ TG retorts. ‘It would be as well if you had a knowledge of the dance, as you are supposed to put Nora through her paces. Yes, you can report as well.’


‘You lucky dog, Heslop!’ Glossop exclaims.


TG simpers.


‘I’m sure, Heslop, that you will enjoy the experience. Miss Bingley claims to have been taught dancing by the great Karsavina herself!’


‘Who, sir?’ Heslop asks.


‘Karsavina. One of Diaghilev’s girls, or some such pansy group. She’ll be just up your street, Heslop, she must be eighty if she’s a day.’


‘Oh, no!’ Heslop groans, to the enjoyment of the others. ‘I think I’ll skip the dancing, sir.’


‘Right. For a first reading that wasn’t too bad. But there’s a hell of a lot of work ahead. Rehearsals Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday evenings after preparation. And later, of course, we’ll have to do Sunday afternoons as well. Duff, have you got a lisp?’


‘Sorry, sir?’ Nigel Duff stammers, surprised by the sudden attention. Nigel is my best friend. He also is in Ely House. But then most of the actors are. TG is housemaster of Ely, and there are often complaints that the other houses don’t get fair treatment when it comes to casting the school play.


‘A lisp, child. You know what a lisp is. Get rid of it. I can’t have Mrs Lind with a lisp. Walker, that was a good first reading. Krogstad must be satanic and handsome. Every woman in the audience must long to be abused by him . . .’


Glossop and Heslop both stifle guffaws, making TG slam his notes down on the desk.


‘What is your problem, Glossop?’


‘Nothing, sir,’ Glossop replies, still giggling.


‘All right, all of you. Have a good laugh and get it over. Because I don’t want any more of it. After tonight, I am going to treat you like professional performers – and all the smutty little jokes will only waste time. All right? Yes, Metcalfe and Duff will have their faces made up for the performances, as will you all. My wife will be in charge of that. And yes, Glossop, have a good laugh now, Metcalfe and Duff will be wearing false bosoms . . . and you may have to embrace them and kiss them on the cheek. Go on, boy, laugh. What’s the matter with you? What’s the matter with you all? Bloody well laugh. Because there won’t be any laughter after tonight, of that I can assure you.’


The tirade ends in stunned silence. None of us is laughing now. I daren’t look at Nigel to see how he’s reacted. I stare at the script in front of me and wish I hadn’t put my name on the list for auditions. I only did it as an excuse to get out of the boxing tournament. Boxing and rehearsals compete for extramural activity time.


‘Right,’ TG says after a sufficient silence, ‘have any of you any questions? No? Then to work, to work. Starting tomorrow with a blocking of the first scenes of the play. Mr Martineau will bring the model of the set and Thompson, you and your stage management team will tape out the stage area in Hall and the tape will be left down unless we are informed that Hall is required for other functions. Yes, Thompson?’


He, Thompson, a rather thick fifth-former from St Edmond’s House, is stage manager and has raised a hand for attention.


‘What are the dates of the performances, sir?’


‘Wednesday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday of the last week of term. Then you can all go home and stuff yourselves full of Christmas fare and forget all about it. Yes, Glossop?’


‘It isn’t very Christmassy, is it, sir?’


‘Christmassy?’ TG thunders his revolt. ‘Christmassy? A Doll’s House is a classic, child. Just because the school play is annually performed immediately prior to the so-called “season of goodwill” does not mean that we should descend into the excruciating plethora of bad taste that usually accompanies that feast. Does it, Glossop?’


‘No, sir,’ Glossop mumbles.


‘Make no mistake, any of you, this play changed the world, because it changed society’s view of women. When the door slams before the final curtain and it is clear that Nora has walked out on Torvald, her husband . . . there was a riot in the theatre on the first night. That, Glossop, is how powerful the play is. That, Metcalfe, is what you must do to our audience. Now out, all of you. Start learning your lines. The sooner we have no books in our hands, the sooner we can get down to the real work.’


Pale, white-grey clouds across a bleached sky. The leaves on the stunted trees turning from greens to browns and russets but still not into their full autumn colours. A soft late-September afternoon. Returning from an exercise run; five miles along the beach towards Dunwich and back through the soft boglands that lie behind the flat, featureless coast. We do these runs two or three times a week; sprints, followed by bouts of exercises – ‘on your backs, down’, usually in the mud, as a junior prefect works out his sadistic instincts on us. Then more sprinting and more exercises. The fast runners get rests while they wait for the dawdlers and the less athletic. I, as in all areas of school activity, come in somewhere in the middle; neither fast nor slow, not a winner nor a loser. After the last exercises, usually out on the sea marshes among the waders and the geese, where the water is deep and cold and your shorts and shirt cling damply to your body, there is a long dash back to the school grounds. The quicker you get there, the warmer the shower water is and the longer you have to yourself before afternoon school. As I turn off the main drive and follow the path towards Ely House, Walker appears ahead of me, walking towards the library. He is Krogstad in the play, we have several difficult scenes together. He is also a prefect and is in the English Sixth. He is down for Cambridge and is expected to do well in the exams. I like him. He’s more civilised than most of the others and he doesn’t abuse his power. But I don’t know much about him. I have just entered Middle Five and the Sixth seems a long way off.


As we pass, we hardly acknowledge that we’ve seen each other. Then, almost as an afterthought, I hear him call:


‘Oh, Metcalfe . . .’


I turn, surprised.


‘Tomorrow afternoon, after games,’ he says, ‘come to my study, will you? I want to go over those lines in Act One. I made a complete balls of it on Wednesday.’


He doesn’t even wait for a reply. I watch him walk away from me, not on the path but on the grass and with his hands in his pockets; two privileges allowed to the prefects and denied to all of us, the lesser mortals.


Walker’s study is up under the eaves of Ely House. It shares a narrow landing at the top of a steep flight of stone steps with the Junior Games Room. It is situated at the corner of the building, and has two dormer windows. From one you can see a distant glimpse of the sea and from the other the roofs of Blandford House, which houses all the main school buildings. It is a two-man study. He shares it with Morrison, another prefect, who is in the First XV and the shooting team.


The following day is a Saturday. The evening rehearsal the night before had gone on half an hour longer than was scheduled. There are two little children in the play and TG has borrowed Mr Pearson’s brats. But, because they are babies, they obviously can’t be called to evening rehearsals and two of the chaps doing stage management have to stand in for them. It is hideously embarrassing having to act motherly love with two strapping fourth-formers. Particularly as there aren‘t actually any lines in the script for the children and they will be expected to ad lib. The fourth-formers find the whole thing hilarious and giggle a lot, which only makes me more tense and TG more exasperated. We go over and over the scene and each time it gets worse. I can‘t see the point of it. We will only have to begin all over again once the real children start rehearsing – although it appears that their mother, Mrs Pearson, a sexy woman with red hair, known to the Junior Common Room as ‘The Peach‘, is already preparing them for their moments of glory in the privacy of their own home. It is the scene that leads into my first scene with Krogstad, the scene that Walker wants to go over with me. The rehearsal has dealt with the opening scenes of the play and we are meant to stop at Krogstad’s entrance. All the rest of the cast have been dismissed, except for me and my stand-in children. We go over and over the few lines until I am beginning to hate them and the play and everything about it.


‘No, no, no, Metcalfe. You’re a mother – not a gallumphing idiot . . . You love the beastly creatures, Metcalfe. What do you do when you love someone?’


‘Ugh, sir!’ one of the fourth-formers protests, when I try, desperately, to kiss him on the cheek.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Wetherspoon Minor! It’s just flesh touching flesh. It isn’t exactly carnal, you know. In France the men do it all the time. Now get on with it. You will simply have to stay here until it works.’


‘But sir,’ the benighted Wetherspoon Minor wails, ‘I’m only on stage management!’


‘You’ll be on Death Row if you don’t shut up. Now get on, Nora. Get on.’


Calling me Nora sends both the boys off again, and Thompson, who has come in to see why the lights are still blazing in Hall, believing that the rehearsal should have finished twenty minutes ago, laughs out loud and punches one fist into the palm of his other hand in a rather sinister fashion.


‘Oh, shut up, Thompson. Shut up all of you,’ TG yells, beside himself with rage. ‘Go to bed, all of you. Go away. Pray for your immortal souls. Not you, Metcalfe. I want you. All right, Thompson, we won’t forget to put out the lights . . . “And then, put out the light”.’ As he says the final words, TG raises his arms in a dramatic gesture and rolls his eyes. ‘What’s that from, child?’ he asks me.


‘I don’t know, sir,’ I reply, feeling that my world is falling in pieces around me.


‘You don’t know? Shame on you. Othello, boy. Othello, the Moor. Look here, you’re going to be bloody good in the role, Metcalfe.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Oh, do shut up. I haven’t called you here to flatter you. Flattery, you will not have failed to notice, isn’t my style. Is it?’


‘No, sir.’


‘It’s only a part you’re playing, Metcalfe.’ He sounds almost kind and gentle now. ‘Don’t get too deeply involved in it. You’re not being ribbed by the school? Are you?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Try and do well at games, or something – anything, really. Boys like a boy who’s a boy. You understand my drift?’


I don’t. I haven’t the vaguest idea what he’s talking about. But I nod, because I think it will keep him happy and because I want to get away.


‘All right, then. Off you go,’ he says, with a wave of the hand.


‘Good night, sir.’


What? Oh, yes. And speak up when you’re with Duff. The boy’s got a lisp and you mumble. It’s like trying to listen to the Home Service in a rainstorm.’


The following afternoon, Saturday, there was an away match. When the First XV was away all the other teams moved up a pitch and Walker, in the Second XV, had a practice game on the School Field.


I’m down to play squash with Hart, a drippy boy whose father was rumoured to have been a British spy during the war. As the rumour was started by Hart himself, I’ve never given it much credence. However, I enjoy playing squash with him, because he is worse at the game than I am. We finish at three thirty and the court is taken by two senior prefects, who make us hang up their blazers and collect bottles of pop from the tuck shop before they’ll let us go. It’s nearer four o’clock by the time I’ve showered and collected my copy of the script from my locker in the Junior Common Room.


I see Walker returning from the practice match, covered in mud, from the Common Room window. I hang around, until I think he will have finished showering and dressing, and then climb the stairs to his study floor. I’m not particularly looking forward to going over the lines. The rehearsal the previous evening has had a bad effect on me. I feel insecure in the part and also a bit ridiculous. The two fourth-form stage management boys will no doubt have told all their year about what happened, and I’m beginning to get a complex that people are talking about me. In fact, I don’t think they were at the time, but soon after this one or two of the boys started to call me ‘Nora’. I suppose that was inevitable.


I knock on Walker’s study door and wait. There’s no summons to enter from within. I knock again, then, realising that I must be too early, I walk into the Junior Games Room, to wait for him. This is a big square room, lit by three ceiling lights which open on hinges on their upper edges and are supported by curved metal bars that slot into pegs on the bottom edge of the frames. The centre of the room is taken up with two full-sized table tennis tables. There isn’t much other furniture. In fact, there isn’t really room for both the tables and, when they’re used at the same time, the players bump into each other and get hopelessly embroiled in the next match. Along one wall, under the ceiling lights, is a row of school benches. I stand on one of the benches and open the light immediately above me. Cool air blows in, coming off the sea, with a scent of salt and seaweed. There are so few opportunities to be alone at Blandfords that whenever it happens it’s like being given a present.


I don’t hear Walker come up the stairs, but I have left the Games Room door open and he catches sight of me as he’s passing.


‘Ah, there you are,’ he says. ‘Come on.’


As I turn, he has already gone along the corridor and I hear him unlocking his study door. I hurry to follow him.


He’s waiting for me, holding on to the open door. His dark hair is still wet from the shower, and he has a towel over his shoulders, as though he has hurried. He’s wearing an open-necked shirt and his grey flannels, part of the school uniform, are belted and not braced, another perk of becoming a prefect.


‘Sorry to keep you,’ he says. His voice is breathless, as though he has run up the stairs. ‘Come in.’


I go past him into the study, and he closes the door behind us.


‘Sit down,’ he says. He seems nervous.


There is an old sofa facing the fire and a battered armchair beside it. I sit on the edge of the sofa, expecting him to sit in the armchair. But he walks over to the window.


‘D’you want a cup of tea?’


‘No thank you, sir.’


‘Oh, you don’t have to call me sir. I think I’ll . . .’he picks up an electric kettle and shakes it, ‘make a cup of tea all the same. I’ll just . . . go and get some water.’


He goes out of the room, and I hear his steps going swiftly down the stone stairs to the floor below, where the prefects’ kitchen is. I open my script and try to concentrate on the scene we are about to rehearse.


‘Excuse me, the outer door was ajar; I suppose someone forgot to shut it,’ he says, coming back into the room, replacing the lid on the kettle. Then he smiles. ‘There,’ he says. ‘I do at least know the first line!’


I glance down at the script. Actually, his first line is ‘Excuse me, Mrs Helmer.’ To which I am supposed to reply, with a stifled cry, turning and getting up on to my knees from the crawling position I have adopted while playing with the dreaded children: ‘Ah! What do you want?’ But I haven’t the heart to correct him.


He, meanwhile, has plugged in the electric kettle and is getting cups and saucers and a bottle of milk from a cupboard. He sniffs at the milk.


‘I think it’s all right. It should be. It was fresh this morning. Oh, damn. That isn’t my first line, is it?’


I shake my head and he bursts out laughing.


‘God! Why did I ever put my name down for the school play?’ Then he looks at me and smiles again. ‘What is it?’


‘You’re supposed to say, “Excuse me, Mrs Helmer’”.


‘Oh, bugger!’ he says. ‘Excuse me, Mrs Helmer.’


‘Ah! What do you want?’ I find it difficult actually acting the words, sitting down, waiting for the kettle to boil.


‘Excuse me, the outer door was ajar; I suppose someone forgot to shut it.’


‘My husband is out, Mr Krogstad.’


‘I know that.’


What do you want here, then?’


‘A word with you.’


He leans towards me, as he will in the play, and lowers his voice. I can smell the soap from the shower room masking the sweat from the rugger field.


‘With me?’ I say, with more truthful fear and agitation than I’ve ever managed before.


We stare at each other, I wait for him to speak. I can’t remember what happens next. He is still leaning towards me, looking into my eyes.


‘Is it me?’ he says, in a whisper, and we both suddenly laugh at the foolishness of the situation.


‘Oh, no, it’s me. Sorry,’ I say, checking in the script. ‘I have to get rid of the children.’


‘Oh, those bloody children,’ Walker says, and laughs again, moving easily away from me and attending to the kettle which is coming up to the boil.


‘You can say that again,’ I say, hoping I sound as relaxed and as adult as he seems.


‘Yes. I gather you had quite a time of it last night,’ he says as he brews the tea.


‘You heard?’ I say, trying to make it sound unimportant, but wishing that he hadn’t.


‘Thompson.’


‘Oh, of course. He’s in your team, isn’t he? Did he find it very funny?’


‘Fairly. I think you’ll find “Nora” will stick for a bit.’ He glances at me, and smiles. “Oh, don’t look so glum. It doesn’t really matter, does it? And besides, you’re going to be brilliant in the part’


I’m pleased that he thinks so, but:


‘That’ll only make it worse, won’t it?’


‘By the time they see it, it’ll be the holidays. Next term it’ll be a thing of the past. You’ve no idea how quickly they forget here. Sugar?’


‘No, thank you.’


‘There are some biscuits somewhere.’


I shake my head.


‘No, I’m not hungry, thank you.’ Why am I so nervous, I wonder? I couldn’t eat a biscuit. It’d stick in my throat.


‘We’d better get on then. We don’t have to act it, do we?’


‘No,’ I say, surprised that he’s asking me.


He sits down on the sofa beside me, blows on his mug of hot tea, and then we continue with the lines. Until, after a lot of going back over difficult bits, we reach:


‘You must be a very poor lawyer, Mr Krogstad.’


‘Maybe,’ he replies, and he is sitting so close to me that I can feel his breath on my cheek, ‘But matters of business – such business as you and I have had together – do you think I don’t understand that?’ Then, he hesitates. ‘Damn, it’s still me. What do I say next?’


I glance down at the script, open on my lap.


‘Um.’ I can’t find the place. ‘You say . . .’ My heart is beating too fast and it makes my voice sound unsteady. He is leaning over the book beside me, so that our cheeks are almost touching. ‘You say, “Very well, do as you please.’”


‘Oh, yes. Of course. I’d probably have remembered if we were doing it with the moves.’ He starts again. ‘Very well, do as you please. But let me tell you this – if I lose my position a second time, you shall lose yours with me.’


When he finishes speaking, there is a long pause, just as there is in the play after he has gone from the room. I take a deep breath, not daring to look at him.


‘Nonsense,’ I say, trying to appear as if I’m still concentrating on the lines, ‘trying to frighten me like that. I’m not so silly as he thinks! . . . And then the children come in again.’


‘No,’ Walker says, quietly. You’ve forgotten your best line.’


‘Oh, yes,’ I say, almost sadly. And then I try to act again. ‘Trying to frighten me like that. I’m not so silly as he thinks. And yet . . .? No, it’s impossible.’ And it is, I don’t want to go on. But I feel that he’s waiting for me to finish. ‘No, it’s impossible,’ I repeat. And I finish, in a whisper: ‘I did it for love’s sake.’


He puts his hand on my knee.


I smile shyly and close the script.
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