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Chapter One


“I wish you were dead.”


I am sure that’s what my mother just said, although she said it quietly, and her intended audience seemed to be the washing-up bowl in which her yellow-gloved hands are still immersed; certainly not me, for she jumps now when I walk further into the kitchen. Then she looks guilty, and I know for certain who she wants dead.


I’m amazed that there’s anything left to wash up. I don’t think we’ve had more than tea and cake, and I barely get a chance to wash up in my own house before Urs has whipped away anything that has been standing unattended for more than a nanosecond.


And now I can see my mother desperately hunting for something to fill the vacuum left by her last statement. “Dreadful news about Gary Glitter, isn’t it? Your father would turn in his grave.”


I will ignore the rubbish about my father – who is clearly not in a grave. As for Gary Glitter, I vaguely know the name; I think he did music. I haven’t seen the news recently, but she’s looking bothered, so I assume that he’s either died or has said something unkind about God. “Awful,” I say. “I didn’t hear the details. Was it a car accident, or his heart?”


“She means that he’s a paedophile,” says Urs, who has silently conjured herself into the kitchen doorway. I will never understand how my sister moves so stealthily. She appears where before she was not, and disappears from where before she was.


“Oh right,” I say, as if remembering. “Yes, dreadful.”


“And it turns out that he was bald, all along,” adds my mother.


“That’s awful,” I say again. I still don’t really know who he is, but he’s obviously alive, without hair, and damned.


My mother and Urs exchange a look, and I know that I have somehow failed again.


So that was my birthday, and fortunately it is over. My mother cried once – briefly – which I think was once less than last year. I am thirty years old, or thirty-one and a half depending on whether one is following the western or traditional Chinese calendar. I am back at work, which involves an efficient commute to my PC where I’m trying to translate a very long piece about investment opportunities in China into English. The article is actually more interesting in Mandarin.


“Thought you’d be up here. Winnie, I’m going now.”


I turn around to see Urs who has appeared in my bedroom doorway, radiating waves of opprobrium; like my mother, when she sees Chinese characters on the screen, she reacts as if she has found me exploring a porn site. I didn’t know she was here to be going, but she seems to slip into my place with the furtiveness of a thief.


“Oh, OK. Bye.”


“Do you want to say anything to Mum?”


“Is she here as well?” I see Urs’s face do that miniature slump, and add “I mean, is she still here?”


Urs sighs in that exasperated way. “I’m going to take her home. You could say goodbye.”


“She said that she wished I was dead. Bit strong, I thought.”


“I can’t believe she said that.”


“I’m sure she did.”


“She just misses you.” This is muttered as Urs turns around, but I think it is what she said. What is left of my family have an irritating habit of saying things so indistinctly that I’m never sure if they are trying to reveal something whilst showing that they know they should be trying to conceal it, or trying to conceal something and not making a very good job of it.


Urs is no longer in the doorway. I suppose if I’d been quicker I could have challenged Urs on what she meant by ‘She just misses you’ when I’m obviously still here, but I already know the answer. She means, of course, that Mum misses the old me, or to be more accurate, the young me. I have changed. I have changed substantially. I remember an ordained Buddhist monk telling me that everyone now called him by his new ordained name apart from his mother. (“It seemed a bit unfair to make her call me Padmasumra after she has been calling me Steve for forty-plus years”). I have not taken a new name, but I am no longer the person I was. And I am happy that it is this way.


I hear a muffled conversation downstairs, and then the front door close. I don’t really understand what Urs’s problem is: why would anyone wish the condition of hormonal teenagehood on anyone? I really try to apply the Buddhist principle of detachment to whatever experience my senses tend to dump on my mind, and generally, I’m very accomplished at being dispassionate. But I’m afraid that when I see teenage girls, I feel a strong repulsion. It’s the giggling, and the hyperbole, and the Oh My God, or even worse: Oh. My. God. Fortunately I have the insight to know that my negative reaction to teenage girls is due to my own fear that I was once the same, and is therefore a vestige of ego and a useful sign that I must find a way of being more dispassionate about what irritates me.


Although I want to get back to a section on the investment potential of China’s renewable energy, something compels me to look out the window. My mother’s blonde ponytail seems to quiver with pique as she crosses the few feet from my front door to her white car, followed by Urs with her darker ponytail. They have a brief exchange by the driver’s door but as they are side on to me, I can’t see what they’re saying. Whatever it is, some decision is reached and Urs takes the keys. My mother gets in the passenger seat. I clock that they had found a parking space right outside my house in this crowded south London terraced street, and then realise that my mother is wiping her eyes with her hands, stopping only to belt up. It is then that Urs looks up and sees me. I go back to my work but am drawn again to the window by a screech of brakes. Urs is giving one of those anal headshakes to an elderly man driving a brown car that is too big for him and too big for the street. She reverses out and he flounders into the space she just vacated, at such an acute angle that one wheel is on the pavement and the bonnet is nuzzling a young silver birch. Five seconds, it took, for the parking space to be filled. A new record for the street, I believe.


I go back to my PC but am distracted. I think my mother is silly for believing in God, but I wouldn’t wish her dead for it, so I find her reaction to my godlessness a little extreme. I have been fairly successful at wiping out the memory banks of my childhood, but there’s still the odd vestige of the past that makes its appearance with all the charm of a sodden sock stuck to the back of the washing machine.


Of course I could remember everything if I wanted to. But the only memory I want to bring back – and the earliest memory of the new me occurred a couple of years ago. I had hiked up a marble mountain in Taiwan’s amazing Taroko Gorge and had what (ironically) I can only describe as a religious experience: I ceased to be me, I escaped the straightjacket of Ego and I flew with the wind. My head disappeared, and I had only the sensation of space above my neck. But most significantly, I realised – absolutely – that there is no God. My mother was sufficiently worried to fly out to Taiwan, where she took my ‘Revelation’ as a sign of some mental aberration brought on by eating too much rice and mixing with non-Catholics.


Someone is knocking on the door. It is insistent and irritating. Obviously not Urs or my mother, who let themselves in with no sense of impropriety, and – anyway – whose car is now heading towards Wimbledon. When I go downstairs and open the door, the elderly floundering parker stumbles into the doorway and looks at me with such a beaming smile that I involuntarily step back. He is about seventy-something, with wisps of hair forming an atoll around a bald dome, and wearing a shabby jacket with a tie. I have never seen him before.


“Winifred Rigby,” he tells me, just in case I had forgotten my name.


“Win,” I snap. God bless my mother for naming us after saints. Though I bet she regretted it later. St Winifred, patron saint of spinsters (she got that right), and pretty good at losing her head (she got that right too).


The elderly man looks confused. “Win,” he says, unconvincingly. Then another beam. “You haven’t changed at all. Well, older of course. But I would have recognised the old you.”


Oh God. Who is this weirdo?


“And you are?” I ask.


He wobbles and one hand clutches the door jamb. “Well, I’m here.” Which I suppose is the answer my question deserved.


“Come into the kitchen,” I say. I’m not sure I want a weirdo in my house, but he looks like he’s about to keel over with septuagenarian excitement. Maybe he needs hydrating. I give him a glass of water. He shakily lifts the glass and drinks it all. I refill the glass and wait for him to tell me how he knows me and what he’s doing here.


“It took me ages to track you down,” he says, spilling more water than he’s managed to get into his mouth.


“Should have just googled me,” I say. “Though you’d have had more luck with ‘Winnie Rigby’.”


“Google?”


“Used the internet.”


He frowns. “I hired a private detective. He found you straight away. He was very good.”


“Yes, he probably just googled me.”


“He did give me your phone number as well, but I thought a visit would be more in order, after all this time.”


“How do you know me?” I ask.


“Well, you wrote about my father,” he says. “Everything else you said came true. To be honest, I’d forgotten you for a while, but then I found your book while I was looking for some socks, and it all came back to me.”


“Right.”


He looks at me and must see my confusion. “Matching socks,” he adds. “And then I found your book – still safe.”


“Couldn’t have been me. I’m not a writer. I’m a translator.” He’s looking so blank that he couldn’t have heard me. “I translate what other people write. I don’t write.”


“But you did,” he says, shaking his tonsured head. “You wrote all about him.” He leans forward. “Do you remember ‘The Giddy Career of Mr Gadd (Deceased)’?”


“I think you have me muddled up with someone else.” If he goes now, I still have two hours work time, before my evening headache kicks in. I make a show of looking at my watch, which – annoyingly – isn’t on my wrist, and anyway, he is looking into thin air, so that my symbolic gesture is meaningless. “I’m afraid that I’m a bit short of time,” I try, which is true, and add “time marches on”, which isn’t, but most people don’t seem to know that.


He frowns. “No it doesn’t. You were the only one who understood that. In fact I remember you saying that the past is always the present and the present is already history.”


“Did I? When did I say that?” Where the hell is my watch? I can’t remember if Urs was wearing it, and my mother has one of those nurse’s pocket watches, so would be unlikely to pinch my timepiece. Though I could imagine her putting it in a ‘safe place’; lots of my things seem to get squirrelled away into places so safe that I never see them again.


He sighs, and seemed to be trawling his brain for something. It is taking a long time. I stare ostentatiously at the kitchen clock, which stopped a few days ago at quarter past seven, so that (as I told Urs), I have to remember to only look at it twice a day. She didn’t laugh. She just looked worried. I can’t remember when she lost her sense of humour, but then again, I can’t remember if she ever had one.


“It was a few years ago. Actually, it may have been quite a few years ago.”


“What was?”


He looks at me, confused. “What was what?”


“What was a few years ago?”


“It was the answer to whatever you asked.”


Now both of us are trawling our brains.


“You mentioned a book. You thought I wrote something.”


He is nodding – quite vigorously for an old man – and there is something about his enthusiasm that tickles my brain. I have a fleeting vision of a man in the centre of a ring of children, but whether they are taunting him, or listening to him telling a story, I don’t know. Maybe it’s like one of those Chinese criticism sessions during the Cultural Revolution, where everyone had to take turns shouting accusations at the poor bugger in the middle.


“Who are you?” I said.


Now he’s looking hurt. “How can you have forgotten me, Winifred?” He sighs. “Well, I suppose I was history, but I am the son of Gadd.”


I can’t say that’s really cleared things up. “So – your father was Mr Gadd?”


“Yes, yes.” More nodding.


“And this Mr Gadd is dead?”


He winces.


“Deceased?” I try. “Passed on?”


“Yes, yes. Only he hasn’t. He keeps coming back. I don’t know what to do with him. And then I remembered you. I can’t believe I’d forgotten. But then I found your book again and it all came back.”


“I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong person,” I say. “I really have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“You remember that he wasn’t a socialist at all – but he was quite an admirer of Keir Hardie, who – of course – you mentioned.”


“Sorry – I still have no idea what you’re talking about.”


He rubs his hands over his face, and looks weary. “Then chaos is come again.” He stops rubbing and freezes. Dead still. I wonder if he’s having a stroke – or has died on his feet, but I can see that his eyes are moving. Not that I know if that is proof that someone isn’t having a stroke.


“Did you hear that?” he says.


He lives. “Hear what?”


“He has a very deep voice. It was so loud just then. I thought that maybe you could . . .” He raises an index finger in the air. “Again. Just then. Like a deep rumble.”


The truth is that I always hear a deep rumble. It is no longer an external sound but part of me – my connection with The Other Side. If I was lazy I would just call it my ‘Om’ as there are people I can say this to and they will immediately nod. Whereas if I say that ever since my happy event up a Taiwanese mountain I have carried a noise that’s a cross between a Tibetan long horn and a waterfall at night – well, people just look confused.


“Just then. He calls my name. Can’t you hear?”


I do hear something, actually, but it resolves itself into knocking on the door – frantic knocking. I go to answer it, but he clutches my arm. “Winifred, you must tell me what to do with him.”


I gently disentangle myself and go to open the door, which I find is already open – my guest must have forgotten to close it. A woman – sixty-something, smartly dressed, is angrily banging the knocker of the open door; she looks me up and down, and then very directly to my face, says “Is my husband here?” I’m intrigued as to whether she also managed to find a parking space, but I see a minicab pulling away from outside the house.


“Depends who your husband is.”


She spends a few seconds on my doormat making exasperated grunty sounds, then sidles past me.


“Well, do come in,” I say, shutting the door, but the sarcasm falls on stony ground, for this termagant is storming the front room, and then the kitchen.


“Come out, Fred,” she says sharply.


When I go in, I find that ‘Fred’ is hiding ineffectually in the broom cupboard, with more of him sticking out than sticking in. She turns on me.


“How long has he been coming here?”


“I don’t know.”


“You don’t know?”


“How could I know? I have no idea where he set off from.”


The withering look she gives me indicates that there are now two women on the planet who wish me dead, and my sympathy is with the elderly man who is being dragged out of the cupboard by a distaff hand clutching his jacket. I don’t recall my mother ever being violent, but there is a similarity between the two women – something familiar about the contemptuous expression when people don’t ‘behave as they ought to’.


“You’re not meant to drive,” she shouts at him. Fred is mute and cowering, a strategy that seems to stoke her temper, for she grabs him again and virtually gives him a bum’s rush out the kitchen into the hall. She is far too rough with him. I worry that she is going to propel Fred straight through my closed front door, but she pulls him to a standstill, and sidesteps around him to open it. He takes the opportunity to straighten a little and turn back to me.


“You have to help me, Winifred.”


“Is this about your bloody father?” says Fred’s wife. She takes his silence as affirmative, and grunts exasperation. “Superstitious nonsense.” Then she manages to push him down the path at the same time as extricating his keys from a jacket pocket.


“Nice to meet you, Mrs Gadd,” I say, with as much sarcasm as I can muster. She stops still on the path, the keys dangling in her hand.


“I am not Mrs Gadd. I have never been Mrs Gadd. And I will never be Mrs Gadd.” Then she’s off, shunting Fred forward as if he were a passive railway carriage.


Old Fred turns to give me a last beseeching look from the passenger seat of the long brown car, whilst she tries to reverse the car and simultaneously pull his seat belt across him.


As surreal birthdays go, I think this one lifts the cup.


I sense that my equilibrium has been nudged off-piste, so spend ten minutes on the cushion breathing slowly, until emptiness pours through my head and the comforting Om sound flows through my body. I don’t talk to anyone about this. I once made the mistake of mentioning the phenomenon to Urs, but she sneered “There’s no mystery, Win. It’s just tinnitus.” That sort of reaction doesn’t really encourage one to share experiences again.


 


Urs rings later to check up on me. “I’m not coming back tonight,” she announces, as though her presence was required or asked for (and it is neither). “I’m going to stay with Mum.” She leaves a silence, during which – presumably – I am either meant to express separation anxiety or guilt that my atheism has brought on one of Mum’s downers. I’m afraid that I have zero sympathy, and I’m running rather low on anxiety. And anyway, at thirty-three, Urs still lives with our mother. Thirty-three! If that doesn’t deserve an ‘Oh. My. God’ – I don’t know what does.


“Righty-ho.”


“Are you OK?”


“Well, I haven’t changed since you last saw me. Except . . .”


“Yes?” she says.


“Do you know anyone called Fred Gadd?”


“Mmm – no. Rings no bells. Why?”


“Nothing.”


“No, go on – why? Who is he?”


I already wish I hadn’t mentioned him. “I just bumped into someone who thought he knew me. He wasn’t very clear where from.”


“What do you mean: bumped into? Where were you?”


“In the house.”


I can hear her worry tumbling down the phone. “How did he get into the house?”


“He knocked on the door, and he seemed to know me.”


“So you invited a man into the house? Just like that?”


“Don’t worry – he was about a hundred and two.” Another reason that our parents should not have named us after saints is that most female saints got canonised for refusing to get married. I don’t know whether Urs has ever had an offer to refuse, but she will see sexual possibilities in all situations, and she thinks it’s a Bad Thing.


“Exactly what happened, Winnie?”


“Look, it’s really simple. An old man who I’ve never met before turned up on the doorstep, saying he knew me. And then his younger wife turned up, and dragged him away. That’s it.”


“Are you sure you’re OK, Winnie? Do you want me to come back?”


“No. I mean yes I’m OK, but no – don’t come round.” Best not mention the mother of all headaches that is starting to suffocate my head. I must get to bed. Ironic, I know, that someone who has no sensation of her head should have such cracking headaches. I guess that’s the downside of working with a screen all day. I say Goodbye and put the phone down. Hopefully I’ve put Urs’s squirming mind at rest.


 


I can’t sleep. Each time I think my mind is slipping into the much-needed shadows, I hear Fred Gadd (with a wife who isn’t Mrs Gadd) beseech me: “You must tell me what to do with him”. And when I have finally shut him up, an unwelcome phenomenon reappears: one that I haven’t experienced for a while. Ever since I lost my head I can hear the constant deep throb of the Om humming through life, but right now it is being overlaid by a woman’s voice, or at least I think it is the whisper of a woman – if whispers can have gender. Whoever she is, she whispers ‘Thank God, thank God’ over me, like a misguided mantra. And then the sound of someone tearing tissues in the room. There’s no point switching on the light, because I know that no-one is there.


 









Chapter Two


I am drifting. I am floating. I am a shrivelled brown leaf, discarded by a tree to be borne by autumnal gusts through rural and industrial landscapes alike. I don’t care where I’m carried, I don’t mind where I land. I have no name. I am free.


And I have cramp, which unfortunately means the end of my flight. I stay on my cushion but stretch out my legs, and try to relive the sensation of detachment I just felt. Of course, it is important not to mistake these experiences for enlightenment; they are just the by-product of deep concentration, plus – I think – the letting go of all attachments. I have no delusions about my level of attainment, for someone more advanced would be able to meditate through both cramp and through the low cyclic rumble from downstairs, which is ousting my background Om as effectively as a single concertgoer’s persistent cough can distract a music-loving audience.


Someone has put on the tumble drier in the kitchen, and there is something about the frequency of the sound that I find disrupting. I put away my cushion and come downstairs where I find Urs sitting at my kitchen table typing into a laptop. I don’t understand what a bookkeeper does – other than to cover my kitchen table with stacks of paper – but I don’t really mind her using my kitchen as an office. Anyway, she’ll move as soon as I start making breakfast. My making breakfast seems to freak her out.


My mother, wearing her nurse’s uniform, comes in from God Knows Where, and this I do mind.


“You’re both here,” I say, unnecessarily. “I didn’t hear you come in, Mum.”


“You had damp clothes sitting in the washing machine.”


“I was trying to meditate.”


“I’m not stopping you.” (Does my mother know she’s lying?) “But the clothes in the washing machine were still wet.”


“Yes, I put them in last night, and I was going to take them out this morning to dry. After my meditation. Just because you’ve beaten me to it doesn’t mean I wasn’t going to do it.”


They exchange one of their Mother-Elder Daughter meaningless glances, and Mum takes out her pocket watch and consults it, obviously deciding how much time she has to embark on whatever is the real reason for her visit this early; it surely can’t be about sorting out my washing, nor would she have driven over here with the intention of disrupting my meditation. That is possible though: I knew a woman whose husband felt so threatened when she became a Buddhist that he ensured his trumpet practice coincided with her meditation time.


Now I notice that Mum’s neck is bare.


“What happened to your crucifix?” I ask. “Or have they been banned in case you offend the sensibilities of Muslims and heathens?”


“I used to wear a cross, not a crucifix,” she says, with more than a hint of impatience. “Crucifixes have Jesus on, crosses don’t.”


So that’s sorted that out. I wait.


“This . . . man who turned up yesterday,” she says. (I throw a reproachful glance at Urs, who is suddenly very interested in her laptop). “He was really here? In the house?”


“He was just a confused old chap. He wasn’t after anything. He didn’t try and do anything. He was just a bit muddled.”


“Ursula said that he knew who you were.”


“No, he knew my name, but he had obviously got me confused with someone else – a writer. It’s no big deal. I’m not likely to see him again, am I?”


My mother looks at me. “I don’t know. Are you?”


“Have either of you seen my watch?”


“Bathroom,” says Urs.


“Maybe I’ll skip breakfast. If there’s nothing else, I’ll get back to work.” That strategy failed: my mother is still loitering in my kitchen. “I have quite a deadline,” I say.


“So, how is your work going?” The question surprises me. My mother has zero interest in my work, doesn’t understand my work, and therefore hates my work. I think it is the fact that neither she nor Urs can nose around my PC to see what I’m up to that makes her so detest my job – a position compounded by me writing notes for myself in Chinese, precisely to thwart their ceaseless mission to find out ‘what I’m up to’; I once crept into the kitchen to find Urs desperately leafing through one of my Chinese dictionaries in an unsuccessful attempt to translate a reminder I had written myself to buy tofu.


“I’ve got loads on. I’ve got a large investment report to finish by close of today. Actually it’s really interesting . . . is it better to invest in renewable energy or food products?”


Mother and Urs are looking concerned rather than interested.


“And then what?” Annoyingly, my mother is looking at Urs to answer this.


“And then nothing,” said Urs quietly. “She hasn’t got anything else.”


Maybe I shouldn’t have agreed to Urs doing my books. I knew at the time it was a ploy to see what I was up to rather than sororal charity, but what sane person would turn down the offer of having her tax returns filled in for nothing?


“Did this man offer you money?”


“What man?” And then I realise that my mother is talking about Fred. I roll my eyes and shake my head. I know how her mind is working.


I really don’t know why there is this obsession with my supposed sex life. Taking up a religion that was alien to them was definitely a factor. The departure from what was considered ‘the norm’ was also a factor, but simply put, I changed, and moved outside their comfort zones, though it seems to me that any change moves some people out of their comfort zones. Our family never even went abroad for a holiday, such was my mother’s fear of the unknown. I find this damp sock stuck somewhere at the back of my mind:


 


Dad (tentatively): We could probably afford to go to Thailand for ten days.


Mother (with a sharp intake of breath): The girls have never been on a plane before.


Me: Let’s get on a plane!


Mother: It’s a long journey. If you don’t like flying, you can’t just get off.


Urs: We can sleep. It will be like going to bed but waking up somewhere else.


Mother: No, I don’t think so. Nothing wrong with Norfolk.


Dad: I didn’t say there was anything wrong with Norfolk.


Mother: So why do you want to go to Thailand?


Dad: I didn’t say I wanted to go there. I just said we could probably afford it.


 


The quashing of his idea must have affected him badly, because he took up his downtrodden stance in the back garden, smoking a wonky roll-up with tobacco sticking out of the ends, and holding an ashtray far out in front of him. Normally he played music when he was upset, but I picture him then smoking in twilight, so I guess it was too late for him to spin records. As for our summer holiday, we spent a week or so in Cromer or Crowborough; wherever it was, it was as windy as hell.


I’m not sure my poor father ever once got on a plane. There always seemed to be a reason why he couldn’t. Only now does it occur to me that I should have invited him over to Taiwan. I spent many happy years there, improving my Chinese and supporting myself quite adequately by teaching English, so I could have invited him at least once. But that was before my mountain experience, and I was still selfish and ego-bound, and too busy sending missives home about how everything in the East was better. Whatever I said, my mother acted as if I had joined a brainwashing cult, and seems to have devoted her days since to a state of watchfulness for signs that I might ‘return’ to the dark side. She tricked me into coming back to visit my dying sister, but unfortunately had neglected to inform Urs that she must dress in a shroud and look viably-challenged. And so I returned voluntarily to find a healthy sister who hadn’t changed, but who was united with my mother in an assertion that I had. As for my father, he must have finally worked up the nerve to flee from my mother, for he left soon after my return.


Maybe one day I could take him away. I will get back to Taiwan just as soon as I’ve figured out a way of getting back the money that has been (inexplicably) removed from my account, on my instructions, according to the bank. This is why I only disclose half of my earnings to Urs. The rest is cash, paid by Chinese students who need help in translating essays, or by two-bit English translators who desperately accept agency work, and then find that they are incapable of translating the work they have been given. I will never be rich, but I am slowly building up enough money for the air fare back, and some basic living expenses until I get a decent teaching job.


“Are you OK, Winnie?” My mother’s voice. We’re in the kitchen.


“She’ll come back in a second,” says Urs, wearily.


It’s time that mother and elder sister got out of my space. I take out the wok.


“What are you doing?” asks Mum, as though I had just extracted a land-mine from the cupboard.


“Breakfast.” I wash some spinach. Usually, the comfortingly bland smell of rice fills the kitchen by the time I’m up, but I realise that today there is no such smell. I set the rice cooker each night to come on seven hours later, and I know I set it last night, because I leave myself a note to do so. Except that today, it has been switched off and the rice is sitting inertly in a bath of cold water.


“Who the fuck switched off my rice?”


“You can’t have switched it on,” says Urs.


“Actually . . . it was me,” says Mother, at least having the grace to look guilty. “I saw the red light and thought you’d forgotten to switch something off. Sorry. Can’t you just have cornflakes?”


Ten minutes later, I have my little house to myself. My mother has gone to work, wearing spinach, and there is a trail of drowned rice over the kitchen table, though none went in Urs’s laptop – because I do have some morals. And because she snapped shut her laptop as soon as she saw me wrench the bowl from the rice cooker.


As I am eating my spinach with instant noodles, I brood over the level of interference in my life. And the inquisition about the old man. It occurs to me now that their concern wasn’t that I had let a strange man into the house – but that the strange man didn’t exist at all – a figment of my imagination. I’m almost starting to doubt myself.


Upstairs, I hit the keyboard to vanquish the screen saver. The screen resumes its display of a document outlining the investment potential of Chinese alternative energy companies. I’m about to tackle a piece on Biofuels.


Two hours later, it is all coming together; the final section is a summary of everything that has gone before, and needs little work to translate. I’ve learnt that it is good to take a break before the final polishing, so I will return to it later to double check that it reads smoothly. I am now aware that the Chinese are way ahead of us in terms of renewable energy – an amazing shift for a country that used to proudly show off its polluted rivers to western visitors as proof of industrial advance.


So, to quote my mother: And then what? It is Easter; the Chinese students have no essays they need help with, and there has been a dearth of would-be English translators needing to sub-contract work. I search for translation agencies asking for help (zilch), and review my profile on Translation websites: I had listed my specialisms as Finance, Legal (that was pushing it), and Technical; I can’t think of anything else to add that will entice any organisation to send me work.


I won’t starve – not for a few weeks, anyway – but at this rate I will have to plunder my secret Return-to-Taiwan fund. Right now I would even accept the shite assignments that I normally turn down, such as translation agencies offering some dreadful piece of work, like translating a badly scanned copy of a badly written exam paper by a bad student, who has no aptitude for Chinese, but has been told that it is the language of the future. But even these are not forthcoming.


When the phone rings, I briefly allow myself the luxury of imagining a desperate translation agency in need of a brilliant translator, but it is just Urs.


“Are you OK now?”


“I was OK before – until you two decided to wreck my breakfast.”


“That was Mum, not me. She was really sorry, by the way. But it was an accident. You could control your temper a bit better.”


“I could change the locks.” (Though I wouldn’t put it past either of them to put a ladder up to my bedroom sash window).


Urs sighs. “No, you can’t. I’ll tell Mum to back off.”


“Thank you.”


“Anything else I can do?”


“Yes, this is a silly question. Have I ever written anything? You know – had something published?”


Urs laughs – a laugh of derision rather than humour. “You? No. I don’t remember you being at all creative.” And then more suspiciously: “Why? What made you think you wrote something?”


“Oh, nothing. It doesn’t matter.”


“No, go on.”


“OK. A different question. If I said ‘chaos is come again’ – would it mean anything to you?”


She repeats “Chaos is come again” several times. “It rings a bell, but I can’t remember where from.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“Have you tried googling it?”


Of course I have. I google everything. “Yes,” I say. “It’s a Shakespeare quote. But then again, just about every quote seems to be from Shakespeare.” Or from the Bible, but less of that.


A mini explosion of recognition comes down the phone. “I remember a teacher saying it years ago. But it really was years ago. And he wasn’t a drama teacher.”


“Do you remember his name?”


“God, now you’re asking. I remember he was a bit eccentric. Why?”


“Oh, just trying to place a memory.” Mother and Urs like it when I try and remember things, as though this offers me a road back to who (they say) I was. So I can hear Urs making approving sounds down the fibre optics.


“It’s just come back to me: Mr Fallowfield. Do you remember him? He was History.”


I was History. Son of Gadd.


I end the conversation as normally as I can, because I want to get downstairs and answer the door, (which is being urgently thumped) without alerting my sister to the fact that our old History teacher is probably on my doorstep, right now.


When I open the door, he is torn between greeting me and turning around to scan the street behind him. It is a warm day, but he is in his same shabby suit, with a faded tie, and probably the same shoes he wore to school almost fifteen years previously.


“I think I’ve shaken her off,” he says, glancing behind him again, as if the street conceals snipers.


“Come in, Mr Fallowfield.”


He beams. “You remember me.” (Not exactly.) “But I think you’re old enough to call me Fred.”


Fred rejects my offer of tea (on account of his kidneys), and sherry (on account of his liver), but in the front room, he accepts a roll-up from me (on account that his wife wouldn’t like it).


“She’s become very interfering,” he says, sadly. “She keeps hiding the car keys, and she’s taken away my credit card. She found the bill from the private investigator, and his letter with your address.” He has forgotten the roll-up, which goes out in the ashtray. But I don’t mind; the thought of an old teacher accepting a fag from a former schoolgirl is satisfying enough. No need to inhale.


“Why Mr Fallowfield?” I ask. “I mean why aren’t you Fred Gadd?”


“My wife’s name is ‘Maddy’. Maddy Fallowfield.”


“You took her surname because she didn’t want to be called ‘Maddy Gadd’?”


“That’s right. And because she hated my father.” He goes silent for a moment, presumably reliving some fraught scene in their early relationship. “My father wasn’t very nice to women, if I’m honest. But if I had realised what problems lay ahead when I gave up my name, I would have kept my surname.”


“Problems?”


“There’s no son of Gadd. I’ve left him in limbo. I don’t think he can move on.” At this point, Fred Fallowfield, né Gadd, realises he’s warm and takes off his jacket. I hold out a hand to take it, but he’s suddenly distracted by my empty old armchair opposite; he hangs up the jacket on the carpet.


“But you are the son of Gadd. You said so.”


“Yes, but I didn’t keep his name. It’s like he didn’t have a son.”


I have that same vision of him sitting in the centre of a circle of pupils. We are firing questions at him – history questions, and he is answering each one with joy, with triumph; he is happy. He is not the man who slumps before me now, who is definitely not happy. I wonder when chaos came and did not depart.


“You said that Mr Gadd kept coming back. What did you mean?”


Fred runs a weary hand over his hair-fringed dome. “Dreams. Sometimes I hear him call my name. But mainly I see him in dreams – always off to the side, just staring at me.”


“OK, but these are your dreams. He is your creation. I mean, he’s not really haunting you. Is he?”


Fred gives me a haunted look. “But he is. Particularly in the early hours. I wake up paralysed, and I can see the door open and he walks in – just the outline of him – but it is dark. Then he comes over and leans on my chest so that I can’t breathe – and he whispers something, but I can never quite make it out.”


“Sleep paralysis. Our minds wake up before our bodies. Every culture has folklore about the phenomenon. In the west, we tend to feminise it and call it the Old Hag. The Chinese call it Ghost pressing on the body.”


“The Chinese have it right,” he says, with a great weariness. “He was just sitting there a moment ago.” He nods at the empty armchair. Gone now, of course. He disappears when I try and look directly at him.”


The weird thing is that there is a depression in the armchair, which I hadn’t noticed before. I know it is just auto-suggestion, and I’m annoyed to find that I am as susceptible as my peers-with-heads.


“Don’t take offence,” I say now – knowing that I would be offended if someone asked me this – “but have you been checked-out by a doctor?”


He grunts with exasperation. “Nurses, nurses – all the time. Do you know what day it is? Do you know where you are?”


“Do you know who the prime minister is?”


He meets my eyes. “Yes, yes – you’re right. That question again and again. Sometimes I say ‘Pitt the Younger’, just to shut them up.” He gives a withering look. “They don’t even know who Pitt the Younger was.”


He still hasn’t told me who the prime minister is, and I have no idea what to say next, so I roll up a ciggie, which prompts him to fish his own from the ashtray and to lean forward to suck the flame from my lighter. He sucks too hard, and a flame creeps up the paper towards his nose, startling him into flinging it away. As a test of the flame retardant qualities of my sofa, it is a partially successful exercise.


“Sorry,” says Fred, after I rescue the glowing butt from the little brown-rimmed crater on the central cushion.


“Let’s go back to your father. Why do you think I can help you?”


“You wrote about him. The giddy career of Mr Gadd (deceased). You must remember.”


“No, I don’t.”


He leans forward. “I always wanted to ask you, Winifred – why giddy? The giddy career always sounded a bit frivolous, and Mr Gadd was not a frivolous man – as you know. And neither were you. I wondered if you meant it literally, because of the heights he attained.” I must look completely blank, because he immediately adds “the spiritual heights, of course”, as if that would help.


“I’m afraid I don’t remember any of this. Did I know him?”


“Not directly, but of course you knew me, and you had such a knack of picking things up. I mean I bet you didn’t know Turner’s wife, Sylvia – but you certainly picked that up, and wrote about it, didn’t you?”


Did I? I doubt it. I only tend to remember what matters, which is all of my time in Taiwan, some of my time in university, and a few damp socks of teenagehood and childhood experiences. What Fred is describing sounds significant – significant to him, anyway – yet there are no bells ringing, not even a wisp of familiarity scratching my skull. As for writing anything – blank.


“So when exactly was this?” I ask. “Did we meet up when I was at university?”


“No, Winifred. When you were a pupil.”


“Do you mean I was at school when I wrote this stuff? What? Like . . . do you mean history essays?”


“Not history, exactly,” says Fred, looking a little ashamed. “But yes, they were nominally essays. To most people they would have appeared as assignments.”


I start to wonder if Fred is a little odd rather than just a little old.


“Fred, whatever these essays were about, they’re stories from a schoolgirl, not Nostradamic scribblings. You’re the one who’s finding some meaning in them.”


Fred closes his eyes:


“At the close of day, there is only the wisp of smoke to mark the death of dreams,


Survey your fallow fields, where weeds bind you to the present and free you from the crops of the past


With their roots in broken China, in imagined scenes of blue and white


The Willow bends to slake its thirst, while a pagoda tops a hill


Now just wish bone ash in which to grow your broken dreams


No easy road for the sun to rise again


And tomorrow brings chaos dressed up to pass for a day”


 


He opens his eyes and nods to me. “Do you see?”


“Not really. Did I write that?”


“I can’t believe you don’t remember,” Fred says, and then he looks up and gives me an agonised look. “Did they give you ECT? I thought they might one day, you know. When those with dim eyes are bedazzled by brightness, they would rather darken the brilliance than welcome the light.”


I think this is a compliment, and it’s a tribute to him that he recognised my potential when I was presumably still an adolescent girl. “No, I never had ECT,” I say. “No-one has done anything to me. To be honest, if I had any brilliance, you were the only one who recognised it.”


He snorted. “Turner certainly didn’t. That bloody mediocre idiot. I had to explain your biblical allusions to him.”


“Who’s Turner?”


Fred looks at me. “Well, he’s dead now – isn’t he? Just like you warned him.”


“Oh. Well, who was Turner, then?”


He gives a heavy sigh. “What did they do to you? How can you have forgotten everything?”


“I haven’t forgotten everything. I just choose not to remember it.”


“Why on earth would you choose to forget?”


It is always tempting to talk about my experience up the mountain, but I have had such a negative reaction from people – Urs in particular – that I now keep that memory under lock and key; I literally visualise it as something in a big cave with a boulder rolled over the entrance. I don’t know why people are so resistant – I assume once they have heard of my little awakening they feel that I am elevated and they are therefore (relatively) diminished; when, of course, the only person truly diminished by the experience is ‘Me’.


But Fred will be different. He won’t feel envy or threatened or belittled; in fact, my present condition will be confirmation that whatever potential he saw in me has been realised.


“Have you heard of satori?”


He shakes his head twice. And so I tell him about my experience in Taiwan, when I became headless; when I lost myself and all the fiddly, fumbly fetters of my petty existence. He listens with dull attention; a couple of times I notice that his eyes slide towards the empty armchair, and I wonder if I have an audience of two. When I have finished, he sits there mutely, staring ahead. I am strangely disappointed to see no joy in him after hearing about the only real thing that ever happened to me.


“So you’re enlightened?”


“No, not enlightened. It’s just an early sign. I really want to get back to Taiwan and practise more. I need to spend time in a monastery. I can’t make any progress while I’m stuck over here.”


“And this . . . experience . . . it wiped out your memory? Just like that?”


“Not at all. It’s partly deliberate and partly that I no longer trust memories, so I can’t be bothered to dig them out.”


It was through meditation that I learnt about how flawed our memories are. We just register the emotion of an event and then store a narrative that supports that emotion. And occasionally an emotional response we’ve had to a situation now causes us to retrieve some semblance of the old memory and play with it and stain it further with whatever dye our present situation is coloured with, and then put that changed thing back into our brains. And then we remember that memory, which is even further removed from whatever it was originally connected with, and so the memory gets even more ego-fluff stuck to it.


“So you don’t remember why you wrote what you wrote?”


“No. Sorry. Whatever I wrote when I was at school couldn’t have meant that much to me.”


“And you don’t want to remember?”


“God, no. It’s taken me years to get to this stage.”


“But what about . . . ?” He chokes on the next word, so that I’m not sure whether he’s said ‘Gadd’ or ‘Dad’. And while I’m trying to figure out what he said, my seventy-something year old history teacher wraps his arms around his knees and starts rocking. I watch, baffled by this alien movement. His body is shaking.


I have the sinking feeling that Fred might be sobbing on my sofa.


I can’t think of anything I said that should produce this reaction. I find him a box of tissues, then go into the kitchen and make us jasmine tea, which I assume is kidney-friendly or liver-friendly or whatever friendly it needs to be. When I bring the mugs out to the front room, Fred has stopped sobbing, but is still hugging his knees, as hunched as a sick animal.


“OK,” I say. “I’ll try and help, but I don’t know how.”


He is pathetically grateful, and makes a lunge for my hands. Fortunately Urs had insisted that I get a tea-coloured carpet (though I doubt she foresaw this particular scene), and the jasmine tea will soon be pretty much indistinguishable from whatever else she or I have spilt over the last couple of years.


“Don’t thank me,” I say. “I haven’t done anything yet.”


“But you have, Winifred, you have. You have given me hope. You’re a saint.” He gives a shy chuckle. “Do you remember your story about the saints? Too dark for Turner, of course.”


“No.”


“About the people in a church singing that they would love to be in that number, when the saints come marching in? And how they would love it when the sun stopped shining and the moon turned blood red. And then the congregation heard the sound of marching and they fell silent with fear, and the windows of the church darkened, and the chancery turned caliginous, and the transepts turned tenebrous and the sun might as well have stopped shining, for its light was blocked by an army of saints peering through the stained glass windows . . .” – Fred’s eyes are shut, his face enraptured by the words that I think he is reciting verbatim – “. . . Then the canonised corpses entered the church and they marched down the aisle. And the congregation were terrified and repulsed. For the saints were not just rotting bodies, but were missing body parts. Some had no fingers, no tongue, no ribs; a couple had no heads. And soon they were wrenching open the reliquaries, opening the ossuaries, manhandling the monstrances. Trying on relics for size. And then they start fighting amongst themselves. That finger is mine. Those were my ribs. Give me that leg bone, so that I may be whole for the Resurrection.”


Oh God. A damp sock is twitching. Maybe I did write that.


He laughs. “You know, Turner had to read your essays with a dictionary in one hand. Drove him mad that a fourteen-year old girl used words that he didn’t know.”


That definitely sounds like me.


“Parvenu,” says Fred, with a bit of a sneer.


Turner must have been my English teacher. The name is ringing a vague bell, though that might just be because Fred has mentioned him several times now.


Fred glances at the empty armchair, but Mr Gadd must be absent, for Fred’s face turns back to me, and he is still smiling. “The other reason Turner hated your stories were that they were all ‘morbid’ – his words. I think you forced him to face his own mortality. Rather ironic, as it turned out.”


I want to ask him how I warned Turner about his manner of dying, but Fred has got a zealous look in his eyes. “Morbidity! That’s the answer. We need the intercession of the saints to help you remember.”


“How, exactly?” I hope he isn’t going to drag me into a church. Much as I try to forget, there are a few very smelly socks stuck to the back of my mind regarding the services and masses my mother made the young me sit through.


“We’ll go to All Saints’ Cemetery. Right now.”


A cemetery sounds more palatable. “I haven’t heard of that one. Where is it?”


“Nunhead cemetery,” he says. “That’s what they call it now.”


Fred levers himself up and seems ready to go, but I take the mugs into the kitchen (Urs has a particular aversion to mugs that aren’t left in the kitchen) and then I insist that we each have a drink of water and a banana before the journey, which I think is going to take at least a trip on the tube and then a train. He alternates the water and bites of banana as if they were medication he has to take, under sufferance, and then is by the front door, fidgeting impatiently.


“Toilet, maybe,” I say. “While we’re here.”


He says he doesn’t need to, but when I insist, he works his way up the stairs and is in the bathroom for a while. I rescue his glass from the bin, the banana skin from the washing bowl, and his jacket from the front room carpet. It jangles slightly, and I find a bunch of keys including a car key in a pocket; clearly, Mrs Fallowfield needs to work on her key-hiding skills.


Outside, Fred sets off down my short front path and stops on the pavement, looking discomfited.


“Someone’s stolen my car,” he says.


“Where did you park it?”


“Right there, by the tree.” He points to a neighbour’s car, which I suspect has been directly outside my house all day, and that is when I notice that Fred is now wearing my watch.


“There’s a brown estate down there,” I say, noticing that said car is straddling the pavement three houses down.


“Someone’s moved it,” says Fred. “I know I parked there.”


And he had. Yesterday. Or whenever it was.


When we reach his car, he hands me the keys. “Probably best if you drive. I get a little lost sometimes so have to use the TomTom and the woman’s voice drives me mad.” He pauses when he sees my hesitation. “You do know how to drive, don’t you, Winifred?”


My father taught me, and he was a good teacher. Though I do remember driving into my parents’ garage (which wasn’t open), and my father saying: “Oh bollocks, your mother will be mad” and a green smear of paint on the very slightly crushed bonnet of our non-green car. Dad was right about a lot of things in those days. My mother was mad.


“Winifred?”


“Sorry?”


“You do know how to drive?”


I sit in the driver’s seat and look at the dashboard. There’s loads of things on there. I get out again. “I think best you drive, Fred. It’s been a while.”


I find the postcode of Nunhead cemetery on my phone, and Fred enters it on the sat-nav.


“Turn LEFT into Briscoe Road.”


Her voice is a bit loud. Fred grimaces.


“She reminds me of my wife when she’s trying to pretend that she’s concealing her irritation when she really wants me to know that she’s irritated. I don’t suppose you know what I mean?”


“Yes, I do.”


We set off, and are soon lost in a symphony of car horns.









Chapter Three


Fred seems to drive OK, though he groans every time the Irritating Lady tells him to go straight on. Actually she does not have much to say as we are mainly on one road: our journey is the above ground counterpart to the Northern line, as evidenced by the stations we’re passing: Tooting Broadway, Tooting Bec, Balham, the three Claphams. It’s a route I often take, but only as far as Borough.


There is a cage in the back of the car – but empty.


“You have a dog?” I ask.


“Dog? Yes. Well, no, well . . .”


“There’s a dog cage in the back.”


He rubs his eyes with one hand, and the car swerves slightly. “That’s right. We used to have a dog. A black Labrador.” He sighs. “Lovely creature. I often wonder what happened to Lucy.”


I’m glad that I’m not driving. The traffic is heavy, and though the sheer volume of cars means we are moving at a sedate pace, I am finding it a bit busy. I notice that a red light is constantly illuminated on the dashboard: an outline of a car with a line sticking out the back. I have no idea what this means. We are driving a car with a fishing rod sticking out the back? Or the aerial is about to fall off? Anyway, whatever the red light is trying to tell Fred, he doesn’t appear to have noticed, and the car seems to be going OK.


Bang.


“Oh no,” Fred groans.


“It’s not your fault. The traffic lights went green. They rolled backwards.”


“No, I think I may have gone forwards,” says Fred.


We have given the lightest of taps to an estate car in front. It’s a silver estate – and it is stationary, which means that we can’t get going again. I look behind to see if Fred can reverse, and I see that the boot door of our Volvo has elevated itself: presumably Mr or Mrs Fallowfield did not lock it securely. I might as well get out and see if the driver of the silver car is planning on going any time soon.


I get out and cast an eye back to see if cars are queuing up behind us. Yes, there’s an instant queue, and a horn concerto serenades our little prang. I idly notice that car horns in unison – like church bells – strike a minor chord; it’s a rather mournful tone, and I suspect one which will replay in my head tonight when I’m trying to sleep.


In the silver car ahead, the driver’s door is pushed open, causing an impatient overtaking driver to swing abruptly out to the right. Then some legs appear, and eventually the rest of an elderly woman. It takes her a while to extricate herself, and she treats the door as a gigantic grab rail. I guess she’s in her seventies.


“I’m so sorry,” she says.


A girl with mousey pigtails climbs out of the passenger side and amazes me by getting taller and taller as she emerges. I had assumed she was about eight years old, but the way she is now towering over the side of the car and motioning with a ‘hush’ finger on her lips across the car roof at the elderly woman, well – she must be at least five foot twelve. I’m wondering what sort of condition causes a child to grown so abnormally tall.


“Shhh Mum, you must never say you’re sorry. Never.”


It is only when I hear her talk that I realise that she is probably more my age. The pigtails have a sort of infantilising effect. It’s a bit odd. And she’s not really much taller than me.


“But I am,” wails the old woman. “I thought I had it in first gear, but it didn’t . . . what’s the word? It didn’t catch.”


“You were just a bit slow with the handbrake. That’s all. It wasn’t your fault.”


“I’m sure there’s something wrong with the gears. I wish you’d let me buy a smaller car.”


“Hello,” I say. But they seem to be locked in a private family bubble, soundproofed against both my voice and the aggressive tooting of drivers who are having to pull out into the right-hand lane.


“There’s nothing wrong with the gears, Mum. He shouldn’t have gone into the back of you.”


“But I didn’t go when the lights went green.”


“Shh Mum. Saying sorry affects your insurance.”


“Hello,” I try again.


“Diana,” says Fred. I hadn’t noticed him get out of the car, but he is leaning on the driver’s door and staring intently at Pigtails.


It is funny how, whether distracted or dreaming, people with egos can hear their name. She instantly turns towards him. “How do you know who I am?”


“Do you know her?” I ask Fred.


Fred snorts. “Diana Candle.” He looks at me and murmurs “She cried over Eva Braun’s death.” He closes his eyes as if landing a memory. “Yes, I’m sure it was Eva Braun. No-one else cried over Eva Braun. Not even her husband.”


I’m struggling a little bit. I’m trying to remember which part of this day seemed normal. I try to ground myself but my usual Om sound is being overlaid by car horns.


“Winnie?” says pigtail girl/woman, staring at me.


“What? Winnie Rigby?” says her mother, and the twitches on her face indicate that she doesn’t know whether to smile nervously, or frown nervously or just look nervous nervously.


Pigtails. Oh God. A damp sock is twitching. “Di?”


“ana,” Pigtails and nervous mother chorus.


And back it comes. Diana, who I called Di (i.e. ‘Die’) – to wind her up – hung around me at school. And she hasn’t changed that much, in that she’s still a skinny girl with pigtails. I think she was a bit timid then. I’m not sure what she is now. Ill at ease, certainly. She seems to be vibrating with some uncomfortable energy. Surely not from having a little tap from Fallowfield’s car. Really – we barely touched the silver tank.


I can see her staring at me, puzzled. And then a delighted grin, which must come from recognition.


“Winnie? This is so weird.” And then she’s looking at Fred, and her confusion is evident.


A car slows down, hoots three times, and the fat man in the passenger seat shouts out of the window “you should pull over instead of blocking the traffic.” Diana screams back, “Why don’t you just fuck off and die?”, which is interesting, because she never ever used the D-word when I knew her. Mrs Candle makes indistinct clucking noises, like a distressed grouse, but whether these signal reproof at Diana’s language, or fear that the man in the car will get out and thump her, I don’t know.


As it is, the passenger looks a little taken back, but any reciprocal action is thwarted when whoever is in the driving seat takes note of the honking cars behind him and pulls away.


“I’m sorry,” says Diana to us. “I think I’m in shock. I had a bit of whip lash.”


She massages the back of her neck and holds her hand out as if to confirm that it is indeed shaking. I check the cars for signs of damage.


“I’m sorry, I can’t really place you,” I hear Diana tell Fred. “You’re not Winnie’s . . . How do you know me?”


Fred sniffs a theatrical sniff. “I don’t know you. I remember you.” He looks at her nervous mother. “And I believe I remember you.”


Diana’s mother says, “Do you? Have we met?”


“I’ll never forget the parents’ evening when you asked me to teach cheerful history. Cheerful!”


“What’s wrong with that?” asks Diana.


“There is no cheerful history.” He looks at me. “Come on, Winifred, who said, ‘Happy are the people whose annals are blank in history books’?”


“Um . . . Thomas Carlyle?” That came out of nowhere. I can’t see any damage. I think that’s what happens when one estate car hits another: not a lot.


“Of course,” Fred beams. “Well done, Winifred. It was Thomas Carlyle.”


I can’t even see a scratch. Bending down is making me dizzy. I straighten up.


“Mr Fallowfield?” says Diana.


“Yes, Diana.”


Then she looks at me and back at him and back at me, and I can see her confusion. “Where’s your Dad?” she asks me.


I can guarantee that he will be standing outside Borough station right now, but I’m not going to tell her that. “My parents split up a while ago.” Was it two years? One year? I can’t remember.


Mother and Daughter Candle both make sympathetic sounds.


“This is nice,” says Mrs Candle, hanging onto the side of the car as if she would topple over without its support. “Isn’t it lovely to bump into your old friend?”


“A lovely coincidence,” says Di.


“Serendipitous,” says Fred. He pats the top of his car door and looks at me. “But Winifred, I think it’s time we . . .”


“I was saying that you should try and look up some old friends and see if they’ve moved on.” I think Mrs Candle is talking to her daughter rather than to one of us.


Diana’s smile disappears at her mother’s words. “What do you mean, moved on?”


“I just meant . . .”


All this time, cars are still hooting and honking. I head-hop, and can see that through their eyes, we look like two parties who’ve stopped for some gossip by the traffic lights.


“I’d better shut the back before we set off,” I say, hoping this will deliver unequivocal closing signals. And that is when Fred turns and sees the boot open.


“Lucy,” cries Fred. “Oh, my God. My wife will kill me.”


“You’ve lost a dog?” asks Mrs Candle, and I can see that her concern is genuine.


“A Labrador. A beautiful black Labrador.” He seems on the verge of tears.


“Oh no,” says Di. “How awful.”


Great. We are bringing this to a close. I go to the back and pretend to shut the cage door (which in truth was already shut). “The back shot up with the impact,” I say. “Poor thing. She must have run off, terrified.”


“Oh, my God,” says Fred. “Poor, poor Lucy.” He starts hyperventilating. I am now worried that he really thinks we have just lost his dog, which – for all I know – died three prime ministers ago.


And that was probably because Fred forgot to feed her.


 


He is now wheezing and clutching his left arm.


“Should we call an ambulance?” asks Mrs Candle, whilst Diana – I notice – has retreated to the passenger door.


“No, no,” I say quickly. “He just needs to have his pills.”


“I’m sure you’ll find your dog,” says Mrs Candle, now working her way up the car to the driver’s door.


“Yes, I’m sure we will.” I’m pretty sure we won’t.


“I’ll Facebook you, Win,” calls Diana, now halfway in the car.


“Yes. Great.” I do hate the way nouns become verbs.


“No,” says Mrs Candle. “Come round and see us properly.”


“OK.” I have no idea where they live or what seeing someone ‘properly’ means, but at least they are going in the right direction.


A quick getaway is foiled by Mrs Candle having to work her way into her seat by using the door as a grab rail; once in and belted, she pulls out with such little warning that the cars behind brake with shrieks.


“Come on, Fred. Everything’s OK now.” Fred straightens up and watches me slam the back of the car. He seems to be in a state of suspension, so I gently take his non-heart-clutching arm and encourage him into the driver’s side.


“Are you alright?” I ask, when I return to the passenger seat.


“Winifred. I’m having . . . I’m . . . Damn it. Have we just lost the dog?”


“No.”


He sighs – I think with relief. “Oh good. My wife would kill me if I lost her again. I mean if Lucy had come back and then I’d lost her.”


“Right. Don’t worry, you haven’t lost anything. Not today. We just pretended that we had.”


“Ah.” He gives a half-grin. “Yes, of course. To get rid of those blasted women. Good idea, Winifred.”


But I am a little troubled as he pulls away to an elevated volume of horns. I try to disentangle this odd feeling of discomfort. I feel sorry that Mrs Candle seems so old now – I have a feeling that I liked her. But something else is troubling me: pretending to lose a dog was maybe not so good. Of all the five Buddhist precepts: no harmful action, no false speech, no stealing, no sexual misconduct, no intoxication – no false speech is the one I find easiest to follow. In fact, Urs sometimes whines at me “you could just lie once in a while”, when I voice some unpalatable truth. But I have just told a few lies, and Winnie Rigby never, ever lies.


 


The path into Nunhead cemetery pulls you down into the nether world as if invisible hands were drawing you down to an oasis. It is something about the dampness that your body reacts to before your mind recognises what is happening. My spirits rise so noticeably that I wonder if I haven’t been depressed these last few months.


I feel more at home here than I have felt anywhere else since my forced return to the UK.


I wish I had my camera, or at least I wish I had a camera, as I can’t remember having owned one. I must have had one in Taiwan, but if I did, I can’t remember what shots I took or what happened to it. The light is dim in here, but that just accentuates the solemnity of the sagging graves and sinking stones, whose uneven descent has left stone angels guarding their graves at crazy angles. In the neglected area of the cemetery we are now in, the statues are dressed in green, the graves being reclaimed by nature.


Despite his advanced years and a limping gait, Fred seems to keep up with me without too much effort. We are strangely in tune, choosing paths as if with one mind, stopping to read gravestones in synchronised arrest. There is no “shall we go this way?” or “I just want to look at this one more closely”. No wonder we got on at school.


“Is Mr Gadd here?” I meant, of course, did Fred sense his father peeping out at him from behind a tree or a gravestone, but he takes me literally.


“No, no, of course not. He died overseas – as you know.”


Maybe what I know will come back to me. All that I know is that I’m now feeling like I’m on a ghost ride in a funfair, being bombarded by little pastiches of human horror. Disembodied faces are briefly illuminated but without context. It is strange. One of those faces has pigtails.


“I knew Diana Candle at primary school,” I find myself saying. “I remember now. She said her hamster was seven years old.”


Fred frowns. “I thought hamsters only lived for a couple of years. Isn’t that why parents purchase them? To introduce their children to impermanence and death?”


“Exactly. I remember telling Diana that it wasn’t the same hamster, and that every time one died, her parents were rushing out to buy one that looked the same.”


“You’re really telling me that a girl of primary school age did not know about death?” asks Fred. “Were there no deaths in the family?”


“Now that you mention it, I do remember Mrs Candle saying that her mother had just gone on a long-term cruise to South America. I suspect she didn’t come back.”


Fred snorts.


And I now remember that Diana’s mother was so annoyed about my ‘hamster revelation’ that she came around to see my mother to complain that I was exposing her daughter to unnecessary information. In fact, I remember crouching on the landing as my mother stood in the doorway and said “but surely Diana knows about death? She must know that people die?”


And Mrs Candle answering, “She’s too young. You must promise me that Winifred will never mention death to her again.”


My mother: “But Diana must know. The news is full of people dying.”


Mrs Candle, in a brittle voice: “We don’t let her watch the news. It’s too realistic.”


I can’t remember exactly what my mother said next, but the gist of it was that she wasn’t going to ask her daughter to censor the truth and that Mrs Candle should stop being so silly. (I can’t actually remember what word my mother used: it is unlikely that she would have used ‘silly’ – maybe she said ‘sensitive’). Anyway, it was from then on that I started calling Diana “Die”, which she didn’t like.


I suddenly feel a little flush of pride for my own mother. She stood up for me that day. Of course, her concept of death was cosseted by equally bizarre notions of the afterlife and eternal resurrection, but death was still a fact of life that she fully accepted we should understand. In fact, she exposed me to it in a refreshingly brutal manner. She must have felt sufficiently motivated to get us on a plane, as she took me and Urs for a long weekend in Venice so that we could visit the Basilica San Marco and ogle the ossuaries and feel reverence for the relics. Urs hated it, pronouncing the wizened bits of body “disgusting and creepy”. I’m afraid that I was fascinated: my mother seemed so pleased with me, mistaking my morbid fascination for awe. And that’s where I must have got my idea from: the day the Saints came marching in.


Turner. I can visualise him now: a florid face capped with long greasy hair punches its way out of the shadows. He had said to write something about ‘Resurrection’. The boys wrote stories of footballers resuming their careers after repairs to cruciate ligaments and hamstrings, the girls wrote about Jesus – long tracts sounding suspiciously like they had been downloaded from a virtual bible. Except for two girls: I wrote about the saints marching back to reclaim their body parts, and Diana wrote a love story about a couple rekindling their relationship after a quarrel and going out for a nice meal. It has come back to me.


“How come you remember Diana?” I ask Fred. “It was fifteen years ago – probably more. You’re not telling me that you remember every pupil in your classes?”


“I remember the best, Winifred,” and he gives me his shy, sideways look. “And I remember the very worst. Though if I’m honest, I remember Diana because of her mother. You know, she said to me one parents’ evening that I was only to teach cheerful history?”


“Yes, you said.” Actually, I feel rather sorry that I called Diana ‘Die’. The Candles were a bit precious about avoiding the ‘bad’ things in life, but it was a childish thing to do: verging on O.M.G. puerility.


We have reached a large mausoleum, presumably for a well-to-do family. One slab of stone has shifted slightly and I get down on my knees to peer into the darkness below. In the gloom I can see old coffins stacked – not our modern rectangle boxes with gleaming metal-effect handles, but the old-style Dracula-shaped coffins.


“That’s amazing,” I say. “You can actually see coffins down there. I can’t believe that this place isn’t visited by necrophiliac teenagers.”


“Well, we do seem to have the place to ourselves,” says Fred.


And that is when I notice that there is no-one else around. The odd little dribs and drabs of humanity that we have occasionally glimpsed on our stroll have disappeared. Blackbirds are in the trees whistling for the coming of twilight. We are completely alone apart from the worms, birds and corpses.


“What time is it?” I ask.


Mr Fallowfield casts a look at his wrist and reads my watch. “It’s gone six o’clock.” He makes a face. “I’ll be late for tea. Blasted woman is very strict about meal times.”


“This place probably shuts at five.”


Sure enough, when we wander back to the main gate, it is securely fastened. We spend some time walking around the perimeter of the graveyard as the volume of the blackbirds’ sad warnings increases, and is joined by the machine-gun chatter of magpies distressed by our presence. Now I can see why the cemetery is not frequented by necromancing teenagers or satanic worshippers: they can’t get in at night. The huge metal fences are crowned with angled metal spikes. Which is sensible, but does mean that we can’t get out.


“Oh dear, Winifred. What shall we do?” says Fred. “Chaos is come again.” He sounds unsettled.


“Find the most sheltered spot we can.” I have a brief fantasy about trying to shift the slab of stone and dropping down into the crypt, but abandon it, reluctantly. It would mean quite a drop into the darkness below. Moreover, it would be a very embarrassing scene in the morning, when early morning visitors to the cemetery would hear voices from the crypt below, calling for a ladder. Actually, it could be really funny.


Mr Fallowfield looks at me. “You mean – spend the night here?”


“Yes.” Surely he can’t be scared.


“But she’ll kill me. I’m supposed to take pills in the evening. And eat. And I’ve got to tell her that I’ve lost Lucy. She’s going to be furious.”


“You haven’t lost Lucy – or at least not today.”


“Oh, of course, it wasn’t today was it? But Maddy will still be furious.”


“OK, OK.” And actually, I have pills I’m meant to take in the evening. Though I suspect that my evening headache won’t bother to visit tonight. In fact, I really feel good – better than I can remember. I don’t know if it is the dampness or the peace or the proximity to death, but I feel alive.


“Can you get us out of here, Winifred?”


“I don’t know. Part of the cemetery runs along a road. Let’s check and see if they’ve bothered with the fence there.”


Sure enough (“Brilliant, Winifred”), on the south side of the cemetery, the boundary is simply a six-foot wall. And here is a climbable tree that has generously grown a thick bough to the top of the wall. I can’t remember the last time I shinned up a tree, or if in fact I ever did, but it’s fairly easy. For me. I don’t suppose tree-climbing is a U3A activity, for old Fred needs to be told exactly where to put a foot or hand, and to be pulled up in stages. Every step seems to hover on the edge of his joints giving way. He freezes in a crouched position, standing on the thick bough whilst clinging onto higher branches.


“It is the day when the keepers of the house tremble,” he says mournfully.


“Sorry?”
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