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Praise for Philip Davison’s Work


         A Burnable Town

         ‘Part le Carré, part Graham Greene … thoroughly compelling … cracking dialogue’

         —Independent

          

         ‘Each word in this bleakly humorous novel promises to explode and bring light to the shadows … Davison never fails to surprise, compel and intrigue with dry philosophy and grim wit.’

         —Times Literary Supplement

          

         ‘Davison writes well about betrayal and loss, and what matters most in this strain of fiction is the mood rather than chapter and verse. Maddening if you feel a bit left out; but possibly addictive.’

         —Literary Review

         The Long Suit

         ‘Davison writes with the intelligence and intent of a James Lee Burke, flecked with the mordant wit of a Kinky Friedman.’

         —Arena

          

         ‘Sharp. Funny. Hip. Learned. Surprising.… If you haven’t experienced Ireland’s equivalent of Graham Greene with a dash of Le Carré and the readability of Len Deighton, then treat yourself to The Long Suit.’

         —Evening Herald

          

         ‘Philip Davison is a gem of a writer, and this is a glittering read, deceptively leisurely in pace, with killer flashes just when you least expect them.’

         —Irish Times

          

         ‘This is unlike any other crime novel you’ll read this year; funny, poignant and gripping by turns, it will leave Davison’s many fans eager for more.’

         —The Good Book Guide

         McKenzie’s Friend

         ‘Chilly, elegant and disconcertingly comic. Rather like a collaboration between two notable Green(e)s – Graham and Henry – and quite safely described as original.’

         —Literary Review

          

         ‘Davison shares Beckett’s knack for making the down-at-heel appear surreal.’

         —Times Literary Supplement

          

         ‘A subtle undercurrent of humour: well written, weird’

         —Time Out

         
The Crooked Man


         ‘An exciting, literate thriller.’

         —Sunday Times

          

         ‘As flawed heroes go, Harry Fielding must rank among the best of them.’

         —Irish Independent

          

         ‘Davison’s lean and ultra-minimalist style evokes an atmosphere that is quite surreal.’

         —Irish Times

         The Illustrator

         ‘The Dublin-based author has a wicked ear for conversational quirks and the minutiae of life. The Illustrator is compulsively readable

         —Sunday Press

          

         ‘What this slender, bittersweet tale does best is convey the sharp taste of overwhelming grief and loss, in a deceptively glib tone of wry, cool detachment.

         —Publishers Weekly

         The Book Thief’s Heartbeat

         ‘Pre-eminently human … funny in the way that The Catcher in the Rye was funny.’

         —Books Ireland

          

         ‘It has a hero who smacks of early Beckett’

         —Evening Herald

          

         ‘It is obvious that Philip Davison could make any place or circumstance or character that took his fancy equally compelling. He has a sparse and strangely matter-of-fact style of writing that gives full value to every word and act.’

         —Irish Times
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            It’s time now to go back at last

beyond irony and slick depreciation,

past hedge and fencing to a clearer vision,

time to create a future from the past,

tune out the babbling radio waves

and listen to the leaves.

            
                

            

            from ‘A Quiet Spot’, by Derek Mahon
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            CHAPTER 1

            Magnus, the Boy in the Desert

         

         This is what Magnus remembers. It will only make sense when he speaks it out in his head. Then, it is his story.

         Magnus shades his eyes and looks into their faces. They stand as they are, inviting his inspection. They follow his eyes with a steady, inscrutable gaze. The hairs on Magnus’ arms stand up. He doesn’t know why. He isn’t afraid of them. He puts out his hand. They don’t appear to be impressed. He is about to retract it when the oldest one reaches, and they shake. It is 1976. Magnus is fourteen years old.

         Magnus can’t determine whether the lightness of touch is in the shaking or in his own head. These men don’t appear to want to speak to him. Mojave Indians, though Magnus does not know them as this. Two tall men and a boy teenager. One of the men is old. He has the deepest vertical creases that Magnus has seen on a human face. To his eyes all three are strong and effeminate, but not like girls. There are just two feathers, both in the old man’s hair. They hang down, they don’t stick up. Eagle feathers fixed into a thin braid, with what Magnus thinks would be bone glue. These men stare without grinning. They are beautiful, like his mother.

         They speak to each other. Their talk is even, deep-throated and sleepy. They aren’t shocked or angry. What are they saying?

         At first, they appear to be not listening to each other. If they talk to him, Magnus will reply in a whisper.

         
             

         

         The three take turns looking into the distance. They look in all directions in a lazy way, it seems to Magnus. If any one of them comes to some conclusion, it seems, they make a point of not sharing it. The old one recognises that the burning boy has come out here on a mission, sees he does not know how to put himself in the way of healing.

         
             

         

         They give Magnus water from a big plastic jerry can. Carefully pour it into his mouth as though he were a kid goat. The heavy rain that has fallen is already in the ground, or has evaporated. They give him all he needs without him choking. His eyes take in what they can while he drinks. He observes that they take no real interest in the stranded car. He glances at their feet. Their muleskin boots, he thinks, are two sizes too small. The two younger men, he is sure, are wearing eye makeup.

         ‘You run out of gas?’ one says.

         These words come as a shock. Magnus nods.

         The other young man grunts disapprovingly. ‘You break the top?’ he asks, without looking again at the car or indicating with a gesture.

         Magnus shakes his head. He does not feel responsible for the convertible roof being stuck a quarter of the way up, though it had failed with an electrical fizzle when he had thrown the switch.

         The old man shakes his head and scowls. He touches his lips with the tips of the fingers of both his hands, shades his eyes, then taps the crown of his head.

         Magnus indicates with a nod that he takes this to mean that a boy in his position will die of thirst after he had gone blind from the sun and mad from the heat. He is puzzled that they make no move to investigate the broken roof. Make no move to fix it. They just stand waiting for him to speak.

         Finally, the old one moves forwards and speaks at the side of Magnus’ head. Magnus’ face is lightly whipped by the ends of his long grey hair. ‘You come with us. We’ll bring you to a gas station.’ He points imprecisely.

         The use of the phrase ‘gas station’ prompts Magnus to turn and flinch, with a little spurt of panic and excitement. He nods.

         They don’t ask his age. They make no move to lay a reassuring hand on his head or his shoulder. Nor do they seek an explanation. They aren’t saying whether or not they are taking him to the gas station to get gas or dump him. The teenage one slings the jerry can in the back of the truck. One of the men opens the passenger door for Magnus to get in. The bench seat is high off the ground. There is a sweet human musk and the smell of stale tobacco: this is inviting.

         
             

         

         The old man drives, the teenager sits in the middle, and Magnus by the passenger door. The other one is sitting splay-legged on the flatbed. Except for the last part, when they come off a trail onto the highway, the journey across the hardpan to the gas station is bone-shaky. The bumpiness is good, Magnus thinks.

         A short distance on, they cross the slot canyon. Magnus doesn’t see it coming. They bounce through shallow floodwater in an instant. The desert air still smells smoky damp, but that aroma will be gone even before they reach their destination, which is not far now. Already, there are dry sand particles coming out of the tyres and blowing down the road in their wake.

         The three are mostly silent, but the old man does speak his name. Pete. Could he really be called Pete? The teenager doesn’t give his own name, but points to the back and identifies the other one by the name. Judd. Magnus wants their secret names, but keeps his mouth shut.

         ‘And you?’ the old man asks with a sustained look to Magnus. He appears to be threatening not to look back to the dirt road until he has a response.

         ‘Magnus,’ comes the reply, in a whisper.

         The old man repeats the name – speaks it at the windscreen. He isn’t surprised by it, nor is he curious, though, Magnus supposes, he may have never met a Magnus in his whole long life. His name falls nicely out of this old mouth.

         He wants to ask the name of their tribe but doesn’t dare, lest they take offence.

         ‘Where you from?’ the old man asks.

         Magnus doesn’t answer. The old man doesn’t press him.

         The teenager has been studying Magnus’ clothes and his shoes. He now adopts the same sustained look as his elder. ‘Did you dream you’d be out here?’ he asks.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            Stella, Magnus’ Mother, in Hospital

         

         ‘I’ve been shot,’ Stella said, lowering her voice so that the other patients on the ward didn’t hear.

         It was ridiculous, of course, though it was a fantasy solution Magnus had been running in his imagination for years. It was 2008. His mother was old but his resentment hadn’t slackened. He found that there was no solace in her cooperating with this particular fantasy. She was too resilient for a bullet. He might have known she would endure.

         ‘Really?’ he said, pitching his voice well above hers. ‘And who shot you?’

         She gave an impatient wave of her scrawny hand. ‘I’ll give you the details later.’ This, Magnus assumed, was a demonstration of his mother’s frustration with the recovery process that went with surviving a shooting. It was an extension of her long-standing denial of reality. The shooting explained how it was she had come to be in hospital. Somebody else was responsible for her condition. She had had no part in it. Her being old, organs failing, arteries collapsing: these things had nothing to do with it. She was opening and closing her mouth. He noticed the lipstick on her dentures.

         ‘Have they operated?’ he asked. There was a deviousness in his voice but there was no plan to back it. No prospect of her being brought down by force of reason.

         ‘It’s still in there,’ she said.

         ‘Is it?’ he retorted and followed presently with the obvious next question: ‘Why would anybody want to shoot you?’

         There was another dismissive wave, this one weaker than the last.

         ‘It’s complicated,’ he said helpfully, answering his own question.

         The Guards had been in, she told him.

         ‘To find out who shot you.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘To find out what happened?’

         She had been shot. The Guards were going to get those responsible.

         There was a surge in his deviousness. He might yet undermine her conviction. ‘They’ll want the bullet,’ he said.

         The point was deflected. The one who actually interviewed her, he was a handsome Guard, she told him. But he wouldn’t say which barracks he was from.

         ‘They’re trained that way,’ Magnus replied with a heavy heart. Some burner in him switched off, leaving only a pilot light. ‘I couldn’t get here any quicker,’ he mumbled. ‘There were delays at Heathrow. A bomb alert.’ His mother wasn’t interested. ‘Where is he?’ Magnus continued, looking over his shoulder. ‘Where’s this decent Guard now?’ It was a futile line of enquiry, of course, but he couldn’t resist.

         Stella curled her lip. This facial expression Magnus recognised as being normally reserved for withering any reference to her marriage to Magnus’ father, Edwin. The marriage was moribund, but Edwin seemed to think something more would come of it, even at this late stage. Wasn’t that a gas?

         The stout countrywoman in the adjacent bed spoke up. ‘I’ve been praying for you,’ she said, sitting up and leaning around Magnus to make eye-contact with her neighbour.

         Stella was not impressed. ‘Have you?’ she retorted.

         Confidence undiminished, the stout woman assured Magnus that she had, indeed, been praying.

         ‘Thank you,’ Magnus replied. Evidently, she had not yet learnt that bestowing God’s blessing on his mother would certainly invite suspicion.

         Turning again to his mother, Magnus wondered was she, imaginary bullet notwithstanding, finally on the way out. Something else might have got her. Some new strain of germ. He looked into the sullied luster of her watery eyes, but could not hold her gaze. He saw that her mouth was hanging open. Was she aware of the slackness of her jaw?

         ‘What are you thanking her for,’ she asked, the jaw suddenly springing into action.

         Magnus couldn’t hold back. ‘You could just say thanks, you bitch.’

         She seemed to give this serious consideration for a moment. Magnus realised that she took it he meant Thank the bitch. In any case the answer was no, she couldn’t. She waved his good intentions away with a bird claw. ‘Did you see she has a full-time beard?’

         The beard obliterated all credibility, was her point.

         Yes, Magnus did see the lady had a beard, but he wasn’t about to acknowledge it.

         Stella was truly annoyed at her son’s put-on innocence. ‘There’s no use talking to you,’ she said. The mouth closed. She set the jaw firmly, but couldn’t hold it.

         Under the circumstances, Magnus was forced to conclude that an opportunity had been lost over the beard. Actual or otherwise, it was life and death here. He should have sided with his ailing mother and tugged on the beard, instead of taking the high moral ground.

         ‘I’m dying,’ the frail Stella blurted. Evidently, there was still some desire to talk.

         Magnus nodded gravely and kept his mouth firmly shut.

         ‘I see you have a lot to say for yourself.’

         ‘I hear you,’ he said, ‘but maybe you have it wrong. Maybe you’re already on the mend.’ This was a mistake. He knew it was a mistake.

         ‘I’m dying,’ she asserted in a bitter whinny. She was demanding he drink this acid. Her eyes widened in anticipation of the transfer regurgitation that would surely follow, but Magnus would not oblige. Instead, he nodded wearily. ‘I’ll talk to the doctor,’ he said.

         Stella scoffed. ‘You don’t know the half of it.’ There was another bird-claw wave.

         ‘I’ll talk to the doctor in charge, then I’ll talk to the Guards.’ Magnus tried to give her some additional reassurance by supplementing his nodding with the raising of his eyebrows.

         She waved him out with her knuckles.

         
             

         

         Standing in the corridor, waiting for his father to appear, Magnus gets a flash from his childhood. Something in his subconscious sets the dumb-waiter in motion, which sends up a reminder that it was ever thus. This is a message of reassurance from the centre that provides for his well-being, his survival. His mother is riding a tall, black bicycle. Bouffant hair-do, pencil skirt, red lipstick. He sits astride a cushion clamped in the back-carrier. The back-carrier sways left and right. He holds on tightly to the tail of her short woollen jacket as they gather speed downhill. He is afraid of her rolling hips. To hold on here, he would have to press his palms hard in and spread his fingers to get any kind of grip. The movement of the hips together with the sway of the back-carrier would set up a dangerous momentum that would throw him off the bike. He knows his mother as a clothed woman’s body with a beautiful face that beams in many directions. The suddenness of her attention, he believes, exposes a boy to harm. He might, for instance, be flung from a moving bicycle. She is making no attempt to dodge the potholes. Apparently, she is oblivious to his distress. She is his mother, so it must be all right.

         ‘Let go, Magnus,’ she calls over her shoulder, but he does not let go. He will not let out one fiber of her hounds-tooth jacket from his fists. He keeps his mouth firmly shut. She waves at men. They all wave back.

         She doesn’t say much. Stella is concentrating on her performance, to which there is no narration. Magnus feels that he, too, should concentrate. That’s a way to please his mother. That’s what makes people cool as well as glamorous.

         He thinks she is pulling faces for the men as she rides past them in their stationary cars, but young Magnus can’t see. He can’t be sure.

         
             

         

         ‘Who are you, anyway?’ Stella asked when her son went back into the ward.

         ‘It’s Magnus, mother.’ He shook his head at the absurdity of this third-party introduction.

         She came back instantly – ‘Magnus? You have me up in the pump room.’ It was an accusatorial tone.

         ‘What?’

         ‘The pump room. The pump room.’

         ‘What is the pump room? Where is it?’

         She gave him a hard look: hard, that is, for somebody who was close to delirium. Her watery eyes seemed to lock in focus momentarily for this show of indignation. ‘Och,’ she shouted belatedly, and dismissed him with yet another wave of her hand. ‘You have me destroyed.’

         In happier days, Stella had declared she did not seek out love. If it was there, well and good. She had said she did not want to be remembered. Did not want to be an influence in the lives of those who remained. This, Magnus took as a robust declaration of her desire to live. To carry on in the hope that she might be lifted out of her present malaise and set down in a better place. It didn’t have to be a familiar spot. Magnus could visit, if he liked. The whole thing could be improvised.

         
             

         

         ‘Look at that hair,’ she said loudly, indicating the young woman with dreadlocks who was visiting the patient opposite, and whom Stella had already described as ‘a rip’. ‘She needs a good comb-out.’

         The DTs had not yet set in for Stella. She was lucid in the moment, as it were. Whatever her ailments, delirium had not yet rendered her entirely senseless. When the DTs set in, she would be prodding bottles floating in the air.

         ‘Shut it,’ Magnus said. ‘Everybody can hear you.’

         ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she wanted to know. ‘I’ve done nothing on anybody.’

         This, Magnus correctly took as an all-embracing denial. He walked to the window with religious forbearance, but really, he was smarting. It was a beautiful day. He looked out across the hospital car park. There were poppies and discarded plastic bottles along the curb, tall rusty weeds in the waist-high grass beyond, a clatter of aging, broken-down trees, construction cranes in the distance. A person could light a campfire or bury a dog in that meadow, he thought incongruously.

         ‘I’m not staying here, I can tell you,’ his mother called out.

         To which Magnus replied: ‘It’s a nice day outside.’ His eyes had focused on the smudge on the windowpane where someone had leant their forehead.

         ‘I want a drink,’ his mother wailed.

         ‘You can’t have one.’

         ‘I’m thirsty,’ she said, exhibiting some element of shock. ‘I need a drink.’

         ‘Ask the nurse.’

         Yes, she wanted a whiskey, but she also wanted something to quench her thirst. ‘You want water?’

         ‘Seven-Up will do,’ she replied.

         There was a sign on the bedstead: ‘No Solids, No Liquids’. They had her on Thick-and-Easy, the nutritious sludge they gave patients whose swallow was compromised.

         Drug-induced or otherwise, self-delusion needed to be fed. If fed well, there would be no confusion. No failure of conviction. The conscience would be at rest. If the doctors and nurses just did their job vis-à-vis the bullet hole …. If the Guards could arrest the one who had shot her …. A snifter would help make her magnificent again.

         
             

         

         Magnus capitulated. ‘I’ll ask the nurse.’

         He was glad to get out of the ward again, if only for a minute. He didn’t approach the nurses’ station directly, but lingered in the corridor. For some bizarre reason his arms seemed too long. The sight of a half-empty box of chocolates made him want to throw up. No – it was the smell. He could row down that corridor on the thick air with his long arms. Even now, he could feel himself manoeuvre in the current: left forward stroke, right reverse stroke.

         ‘Excuse me, nurse … she wants a drink. My mother, that is,’ he said, pointing.

         
             

         

         He went back into the ward. Where was his father? Was he just sitting in the car? He should have been there to deal with this, sheltering Magnus. Magnus made the mistake of venting his frustration on his mother.

         Predictably, Stella complained about his father. ‘He sleeps when he should be awake to the world,’ she said. ‘When he should be living. When he’s awake, he creeps around the house. He stares into the wardrobe. My wardrobe.’

         ‘Why would he do that?’ Magnus asked, without much conviction. He was feeling a little dazed himself. Stella continued with her agenda.

         ‘I tell him not to stare into my wardrobe. When I rouse him out of his chair, I can see the little beady eyes darting about to see what there is to be avoided.’

         ‘Really. And what could that be, I wonder?’

         ‘Then, he goes off creeping, and when he’s finished creeping about, he wanders off into open spaces, where boys play football.’

         ‘He wants to play football?’

         ‘No-o-o. He just stands and looks about. I’ve seen him. I’m on to him. I wouldn’t be surprised if he goes missing.’

         ‘Don’t say that.’

         ‘Oh, he’d be brought back eventually and have nothing to say for himself. Not a care for the worry he may have caused. We’d be none the wiser, except – I’m on to him. I know what he’s at.’

         ‘Ah-h … ’

         ‘“I’m on to you,” I tell him, but it’s useless, of course. He just continues with his act. And now, I’m in here.’ She was trying to establish a clear connection between her medical condition and her husband’s waywardness by rolling her eyes about the ward with bitter fortitude. ‘I’ll not be here for long,’ she assured Magnus, and in that assurance there was a firm allusion to his responsibility in the matter. She emphasised this with a cozy deflector: ‘Are you here to get in the way?’

         ‘No,’ he replied patiently.

         ‘Just wandered in, did you?’

         ‘More than that, mother …’

         ‘Just like your father.’

         She was complaining to Magnus about Edwin, but really, she was railing at her own sorry state. That much he readily grasped. The weight of all her days wasn’t sitting right. So much that mattered had gone without due acknowledgement, without her fully drinking in the consequences. This was a time for self-knowledge, for priorities that could be called absolute. A time to ignore illness and decrepitude.

         
             

         

         The confusion had given way to a new alertness. All of this was ordinary, she had decided. You only had to look out the window: how ordinary was that, with the trees, the rain, the parked cars, the skinny lamp-posts nodding in the wind. And throughout the entire hospital building – all this effort. Every class of person turning up to attend to those marooned in a bed. She was being cautious in her toughness, not fretful. Everywhere there were people with true resilience. She was up for it. Big things happened to human beings, often not of their making. Toughies were used to that. The rest of us could only make pathetic announcements.

         
             

         

         ‘Did you kiss your father?’ she asked Magnus, as though she were a barrister who, of course, already had the answer.

         ‘I did,’ he replied self-consciously. ‘On the forehead,’ he added, as though there might be some confusion.

         ‘Do that when he’s dead,’ she said. ‘Don’t do it otherwise. It will only upset him.’

         ‘And why is that?’ he asked. The words came out abruptly. They went against his own rapid counselling. Was she saying the old man was sick? He was going to die? Her cold concern seemed genuine; might even have been carrying a flush of panic.

         ‘It never worked for me,’ she said, referring to the forehead-kissing. ‘He never liked it.’

         What was this? Did she want to kiss her estranged husband on the head? Do it better than her son could do it? Do it in such a way she could say to Edwin: I know you don’t want me doing this, but I’m your wife?

         Magnus felt a little surge of panic himself; a sudden rush of guilt. He should have stayed longer with his father. Should have held his hand.

         ‘Don’t mind me,’ his mother said. Not in the usual callous tone. Something short of that.

         He imagined her death, which was a bit of a well-worn luxury, and only a little terrifying in its detail. ‘All right, then, he said, replying to her rhetorical remark. ‘I won’t.’

         She liked that. It was familiar.

         
             

         

         ‘Where have you been?’ Magnus demanded. ‘Sitting in that damn car?’

         His father held up the bunch of flowers he had bought, though he knew this did not explain his reticence.

         ‘You didn’t prepare me for this,’ Magnus said with a sharp jerk of the head in the direction of his mother’s bed.

         ‘It’s the end again,’ his father said wearily. His gaze wandered up the walls and tracked the course of thin oxygen pipes. ‘They kill you with how things should be,’ he said of the women in his life. His tone was self-mocking, designed to offset what little he could of his son’s shock. He offered a quick, hopeful smile, but really, his face was marbled with anxiety.

         ‘Did she tell you she’d been shot?’

         ‘She did, son.’

         
             

         

         Magnus nodded, and his nodding became forgiving. He embraced his father. It was an awkward action, but they fitted better than either man anticipated. ‘I shouldn’t have brought the dog,’ he said, as if to affirm that he had turned out fully and unconditionally.

         ‘I don’t know what I was thinking.’

         ‘You left a window open?’ Magnus.

         ‘I did.’

         ‘Well then …’

         ‘I’m glad you’re here, Magnus.’ Edwin left a brief silence, then added, ‘I must get it a bottle of water. I passed a machine,’ he said, looking back down the corridor towards the stairwell.

         Was there anybody else Magnus knew who, without malice, referred to their pet as ‘it’? This was what came from years of living with Stella.

         They entered the ward. Stella was in a deep, stuporous sleep. The bunch of flowers got put into an adjacent sink.

         
             

         

         When Magnus saw that his mother was stirring and might wake, he withdrew from the ward again. Told his father that he would go down to the car and check on the dog. He was under pressure at work and the trip from London had drained him. He found himself lingering in the main concourse. Did he want a coffee? Should he just sit somewhere? The dog could wait. It was what dogs did.

         
             

         

         A man approaches with a rhythmic sway. Not drunk, but at sea. He’s dressed in good clothes but they are threadbare and dirty. His shoes are worn down. One is split. A Caucasian made berry-brown from sleeping it off in the midday sun. Skin lined from smoking. One hand is shaking in its sleeve.

         Closer now, the expression on his face tells Magnus there is so much in this world that no longer interests him. But then, something happens. His expression changes when he locks eyes on Magnus. He smiles. The hand stops trembling. He slows gracefully to a halt, seems to genuflect at Magnus’ feet, but freezes before his knee touches the ground.

         He pats his extended thigh and quickly pulls a bandana from around his neck. ‘Shoe-shine?’ he enquires. The voice is rich and soft.

         ‘No thanks,’ Magnus replies automatically.

         The man draws his bandana back and forth across his thigh to show how thorough a job he would do.

         ‘No thanks, anyway,’ Magnus says.

         The man holds his stooped position. Keeps eye-contact. Keeps his teeth showing. ‘You going to the chapel?’ he asks.

         ‘No,’ Magnus says, ‘just making my way out.’

         ‘I could get you there. I could help you. I don’t mind hanging around. I can pray.’

         This is like being spoken to in Italian, Magnus thinks: he feels sure he can understand what is being said, but really, he doesn’t. He feels a sudden absence, which he fears will be permanent.

         The man turns ably to one side, into a crouch, and pats his back. His jacket and shirt collar are riding up around the nape, as though he sleeps on a crane hook. ‘Hop on,’ he says in the same mellow voice.

         Magnus responds with a nervous little laugh. This is a strange day, indeed. It is the softest pan-handling he has encountered. He feels he hasn’t got the tone right for the moment. It makes him realise how stiff he is; how wound. In any case, the man goes on his way before Magnus reaches into his pocket. He’s failing to connect. That’s what’s happening at work. Hence the continuous pressure. Opportunities are being lost. This is a bizarre poke in the ribs.

         He watches this raggedy man shamble towards the self-service café, where he approaches a security guard on his break who doesn’t want to know. Magnus watches the shaky hand in the sleeve. It seems to be searching for it-doesn’t know-what.

         Magnus stands in the middle of the concourse for some time, blinking in a shaft of Indian sunlight that is bound to disappear at any moment. He imagines being soothed by the relative quiet in spite of the size of the place and the amount of pedestrian traffic.

         Eventually, a hospital porter approaches. Magnus observes the man from some distance off and notes that he makes a clumsy detour to present himself and ask if he can give directions.

         ‘My mother is dead,’ Magnus says. The lie just tumbles forth. He wants to try it out. See how it fits in the world.

         ‘I’m very sorry,’ the porter says.

         ‘I know,’ Magnus replies, and hangs his head as the man lopes away reverently.

         There is something wrong with one porter leg, Magnus notes.

         The sunlight fades. Magnus walks on towards the entrance, the car, the sleeping dog. Without knowing why, he tries a bit of a limp, but it is gone by the time he reaches the swing-doors. A misty rain begins to fall.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

            Edwin with His Son, Magnus, on a Bullet Road

         

         Change is coming for the Sparlings. The fourteen-year-old Magnus can feel it. He accompanies his father to the Munster and Leinster Bank to change Irish pounds into US dollars. At the counter he watches Edwin formally receive the count-out and then sign traveller’s cheques with his fountain pen. This is all tremendously reassuring, and traveller’s cheques are exotic. He contributes by noting they should pack a bottle of ink.

         In the taxi on the way to Dublin Airport, Magnus tries to occupy as much of the back seat as his father. He wants to see all his father sees, but the seat springs are weak and the stuffing has sunk to the frame-plate.

         Edwin Sparling politely makes it clear to the driver that he wants minimal communication with him. Magnus knows to smile, be happy and be quiet. Magnus studies his father as they bounce. He sees that his father wants this journey to be a period of transcendence, but the taxi driver talks regardless. Magnus wants to tell the driver how delicate the situation is, and for him to shut his hole. But Magnus says nothing. His smile begins to ache, but he wants to be smiling.

         Is it good or bad to be born and to live in Dublin? Magnus can’t say, but the streets pass through him, their sounds, theirs smells, their structure. His father is not fixing on the adventure ahead, but seems instead to be taking in the sights in case the plane crashes. This gives him a curious twitching of the nose.The twitching, Magnus thinks, has to do with concentrating, with his father keeping his nerve.

         
             

         

         Stella, Magnus’ mother, doesn’t think this trip is wise; doesn’t think it is worth it; thinks it is a mistake. Edwin had listened to her patiently, had then informed her that he was taking Magnus. Stella had wept. What is she crying for? Magnus had wondered. They were going on an adventure. She could have come to America if she’d wanted. If she wasn’t too busy.

         
             

         

         While Edwin queues at the check-in desk, Magnus wanders in the concourse and wishes his father had told his aunts what they were doing. Charlotte would have made Stella come to see them off. Aunt Maureen would have given in and come too. It would have been a blast to have the three sisters there, all wavy and laughing and teary, and full of chatter, because of it being an adventure.

         The airport is familiar. It has important standing in the wider family. Sunday dinners at the zoo have been trumped by dinner at the airport. Stella, Edwin and Magnus. Aunt Charlotte often comes, and sometimes Aunt Maureen, though she is never comfortable with it. She had enjoyed the expeditions to the zoo, but had to be coaxed. She prefers the zoo to the airport, though she thinks it’s uncouth to eat there.

         Everyone knows Stella is in her element at the airport. Hostesses are glamorous, but she cuts a more striking figure than any of them crossing the concourse, in her high heels, half a step ahead of her sisters. Edwin gets pleasure out of letting the sisters on. He holds Magnus back as though some lesson is to be learnt. ‘She’s a mystery, your mother,’ he says, as though there is no mystery at all.

         There are jet planes to watch, and Stella to be seen. The meat and vegetables are usually cold, but the gravy is hot. Stella will swing her legs out from under the table and cross them with extraordinary ease, though in Magnus’ estimation it has to get sore leaving them out there as long as she does. On one occasion, Charlotte balances her teacup on Stella’s knee. It is meant as a joke – Magnus and his father laugh, even Maureen titters – but Stella doesn’t like it.

         
             

         

         Now, this airport scene is eclipsed by a new association. Father and son’s expectations soar with the jet, up through the puffball clouds and into the blue. Twenty-five minutes later, they make a steep descent through a sheet of white onto the runway at Shannon Airport for the mandatory stopover. This presents as an affront to their high spirits. Edwin buys Magnus a Babycham at the bar of the duty-free hall. Though it is still morning, he treats himself to an Irish coffee – which was never his drink.

         
             

         

         Two hours later, Magnus is eating his dinner over the Atlantic. As soon as he is finished, he swings his legs into the aisle and crosses them. His father doesn’t seem to mind. Doesn’t seem to notice, actually. It is an air hostess who smiles and says ‘Excuse me’ and waits for Magnus to swing them in again.

         ‘You made short work of that,’ Edwin says, nodding at the boy’s tray. Evidently, he is relieved Magnus has not lost his appetite.

         ‘It was very lovely,’ Magnus declares, thinking it is important to be absolutely clear with his opinion from this moment on.

         
             

         

         Father and son change into their best clothes in a toilet at Los Angeles Airport. Good Van Heusen shirts, new Clarks shoes, ties bought in Switzers. Edwin puts on a dark mohair suit, and Magnus a light sports jacket, also from Switzers. They have v-neck pullovers in case the nights are cold. These form the top layer in the grip-bag Magnus is carrying.

         ‘The stripes go in a different direction on an American tie,’ Edwin declares, to make the wearing of a tie more palatable. They both have striped ties. ‘I wonder will anybody notice the trouble we’ve gone to?’

         ‘They’ll notice, all right,’ the smiling boy says.

         ‘Good.’ Edwin says they might drive the distance and go straight to the house.

         ‘Do I have to wear the tie?’

         ‘You do.’

         ‘The trousers are bad enough … ’

         ‘Aren’t they flairs?’

         ‘Yes, but … ’

         ‘Didn’t you pick them out?’

         ‘Because you made me.’ His mother was a good judge of what he should wear. She knew about men’s fashion – even fashion for teenage boys – but she didn’t get to approve this outfit, because she wasn’t told about this trip in advance. She was staying with her sister, Charlotte. Or was out with other men.

         
             

         

         ‘We’re ready for anything, the two of us,’ Edwin says. They are looking each other over as they cross the airport concourse. Magnus has already taken off the sports jacket and has it on a crooked finger at his shoulder. ‘I’m not wearing the jacket.’

         ‘You don’t have to,’ Edwin concedes. ‘Just have it to hand. That, and your pullover.’

         His father has bought him a diver’s watch, which he likes very much. It has to be seen at all times. Magnus also wants people to see his identity bracelet, which has his Christian name engraved on the inside.

         Like many Irish of his generation, America holds a fascination for Edwin, but it is not his spiritual home. For Magnus, he is sure, it will be different. The hiring of an American car to drive several hundred miles is a dreamy affair. Edwin loves cars, though he is never a bore about it, and never boastful. He claims to know a lot by the sound of an engine. He is an old-school professional gent for whom motoring is part family conveyance, part lifelong personal hobby. He has never driven in right-hand traffic before, but he knows what he is doing. He wants to drive a stick-shift convertible, but the only convertible available at the airport today is an automatic.

         The car is handed over by a tall black man in a pressed, short-sleeved shirt. He has a name-badge. Preston Jones. Magnus memorises the name. Preston holds out a clipboard to Edwin: sign here for the insurance; that’s how much gas there is in the tank. He hands Edwin the keys. Thank you, sir. Edwin is smiling, too. He can’t get over himself.

         Edwin has never driven an automatic, but you wouldn’t know it to watch him drive the tan-coloured Buick with white convertible top out of the wire compound.

         ‘Now, Magnus,’ he says, ‘when we get out on the highway you are to look for signs for Bakersfield.’ He speaks with the authority of a driving instructor, but with obvious pleasure. Magnus knows his father has the route planned, but wants to include him from the outset. An American wouldn’t know my dad hadn’t been in America before, Magnus is thinking. Preston Jones didn’t know, he is sure.

         They head east from the airport, avoiding central Los Angeles, then north towards Pasadena. They aren’t here to see Hollywood, to visit film studios and tour the houses of stars. That has to be firmly acknowledged. It is simply part of the extraordinary route to Edwin’s birth-mother. To stop to make a little holiday, to alter the purpose even for a short interlude, would be bad karma.

         They don’t expect to see a film star or famous musician in their auto or coming out of an expensive shop. Nor do they think they will see a scene being shot on location. Nor do they. They do, however, drive down streets lined with the very tall palm trees that Magnus recognises as featuring on the LP label of Warner Brothers.

         Monkishly applying themselves to their mission empowers them, they believe. Edwin promises they will drive around Hollywood and act like a pair of swanks, as he puts it, on the way back.

         They have put on too much suntan oil. Too much suntan oil makes you go orange, Magnus tells his father. It certainly makes his hair stick to his forehead. For Edwin it just blends into his hair oil. Edwin seems much better adapted to the climate than Magnus. How is that? Magnus knows that he should study his father more closely then he has ever done before. This is a momentous trip and there is a lot to be learnt.

         There are dentists and opticians with their offices in skyscrapers. Downtown, that is. Undertakers, too, perhaps. And whores. They can be anywhere in every city and can also be found on some ranches. There are definitely orgy clubs in Los Angeles. Magnus has been told as much by Taaffe, the school rebel and sometime bully. He wonders does Edwin know that. The whole floor is a mattress. Taaffe had said it is best to keep your socks on, though he didn’t say why. Some of the places have pools with submerged seats where they sit naked. In America women who sit in such pools go to the shops wearing no knickers. You won’t be able to tell where these clubs are by just driving down the street. But you will see whores on Sunset Boulevard. Whores on Sunset Boulevard wear knickers, but only because it gets cold at night. They’ll show you their knickers if you ask, and you won’t have to pay for that.

         On a straight stretch out on the highway, Edwin takes his hands off the steering wheel for a moment. He says it is to check the wheel balance, but really, it is for the excitement. Magnus had not seen his father do such a thing before, but this is no ordinary journey. He is thrilled, but feels safe because he knows his dad to be a cautious man and a good judge of margins of error.

         ‘Can we put the roof down?’ Magnus asks.

         ‘Yes, we can. You find the switch,’ Edwin says, knowing right well where the switch is located.

         Magnus lets down the roof. ‘We could have the radio.’

         ‘Let’s have it,’ Edwin replies.

         Magnus turns on the radio. It is tuned to an evangelical station. They listen for a moment. In the peaks of this particular homily, the preacher-man is presenting as heartbroken wailer. He makes the name Jesus very long on the airwaves. In the troughs he seems to be sorrily mumbling wartime code. Attack the bridge tonight. The Yanks are coming. Magnus rolls the knob and immediately hits a smooth twanging rock. He gives a little squeak of delight. They are in the land that makes this music.

         ‘Will we have some jazz?’ his father asks mischievously.

         ‘No, dad.’ But he rolls the knob until he finds jazz. Then, there are high-energy commercials to which they both listen intently. Magnus had been wanting his father to buy a Ford Capri. It’s a car with a rev counter – that’s rare – and it’s a coupe. It’s a good time to remind him, and so he does. Edwin says he just might, smiles, and puts on a spurt of speed.

         He is his father’s companion. They are on a mission. They are travelling in a fast convertible across a stretch of America. It doesn’t get much better if you are a fourteen-year-old boy.

         Edwin doesn’t drive directly north on the main highway to Bakersfield, but turns off at Santa Clarita on a route that takes them through part of the Mojave Desert. Then, they cut back through the mountains. It is cowboy desert. A cowboy desert with this bullet road running through it. ‘I know this place,’ Magnus wants to shout, but he doesn’t want to make his father jump. He opens his mouth to take it in. Lets his mouth fill instantly with hot, dry air. He lets out a yelp, when really, he wants to shriek. Desert dust hitting the back of his throat does this.

         Magnus finds he can’t take in the experience just yet. His father has him on edge because his father is scared to be doing what he is doing.

         Can they go to Eureka Dunes, Magnus asks. The sand dunes boom there. They make an eerie and fantastic sound.

         It is much too far away, Edwin tells him. Magnus needs to remember the scale of this continent, and the vast distances, place to place. They are only making a modest detour here and yet look at the mileage.

         Magnus shows his father a picture in their guidebook. Buying the guidebook was OK, having it with them in the glove compartment with the bottle of ink was OK too, but Magnus knows his father is uneasy with any reference to it because that somehow detracts from their quest. Eureka Dunes, however, is important, Magnus has decided, and in a strange and secret way may be part of his father’s salvation. He will not say this, be he must make him want to go. ‘There they are,’ he says. He holds the map so his dad can see it. He points to Death Valley, runs his finger back to where they are currently. ‘Look, we’re just here … ’

         Edwin laughs, which offends Magnus. ‘That’s much too far, son.’

         Ranging in Eureka Dunes, they could be sure, would be special. A visit to the blood-mother might not. It might turn everything bad. Magnus folds the map the wrong way, stuffs it into the pages of the guidebook, throws the bundle onto the back seat. ‘Can we stop here to look around?’ he asks resentfully.

         Magnus doesn’t really want to stop in this place, and Edwin wants to make good time. Edwin will only slow down. ‘Look at that,’ he says repeatedly, pointing with an open hand. ‘What do you think?’ Magnus, he sees suddenly, is so very nearly not a boy.

         They’ll pull in further up the road, Edwin promises. He wants to inspect the Los Angeles Aqueduct, which they will cross on the near side of the mountain range. Why, Magnus asks. Why look at something like that. He doesn’t really want an answer. He just wants to register a protest. It is a great engineering feat, his father tells him. Later, they will find a nice spot in the mountain park he’s marked on the map.

         ‘There’s two aqueducts, actually,’ Edwin informs him enthusiastically. ‘What do you think?’

         Magnus doesn’t think anything much about aqueducts, so he says nothing. He wants this floating to go on for days and nights. Wants to cut across the open desert, but at speed, then stop to explore without any explanations.

         ‘There were all sorts of scandal associated with the project,’ Edwin says, ‘but what a feat.’

         It annoys Magnus that his father has read up on this stuff and wants to revel in it. Weren’t they only allowed the one mission: to meet the blood mother? Only after that encounter could they make another plan: wasn’t that what his father had insisted?

         ‘If we get our business done and get back on the road early,’ his father says, reading Magnus’ mind, ‘if we don’t waste time, we might take another detour. We might just have enough time for the Hoover Dam.’

         
             

         

         Will we be able to go straight there, Magnus wants to ask. He means drive a straight line and at high speed. But he doesn’t ask. Though he would like to see the Hoover Dam, he feels he should offer no encouragement. He has settled for the raid on the blood-mother. If there is anything after, it should be Eureka Dunes. ‘You mightn’t feel like it,’ he says, trying to be generous.

         ‘We’ll see,’ Edwin replies softly, and builds the speed at which they are travelling.

         Magnus likes to see the miles clocking up. He makes regular checks with the counter. Racked by tremorous anticipation, Edwin, too, watches the mileometer. Their displacement brings long, expectant silences between father and son as they drive through the landscape. This is a sacred, ghostly adventure, and both are incredulous when they consider their action.

         They don’t stop to inspect either of the aqueducts. That Hoover Dam slips out of reach. Eureka Dunes may as well be on the moon.

         
             

         

         Magnus consoles himself with the smooth hiss of the tyres on the highway, the soft, fast ride that lets him slide his eyes along a distant saw-tooth ridge of pine-covered mountain. This expanse, these scenes, have always been in him. Like Dublin rain.

         ‘Look at that, dad,’ he says, putting a finger out against the blast of oncoming air and tracing the jags. ‘You could tear off a piece of sky if you could reach.’

         ‘Oh aye.’ Edwin doesn’t know what his son is talking about, but Magnus is content to let his father be distracted. He tries to read the music of these continental lines. What he hears, he will remember forever.

         These are big trees, but nothing like as impressive as what is further north, he knows. These woods give way to ridges that are bare, but beautiful in the smoky-pink evening light.

         ‘The trees,’ Magnus says, turning his head as they slide behind. He leaves his arm extended in the air-stream. ‘The jagged trees. You could rip the sky on them.’ Now, he’s feeling a little foolish for repeating himself.

         ‘Sugar pines, I think,’ Edwin says, surprisingly.

         They are both high on excitement. Why should he feel foolish? He gladly repeats the name. ‘Sugar pines.’

         ‘I might be wrong,’ his father adds with a careless grin.

         Magnus opens out the map to measure again the distance to Eureka Dunes. At the point of having one quarter of it spread, the map blows out of his hands and the whole of America takes off back down the road and up into the air with an enormous leap. Edwin’s first reaction is to slow and prepare to stop, but then he lets out a cheer and drops his foot on the accelerator. Magnus struggles in his belted seat, manages to get on his knees to look back into the sky. It isn’t good to be a clumsy companion, but he sends a giddy cheer after the tumbling sheet of paper.

         They’re burning, Edwin realises. He lets up the soft roof.

         
             

         

         Magnus wants to pee. Up ahead there is a large shopping mall on a spur from the highway. They pull out of the flow on a long, slow bend that leads to a vast car park. Edwin doesn’t want to delay, doesn’t want to be slowed by air-conditioned interiors and easy buying. There are woods on one side of the complex. Densely packed, tall, skinny trees. There is no fence, no boundary other than the curb and the first line of trees. Edwin pulls the Buick in alongside the curb.

         ‘You can go in there, Magnus.’

         ‘Are we not going into the shops?’

         ‘No. We haven’t time. You go in there and I’ll get us some sweeties.’

         The use of the word sweeties – that offends Magnus. Sweeties are a bribe for kiddies. Still, he takes account of the fact that his father is confused by generations, never mind his son’s true age.

         ‘All right.’

         ‘I’ll get us something American.’

         Well of course he is going to get them something American. Magnus is used to seeing his dad being distracted in the presence of Stella, especially when they are dressed up and in the company of others. Was the confusion spreading?

         Edwin pulls away in the tan-coloured car. It is a strange sight. There has to be a thrill to being abandoned, albeit temporarily. This is what bubbles under Magnus’ ribs, as he steps through the coarse yellow grass.

         As soon as he enters the woods, the air about his face is cooler, but no less dry. The sounds from the parking lot instantly seem uncannily distant and exotic. The ground is relatively even, but he advances cautiously. He is embarrassed to be observed from any distance peeing, so he intends to go deep. He descends into a hollow. He has an urge to explore as long as he dares. Content to be away long enough to have his father worry. Magnus’ sweeties can melt a little on the front passenger seat.

         Eventually, Magnus does stop to pee. When he is finished, he leaves his penis out for a time and stays perfectly still because it is a nice thing to do. He puts his hands on his hips and studies the tree canopy. When he hears a flurry in the bushes some way off, he nips his skin on the zip of his trousers tucking himself in. At the end of the hollow, something comes out of a thicket and quickly comes at him. It is fast and low-slung. It is a hunting dog. It behaves like no dog he knows. It freezes suddenly and modifies its breathing to recoup moisture dripping from its tongue. It is giving Magnus’ position. It is waiting for an order. To attack. To retrieve. The lone hunter does not come through the thicket, but around it in a wide arc, appearing silently with rifle at the ready, a sure-kill distance from the spot where Magnus stands. Magnus knows not to make sudden movements, even now that man and dog have seen him. It seems incredible to the boy that they are less than a thousand yards from a shopping mall, but here is this man in camouflage with a dog, out for killing.

         Magnus waves at him, though it presents as a wildly exaggerated gesture at this range. Suddenly, the dog is at him, sniffing and whimpering. The hunter stands motionless and staring, for all Magnus knows, sensing with the hairs on his ears the vibrations of animal movement in another part of the wood.

         The hunter makes a kind of hiss-whistle that immediately brings the dog to heel. He then gives a slow jerk of his chin – which Magnus thinks is either to indicate that Magnus is lucky he hadn’t been shot, or that he should now run for his life. He doesn’t know which. Though his heart is pounding, Magnus maintains eye-contact. Man-eyes and dog-eyes are indistinguishable.

         ‘Nice dog you have,’ Magnus lies with a clack in his dry throat.

         The hunter says nothing. Just stands there and waits for the boy to get out of the woods – which Magnus does with an initial bolt that startles all three of them. He springs from the tree-line so quickly that he is nearly knocked down by a slow-moving silver Mustang.

         A hunter with his dog in the trees beside a shopping mall. It is more incredible to Magnus now that he stands out in the open.

         He might have been shot dead, or killed under the wheels of a car, but America has spared him. Edwin is waiting anxiously in the wrong place. Magnus finds the car by running two sides of the perimeter of the parking lot.

         ‘Where were you?’ Edwin demands, even before his son is properly in the passenger seat.

         ‘I was where I should be. I was back there. Where you left me.’ The alarm in his voice is unmistakable.

         ‘This was the spot,’ his father insists.

         Magnus comes back, but suppresses his alarm with a kind of trembling wonder. ‘You weren’t looking out for me,’

         ‘Your fly is open. For God’s sake, Magnus … ’

         Magnus tells his father nothing about the hunter and his dog.

         
             

         

         Their route takes them through Woody’s Peak. The way is well signposted. There is a large car park with heavy wooden picnic tables and barbecue grills. They are on a rock-pile with the Los Angeles Basin behind them and the San Joaquin Valley ahead. There aren’t many cars or camper vans. It is a working day. There is a thick heat haze and no wind to speak of. Edwin pulls over, away from the picnic area to a spot that would have offered a spectacular view ahead were it not for the conditions. He switches off the engine and throws his arms along the backs of their seats.

         ‘Smell that,’ he says.

         ‘What?’ Magnus asks. Are there sausages and rashers cooking?

         ‘The high mountain air.’

         Magnus can’t smell it. It’s a phony remark as far as he’s concerned, but he knows his dad has planned to say this, and that he should go along with it. He draws a deep breath.

         ‘There could be bears,’ he says with a casual exhalation.

         ‘You might be right,’ Edwin replies, humouring him.

         They are getting to their picnic when a funeral party comprising a hearse and one limousine rolls up the final stretch of incline, circles and pulls in to the shade a short distance from the Buick. These cars seem to function without engines. There is just the sound of their tyres on the gravel. They stay in convoy formation. People get out. Family stand about with rounded shoulders looking well-scrubbed and dazed while the limousine driver goes to the boot and takes out two baskets of food, a collapsible table and six folding chairs, which he sets about arranging. The two hearse-men get out and stand respectfully by their vehicle with their hands behind their backs. They gaze at the rock formation. Their hearse is still shiny in spite of having a layer of fine road dust. It has a matt hard-top with slender italic ‘S’s in chrome on either side. Magnus wonders why anyone might want to pretend the vehicle is a convertible, like theirs. It has a light-fixture on the roof, just above the windscreen, that is like a police set, but it is purple. This is a good idea, Magnus thinks, though he can’t think why. It is a sleek modern hearse, but there is a wavy pelmet with tassels in the rear compartment. It sits heavily on the ground. The casket looks like it is made of bronze. Both hearse driver and mate are allowed long hair under their caps, one thick and curly, the other fine and straight. The limousine driver has short hair, but a heavy blond sweep across the forehead. Their glowing white shirts have extra-long collar tips that reflect light onto their tanned chins and make them look like film stars.

         Something comes over Edwin. It is as if the party has pulled over on his account. Magnus sees that his father is mesmerised and that bizarrely, he wants to connect with these people. It is strange to see a hearse with an American casket with a body in it, and the relatives having a sit-down picnic on the side. Magnus wants to gawk, but his dad wants more. He can only assume it has to do with his anxious state of mind, and the heat, perhaps. It might be different were they able to see for miles and miles.

         In the event, Edwin only has to make a token move in their direction. Magnus tries unsuccessfully to hang back. He wants to hear the worst. A middle-aged woman makes it easy for Edwin. It is as though she is expecting to engage. ‘Are you going to Los Angeles?’ she asks.

         ‘No, we’re visiting relatives in Bakersfield.’

         Edwin hides his disappointment that there is no positive spark of recognition, no show of interest in the town of Bakersfield.

         ‘We’re burying Walt in the family plot.’

         ‘I see. In Los Angeles?’

         ‘We’ll have a service down there, then he goes in the family plot.’

         ‘Well, that’s as it should be, I’m sure.’

         ‘I don’t know,’ she says.

         They move towards each other, in a penguin waddle. Now they stand forming a wedge and facing the hearse, but not looking at it directly. Older people do this positioning thing, Magnus notes, especially in public. Other people in the park who have noticed the hearse come into their midst, but they just look for a brief moment, and make a point of not being bothered. It is their way of showing respect, Magnus supposes, a way of not making a spectacle of it. He thinks again about his own ancient American blood-relative.

         Is she rich, he wonders? Has she liver spots and skinny brown arms? Does she wear a white turban, big sunglasses and sneakers? Does she still get into a swimsuit? She might be a spectacle.

         ‘Walt is your husband?’ Edwin asks.

         ‘My brother. He was only sixty-two. Only sixty-two.’

         ‘Oh dear. I am so sorry.’ This stopover seems to have a ceremonial character to it. The family is taking in the scenery in a most deliberate manner. Edwin wants to show empathy. ‘He was a man who loved the outdoors?’ he ventures.

         ‘Oh yes.’

         He worked as an engineer, perhaps? He is an architect himself, he informs her. He and young Magnus have crossed the two aqueducts, of course. What a marvellous feat of engineering.

         No. The deceased wasn’t an engineer. Walt was a margin clerk in a firm of stockbrokers. He retired early, came up north, got himself a place, bought a gas station just out of town.

         ‘But he liked this place?’

         ‘Oh yes.’

         Walt’s father had a ranch but he lost it. Left Walt just a pair of shoes and his cufflinks.

         ‘Oh dear.’

         ‘But Walt made good.’

         Edwin was sure he did.

         ‘He married her.’ She points.

         ‘Ah. I see.’

         ‘I’m his sister,’ she repeats.

         Edwin doesn’t ask what the father left Walt’s sister.

         ‘You can say something to her if you want.’

         ‘Well … yes. I will.’

         ‘Walt would like that. He was interested in buildings.’

         ‘And he liked coming up here.’

         ‘Oh yes.’

         Edwin doesn’t really want to speak to the widow. Doesn’t want to intrude. She appears sedated, set on her course in a confused manner. ‘You live up north, too?’

         ‘We don’t live anywhere near.’ Again, she points, this time to a shiny-headed softie bursting out of his dark suit. ‘That one’s my husband. We live in Louisiana. He’s from Baton Rouge.’

         ‘Baton Rouge?’

         ‘You know Baton Rouge?’

         ‘I know the name. I know where it is on the map.’

         ‘We don’t live there.’

         Edwin doesn’t ask where she and her big husband live.

         ‘We’re in transport.’ She says this because the stranger has told her he is an architect. It’s only polite. ‘You want to join us for food? We got lots of food.’ She makes a gesture and shuffles the short distance to the family group.

         ‘That’s very kind of you,’ Magnus hears his father say. He can’t believe it. What is his father at? Does he have heatstroke?

         ‘I’m Edwin. This is my son, Magnus.’ Edwin pushes him forwards with a thumb in his back. They are introduced to the other strangers. They even shake hands with the undertaker people.

         ‘And that’s Walt,’ Walt’s wife says, pointing.

         Magnus blushes, and squirms in his pants. The whole experience is excruciating, but the food is nice. All sorts of sausage, and salads with fruit instead of a hard-boiled egg. He would have liked a hard-boiled egg, though.

         He has to listen to his father ingratiating himself with Walt’s people. He has to watch him act like some weird ambassador man. You’re from Ireland. Oh my. The big shiny man likes the Buick. He leans on the bonnet with the tips of his fingers looking like he might make an offer on it, but no. Walter’s convertible is in back of the gas station. This man will be getting that.

         
             

         

         When the picnic things are packed away and it’s time to leave, sister links arms with sister-in-law for the few steps to the limousine. Nobody thinks to say goodbye to Edwin and his son, who have drifted back to their rented car. All of a sudden Edwin feels compelled to move on.

         ‘How are we for time, son?’ he asks, distracted, as he searches his trouser pockets for the car keys.

         ‘I don’t know,’ Magnus replies sullenly. He feels he has been deprived of some wider, indefinable experience.

         ‘Now remember, you’re in charge of map-reading.’

         ‘Just follow the signs,’ Magnus says, throwing himself into the front passenger seat. ‘Just go straight.’

         ‘They were nice people,’ Edwin says, turning over the engine.

         ‘I suppose.’

         ‘It’s sad about Walt.’

         Magnus doesn’t like his father’s tone, which seems to suggest the dead man is an old family friend. If this is meant to be some sort of lesson about it being OK to be upset, Magnus doesn’t need it. ‘Do you think if they left him in this place the bears would eat him? A bear could break open that coffin easily.’

         Magnus sees by the way his father’s face flushes as he laughs that he thinks this is a boy’s way of coping – which only adds to Magnus’ annoyance.

         ‘Hey,’ Edwin says, ‘we still have those whopping sandwiches.’ He tussles Magnus’ hair and reverses the car in a wide arc. Before pulling away, he makes a gesture that is half wave, half salute, but the funeral party is already driving across the car park towards the Los Angeles Basin. People raise their heads to observe. Children pause to watch the dead man glide. Looking back, Magnus sees one man raise his straw hat into the haze before they slide off the mountain.
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