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			Posthumous Stories

			David Rose’s debut novel Vault won high praise upon its publication in 2011. Now, Salt is pleased to present Rose’s long-awaited collection of short stories – a series of captivating tales that showcase his exceptional talent as a writer.

			Rose has always been best-known as a master of the short story, and his work has featured in several magazines and anthologies. Posthumous Stories, written over the past twenty-five years, turns a sharply-focussed lens on an extraordinary range of lives: from a road crew installing speed humps, a divorced man living rough, and a childless children’s entertainer, to the son of a famous artist, the dedicatee of a violin concerto, and an honorary member of the Beatles. Also included here are ‘Private View’, the author’s first published story in Literary Review and ‘Tragos’, a mesmerising tale based on the Raoul Moat case.

			The wonder of this collection lies in its elegance; Rose’s prose, described by the Guardian as “sinewy and spare” is astounding; perfectly crafted. His stories unfurl with an uncanny ability to fix themselves in the memory – crisp, succinct and finely wrought. These are vignettes of remarkable potency; subtle, tantalising and unexpected, which will stay with you long after the last page is turned.

			 

			Praise for David Rose

			 

			‘In recent years every magazine worth its salt has featured a David Rose short story. Although bewilderingly various and multiphonic they were always unmistakably him . . . Now comes Vault, a strange, spare tale of army snipers, nuclear espionage and competition cycling. The Tour de France features but this is closer to Flann O’Brien or Alfred Jarry than Lance Armstrong, with its shifting narrators continually mutinying against their creator – Rose, God or themselves. Although it has the drive of a Len Deighton thriller it also contrives to be simultaneously playful and tragic, giddily comic and heartbreakingly sad, making one suspect that there are no limits to what this writer may do.’ —Bill Broady, author of The Swimmer (Flamingo, 2000)

		

	
		
			Posthumous Stories

			David Rose was born in 1949, living outside West London, between Windsor and Richmond. He spent his working life in the Post Office. His debut story was published in The Literary Review, and since then he has been widely published by small presses in the UK and Canada. He was joint owner and Fiction Editor of Main Street Journal.
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			This collection is dedicated to the editors of literary magazines everywhere – the unsung heroes of the literary world – and to one hero in particular: Nick Royle.
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			Afterword

			A note on the composition of ‘The Castle’ and ‘The Fall’ might be in order.

			Astute readers may find that the opening sentence/s of each of my chapters of ‘The Castle’ seem familiar. They are in fact taken from Kafka’s novel of the same name. That was deliberate, and this is why:

			Walking round Windsor and past the Castle, while casting round for a subject for a first attempt at a novel, I had the idea of basing it on the fire, and subsequent restoration which was then nearing completion. I would, I thought, call it simply The Castle.

			That would obviously prompt comparisons with Kafka, though. Why not, then, since I was in need of a plot, or at least a plot generator, turn that to my advantage? Why not use OuLiPian procedures and structure my castle on Kafka’s, build mine on his foundations?

			The procedure was simple. Predetermined sentences from Kafka would be the opening sentences of mine, providing me with a scaffold at least. Thus taking the corresponding sentence of each chapter of Kafka, e.g. the fifth sentence of chapter five, would give me the opening sentence of my chapter five. No cheating. Except once, or rather twice: the first two sentences of Kafka I used together, then the second two. There are therefore no chapters 2 or 4 in my Castle. But no further cheating.

			This strict adherence led to an uncanny discovery. One of Kafka’s sentences referred to the character ‘Brunswick’; very well, I would, when the time came, invent a similar character, my own Brunswick. No need: I discovered in researching the fire that one tower alone suffered such extensive damage as to be irreparable. It was the Brunswick Tower. Fate or the writing gods seemed to approve my project.

			Whether readers will also is for them to say.

			I should add that the editor is fully absolved of any solecism resulting from the composition methods and style.

			 

			‘The Fall’ was written in the late 1990s. I point this out not only to explain seeming anachronisms (e.g. reference to Railtrack) but also to pre-empt accusations of plagiarism of the recent scaling of the Shard by Greenpeace activists – an exploit I greatly admired.

			‘The Fall’ was also composed using a rudimentary OuLiPian constraint, a constraint I have since used on a greater scale: a series of puns, the second meaning of which propels the plot of the following chapter, e.g. ‘rift’, ‘glib’, and of course the title, with its autumnal shades and echoes of Camus. The structural technique was entirely for my benefit, and intentionally concealed; spotting it adds little, I suspect, to the reader’s meagre enjoyment of the story.
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			Dedication

			 

			. . . in 1938 but not discovered until after his death in 1953. It was first performed in 1954 at the Edinburgh Festival, and was later taken into the repertoire of many leading violinists. The work was dedicated, cryptically, ‘to Stevie’, whose parents, it transpired, had befriended him soon after his arrival in England, and in whose house he spent much of his time until the War.

			For this centenary concert, we have tracked down, and have in the studio, the dedicatee, who will give us a more personal view of this once controversial work.

			Before we discuss the work in detail, a general question: how did it feel to have had such a work dedicated to you?

			– Not an easy question. I suppose that . . . one would have to say, at the risk of sounding ungrateful, that . . . as far as one was aware of it, it rather blighted one’s life. Such a lot to live up to.

			– Was it ever performed in his lifetime, informally perhaps?

			– Only by himself, twice. He refused to play any of it until it was finished. Then he played it to me, at least the solo part, in the guest room, with me perched on the bed, candlewick tickling, trying to look receptive. Then a proper performance at a little get-together of my parents’, my mother playing the piano reduction.

			– You never attempted to play it yourself?

			– Me? Good heavens, my dear, I don’t play. I’m entirely unmusical. That was the joke, you see. Born tone-deaf. Broke my parents’ hearts, but there it was.

			– Did he ever discuss the work with you?

			– Not technically. I wouldn’t have understood, would I? And I was only eight or so at the time. But I would sometimes be aware of him watching me romping with the dog, something of that sort, and he’d say, I’ll put that in, Stevie. Always called me Stevie. No one else did. I must say I found being observed rather disconcerting.

			– But in the long run, just the opposite?

			– Oh, why didn’t I say that?

			– The work is a rhapsodic two-movement work, very similar to the Bartók first violin concerto, which was also a posthumously performed work, and dedicated to Steffi Geyer. The similarities are, in fact, uncanny. Did he use the Bartók as a model? 

			– I couldn’t say. Bartók was one of the names that kept bobbing around above my head in those days. I think he admired Bartók, but as to conscious influence . . .

			– One of the stylistic, indeed structural, features of the work is a continually arrested development, a feature peculiar in that period, to this work. Did he give any indication of compositional difficulty at the time? He was normally a fluent composer.

			– I do remember him once saying to me – it was a very hot August day, I’d been swimming in the river, he’d sat on the bank and I’d flopped down beside him, puffed out and dripping, and he was whistling a little tune, and he stopped and looked down at me and said, If I develop this theme any further, Stevie, I’ll be arrested. And he laughed.

			– Could that have been the Austrian ländler in the second movement, bearing in mind that this was in 1938, just after the Anschluss . . .

			– It could have been. I didn’t pay much attention at the . . .

			– That ländler becomes in fact the main theme of the coda, drawing all the other fragmentary themes into it until they finally build into the closing eleven-note chord . . .

			– And he was right. Because eventually, of course, he was arrested, wasn’t he?

			– He was interned, certainly, at the outbreak of the War, the duration of which he spent on the Isle of Wight, I understand?

			– He would have seen it as being arrested. So did we.

			– Your family?

			– My friends. At school. I was taunted with it. Fritz–lover, that sort of thing.

			– Was that the beginning of the blight you talked about?

			– A foretaste, I suppose. They were . . . lonely years. But . . . one recovers, presses on.

			– Could you say a little more of how it affected you later? You weren’t flattered by it?

			– At the time I didn’t realise how famous he was. And the work itself, let alone the dedication, simply wasn’t known. When it was, later, I suppose, yes, one would have to own up to a certain pride. By that time I was working in music publishing, the only musical activity I was remotely fitted for – the typewriter being the only instrument I ever mastered – and I had the contacts, of course. And yes, it did rather enhance one’s standing, quite usefully. 

			– Did you publish his work?

			– No, he had always been with Schott. But, as I say, it proved useful. At a cost.

			– ?

			– Assumptions were made, perhaps, or so I felt, although I was maybe oversensitive. And it brought back the feeling . . . of having let people down. Disappointed people. My parents first, then him. I remembered the relief I had felt when no more was heard of the work after its performance.

			– His performance?

			– Yes. And when it suddenly popped up after the accident . . .

			– His suicide?

			– Yes, somehow one felt . . . implicated. One felt . . . silly, of course – a bond, like that between murderer and victim.

			– But that was fifteen years later. And the War in between. Did he remain in touch during the War?

			– I don’t suppose communication was allowed.

			– But he renewed contact after the War?

			– There were visits. But it wasn’t the same. He wasn’t the same. There was a strain, a tension. 

			– When it was first performed publicly, what did you think of it? Was it substantially as you remembered it?

			– Well, I hadn’t remembered, not really. I recognised bits of the solo part. But the orchestration makes so much difference, so much more colour, more power. It seemed more . . . wistful than I recollected. Yet strangely also more . . . sinister, I think I would have to say. And shocking, the ending . . .

			– The notorious eleven-note chord – notorious at the time, this being before the later Mahler symphonies were known here. Maybe we could discuss it a little. As I said earlier, fragmentary themes and motifs are drawn into the main theme until they coalesce in an eleven-note chord in the orchestra, the full twelve-note chord being completed by the solo violin’s B natural, or as the Germans refer to it, H. The chord is held, then the orchestra dies away, leaving the violin’s B exposed, becoming fortissimo, at which point the orchestra repeats its chord, only to fade again, leaving the violin’s still fortissimo B, which then falls to B flat before the violin too dies into silence. Was this as shocking as you had remembered it?

			– I had only remembered the crash of the last chord and my mother’s curses at trying to play it. The lone note I didn’t recall, or its repetition.

			– He added that later?

			– I think, probably . . .

			– B – B flat, in German notation, H – B. His initials. Clearly a self–reference. Commentators have noted the defiance in that, in the finale as a whole. But whether it was a defiance of his German-Viennese past, or a defiant reacceptance of it – he’d used the serial method earlier in his career – is not clear. Can you shed light on that?

			– I can only say that I had the impression later, after the War, that he had felt doubly betrayed. He had made great efforts to become English – wore tweed suits, mainly secondhand, some of them my father’s, always carried an umbrella, took to saying ‘bloody’ a lot because he thought that very English, and very funny, incidentally.

			– It’s very noticeable that all his wartime and post-war works, all unperformed in his lifetime, were again to German texts or had German titles – the Five Children’s Songs of Brecht, the Heine Lieder, the orchestral Kinderszenen. And again the preoccupation with children, which runs through his work from 1935 onwards, his arrival in England.

			– True. He spoke to me once of his Rupert Lieder, I remember.

			– Rückert Lieder?

			– No. He had an idea for setting the Rupert Bear strip cartoons as a sung ballet. He’d been entranced by the annuals. I had a check scarf at the time – he bought it for me, I now remember – but whether the scarf or the idea came first I don’t know. I remember him playing me the ‘Rupert theme’.

			– Did he ever complete them?

			– I heard nothing more of them. And soon after, he started work on the Lewis Carroll songs.

			– Why the preoccupation with childhood, do you suppose?

			– I really couldn’t . . . I can’t say . . . I remember him, though, sitting at my mother’s piano, picking out tunes which he would then play again backwards, and he’d say to me, If only we could turn the clock back, Stevie. Curiously, I learned, much later from my father – we were arguing about Freud, my father was an admirer – of an idea he, Hans, Uncle Hans, had had for a revised version – this was some time after the War – for his Freud oratorio . . .

			– The early expressionist settings from Studies in Hysteria, the ‘Freudetraüme’?

			– Yes, which was to have some of the vocal parts performed on a tape recording, so they could be played backwards. He maintained that Freud always got things back to front, so it would be putting him to rights . . .

			– Fascinating. But unfortunately time doesn’t reverse itself even for the BBC, and my earphone is telling me that the orchestra is now assembled on the platform, the conductor is about to enter – yes he’s mounting the rostrum. So, we are about to hear now the Violin Concerto, opus posthumous, by Hans Bahr, played in this centenary concert by the acclaimed young Swiss violinist . . .

			 

			Mother’s soft chords  but on woodwind now  dark  now the violin should  yes long hushed trill  now the octave leaps    upward  up  up with the lark Stevie  already working in the summerhouse  no sleep for the wicked  coffee with figs  ordered specially  toast no butter honey only while I ruled the paper  stave pen dipped  ink over my knees  into the garden whistling forgetting me  birdsong jotted in his notebook England a nest of songbirds, Stevie  asking me names birds flowers but I couldn’t    blade of couch grass between his fingers hollowed his hands blowing a trill  there  now on the oboe    but too soft raucous should be raucous    now mock-jaunty motif Molto giocoso, Muriel, molto giocoso    bassoon’s sad clowning  bent over on his hands head between his knees hat on his bottom Everything topsy turvy, Stevie, isn’t that your English expression?  but I couldn’t laugh couldn’t respond             climbed once the apple tree pulling me up holding  his cheek trunk rough  safe but    snare  rattling  tympani quiet now quickening    alla marcia all the instruments joining        remember here low piano arpeggio    yes  now on trombones a raspberry  Don’t grow up, Stevie.

			 

			second movement  again trill but faltering    fading    again  again fading    slow dance waltz but soft  backwards  forwards  swing  hung from the pine  needles soft to fall on  catching pushing  hands on my waist catching and pushing and up up  to the blue between    higher  Not too high, Stevie, you’ll fall like Icarus but still higher  high in the treble More treble, Muriel  treble betrayal

			 

			cadenza          liquid  bright chromatics  colour dazzling off the water blinding and I could not look     bow pattering on the strings over the bridge to the island our hideaway    honey scent of hawthorn  cow parsley above my head crackle of dry leaves No scarf, Stevie?  but hot too hot for scarf too hot in my shirt  yellow shirt blue shorts The darker the sky Stevie, the brighter the rainbow and then the rain pattering    sheltered under trees  nettles wet  old timber props willow stumps So English, Stevie, so secure  nettles stung my neck  opened my shirt rubbing the sting his saliva  soothing breath whispering down my spine sticky damp of dock leaf  Is the smart going, Stevie? but I could not answer I could    light off the water      long  hushed  barely hear  violin fading  day flickering down walking home we could see the house distant red tiles  blood red in the setting  I reached  beyond the church spire gloomed green in the violet dusk  glitter all behind me    woodwind scurrying phrases  nocturnal  world    wistful  now becoming dreamy         Rupert motif?  slow motion    again  No scarf, Stevie?  now inverted  repeated  but I couldn’t    please    skipping now  bright dream slowing into a dance slow dance against the waltz  out of step orchestra waltzing  louder  quickening stiffening into a strut violin drowned by the tutti  but I  please  subsiding    strings only  murmuring  hostile          a second cadenza  sad  birdsong  mistlethrush? Are birds ever? A miserablethrush, Stevie?        theme familiar       Elgar? Yes  Elgar violin  soaring  a skylark    twisting  dropping    the Elgar again but distorted by the orchestra        strings        woodwind theme       now ländler in the brass        themes piling up         bassoons       chords agglomerating    only needs now  trombones yes  now  violin’s B    sforzando  all twelve    chord fortissimo      dying       his proud lone B    awaiting          whisper of blade crackle of hairs on his throat as it kisses into flesh  gaping into a double grin molto giocoso  blossom of red on his collar  cuffs    red yellow  blue violet mounting to a blinding white and did it deliver him at last into childhood  did he find himself then and even then and still alone? 

		

	
		
			A Nice Bucket

			– Right, couple of spades each, trowels, barrow’s in the van already, now, buckets. Grab us two buckets. Best you can find. Best’ll be gone by now. Just the best you can find. I was reading, on telly like, these cooks, top cooks, their pans, pans they use for pancakes, omelettes like, they never clean them. Reckon they cook better for not cleaning. Now it’s different with buckets. You need a good clean bucket so’s the amalgam don’t stick, eases out sweet as dough. Tar’s okay, any old tin’ll do, but this new stuff . . . Yeah, and a rake, find us a rake.

			The best he can find in the pile in the depot. He puts one bucket inside the other, carefully, drops his sandwiches into the inner, picks up a rake, walks slowly to the van. Sharkey’s in the driver’s seat by now. He shows him the buckets.

			– Right, sling them in. Hang about, don’t leave your sarnies in there, be squashed to buggery. Bung them under the seat. All set, then? Ron and Mickser’ll meet us there. They’re in the lorry with the asphalt. Wearing their pith helmets. Asphalt jungle, get it? Sydney Poitier. Never seen it? Wind down the window, get some carbon monoxide into your lungs.

			The sun is out, it’s almost warm on his arm. From a tree behind a wall a bird calls, a ringing, repeated call. A woodpecker? It couldn’t be. (It’s a great tit. This is urbia.) He watches sunlight bouncing off the bumpers ahead, shimmered by exhaust. He thinks of the walls absorbing the warmth. Old, some of them, Victorian, more than a century of cold and warmth, heat and frost. Solid, established.

			A girl waits to cross the road. Short jacket, pleated skirt. Her fringe parts and lifts in the breeze of the traffic. Her mouth describes a smile that seems part of her, defining, an openness, warmth maybe. But maybe not. It may be the sun, she is screwing up her eyes.

			– Look at the legs on that. Should’ve offered her a lift, kidder. I’d’ve stopped.

			He feels the tremble of the engine as they wait for the lights.

			Off the main road and into a sidestreet, long, curving, residential, quiet. He sees the lorry already there, Ron and Mickser smoking in the cab, the asphalt smoking in the back.

			They unload the van – wheelbarrow, rake, spades, stand them up along the wall. Sharkey joins Ron and Mickser in a cigarette. He guards the tools as instructed, standing against the wall, hands in his pockets, leaning back, the bricks hard to his shoulders, reassuring.

			Then they start work and he can relax. The squares have already been cut in the road. Mickser lifts down the metal frame from the lorry, a square smaller than the square in the road. He puts the frame in the square, centres it with the rake, puts four boards along the inner sides.

			Now they can unload the asphalt into the barrow, wheel it across, shovel it into the frame, level it off. He stands ready with the rake, reaching over as it mounds up, pulling it even, turns the rake prongs-up and smooths it off. Sharkey and Mickser lift down the whacker plate, trundle it over.

			– Get the water, kidder.

			He climbs up into the lorry, swinging himself up by the tailboard, fills the watering can from the barrel behind the cab, jumps down.

			As the whacker plate moves across the asphalt, he follows with the watering can, the spray a nice even curve, keeping pace.

			The four of them, a side each, lift the frame, then kick out the boards from the asphalt mound.

			– Bumps in the bloody road. Bloody bumps in the bloody road. Wait till I tell the ma. She thinks I’m laying motorway. ‘You’re putting in bumps, you say? And what will they be for?’ ‘To stop the traffic.’ ‘I thought that was what roads was for.’ ‘That’s the English.’

			– You going over this year?

			– I might if I’ve a mind.

			– We’ll be on something fuckn else by then. There’s word of a hospital car park.

			– Would’ve been handy last week, like, when Gerry lost those two toes. Took us an hour in the van.

			– Serve him fuckn right. Desert boots. Fuckn ponce.

			 

			After a cigarette, they load up the van and lorry and move down to the next square. Like a wagon train breaking camp, he thinks.

			They do another square, then another, and it’s time for lunch.

			Sharkey boils a kettle on the burner used to melt the tar. They all pool their sandwiches so they have some variety. His chicken are all taken, he’s left with an egg-and-salt, and one which appears to be empty, but he keeps his coconut cake back for himself, for after his mug of tea.

			– Leave mine for the time. I’m slipping to the high street.

			– Mitching off, Mickser?

			– I’ve to get some skin lotion.

			– Moisturiser, like?

			 

			They sit on the pavement, smoking, drinking the tea, the sun on their faces. There’s a squabble of sparrows in the hedge opposite, the whine of the first mower of spring. A car passes slowly in the far lane.

			– Tell you what, these fuckn humps are a waste of fuckn time down here. Traffic calming. Wants something to boister them up.

			– No, look, here’s another one, like. Hey look, a bloody nodding dog. That’ll be bloody antique, that. Haven’t seen a nodding dog for years. My brother-in-law had one in his Escort, only instead of nodding it lifted its leg. Got it in Wallasey. So he said. Bloody hell, look at that.

			She had come, presumably, from one of the houses across the road, appearing suddenly, walking quickly, skirt swinging. Something in her movement reminds him of Susan. He thinks of the warm hardness of her lips, the pressure of a breast, as she walks away, smiling. Sharkey whistles.

			– Should’ve seen the one I saw last night at the snooker club. Put me right off my stroke. Keep suggesting to the manager they have mixed topless tournaments. Bump up the membership. And save ironing the tables.

			– You’d be alright for that.

			– What you mean? I’m not fat. Just got thick bones. Hey, here’s Mickser.

			– About fuckn time.

			– Get your moisturiser, then?

			– I did.

			– Rubbed it well in, like?

			– It’s easily absorbed.

			– Well let’s get some more fuckn humps done, shall we? They’re giving me the fuckn hump, I can tell you.

			 

			They pick up their shirts, spades, stow the kettle and teapot on the lorry, stuff the used tea-bags in the hedge, move on to the next RAMP sign, some distance away, beyond a crossroads.

			They do three more squares, about to begin the fourth after a tea break. Sharkey jumps up.

			– Sodding hell, it’s the old man.

			– Alright, are we, lads? Getting stuck in, I see. I thought you’d be in Jesmond Road by now. Looking for you there.

			– We’ve had problems, like. Hold-ups. I think you’ve had a bad batch of asphalt there. Inferior grade, like.

			– That right? Sticks to the spade, does it?

			– That’s it.

			– You’d find it helps to move the spade. In, up, tip. Got the idea? Now, when you’ve reached the end, leave Jesmond Road, go back and finish off this morning’s, alright? How are you doing, lad?

			He’s been standing, rake poised, the other arm behind his back. He moves forward slightly.

			– Fine, sir, thanks.

			– Just do your fair share, no more. All right?

			– Right, sir.

			They set to with a scraping of spades until they’re sure the old man’s gone.

			– The crafty old bollockser, creeping up on us like he did.

			– Jesmond fuckn Road already? What’s he think we’re on, the Burma fuckn Railway?

			– Like Alec Guinness, like.

			– Someone mention Guinness?

			– Wrong liquid, Mickser.

			– He’s got enough of a fuckn head on him.

			 

			They finish the mound of the last square, cone it off, and drive back to the first square of the morning.

			They heap asphalt around and over the central mound, hardened by now, compress and smooth it with the whacker plate to form a gentle hill. Then they mix up the amalgam on a board on the lorry, shovel it into the buckets.

			Ron and Mickser prepare the next batch of amalgam while he and Sharkey apply the first batch to the hump with trowels.

			– Buggering hell, these buckets are bloody knackered. They’re flaking off into the amalgam. See what I mean, like? It’ll give us a sod of a surface. May as well use it straight off the board. Hey, Ron, lift the board down, will you, over here?

			– Fuck off, it’s far too heavy. You’re not icing a fuckn cake, you know. It’s just a hump in the road, to be driven over, right?

			– But if the old man sees that, he’ll go spare about quality penalties.

			– Take it on your spades, then.

			– They’re worse than the buckets.

			– Then you lift the fuckn board down.

			– We’ll just spread this the best we can.

			 

			They trowel on the rest of the amalgam, the crushed mica glinting in the oblique sunlight.

			– Gerry would’ve lifted the board down, no problem.

			– He’s a strong lad, I’ll give you that. Despite his fuckn desert boots.

			– And probably talked the old man into buying some new buckets.

			– Hey, remember Gerry and the Pacemakers? Fe-rry. Cross the Mer-sey. They’re still going. Probably all got pacemakers now. They were good, though. They were great times, them. I was still at school, like. On and off. Out every night, not a care in the world.

			– And what cares have you now, exactly?

			– It’s just not the same now. As you get older, it changes, like.

			– What about the rest of this amalgam?

			– Sod it. Dump it. It’ll be hard by now, anyway. We’ll do some fresh in the morning.

			 

			They load up the van and lorry, light up a last cigarette.

			He and Sharkey get into the van. Sharkey calls across to Ron.

			– Don’t forget to stop off and dump the amalagam before the old man sees it.

			 

			It feels good to be going home after a day’s work. He leans his head back, allowing the vibration to throb down his spine.

			The light is hazy with the dust of the day. He thinks about his sandwiches, the nodding dog, the girl they watched, the roll of her buttocks as she walked away. He sits up.

			– Can you drop me off, along here?

			– Anywhere you like, kidder. Got a date?

			– Just some shopping.

			 

			The morning is sunny, with a spring chill but promise of warmth. He enters the depot, his bucket rattling, sparkling. Ron and Mickser are sitting on piled scaffold boards with some of the others, smoking. He walks across and sits with them.

			Mickser tosses his cigarette end into the bucket, then kicks at it.

			– That’s a grand-looking bucket.

			– It’s bloody brand new. Where’d you fuckn find that?

			– I bought it.

			– What you mean, bought it? You mean, paid fuckn money for it?

			– You bought it? Where from?

			– Homebase.

			– You seen this? He’s gone and bought a fuckn bucket. Will you take it home and polish it every night?

			– Why not a spade too?

			– We’ll have a whipround, buy him a silver-plated crowbar.

			– With his initials engraved.

			– Don’t let the old man see it. It’ll give him ideas. He’ll have us all forking out for our own fuckn tools.

			They get up, disperse to their different gangs.

			– Ignore them, kidder. It’s a nice bucket, is that. Just keep hold of it.

			– I thought we could share it.

			– Yeah. Great.

			 

			It’s warm enough now for them to take off their shirts. He trowels out the amalgam as Sharkey spreads and smooths. The sunlight sparkles off the amalgam, shivers off the bucket. The handle flashes as he picks it up.

			They stop for a cigarette, sitting in the gutter. The road is deserted, silent in the midmorning sun. In either direction, rows of front doors, identical but for their colours, glossy, repelling the light. They curve away into the distance, holding themselves in, secretive, like a picture by an Italian painter (he means de Chirico). Yet each door holds a life, each house could tell a story – many stories, each room, each floor, stories stacked up in storeys. He laughs – quietly – at the joke.

			And in the front door opposite, in the black gloss, he sees their reflections, his, Ron’s, Mickser’s, Sharkey’s. They are there too on the brass letterbox and the spherical knocker, distorted, looming and shrinking as they move.

			And he finds himself wondering what difference the loss of two toes would make. Not to his balance but just in general. To life, like.

		

	
		
			Private View

			They have asked me to write an introduction for the catalogue. Intimate memories of Father at work, inside dope. That’s what they hope for. I can’t supply that. I have no technical insights to offer; I rejected Art when I rejected him. And I never saw him at work.

			Despite my refusal, they have given me a proof copy of the catalogue and asked me to look around the exhibition. They hope it will trigger a change of mind. It is an unsettling experience, equating the works on the wall with the catalogue descriptions and the scholarly print.

			They have recreated his studio as it was at his death. I shall start there.

			 

			I enter the studio furtively, my hand trembling on the door-knob.

			 

			The recreation is painstakingly accurate. I feel a rush of panic as I close the door. But it passes. For something is missing. This, after all, is a mausoleum. It reminds me of an ancient burial-chamber, with his tools – brushes, calipers, gouges – neatly laid out for use in the after-life. But of course, no body.

			That too is as I remember it, for I never saw him in his studio. It was forbidden territory at all times, but especially if he was working. I could only creep in when the house was empty. But even his absence was powerful. There was a vibrancy there that echoed his presence. And an aroma.

			Part of the aroma is here now, though masked by the whitewash and floor varnish. But the vital ingredients are missing; tobacco, Armagnac, sweat, mingling with the linseed oil and turps.
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