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About the Book


Falling in love, just as he's obliged to enter hospital for urgent treatment, Eustace has twenty-four hours in which to reflect on his new happiness, old pains and particularly on his boyhood.


An oddball only child, he lives among a houseful of adults in the seaside care home run by his parents. His life is infused with colour when he begins cello lessons and falls for not only for music, but also his teacher, glamorous Carla Gold, who appears to cast a heady spell over everyone, including his difficult and controlling mother.


On a holiday course in Scotland, Eustace learns the essential lessons of love, friendship, survival and resilience, and discovers that music-making brings release from emotional turmoil, setting him up for life.


Rich with insight, intuition and humour, Take Nothing With You is a stunning portrayal of a boy on the cusp of adulthood, gleaning from those around him both the glories and the complexities of what being a grown up can mean.




For Aidan Hicks




CHAPTER ONE


At an age when he was reassured that life was unlikely to surprise him further, Eustace found, in rapid succession, that he was quite possibly dying and that he was falling in love for the third time. Up to this point he had been a notable survivor geographically as well as medically, a relic almost, having lived his three decades as a Londoner in a white-painted terrace house off Kensington High Street, while all around him sold up, subdivided, reunited and remodelled. The street, prettily lined with flowering cherry trees, went from being artistic, even Bohemian, to being colonized by expatriate bankers. Now, with a smattering of oligarchs and CEOs, it housed more homesick nannies and maids than its Victorian developers could ever have imagined there.


Since turning fifty, he took a circuit-training class twice a week so as not to have to give up cake or wine. Friends said it sounded hot because the instructor was an ex-marine who called it Boot Camp but the reality was cosier than their fantasies: a mixture of men and women, from rounded young mothers to retired plumbers, from buns of steel to daily bun-habit. He was fitter than most, which was entirely down to dog-walking since not even at school had he taken much exercise. But he was not so fit that he could lie on a sweaty mat for a round of reverse crunches or Complete Bastards and not wonder if his heart might be about to burst. Classes took place in a church hall, one of those pockets of self-sustaining parochial life that came to seem increasingly miraculous in affluent central London.


Occasionally he overdid it, especially if he found himself sharing circuit stations with one of the fitter, sexier men and was driven unconsciously to compete. He was used to waking with a stiff calf muscle or a wrenched shoulder, and assumed that the mild discomfort in his neck was just another such sprain. The ex-marine was ingenious in regularly throwing new exercises into the mix, so it was nothing strange for a new muscle to complain at being rudely rediscovered. The discomfort persisted, however. It was not quite a sore throat, more like the sensation of strain after mistakenly swallowing too large a bite of hard apple. He fancied there was a persistent dryness in his mouth as well but, having irritatingly developed an allergy to tree pollen in his forties, he wondered if this were simply a bad reaction to early summer or the polluted London air.


Eustace was not one of nature’s doctor-botherers, a reaction to having grown up in a household in which to be written a prescription was more validation than misfortune. It was a deep-seated reaction, too, to his having survived the eighties and nineties almost unscathed; like many in his position, he made no attempt to hide his scars, but preferred not to dwell on the claws that had left them.


He bore with the throat discomfort, sucking painkilling lozenges when he remembered, until he was due for a routine check-up. He then brought it to the nurse’s attention in case it turned out to be some form of thrush. She took a good look, said there were none of the infection’s usual signs but took the customary throat swab for analysis and made a note of his symptoms. He often joked that he had never been so healthy as since Gwyn made him HIV positive; he received far more medical supervision than most men his age and the analyses of twice-yearly blood tests meant he was highly unlikely ever to have one of the late diagnoses that were so often the lot of doctor-shunning men.


The falling in love was Naomi’s fault. To say she was one of his oldest friends was misleading, as it implied friendship of a long duration. In fact they had briefly been friends in circumstances of some intensity, as cello students in their distant childhoods, then rediscovered one another when he contacted the Royal Academy in search of a cellist to play at his lover’s funeral. In the interim she had enjoyed a stratospheric career as a performer, playing the Elgar concerto at the Proms in her late teens and releasing a string of prizewinning recordings before overwhelming performance anxiety abruptly caused her to retire.


‘Naively I thought I could just kick the concert habit and do a Glenn Gould, record in studios, but nobody wants the girl they can’t see,’ she explained the first time they went for a catch-up-on-our-lives drink together. ‘And, hell, I needed to break down a bit, become a proper woman, grow hips, all that stuff, and the record company wanted this nervy little pipe-cleaner girl who couldn’t stop throwing up.’


Instead she followed the example of the great teacher they had briefly shared and reinvented herself as someone who trained musicians but no longer performed herself. She taught at the Academy but also took on a series of much younger, less ambitious pupils, many of whose parents had no idea she had briefly been something of a star. He loved how the adult Naomi looked. She had retained much of her beauty but nerviness had been replaced with generosity, edginess with naughty wit and he was touched that he seemed to fill a sibling-shaped hole in her life as she did in his.


Her friendship, based on their almost identical ages, overlapping childhood experiences and the fact that they had, in different ways, gone through emotional battlefields and rebuilt themselves was of such help to Eustace, as he worked his way through the hard labour of mourning, that he soon found the perfect way of stitching her into the fabric of his life.


He lent Naomi his beautiful sitting-room for her private teaching two days a week in exchange for her minding and walking Joyce while he caught a train to visit the woman she called ‘your depressingly indestructible mother’. Quite often Naomi stayed over because there was room, they enjoyed cooking together and they always had too much to talk about. It had been during a long evening of do-you-remember that she first made him play her cello to her and the almost animal joy of it came back to him. She lent him a spare instrument so they could have fun playing De Fesch and Bartók duets together. Then she found him one to buy and coached him for his audition with a local orchestra.


They didn’t often play duets after that unless they were drunk. Eustace found the memories stirred up by playing alongside her almost too much and they were not all of things he found he could share, even with her. As for the orchestra, they agreed that she might occasionally help him with fingering a passage but that he would never subject her to one of its performances. Amateur music making was all about enjoying the pleasure of rehearsals and minimizing the pain of concerts. It wasn’t a bad orchestra – this was central London, after all, and many of the players were highly trained teachers of their instruments and they had an excellent conductor and hired the best soloists they could afford. Each season began for him with high hopes, however, and ended in the cruel reminder that, for all their professionalism, they sounded like an orchestra that rehearsed for two hours a week, not thirty.


For reasons she couldn’t be drawn to explain, Naomi lived in an ex-council tower block in an ungentrifiable pocket of North London she called ‘a bit stabby’. She claimed she was visually illiterate but knew his house would reassure the parents of children who came to learn with her there.


‘Don’t you remember?’ she said, when he teased her about this. ‘It wasn’t just the lessons that were special but the place where they happened.’


‘Yeah,’ he said, thinking back to a beautiful, shabby house in Clifton where nothing mattered so much as art. ‘You’re so right.’


To his horror, it was only after Gwyn had dumped him that she admitted how ghastly she had found him.


‘If you’d succeeded in moving him in,’ she said, ‘I’d have stopped coming round. He clearly answered some masochistic need in you, but it wasn’t a side to you I liked to see encouraged.’


‘Why didn’t you say?’ he asked, horrified at how close he might have come to losing her.


‘That’s not what proper friends do: they love whoever their friends love. If they can. And keep supportively schtum if they can’t.’


And yet, the falling in love was Naomi’s fault. She had little patience with any signs Eustace gave of pining since becoming single again. She cajoled him into downloading a dating app to his phone by way of healthy distraction having had, she claimed, startling successes with its heteronormative equivalent. It was a brutally frank business. Vital statistics were loaded, from height, weight, age and furriness to itemizing the depressingly reductive types the user favoured. Rebelling by instinct, Eustace began by ticking every box only to get soundly told off when hairless ladyboys or latex-wrapped control freaks came on to him and, through increasingly aggressive questioning, obliged him to admit that they would never have been a match.


He limited his range a little but he soon found, as countless other men must have done, that being set free simply to chat, flirt and lead one another on opened up a world of possibility from which inhibition would have cut him off entirely in a dinner party or bar. He chatted with men who wanted him to dominate them then, through some accidental reference, would find himself discussing Pablo Casals recordings with them or how best to nurture a tibouchina urvilleana through the winter, sex sidelined by far more nourishing interests.


Nothing about his meeting of Theo was promising: Theo was twenty years younger, he was in the army and he was pretty. Pretty would normally have put Eustace off – he tended to be drawn to men with rough edges, evidence of wear and tear, a bit of heft or receding or departed hair. He had always found prettiness poignant, doomed as it was to pass, and outright beauty utterly daunting. His possibly unfair assumption was that beauty went with a need for reassurance whereas imperfect men would be grateful for the attention and accordingly generous. However, the desert camouflage and boots, the occasional sweat patch or glimpse of an enormous and unambiguous gun about his person seemed to balance out Theo’s puppyish looks. As did his fearless persistence.


‘You forget there are two of us making choices here,’ Theo texted when Eustace had felt obliged to post a suggestion that he would usually have gone for grizzled sergeant major over smooth-skinned captain. ‘But our names are impossible together. We sound like cat breeders.’


‘I was nicknamed Stash at school,’ Eustace admitted. ‘And Sluice.’


‘I think I can cope with Eustace.’


Theo spent several days after that pretending he wasn’t really a rufty-tufty soldier at all but the company’s cook, whose pride and joy was his cake decorating and pastry-making. He sent photographs of a succession of birthday cakes for the officers and men, each camper than the last, each bravely greeted by Eustace with another compliment. Finally he confessed that the pictures had been random finds off Google to test and alarm. He was actually a fairly senior officer doing something clandestine. There was sand, though, and date palms, and once a glimpse of spectacular ruins that looked like, but couldn’t have been, Palmyra. He also admitted he had landed his job because of his two degrees in Arabic.


At this point they stepped away from the app and on to Skype, because Eustace pretended not to believe him about the Arabic. Goaded to prove it, Theo chatted away in a surprisingly deep voice, while shaving topless, and driving Eustace wild by refusing to speak a word of English before grinning, reaching out to the shelf above his sink with a soapy finger and hanging up.


It was a short step to texting one another images or bulletins from their wildly contrasting days. Eustace introduced Theo to his whippet, Joyce, to his cello, to Kensington Gardens and to the assembling ladies of the orchestra’s cello section in exchange for meeting a tank full of sweaty squaddies, a scorpion and a full moon reflected in an oasis. Then Theo happened to Skype while Eustace was having supper and, amused, went to fetch his own tray of food and can of Coke. And so they slipped into the comforting habit of weekly supper dates. They made a point not only of regularly eating together but downloading the same books to read or, when army broadband permitted, watching the same television programmes simultaneously, Eustace on the sofa with Joyce, Theo sprawled on his bunk.


The move from text to video allowed Eustace to latch on to, and collect, the little imperfections which only made Theo more endearing: the small chip off one of his incisors, the way his thick eyebrows didn’t quite match, a slight tendency to stutter when he was excited as though his thoughts outran his tongue. And the intimacy of their conversations threw up intriguing parallels between them – less than perfect childhoods, an unfashionable tendency towards monogamy, a belief that dogs were sent to teach us how to love.


Eustace dreaded ringing him at a bad moment.


‘You mean with bullets flying? I hate to tell you, but I probably wouldn’t answer.’


‘That’s even worse. Now if I ring and you don’t answer, I’ll be thinking IED.’


So they agreed Eustace could text whenever he liked but that Theo would initiate all calls, as his life was more complicated.


Because they had deleted what Theo called the App of Doom, and become roundedly human to one another by talking rather than texting, they resisted doing the usual sordid, appy things, like beating off in unison although – thanks to a waterproof cover on Theo’s tablet and a cunning suction pad Eustace found for his – they did take a couple of showers together. For the most part they talked, as any new lovers must. They told their stories. Eustace learnt that Theo was teetotal because his parents were drunks and confided in turn that his relationship with Gwyn had verged on the abusive and that his one with his mother wasn’t straightforward either. They laid tentative then increasingly definite plans for Theo’s next home leave, which was in four months.


Naomi demanded details, of course, encouraging him at every turn and brushing aside any doubts he expressed with characteristic pronouncements.


‘Prudery at our age is as unconvincing as home dye jobs,’ was one. ‘You’re scared he might rearrange your tidy life,’ was another. Her final pronouncement, after she had been briefly introduced to Theo at the start of a Skype call before coming over all girlish and making a hasty exit was that this latest twist in his life story was almost unbearably sweet. ‘If I’m honest, I only got you on the app to get you some healthy rumpy-pumpy to help you forget Gwyn. Only you could dive into a lake of pure sex and come up like some Labrador with something so bloody wholesome.’


The results of his blood tests led to Eustace being called in for another consultation and an X-ray. He had come clean to Theo weeks back about his HIV status, popping his daily dose of medication on camera and showing the labels on the pill pots in close-up. Theo just grinned, nodded, apparently quite unbothered, although the connection sometimes wavered, which could make expressions hard to read if they weren’t backed up by words, and held up a bottle of his own.


‘Prep,’ he said with another grin. ‘I used to be in the Scouts.’


At which Eustace had nodded, smiled back uncomprehendingly then raced to Google to find out just what Prep was. He didn’t like to tell him about this latest hospital visit though. As Theo had already joked, their age difference was completely immaterial, as they were never going to meet ‘in the real world’. Eustace wasn’t sure if this was a joke or not and hoped his face hadn’t fallen too obviously at it.


And he certainly didn’t tell him that the X-ray results came through, and he had a papillary thyroid carcinoma and would need an operation at the first opportunity. He wanted to tell him but found he couldn’t. He told himself it was because a man in a war zone had no need of bad news from home; he was almost convincing.


They had one of their weekly Skype dates the night after, however: pizza at either end and Vertigo, because Eustace had horrified Theo by admitting he had never seen it. Joyce had learned to recognize Theo’s voice and responded when he called her name, even though they were fairly sure she couldn’t see things on screens as she barked or whined in response to noises on a show’s soundtrack but sat calmly through any silent imagery of cats or rabbits, both certain to send her into a frenzy in the flesh.


To Eustace’s dismay the Skype call had barely begun with his lover greeting Joyce and her frantically sniffing the screen and whining to get at the nice man who knew her name when Theo started weeping, lent courage by the fact that there was nobody in the other bunks.


‘What?’ Eustace asked. ‘For God’s sake, what? Theo?’


Theo mastered himself then cracked again.


‘Take your time,’ Eustace told him gently. ‘I’m here. I can wait.’


Theo had not long before adopted a local dog, a mixed breed who looked as though she or a parent had once herded animals. Perhaps rashly, he had christened her Audrey and taken to feeding her leftovers from the mess. She had taken to sleeping beneath his window and joining him enthusiastically when he went jogging. But that day he had found her shot dead in a ditch. He was desperately upset. There had been no enemy action for days, or nothing near the camp, and he had a horrible feeling she had been killed by one of his fellow soldiers who could occasionally become trigger happy, shooting birds or rats when nervous or bored.


‘I’ve been out here too fucking long,’ he whimpered, after blowing his nose, his face blotchy with tears.


‘When’s your next leave due? I mean proper leave, back here?’


‘Five weeks now,’ Theo said.


‘Hey! So we can go to Battersea Dogs’ Home together. Maybe find a friend for Joyce to tear around with.’ What am I saying? he thought, but he said it anyway. ‘She’s an egomaniac; it would do her good not to be an only child at last.’


And Theo mumbled, ‘Really?’


‘Sure. Why ever not?’


‘I love you.’


Theo meant it. He wiped his nose again and turned the full wattage of his big eyes on to the screen, where he had somehow achieved the perfect, most flattering lighting.


A few days before, regaining ground after letting herself be flustered by their Skype introduction, slightly peeved, perhaps, despite her denials, that the app she had recommended for mere curative diversion had so rapidly thrown up what was looking like another relationship, Naomi had snatched his mobile to examine several photographs of Theo with a connoisseur’s frown before reluctantly declaring him Pornstar Bambi.


‘I love you,’ Theo said again. He didn’t smile.


‘Fuck. I think I love you back,’ Eustace told him, unmanned.


So there it was. He was in love again, this time with a man he’d not even kissed yet, after not so much as a whiff of pheromones and after the most chaste courtship of his life to date, far purer than anything he’d experienced in his teens.


And he had cancer.


He told Naomi of course, about the cancer, because he needed her to come and stay while he went to hospital to have the thyroidectomy. One of the by-products of his period in his early twenties employed as a quant in a merchant bank was private health insurance he had never got around to cancelling. He could have the operation swiftly and in a private hospital he could see from his guest bathroom at the back of the house. They wouldn’t be sure until they opened him up but the cancer might not have metastasized yet. They would have to remove some lymph nodes as well to check.


Eustace told Naomi to her face and she gave him a warm hug but was bracingly calm afterwards. And then, because she knew him so well he could never keep anything hidden from her for long, he told her about the love.


Theirs wasn’t one of those friendships in which the single straight woman looked to the gay man for a relationship surrogate. She had always been clear that what she liked about being around him was precisely that they weren’t lovers, that they were ‘grown-ups’ who could be as refreshingly honest with one another as siblings and as supportive as true friends. Over the years since they had rediscovered each other, she had pursued a discreet love life, giving him so few details that he had always assumed she preferred her men married and only sporadically available. Men had let her down, however, as Eustace’s friendship had not, and he knew she would miss him if he disappeared into another exclusive or possessive relationship.


‘He’s on active deployment,’ he felt he needed to point out. ‘You’ll hardly notice the change . . .’


She chose not to rise to this but parried his comment with a joke. The scarring would be minimal, she said, and with the calibre of surgeon he’d be getting up the road, they could give him a facelift in time for Theo’s leave.


‘You can be surprised when you open the door and carry on looking surprised throughout the honeymoon. You’ve got to tell him, though,’ she added.


‘He’s in a war zone. Someone just shot his dog,’ he said, petting Joyce for reassurance. But the dog chose to pull back and look at him with a whippetty directness that somehow only echoed Naomi’s. ‘It’s the last thing he needs.’


‘But you might be really ill. Would you want to start a relationship with someone who was dying before you met them?’


‘Jesus, Naomi!’


‘Sorry, but would you?’


‘Well let’s see. Let’s let the oncologist read my entrails for signs before we start seeing vultures wheeling over W8.’


The operation was remarkably simple. His thyroid was removed, leaving a small horizontal scar in the front of his neck that soon began to heal once the skin clips were removed and which he rubbed religiously with calendula cream to make it disappear more quickly.


Still he said nothing to Theo. Although, as Naomi loved pointing out, in a literal sense they had been seeing each other for some time, although he had seen Theo cry, although he now knew him well enough to recognize the way he invariably glanced to his left when saying something painful or unconsciously rubbed an earlobe when something turned him on, Eustace still felt Theo was too much a stranger to be so confided in. Until the scar had blended in with the other all too numerous lines on his neck, he avoided sitting too close to a light source on their date nights and only sent selfies after judicious cropping.


The date for Theo’s leave was now only a fortnight away. Theo had a father still living, but they were not close because of the drinking, in which he persisted. There was an aunt he loved, however, who was on the Isle of Wight. So, assuming their first meeting in the flesh would not be a disaster, they’d laid a plan to go there for a few days, staying on a houseboat in Bembridge harbour because the aunt was beyond hosting visitors. Then they would travel on to Dorset to walk some of the coast path. Joyce would come too. To Eustace’s slight relief, there had been no follow-through on the rash but impractical suggestion that they adopt a rescue dog together. Theo’s leave was for two whole weeks.


Then the oncologist announced that the thyroid had indeed been cancerous and that Eustace would be needing radioactive iodine treatment to make sure that any thyroid cells left behind by surgery would be destroyed. ‘You’ll take a single capsule of I-131. That’s the radiation bit,’ she explained. ‘It will make you entirely radioactive for a day or two, depending on the size of dose and your metabolism, which is why we’ll have to perform the treatment in our dedicated suite – what I like to call the Lead-Lined Room. Once your readings are below a safe level we’ll let you out but it’s simplest to bring only clothes and possessions like paperbacks you don’t mind leaving in the bin at the end.’


Still he didn’t tell Theo. The treatment date fell after their last date night and his next duty visit to his difficult mother and two days before the date of Theo’s arrival.


‘You don’t have to stay,’ he told Naomi. ‘Honestly. You have a life. I can easily put Joyce in kennels for once.’ Joyce looked at him as though outraged but then, a little like a Sealyham terrier’s, her facial markings meant that outrage or disgust seemed her permanent expression.


Naomi stroked her. She was always far softer on the whippet than she was on him. He liked to tease her she’d have made a natural mother had she not been born aromantic.


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she said. ‘You’ve seen where I live. Coming here will be a holiday.’


She was just the same with him when she arrived for her day of lessons and he set off to visit his mother, but there were small marks of tenderness when he returned. She booked a table at their favourite restaurant for supper (he paid, but it was the thought that counted). And she had bought him a very soft bamboo T-shirt, boxers and socks, ‘to pad around your cell in. It’s always hot as hell in those places; you won’t need layers’.


She insisted on walking him the short distance to the hospital and checked him in, mischievously playing the role of his significant other in front of the nurses. And then, as a surprise, just as she was leaving him, she pressed a tiny MP3 player and earphones into his hands, betraying a small tremor of emotion in the gesture.


‘It’s only a cheap one they were giving away on a flight once,’ she said. ‘You can throw it in the bin when you go without a backward glance.’


He smiled, making her push her hair off her face in the impatient way she had when feelings were required of her.


‘Is it all cello music?’ he asked.


‘Of course,’ she snorted. ‘What other kind is there? What was it Jean used to tell us all the time?’


He pictured Jean, their formidable shared teacher, her leonine face, her daunting, oracular air.


‘When everything has been said,’ he began and they finished in unison, ‘the cello sums up!’ And they both laughed.


‘I put all your favourites on there,’ she added. ‘And maybe a few surprises.’


‘Is it all you?’


‘Not entirely,’ she said. ‘But other people’s recordings can be so bloody irritating. Is that self-centred of me?’


He kissed her as response, which raised a smile from the nurse who was waiting to usher her from the lead-lined room.


‘You’re allowed to visit him tomorrow,’ the nurse said. ‘Just not for very long and you’ll have to keep your distance by sitting right over there.’ She pointed to an unappealing chair in the corner.


Naomi glanced back at the chair. ‘No thanks,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to glow in the dark.’


Bring nothing with you that you don’t mind leaving behind. Like that daunting instruction he was sure nobody in a plane ever obeyed that, after an emergency landing, you should take absolutely nothing with you, it was an injunction that might have been designed to arouse Dante-esque thoughts of transience.


The corner room was featureless but Eustace had lived long enough under the influence of an art-dealer lover, then that of his collection, to prefer a blank wall to bad art. There was a plane tree outside. A yard of dirty sky. Pigeons. A police helicopter. He could even see across the lower block of flats between to the roof and upper floor of his house, whose chimney pots were distinctively modelled like chess pieces.


He poured himself a glass of water. The introductory booklet said that the more he drank, the swifter his radioactivity would be safely flushed away underneath unsuspecting Kensington and Chelsea.


He changed into the bamboo T-shirt, socks and boxers, left his other clothes, shoes and wallet in a bag by the door as instructed, climbed into bed, because he thought he might as well, plugged in the little ear buds and picked up the MP3 player. It was so small, with a cord so it hung around the listener’s neck like a pendant, that it took him a while to work out how to set it playing. Then his head filled with a watery piano introduction so instantly evocative of boyhood it made him smile in recognition: Saint-Saëns’ The Swan.




CHAPTER TWO


Eustace lived in Hell, or at least its antechamber. Or perhaps Purgatory was a fairer comparison, since he was not unusually abused, and he was clothed and fed, and with both parents still living. On the rare occasions when people asked where he lived, they tended to exclaim,


‘Oh Weston-super-Mare! How lovely! Lucky boy! It must be like being on holiday every day.’


And he knew they were thinking seaside, sunshine, donkey rides on the beach. But Weston had estuary mud, not proper sand, and was no sunnier than anywhere else in England.


His surviving granny said the rain came across the Bristol Channel directly from Wales, which made it more penetrating and with a tendency to leave coal streaks on drying laundry. And if you lived in a place where people came on holiday, it made things like going to school harder and when you tried to do holidayish things on your doorstep, like going to the beach, you felt people stare. And if the sun did come out, it was crowded down by the water, and he had taken on his mother’s horror of crowds. Only she didn’t call them crowds but trippers. Weston, his mother said, attracted something called the Rougher Element, and a few ugly incidents where the sons of visitors had thrown sand in his eyes or kicked over his carefully constructed sandcastles apparently confirmed this. And donkey hair made him wheeze. So, although their house in Royal Crescent was close to the water, Eustace rarely went there for pleasure, preferring to ride his bicycle aimlessly around the streets or to find a shady corner of a public park.


Even without the Rougher Element, people in unwise shorts, people exposing too much sweating flesh, people who ate and drank in the streets when it wasn’t even a mealtime, Weston was full of people who were a source of unease. Many of them were very old, as a lot of them chose to come there to die, apparently, but there were also others adjusting to life outside mental hospitals and more of whom his parents darkly muttered ‘rehabilitation’. These were often painfully thin but otherwise could only be distinguished from the ex-psychiatric patients by the bad teeth and skin they often had or by their way of looking for things in litter bins or abruptly asking if he could spare any money. All three groups had a tendency to talk to people who weren’t there and to be alarmingly unpredictable. However compelling they were to watch from a safe distance, they were best avoided. Unfortunately, while the really old residents liked to bask in the sun like lizards, the people adjusting and the people in rehab seemed as drawn as Eustace was to the few shady corners of the town’s parks and gardens.


There was little respite at home since that was also a home with a big H. He had overheard visitors describe Royal Crescent as distinguished and knew from Granny that it was a reminder of how refined a resort the little town had been before the arrival of the railway and the Rougher Element. Their house should have been lovely. It had spacious rooms, high ceilings, a pretty conservatory and a calm, ferny garden. Several of the bedrooms, including his, had glimpses of the water. However his father had turned it into one of the town’s many old people’s homes so there was always a pervasive smell of cabbage water or worse and, except in the deepest reaches of the night, rarely a half-hour went by without the ringing of a bell or the sounds of the demented elderly. Depending on the resident, these ranged from cackling merriment to naked anguish. Eustace was used to both smells and sounds, of course, since he had grown up there and they were his normality, but they made him reluctant ever to bring boys from school home with him. Also there was something about being a child in such a place, that encouraged the old to be forever reaching out with hands or voices, so that to enter any of the public rooms was to feel prodded and challenged in ways he did not welcome.


Apparently the change to home with a big H had come about by degrees. ‘Stealthy degrees,’ his mother said, implying she had been hoodwinked into allowing it.


His father had grown up there, in what had still been a pleasant, spacious family house. He was the youngest of four brothers, a crowded luxury Eustace found unimaginable, but three of the brothers had died in the war and then his grandfather had died of grief and Granny had taken to her room and lost the use of her legs. So she had needed someone to cook and clean and care for her. His parents had met somehow – at a dance, Dad claimed, though that was as unimaginable as having brothers – and married and her father, Grandpa, needed help as well, as he was confused and used to having things done for him because of the army. So, with two parents living with them and needing help, which was expensive, it made sense to take in a few other similarly needy residents, carefully vetted because Granny had ferocious standards, even when confined to her room. And of course this meant his mother did no cooking or cleaning like other mothers, which was nice, but also meant they never knew what was for supper and had to live with the smells and noises.


He had yet to master the art of making or, more complicatedly, keeping friends. Occasionally, though, a boy from St Chad’s had casually taken him back home and Eustace had been struck each time by the relative silence and cosiness of normal houses, their lack of bells, their compact sense of family. His lack of siblings left him feeling exposed and outnumbered. He felt oppressed by the need to behave well and unobtrusively at all times and thought that, in principle, it would be good to have a brother or sister so that he could be childish sometimes. In fact, the lack of one meant he had never really learnt how to play. At school he would naturally gravitate to the nearest available adult, who would be unnerved or irritated by his interest, which did not win him the trust of other boys.


He assumed a brother or a sister was a possibility – he wasn’t a fool – but something forbidding in his mother’s manner warned him off asking her about the matter. When he tried asking his father, he characteristically joked his way out of having to answer the question.


‘Much better being an only. Your mother was an only and look how well she turned out! This way you get more cake! And all our attention!’


(They were taught at St Chad’s only to use exclamation marks sparingly but Father spoke with them all the time.)


It was Granny who told him, when she grew bored of playing bezique with him.


‘You had two older sisters,’ she said.


He hadn’t even asked her a question. They hadn’t been talking about families. She just fixed him with her gloomy gaze, her blue eyes made even bigger by her thick glasses.


‘You had two sisters, twins, four years older than you. But they died. One died being born, strangled by the other’s cord and the survivor lived an hour then sort of gave up. The other was bigger and stronger but the little one’s cord got her. So. You were very welcome but you’ll be the last and you can never talk about it. Your mother nearly lost her mind with it. Now, fetch me a barley sugar from my dressing table and take one for yourself.’


The taste of barley sugars, not a sweet he or any boy he knew would ever actively choose for themselves, was always associated for him with the peculiarly burdensome sensation of secrets, of knowing a thing yet being unable to share it.


To have shared it with any confidence, he’d have needed to understand what he was sharing and there were elements of the revelation that baffled him. He had watched pregnant women out of the corner of his eye when out shopping, knew the way their extra bulk changed their gait, and failed to imagine either his mother or Granny in such a condition. And he knew husbands were involved in the process but Granny’s gladiatorial talk of cords and strength alarmed him.


It offered an explanation, at least, for why his parents were so unlike the ones on television or in children’s stories. Their connection to one another seemed arbitrary; their characters lacked common ground.


It seemed to Eustace that his father could quite happily have remained a bachelor. He was a happy man – flippant, his mother called it – entirely lacking in the energy to go out and make money, build tree houses, play football with other fathers on Saturdays or assist in the making of further babies. He had never settled in any job, drifting (his mother’s word again) from National Service to helping run a factory that made wooden toys, to working at Wilton Carpets before marriage and fate handed him the endless job of running his mother’s house as a Home. Now he did things like change lightbulbs or re-stock bathrooms with lavatory paper and did them with a cheerful slowness that could have been designed to make Eustace’s mother cross but was probably no more than what it seemed: lighthearted, oblivious self-absorption. Eustace had always taken his jokey manner at face value; his father was a happy sun to his mother’s clouded moon.


After Granny’s shocking revelation, however, Eustace reassessed him. As the father of two dead daughters, and a man with three dead brothers, he should have been crying all the time. His father’s cheeriness now seemed brittle and unconvincing, a clay mask which the wrong response might cause to crack, revealing something frightening, something not quite a face.


Eustace was essentially a kind boy; he knew that when people were sad, you were supposed to reach out to them to make them feel better, but he began, if not actively to avoid engaging with his father’s constant jokes and irony, then to treat them with wariness. Those exclamation marks were like little prods now, keeping one at a distance.


Mother was not like the other women in Weston. She had a lot of headaches, which involved her retreating to a darkened bedroom where she was not to be disturbed and which seemed to be directly related to sunny weather or being cross. And she was cross a lot.


When she was in a good mood, though, which she often was in the mornings before she was dressed, she liked to talk about her own mother. She had several photographs of her mounted in silver frames. Maman had been a prima ballerina, and was pictured impossibly balanced on one foot, arms and other leg raised in a graceful arabesque, or lifted high by a man in make-up, both of them looking as though there could be nothing sadder than to weigh no more than a pretty cloud. In some pictures, newspaper cuttings mainly, she was pictured after a performance, her eyes still painted like a pharaoh’s daughter, her taut body wrapped in a fur coat, clutching a huge bunch of flowers, surrounded by older men who all looked at her as though she was the best possible food.


Mother said Grandpa was one of those men at the stage door night after night, an army officer who couldn’t believe his luck at being singled out but who thought it entirely unremarkable that his wife should turn her back on dancing and adulation to live on an army camp where the only theatre was a Nissen hut and where the only music was the blare of a regimental band or the wheeze of the chapel harmonium. Dancers ceased to dance in their thirties or once they became mothers, apparently, so it was not really fair to blame Grandpa. If they hadn’t married, Mother would not have existed. She blamed him, still, not just for snuffing out Maman’s glamorous career but for passing on his genes so that his daughter had his big, practical ankles and not Maman’s slim, artistic ones.


There was just one significant photograph of Eustace’s mother as a young woman. Around the time when her engagement to his father was announced, she was chosen for the Girl in Pearls feature at the front of Country Life. The picture showed her smiling (though showing no teeth), looking very clean and hopeful in a white lacy dress and pearls, with her glossy hair held back by a pale velvet Alice band. She did not look like a young woman about to spend her life in an old people’s home in Weston-super-Mare. The page from the magazine was in a silver frame in his grandfather’s bedroom, and looked like an image from an earlier, more confident era and so utterly unlike the mother he knew that it was some time before Eustace had made the connection between her and the stylized image.


It was undoubtedly his mother’s fault – because she made all the decisions requiring artistry or taste – that he had been given such an impossible name. He had no idea it was impossible at first, thought it no stranger than living in a houseful of old people who weren’t relations.


Inspired, perhaps, by the keen interest he’d been showing in the photographs and clippings of Maman, Mother took him to see Swan Lake when a touring company brought it to the Bristol Hippodrome.


Eustace was transfixed by the music, the drama, the athleticism, the men wearing tights. Having seen nothing like it in his short life, he bombarded his mother with questions about it for days afterwards. If the same ballerina danced both the white and black swan, by what magic did she briefly appear both in the ballroom and outside the ballroom window? Why didn’t the men dance on their toes like the women and how on earth was choreography written down? It amused and gratified her and she followed up by buying him both Stories From the Ballet and the Ladybird Ballet book, which demonstrated the five foot positions and some of the basic French terminology. If he was really keen, she said, they could find a ballet class for him. Classes were always short of boys.


So one day he was playing the Tchaikovsky dances and, remembering the ballet, began to mimic what he remembered of it in a loose, even wild sort of way, dancing around the place, gaining courage as he went and snatching up a crocheted shawl as a prop to whirl about himself. Two of the elderly lady residents parked in the conservatory to enjoy spring warmth encouraged him, laughing and clapping. It was so unusual a sensation that he danced on, even pretending he knew how to dance en pointe. His father laughed at everything, so naturally Eustace continued to dance when he appeared in the doorway. But far from laughing, his father scowled and shouted, ‘Stop it. Stop it at once!’ He dragged the arm off the record so roughly there was an awful noise and the record was scratched deeply. ‘Now apologize to the ladies for that disgusting display.’


Eustace apologized to the old ladies, who continued to giggle, excited by his father’s shouting. There was no further discussion. The Tchaikovsky record disappeared and was replaced by Going Places by Herb Alpert and his Tijuana Brass, which wasn’t the same at all.


Instead of the promised ballet classes, Eustace was signed up for clarinet lessons. No one asked him which instrument he’d have liked to learn. Apparently his father had found an old clarinet in a second-hand shop and that dictated the matter. Left to his own devices, Eustace would have opted for something showier, like the harp. Mr Buck, his teacher, was a strange, humourless man with smelly hair but extremely clean hands, who lived in one of the down-at-heel art deco houses near the station. Eustace saw no more of the house than the hall and front room, where lessons happened, and felt no wish to explore further; it was so gloomy and colourless. The only decoration was a bust of Beethoven, perched on the upright piano, and a spider plant so dusty it was hard to see how it remained alive. Lessons took place after school on a Monday and, after an initial, rather stiff introduction by his mother, it was decided he was old enough to walk to them and home again unaccompanied.


Mr Buck taught him to read the treble clef. Every Good Boy Deserves Favour At Christmas was how to remember the notes on lines and, for the notes in the spaces, the illogical Boys Dance For All Cows Eat Grass, Boy. As for the clarinet, all Eustace knew was that it smelled of ear wax and he couldn’t put it in his mouth without wondering who else had put it in theirs before him.


Mr Buck produced a fine, full tone without hesitation but Eustace either blew too hard or not quite hard enough, so that he elicited either alarming squawks or whispery stutters: nothing that sounded like music. Obediently he learnt fingerings and battled his way through the short pieces in the book Mr Buck sold him. These weren’t really pieces, he soon realized, but themes lifted from proper works, curtailed and simplified. Their familiarity was designed as an incentive to the early learner but the gap between the stump of melody and its more glorious source material was simply humiliating. What was worse, the book included pop songs alongside the classical morsels, so Eustace would have to go from picking out New World Symphony to squawking Yellow Submarine. He knew he had to practise. Mr Buck filled out a little notebook each week with what he had to have done before the next lesson – B flat major scale, Da Doo Ron Ron or whatever – and he knew the lessons cost money so were not to be squandered but, even shut in his bedroom, he was self-conscious about the noise and felt it must be as unwelcome and raucous as a trumpet’s parping. And then people would comment on it in ways that made him sure the sound was awful.


He knew how clarinets could sound – on a trip to Bristol he had bought an ‘Exploring the World of Music’ recording of the Mozart Clarinet Quintet and Concerto with his pocket money – but there was an agility and humanity to the tone when proper players performed that he felt he could never achieve. In his hands the instrument remained a crude machine, smelling of someone else’s decay, which would never sing.


But then, all at once, Mr Buck was removed from his life.


‘You can’t have any more clarinet lessons,’ his mother flatly announced. ‘Mr Buck has had to go away. Awkward really, as we hadn’t had his bill for the last three—’


‘Yes, well,’ his father cut in, in the way he did when he wanted a subject dropped.


‘Do you mind very much?’ she asked.


‘No,’ Eustace told her, heart soaring. ‘I mean, I love music but . . . I don’t think the clarinet is for me.’


His parents managed a smile at that, so he knew he must have unwittingly used an adult turn of phrase.


‘Perhaps the violin,’ his mother suggested.


‘Perhaps,’ he agreed. ‘Or . . . the harp!’


‘No. Not the harp,’ she said. ‘I think that’s for women, really. We can sell your clarinet in the local paper and I’ll ask around.’
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