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PART ONE





The Knight looked surprised ... ‘What does it matter where my body happens to be?’ he said. ‘My mind goes on working all the same.’


Alice Through the Looking Glass, Lewis Carroll








Chapter One



‘George!’ said Esmeralda, in a more than usually irritable tone. ‘Are you just going to lie there all day?’


It was true, George reflected, that since he’d retired from the bank he had been getting up later and later. Why not lie there all day? Was there anything, really, that made getting up a worthwhile proposition?


It had not always been like this. In the first few years after what his friend Porter had called the Great Escape (he had sent George a note on the day of his leaving party, which read, ‘Don’t stop running till you reach the perimeter fence’), he had found it impossible to stay asleep after eight a.m.


He had, after all, been getting up at eight a.m. for nearly thirty years. It was a wonder that he didn’t shoot out of bed, struggle into his suit and find himself halfway down Putney Hill before he woke up to the fact that the NatWest bank had no further need of him.


For about eight years and six months, of course, he had had to get up in order to stop Partridge crapping on the floor. More positive-minded people than George might have put that another way. Why could he not tell himself he simply wanted to see the dog? To share the Irish wolfhound’s simple joy in the world? To get out there on Putney Heath and watch him sniff his way through the heather? To try looking as if he hadn’t noticed when the animal relieved itself of about half a kilo of intricately coiled faeces?


George, however, had never been positive-minded. His relationship with Partridge was one of Strindbergian complexity and awfulness. Somehow, George’s role seemed to be to stop it doing any of the things it wanted to do – like eat the sofa and defecate on the floor – and in the process he had more or less ruined the dog’s life.


It was, he decided, all Esmeralda’s fault. It was Esmeralda who had kept up a vicious campaign against the animal for every minute of its increasingly narrow and wretched life.


‘Don’t let him into the kitchen with dirty paws.’


‘Don’t let him lick the dirty plates in the dishwasher.’


‘Don’t let him eat things off the sides.’


One of the few high points of Partridge’s life had been the moment he’d realized he was large enough to eat things off the work surfaces; but after Esmeralda had screamed at him when he attempted to repeat the experience, he retired to his basket and spent most of the rest of his life staring glumly over his paws at the distant horizons of Esmeralda’s kitchen floor.


And now he was dead. He had gone where the good doggies go. To a place where Esmeralda could not scream at him any more.


‘Lying there!’ she was saying. ‘Like a toad! All I can see is bits of your hair poking out from under the duvet!’


She obviously thought he was asleep. If he carried on lying very, very still, she might continue to think that. And, possibly, shut the fuck up. Although the likelihood of Esmeralda ever shutting up about anything was – George had to admit – pretty remote.


She had a few more important criticisms to make before she was through.


‘It’s a quarter to nine. There are hundreds of people in the house. The whole of your fucking family. Your mother. Your brother. Your sister. Your mother’s mad lesbian friends. And you are lying there like a toad.’


Why had she got it in for toads? Toads were nice. They crouched in the bushes, doing no one any harm.


‘Barry and Maurice are here. Ella Bella is here. Bella Ella is here. Jojo is here. Ginny is here. You bloody asked them. And you’re lying there like a toad.’


For a moment, George thought she was going to poke him. If she did, he didn’t feel it. It seemed possible that running through a few of his deficiencies had made her feel better about the world in general.


She lowered her head slightly closer to the duvet as she remembered a few more. ‘You’re so vague. You never engage. You don’t seem to live in the real world. You won’t come to the book group. You were appallingly rude to that electrician. You sneer at the television. You’re fat.’


This, George thought, was low of her. It was about the worst word in Esmeralda’s vocabulary. It was, for her, the equivalent of someone accusing Hemingway of being a fruit.


She had obviously decided he was asleep. There was a confident, almost relaxed tone to her voice that suggested she knew that, for once, she was not likely to get any comeback. George was not usually a man to take an insult lying down. If you called him fat, he called you fat right back.


Yet this morning he seemed to be taking this lying down. Literally. Why? Was he losing his edge? Perhaps now, at the age of sixty-five, he had decided to retire, hurt, from the long sparring match that was his marriage.


‘I’m going downstairs to tidy the kitchen,’ Esmeralda was saying. ‘As I did yesterday. And the day before. All you do is lie there. You are completely ... irrelevant. You are a minor person of no importance.’


It was hard to find an answer to this. Perhaps because – at the moment anyway – it seemed to be pretty much on the money. Perhaps also because he had heard it all before. In forty years of marriage they had just about said everything they had to say to each other.


George heard her stomp off to the bathroom. There were women, he had heard, who spent hours perfecting their appearance before they went out to meet the world. Esmeralda was not one of them. It was into the bathroom, grab the bra off the radiator, peer at herself critically in the mirror, on with the tracksuit and the gigantic bracelet, then off downstairs to shout at people.


Once, her brassières had performed an important erotic function in his life. These days, they played the same role in his existence as did his socks in hers. She never wore knickers. This was not, as she had patiently explained to George, to do with sex. ‘It’s for myself!’ she had barked, when he had asked her why she did this. ‘I feel free without pants!’ Free to do what?


She was now clomping down the stairs, to make life difficult for people other than George. If there were any brave enough to have ventured downstairs. George knew every timbre and half-tone of her footsteps and, from their texture and quality, he reckoned things were going to be pretty rough for anyone foolish enough to find themselves in the hall/kitchen-diner area.


‘Ha!’ he heard her say, as she reached the ground floor. ‘Ha!’


This sounded, to George, like the kind of ‘Ha!’ that meant she had found new evidence of his failure to be a decent human being. A shoe, perhaps, abandoned before the long, slow trudge up the wooden stairs? A half-empty wine bottle? A cigarette – horror of horrors? Possibly all three. He had been drunk last night. He remembered that.


As she headed for the kitchen-diner, she kept up her monologue. Though it was still aimed, principally, at him, other people, like driftwood in the aftermath of a tsunami, floated past on the great sea of her contempt for the world and the people in it.


‘... no thought for anyone and just off with the shoes and fling them on to the stairs as if some butler was going to pick them up, the butler being me, I suppose, and a fucking cigarette. I do not believe it! Was it that Mullins woman? I do not know why I have to put up with the long face from you and the “Is there any bacon?” rubbish when all you do is waddle around on your stumpy little legs and ...’


This, thought George, really was not fair. He did not have stumpy little legs. His legs – most people thought – were his best feature. Even as he articulated the idea, however, he realized he had absolutely no evidence for its being true. Most people had no views, favourable or unfavourable, about George’s legs. He had them. They got him down the hill to Waitrose and up the hill to the common, but they were of no interest to anyone apart from him and, so it seemed, Esmeralda.


But thinking things seemed to make them true. Why? George was wrestling with this deep philosophical conundrum when Esmeralda let out a scream of the kind usually reserved for housemaids discovering a dismembered body on the drawing-room carpet.


Perhaps she was just registering the fact that he had left a half-eaten sausage on one of the dining-room chairs, or, possibly, vomited all over her copy of The Selected Poems of Carol Anne Duffy. He was pretty sure he had chundered last night at some point in the proceedings. He had been hitting the parsnip wine pretty hard.


Had he possibly done a Partridge? Surely not. And yet ... it was just conceivable that he had done a massive dump somewhere on the property. It had been a pretty uninhibited evening. It had been a night for saying what you thought of Ed Miliband. Or really getting down to brass tacks on the subject of Wagner and the Nazis.


Why not round it off by lowering the trousers and emptying the bowels in a quiet corner of the scullery?


‘Oh, no! No! No! No!’


Whatever George had got up to in the early hours of the morning, he couldn’t help thinking that Esmeralda was over-reacting. You would have thought he had strewn the remains of a full-on voodoo ritual all over the sideboard, or artfully inserted a severed human finger into the cutlery basket of the dishwasher.


‘Oh, my God! My God! You must come! George! Stephen! Lulu? Did you stay? Oh, my God! It’s Jessica! Jessica! Oh, my God! Jessica!’


Why was she shouting George’s mother’s name? George always felt peculiar when he heard her using it. ‘Jessica – can I have the recipe for that wonderful chocolate cake you make?’ ‘Jessica – was George a competitive child?’


‘Jessica’ was a completely different person from George’s mother. George’s mother was ‘Mum’ or ‘Ma’ or ‘The Old Lady’ – or, if you were feeling annoyed with her, ‘Mother’. If he was feeling even more annoyed with her she could become ‘The Madwoman of Chaillot’, ‘The Old Bat’ or ‘The Witch of Endor’ – but she was never, ever ‘Jessica’. Jessica was who she had been before she embarked on the all-important task of being George’s mother. Jessica was the name by which the Mullins woman, Sylvia Deakins and all those other women from her teacher-training college all those years ago used to call her. Jessica was the woman in the skiing photographs of the 1930s when she and other perfectly formed youngsters swanned around the Sud Tyrol trying not to look as if they sympathized with the Hitler Youth.


George was not entirely sure whether, if he had had the chance to meet his mother in 1936, he would have liked her.


‘Oh, Jessica! Oh, my God, Jessica! Jessica! Jesus, Jessica! Jesus! Help! Oh, my God! Jessica! Help!’


George’s mum had, presumably, fucked around with the coffee machine or something. Esmeralda hated anyone touching her coffee machine – almost as much as she disliked George spitting into her side of the basin when brushing his teeth. George felt he really ought to make some kind of response – even if it was only to turn over and pretend to be deeply asleep. Somehow he just couldn’t seem to manage it. He was not up to even trying to earn the award of Esmeralda’s favourite adjective – ‘involved’. Someone from Wandsworth Council had rung him the other day to ask him how he thought the council were doing. He had answered, ‘Don’t know,’ to all fifty-one questions. And these were about things that, normally, he cared about. Things like ... dustbins and parking restrictions. He was getting old. Old and apathetic.


‘Jessica! Come, someone! Please! Someone, help! Oh, Jessica! Jessica! Jessica! Oh, my God! Jessica! Jesus Christ! No! Jessica! What’s happened to you, Jessica? Speak to me, Jessica!’


Perhaps she had broken the Venetian glasses. The ones they had brought back from Murano three years ago. As, somewhere on the upper floors of the house, people started to wake up in response to whatever it was that was making Esmeralda come on like a freshly crucified soprano, George found himself once more pondering his wife’s inability to use his mother’s Christian name without revealing the terrible inadequacy of their relationship. When Esmeralda said ‘Jessica’ – particularly when doing so to her face – she managed to make it sound as if they had only just met. Not only that. She also managed to suggest that she was about to uncover new and difficult truths about the woman almost everyone, in and out of her family, referred to as ‘a marvel’ and ‘an astonishing old lady’.


She was ninety-nine today and, until whatever had happened a few seconds ago, she had shown no sign whatsoever of slowing up. Perhaps she had finally been a little too free and easy with the Zimmer frame. Perhaps she had done in the other hip. Perhaps—


‘She’s dead! Oh, my God! She’s dead! Jessica is dead! Jesus Christ! Come, someone! Come! Come! Oh, God! Jessica’s dead!’


This was sensational news. Unless this was an even more than usually elaborate attempt to gain attention, it looked as if George’s mother was dead. He had better do something. Quickly. Other people seemed to be rising to the occasion. Stephen was clattering down the stairs at double-quick speed. Lulu, of course, had not stayed the night, but Barry and Maurice and Ginny and Jojo were here, as was, inevitably, Frigga. George could hear her familiar footsteps in the box room and then on the stairs. Could he hear the more masculine tread of the Mullins woman and the pad-pad of Beryl Vickers?


George heard Stephen’s voice – manly, responsible and, as always, sounding very grown-up for a younger brother.


‘George, mate! George! A serious situation here I’m afraid, mate!’


Well, thought George, I’d rather gathered that.


Then, above the babble of screaming, crying and vaguely audible attempts at amateur medicine (‘Try to sit her up!’ ‘Give her the kiss of life’ ‘Is she breathing or not, do we know?’), he heard the unmistakable sound of Frigga backing into the limelight of concern. Her high, wobbly voice and her habit of accentuating the wrong word in each sentence suggested she was auditioning for one of the small but impactful roles she so often played for the Putney Thespians – her Nurse in Romeo and Juliet or her (less successful) French Lady in Waiting in Henry V.


‘Oh, my God! How can this be? Can my mother be dead?’


Frigga always talked like a character in a Victorian melodrama, and the sudden death of a close relative had not added any restraint to her performance.


‘We must do something! We must hit her in the chest!’ (Why?) ‘I have some St John’s wort in my bag! Or coltsfoot! It is very restorative! Or ...’ a slight pause before she added this clearly less attractive alternative ‘... we should get an ambulance! Or a doctor!’


Why not both, Frigga? Preferably at the same time! George still could not understand why he seemed unable to get out of bed. You would have thought that the death of one’s mother, even at the ripe old age of ninety-nine, would elicit some more positive response than hiding under the duvet until it was all over.


He was under the duvet. Of that, he was absolutely sure. And yet, George found himself thinking, how did he know he was under the duvet? He could not feel the familiar sensation of high-thread White Company linen. He was not aware of the slight but comfortable pressure of the goose down on his chest or shoulders. Well, he knew he was under the duvet because Esmeralda had told him so. You knew things without necessarily experiencing them. That, thought George, was what being human was all about. The next time Esmeralda – or someone like her – had a go at him for being vague, evasive and not in touch with things, he should point that out to her.


Downstairs, Esmeralda was saying, ‘He’s just asleep like a pig! He just lies there like a pig! Snoring! His mother is dead and he just lies there like a pig!’


For once George was prepared to admit that this might be a fair comment. He really ought to get up and join in more. There were people down there clearly in need of his unique blend of judicious self-interest and total indifference to the feelings of others. Someone needed to go down there and tell them all to get a grip on themselves. Stephen, as usual, was doing a lot of responsible acting, which, if past history was anything to go by, people were not taking at all seriously.


‘What we need to do,’ he was saying, in his best newsreader’s voice, ‘is get on to the police ASAP. And – obviously – a doctor. ASAP again. I’m happy to do that, Esmeralda. She is my mother, after all. It is your house but she is ... er ... my mother. Obviously.’


‘George!’


Esmeralda was on her way. She made even more noise stomping up the stairs than she had done stomping down them. George made one more determined attempt to lever himself up from the prone position but, somehow, he did not seem to be making any more progress than he had in any of his earlier efforts. He just stayed right there under the duvet, aware, because she had told him so, that a tuft of his thick black hair was poking out on to the pillow, a guilty signpost to the trail that led inexorably to sixteen stone of Retired High Street Banker – a man so totally callous to human feeling that he could not be bothered to climb out from under the bedclothes and take a shufti at the freshly minted corpse of the woman who had given life to him, sent him to a minor public school and even managed to pretend to tolerate the small, muscular, irritable woman to whom he had been married for forty years.


‘George! Have you no feelings at all? Are you dead to the world, George? Why are you just lying there like a toad when this terrible thing has happened?’


From downstairs, someone – the Mullins woman? – was saying something about the police but here, in the bedroom, things had gone suddenly very quiet indeed. Esmeralda had whipped off the duvet. George knew that she had done this because he was aware, somehow, that it was lying in a tangled heap on the floor, some two yards from the bed.


This was, in itself, unusual.


For him to be able to do this, he should, logically, have lifted his head at some kind of angle to the horizontal and yet, in so far as he was aware of anything at all, he would have said that he was still offering an angle of 180 degrees to the plane surface on which he seemed to be fixed. He might have insisted he was lying down but his field of vision seemed to be that of a standing man. ‘Insisted’ was the wrong word. He was just lying down. That was all there was to it. He did not seem to have any choice in the matter.


No. Not quite. Not quite that.


‘George! George!’


Esmeralda seemed rather less assertive than usual. If George had not known her better, he might have said she was showing some concern for him. This was, he thought, very worrying. They had been married for an interminable length of time, but he had known her for much longer than that. They had met at St Jude’s Church of England Primary School, Putney, at about the same time as the Suez crisis. George had been – or so he told people at dinner parties – seven and a half years old. Esmeralda was nearly nine. She had hit him with the handle of her skipping rope. George had burst into tears. ‘It was all downhill after that ...’ George often said, adding his carefully worked-up ‘boom’ laugh to let people know that it was supposed to be funny. He had said it so often that Esmeralda was now occasionally heard to remark that if he did so one more time she would hit him with something a lot harder than a skipping-rope handle.


She never showed concern.


‘George! Oh, my God! George! What is it? George! Oh, Jesus Christ! Oh, no! Oh, fuck! Oh, no! George! George! George!’


What was the matter with her this morning? She was leaving herself nowhere to go. If she carried on like this she was going to be in full hysterics by elevenses and as crazy as Ophelia in Act Four by lunchtime.


She seemed to be putting her hand to his face. She did this with the kind of caution that suggested he was about to lift his head from the pillow and bite off one of her fingers. This, thought George, was excessive. No – he did not like being woken up but he was a reasonable man. His mother was dead. He was – in the fullness of time – going to make a real effort to respond to this news.


Esmeralda’s voice had dropped to a whisper.


‘Speak to me, George! Say something, George! Tell me you’re still there, George! Just let me know you’re there! Oh, my God! Oh, darling!’


Darling! This was obviously very serious indeed.


‘Darling! Tell me you’re not dead!’


George pulled himself together. Or, at least, he had the illusion of doing some of the things associated with that course of action. He was pretty sure he had opened his mouth. He was almost positive he had lifted his left arm and even, perhaps, raised himself to a sitting position in order to let his wife know that, although he was sixty-five and then some, and not, admittedly, in superb physical shape, he was – in his opinion anyway – not actually dead yet.


‘Oh, Jesus Christ! Oh, God! Oh, no! Oh, fuck! Oh, for God’s sake! How can they do this? You can’t be! Oh, George! Oh, no!’


She was in tears now. She was also leaning forwards and trying something she had not attempted for at least fifteen years – an early-morning embrace. It wasn’t a very successful one because, as far as George could tell (although he was beginning to lose confidence in the reliability of his senses), he did not make any kind of response. That was almost the strangest thing to have happened so far in this unpleasantly eventful morning. He usually tried to make some kind of response to a direct physical approach – even if it was only to tell her he had a headache. You had to take it where you could find it at sixty-five.


His being dead might explain his lack of enthusiasm for a bit of pokey. Maybe he was dead. If he was, sex was liable to be out for the foreseeable future.


‘Come! Come up here! Please! Come here now! It’s George! This is unbelievable! I think George is dead too!’





Chapter Two



George was pretty sure he wasn’t dead. If he were dead he wouldn’t know about it. If he knew about it – he wasn’t dead. I think therefore I am. The problem seemed to be that almost everyone else in the immediate vicinity seemed to think he was dead. They were pretty emphatic about it. Even if he had found a way of letting them know that he was still in there somewhere, he had the distinct impression that he would have been shouted down fairly rapidly. He became convinced, as the morning wore on, that some of them would have been prepared to whack him over the head with a length of lead piping in order to make their point. He was dead. That was the on dit.


There was a lot of stuff round his bedside of the ‘How Can You Be Really Sure?’ variety. Everyone seemed to have views – most of them, as far as George could tell, gleaned from extensive viewings of CSI Miami or the adventures of Hercule Poirot. Someone suggested getting a mirror and holding it over his mouth. Someone else (Frigga) obeyed and the thing was done, but the only reward seemed to be a spectacular view of George’s molars. Esmeralda, who seemed alarmingly well up on techniques for establishing morbidity, put her index finger to a vein in his neck, listened intently for signs of activity in his chest and, at one stage, suggested putting a thermometer up his rectum. Nobody – including George – thought this was a very good idea.


In the end it was Stephen, good old Stephen, who, with customary panache, took on the job of articulating the obvious. ‘What we still need, basically,’ he said, in the gravelly voice that had launched a thousand current-affairs programmes, ‘is a doctor. And we need one fast. Does anyone here know a good, level-headed, reliable local doctor?’


Esmeralda had started crying again, perhaps out of pique that no one had favoured her thermometer-up-the-arse strategy, but she managed to get out the words ‘Nathaniel’ and ‘Pinker’. Yes, Nathaniel Pinker was a doctor. That was true. He was level-headed to the point of being pretty uninterested in all forms of disease unless they were ones he himself seemed to have contracted. He was utterly, utterly local. But a ‘good’ doctor? No. A ‘reliable’ doctor? Definitely not.


‘He’s a family friend,’ sobbed Esmeralda. ‘I’m not sure he could take ... you know ... seeing poor George in this ... in this ...’ She paused slightly, then went into a short burst of sobbing, moaning and rocking backwards and forwards that would not have disgraced Hecuba, on the walls of Troy, catching sight of her son’s corpse being dragged backwards through the dust behind Achilles’ chariot. ‘... in this ... in this ... condition!’


‘He’s a doctor,’ said Stephen, who seemed now to have taken charge of the proceedings. ‘He will have seen any number of dead bodies.’


He had indeed, thought George, and many of them had been put in that state by his own lack of diagnostic skills. That being said, he reflected grimly, this was one of the few occasions when Nat was not going to be able to do serious damage to either him or his mother. They were both, as far as George could make out, beyond the reach of clinical error.


As it turned out, of course, George could not have been more wrong.


The Mullins woman and Beryl Vickers had appeared on the landing, within striking distance of the bedroom door. They were both doing a lot of the anxious quivering George had often noticed as a feature of women of a certain age. Their anxiety was, however, at the moment anyway, of a rather general kind. They could have been fretting about catching a train or the non-arrival of their old-age pensions. Even the Mullins woman’s large, knobbly features darted this way and that, giving her the look of a chicken searching the ground for uneaten seeds.


Neither of them liked George. Mullins had once asked him why he was so fat and he had, in return, asked her how she’d got her designer stubble looking so authentic. Vickers was a craftier number – but she had given George quite a few peculiar looks over the years.


‘Somebody should be with Jessica,’ Mullins was saying. ‘I can’t bear to think of her being all alone down there.’


How about moi? thought George. Do I have no need of company? And, if we’re thinking along those lines, what difference does it make to either of us? You could play poker on our exposed bellies if you so cared, couldn’t you? Aren’t we ... er ... dead?


But Beryl Vickers and the Mullins woman were tiptoeing away to ‘be with Jessica’. From the look of them, thought George, it would not be long before they were both even more completely with his mother in whatever place God had chosen for dead and blameless women. Where do you go when you die? It was a question that had often occurred to him. It had never seemed likely that the answer might be 22 Hornbeam Crescent, Putney.


Well, he had always told Esmeralda he didn’t want to move. ‘They’ll have to carry me out of Hornbeam Towers,’ he used to say at dinner parties. It looked as if, for once, George’s table talk had been bang on the money.


There now seemed to be two emerging factions among the unusually large number of people who had stopped over last night in the hope of celebrating Jessica’s ninety-ninth birthday this afternoon. The Let’s-Be-With-Jessica movement, spearheaded by Beryl Vickers and the Mullins woman, had an early recruit in the form of Frigga. Frigga had never been particularly keen on her older brother’s company and trekking upstairs to be in the room with his corpse seemed a pretty low priority, as far as she was concerned.


‘I’m going to see if Beryl’s all right,’ she called, from downstairs, in her high, plaintive voice. ‘I’m worried about them. They were so looking forward to Mummy’s birthday. And I’ve made goulash.’


This news brought forth more tears all round – a particularly appropriate response to Frigga’s goulash. His middle sister had no real aptitude for anything, apart from looking distressed, but ‘lack of aptitude’ didn’t really begin to describe her cooking. The red peppers and onions looked as if they had been butchered by some vegetarian Jack the Ripper, while the paprika lay in wait in dark, dangerous clouds in the gravy, like mist from the Red Planet. Sometimes, George remembered, she put beetroot in it ...


‘I’ll call Nathaniel!’ Stephen was saying.


Where were his sons? Why were they not rushing in to get a good look at his corpse? He’d understand if the lads decided to give it a miss. George liked his sons. One of his main ambitions in life was to spare them trouble; he would like them to remember him as he was last night, well, perhaps in the earlier part of last night. Had he chundered? Had he been singing Irish songs?


‘We’re back, motherfuckers!’ said Barry, down in the hall. The front door was opened and slammed, hard.


They must have been out, thought George. Buying cigarettes?


‘Sssh! Please! Sssh! This is a House of Mourning!’ said the Mullins woman.


‘We know that, motherfucker,’ said Maurice, who, like his brother and George, enjoyed making the Mullins woman feel uncomfortable. ‘Which is why we come here as rarely as possible.’


‘Except,’ said Barry, ‘when our granny – who can’t even remember our motherfucking names – is being, like, ninety-nine! Hey!’


George heard the rapid footwork, double high-five and loud whoop associated with the Belly Bump. Both George’s sons – who were about as close to twins as it was possible to be without actually being twins – were fat. George was fat. Barry was fat. Maurice was fat. Every male in his particular bit of the Pearmain family was fat. Not grotesquely or unpleasantly fat. Not wobbling or drooping fat. They were springily, energetically plump, a reminder of a time when people were not expected to look as if they were suffering from a wasting disease. There was a tautness in the Pearmain bellies that gave them the look of a highly sprung mattress, and when George’s two thirty-something boys were, as they seemed to be at the moment, pleased with the world and their place in it, they bumped bellies.


George could hear one of his granddaughters, Bella, laugh. She liked the Belly Bump. The lads must have taken their girls round the corner.


‘Your grandmother,’ the Mullins woman was saying, in dramatic tones, ‘is dead. She may have been murdered. Your father is also dead. He is dead in his bed. We don’t yet know why he is dead.’


George heard her hissed aside to Beryl Vickers: ‘He drank enough!’


Neither Barry nor Maurice seemed to have worked out any kind of response to this news. At least, unlike everyone else in the place, they were not sobbing or trying to dash up the stairs to give him a last embrace. Chips off the old block, he thought, with grim satisfaction. I raised them tough. They are tough. They are estate agents of whom I can be genuinely proud.


After a while he thought he heard Maurice say, ‘Shit,’ and emit a long, low whistle.


After an even longer while, Barry added, ‘Bad call. Christ. Bad call.’


That’s my boys! thought George.


Many of George’s friends often asked, with an edge of malice, if his children were named after the Bee Gees. He would tell them that Maurice was named after the French singer who had given their father so much pleasure with the song ‘Sank ‘Eavern Fur Leedle Gurls’ while Barry was named after the eponymous hero of Thackeray’s masterpiece. If they didn’t know what ‘eponymous’ meant, or that George thought Barry Lyndon was Thackeray’s best novel, they could, in George’s view, just go and fuck themselves.


Barry Lyndon, George thought, had just the right combination of greed, charm and misplaced ambition to serve as a role model for youth seeking to survive the modern world and, in fact, he was happy to see that both his sons had these qualities in spades.


Esmeralda had not deserted him, although George was beginning to wish she would find something to do other than sit by his cadaver looking miserable. She was still doing the rocking backwards and forwards but, to her credit, she had eased back on the sobbing and the sighing. ‘Oh, darling George,’ she was saying, ‘oh, darling, darling George. Oh, my darling. What has happened to you?’


‘I am dead, motherfucker!’ George wanted to say, but, of course, as a direct result of the validity of his intended response, found it impossible to get it out there in front of the public. What had happened to him happened to a lot of people. What was so unusual about it? He had been a bank manager. He had retired. He had drunk a lot. He had eaten even more. He had smoked the odd cigar. And now he was dead. Get with the programme.


She began to do something George instantly recognized as ‘keening’. Wikipedia, which had, until recently, been George’s sole source of knowledge about everything, described this as an improvised vocal lament, usually by a female, over a body awaiting burial. He wasn’t, surely, quite at that point yet, was he? Wasn’t Esmeralda getting a bit ahead of herself? She was, thank Christ, not yet at the stage of listing the genealogy of the deceased, praising his achievements or bemoaning the woeful state of those left behind – but she looked as if she might get around to that at any moment.


Women, thought George, were extraordinary. Only a few minutes ago she had been telling him he was a worthless sod who had no right to live and now here she was, carrying on as if the world had just lost a man who had had the edge on Mozart, Galileo or Charles Dickens. She was, he reflected, behaving not unlike his mum had behaved when confronted with the human remains of George Pearmain Senior in that side-room at Putney Hospital thirty-odd years ago. And Jessica – when her husband was alive – had been unstinting in her criticism of him. ‘I packed a bag many a time,’ she used to say. ‘Many a time I packed a bag.’


Death, in the short term anyway, seemed to improve people’s standing. Maybe George was about to look forward to a few weeks of universal praise. Certainly, from the way Esmeralda was behaving, you would have thought no one had ever stiffed before.


What was it the Mullins woman had said? George’s mother had been murdered. That couldn’t possibly be right. Who would want to murder Mrs Jessica Pearmain? Apart from Esmeralda. And Stephen. And George. And that bloke who was married to the woman who ‘cleaned’ for her.


‘Mabel does so much more than clean,’ the old bat used to say. ‘She’s a personal friend.’


Yeah. A personal friend who lifted her on and off the lavatory and listened to her endless attempts to explain the plot of The Sound of Music (‘It’s about this very nice Nazi aristocrat with lovely blond-haired children, who is being hunted by some bad Nazis!’) and who, every third Saturday, lifted her off her sofa and let her stagger round the garden to look at the lovely birdies.


Mabel had been mentioned in Jessica’s will, in all her wills, and there were a few of them. Mabel was a person, who, in George’s view, would have had no compunction whatsoever about murdering an old lady in order to get her hands on a few thousand quid. How had they done it? Had she been stabbed? Strangled? Gassed? Poisoned? And why did Mullins seem so confident about the fact that George’s mum had been illegally offed? She had always been pretty emphatic about the fact that Jessica was being done down by her family (‘You never go to see her George. ‘She loves you George. Show her you love her’). Perhaps Mullins’s love for Mrs Pearmain Senior was so intense that she felt the need to deprive the world of a presence too exquisite to bear before the old bat got any closer to three figures.


‘Old bat’ was not a nice phrase to use about one’s mother. She was dead. But, then, so was George, it seemed. They were, at long last, even. The living were the ones who had to respect the dead. He was relieved of responsibility.


As if she had intuited this, Esmeralda had started to use the kind of hushed tones adopted by English middle-class agnostics in French cathedrals. ‘I’m going now, George. I’m going, darling. But I’m coming back. Oh, George. I can’t believe this is happening. How does God let something like this happen?’


With remarkable ease, thought George. Sixty-five-year-old man dies in bed in Putney. So what? Teenage girls die of cancer every day. Thousands of men, women and children have been shot or blown up or tortured in Syria or Iraq. Any number of Jews in the Holocaust. God could do a lot better than one English pensioner if he really tried. He watched Esmeralda lift herself, heavily, from the bed and trudge off to the landing, presumably to get her sons up to speed on the body count at 22 Hornbeam Crescent, Putney. Her shoulders were bowed. Her big head drooped. She looked, as so often, like a refugee on her way out of a bombed city with all her worldly possessions packed into one shabby suitcase. That this bore no relation whatsoever to the real facts of Esmeralda’s life – a reasonably comfortable childhood in the country as the only daughter of a GP and his neurotic wife (both now, thankfully, in the same position as George), an Oxford education and a successful career as a teacher – did not inhibit the curious compassion she seemed to provoke in her husband.


He felt sorry for her. Why was this? He was the one who was fucking dead.


There were other things to wonder at. In the literature dealing with souls that had left the body – at least, the bits of it George had encountered – those who had known the pleasure of out-of-body experiences recalled floating around on the ceiling looking down at themselves with detached compassion. There were a whole lot of other things involved as well – a great deal of white light, a feeling of deep peace and a general sense that the afterlife had been designed by the guys who had brought you Apple computers.


This did not seem to be happening to George. The things that made him what he was did not seem, at the moment, to be much in evidence at 22 Hornbeam Crescent – but he was pretty sure his soul was in the place where he usually looked for it (and usually failed to find it), i.e. inside George Pearmain. He did, however, have the uneasy feeling that it was not going to be there for much longer. At any moment, he told himself, he could be residing in thrilling regions of thick ribbed ice or rolling down a hill in some heavily spiked barrel towards a large bucket of shit.


Dante, thought George, grimly, what a tosser! If he’d had anything remotely right about what lay in store for mortals such as George Pearmain, the next few years were going to be tough.


In spite of the obvious dangers of his situation, though, he seemed to feel remarkably calm. He was ahead of the game. He was certainly much less anxious than he had been last night. Maybe he was still alive. Or, if he was dead, he was only technically dead. Maybe in a few minutes he would be up and about and annoying people. Although he had drunk nearly three bottles of Frigga’s parsnip wine last night, he did not have the slightest trace of a hangover. This not being able to move business wasn’t such a big deal. If he’d had a plan for the day, it had probably involved lying on his own in a darkened room for long periods. Which seemed to be what his family had in mind for him. Death was a pretty sure fire way of dealing with a hangover.


An American insurance proverb, first heard long ago, floated across his mind: ‘Death is Nature’s way of telling us to slow down.’ George found, to his surprise, that he was laughing. He did not have any of the usual symptoms associated with laughter – spasm, hiccup or sneeze; what he felt was the essence of laughter, an intense perception of the absurdity and impermanence of things that was, if anything, more pleasurable and easier to savour than any chuckle, grin or snigger he had known when alive.


His hearing was pin sharp, too. Downstairs he actually managed to hear Esmeralda whispering to Barry and Maurice, ‘It’s awful. Awful. Awful. First George’s mother. Then George. What is happening?’


George wasn’t sure how she could be so precise about the times of death. Maybe she was sticking to the order in which she had discovered the bodies. Barry, as usual, was asking for details. He always looked after the details at Pearmain and Pearmain. His brother took care of the bigger questions – like where they went for lunch.


‘Someone broke into the house and attacked Granny savagely,’ said Esmeralda.


‘Was it Granny they were after?’ said Barry. ‘Were they ... like ... perverts with a thing about old people?’


‘We think,’ replied Esmeralda, ‘that it was a burglary that went badly wrong. Someone has smashed a pane in the french windows. And, of course, George forgot to close the security grille.’


Aha! thought George. The honeymoon period is over. Not more than a few hours dead and my closing minutes on the planet are already being scrutinized for errors of judgement.


‘Was Dad murdered?’ Maurice was saying, in a smaller voice than George was accustomed to hearing from him. He felt something that was close to a pang as he heard his younger son sound something he very rarely was: serious.


‘We don’t think so,’ George heard Stephen say, in his Refugees in Africa voice, compassionate but tough, as opposed to his Many Dead in Libya voice, angry and confused. ‘We think your dad just died in the night. We have no idea why. It could be his heart. It could be his lungs. Or his brain. He may have had a massive stroke, a lesion in his brain that just whacked him out of court in seconds. As if a bomb hit him. I saw a guy hit by a bomb in Iraq. One minute he was there. Next minute he was quite definitely not. He was in thousands of pieces all over the walls of this mosque. It’s a bit like that.’


George was pretty sure his brother had never been to Iraq or, if he had, it was for five minutes in the Green Zone, but so decisive and clipped was Stephen’s voice that it was hard to believe he had not seen a great many things that made his older brother stiffing in the marital bed look pretty small beer.


‘He wouldn’t have known a thing about it,’ went on Stephen, even more decisively, ‘if he was asleep. Which he was. He was spark out. He was pissed. Last night he was pissed. I was pissed. We were all pissed. He went to bed. He passed out and, you know, wham, bam, thank you, ma’am. Kapow! Kerchunga! Cheerio!’


That was, thought George, supposed to comfort them. It did not seem to have that effect on Esmeralda, who sounded as if she was now gearing up for a full-scale musical account of George’s lineage and achievements, whatever they might be. It was hard to tell what effect Stephen’s latest piece-to-invisible-camera was having on Barry and Maurice.


They regarded their uncle with a kind of amused distrust that George had once thought normal in nephew/uncle relationships but now thought might be something to do with his own cautious but provisional affection for his younger and (admit it, George) more successful brother.


‘Pinker knows his stuff,’ Stephen was saying in crisp, purposeful tones. ‘He’s a good doctor. A capable man. I mean, I’ve never been treated by him but he always seems a level-headed bloke to me. Which is what we need right now. There’s no sense in running round like headless chickens. Even if that’s what we feel like doing.’


Esmeralda started to howl. Perhaps, thought George, as a form of protest at having to listen to a man she referred to – often to his face – as a pompous bastard. Her tears had absolutely no effect on Stephen but, then, for as long as they had known each other, nothing either said or did had any effect on the other.


‘I know what you’re going through, Esmeralda,’ went on Stephen, dropping his voice slightly and sounding much as he did whenever he had to announce the news of a bomb blast or major road accident on the BBC. ‘Lulu had a dodgy smear some years back. I went through hell.’ He paused, very briefly. Then – in case there was any danger of interruption – added, ‘Death is so final. It is the hardest thing we have to deal with. I went through this when my father died. I just couldn’t believe I was never going to see him again but, of course, I didn’t.’


Esmeralda was now, George felt, definitely keening.


‘Today of all days,’ Stephen was saying. ‘Mother’s birthday. My God! A day of celebration. A large-scale celebration. Of Mother’s ninety-ninth. And not only is she dead but people are coming to the house, including Lulu, of course, who is, even as we speak, on her way to ...’ A note of genuine panic came into his voice: ‘Lulu! Lulu’s coming! Oh, my God! My God! I’d better phone her!’


Then, abandoning all pretence of having been in charge of the proceedings, George’s younger brother started to prod furiously at his mobile. George could hear the ping of the keys. Suddenly he stopped. ‘No. I’d better email her. She prefers email. She hates voicemail. Email would be more appropriate. Email it is.’


George could not quite understand why there should be any etiquette about the way in which the news of his – and indeed his mother’s – death should be circulated. Email. Text. Voicemail. The odd black-edged note. As far as he was concerned they were welcome to rush out into Hornbeam Crescent and scream it at the June sky. Still, Stephen’s concern for his wife’s feelings was touching. OK, he seemed to think her peace of mind was more important than his brother croaking or his mother being bludgeoned to death, but you had to get your priorities right, did you not?


George could hear his brother talking to his over-intelligent phone. Stephen’s latest machine was too elaborate to be called a mobile and worthy of a far more laudatory adjective than ‘smart’. It was a kind of Jeeves, coping with all of Stephen’s many, many administrative requirements. Including the well-being of the very scary woman who had been George’s sister-in-law for more than twenty years.


‘Is Lulu free?’ he heard Stephen say. ‘Because my mother is dead!’


‘Lulu is not dead,’ said Stephen’s phone, in tones as almost totally drained of emotion as its owner’s. ‘Lulu is in Basingstoke.’


‘My mother,’ said Stephen, slowly, ‘is dead.’


‘Your mother is not dead,’ said Stephen’s phone. ‘It is her birthday. You must go there. Now.’


‘Shut up, Jacqui!’ said Stephen, in a voice that indicated, for the first time, some of the tension coiled within him. ‘My mother is dead!’


‘I am sorry for your loss,’ said Stephen’s phone. ‘Would you like a list of reliable florists?’


‘I want,’ said Stephen, ‘to send Lulu an email. I want you to send her an email.’


‘Email,’ said Stephen’s phone, ‘is a method of exchanging digital messages whose invention is sometimes credited to Howard Proez of Boston in 1964, but in fact is—’


Before it could go any further into the controversy surrounding this – to George anyway – no longer relevant invention, the bell rang. Esmeralda thundered towards the door and George heard the unmistakable tones of the man who was his friend, his doctor, and now the person with the task of letting the world know how, why and when G. Pearmain had died.


Let’s hope, he reflected, he’s better with dead patients than live ones.





Chapter Three



Nathaniel Pinker – or ‘Dr Nat’ as he was known in Putney – was, according to Sue Pankworth, Esmeralda’s semi-friend from Roehampton, ‘the handsomest doctor in SW15’. George had never had the opportunity to examine any of the other male doctors in his postal area – though Percy Lewens from the East Sheen borders was widely concerned fairly doable – but he was prepared to concede, and even to look a little proud, that he was on close terms with a hot sexual property.


Nat had the look of a man sculpted out of high-quality toilet soap. His dark, close-clustered curls suggested one of the racier Greek gods and his upper body was generally considered to be something into which any red blooded woman would be keen to sink her teeth.


‘It’s his lips,’ Geraldine Fairclough-Henley had hissed to Esmeralda at her fortieth wedding anniversary party. ‘They’re sort of bee-sting lips. And when his little tongue peeps out between them you just want him to ...’ At which she waggled her behind in a way George had found disturbing in a sixty-two-year-old grandmother.


‘I’m here,’ George heard him say, in the deep, reassuring voice that had so confidently announced so many wrong diagnoses. ‘I’m here.’


Esmeralda had stopped howling. George was never quite sure how far she trusted Nat. If only because he had spent so many hours watching her listen to his wife on the subject of his many crimes. George didn’t want to know most of the things he had been told about a man he’d thought of as a friend. Was it relevant to their relationship for George to know that Dr Nat liked to be given a hand job in the shower? Did he care that the man thought UKIP were ‘the party of the future’? Veronica Pinker was absolutely entitled to consider her husband ‘boring, boring, boring’, but George did not wish to know this. Or that Nat often pleasured her in front of Channel 4 News.


Esmeralda had been known to use the B word about her friend’s husband, but that, as far as George could make out, did not stop her fancying him or – on this occasion anyway – accepting comfort from the man.


‘I was shouting at him ...’ George heard her snuffle, ‘... and calling him a toad ... and the next thing he was dead ...’


Let that be a lesson to you, thought George.


‘One minute I was abusing him! A minute later he ...’


‘I know,’ said Nat. ‘It happens all the time.’


‘It does,’ sniffed Esmeralda. ‘I’m always calling him a toad.’


‘Death takes absolutely no account of our feelings,’ Nat was saying, in a low, soothing voice. George was almost certain he was enfolding Esmeralda in his well-toned arms. His voice was testament to the fact that what he lacked in medical knowledge he more than made up for in bedside manner. ‘It just comes along and changes everything like a ... like a ...’ he hunted for a way to complete the simile ‘... like a ... rhinoceros barging into the furniture.’


There was a silence. Then—


‘I understand,’ said Nat, slowly and carefully, ‘that some bastard of a burglar broke in and battered George’s mum to death, then went upstairs and killed him in his bed.’


‘That,’ said Stephen, crisply, ‘may be how it happened. I’ve called the police. They’ll send whoever they think is appropriate. We know two people are dead. My mother was battered to death. There are signs of a break-in. George seems to have died in the night, as far as we can see. Is there any relationship between the two deaths? Why did they happen at the same time? Did they happen at the same time?’


He stopped. Stephen’s pieces to camera had been famous for his way with rhetorical questions. It wasn’t, however, just the questions that made you think he was in the middle of a filmed report for some long gone TV news programme. He started to pace up and down the hall, doing the slicing-the-air gesture with his right hand that had made him, about thirty years ago, almost famous. He finished the broadcast in fine style.


‘We do not yet know. The police will have a view on that. As they do. And you will take a view from the medical perspective. Hopefully, at some stage, we will reach some kind of conclusion, although God alone knows what it will be!’


There was a long silence while Nat absorbed this information. Then he said, ‘Which one would you like me to look at first?’


‘I’m not sure it makes any difference,’ said Stephen, in the sort of voice that gave the impression he would have enjoyed a full and democratic debate about whether it did. ‘They’re both dead. As far as we can tell. But we’re not doctors. You are a doctor. We’re in your hands, old boy.’


Another long pause. Then Nat replied, ‘I think I’ll take a look at George first. He was my friend. If there’s any chance at all that he’s not dead I’d like to, you know, give him the benefit of the doubt!’


‘Thank you,’ said Esmeralda. ‘Thank you, darling Nat.’


Well, get a move on, thought George. Don’t spend all day talking about it. I’m only one floor up, guys. And, while we’re at it, what’s with this ‘darling Nat’ business?


‘George was sixty-five,’ went on Nat, who still did not seem over-keen on establishing whether G. Pearmain was or was not clinically dead. ‘Mrs Pearmain was ninety-nine. George had a few more years left. Or has, possibly. If he’s still alive. Let’s hope so. Let’s hope to God that is the case. There are conditions that simulate death. Catalepsy, for example. It’s a kind of trance.’


‘George was quite often in a kind of trance,’ said Esmeralda. ‘For quite long periods he just used to sit there and stare at the wall. I was quite often critical of him because of it.’ Suddenly she began to howl in a spectacular fashion.


‘Edgar Allan Poe had it,’ said Stephen, keen, as always, to show off his stock of cultural references.


‘Sometimes,’ said Nat, who had, George was fairly sure, never heard of Edgar Allan Poe, ‘the lack of a pulse, or the apparent lack of a pulse, does not imply that death is present.’


Neither he nor Stephen nor, indeed, any of them seemed to be showing any sign of heading up to the first floor and trying a bit of emergency resuscitation. So far, George reflected bitterly, no one had even thought to whack him on the chest. What was needed here was a bit of action. He might have been better pegging out in the Putney Leisure Centre – a place well supplied with defibrillators – rather than the master bedroom at 22 Hornbeam Crescent.
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