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PART ONE




1


The worst thing about my dad dying was my mum telling me about it.


When I get to forty-two, I hope they shoot me. I know quite a lot of forty-two-year-olds and they are all a real problem. It is a very difficult age. My biology teacher is forty-two, and when I found that out, it explained a lot of things about him.


Forty-two-year-olds – I’ve noticed this – rarely bother to finish their sentences. You find them hanging round the corners of the house, pouring each other drinks, lighting each other’s cigarettes and saying things like, ‘Bobbo, of course . . .’ They don’t need to say any more than that. Everyone knows what follows. Mere mention of the name ‘Bobbo’ is enough to activate hundreds of Bobbo stories which everyone has been telling twice a day ever since the 1960s. The Good Old Days! Get with it! The world is changing!


Mum is forty-two.


I know this because she says it, on average, about eight times a day. She always says it differently. Sometimes she sounds really surprised, as if she’d only just been handed her birth certificate. Sometimes she says it as if it is some horrible truth that must be faced. But mostly she says it as if it were my fault.


It isn’t my fault! I know if I weren’t fourteen she wouldn’t be forty-two, but the two things are not, as my biology teacher would say, ‘causally related’.


The day my dad died was a hot, dry day in early September. It didn’t look like the sort of day on which people died. It was more like the sort of day you expect at the start of a holiday. Even the sky above the tiny roofs of Stranraer Gardens was, from what I could see of it, the deep blue of the sea on travel posters.


I didn’t even know he was ill. They had called Mum while I was at school and she had left for the hospital before I got home. She got back from St Edmund’s at around eight o’clock. I was sitting in the small room at the head of the stairs – the one he always used to call his office. The front door opened and slammed shut, and the wall next to me shook nervously. My dad was always very proud of the fact that we lived in a six-bedroomed house. It’s meant to be a three-bedroomed house, but the Maltese plumber who had it before us put up an amazing number of walls and partitions and screens. From the outside it looks like another dull little terraced house, but when you’re inside it you feel like a rat in a maze.


Immediately I heard the front door I switched off his computer. I knew it was her and knew the first thing she would do would be to listen at the bottom of the stairs to see if she could hear the hum of the machine. I’ve tried muffling it with scarves and old raincoats, but the house is so small that she always hears. She’s frightened that it’s going to rot my mind and turn me into a hunchback.


She’s left it too late. My mind is rotted to compost and I am about as close to a hunchback as you can get.


She waited for a moment at the bottom of the stairs. Then she went through into the kitchen and I heard her moving around in an aimless sort of way. From the kitchen she went into the hall. I heard her making a small, mewing noise.


After a minute or so, I heard her come up the stairs and wait on the landing. Why was she waiting? Had I done something wrong? Of course my mum always moves around the house quietly and fearfully, like a woman listening hard for the nastier kind of burglar. But, as soon as her face came round the door, I knew we were looking at a problem. She worries about everything, but this time I could see it wasn’t my inability to practise the saxophone.


She has long, grey hair, and she was brushing it back from her face. She looked like she did the day she told me about – to use her own words – ‘the marvellous thing men and women do with their bodies’. For a moment I thought she was going to give me an update on this particular bulletin – the disgusting thing men and women do with their dachshunds, perhaps – but instead she said, ‘A terrible thing has happened, Simon!’


She left it there. I was obviously supposed to say, ‘What, Mother? Do tell me!’ But I didn’t. I just carried on looking at the floor. I have very bad eye contact, she tells me. Bad eye contact, bad posture and terrible skin.


‘Norman has gone from us!’


Hey, Mum – where’s he gone? Barbados, or what?


‘He’s gone, Simon! Gone! Gone! Gone!’


I was getting the message. He was gone. But where, Mum? You know? Be more specific.


She put her hand up to her forehead and started to rub it anxiously. She flinched a little as she did this. Then she lowered her face towards the floor and snaked up sharply so that she was looking into my eyes. ‘He has gone,’ she said, ‘to Higher Ground!’


Something about the way she said this suggested to me that she was not referring to the Lake District.


She sat down heavily on the black sofa in Dad’s office. The one he intended to use for clients. I used to fool about and pretend to be a client sometimes, which seemed to amuse my dad a great deal. Mum, looking slightly out of place in the room, brushed the hair back from her eyes. Then she looked off into the middle distance, as if she was trying to find her own personal spotlight.


‘O dear Lord Jesus, who died on the cross for us!’ she said – she really did – ‘Oh God! He was forty-three!’


I did not like the use of the past tense, my friends.


‘Oh my God!’ she said again, and then, clenching her fists tightly and drumming them against her forehead in double-quick time, she squeaked, ‘What does it all mean, Simon?’


This is typical of the way forty-two-year-olds talk. They cannot hold an idea in their heads for very long. A thought occurs to them and out it comes – like bread from a toaster. You have to go through their pronouncements very carefully and decode them. What did all what mean?


She got up from the sofa and came towards me. About three yards away, she stopped and shot out both arms. She looked as if she was about to sing. For a moment I thought she was going to sing (my mum is capable of such things when we are alone together). But she just stayed there, her arms at an angle of roughly 110 degrees to her body. I didn’t give her any encouragement. After a while she put her arms down in the sort of resigned, hopeless way in which people take apart tents or deconstruct folding tables.


‘You must,’ she said, ‘listen to the Lord Jesus!’


She didn’t say this with much enthusiasm. Then she stepped back and looked at me sadly. She always looks cold, does my mum.


‘I wish you’d tell me your emotions,’ she said in a small voice. It was typical really. Something was my fault again. I was supposed to throw myself into her arms, or what? And what emotions? I’m fourteen. I don’t have emotions.


Now that her arms were well and truly down, she seemed inclined to test out the old legs. She walked north-north-east, in the direction of the very large colour photograph of me that hangs on the wall next to my dad’s desk. I put the points of my fingers together and looked over them at a spot about a foot above her head.


Then she gave it to me straight: ‘Norman is dead!’


She paused dramatically. And then added, ‘A heart attack.’


Why didn’t she say this earlier? Why did it take three minutes of pacing round the room to lead up to it? But, now she was in specific mode, she kept on coming with the facts.


‘He died’, she went on, ‘at five fifty-one. Our time.’


I want to know what time he died in New York, Mum! That’ll make it easier. If I’m to get a fix on this event, I’d like to cross-reference it internationally. I want to know what effect this will have on the world money markets.


‘His breathing’, she went on, ‘became “laboured and stertorous” at about three forty-five, and by teatime he was in . . .’


Here she paused, obviously confused about what he was in. Finally she came up with, ‘. . . serious difficulties.’


She was making him sound like he was entered for the Fastnet Race. Although – maybe dying is like ocean racing. I wouldn’t know. I just wished she’d stop giving me all this blow-by-blow stuff. But she had started and she was going to finish.


‘At four-o-three a man called de Lotbinniere came to give him cocoa and take his temperature. But that was a mistake.’


I should think so. From the sound of it, Dad was well past the hot drinks stage. I looked up. I could see her wondering how far she should go along the de Lotbinniere front.


I hunched my shoulders and sucked in my cheeks. For some reason I found myself wishing I could lay my hand on my glasses. It would have been nice to have something between my eyes and the rest of the world. To take my mind off what she was saying, I started to think about this de Lotbinniere character. What was he doing wandering around hospitals waving thermometers in the faces of dying people? Shouldn’t someone put a stop to his activities?


Mum had moved on from de Lotbinniere. She had that glazed expression you often see on her face when she is trying to tell you any story in which she is the main character.


‘I went out for a cup of tea from the machine, which was at the end of the corridor by the glass doors and did soup as well. Hot, thick tomato soup, it said. Although I wanted tea . . .’


A haunted look came into her eyes. I could not have said whether this was to do with the soup-versus-tea controversy, or the death of the man to whom she had been married for twenty years.


‘It gave me the soup which turned out to be oxtail. And while I was getting my change he had a second coronary thrombosis.’


This would in any normal person’s hands have been the end of the story. But not for my mum.


‘I was weeping profusely, of course. And hurling myself at Daddy and attempting to take him in my arms.’


This was not something she had done much of when he was alive. Or going through what passes for life at 24 Stranraer Gardens. But, clearly, Norman Britton was a lot more of an attractive proposition now he was no longer with us. Dead people can’t answer back, can they? Dead people do just what they’re told.


‘And de Lotbinniere returned at this point and approached me from behind.’


I had known that she would have to return to de Lotbinniere. There is a weird logic to my mother’s tales. The small parts always run away with the main narrative, although they themselves are often upstaged by the things that really obsess her – like brands of instant coffee or the design of furniture covers.


‘Paul de Lotbinniere is a graduate chemist from Leeds and is only doing nursing as a temporary thing. He hopes to have his own gardening business, although it’s proving immensely difficult at the moment. Apparently people have lost interest in gardening.’


Paul de Lotbinniere, eh? Come on, Mum, tell me more, do! Approached you from behind! De Lotbinniere! My man!


I had gone back to looking at the floor. It seemed the safest place to look. Just behind the desk, my dad had stencilled a large thing that looked a bit like a rhubarb leaf with bits chopped out of it. In the middle he had written my name and my date of birth.


SIMON BRITTON


MAY 1ST


1976


He had left spaces for all the brothers and sisters who were supposed to come pattering along after me. Who, mercifully, failed to appear. As I began to look at it, I began to think that this was how my dad’s gravestone would look. A name and a date or two and a bit of the old fruit-salad carving.


I didn’t cry or anything but decided to move my eyes away. There was a feeling in the room, although I couldn’t have said precisely where. I couldn’t have said what it was either, but I did know that that was the only good thing about it.


‘. . . a cup of tea with de Lotbinniere while he wrote out the certificate and they took Norman away. Oh darling, darling, darling!’


I couldn’t work out whether this referred to me or Dad or de Lotbinniere. So I said nothing.


She was on the move again for the next remark. She went over to the black bookshelf in the corner. She put one hand on it and peered in my direction. She seemed to be having trouble getting me in focus. I could see her quite clearly. She has a chapped look, does my mum. She’s been cured, like a herring, in the tiny kitchen that my dad could never afford to replace, and round her eyes is a web of small lines etched into her skin. They’re marks of worry and of ageing, I know, but sometimes I imagine they’re long-healed cuts from a razor and that it’s my dad and I who made them.


‘He always wanted to be buried at sea.’


This was news to me. I somehow couldn’t see Mum and Dad ever having the kind of conversation in which they would get round to talking about such things. But I still said nothing. I have to live here. You know?


Mum continued: ‘I said, “Why?” He said because he loved the sea. I said, “I like John Lewis’s, but that doesn’t mean I want to be buried there.” He loved John Lewis’s. We must remember to be positive about this.’


With this remark she shuffled across the bare, polished floorboards, arms out. At first I thought she was going to try for a clinch, but at the last moment she decided against it. She stood about a yard away, looking suddenly bleak and small and miserable. And then she remembered to be positive. It wasn’t that big a deal. Her husband had died, that was all! I could see her worried little eyes looking for the pluses, and eventually she found one of them.


‘He will be in actual, direct contact with Derek and Stella Meenhuis! And he will actually be able to see and touch and experience fully the Lord Jesus Christ!’


Fond as I was of Derek and Stella Meenhuis, I couldn’t see that it was worth dying in order to get in touch with them again. Neither am I one of those people who think it will necessarily be a big deal to look God in the face. But my mum had got on course now and she came closer to me, anxious to apologize in case she had mistakenly given the impression of being disconcerted by watching someone die of a heart attack.


‘We are going to talk to him!’ she said, in the sort of eager way she used to recommend one of our cheap holiday breaks in a caravan park on the South Coast. ‘We are going to talk as we have never, ever talked before, Simon. This isn’t bad, darling! It’s just . . .’


She struggled for the inappropriate word and, in the end, found it: ‘. . . just . . . different!’
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I have a very bad attitude towards death. I’m terrified of it.


I know this is wrong. I know that there’ll be bright lights and that Jesus will lift me up in his arms and that I will find myself in a large and harmonious choir – something that is never likely to happen to me while I am alive – but I don’t look forward to stiffing.


I couldn’t even work up much enthusiasm on my dad’s behalf. While my mum started on one of her favourite topics – the precise geographical layout of heaven – I found myself looking round the room to remind myself of the few small things that had been his, before the loving hands of the Almighty cradled him in bliss eternal. It’s pathetic, I know, but looking at furniture he’d sat on, or pictures he’d looked at, seemed to help.


As she droned on about the wonderful quality of the light Over There (she always makes it sound like one of my dad’s brochures for his holiday cottages in Connemara) I looked down at the old man’s desk. Below me, just to my right, was a pair of his glasses. He left them there, beside the Anglepoise lamp, because he only used them for reading. Next to the glasses was a letter that he must have been looking at before he got up to walk to wherever he had his first heart attack. At the bottom of the page the guy had written, rather optimistically, ‘See you Thursday.’


You should never say things like that. You never know if you’re going to see anyone on Thursday. When you kiss goodbye to your wife (or whoever) in the morning, don’t say, ‘See you tonight.’ That’s tempting providence. Say, ‘Might see you tonight.’ And if she gives you a hard time about it, you just tell her. There is no guarantee.


I saw those glasses horribly clearly. As if they were correcting my sight, from where they lay, on the shabby wooden desk. I could hear everything very precisely too. In the street outside, someone was playing a radio. The song on the radio was the Pet Shop Boys singing ‘What Have I Done to Deserve This?’ I could hear the Maltese plumber’s water pipes singing along with them and, above my mum’s head, see the shelf that my dad had put up in the spring of 1986. It took him the whole spring to do it, but it still slopes, dangerously, towards the floor.


My mum shook her lank, grey hair and blinked like something from the small-mammal house. She’d moved on from the nature of Heavenly Light and had got on to how we would all float around like spacemen when we reached the Halls of Jesus and how we would not need to eat as such but would always be sort of three-quarters of the way through a most delicious meal. Something about my expression must have told her that even this was not going to get me to look on the bright side of this issue. She looked at me rather plaintively and said, ‘Auntie Diana will be so pleased to see him!’


I didn’t agree or disagree with this.


‘They always had so much in common,’ she went on. Then she folded her hands together, lowered her head and, without asking anyone’s permission, went straight into public prayer.


My mum is a leading member of the First Church of Christ the Spiritualist, South Wimbledon. Why didn’t I mention that? What do you take me for? It isn’t something I advertise. Only a few people at school know. It is, for reasons that will become clear, impossible to keep it from the neighbours, but whenever I am out with First Spiritualists I try to make it clear from my posture and expression that I am absolutely nothing to do with them.


I don’t know whether there was ever a Second Spiritualist Church of South Wimbledon, but, if there was, I guess the First Church soon ran it out of town. The First Church has some very heavy characters in it indeed. In spite of a Youth Drive and the Suffer Little Children campaign, not many of them are under forty-five. But even the wrinkliest members can still act funky.


Four years ago, for example, my mum and I were on the Used Handbag Stand at the twice-yearly Bring and Buy Sale, when Rita Selfridge offered to buy my mum’s trousers. The ones she was wearing. She offered her five pounds for them and asked her if they qualified as Used or Nearly New. My mum didn’t do anything – she never does if people are rude to her – but my mum’s friend, Mabel, who is seventy-five, threw herself at Rita Selfridge and bit her, quite badly, on the neck.


The First Spiritualist Church of South Wimbledon was founded early this century, by a woman named Ella Walsh. They don’t actually use the word ‘founded’. What she did was to ‘renew’ a body known as the Sisters of Harmony and Obedience, a church which had been in her family for over a hundred years. Ella Walsh was the great-granddaughter of Old Mother Walsh of Ealing, of whom you may have heard. Old Mother Walsh was a prophetess who lived in a hut very close to what is now the North Circular Road. She had a dream in which she saw a huge snake wind itself around the planet. Fire came out of its mouth, and it bore the inscription TWO THOUSAND YEARS GO BY. It talked as well. It said that a woman was coming who would save the world and make it whole. She would be announced by a boy prophet ‘of pure heart and mind’ and, when she came into her ministry, ‘all mannere of thynge would be welle’. If she didn’t, it was going to gobble up the world. Some snake!


After Old Mother Walsh died, her memory was kept alive by her daughters and granddaughters. The Walshes bred like rabbits. Eliza Walsh, for example, had no fewer than six phantom pregnancies as well as the twelve that produced babies. Finally, around 1890, just after the Walsh family moved to Wimbledon, Ella Walsh, the Mother and Renewer of the Sisters of Harmony, was born.


Ella took the Sisters in a new and exciting direction. She kept some of the rules and regulations and printed a limited edition of The Sayings of Old Mother Walsh, and added her own angle. She brought in spiritualism, and soon there just wasn’t room for much of Old Mother Walsh’s doctrine, even though scraps of it survived and were still about when I was young. ‘Evacuate the noise of the bowel in your own place!’ for example. Members of the First Church still rush out of the room if they suspect they are about to fart.


Like all churches, the first thing it did was to set about getting some money in the bank. Ella Walsh met a guy called Fox, and, more importantly, got in touch with his brother, who had died four years earlier in a boating accident near Chichester.


Fox was loaded.


Ella Walsh and Fox spent many a happy hour talking to Fox’s brother. He was, it turned out, feeling pretty good about being dead. Apparently being dead was a lot more fun than being alive. They had snooker and whisky and quite good boating facilities over on the Other Side. And, after they’d contacted Fox’s brother, they called up all sorts of other people – including Robespierre and William Thackeray. It was all such fun that Ella married Fox and Fox gave her thousands of pounds to build the First Spiritualist Church.


She must have creamed off most of the money, because the First Spiritualist Church makes your average scout hut look like the Taj Mahal. It is a kind of tin and concrete shack, somewhere at the back of South Wimbledon station, and I’m always hoping some enterprising businessman will see that it has restaurant potential and offer us money for it.


It has no restaurant potential.


On the back wall there is a letter from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, thanking the First Spiritualist Church for all their help and saying how great it was to talk to them. The letter is signed, in his absence, by one Rebecca Furlong, and it’s only when you look at the date that you realize it was written fifteen years after Sir Arthur snuffed it. He sounds pretty chirpy, and gives no indication, in the text, that he has croaked. He doesn’t really mention much about himself at all. But maybe after you’ve been on the Other Side for a certain length of time it all gets pretty samey. Certainly, dead people seem pretty keen to get on down to the First Spiritualist Church of South Wimbledon, so there can’t be a lot happening over there.


If I ever die they won’t see me for dust.


Pike and Hannah Dooley won’t have the chance to ask me how am I doing, and do they have skateboards in the afterlife. Marjorie can use every single one of her internationally renowned psychic tricks on me and I will guarantee not to respond. And Quigley, oh Mr Quigley – he can rap the table for as long as he likes but I will not be answering!


They did great business, apparently, after the First World War. In the early 1920s you couldn’t get in. Just before the war, Ella and Fox had had a daughter called Rose and – guess what! – she turned out to be a Psychical Prodigy. Rose, as far as I can gather, was a real all-rounder. She wasn’t as hot on Jesus as her mum had been, but when it came to automatic writing, Ouija board, ectoplasm and something rather dodgy-sounding called cabinet work, there was no one to touch her in South London. About the only thing Rose Fox didn’t do was levitate, but, as she was nearly sixteen stone, that is hardly surprising.


I saw her when she was in her mid-seventies. She rolled into Sunday service supported by Mr and Mrs Quigley and gave us this big speech about how the spirits never talked to her any more. The last time anyone from the Great Beyond had given her their valuable time was, apparently, during something called the Suez Crisis, when she had had a short conversation with the late Admiral Nelson. ‘They want me to join them,’ she said. ‘Their silence beckons me!’ And then, as people frequently do down at the First Spiritualist Church of South Wimbledon, she burst into tears.


I quite often burst into tears on my way there. On one occasion, when I was about seven, my mum had to untwist my hands from about every gatepost in Stranraer Gardens. ‘It’s not as if it’s the Spanish Inquisition,’ she used to snap.


No, it was the First Spiritualist Church of South Wimbledon! That was what was worrying me. If it had been the Spanish Inquisition it would have been fine. I thought I knew where I stood with the Spanish Inquisition.


Some people blamed Rose Fox for the decline of the First Spiritualist Church. She went too far, people said. There were all these poor bastards who had lost relatives in the First World War, trying to get in touch with them. But with Rose it was hard to hear anything through the table-rapping or the squelch of ectoplasm being flung about the room by men in black jerseys. She started to take photographs of the spirits too, and that is how she came to be accused of trickery.


‘Did I ever tell you’, my dad said to me once, when we were walking, as we often did, in the direction of the off-licence, ‘about how Rose Fox was photographed beneath the spirit reality of Franz Josef of Austria?’


‘I don’t believe you did,’ I replied.


Whereupon, from his pocket he produced a black-and-white photograph of a plump woman in a loose white dress. It was hard to make out what was behind her – a chair, a table and what looked like a wardrobe of some kind. But what was directly above her head was easier to see. Hanging in the gloom, at a height of about five feet, was the gigantic face of an elderly man with mutton-chop whiskers and a helmet with a steel point on it. I happened to know, because we were doing it at school, that the face balancing on Rose’s bonce was that of the last ruler of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.


‘My God,’ I said, ‘it looks just like him!’


‘It does, doesn’t it?’ said Dad.


He wrinkled his lips appreciatively, as if he was already tasting the first drink of the day. ‘It also’, he went on, ‘looks amazingly like a photograph of the old boy that appeared in the Illustrated London News in June 1924!’


That was typical of my dad. He always took great delight in any reports of trickery. And anything that reflected badly on Rose Fox, who was a great heroine of my mum’s, always went down particularly well.


The worst thing Rose Fox did was not to organize spirit photographs of internationally famous dead people – it was to get married. She got hitched to a man called Stuart Quigley, in the year the Second World War broke out. Quigley died in 1950 and was so boring that no one could bear to speak to him much, even after he’d croaked. But, before he opened that last little door into the unknown, he managed to make Rose pregnant. And so it was that in 1948 Rose Fox gave birth to the man born to make my life a misery – Albert Roger Quigley, MA – part scout leader, part amateur opera singer, part Christian, part Spiritualist and one hundred per cent complete and utter arsehole.


Quigley is an assistant bank manager. My mum once took me into his branch to show me his name, which is written up on a board. He is billed just below someone called Mervyn Snyde, who looks after International Securities. I think they are making a grave error of judgement in letting anyone know he’s there. Quigley, like quite a few other members of the First Church, is downright sinister. It was quite horrible to think that someone like him should be left alive when my dad was dead.


I didn’t start crying until after my mum had left the room. But the thing that started me off wasn’t the fact that Quigley was still above ground. Or the thought of my dad lying on a slab with all his dental-work showing. It wasn’t the thought that I would never see him again, because he still seemed too real for me to imagine that as a possibility. I mean, that guy in the letter, right? He’d planned his Thursday round Norman, you know? And I had so many things that I could have been doing with him, now, tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, that it was literally impossible to believe that he wouldn’t be doing any of them.


The thing that started me off was the last thing my mum said before she headed off down the stairs. She tried a tentative embrace, patted my head vaguely and went across to the door. She looked, I thought, almost pleased with herself as she turned back to me. I didn’t crack. I just kept right on looking at her, with my head slightly to one side. I think I was trying to look intelligent. My dad always used to say that intelligence was the only thing that made humans bearable. Which makes his ever being involved with the First Spiritualist Church even more puzzling.


‘Over There,’ she said, ‘they are probably organizing some form of official welcome for him!’


I goggled at her. All I could think was that my dad hated parties. Especially official ones. In order to avoid replying, I looked out of the window. Over Here, the late afternoon sun was slanting down on to the impassive red brick of Stranraer Gardens. I could see our cat slink into the opposite garden, her shoulders pressed towards the ground.


‘We are going to be talking to him in the very near future,’ she said. Then she walked back towards me and nodded significantly. ‘I am sure that he has a great deal to discuss with you. And I have a very great deal to tell him now that he has Passed Across!’


There was something almost menacing in the way she said this. She straightened her narrow shoulders and gave me a blink from those worried little eyes of hers. ‘Conversations with Norman,’ she said, ‘are only just beginning!’


With a kind of smirk, she bounced out of the room. I could hear her steps on the stairs, sounding, as usual, a note of warning, of some kind of trouble on the way.


That would be the last thing the poor old bastard wanted. He finally gets through with the mortgage and the weekly shopping and putting the rubbish in a grey plastic bag and trying to fit it into the dustbin, when what? She’s calling him up and telling him the news about the latest jumble sale and my failure to pay attention in French. I would have thought the only plus about being dead was not having to listen to her any more.


She’ll have him back before he knows it, I thought. She’ll send his ghost out to Sainsbury’s.


It was Sainsbury’s that did it. I suddenly saw my dad wheeling the trolley round the delicatessen section. The way his face lit up at the sight of the salamis and the smoked fish was beautiful to behold. I saw him purse his lips as he sorted through the bottles of rosé wine, trying to find that special one that was going to make an evening with my mother bearable. I saw him finger his paunch at the check-out counter and grin when he caught sight of the chocolate biscuits, Swiss rolls, soft drinks and all the other things I had managed to smuggle aboard the wagon: I saw his big, round face and neatly combed, balding hair, and I saw the heavy gold ring on his left hand. I saw him. You know? I saw him.


It was only then that I thought: He’s not coming back any more. I’ll never see him again as long as I live. And I may not see him when I die, either.


I put my face down on his desk then, and cried like a baby.
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A friend of my mum’s once said that my dad looked a little seedy, and at the time I was very offended. But there was some truth in the remark. When I saw his clothes, without him, in the weeks after his death, I could see that that was what they were. The suits were neither flash nor respectable. The jerseys were all torn and ragged, and the pairs of shoes (my dad loved buying shoes) were never quite expensive enough to achieve whatever effect he had intended.


But he was more than his clothes. None of his possessions made sense without him. And what made it even harder to understand that he really had died was the fact that, as is usual in the First Spiritualist Church, he was not buried. Not by us anyway. A day or so after he was transferred from the hospital to the funeral parlour, the undertaker rang my mum and said, in an unctuous tone, ‘Will you be wanting to arrange a viewing, Mrs Britton?’


‘No,’ said my mum.


‘What I mean is,’ said the undertaker, sounding a touch peevish, ‘he is here at the moment. If you want to see him . . .’


He hasn’t run off or anything! You know?


I was listening to all of this on the extension – which is the only way you ever find out anything in our house – and this last remark was followed by the longest pause in British telephone history. I seriously thought my mum had gone off to make a cup of tea.


Eventually the undertaker said, in a wheedling tone, ‘He looks very nice now.’


Come on down! We’ve laid on tea and biscuits and a video!


‘He really does look at peace. It’s amazing what we can do!’


I thought this was a bit much, frankly. I wouldn’t have said my dad was a good-looking guy, but I didn’t think he needed the services of an embalmer to make him palatable.


‘No one,’ said my mum, eventually, ‘will be coming to see Norman.’


‘Oh . . .’ said the undertaker, going back into peevish mode. ‘If that’s how you feel . . .’


In that case we’ll take him out of the window. He’s taking up space! We’ll screw the old lid down and get on with it.


‘Anyway,’ the guy said finally, ‘he will be here till about a quarter to five . . .’


So boogie on down while you have the chance! I mean, what do you require here? A funeral, or what?


‘No, thank you very much,’ said Mum. ‘Thank you for the opportunity of a viewing, but in this instance the family must decline.’


The guy on the other end of the line was obviously dismayed at this unwillingness to test-drive his mortician’s skills.


‘My church’, said my mum, with a certain amount of prim pride, ‘does not believe in burial as such. We give you carte blanche as far as Norman’s corpse is concerned. Do with it as you will!’


‘I see,’ said the undertaker.


You could sense him trying to work out what this signified. Did it mean absolutely anything went? Were they to be allowed to stick him in a trolley and wheel him round the local supermarket? Or give every last bit of him away for medical research?


‘You do . . . er . . . want him buried?’ he said finally.


‘Buried? Not buried? What’s the difference?’ said my mum.


‘Well,’ said the undertaker, ‘to us, quite considerable.’


‘Is it?’


‘Well, we don’t usually find ourselves dealing with non-burying situations. Cremation and burial are, so to speak, our raisons d’être.’


‘Quite,’ said my mum, rather meanly.


It was possible, of course, that the guy was wondering whether to give my dad the full five-star treatment. Burmese mahogany, you could hear him thinking, silver-plated handles, top-quality professional mourners. Indeed, when the bill came in, it looked as if we had been charged for exactly that.


‘Are you a Hindu?’ he asked eventually, with some caution.


‘Certainly not,’ snapped my mum.


He was well and truly stumped now.


‘Well, Mrs Britton,’ he said in the end, ‘we shall try and dispose of your husband’s body in a way that we hope will be suitable as far as you are concerned.’


‘What you do with his body is irrelevant. I will be talking to Norman in the next few days, and I assure you that one of the things we will not be discussing is his funeral.’


‘Indeed,’ said the undertaker. Then, clearly desperate to regain some professional self-respect, he said, rather brightly, as if none of this conversation had taken place at all, ‘Would you like any photographs of the event?’


My mum started laughing at this point. I was rather with her actually. ‘Photographs?’ she said. ‘Photographs?’


I think the guy was simply wondering whether he would be required to furnish proof that he hadn’t sold the cadaver to some fly-by-night surgeon.


‘Norman’, she said pityingly, ‘has gone to a place more beautiful and more peaceful than anything you could imagine. You can’t take photographs of it and stick it on the mantelpiece. You can’t get package holidays to it. But those of us who have talked to people who have had first-hand experience of it know it is utterly, utterly beautiful!’


‘I’m sure,’ said the undertaker feelingly.


And, leaving the poor sod trying to work out for himself exactly what place she was talking about, Mum put the phone down.


This must have happened about a week after Dad died. But I don’t remember much about the days that followed that first, awful conversation with my mum. Perhaps because the night that followed it was so eventful.


It was hot that autumn. The evening they took him to the hospital went out like a Viking funeral. I didn’t cry for long. I was frightened she might hear me. I cleaned up my face and sat looking out of the window. The plane-tree opposite looked how I felt. It hadn’t even got the energy to turn brown. But the sun was going gently, winking back at me from the windows of the neighbours’ houses in the way it can do, even when someone you care about dies. A few streets away, on the main road, a police car or an ambulance made the noise I most connect with cities – the pushy, important wail of a siren.


Down the street I caught sight of a few stalwarts from the congregation, trying to park a car. You can never keep them away from a death. But they were on the job with unusual speed. Maybe someone Over There had tipped them off.


Like many other things in the First Spiritualist Church, the parking was a team effort. Hannah Dooley, in a tweed skirt and a double-breasted jacket, was waving madly at the bonnet, while Leo Pike was sneering at the boot through his gold-rimmed glasses. I couldn’t work out what his expression meant. Maybe it just meant that Pike drove a large, uncontrollable Ford that was at least ten years old. This was a brand-new Audi. The guy in it was important business.


The door opened and Quigley got out. Yo, Quigley! New wheels! You tapped into the bank’s computer, or what? Pike held the door for him. No one cringes quite like Pike. Humbling himself in the sight of God is not enough for him. He would crawl to me if I let him. As I watched his wintry little face, his shoulders hunched in his tweed jacket, his constant, half-bowing motions as Quigley emerged, I found myself wondering, once again, how it was that someone so humble could be, on occasions, so fantastically menacing.


Hannah Dooley loves Pike, but the reverse is not the case. Maybe Hannah loves him because she loves all the things people throw away, and Pike has the look of something left out for the binmen. Left out but not taken. If I was a refuse-disposal operative, I would have nothing to do with him, but Hannah Dooley gives him the kind of tenderness she bestows on old chairs and smelly bits of carpet. She pulls them out of people’s gardens and waves them at the householders who are guilty of casting them aside. With her wrinkled face bright with eagerness, she calls, ‘Are you really throwing this away?’ To which my dad always used to reply, with scarcely controlled fury, ‘We are trying to, Miss Dooley. We are trying to!’


Quigley was followed out on to the pavement by his wife and daughter. The wife is called Marjorie, and says things like, ‘Is there a plentiful sufficiency of baps?’ The daughter is called Emily. She is good at the cello. Need I say more?


Some years ago, Marjorie, Emily, Hannah and Pike (who is a kind of unofficial chairman of these three) all decided that I was going to learn to play the saxophone properly. They bought me the examination syllabus. They bought me a year’s supply of reeds. They used to leave my instrument outside my bedroom door after evening prayers at our house. But they had reckoned without me. They couldn’t actually wrap my lips around the horn and inflate my lungs until I made a noise. Only my dad was allowed to hear me practise.


Hannah Dooley shambled up to Quigley and started to whisper something in the great man’s ear. Quigley likes Hannah Dooley, but you never know which way he is going to go. I could see his big, bushy, black beard waggle up and down as he nodded at something she said, then he shot a quick glance at her when he thought she wasn’t looking. Sometimes he stroked the ends of his beard and lifted his nose rather sensually as he did so. Quigley is proud of his beard. I think it’s the kind of beard that conceals a great deal more than the owner’s face. When he had finished the listening/stroking routine, he turned smartly and walked towards our house. Even from the first-floor window you could see that his hand was in his right trouser pocket and was grasping his balls firmly. Just in case anyone tried to give them ideas.


The whole Quigley family was wearing flared trousers, including Emily. Flares and bright colours. When someone croaks in the First Spiritualist Church, you let the relatives know you don’t feel negative. Pike was last across the road, waiting, as he usually does, for a car to come into sight before scampering in front of it like a spider. Pike is really keen to rip through the gauze that separates us from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Maybe he thinks he’ll get his hair back on the other side.


Quigley rang the bell. You could tell it was Quigley. He hit it hard, as he always does. He kept the volume very steady and – the giveaway this – he left it that extra five seconds, as if to say: It’s no use hiding behind the sofas, guys! I know you’re in there! Downstairs I heard my mum scurry out of the kitchen and scrabble at the door.


There was a pause as she opened it, then Quigley said, ‘Great day for Norman!’


‘Yes,’ said mum, rather feebly.


‘He’s crossed!’ said Hannah Dooley.
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