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			part one

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			After his lunch of burnt lamb, cabbage and corn, he turned out the bathroom light, curled up on his side on the tiled floor and spoke with his wife, who, being dead, listened closely. 

			He told her how poorly the work was progressing, he told her about his lack of sleep, his crippling indecision. He told her about the footsteps on the ceiling, the flies in his mother’s old bedroom, the suffocating dreams. After ten minutes he pushed himself up onto all fours. ‘Martha,’ he concluded, ‘it looks like this could go on all night. I won’t be home till the morning. Shall I wake you, or will I leave you to sleep?’

			Nothing. 

			And then, out of the silence, some small thing. Distant footsteps, perhaps, moving closer. More silence. Out of the darkness, two gentle knocks. Jack held his breath.

			‘Mr Drake?’

			He froze. ‘Who?’

			‘Mr Drake?’

			‘Where?’

			‘Hello?’

			‘Who is it?’

			‘They’re ready for you, Mr Drake.’

			Mr Drake. That meant something, it seemed. Jack dabbed the wet corners of his beard with his woollen cuff. ‘Coming.’

			Unexpectedly, the door opened a few inches and one small part of a small, pale face began to emerge.

			‘I said coming! I didn’t say come in.’

			The small, startled piece of pale face tucked itself back in and away.

			‘I’m sorry, Mr Drake, it sounded like—’

			‘I don’t care what it sounded like. I said I’m coming. What’s your name again?’

			‘Alexander, sir.’ 

			‘Where’s Nora?’

			‘Nora Flynn?’

			‘Yes, Nora.’

			‘She’s downstairs.’

			‘Tell her to come upstairs.’

			‘But she sent me up to tell you to come down.’

			‘Well, go down and tell her to come up.’

			‘She asked me not to let you say that.’

			‘Did she?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘So what are you going to do?’

			‘I don’t know, sir. What should I do?’

			Jack pressed his beard into shape and put on his spectacles.

			‘Don’t ever get married.’

			By the time Jack reached the top of the stairs and looked down, both bodies were still spinning slowly at the end of their ropes. He paused on the second landing, assessing the comings and goings of the irritatingly nervous rabble awaiting his appraisal on the floor below. None of them dared look up. They knew they were likely to have something dropped on them if they watched as he made his way back down the staircase after a long lunch.

			He approached the edge of the first landing, where he could get a better view of things: if he reached out from here, he could touch the ropes; they had been rigged from the scaffold bolted across the second landing’s cast-iron banister. Now that he was close enough to smell him, Jack gazed at the top of Conrad Ripley’s head with utter disdain. There were few people in this world whom Jack cared for less than Conrad E. Ripley, and yet here he was, hanging from Jack’s ceiling in a faithfully reproduced pair of Jack’s father’s red paisley pyjamas, spinning slowly in the rolling shafts of dust and no doubt preoccupied not with the immense gravity of the matter in hand, but rather with the timing of his next drink. 

			Arriving at last at the ground floor and feeling suddenly adrift in the vast entrance hall, Jack absorbed the inevitable attention of his crew without looking any one of them in the eyes: fists clasped behind his back, he walked to the base of the tableau and took in the enormity of how little he had been listened to when he had asked for a dignified yet provocative re-creation of his father’s suicide. 

			The scent of Moroccan musk and the singular click of her vinyl heels alerted him to the arrival of Nora Flynn, no doubt clutching her notebook and pencil, ready to identify, itemise, tabulate and outsource. She knew him well, of old, better than most, and was paid accordingly. She knew not to speak until spoken to, at least not in front of the others: it was a different story when she got him alone. She was a short, rather feeble-looking woman in her early sixties, but was known as a keen arm-wrestler and had taken on and ruffled many a bulky spark in her three decades in the film industry. A previously delicate and pale complexion was now, after basking in continental locations, tough and overcooked; her once red hair had long ago burned down to ashes and, though still girlishly long, for the last fifteen years had been clipped up and back and settled out of sight beneath a signature tweed cap.

			‘So?’ she said. Her pencil was already poised over the page. 

			Jack said nothing. He cast his eyes further afield in search of his cinematographer, Solomon Monk. Feeling himself beckoned, Solomon put down his coffee and shuffled over.

			‘So?’ said Solomon. He was the oldest soul in the room and suffered the posture and weary demeanour of a television gardener. 

			‘This looks fake,’ said Jack

			‘Fake,’ wrote Nora.

			‘I know,’ said Solomon. ‘I’ve got to agree. And I’ve done my best, I really have.’ 

			‘And what am I supposed to do about all this?’ said Jack, gesturing at the tangle of straps, ratchets, buckles and tape hidden behind the back of the real Ripley. While the prosthetic was suspended by an authentic noose about the silicone neck, this was not possible with the man himself, though Jack would have liked to give it a good try: Ripley was tethered to the rope by means of a triple-stitched harness buckled about his pelvis and shoulders, and what passed for the noose was in fact a gimmick designed to detach and fall away at the smallest hint of real pressure. Now that Jack had begun his review, Ripley ventured to open one eye in what he thought might be a deliciously comic effect, should anyone be looking his way. Nobody was.

			‘What do you mean?’ said Solomon.

			‘This, all this. All this paraphernalia round the back.’

			‘Oh, we can hide all that. Shoot from the front.’

			‘I don’t want to shoot from the front. I want to circle all the way round, and I want her . . .’ Jack indicated a willing and enthusiastic-looking woman in her mid thirties, ‘I want her to cut him down.’

			‘You want me to cut him down?’ said Eve Parnell, stepping forward, licking the last smear of egg grease from her fingers and shifting her silicone pregnancy bump a few inches to the left.

			‘Not you,’ said Jack. ‘I want Eleanor, your character, to climb up, cut him down and then take her dead husband on her shoulders, fireman-style, and carry him to the floor. How’s she going to do that with all this shit on show?’

			‘Fireman-style?’ said Eve, confused, clutching her prosthetic bump like it shouldn’t be hearing any of this.

			A stocky little mastiff of a man known to all as Rex FX stepped forward to join the growing throng of concerned lackeys. ‘You didn’t say anything about cutting him down. He’s too rigid. He’s not designed to be cut down.’

			‘Nor is he designed to hang, by the looks of things,’ said Jack. 

			‘But they . . . that’s how they hang . . . they . . .’

			‘That’s how who hang?’

			‘Them . . . y’know . . . people who . . .’

			‘I’ve seen hanged men! Real ones! What do you think we’re talking about here? Don’t bullshit me, Rex.’

			Solomon took a deep breath and ventured in. ‘Well, we could shoot the prosthetic in the wide and, er . . . come in for the . . . when she . . . come in close and . . . we could—’

			‘Solomon, listen,’ said Jack, placing two fingers over the old man’s mouth. ‘In fact, all of you listen, including all those of you hidden behind monitors and dollies and doors. All those of you in other rooms and outside, in the garden, on the roof, in your cars and caravans. All those of you who aren’t even here today. Listen to this: this is not a game. I know you’ve all had a splendid hoot out on location, where you could scatter and escape scrutiny, but we’re here now, and we’re here for the next four weeks, and there will be no more dicking around and just trying to make do. And I’m sure you’ve heard rumours that they’re going to pull the plug any day now. That Mr Drake’s not really up to snuff, that he’s lost his way, or his mind, or his self-respect, what with his poor wife, and “Oh dear, what a shame. What a pity. And have you seen him first thing in the morning? Isn’t that the same pair of trousers, the same shirt every day for two weeks now, and wasn’t he wearing the same thing at the read-through?”’ He paused. Some poor bastard in the corner was trying not to cough, afraid he might be marched off out into the garden and shot. 

			Jack continued pacing around the vast hall to the other side of the grand piano. His lunch had been meagre; this was dessert. He settled now – magnificently, he imagined – next to a suit of Tudor armour. He’d had it moved into the hall from the library so that it could bear witness to his father’s lurid demise; if it could be suitably burnished, he might even go for a shot of the horror reflected in the breastplate. He was not done, though now the tone was to be softened and supplicatory. 

			‘I know it’s an unusual job for most of you. For some – Nora and Solomon here, who’ve been with me, as you know, for two or three centuries – it’s a walk in the park.’ Nora and Solomon stole a glance at each other. ‘I just can’t tolerate people not pulling their weight. People not listening, refusing to listen, not realising that they were supposed to listen. It’s not a breeze chiselling out one of these things. We all know that. So why make it harder by not making it easier?’ He looked around the gathered congregation and cocked his ear, as though the question were not rhetorical. By now, having paced out a full circuit of the room, he had arrived back at his point of departure, the base of the double hanging. One of Conrad Ripley’s slippers – red paisley, to match the pyjamas – had fallen to the floor. Jack bent over to pick it up and placed it, with mock tenderness, back onto the actor’s dusty yellow foot.

			‘What do you think of all this, Conrad?’

			‘What do I think of what?’ said Ripley, suspicious.

			‘Of all this.’ Jack was smiling, as though his answer might set things in order.

			‘What is all this? All this what?’

			‘Well, I don’t know. This is your first scene playing the corpse, and putting aside scenes three, seven, twenty-nine and fifty-two, you’ll be a corpse from now on, for the rest of the shoot. How are you feeling about that?’

			‘I’m not sure,’ said Ripley. Was it possible the concern was sincere?

			‘Well, what is your opinion of this puppet?’ Jack continued, pushing the foot of the figure so that it swung out and back, nudging Ripley on its return.

			‘It’s hardly a puppet. I think they’ve done a splendid job.’

			‘You don’t think it looks fake?’

			‘No, I think it looks real enough.’

			Jack took a step back, the better to appraise the tone of Ripley’s red face. ‘Do you? Real enough for what?’

			‘For its purpose.’

			‘And what is its purpose?’

			‘To look like a hanged man.’

			‘Just a man?’

			‘Well, your father.’

			‘But it looks nothing like my father looked.’ Jack pushed the dummy again, this time a little harder, so that it swung like a pendulum.

			‘You said you didn’t see how your father looked. You didn’t see it.’ The dummy crashed back against Ripley’s shoulder, causing him to steady himself in his harness.

			‘Well, he certainly didn’t look like that,’ said Jack. ‘Do you know how I know?’

			‘How?’

			‘Because it looks like you.’

			‘Well, yes.’

			‘And you, Conrad, look nothing like my father.’

			‘Then why did you cast me?’

			‘Good question. I really can’t remember. Perhaps I was drunk.’

			‘You don’t drink.’

			‘That’s right. But you do, so . . .’ Jack grabbed Ripley by his slippered foot and squeezed the toe till the actor winced. ‘So, Conrad, what will we do?’

			‘I’m not talking to you.’

			Jack turned to the increasingly baffled crew. ‘Does anyone have an idea of what we should do about all this?’

			Silence.

			‘Very well, I have an idea. I’ll tell you what we’ll do. We’ll do this.’ And suddenly he was off, marching across the room with an impressive gait and surprising speed, pushing aside the gathered mob, swinging round to the other side of the piano, and before anyone realised what he was up to, he had, with alarming ferocity, wrestled the two-handed great sword from the metal fists of the armoured knight and was now marching back, double the speed – running, really – with enormous strides, leaping the last few feet. He began to strike at the prosthetic with all the gleeful abandon with which, one would imagine, he would have enjoyed striking the real Ripley. He hoisted the enormous blade high above his shoulders and brought it crashing down time and time again against the dummy as if it were an elaborately fashioned and extremely expensive piñata. ‘We’ll do this!’ he cried, at the top of his voice. ‘And this, and this, and this,’ and with each demonstration of what it was that he would do, he did it, smashing the hapless figure over and over till the entire thing began to fall apart. 

			Conrad Ripley was not at all happy with this turn of events. ‘What are you doing?’ he yelled, as one of the legs separated at the knee and fell to the floor. ‘They said I could keep that. Rex, didn’t you say I could keep it?’ 

			Jack was now lashing out with such blind rage that several members of the crew began to wonder if they shouldn’t risk their lives and step into the fray. 

			‘I have a collection,’ whined Ripley.

			A hand flew across the room and landed at Nora’s feet. Finding the horrid thing a little difficult to stomach, she kicked it further across the floor, where it came to rest beneath the sound trolley. 

			As at last he began to weaken, Jack seemed to lose control of the sword until it began bouncing off the eviscerated silicone corpse and twice in a row smashed into the side of Ripley’s knee. ‘Watch what you’re fucking doing, you maniac!’ cried Ripley. ‘You’re going to kill me! Rex, Solomon, get me down.’ 

			Nora was scribbling furiously in her notebook, tearing out pages as she went, handing them out on all sides. Eve Parnell had stood frozen throughout the ordeal, her hands to her face and her mouth agape; she was only now beginning to move again, reassuringly stroking her poor bump. 

			Eventually Jack collapsed to the floor, letting the sword clatter and clang as he thrust it out and away, where it could do no more damage. Larry Cox, head of props, scooped it up and handed it to his assistant, Bob, for possible maintenance. The lower half of the silicone corpse was so critically damaged that the pair of paisley pyjama trousers dropped from the buckled and spinning torso, landing on Jack’s heaving back. He snatched them off and flung them across the floor, where Barbara Fish, the wardrobe mistress, scooped them up and tossed them to her assistant, who folded and bagged them up for doubling in the event of soiling the hero pair. 

			For the second time that day Jack found himself on all fours, monitoring his own progress. He called out to his first assistant director, Charles Ball, the poor man tasked with keeping order and decorum on the set. ‘Charles, where’ve you been?’

			‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Charles, astonished at the scale of the devastation wrought upon a set he had left pristine only ten minutes before. ‘I had to take a call.’

			Jack pushed himself up to standing and dusted himself down. ‘Charles, listen. We’re going to have to revisit all this. I’ve realised I can’t get the camera far enough back. We’ll have to knock this wall down.’ He gestured at the enormous wall dividing the main entrance hall and the library.

			‘We can’t knock that down, sir.’

			‘Not now,’ said Jack, walking over to the wall in question and patting it like a good horse. ‘We’ll do it at the end of the shoot. The whole wall can come down so we can get the camera right back there,’ now gesturing through the door to the back of the library.

			‘What I’m saying,’ said Charles, ‘is that I don’t think you can knock that wall down. You know, technically. I think it’s a—’

			‘It’s my fucking house, I can do what I want! What is wrong with you all?’

			Most of the crew were by now trying to creep softly away.

			‘Has anybody else got anything negative to say?’

			‘Yes, me!’ said Conrad E. Ripley, who had just finished removing the final strap of his harness while rearranging the crotch of Jack’s father’s pyjamas.

			Jack turned. ‘Yes? Go on.’

			‘I quit.’

			‘Good, ’cos you’re fired.’

			‘Good, ’cos I quit.’

			‘Good, ’cos you were shit.’

			‘Goodbye.’

			‘Goodbye.’

			And with this, Ripley began walking from the set, yanking off the paisley top, exposing his pink and chunky upper body, something no one wanted to see and would hopefully never see again. Hopefully. Maybe. Who knew? It wasn’t the first time Ripley had quit. He’d done it three times on the first day.

			Half of Ripley’s hopeless doppelgänger turned gently on its thread, pop-eyed and legless, tongue out on its silicone chops. At Solomon’s behest the plugs were pulled and the dummy became nothing more than a formless silhouette. Everyone who hadn’t already called it a day began now, silently, to disperse, while in the background of all this new dark, a solitary Jack Drake could be seen mounting the staircase to return to his childhood bathroom, where his dear wife Martha might perhaps speak to him through the pipes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Three different kinds of jam in eight different places on two strips of carpet that covered almost half the floor. Marmite on the skirting board; butter on the light switch, half unscrewed; on the mantelpiece, three plush dogs and a one-eyed duck; on the windowsill, two dead daddy-long-legs; and outside, on the window ledge, a dense paste of pigeon shit and a cracked heart-shaped ashtray filled with brown rain. 

			In the middle of the room, on a three-legged stool, sat little Freddie Dean, six years old, his weary green-eyed, chapped-lipped, purple-slippered mother painting an almost perfect pipevine swallowtail on Freddie’s upturned, smiling and seemingly flawless face.

			‘Tell me something else about butterflies,’ whispered Betty, and Freddie turned the page of his best big book and gasped.

			‘They can taste things with their feet.’

			‘Goodness. Imagine that,’ said Betty, dipping her brush into a puddle of blue.

			‘What if we could taste things with our feet?’ 

			‘What would we taste, Freddie?’

			‘We’d taste socks.’

			‘I wouldn’t like that.’

			‘Who would?’

			‘Some people would. Mrs Farley would.’

			‘What would she say?’

			‘She’d say, mmm, socks, delicious.’

			‘Do how she’d say it, Mama, do Mrs Farley speaking.’

			This was one of Freddie’s favourite things about his mother: she could do Mrs Farley speaking. And not just Mrs Farley; she could do almost everyone on the street speaking and everyone they met in the shops and on the bus and even the people on the television. She could do animal sounds – mouse, kitten, cuckoo, bat, a little bee – and sometimes the sounds of things that weren’t even alive, like water poured slowly from a bottle into a tall glass, a steam train, a squeaky door, drains, distant thunder. She could do Donald Duck better than Donald Duck. She could even make it sound like there was a tiny excitable woman trapped inside her belly, begging to get out.

			‘Go on, Mama, do Mrs Farley speaking.’

			So Betty appled her cheeks and peeled her lips, baring as many teeth as she could manage. ‘Well it’s funny, isn’t it, Freddie,’ said Mrs Farley in her reedy Midlands twang, far, far back in Betty’s throat, ‘because it looks like I couldn’t be happier, like no one could ever believe how wonderfully excited and jolly I am, but if you look closely, you’ll see that my head is always tilted to one side, like I’m thinking you could do with a good wash, and you might notice that my hands are often balled into fists, like I want to punch all sorts of people on the chin.’

			Freddie’s eyes were as wide as they were wet. ‘Mrs Farley, did you know that butterflies can taste things with their feet?’

			‘Well, yes, I did know that, Freddie, as a matter of fact, because you see I do know most things. But did you know that I can also taste with my feet?’

			‘No you can’t, Mrs Farley.’

			‘Yes I can. And I can also walk around on my tongue.’

			Freddie was now twisted with giggles, rushing a tiny hand to his tiny crotch to still his tickled bladder.

			‘And stop laughing, boy,’ barked Mrs Farley. ‘It’s bad for your teeth.’

			‘Do Mr Compton speaking, Mama. What does he say?’

			Betty deflated Mrs Farley’s chilling rictus and folded it away into Mr Compton’s dopey, droopy beagle face. Mr Compton was obviously from somewhere frightfully posh and seemed utterly bewildered to find himself adrift in Betty’s body. ‘What do I have to say about what, young Frederick?’ he said. ‘Don’t ask me such difficult questions. You know that thinking is not my favourite part of the day.’

			‘What do you think about this butterfly?’

			‘What butterfly?’

			Freddie rolled his eyes. ‘This butterfly on my face that Mama painted.’

			Mr Compton pulled in his chin. ‘Oh, it’s a butterfly, is it? I thought it was a birthmark. I wasn’t going to mention it. Didn’t want to embarrass you, old chap.’

			‘How’s Mrs Compton?’

			‘Yes thank you, indeed. Why not?’ said Mr Compton, beginning to dribble and flutter his eyelids from thinking too much, it seemed. ‘That’s most kind of you, I must say. By the way, have you seen my nose? It can do this, look.’ Betty stared at Freddie for almost a minute, making Mr Compton’s nose do nothing at all. And the more nothing it did, the harder Freddie laughed.

			Then came the knock at the door. First the knock and then the knocking. The laughter stopped.

			‘Do Papa,’ said Freddie. ‘Do Papa!’

			‘I can’t do Papa. My head’s not big enough,’ said Betty, and Freddie just couldn’t believe his ears, and his mouth opened up so wide that he could have swallowed his own face, so much so that he almost began laughing again, but then the knock came back. Only this time it sounded more like a kick. Papa certainly was impatient sometimes.

			Betty set down her brush and sponge and straightened the mirror before smudging a thumb of blue beneath her own eye and licking and sniffing the palm of her hand for last night’s gin.

			Freddie was already at the door on tiptoe, fumbling with the latch. He could spy his father through the glass of the door: 

			‘Come on, Fred, can’t you do it yet? Where’s your mother?’

			Betty was still taking stock in the mirror. She seemed to have a face that bore solemn report of recent tears, or else forecast the onset of imminent woe. Sometimes she would realise that she was perfectly happy and that there was no need for such a face. At other times, times like right now, for instance, well, it seemed that the face just about fitted the bloody bill.

			‘Mama, it’s Papa, and I can’t reach.’

			‘I’m coming, chicken.’

			Before she could hand her son over for the weekend, she needed to know what sort of man was at the door, and so she ushered Freddie up the stairs to finish packing his bag. Dropping the latch burned in her chest, like throwing the safety off a revolver.

			There he was, full weight on one leg, one arm raised above his head, gripping the top of the door frame, the other out to the side, fingering the hinge, as though blocking her escape. His T-shirt boasted Gorganic Records and pulled down hard over his eyes he wore a grey baseball cap promoting Sid née Syd, one of his new artists, no doubt. Behind him, on the other side of the road, a purring red Jaguar with a young woman at the wheel. He’d mentioned her. Friends had mentioned her. She was mentioned in magazines. A thousand hairstyles a week, it seemed. Well there she was, nodding and throwing that apparently beautiful head up down and around in time to something incessant. 

			Paul sniffed. Not smiling.

			‘So.’ Betty smiled. ‘You’re early.’

			‘Not really.’

			‘We said eleven.’

			‘You said eleven.’

			‘You said fine.’

			‘Fine,’ said Paul.

			‘It’s ten.’

			‘So?’

			‘So, you’re early.’

			‘Not really.’

			She could feel her chapped lip beginning to tremble.

			‘New car?’ she said, keeping things moving along.

			‘It’s Edie’s.’

			‘You’re letting her drive?’

			‘It’s her car.’

			‘Is she old enough?’

			And that was the end of that. 

			‘Fred!’ he yelled. She could feel the heat of it on her cheek.

			‘Freddie,’ she said.

			‘Fred, come on.’

			‘It’s on his birth certificate.’

			‘We’re late,’ he yelled.

			‘You’re early.’

			Freddie fluttered down the stairs, landing on one foot, throwing his arms out to the sides and spinning so that his hair ended up stuck to his beaming blue cheeks.

			‘What’s that?’ said Paul.

			‘What?’ said Freddie.

			‘On your face.’

			‘My nose,’ said Freddie. ‘Haven’t you seen a nose before?’

			‘Don’t be cheeky. Show me.’ Paul knocked the hair out of Freddie’s eyes.

			‘It’s a pipevine tailswallow.’

			‘Swallowtail,’ said Betty, taking hold of his hand.

			‘Yes, a swallowpipe tail. . . What is it, Mama?’

			‘A viper swine tail pipe.’

			‘Be serious, Mama.’

			‘We’re going to my father’s,’ said Paul.

			‘And?’ said Betty.

			‘And look at him.’

			She looked at him.

			Freddie looked at the ground.

			Paul looked at Betty looking at Freddie looking at the ground. Behind them the engine of Edie’s red Jaguar kept ticking over. 

			‘Leaving your engine doing that for just one minute . . .’ said Betty.

			‘Don’t start.’

			‘. . . for just one minute produces enough exhaust to fill how many balloons, Freddie?’

			‘A hundred and fifty.’

			‘What happened there?’ said Paul, stepping forward, taking Betty’s face in one hand and turning it into the light of the hallway.

			‘It’s paint,’ she said.

			‘Under that,’ pushing his thick thumb into where the cheekbone met the socket, clearing the blue paint in one go. Beneath was a small, livid discoloration.

			‘I did it getting the bike up from the basement.’

			‘It’s true,’ said Freddie, not liking the look of his papa’s big thumb.

			Paul turned his attention to the hallway behind her and began chewing on something that hadn’t been there before. He did that sometimes, chewed on nothing, as though he was fooling anybody. ‘Who broke the mirror?’

			‘I did,’ said Betty. 

			‘How?’

			‘What’s it got to do with you? Can I have some gum?’

			Paul crouched down to look his son in the eye. Freddie flinched, clearly unaccustomed to such a manoeuvre. ‘Fred, look at me.’

			‘I am looking at you.’

			‘How was the mirror broken?’

			Freddie’s chin began to quiver. Then his eyes began to sink beneath a brimming pool of tears. Then his cheeks burned so hot and red that his lovely blue butterfly turned puce. ‘Sean did it, with his head.’

			With this Paul sprang back up and pushed past them both to take a closer look at the splintered glass. There was blood in the cracks. For fuck’s sake, there was even a dyed black hair. Betty pulled her son close into her lap, baffling his ears with the soft wool of her cardigan. The man she had once loved, who had loved her in return, was now inside the flat, kicking anything in his path to the other end of the hall: bags, boots, wooden trucks, piles of magazines, balls, books, and then on, into the living room, more bags, smaller bags, bigger boots, beer cans and bottles, cushions, cloths, odd socks, broken candles, fag packets, a clock, a plastic trumpet, a rolled note, a photo of feet. ‘Exactly!’ he shouted, and ‘Fucking perfect!’ then on and round and up the stairs, Betty and Freddie following, Freddie in Betty’s arms by now, his wet face bleeding blue onto her hot neck, and on into the bedroom, one leg of the bed broken, causing it to list to one side, drunken lamps leaning back, underpants on top of the radio, lipstick on the window, pot plant with a wig, Paul throwing open the battered doors of the plywood wardrobe, men’s shirts and jackets cowering in the dark, yanked out by the scruff of the neck. ‘I fucking knew it!’

			‘Don’t.’

			‘He’s moved in, hasn’t he?’

			‘Stop it.’

			‘Hasn’t he? The twat’s moved in!’

			‘He just stays sometimes.’

			‘Liar!’

			‘Let’s not do this in front of Freddie.’

			He picked up a broken stool. ‘Was this done in front of Freddie?’

			‘No.’

			He kicked the bed, breaking the other leg. ‘Was this?’

			‘No!’

			She held the shivering boy tight, one arm round his back, the other under his bottom, legs bending at the knee, clinging on between calf and thigh. Paul was coming in, one hand on Freddie’s shoulder bone, scratching his neck, the other across his panting belly, pulling, squashing him. Her hand against his spine, tears and spit running to her breast, fingers pressed into buttocks. Paul tugging at his hip, the other hand now in his ribs. Betty beginning to let go, for fear of tearing the boy in half. Freddie clinging on, terrified, as if in open water, fingers clutching. The waves closing over. Paul in full possession now, hissing, twisting, blowing down the door, barging the walls out of the way, kicking the floor down the stairs, holding the child in front of the bloody broken mirror. ‘Was this?’

			‘No.’

			‘Was this done in front of you?’ he asked Freddie. ‘Did you see Sean do this?’

			‘Paul, for God’s sake!’

			He put the boy down, then pointing him at the purring red Jaguar and patting his wet behind he screamed, ‘Go!’ and beautiful Edie, alerted by the commotion in the doorway, sprang out of her warm car to meet the poor soul halfway. ‘Get that paint off him,’ yelled Paul. Edie, grinning in oblivion, scooped the boy up in her tattooed arms and swung him round, and, feeling perhaps, at last, a way to shore, Freddie let her. She pulled open the back door and ushered him inside, where he climbed up onto the smelly leather and stretched himself out, staring at the soft white ceiling, stricken, as though electrocuted.

			Shaken by his own rage, his chest swelling for want of full breath, Paul turned back to Betty and managed to utter, ‘You’ve lost him.’

			Betty’s nose was bleeding. ‘You can’t.’

			‘How many warnings have I given you?’ 

			‘You can’t.’

			‘It’s over.’

			‘Paul.’

			‘I’m doing it.’

			‘Please, I—’

			‘I don’t have a choice.’

			She began to crash her head into the hardest part of her fist. 

			He said nothing more. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen this; it was what remained of their love. This was the sound.

			And then, just as it seemed that chaos had had enough of both of them, a tall, black-haired man in tight grey jeans and hobnailed boots came speeding down the street and, in attempting to dismount Betty’s bicycle while maintaining a basket filled with popcorn and lager, smashed into a neighbour’s ornamental wall, fell off to one side and skidded on his leather elbows nearly two feet across the wet pavement.

			‘Perfect timing,’ said Paul as he watched Sean Porter, with a bloody nose of his own, scuttle about on the cold stone, eager to gather all his bags and cans together, the wheels of the bicycle still spinning.

			‘What’s going on?’ said Sean.

			‘Have you moved in?’ said Paul.

			‘What’s it got to do with you?’

			‘If you think you’re living in the same house as my son, that has a lot to do with me.’

			‘Sean, go inside,’ said Betty.

			‘Your nose is bleeding,’ said Sean, finally making it to his feet.

			‘So is yours,’ she said, wiping her own on the cuff of her cardigan. She looked out across the street to see Edie, leaning over into the back seat of the car, scrubbing at Freddie’s face with what looked like an old glove. ‘What’s she doing?’

			‘She’s wiping that muck off his fucking face.’

			‘His fucking face? That’s how you describe your son?’

			‘What’s happened?’ said Sean.

			‘Never mind, love,’ said Betty. ‘Just walk away. Paul, tell her to stop doing that. She looks like she’s hurting him.’

			‘I told you weeks ago,’ said Paul. ‘If this cunt moves in, you’re not seeing your son. Your son will be taken away from you.’

			‘By who?’

			‘By me.’

			‘Don’t call me a cunt, Paul,’ said Sean.

			‘Don’t call me Paul.’

			‘What should I call you?’

			‘Don’t call me anything. Don’t even address me.’

			‘Don’t even address you? Fucking hell. It’s the Pope.’

			‘Sean,’ said Betty, ‘I don’t need your help.’

			‘You heard her,’ said Paul. ‘She doesn’t need any help from a thick cunt like you.’

			And so Sean smashed Paul smack in the middle of his face with a cold can of San Miguel, his cap flying off into a nearby bush. Paul, half blinded, lashed out with a backhander at Sean’s dyed black head, but, failing to rattle his adversary, was met with that very head coming back at him like a wrecking ball, bending Paul’s favourite two teeth against the roof of his mouth. 

			And that was it. Off they both went, down onto the puddled kerb, splashing and kicking. Next door’s window thrown up and open; marching music on the television; a gummy old face in a vest; coughing; a bulldog leaping out, snapping at the skirmish like a crazed referee. Paul, desperate for his son not to see his father’s bloody, sobbing face stamped hard against an iron grid by the heel of a drunkard’s dirty boot, called out across the street, ‘Go! Go!’ and Edie, her eyes blazing with guilt and panic, revved the engine.

			Betty leapt out through the gate, jumping over the heap of men. ‘Don’t you fucking dare!’

			And Freddie’s face against the tinted glass, his screech trebled by the screech of the tyres, ‘Papa, stop it, stop it, Sean! Mama, no, Mama!’

			‘Stop!’ howled Betty. It echoed against the street’s cold bricks, so that the whole hellish city could hear. She was almost upon the car when suddenly it shot away, like a startled animal, snarling, furious, never coming back. She raced to the other side of the street, snatched up the bicycle and pedalled until she thought her legs would break, the sound of the wrestling men and the marching music fading with every block. Clattering through red lights and screaming horns, the car speeding further and further away, smaller and smaller, until it was almost nothing at all, a scarlet dot, a droplet, gone, thrown around a corner. And the silence then, save for her heartbeat and breath. Save for the lingering clamour of Freddie’s fear and the black rubber wheels rolling on the wet asphalt until the city tipped over and she fell.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			It was peculiar, this thing that Jack Drake was doing; anyone would have thought so, but somehow he couldn’t bring himself to do anything other than this. He was sitting in his mother’s old bedroom, which had recently been converted into his editing suite; on the desk were three large monitors hooked up to various hubs and terminals. From this set-up he was able to edit audio samples from a multitude of sources: films, TV and radio drama, home movies, phone calls, interviews. He then assigned any one of these samples to a specific note upon the electronic keyboard situated to the left of his desk, so that with enough skill, imagination and wanton desperation, he was able to form new, never-before-spoken sentences – and that was how he managed to bring his dear Martha’s voice back to life. And as if all this were not peculiar enough, he saw fit to perform this near miracle beneath the heedful gaze of Martha’s artfully decapitated silicone head, which she had been gifted after playing Anne Boleyn in a production of Anne of a Thousand Days at the Royal National Theatre in 1998. 

			It would have been a great success were it not for the fact that most of the time it left him feeling hollow and perverse. When all was considered, Martha felt further away than ever.

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Martha, for example, in her native San Franciscan, a snippet of consolation lifted from a short film shot in Palermo in the mid nineties. This was middle C.

			‘Jack,’ said Martha. Easy enough to find on any number of voicemails. F sharp.

			‘I’ll never leave you,’ this originally spoken to a cat in a forgettable adaptation of The Maltese Falcon in 2010. San Francisco again. E flat.

			And hence, ‘Don’t worry – Jack – I’ll never leave you,’ an exquisitely crafted, consistently accented, well-modulated untruth created to evoke a sense of . . . what? Indeed. 

			To stitch together something more substantial with anything approaching a narrative – with nuance, revelation, contradiction and wit – could take an entire week and require the virtuoso fingering of Franz Liszt, and so it was often the case that Jack settled for an old movie – Martha taking a swim or a shower – or a simple voicemail from recent history; for example:

			‘Jack, I’ve just landed. I’m walking to the car. Has it been raining like this the whole time? Anyway, I’ll see you in about an hour, darling. I love you.’

			Well, maybe not so recent. 

			He turned his head to her head, wishing her styling were not quite so Tudor. He’d tried kissing it a few weeks ago, but that had not been his finest moment and he’d almost put it back in its box. He returned to the screen where her living face was paused: an Italian film in which she’d played an embittered nun. He could recall a day of burning in the ruins of an eleventh-century convent on the outskirts of Florence, Martha miserable in her heavy black cotton costume, trapped beneath the blazing lights and loathing the director for his delusional passion for his slender allegory. 

			‘Don’t worry – Jack – my darling – I’ll never leave you – I promise.’ Brief soft laughter perhaps, and then, ‘I’ll always – love you.’ No, no. Now it sounded morbidly remote. But he couldn’t turn it off. He couldn’t pull the little plug. How else would this accursed film of his be finished if he didn’t somehow hang on to her increasingly cold hand? It wouldn’t. And that was unthinkable. 

			He stretched himself out upon the floor and stared at the ceiling, as his mother must have done for countless years after the death of his father. High on the white wall, above where his mother’s bed had once stood, was a modest bronze and hickory crucifix, its poor Christ looking as if he were about to sneeze. He’d tried talking to that in his time, but found it too tiny to take seriously. 

			His mother’s bed had been carried off by the art department to store up in the attic, until Eve Parnell, the actress playing her, requested that it be moved into her dressing room so that in her down time she could lie upon it and immerse herself in the residual aura of Eleanor Drake. Eve was also keen to wear as many of his mother’s original clothes as possible – this, as she was too fond of boasting, did not preclude underwear. Jack, after some initial scruples, had given his permission. She’d then asked for the privilege of her actual wedding ring, but Jack would not hear of it. He told her his mother’s ring had been passed to Martha, who’d worn it right up to the day of her death. When Eve asked where it was now, he claimed not to know. He told her it was an awful mystery, since the left hand had never been found. 

			There were no further questions.

			He closed his eyes to see how far Martha had drifted. Deeper and deeper into the shadows, it seemed. He could glimpse only the side-lit parts of her: a fading shoulder; a turning cheek; a flash of her bright mouth whispering, then dimming, her breast rising and falling, her feet in water. When he opened his eyes, Nora Flynn was standing over him with her notebook and pen. 

			‘We have a problem,’ she said, and took a seat next to the head, which didn’t seem to bother her at all. 

			‘Thank God for that,’ said Jack.

			‘Conrad Ripley has walked off the picture.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘I mean for real this time, no doubt about it. And don’t say he can’t . . .’

			‘He can’t.’

			‘. . . because apparently he absolutely and definitely can. He’s finally out of contract, after all the delays with . . .’ and she nodded at Martha’s head.

			‘He’s using that?’ said Jack.

			‘He’s saying he can’t work with you.’

			‘He hasn’t worked with me. He hasn’t worked with anyone. I don’t know what the fuck he’s been doing. No one told me he was a drunk.’

			‘I told you.’

			‘You said he liked a drink, not that he couldn’t stand up after four o’clock. It’s the worst decision I ever made.’

			‘Well, he’s walked.’ 

			‘Well, good, let him walk. I’m surprised he can. We’ll find someone else, someone better, someone cleaner, thinner. Someone who looks more like my father.’

			Nora consulted her notebook. ‘Joseph Doriss is going to be available.’

			‘Who the hell’s Joseph Doriss?’

			‘He was mentioned early on, but he was busy. You liked him. You said he had the look.’

			‘Does he have the look?’

			‘He has a look. Looks a bit like Dirk Bogarde.’

			‘Joseph who?’

			‘Doriss.’

			‘I don’t remember him,’ said Jack.

			‘He’s in a play at the Court. I’ve read one or two passable reviews. It finishes Saturday.’

			‘Well, let’s go see him.’

			Nora pressed the low D on the keyboard and the room was filled with the sound of Martha softly sobbing. She moved behind Jack and rested her hands upon his shoulders.

			‘Should I be worrying about you, Jack?’ she said.

			‘I’m fine, Nora, thank you. Everything’s going to plan.’

			‘We could just not carry on, you know.’

			Jack looked up at the sneezing Jesus. ‘I know.’

			She removed her hands from his shoulders. ‘I meant with the film.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘It’s not too late.’

			‘Yes it is, Nora. It’s far too late,’ said Jack. ‘And I don’t know why.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Upon hearing of Betty’s recent troubles, her father, Harold Dean, expressed little concern, distracted as he was by the ravages of a recent stroke that had closed one eye and considerably reduced the number of fucks he could give. A silent man for much of his life, he had now completely lost the power of speech – though ‘power’ seemed a fancy word for anything he’d ever possessed in the first place. 

			Ruth, three years older and two inches shorter than her sister, had been lumbered with navigating their father’s cumbersome chair across the puddled potholes of the Whitechapel Road as they headed east to Shanty’s Pharmacy to buy pads, cloths and germicidal grease.

			Clearly this was not a day when Betty had given any thought to how she might appear to the outside world. Her hair was high and tangled by a night of fevered scratching. She’d accused Sean of giving her lice and he’d accused her of giving him a stye; a rambling confrontation had ensued, mollified only by a midnight trip to the fridge for what was left of the rum. Then they’d squabbled about whether or not rum should be kept in the fridge. Another fifteen minutes passed trying to rebalance the bed on its broken legs, until they propped it up on two piles of books. Eventually Sean fell asleep and Betty tried to call Paul four times, twice on his mobile, once on the home number and once at his studio. Each time she left messages she doubted he would understand, drowned as they were in the wet acoustics of her sobbing. She crept downstairs and looked out onto the road for an hour and smoked three cigarettes, even though she’d given up four nights ago. She cleared some space on the sofa and slept for maybe three minutes before being woken by the sound of a helicopter, and later by Mrs Mason coughing behind the wall, which set off Mr Thackery’s dog, which must have woken Sean, because after that the radio switched on upstairs and it was all Blind Willie, Blind Lemon, Furry Lewis, Howlin’ Wolf, all ‘My woman done left me’, and ‘I woke up this morning’, which would have been fine if she’d ever managed to get any fucking sleep in the first place. And then the sun came up like a blister and it was half seven, so she tried Paul again, hoping to catch Freddie before he left for school, but both phones just rang out. 

			This had been happening all week and it was getting to the point where she was going to have to go round, but Sean told her to drop it and now Ruth was saying that the very worst thing she could do was turn up at the school. That it would be too confusing, too heartbreaking for Freddie.

			‘Well I should think it’s confusing and heartbreaking not to be able to speak to his mother for all this time. It’s never been like this, Ruth. It’s never been as cruel as this.’

			‘I know, darling.’

			‘So what do you think I should do, if I don’t do that? You’re literally saying do nothing.’

			‘I’m not saying that.’ Ruth caught sight of herself in a car window. A poncho and a beret were a lousy idea. What had she been thinking?

			‘Well I don’t know what else you’re saying. You’re no help.’ And Betty went up her sleeve for a fresh ball of kitchen roll, scraping it over and over across her nostrils. All the way from Ruth’s front door she’d had to breathe through her mouth, her lips lolling open, plump and slippy, like a baby, not even minding if she dribbled. Now she had to cling onto the back of her father’s chair for fear her legs might give way from so much drama.

			‘Are you all right?’ said Ruth, making sure her dad wasn’t slipping down and thinking of something to say to Betty that wouldn’t just provoke more waterworks. They should both try being Ruth once in a while; that wasn’t exactly a breeze either.

			‘Course I’m not all right,’ said Betty.

			‘I don’t know, it’s hard to tell with you.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘Well, you know . . . actresses.’

			‘Oh fuck off if that’s it,’ shrieked Betty, and trotted off up ahead, just far enough to look like she wasn’t with them, but not so far that she couldn’t come back to borrow some money for fags if they passed a shop, even though she’d given up again after the three she smoked last night. ‘I can’t fucking believe you sometimes,’ she shouted back, into the wind. ‘This is an emergency.’

			‘Don’t swear in front of Dad,’ said Ruth.

			‘Fuck Dad,’ she said. Then, ‘Sorry, Dad,’ and then, ‘if you can hear me.’

			‘The problem is,’ said Ruth, ‘you should never have let Sean move in.’

			‘He hasn’t moved in,’ said Betty, stopping.

			‘Well, he has.’ Now they both stopped, and Harold started slipping down.

			‘Only since you’ve had Dad to look after. When I’m finished at the theatre, he won’t need to be there.’ 

			Without looking, Ruth hooked her hands under her father’s armpits and heaved him up. ‘Does Paul know?’ she said.

			‘Does Paul know what?’

			‘That Sean’s been looking after Freddie.’

			‘No, he thinks you have.’

			Ruth kicked the chair back in line and set off walking, faster now. ‘Well, don’t ask me to lie for you if he calls me.’

			‘Has he called you?’ 

			‘No, but I’m just saying that if he does . . .’

			‘Well, don’t go making it worse.’

			‘I’ll make it worse if I lie. Doesn’t he know what’s happened to Dad?’

			‘Of course he knows.’

			‘But does he know he’s out of hospital?’

			Betty looked down at her father, as though she’d only just realised this herself. ‘No.’

			‘So when he hears that Dad’s out of hospital and that I’m looking after him, and he knows that you’re at the theatre every night, then he’s gonna presume, rightly, that Sean is looking after Freddie and he’s gonna go fucking nuts, Betty. So don’t involve me by getting me to lie.’

			‘Have I asked you to lie?’

			‘And he’s gonna find out from Freddie anyway, unless you’ve asked Freddie to lie, which you probably have.’

			‘No I fucking have not. And I haven’t asked you. Have I, have I asked you?’

			‘No, but if he calls me . . .’

			‘Fucking hell, all right, make things worse then, Ruth.’ And Betty folded her arms, twelve again, and spun around to look in the nearest window, which, brilliantly, was filled with toys.

			‘I’m not making things worse,’ said Ruth.

			‘Well, you’re not making them better.’

			‘It’s not my job to make things better. Why’s that my job?’

			‘I didn’t say it was your job.’

			‘I don’t even have a job right now. I’m turning pupils away.’ Ruth taught Hammond organ and yoga, sometimes to the same people, sometimes on the same day, in the same room, but that had become impractical recently with Harold slumped in the corner reminding them all how futile and forlorn were their attempts to elevate themselves.

			From somewhere in the depths, poor Harold emitted a rare sonorous grunt. Ruth, kicking on the brake, took a tissue from her pocket and wiped his glossy chin from behind.

			‘This is my job now, doing this sort of thing; and this is nothing compared to some of the things I’ve had to do the past three weeks. You don’t even want to know.’

			Betty looked over her shoulder before turning back the whole way. Her father’s face terrified her. 

			‘It’s all right for you,’ said Ruth, ‘swanning off every night, thinking you’re just great. Everyone clapping how fucking great you think you are.’

			‘Swanning? It’s my job. I’m a professional actress. That’s what I do.’

			‘And that’s what I’m saying – that’s your job, and this is mine. And it’s fucking excellent, isn’t it, Dad?’ said Ruth, leaning over her father so that he could see her upside down, scaring him. ‘And aren’t I fucking good at it, Dad?’ Her beret fell into his lap and he snatched it up, throwing it into a nearby doorway. Betty smiled, bent over, picked it up and settled it tenderly back on her sister’s head.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, but Ruth didn’t think she was and so didn’t smile and thought to herself that a lot of the time Betty couldn’t act for toffee.

			They continued on in silence. Eventually Betty spoke up, offering a new tone. ‘There’s only another week to go with this play,’ she said, ‘then that’s it. I’ve got nothing after that. I’m unemployed, again. I’ll be able to help.’

			‘No you won’t, ’cos you’ll be too busy with all this shit. The thing is, Betty, I think he’s got a point.’

			‘What the fuck do you mean by that?’ 

			‘I mean he’s got a point. I wouldn’t want Sean looking after my kid.’

			‘You don’t have a kid.’

			Ruth took a moment to resist getting into a whole new fight. She let it go. ‘All right, I wouldn’t want a fuck-up like Sean looking after this kid,’ she said, nodding at their father. 

			‘So now you’re on Paul’s side? He let that bitch drive Freddie away at ninety miles an hour. She went through two red lights.’

			‘You told me Sean was stamping on his head. What was she supposed to do? Let Freddie see a thing like that?’

			‘Have you seen her on the cover of that magazine? She’s wearing a plasticine fucking bra.’

			‘I’m surprised Paul’s not pressing charges.’

			‘God, you love Paul. Why don’t you go and live with him? Marry him?’ They were right outside the chemist’s now, blocking the door, putting off other customers.

			‘I’m just saying, I think he’s got a point,’ said Ruth.

			‘He doesn’t have the right to take Freddie away from me. ’Cos that’s what we’re talking about here,’ said Betty, struggling for breath now. ‘He’s not fucking about, Ruth, he’s seriously talking about taking him away, proper, for good. Like that’s it. Like I’d never see him again. Doing it in court, moving abroad. His label’s bought offices in New York. He reckons that’s what he could do, and I don’t know that he couldn’t.’

			‘Well, get rid of Sean,’ said Ruth, turning the wheelchair around and entering the chemist’s backwards, pushing the door open with her bum.

			‘No! No, I won’t get rid of Sean. I don’t have to do whatever you and Paul tell me to do.’

			‘Oh Betty, you’re willing to jeopardise being with your son because you won’t admit to yourself what everyone else can see for a fact.’ Ruth and the chair and the bags and Harold were all the way in and the door began to close. ‘That Sean Porter is a complete fucking arsehole.’

			Betty stayed outside, gazing at a plastic leg in the window. It wore a grey sock and a brown shoe. She thought of butterflies tasting things with their feet. She turned to look out over the road at the enormous blue hospital rising up from the bones of the old Georgian hospital where she’d been born and where, thirteen years later, her mother had died. First she smelled and then she saw half a cigarette, half squashed but still smouldering, on the pavement outside the bookies. She picked it up, looked at it, squinting, as though assessing its vintage, before sucking it all the way down to the filter in one go.
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