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Praise for The Fall:


‘Like Ian McEwan’s Enduring Love, Simon Mawer’s new novel begins with a fall. Having established the mystery at its heart, the novel then cuts expertly back and forth over the preceding fifty years, revealing the sexual and emotional ties that entangle Rob, Jim and their parents. Any novel that is set in a subculture stands or falls by how well it initiates its readers into the procedures, codes, myths and convictions of that world. Mawer manages this brilliantly. A mountaineer himself, he is clearly fascinated by how mountains can cast a sometimes fatal spell over individuals … truly valuable and truly unusual’ Robert MacFarlane, Sunday Times


‘Simon Mawer is an elegant, uncluttered writer whose tale of two life-long friends, linked by their shared love of climbing, as well as by the various women in their lives, achieves a quiet but effective poignancy. Mawer is able to combine mountaintop dramas, so vividly described that they will grip the readers who have never left their armchairs, with scenes written in quite a different vein’ Sunday Telegraph


‘Desire fades, emotions evolve, combust, decay. Simon Mawer’s work is rich with a desire to see through to the core of things. His Booker-longlisted Gospel of Judas was a taut thriller of religious ecstasy and sexual ambivalence; The Fall scales its passions down to the dynamics of friendship and family, yet retains an Old-Testament, elemental quality’ Zoë Green, Observer


‘Simon Mawer’s excellent new novel presents me with a flaw in my thinking: climbing is not a sport, but an obsession. Readers who might dismiss a novel about climbing should try The Fall because it places this obsession into a handful of well-constructed, passionate lives, which colour the pure drive to conquer rock and fear with the baser, messy tangles of growing up, loving and fighting’ Independent on Sunday


‘Uncommonly wise and painstakingly crafted, this tale of struggles on personal and physical slopes ranges from present-day Wales to blitz-era London, tracking two generations of tangled love affairs. Mawer has created characters and situations that overflow with truly believable pain and exhilaration, and he endows the narrative with a surging energy that pushes the book forward, all the way to an end which, like the final line of a haiku, casts a startling light on everything that came before it’ Publishers Weekly


‘“Dramatic” is certainly the adjective of choice for The Fall. By combining the adrenaline-filled appeal of a mountaineering adventure with the emotional clout of a love story, Simon Mawer has created an exemplary model of that quaint old relic – the satisfying read’ Gary Krist, New York Times Book Review


‘… the climbing scenes are stunningly well executed. Authentic in their detail, vivid in their description, gripping in their portrayal of the emotional and physical drama, they are – most importantly – not just for action’s sake, but germane to the human stories Mawer unfolds. Just as involving, though, are the relationships at the novel’s core; in their own subtle way, Diana and Guy’s doomed love and Rob and Jamie’s doomed friendship are every bit as heart-stopping’ Martyn Bedford, Literary Review


‘The descriptions of climbing are thrilling and vivid, giving a real sense of the feel of clinging flat against a cliff face several thousand feet up, as the wind and snow howls around you. Mawer has constructed a powerful and constantly surprising literary thriller. The Fall scales the heights of fiction and leaves the reader gasping for air at the summit, admiring the spectacular view behind’ Waterstone’s Book Quarterly


‘The thrill of climbing comes exhilaratingly to life, the tangled relationships are beautifully portrayed, the period detail is convincing, and the writing is elegant and full of subtle literary echoes … recommended’ Historical Novels Review


‘One of the most beautifully written books to have emerged in recent years is The Fall by Simon Mawer, based firmly in the Welsh hills. Here, against the sheer precipices and deadly ice fields, Rob and Jamie’s relationship reveals itself’ Western Mail


‘Mawer has some of Kipling’s miraculous gift for describing raw, brutal, physical activity’ Spectator


‘Simon Mawer has established himself as an accomplished storyteller. And in his sixth novel, an epic about climbing and lost love, he has found his ideal subject … he excels at nuance, the secreted fact that will later prove vital. Extended metaphors inform one another; images and themes resonate across the entire novel. The novel becomes an elegy for a life of lost opportunity and love, a meditation on ageing and regret that gently supersedes the eulogy to the thrill of the climb’ New Statesman


‘Possibly the most satisfying book I have ever read; it’s still in my mind, and I long to read it again’ Irish Examiner


‘They say that your life flashes before your eyes in the moments before death. In the intensely cinematic prologue to The Fall, climber Jamie Mathewson plunges from an implacable Welsh cliff-face and the images that race through his head make up the majority of the novel that follows … written without a thought for contemporary literary fashions and all the better for it’ City Life
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The Fall


The weather was good for the Snowdon area. The rain had held off all day and there was enough of a breeze to keep the rock dry. Damp cannot have been a contributory factor. There was even the occasional shaft of sunlight cutting down through the varied cloud to brighten up the cwm, but no direct sunlight on the fluted walls and boiler-plate slabs of the crag itself. This is a north face.


Someone shouted: ‘Hey, look!’ It was one of the group of walkers. Climbers would not have made a noise about it. Someone shouted and stood up and pointed towards the East Buttress: ‘Hey, look at him!’


There was a lone figure climbing. He was about twenty feet off the ground. The man who shouted had been watching for a little while but at first it had not been clear that the figure was truly alone until he, the climber, had reached twenty feet up the great blank central wall of the East Buttress. The wall is a smooth, slightly curving sheet of rhyolite, a beaten metallic shield that, to inexpert eyes, appears unclimbable.


‘Look at ’im. Bloody idiot or what?’


‘Isn’t he doing Great Wall?’


‘No ropes, nothing. He’s bloody soloing.’


The solo climber on the Great Wall moved quite smoothly up the shallow groove that gives the line of the route. He bridged easily, his feet braced outwards to make an arrowhead of his body. You could see his hands going up on the rock above him, imagine his fingers touching the rock and finding the flakes and nicks that are what pass for holds on that kind of route. Mere unevenness. What the climbers of the past would have called rugosities. They all seemed to have had the benefit of a classical education. Not the present breed. ‘Thin,’ the modern climber might say. Not much else.


‘He seems to know what he’s doing,’ the walker called to his companions.


‘He’s not wearing a helmet,’ one of the others remarked. The walkers were all watching now, some standing, others sitting on rocks – the grass was still damp – with their heads craned back to see.


The climber moved up. There was a cat-like grace about his movements, a certain slickness, a feeling that, perched as he was above nothing at all and holding nothing at all, he was yet secure in what he did. He was now fly-like, plastered across the centre of the grey blankness, laying away on a rib that he had discovered, reaching up for a further hold, bridging wide and stretching up with his right arm. He was actually feeling for a piton that had been there for the last thirty-five years, one of those bits of climbing archaeology that you find in the mountains: a peg, placed from an abseil one wet and windy day in the spring of 1962. The peg is oxidised, but smoothed by the numerous (not too numerous) hands that have grabbed it thankfully over the years. It will be there for many years yet, but not for ever. Not even the cliff is for ever.


‘Look!’ A gasp from the watchers, a movement up on the cliff face as the lone climber made a smooth succession of moves, reached the peg and made height above it.


‘What happens if he slips?’ one of the walkers, a young girl, asked.


A man’s voice spoke: ‘He’s dead.’ It brought a hush to the party. They had been watching the thing as entertainment; abruptly it had been presented to them as a matter of life and death.


‘Who is he?’ another of the party asked. There was a clear sense that this unknown, lone climber, this figure of flesh and bone and blood and brain, must be someone.


‘A bloody idiot.’


After a pause – resting? was it possible to be resting on that vertical and hostile face? – the man had begun to move once more. The remainder of the wall soared up above him to where safety was represented by a thin diagonal terrace. There was a hint of grass up there, a faint green fringe to break the monotony of grey. It was still far above him, but it seemed to represent safety. His body swayed and moved up, his feet touching rock with something of the assurance, something of the habitual skill and poise, of a dancer. You could see that he had fair hair. Not much else about him. An anonymous performer on a Welsh crag, some time after noon on a dry and blustery day. Who was he?


And then he fell.


There was some argument later as to whether it was he who shouted. Someone shouted certainly. It might have been one of the walking party; it might have been one of the pair on White Slab, looking across from the first stance right out in space way over to the right on the other buttress. There were no specific words – just a cry of surprise.


He fell and there was something leaden and inevitable about the fall. After the grace and agility of the ascent, the dull fact of gravity and weight. A sudden sharp acceleration. Thirty-two feet per second faster every second. About three seconds. And then he hit the broken slope at the foot of the wall, rolled a bit, and stopped.


People got to their feet and ran, scrambled, slithered up the slopes. A pair of climbers on another part of the crag began to fix an abseil rope. One of the girls in the walking party had started to weep. Despite the hurry no one really wanted to get there. Of course they didn’t. But when they did, quite absurdly they found that he was still alive, unconscious but alive. And they were surprised to discover that he wasn’t some reckless youth, the kind that has no respect for the traditions of the place, the kind that doesn’t care a damn about doing anything so bloody stupid as soloing a route as hard as the Great Wall – he was middle-aged. Lean, tough, weather-beaten complexion (bruised horrendously, his jaw displaced raggedly to one side), middle-aged. Bleeding from his mouth and one ear. His limbs were arranged anyhow, like those of a rag doll tossed casually out of a window to land on the grass below.


Someone crouched over him and felt for a pulse in his broken neck. One of the walkers was on his mobile phone calling the police. Others just stood by helplessly. The pulse was there for a moment beneath the middle finger of the would-be rescuer, and then it faded away. He died as they stood and watched.
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I was driving home when I heard the news. I was somewhere on that winding nightmare of motorway, expressway and flyover that crosses and recrosses the city of Birmingham: ribbons of lights stretching away into the gathering dusk, the long necklaces of housing estates, the pendant jewels of factories and warehouses. Design without intention; a strange sort of beauty without any aesthetic to support it. Over it all the traffic moved in columns towards Liverpool and Manchester, towards London and the south-east.


The radio was on and the story was big enough to make the national news on a day when the news wasn’t special, the murders a mere one or two, the rapes only half a dozen and date-rapes at that, the peace negotiations stalled, the elections indecisive, misery and poverty quotidian. ‘A noted climber has been killed in a fall,’ said a disembodied and indifferent voice from the radio, and I knew at once who it was even before I heard the name. Curious, that. I knew it would be him.


‘Jim Matthewson, who lived in North Wales, had spent a lifetime tackling the highest and hardest climbs in the world, but died after falling from a local crag where he had first cut his teeth over thirty years ago …’


I decelerated and pulled into the slow lane behind an articulated lorry. Like my driving? a sign on the tailgate asked, and gave a phone number, just in case you didn’t. The next exit was for the A5 and North Wales and I let the car slow down and drift leftwards down the slip-road. The newsman was talking about helicopters and multiple fractures and dead on arrival. I hadn’t really made a decision, no conscious decision, anyway, but that was just like it had been with climbing – movement being everything, movement being a kind of thought, body and mind fused into one, the mind reduced perhaps, but the body exalted, surely. Nowadays in the ordinary round of life there was separation of mind and body, but in those days it had been different.


As I dialled home, the radio news had become a broken oil pipeline in West Africa. Villagers had sabotaged the thing in order to collect the crude oil that spilled out. The phone rang in the hallway of my house while West African villagers ranted on about the corruption of the government and the high prices they were forced to pay for what was flowing for free through the metal tube just outside their village. You had to see their point of view.


I’d hoped to get one of the girls, but of course it was Eve’s voice that answered: ‘Hello?’


‘It’s me.’


‘Where on earth are you?’ The over-emphasis in her voice.


‘Have you heard the news?’


‘What news?’


‘On the radio. Jamie. He’s dead.’


An eloquent silence. How can silence at the end of a telephone line be eloquent? But it was. ‘How?’


‘No idea. A fall, that’s what it said. Look, I’m somewhere around Wolverhampton. I’m going.’


‘Going?’


‘To Wales.’


‘Wales?’ A note of incredulity. ‘Where will you stay? For goodness’ sake, Allie’s got to go to choir practice this evening. She was relying on you taking her. And you haven’t got anything with you.’


‘That shouldn’t be much of a problem. And I reckon I can get a bed at the Centre.’


Another silence. ‘What’s the point?’


‘He was a friend. Christ alive, Eve, he was my best friend.’ It sounded ridiculous, the kind of thing children say. Best friend. Make friends, make friends, never, never break friends. It’s girls who do that kind of thing, mainly. Boys find it all a bit embarrassing, don’t they?


‘And now he’s dead. And you haven’t seen him for years. What’s wrong with a letter, or a phone call or something? You don’t have to go running to the rescue like a Boy Scout, for God’s sake. And, anyway, there’s no one to rescue.’


‘There’s Ruth.’


‘I know there’s Ruth. And how do you propose to rescue her?’


There was one of those awkward pauses, made more awkward by the fact that we were just voices, stripped of face or feature. We spoke over each other: ‘Rob.’


‘Eve.’


‘Go on. What were you going to say?’


‘No, you.’


‘When …’


‘Yes?’


‘When will you be back?’


Her question hung in the balance. ‘A day or two,’ I said finally. ‘Time to sort things out. Time to see Caroline. That kind of thing. Eve …’


‘Yes?’


‘Give the girls a kiss from me. Tell Allie I’m sorry about the choir. Next week.’


‘Is that a promise?’


It was hard to read her tone. Hard to read mine too, I guess. ‘Look, I’m parked on the hard shoulder. I’d better be going. I’ll give you a ring later. Love to the girls. And to you.’


‘Yes,’ she said, but she didn’t sound convinced.


Birmingham is something of a border territory. You wouldn’t think it to look at the place, but the fact is that beyond Birmingham you are suddenly out of the embracing clasp of London, that disproportionate city, that selfish city that wants everything and everybody, that steals almost the whole of the south of England to itself and looks with covetous eyes on the rest. But beyond the lights of Birmingham there are the Marches, where blood was spilt, and the thin ribbon of the A5 that leads to Wales. London seems far away. I drove into the gathering dusk, past familiar names and familiar landmarks: Telford, Shrewsbury. Ahead there were black hills against the sky. Offa’s Dyke was signposted for tourists. At Oswestry came the first hint of a change of language and landscape, Chirk and Newbridge giving way to Pentre and Cefn Mawr, and the road abruptly turning westward and finding a narrow gorge into the hills, and there was the sign to Llangollen, which is the furthest many outsiders get into the narrow, crabbed, secretive land that is Wales. The walls of the valley crowded in on the car. Headlights cut into the thick Welsh evening and spotlighted Celtic names now – Cerrig-y-drudion, Pentrefoelas, Capel Garmon. With the window down I could sense the difference, that sharp scent of meltwater, the hostile chill of height, the snatch of cold mountain air at the lungs.


It all came back as I drove: an awful muddle of memory and forgetting. Eve and the children suddenly seemed very far away and in another country, a safe, literal place where nothing is left to chance and no one takes risks. But this was different: this was a haunted landscape, trampled over by the ghosts of the past. Ahead was the familiar silhouette of the mountain that was most familiar of all – Yr Wyddfa, Snowdon. Overhead were the stars, Orion setting in the wake of the sun, a planet – Jupiter, I guessed – gleaming down on the sublunary world with a baleful eye. One of our routes had been called Jupiter. I could even recall the words in the guidebook: ‘Dinas Mot: start to the right of Gandalf, Extremely Severe.’ I remembered Jamie floating up on invisible holds while I had sweated after him on the blunt end of the rope. I felt the sweat now in memory, even after thirty years.


I turned off the main road into a high valley. A long, narrow lake was pressed into the darkness of the mountains like an ingot of silver. At the only lighted building I pulled the car over and parked. A warm and soporific atmosphere of tradition greeted me as I pushed open the door of the bar. There was brown wooden panelling and an old hemp rope in a glass case and the signatures of history written across the ceiling, Tenzing Norgay and Edmund Hillary, Tom Bourdillon and Charles Evans, and another name scrawled somewhere there as well: Guy Matthewson.


I ordered a beer. At the bar two men were talking in low and authoritative terms about the accident. They were tweedy and pipe-smoking. This hotel and all its traditions had always been a different world from ours, a parallel universe of breeches and heavy boots and pipes. We had been down at the Padarn Lake in Llanberis. We wore jeans and canvas rock boots that they used to call PAs, and ciggies. Spliffs sometimes. A world away. ‘What can you expect?’ they were asking each other. ‘These days, people have no respect for the mountains. Of course, his father was one of the old school …’


There was a phone in the corner. I found the number in the directory and when my call was answered it was Jamie himself speaking. It was a shock to hear his voice: ‘This is the Matthewson Mountain Centre,’ he said. ‘We can’t answer at the moment, but if you leave your name and number after the beep we’ll get back to you as soon as we can.’


I didn’t leave a message. I finished my beer and left the customers to their complacency.


The road from the hotel wound uphill and over the head of the pass. The lights of a youth hostel loomed out of the blackness. There might have been a trace of snow on the hillside behind the building. On the left, the bulk of Crib Goch rose up to block out the stars. Then the descent into the pass began, and the names of the climbing crags crowded in from memory – Dinas Mot, Dinas Cromlech, Carreg Wastad, Clogwyn y Grochan. A narrow valley littered with boulders and outcrops and legends, a cradle and a crucible. Nant Peris with its little straggles of cottages.


The turn off the main road was vividly familiar, as though time had no dimension in memory and I had last taken that route only a week ago, when we had been looking for a place that was for sale. And then the headlights picked out the slab of engraved slate announcing


Bryn Derw – Matthewson Mountain Centre


and the low-slung grey house with the outbuildings that had been converted into sleeping-quarters, and a rough car park with no vehicles. I climbed out into the chill night air, feeling at the same time part of the place and alien, an adept and an intruder.


There were lights in a few of the downstairs windows. When I rang the bell, footsteps sounded inside and a male voice called through the door: ‘You the press?’


‘I’m a friend.’


‘That’s what they all say. You’d fucking better be.’ The door opened with reluctance and a face peered out. Sallow skin and a scattering of stubble like iron filings across the chin. Long hair pulled back with a bandanna.


‘Where’s Ruth?’ I asked, as I stepped inside. There were familiar photographs on the walls of the hall, stark monochrome ones of angular rock and scrawny climbers plastered across in balletic poses; colour shots of dark rock and enamel blue skies and untrammelled snow. One of the rock climbers was Jamie himself, poised on finger holds on some overhang; the couple of guys in down jackets and helmets and cheesy grins with an apocalyptic sunset behind them were Jamie and me together; the girl climbing a steep rock wall, with long hair streaming out below her and a skin-tight T-shirt, was Ruth a quarter of a century ago, all of them three decades ago when we were much younger and less foolish.


‘She’s in the kitchen. Who shall I say—’


‘You shan’t.’ I pushed past and went down the passage. The youth followed behind, no doubt wondering whether he had failed in his duty as guard dog, no doubt wondering whether this visitor was going to pull out a notepad at the last moment and ask Ruth how she felt about Jamie’s death and what it was like to be married to a man who defied death every day and crap like that.


She was in the kitchen, just as the guard dog had said. She was fiddling around with a coffee pot, occupying herself with trivial things, which is what you do in circumstances like that. She turned to look who it was who had just come in at the door, and there were whole seconds when I could watch her expression registering nothing at all, a performance that would have tried a lesser actress beyond all imagining. Her hand went up to brush a strand of hair from her forehead. She did it with the back of her wrist, a gesture that was so familiar. Her fingernails were cut short and stained with paint.


‘Dewar,’ she said. No surprise. A consummate piece of acting. She’d always called me by my surname, right from our first meeting. Almost always.


The minder had slipped back into the shadows. ‘I heard the news on the radio,’ I said.


She frowned. ‘Where were you?’


I shrugged away her question and went over to her, and she stood there while I put my hands on her shoulders and leant forward to kiss her cheek. There was that awful familiarity, the sensation that somehow, even after so many years, this was where I belonged. ‘I thought maybe I could be of help. I don’t know how exactly.’


‘Shoulder to cry on?’


‘Perhaps.’


She offered me something. A beer, anything, something to eat, perhaps? I took the beer and sat at the table. While she prepared me some food she told me what there was to tell, which was mainly about hospitals – ‘dead on arrival, actually’ – and police statements and that kind of thing. ‘There’ll be a coroner’s inquiry, but they say they’ll release the body for the funeral.’ Her mouth turned down. ‘It’ll be a zoo. Press, television. They’ve been on the phone all bloody evening.’ Her Welsh intonation. People say the accent is sing-song, but that’s just being romantic. It’s flat-vowelled and resigned, the voice of a people who have always scratched a living on the edge of Britain ever since they were driven there by the invaders. The accent of defeat.


‘What was he doing?’


‘Doing?’


‘Yes, doing. What happened? The radio report said nothing. Just a fall.’


She looked up at me. ‘Great Wall,’ she said. ‘Solo.’


‘He what?’


‘You heard.’ Her face was lean and pinched. It looked as though she was in a gale, the wind battering past, the sound of it in her ears, roaring past her ears so that it was difficult to hear what people said. You stood near and you shouted and still the wind snatched your words away.


‘Solo? But that’s the kind of thing kids do.’


She shrugged.


‘I mean, it must be outside his range these days. Must have been. Even roped. What grade is it these days? E3? When I knew it, it was just ridiculous.’


‘Four. It’s E4.’


‘E4 solo? At his age? I mean, that’s suicide.’ There was a silence in the kitchen. The windows were black as slate. There was that faint, infernal smell of gas from the cooking range.


‘He was fit,’ she said eventually, as though something had to be said. ‘Always out, always climbing. You know.’


‘I remember falling off Great Wall trying to second him. Had to take a tight rope. He thought it bloody funny. I remember him peering down at me from the peg belay and grinning like an idiot.’


‘He would.’


‘Where is he now?’ For a fraction of a second it had seemed that we were talking in the present, about the living not the dead. That lithe man, the laughter in his expression, the shadows in his eyes.


‘The undertakers’,’ she said. ‘I’ve discovered that they take everything off your hands. Complete service. What a discovery to make. Look, you don’t have to be here, you know.’


‘I want to be.’


‘Have you got somewhere to stay? Do you want a room?’


‘If you like.’


‘Okay.’ She looked away and found something to do, the way you do when you want distraction. There’s always something irrelevant to do.


‘What are your plans?’ I asked.


‘Plans?’


‘About this place.’


‘Oh, that. Sell my share, I guess. Nic’s a partner now, did you know that? Dominic Lewis. You know him?’


‘I know the name. Was that the courteous reception committee?’


‘He’s been a big help.’


‘I’m sure.’


‘And I’ll buy a cottage in Spain with the proceeds.’ It was a joke. She smiled to show me and I smiled back, and there were echoes all round us. The past, the distant past. A whole lifetime.


She corrected herself: ‘Castle more like. Castles in Spain.’


‘Or in the air.’


I slept in one of the rooms in the main building beneath a low sloping ceiling and watched over by a picture of Dominic Lewis climbing Pendragon, which was one of our routes, one that Jamie and I had put up. I recognized the pitch clearly enough. Like so much else it was ingrained in memory, the feel of the rock, the precise uncompromising curve of that hold, that crack, that small nub of quartz that was the key handhold. It was like an etching, the details scored into the mind because they were experienced in every way at the time – intellectually, physically, all ways that there are to experience something. ‘It’s just like sex,’ that’s what Jamie used to say. ‘The physical and the mental together. Mind and matter.’ Quite the little philosopher, Jamie had been. In the photo Lewis was all flexing deltoids and purple leotards, looking up towards the camera with his fingers curled like claws over a flake hold and his mouth in a half-smile. The pink gneiss was all around him, the sea boiling in the background: very photogenic. He was soloing, of course. No doubt he’d have done Pendragon on sight, as a warm-up before tackling something hard. He was one of the new generation: bolts and chalk, abseil inspections and top roping to get the moves right.


I thought of Jamie soloing Great Wall, a climb he could never have hoped to succeed on, not any longer, not these days. And then I must have dozed, because the next thing I knew was a faint, mouse-like sound, and when I turned there was no longer the cold blackness of the wall across the room, but a faint grey trapezium of light. The door was open. A figure was standing there, a black silhouette against the grey, like a minimalist painting. Mere shapes.


‘Who’s that?’


Soft steps creaked on the boards. I felt her close presence in the darkness, a sensation that was midway between heat and scent. ‘Do you mind? I just wanted company, you know. Feeling a bit digalon.’


Calon is heart; digalon, downhearted. It had been one of her words, one of her Welsh words that she allowed into her English. Cariad was another: darling, dearest, love. I said something – an apology, a warning, something – but she didn’t care. She lifted the blankets and slipped in beside me. Even after a quarter of a century, she was familiar, the movements of her tough limbs, the hard angles of her body, her loose breasts, her smell.


She’d gone by the time a grey, bleary dawn opened the narrow windows of my borrowed room. The whole incident might almost have been a dream; or a memory.
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Breakfast was a silent affair. The three of us watched each other warily, Lewis wondering exactly who I was and how I fitted into this strange little world half-way up a Welsh hillside. Ruth avoided my eye, busied herself with making tea and coffee and the kind of domestic thing that was so alien to her.


‘You used to partner Jim, didn’t you?’ Lewis asked. He had flat Mancunian vowels that didn’t go very well with a flashy name like Dominic. In the past he’d have been Don or Joe and would have driven up on a motorbike to spend the weekends in the Pass bivvying under a rock. Nowadays he was sponsored by a climbing-gear manufacturer. He had the name all across the front of his fashion shirt: Top Peak.


‘For a few years.’


He smiled. ‘Did quite a few routes with him, didn’t you?’


‘Quite a few. Pendragon was one.’


‘Course. Matthewson and Dewar, alternate leads.’


‘You read the guide.’


‘I didn’t flash it, if that’s what you mean. Nearly came off at the crux. Got gripped something terrible.’


‘It doesn’t look like it in the photo.’


‘That was for the camera.’ He grinned and shovelled cereal into his mouth. ‘Fine route,’ he admitted, through the debris of corn flakes. Or did he say fun route? ‘Necky. Quite something, for those days.’ There was a pause while he ate. Then, ‘You were on the Eiger with him, weren’t you? That business on the North Face?’


‘Yes,’ I answered, but I didn’t say any more and I didn’t encourage him to ask. I wasn’t going to discuss that with him. I turned to Ruth. ‘Caroline. Is she—’


She smiled knowingly. ‘Still alive? Oh, very much so.’


‘Still at Gilead House?’


‘Yes. I spoke to her on the phone yesterday. I suppose I ought to go round, but …’


‘I’ll go and see her.’


‘She’ll be at the funeral.’


‘I’d still better go.’


You must confront your past. At some time or other you must confront your past. It doesn’t flash before your eyes, I knew that; but it’s always there. We are our past. There is nothing else, and none of it can be undone.


The drive took an hour and a half, back through the valley to the top of the pass, up and over and through the mountains, then down to where trees grew again and there were waterfalls and grey terraced houses picked out in white, with signs saying ‘Bed and Breakfast’. A verdant valley on the edge of the mountain wilderness. Beyond the town, the road wound up into the hills. I lost the way once but picked it up again after going back on my tracks for a turn or two. Nothing had changed much, but memory is selective: it doesn’t give you a route plan. A sign pointed a stern Old Testament finger to Nebo from where Moses was allowed to view, but never reach, the Promised Land; and then there was the familiar stretch of green meadow and the grey house half-way up the hillside beneath the hanging woodland. The stableyard on one side and the upper garden at the back. A drystone wall of slate. Roses and fuchsias set like jewels in a case of pewter and green velvet. Gilead the quaint name, from a chapel that had once stood there, part of whose walls were built into the house itself.


‘It’ll do,’ Jamie’s mother had said once, long ago. ‘It’s not home, but it’ll do.’


I stopped the car and climbed out. Below, the ground fell steeply away to the river and the town. I could see the Anglican church and the Methodist chapel, and the municipal offices, which were like a hybrid between the other two. There was the silver line of the railway to balance in its directness the silver meanders of the river. There was smoke in the still air, thin plumes like old-fashioned quills stuck in ink pots. Upstream of the town was the seventeenth-century bridge that features in the postcards. They claim that Inigo Jones built it; but his surname was the only Welsh thing about the man. Jones was London born and bred.


Before opening the gate, I got Eve on the mobile. I didn’t know when I’d be back. I’d have to stay for the funeral. Of course I would. And there would be a coroner’s inquiry, apparently. And then, when everything was over …


‘Everything was over years ago, wasn’t it?’ she said.


‘Yes, but …’ But what? I tried to explain, and felt the inadequacy of words at the very moment I spoke them. There was a silence on the line.


‘I rescued you from them once, Rob,’ she said eventually. Her voice was quiet. ‘I don’t think I could manage it again. Not after all this time.’ And then she rang off.


I waited a moment with the phone dead in my hand. Sounds: the barking of a dog and the bleating of sheep. The sound of sheep was the constant undercurrent to the landscape, an old crone’s griping or a child’s whinging, a Welsh complaint. ‘Bloody sheep,’ Jamie’s mother had said. Coming from her mouth the word ‘bloody’ had shocked. It was language. ‘Bloody sheep. God, how can we live here?’


I had gone with them to look, a long and stuffy journey in the back of a hired car. She’d got lost and we had had to stop in a village to ask an old man the way. ‘Gilead?’ he repeated. ‘Gilead House? That’ll be up Gwytherin way. Not far, mind, not far.’


And sure enough it was not far, just up the hill above the town, on the side of the valley among the trees, a grey place picked out in blistered white, with the lawns run to rack and ruin and the field at the front full of sheep.


‘Bloody sheep,’ she had said, standing there holding Jamie’s hand (he struggled to let go but she gripped him hard). ‘However will we live here?’


But she had apparently, off and on. Forty years and more.


I drove the car through and went back to close the gate, then drove slowly up the gravel to the space in front of the house. There was no one around, but when I rang the doorbell I heard shuffling footsteps inside. Someone fiddled at the lock on the other side of the door and it was only then that I realized I hadn’t really asked Ruth about Caroline’s health. ‘Very much alive’ was what she’d said. But what did that mean when you were – what? Eighty? I tried to work it out. Seventy? Seventy-five? I wasn’t certain, not because I didn’t know how long ago it was but because, I understood with a sudden shock, I hadn’t really known her age even then. I had nothing definite to add to the forty years that separated then from now, this hillside on the edge of summer from that same hillside so many summers ago. Listening to the scrabbling on the far side of the door, I thought about the epithets of decline and decay – arthritis? Parkinson’s? Alzheimer’s? – and was filled with dread at the prospect of seeing her again.


The door opened. The face that appeared in the gap was lined and toothless. It contained within its features all the closed suspicion of the Welsh hill people. ‘A chi sy o’r Bwrdd Dwr?’ it said.


I felt an absurd and irrational relief at the sight. It was a woman from the village, a woman who did. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve no Welsh, I’m afraid. Not really. Bore da is my limit.’


She looked peeved. ‘Are you the man from the Water?’ she asked, with exaggerated emphasis.


‘I’m a man from England,’ I said. ‘An old friend.’


The woman faced this disappointment stoically. ‘We’re expecting a man from the Water.’


‘I’m afraid I can’t oblige. I just want to see Mrs Matthewson, if she’s in.’


‘Well, she’s not receiving people.’


‘I think she’ll receive me. Tell her it’s Robert. Tell her that.’


The maid considered the matter carefully, her wrinkled lips mulling over the problem as though it were a taste.


‘You aren’t Mary, are you?’ I asked.


‘I’m Alice.’


‘I remember Mary.’


There was a smile there among the suspicion. ‘Mary was my sister, God bless her.’


‘I remember her well.’


‘Do you now? Do you?’ Memory was a kind of password. ‘Well, you’d best come in. I’ll find if Mrs Matthewson can see you. Mr Robert, you say?’


‘Robert. Just Robert.’


She shuffled off. I waited in the hall, the dark brown hall with the long-case clock that paced out the silence. Stairs led upwards into shadow. There was a stained-glass window at the turn of the stairs: an Arthurian knight looking towards his lady, a piece of vapid Burne-Jonesery. I remembered that. I remembered laughing at it because she had laughed. There were pictures on the walls: watercolours of Welsh hillsides, and an oil painting of an urban street – one of the slate towns, the slate cliffs laid on with a palette knife that brought to them the very texture of the rock itself: lucid slabs, slick with rain. I knew that style well enough, even without seeing the signature at the bottom: ‘Ruth Phoenix, 1979’. Then there was the jawbone of a shark, fished – I remembered the story – off Nantucket. That was what she had told me, laughing at the memory of it. ‘I caught it myself, while the men jeered and told me I could never do it and all that sort of crap. But I did it. And there it is.’


How much had changed? I couldn’t be sure. The illusion of memory gave me everything, all the artefacts, all the objets d’art (I could hear her enunciate the French phrase): a tortured glass bottle – Lalique? – that was like some intimate female organ; a porcelain shepherdess – Meissen? – that laughed at the onlooker as though flaunting her recently lost virginity; another oil painting that might have been (but she had never dared subject it to the expert’s curious gaze) by Marie Laurencin. I peered at the thing with new eyes now, and knew just the man to examine it and value it. On the opposite wall there was even a photograph showing Jamie: a crouched figure in silhouette, his bandaged face looking out from under a helmet, with plunging cliffs behind him and bright alpine meadows far below. Jamie at Death Bivouac. I knew that photo well: I had taken it myself.


From upstairs there was the noise of talking, but I couldn’t make out any words. Then a light footfall at the top of the stairs. ‘Yes?’


I turned from the photo. Someone was coming down. She turned at the landing and paused in front of the stained glass, looking down at me. ‘Yes?’


There was a shock at seeing her, of course. Something physical like a fist, a child’s fist perhaps, swung playfully into the stomach when you weren’t expecting it. A convulsion of heart and diaphragm. The blow had been intended as a joke so you had to smile.


‘It’s Robert,’ I said.


‘Robert, yes.’ She smiled vaguely. For a moment I wondered whether she even remembered.


‘I came to see how you were. I’ve been over at Jamie’s place. With Ruth. I’ve come to say how sorry I am.’ Paltry words. Maybe that was what made her smile. Paltriness had always amused her. She was wearing trousers (she’d have called them slacks) and a white shirt (she’d have called it a blouse), and her hands were clasped in front of her as though she had to do that to stop a tremor. As she came down the final flight of stairs she moved cautiously, with one hand on the banister and the other still clasped in front of her. ‘Have you been to see him?’ she asked.


For an awful moment I thought that she hadn’t understood. I imagined – it was a fleeting moment of horror, like the sudden perception of a death – that her mind had gone. ‘Caroline, Jamie’s dead,’ I told her gently.


She came up close to me as though it was necessary to bring my face into focus. It was like looking at someone through a screen, a Japanese screen of some kind – rice paper or whatever: the woman I had known peering out through the layers of time. ‘I know what Jamie is,’ she said softly. ‘I know exactly what Jamie is. I have had practice in this, don’t forget.’ Her left hand, which had gripped the banister, which had gripped many things in its time, gripped my arm. The other remained where it was, slack and idle across the base of her belly. She leant forward and presented her cheek for me to kiss. Her skin was soft and smooth.


‘You’re looking very well,’ I said.


She shook her head. ‘Forget the compliments. The only thing about age is the surprise it brings. Death is no surprise, of course; but you never know who is going to die. I’ll bet he put his money on me first. And I bet you did too. You probably thought that I was already dead and buried, didn’t you?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Caroline.’ The name seemed absurd on her aged body, a young woman’s name given in error. Caro, she had been. She always said it was inaccurate. ‘Caro’ is masculine. It should have been ‘Cara’.


‘Oh, yes, you did.’ Another of her traits, to brook no argument. She walked away into the drawing room where there were other photos – Jamie’s father looking youthful, like a corpse preserved – other artefacts, other memories enshrined. An old, polished gramophone from the time when they still made them like pieces of furniture. And on the wall another of Ruth’s paintings, a nude, this one, a woman standing beside a bed, her flesh blurred by sunlight from a window: white limbs and a smudge of pubic hair.


‘What would you like? Tea?’ She rang for the maid and I remembered the box of little mechanical flags on the kitchen wall, one for each room in the house, to signal which room had rung. There was even a green baize door dividing off the servants’ quarters. Caroline had laughed when she had shown me that. It was one of those things that accumulated, like parts of an argument, to convince her that this isolated house on an isolated hillside was a place where she might live.


‘The other thing about age,’ she said, ‘is that it’s only once you are old that you realize things are for keeps. What seemed an interesting experiment is actually the only existence that you have or are going to have. Why did you leave it so long to come back?’


‘It doesn’t seem long,’ I replied evasively. ‘It seems like yesterday.’


She laughed. ‘That’s another trouble with age,’ she said. ‘Thirty years ago seems like yesterday.’


Alice came into the drawing room with a tray. While Caroline poured the tea with her left hand, her right remained couched in her lap like a small, helpless pet. It was only then that I understood something was wrong with it, wrong with the mechanism of nerve and muscle that was meant to move it. She saw my glance. ‘A stroke, my dear,’ she said. ‘Just a little one. My doctor assures me that I could go on for years yet.’ She crossed her legs. Her ankles were still narrow, but they had a wasted look to them, as though slenderness had given way to fragility.


‘So tell me,’ she said. ‘How is your mother?’


I shrugged. ‘She’s in a nursing-home. Oh, she’s well enough physically, but … her mind wanders.’


Was there sympathy in her expression? It wasn’t happening to her, that was clear enough. Her mind was there, all right. ‘And tell me about you,’ she said. ‘Married? Of course. I remember Jamie telling me. Are you happy?’


‘I’m content.’


‘That’s a very equivocal response. Children?’


‘Two. Girls. Twenty-one and seventeen. University and A levels.’


‘And what does Daddy do?’


‘Don’t you know?’


‘Should I?’


‘I thought Ruth might have said. I’m in the art business. Contemporary art. A gallery in London, another in Birmingham of all places. An associate gallery in New York.’


‘Bisected cows in formaldehyde, that kind of thing?’


‘Not often.’


She looked thoughtful. Somehow I could see the younger woman behind the mask of age. ‘But happy?’ she asked again. ‘Is Rob happy?’


I shrugged. Don’t you grow out of happiness? Isn’t happiness what kids hope for? Wasn’t adulthood the understanding that there is no real happiness, not long, sustained and unequivocal happiness? ‘I told you. I’m content.’


Caro smiled, as I knew she would. Blurred by age, it was her familiar smile nevertheless. ‘Equivocal,’ she said. She had taught me the word, like so much else. ‘Dear Robert, as equivocal as ever.’
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There was some kind of religious service for Jamie. It was Ruth’s idea, Ruth’s insistence, even though Jamie had not been a churchgoer, hadn’t believed in anything as far as I knew. ‘What alternative is there?’ she asked, when I protested. ‘Just a dreadful crematorium thing?’


I rang home and suggested that Eve come, but she declined. ‘They were your friends,’ she said. ‘Not mine. And look how they treated you …’


The service was held in the local church. The place was full, of course. There were names I knew, a few faces I recognized, all hard-edged and weathered, one or two bearded. The survivors. One in eight Himalayan climbers fails to return. If you are talking about going high then the statistics get worse: under half of those who go above seven and a half thousand metres survive to tell the tale. Oh, yes, there were as many ghosts at Jamie Matthewson’s funeral as live mourners.


I sat in the front row between Caroline and Ruth. Caroline was in grey silk – the grey of ashes, the grey of slate, a grey that set off her still bright complexion; Ruth wore black, a sharp, black linen suit that made her look tough and vulnerable at the same time, the kind of trick she had always been capable of pulling off. She had no makeup and her hair was pulled back and gathered up to emphasize the line of her jaw. Her expression was tightly pegged down – like a tent in a storm. Beyond her was Dominic Lewis, looking uneasy in something resembling a jacket and tie.


We sang a hymn and the rector gave a little address about striving for the heights and seeing the Promised Land from the top of the mountain, and things like that. And then it was the turn of others: Carrington to say something about Jim on Everest, Jim as the selfless expedition member, the man who you could rely on for help, or a joke, or a day’s hard slog at altitude to set up the top camp; Philips to talk about Jim standing in awe on the summit of K2 as they watched the sun set and steeled themselves to face the bivouac that would probably (but didn’t) kill them both. There was someone else to talk about Jim the businessman, the man who helped the local economy, the Englishman who had found a home in Wales; and Dominic Lewis mumbled a poem about Icarus falling from the sky. Auden, I suppose it was. Ruth had asked me to add something. I didn’t really want to but I couldn’t refuse, so when all the others were done I made my way up to the lectern. Looking out over the congregation, I wondered if they knew who the hell I was.


‘I first knew Jamie when I was about twelve,’ I told them, just to put them in the picture. ‘Later we climbed together. We shared a great deal, as one does with a climbing partner: meals, climbs, tents, bivouac bags, jokes, all that kind of thing. Occasionally we shared the lead. When he let me.’


They laughed at that. They were desperate to laugh. I stopped and looked down at them, and I wanted to say other things. I wanted to tell them about the first climb ever. I wanted to tell them about winters in Scotland and summers in the Alps. I wanted to tell about Caroline – she looked up at me with a quizzical expression, as though she couldn’t quite recall my name – and my own mother who now languished in a nursing-home and wondered who I was when I visited her. I wanted to speak about Jamie’s father. And I wanted to tell them about Ruth. Above all, I wanted to tell them about Ruth.


There was a great silence in the grey church, a cold and expectant silence, almost as though they were waiting for me to tell them these things. ‘Probably we shared more than most,’ I said. Ruth was watching with the faintest of Welsh smiles. But I didn’t tell them; instead I opened a book and read to them: ‘“The play is over, and the curtain is about to fall. Before we part, a word upon the graver teachings of the mountains.”’


I don’t know if they recognized the piece – they sat there as you do at funerals, in a no man’s land between misery and embarrassment, and I couldn’t tell whether there was any recognition. ‘“Still, the last, sad memory hovers round, and sometimes drifts across like floating mist, cutting off sunshine and chilling the remembrance of happier times. There have been joys too great to be described in words, and there have been griefs upon which I have not dared to dwell; and with these in mind I say, Climb if you will, but remember that courage and strength are naught without prudence, and that a momentary negligence may destroy the happiness of a lifetime. Do nothing in haste; look well to each step; and from the beginning think what may be the end.”’


The curious thing is how often people ignore that advice, in climbing as in life. I closed the book and resumed my seat and we all sang ‘Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah’. It was a fine sound, no doubt.


After the funeral there was a sorry procession of cars to the crematorium. In the chapel I sat beside Ruth. She gripped my hand as we watched his coffin roll silently through a red velvet curtain to the sound of heavenly electronic choirs. Caroline sat on the other side of her. Afterwards we hung around outside, looking at the sodden bouquets, reading the labels on them before the rain dissolved the ink. ‘Who are these?’ I asked once or twice, but I didn’t get much of an answer: ‘Oh, just people he knew.’ One of the cards said, ‘From all of us at the City Climbing Club – keep going for the top, youth.’ Ruth just looked away into the distance, across the sodden acres of grass and the miniature memorial plaques.


Caroline came over to say goodbye. There was a detached quality about her manner, as though I hadn’t been to see her just two days before. ‘I’m surprised you’re here, Robert,’ she said. ‘I thought you’d quite broken with Jamie. What made you come?’


‘He was my oldest friend,’ I said. ‘Whatever happened after.’


‘And Ruth?’


‘And Ruth as well.’


She smiled. It was difficult to read her expression. Perhaps I was somehow to blame, was that it? I almost said something to that effect; I almost lost my temper with the woman. ‘How’s Diana?’ she asked.


‘She’s fine physically. Like I said when I saw you.’


‘Did you?’ The smile was wry now. ‘Memory, you see. The second thing to go.’


‘What’s the first?’


‘Robert, dear, I’m sure you can guess what the first is.’ She touched my arm. ‘Give Diana my love. Tell her …’


‘Tell her what?’


‘Tell her it seems that she won.’


‘I don’t think she’d understand. I’m not sure I do.’


She shrugged, and turned towards the big black car that waited for her. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Nothing matters.’


We watched her drive away. For Ruth and me there was the journey back to the hotel where refreshments had been laid on. The beer and the wine flowed. There was talk, there was laughter, there was reminiscence and the relating of absurd stories and hair-raising exploits. There is so much about the climbing community that derives from the Celtic fringes of Britain, and at a wake climbers are as good as the Irish. Perhaps it’s because they have a lot of practice. I stood with Ruth and smiled and nodded, and for a moment I felt as though I were part of all this.


We got back late in the afternoon. It was already dark. Someone had turned lights on in the main building, but the place was deserted. We went to the kitchen as the natural focal point of the house. Ruth put a kettle on to boil. ‘He wanted his ashes scattered, did I tell you that?’


‘Yes, you did.’ She’d even shown me the will. ‘If my body can be recovered, I wish to be cremated and the ashes scattered …’ I liked that practical touch ‘if my body can be recovered’. At least he hadn’t asked to be freeze-dried and left on Kangchenjunga.


‘Will you do that for me?’ she asked.


‘If you’ll come with me.’


‘I’ll come with you.’ When the tea had brewed she poured two mugs and came and sat beside me at the table. She seemed smaller, somehow shrunken, as though she had aged two decades in the last twenty-four hours. She sipped tea and stared into the shadows that had collected in the corners of the room. We began to talk.




I
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Go back. Go back a long way. Forty years, for God’s sake, so far away that the world seems a different place and the people populating it different beings altogether. My mother standing with me in the hallway of the hotel, her hand round my shoulders in a gesture that was almost protective, and the other woman coming in through the door with her own son in tow and a look of artificial surprise painted across her face. ‘Diana, darling!’ she exclaimed. ‘How wonderful to see you after all this time!’


But there had been no matching intonation of surprise from my mother: no exclamation, no excitement. Mere statements of fact: ‘Meg. How long it’s been.’ They embraced. It was a curious embrace, designed to avoid intimacy rather than welcome it: no part of body or soul actually came into contact except two cheeks, one finely powdered, the other naked. You notice these things as a child. You stand and watch, and things lodge in the memory like splinters in the eye. The woman was coloured pink and cream and gold, and she had the air of someone from another world, an ambassador to a foreign and decidedly barbarous place. Gold jewellery at her neck (the neck showing the tendons and the first small fault lines of age), a narrow linen suit, and in the V of the jacket, the smooth curves of her breasts.


‘Actually I use Caroline now, not Meg,’ this newcomer said.


‘Caroline? Why on earth Caroline?’


‘I prefer it, that’s all. And Caroline was always my name, after all. Margaret Caroline.’


‘But you’ll still be Meg to me.’


‘Darling, I’d rather not. Meg sounds like a sheep dog.’ The woman with two names looked round the lounge (Guests are Requested to Respect the Presence of Others and Refrain from Turning up the Volume of the Television) with an expression of faint distaste. I saw the expression and felt ashamed. ‘So this is what you do now?’


‘We survive.’


And then she paused in front of a photograph, the photograph of my father that hung there on the wall like an admonishment, like a reproach. ‘Alan,’ she said. ‘How determined he looks.’ She glanced round. ‘I did write when I heard about your break-up, but to your old home address. It was the only one I had.’


My mother smiled. At the time I wasn’t sure why, but now I understand. She was smiling at the lies. The woman turned her eyes on me. ‘And this is your son? What’s your name, young man?’


I told her I was Robert.


‘Well, I’m Caroline. And that’s what you can call me: Caroline. None of that Mrs Matthewson nonsense. And certainly’ – she turned down her mouth – ‘not Meg.’ We shook hands on the fact. Her grip was firm and soft at the same time, a strange sensation. ‘And this is Jamie.’


He stood there beside his mother, with the sullen expression of a child who has grasped what adulthood means and resents not having yet achieved it. ‘Jamie is just thirteen.’ I was still a mere twelve, far below him in the precise hierarchy of childhood, further from him then than ever again.


There was an awkward pause while the adults wondered what to do with this incongruent pair of children. ‘Perhaps Robert can take you out and show you round,’ Mother suggested.


Jamie hesitated.


‘Go on,’ said his own mother, with just a hint of impatience. ‘Robert’s mother and I have so many things to talk about.’


We both stood there in our uniform of the times – blue Aertex shirts, grey shorts, plimsolls, the one pair black, the other white – and waited.


‘Well, go on, then.’


So Jamie and I walked out into the garden, side by side, but not together, walked idly down the lawn kicking at things that presented themselves for kicking, and when we looked back we could see the two women talking in the sitting room, their images latticed by the leads of the window: the one with her mouse-coloured hair, and the other a perfect blonde. I wondered whether I could read the movement of their lips – my mother’s thin and hard, his mother’s perfectly carved out of coral lipstick. Lips. The word buzzed in my imagination.


‘My father has another family,’ I announced. I supposed I felt the need to explain. ‘That’s why he’s not here.’


Jamie reckoned this piece of information for a moment, then played a winning move. ‘Mine’s dead,’ he retorted.


‘Dead?’


‘Dead. He died in the mountains.’


‘You can see the mountains from the hill up there.’


‘Those aren’t real mountains. They’re just Welsh mountains. My father died in the Himalaya.’ He pronounced the name Him-ah-lya. ‘On Kangchenjunga.’


I had never heard of Kangchenjunga. ‘How did he do that?’


‘A storm. He died of cold.’


I thought about this. Dying of cold was the death of heroes, the death of Scott and his companions. ‘What’s it like to have a dead father?’


He thought about it a bit. ‘It’s okay,’ he said.


After that first encounter the Matthewsons, mother and son, came to stay in the hotel. It was only for a couple of weeks during the summer holidays while they were doing up their house. They took three rooms on the first floor – ‘Three rooms, can you imagine?’ my mother exclaimed – and for almost the first time I had a companion. Despite the difference in age, we were united in much: an alien Englishness among the Welsh, the shared lack of a father, the shared fact of being an only child, a shared curiosity in what went on around us. Powerful similarities, centripetal forces that pulled us together across the barrier set up by the years.


I worshipped Jamie, I suppose, with that dogged admiration the young can have for the immediately older – far greater than if he had been an adult. In the next few weeks I followed him like an acolyte. We kicked cans around on wasteland near by. We had a tense encounter – an uneasy blend of familiarity and suspicion – with some other kids at the recreation ground, an encounter in which Jamie’s greater age and belligerence won the day. We made casual friends with a solitary girl called Bethan, who lived in the council houses. We watched contrails high in a rare blue sky and debated whether they were Russian spy planes, preparing to take the capitalist world for their own. Perhaps we could see satellites up there among the night stars, Russian Sputniks looking down on our own fragment of the Earth. Together Jamie and I went into town. I followed him along the sea front, past benches with glum holiday-makers, amid the alien accents of Liverpool and Manchester. He walked quicker than I; I seemed to spend the whole time struggling to catch up. We found an arcade with slot machines. One of them was a what-the-butler-saw machine. Jamie fed it with pennies, then stood aside for me to peer into the viewer. I could make out vague and ill-focused tits and a froth of lace. It was education of a kind.


One day we spied on people in case they might be spies, stalked random strangers round the streets, watched a Brylcreemed man going from door to door trying to sell brushes to housewives. ‘Clear off, you little buggers!’ he shouted, when he noticed us following. ‘I’ll tell your parents of you.’


I went in fear for the rest of the day in case he had that power, to know names and addresses and parentage from a mere glimpse of someone’s face. But Jamie merely laughed. ‘I think he fucks the ones that want it,’ he said. And added thoughtfully, ‘Maybe they get a free brush.’


The word ‘fuck’ was possessed of a strange potency, a password into the unknown adult world. Jamie had got hold of a copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, published by Penguin at 3/6d, phoenix-covered and newly risen from the ashes of censorship and we leafed through the pages for ‘fuck’ and its derivatives. They occurred twenty-six times. We counted them. The book was his mother’s, he told me. My mother would surely never have read it, certainly never owned it, never in a million years uttered such words. The fact that Jamie’s mother possessed it, had read it, had played those words over to herself in her mind, made her seem dangerous and subversive. I watched her with the careful eyes of a spy, saw the curve of her calves, the arabesques of chin and ear, the subtle hollow at the base of her throat and the gravitational funnel between her half-hidden breasts.


‘I’ve seen my mother,’ he told me, ‘in the nude.’


‘You never.’


‘Bloody have. She doesn’t mind. As long as you’re family.’


I wondered what it might be like, the sight of his mother stark naked. My own mother was tightly prudish. I could not imagine her having exposed herself for me to feed at her breasts, never mind opened her legs to let me out in the first place. And yet Jamie’s mother had allowed herself to be seen naked.


‘What’s she like?’


He shrugged. ‘Like any woman. Tits. Hair.’


‘Hair?’


‘Down there.’


‘You’ve seen it?’


‘Sure.’


Hair seemed counter-intuitive. All other evidence in my possession (but there was little enough) was to the contrary – statues, paintings, anything like that, even the pictures in the slot-machine. Men were hairy. Paintings showed that, and I’d seen it in the changing rooms of the municipal swimming-pool. Men were big and dark and hairy. But not women. I discovered a book of art reproductions in the guests’ lounge and showed it to Jamie as evidence. Sir Peter Paul Rubens, whoever he might be. Women who didn’t seemed concerned about their figures. Flesh piled up like uncooked dough; but no hair.


‘That’s art,’ James said dismissively.


It was Bethan who put the matter beyond doubt, round the back of her father’s garden shed, hitching up her skirt for us to look. ‘You can’t touch,’ she warned, as she pulled her knickers down. ‘Touching’s rude.’


There wasn’t much to see: sparse brushstrokes of dark hair and a small crease like pursed and smiling lips. ‘Just that?’ I asked.


‘There’s inside, too,’ she said.


‘Not hair inside?’ Hair inside seemed remarkable, like nostrils.


‘Not hair, you silly. Things.’ She pulled herself open for us to see, and there were indeed things, things coralline and glistening. Folds, membranes, a little bud. We were silent, watching. ‘That’s my pinkie,’ she explained. ‘One day it’ll grow into a willy. Maybe.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ Jamie said.


‘It will, so.’ Bethan hitched up her knickers. ‘Now it’s your turn.’


‘Who said anything about turns?’


‘It’s only fair.’


We stood there between the shed and the nettles, and debated the justice of the matter. ‘Not both,’ I insisted. ‘Both’s not fair.’


‘One of you, then.’


So Jamie agreed. He was the kind who would agree. It was he who had suggested trailing the brush salesman, he who had discovered the penny-in-the-slot machine with the ancient photographs of naked women, he who found the copy of Lady C. He unbuttoned and dropped his trousers and underpants, and stood there exposed. His penis was small and smooth, with a domed head like a mushroom. There were blond hairs round its base.


‘Roundhead,’ I said, anxious to break the silence. ‘That’s a Roundhead.’ At school we divided ourselves into Roundheads and Cavaliers. Sometimes there were games of football, or tag, or even fights between the two groups. The Cavaliers seemed to be courageous and carefree like their historical namesakes; the Roundheads determined and efficient with their helmeted heads.


‘I’ve not seen one like that,’ Bethan said thoughtfully. ‘Can I touch?’ Remarkably the thing had begun to stir, like an animal roused from sleep.


‘I thought touching’s rude,’ I protested.


But Jamie said nothing. Everything about him was very still except the slow rise of his penis. ‘OK,’ he agreed finally, and she did touch, her small, grimy fingers going round it and moving the outer skin so that the head of the penis tasted, with its small mouth, the unfamiliar outside air.


‘I’ve done this to boys till it spits sometimes,’ Bethan said.


After we had left Bethan we walked home in silence, contemplating matters of sexuality. ‘Does your mother miss your father?’ I asked eventually.


He shook his head. ‘She’s got boyfriends.’


Boyfriends sounded dangerous. ‘My mother still loves my father,’ I assured him, although I wasn’t certain. ‘That’s what she told me.’


We climbed the hill at the back of the hotel. From there you could look down over the estuary and the suspension bridge and the castle. The tide was out and the mud flats glistened like steel. We sat on the grass and looked at the mountains. When seen through rain-streaked clouds they seemed like stormclouds themselves; beneath blue skies, as we saw them that day, they looked like the abode of the gods, the Celtic gods who had once ruled this place of grey chapels and grey headstones and luminous green fields.
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