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PROLOGUE


My father is dead. I simply can’t tell you how happy this makes me. Can I say more? I’m not really sure. But let me, at the outset, be thoroughly clear, here: all the people who wholly admire me, are dazzled and look up to me (all the people, then, that are common to me, one could easily say), would have little hesitation, I feel quite sure, in joining together to pressingly assure you that it is rare, you see – oh, right up to the very brink of unknown, for me, Lucas Cage, to be found even close to the region of, I believe they say, don’t they, lost for words. For it is an absolute with me to articulate, yes – give life to any sort of mood, a whiff of shifting, or that sudden and electric spasm in any given situation before, long before, others have sensed so much as even the odour of its coming. And yet, when they told me, when I was told – when at last I had the truth and was holding it tight (stroking it with care, and very lovingly), well then the feeling that overcame me I find (because yes, even now I still find it) quite literally in any sense approaching vivid or real, frankly indescribable. The pleasure … all I can say is that the pleasure suffused me – surged up from deep within and ripened quickly before breaking cover: hot little offshoots, each one of them with high hopes of its own, seeking an outlet – a vapour, fusing then into stirringly pervasive crystals within, yes (and now without me).


‘Mr …? Mr Cage …?’


I think the nurse-thing, young child there, may have been doggedly jogging me – upping it slightly with maybe just a hint of incipient panic at her continued inability to effect in me any real headway down the road towards arousal; she maybe needed to smile quite kindly, and bring me round. So I must have slept, then. This too: very unlike me, you might as well know now. If I do not consciously will things, they tend not to materialize. Even for others. Especially for others, as a matter of simple fact.


‘Mr Cage? It’s – your father. Your father – yes? I’m so sorry, Mr … but, well – he is at rest.’


‘At rest?’ I remember saying quite clearly – looking full at her – quick and alive as I could possibly be. ‘He is resting? Are you telling me that?’


She looked down, and then away. Poor little beast that she was.


‘No … I mean he has. I’m so sorry. He has just passed on.’


My eyes, I felt, were as hard as stones, and glittering too.


‘Dead,’ I said, as I rose to meet her – her, yes, and this thing head-on.


‘He’s … yes. Dead. He’s died. I’m really so very sorry.’


And then I got the rush: it just teemed into me. Happiness is far too pretty and foolish a word to even think of using. But flowers were thrusting up and bursting open inside me, each of their gaudy clusters filling me up and making me gay. The delight I felt had my whole body juddering in an involuntary contraction that was briefly though very intensely (I squirm at the memory) quite orgasmic – before it yielded just slightly and set about releasing deep into me rippling chains of richly warm vigour, before they damped themselves down into heavy-limbed subsidence, and then a sort of grateful ease. The hot pins of sweat that I had been startled to feel springing right out of me, erect like stalks, now bubbled down into a general wash, spiking my brow with a slick of just damp, now: and cool.


‘Dead,’ I said (just looking at her).


Did she – I still sometimes wonder it – nearly sense any small part of this? I doubt. She has seen people, hasn’t she, many sorts of people in this once-in-a-lifetime death situation, and each of them reacts, I can only suppose, in their own little way. None, though, I imagine, such as I.


‘Do you want to … see him?’ (And she wasn’t looking. Not at me.)


I nodded. A nod, I adjudged, would do very well. For no – no would have been the answer, had it come straight down from God and not got sidelined into the chicane, shunted down corridors, those boxed-in mazes that made me up (that make me me). No. Because I didn’t, did I, at all want to see him. When, ever, had I? So no, then – not that. But still I just had to witness the fact. The fact of his rest, his passing. I simply wanted to see the man dead. But Good Christ – I had wanted that, hadn’t I? For years and years and years.


*


And then, very suddenly, it lay before me – this so much coveted thing: a father, my father, who only now had lost the power to reach me (he will not have relinquished it; it will have been dragged and heaved at, and then ripped away). The room had not at all the air of deadness I had anticipated – wanted, I had wanted such an air so that I could have – and maybe not just figuratively – circumscribed it, stepped within and kept it around me … and then later, when alone, drawn beneath it a further and final line, and this time firmly to end the whole affair.


Sterile – there had been most certainly sterility, here; but that would be true, I remember having felt, even if the room were empty of all but its rather thin and pitiful curtains (marigolds, I felt reasonably confident – they were marigolds, both orange and golden, that writhed their way around their printed trellis, and yet hung so limply each side of the far more prim and cream venetian blind, imprisoned in a sandwich of thick and dusty glass). The floor, upon which the soles of my shoes were slapping quite wearily as I approached the man lying there, rushed to the edges of the room, but refused to give in – as if wholly intent upon undermining altogether its predetermined boundaries and laying open siege to each blank and governing wall; just one tile on and up, however, the struggle was abandoned.


The strange little nurse-girl had gone from me now (‘us’ is what she felt she had left intact: ‘I’ll just leave you two together’, is what she had said) – and then she did, she retired, maybe even semi-curtseyed, stepped away backwards and making no noise, to see if she couldn’t attend to … what? Some other mass of quite broken old stuff, spinning on down to an eternal blackness or else that platinum pinhole of light you’ve heard of, its brightness beckoning and irresistibly seductive even as it sucked up terrified just one more cargo of weakened and no longer maddened fodder on into its maw. And for my father – this man, here – this end, dark or dazzling, had already come.


Not, actually, that he frankly appeared to be thoroughly dead. I mean – not well, fairly naturally (it would be idle to suggest that the cadaver before me was exhibiting anything at all nudging even close to the nature of ruddiness or vigour), but you would not, I think – had you been there yourself, standing alongside of me and maybe even holding my hand – have recoiled or shrunk within or even gasped out loud at so stark and irreconcilable a vision of undeniable worldly presence allied to a deadness that spoke in audible silence of some place elsewhere. Because they say it, don’t they? This is the story that goes the rounds. That people newly gone, those just snuffed out, they are meant to somehow collapse from within, to shrivel and fade – pale to the point of translucency. Well, not my father, is all I can say. He looked very much as he always had. Had, anyway, within living memory. Stern, and brooking no challenge. The jutting nose, daring you to even so much as think about it. Had I been moved to enunciate, then, with firmness and clarity – just my voice alone stirring up the placid air in this quite still and, now I look at it, pale green room … had I simply said, Look, You Cannot Fool Me, O Father Of Mine – you are not dead: I see right through you. Had I indulged in just such a whimsy (I thought of it – I did: I thought of it twice before deciding on the whole, No, no, I don’t think I shall) well then in some very terrible though not at all strange way, it would not really have surprised me if he had instantly come back with ‘Oh yes I am! What in fact do you know about any damn thing at all, Lucas? Christ, it’s come to this: more than forty bloody years on this earth, and you can’t even tell whether somebody’s dead or not when they’re lying in front of your bloody eyes.’ Yes. And this would have been delivered, I felt, in one of his more middling tones – one from the very large and encompassing central range, the delivery betraying certainly no trace of indulgence (though neither denoting outright scorn) while possessed notwithstanding of a withering dismissiveness, its edges just maybe gingerly dipped into the shallows of disdain, though not so thoroughly coated in it as it could so very easily be (so thick, sometimes, that gobbets – great ladlesful of his own special brand of syrupy contempt – could spatter the floor).


And a twinge, yes – just a passing shadow of the mildest sort of panic brushed against me during that moment like a fearful little breeze before the flutter changed its nature and became a kind of warm, now, and insistent breathing. Maybe why I hadn’t (twice) spoken out. I don’t know … just possibly I felt that after all this time, all these years and years and years of hanging around, it would maybe have been pushing this shade we call Fate just, a smidgen beyond what might be seen to be decorous, at moments such as these. I approached. I stood by him. I inclined my head – closer and closer to his, though very ready to spring back and howl at the merest tic or tremor. And twice (again) I considered placing my hand on his. I thought of it once more – and then, before I could grant myself the time to reponder the desirability of any such gesture, I hurriedly and quite decisively did it – just, at first, two tentative fingers (each of them poised and prepared, eager to flee at even the touch of scalding and long before smoke might hiss and rise up). But no. Nothing like that. Cold, quite cold – as, of course, he had to be. I passed the back of my hand across his cheek. Cold, quite cold – and surprisingly taut. He would be vexed, I found myself observing – not without a small but detectable shudder of delight – to know that he needed a shave. Not much really he can do about it, is there? Nothing at all. He can do nothing, now, about any single thing. He is finished. Done. And finally, now, I can begin.


*


The last, you might call it, proper conversation I had had with my father – discussion, debate, confrontation, wholesale waste of this man’s time: do please feel, as they say, free, won’t you, to, select your own epithet from a fruitful fund close to bursting with variety, but all, truly, coming down to the selfsame thing (and you’ll maybe have a much better idea about the tenor of this, it occurs to me now, after you have witnessed if only at second hand the very singular nature of all of these meetings) … so yes, the last time, as I say, that one of these, oh – encounters, shall we call them? Settle for that, will we for now? An encounter, yes, I should think will do very well for the present (though switch this about, if you deem it right, when all the words are out of the way). Was, um – when? This encounter. Well they blur, you know – they all very much liquefy in my memory and the seams and then substance of each are overrun by a seeping and never quite set jelly from adjacent frames. In some, I am wearing prep school shorts and meekly standing there and pretending very hard to listen or at least seem penitent for whatever crimes I was this time assumed to have perpetrated – crimes so enormous, these (I was left in no doubt), that an empire could crumble, while at dawn the mighty sun would struggle to tinge with gold its ashes. When I was at Oxford, oh good God – so very many encounters then, I recall. I would fix upon the idle plume of iris blue curling away from the tip of his fine cigar (I smoke them now myself – they really are the finest) and interrupt little and with no spirit whatever. And down the years, down all the years, this is how it went … I would be summoned to his study (it was never, in fairness, quite put like that, but I remained in no doubt: it was a summons, oh yes, in all but name) and I would stoically bear witness to the rolling catalogue of my eternal folly. Contrary to the conventions of jurisprudence, all my previous convictions would be laid before the court (a select assembly comprising only the hanging judge on high and the wretched accused in his box) – and of course as these endless years unfolded, this took ever longer. Towards the finish I had resigned myself to writing off the thicker end of any given afternoon merely to become reacquainted with ancient misdemeanours, real or imagined, before the latest indictment could even be hinted at. Because that was another thing maybe worth knowing: often, he was so abstruse, his suggestiveness so thoroughly obfuscated by smokescreen and innuendo, that all I could do was rapidly shuffle the pack of recent or likely transgressions, whipped-up slights or wholly illusory mortifications and set about snuffling just at the rim of not at all acknowledging the accuracy or justice of any such alleged incident, and certainly owning to nothing. At other times, he could be quite startlingly direct – and never more so than when he was stormed by the possibility of losing me (and this strangeness must always be built in to any calculation). I do not know now – and I am sure he was frequently near suffocated by a lack of knowing then – whether or not he embraced with joy, sniffed the heady air of liberation, at the scent of any such putative riddance. For what, after all, was I for? All I could ever appear to him was ultimately biddable, a butt for his boundless displeasure. But what – and I think it occurred to us both – if I was no longer there to be summoned?


‘The point as I see it,’ he had opened – pouring an ample measure of his ancient Hine from the Irish decanter into a straight-sided tumbler (balloons he thought ludicrous: even the word), ‘is that you’ve blurred it, Lucas. Blurred it, see? What we have here is a clear case of shilly-shally. And I don’t at all care for it. Hear me? Don’t at all care for it. So the reason you are here is a simple one. Perfectly simple. Hear me? Wholly straightforward. You and I are going to work it all out. Get to the bottom.’


How do I remember so precisely his phraseology, you may be moved to wonder. Well I can tell you that: because it was always unforgettable. Unremarkable, oh dear God yes – took an eternity to say nothing whatever. But the rhythm, the pace – they’ve stayed with me for ever. It goes without saying – and I feel sure that this must already be very evident, perfectly clear – that his pomposity, his unflinching sense of his own indomitable rectitude, they were quite unbreachable, while at the same time, I am positive, utterly unconscious. Not a day passes when I fail to most humbly offer up thanks to the Lord, if He be there, that such or similar afflictions have passed me by. To grow up unlike him and without him was, for decades, my closest approach to ambition.


His eyes were impassive, though the ubiquitous cigar became just mildly angered as he coolly drew upon it in that studied and so measured manner that came to be, in one way, the mark of the man. He rested the tumbler at his lips, and the very dark brandy instinctively seemed to know what was expected of it: I imagined the oily swirls pulling themselves together and mustering their resources as somehow the liquor made its way into him. Which I quite understood – for to have loitered simply about the mouth would have made this spirit seem callow and unforthcoming in the face of a tacit requirement. (You might, it has just now occurred to me, imagine this scene to be unfurling across a partners’ desk, conceivably, in a vast and oak-lined library – hot licks of firelight just out of frame, but splattering anyway glinting pinpoints over the fleshy and puffed-out cheeks of buttoned hide upholstery, touching the spines of standard bound sets so that their tooling was briefly emblazoned. You might further have inferred – maybe due to his manner, possibly to do with the fact that he was sipping a cigar and kissing at cognac while I, without props, was simply marooned on a chair – that here was one of those prep school shorts days, that my mid-term report had been maybe found wanting, and here was no more than pep-talk spiked by the undercurrent of threatened comeuppance. But no. It was morning. We were in the smaller of the glasshouses and I could smell the musty blush of ripening tomatoes. Just two summers ago.)


‘This … woman, Lucas. Alice, yes?’


I nodded. Alice, yes. That was her name. Of course it was her name. Was he seriously seeking assurance that she had not covertly abandoned it in favour of some other? Something new and fearful he would have to assimilate?


‘Well the point is this, Lucas. She works. Hear me? Labours, yes? Toils. At a job. And you don’t. It’s not right. What I hear, she’s practically keeping you.’


I said nothing. It was not true, this – no no. It was my father who was keeping me, wholly and utterly: always had. As his accountants could easily have told him. Alice, well – she was hardly more than chipping in with the odd though strangely welcome treat.


‘Your mother –’


And he stopped and stared right at me. Always did – always did this, you see, just in that split second after he said these words. It was as if he was desperate to catch me out, here – seek out and identify some fleeting expression that might break for the border – dart across my unsuspecting eyes as the words ‘Your Mother’ briefly filled the air, before fading back into the quiet. I know he was always disappointed. I had no feelings one way or the other, about my mother. She had been perfectly all right, to the extent of my recollection. Certainly she had done me no harm. When it had been explained to me by Nanny that Mother had had to go to meet God and help him run Paradise, I had nodded my understanding of the facts. She would be good, I thought, helping to run Paradise. I was always impressed with the way she handed to Cook the orders of the day at eleven each morning, in time with the chimes of the grandmother clock, and then went to see to the flowers. For what must Paradise be if not a torrent of scented blossom, a litany of sweet good things? So feelings? No, not in truth. I did not hate her. Any loathing I had was for my father alone – he had the rights, exclusively. And as for love … it had yet to touch me.


‘Your mother, Lucas … would not have wished this for you. She wanted to be proud of you. We tried to give you everything, but maybe we –’


‘You will not give me what I want.’


‘– talking, Lucas. I do believe I was talking, yes? You will be kind enough to address your comments to me when, and only when, I have finished –’


‘What I want you never give me –’


‘ – talking, Lucas. When I have finished and not before. Clear? And how can you – ? How can you, Lucas – a grown man, just sit there and whine to your father about not being given things? Hey? Why don’t you get out into the world and capture them? Hey? Hey?’


Well now I was certainly not going to respond or, indeed, co-operate in any single way with the man. I do not whine. I never whine. His use of that word, I thought, was quite unforgivable.


My father sighed. This was usual, whenever he spoke to me: it was only a matter of time. And then his lips were quite suddenly tugged tight to one side and his eyes flickered briefly and quickly closed down. I was afforded a fleeting and mercifully very rare glimpse of his tiny teeth as a hissing sound not far short of a whistle escaped him.


‘This poison …’ he muttered, ‘is all over me …’


Maybe it is, I remember thinking, but still you walk and breathe.


‘Now … Alice, Lucas – yes? I mean – how long has it been now? A year? Two years? Longer? I mean to say – what? Hm? You going to marry the girl? She won’t wait around for ever, you know.’


And yes I am aware – I know, I know: I said I wouldn’t react, wouldn’t dream of taking part in his trumped-up mawkish game – but how could I have prevented the horn of derision that blared down out of my nostrils? Marry the girl? Good Christ. Some weeks pass when her very existence fails to cross my mind. And if he is asking how long it is that I have known the woman, well … I shudder when I realize that it seems as if there was never a time when she wasn’t hovering somewhere – behind the bushes, around the corner, across the table (ready to pounce). And he was wrong about another thing too: because she would, Alice – she would wait around for ever.


My father’s voice was acid, now – in common, I imagine, with the bile and worse that was eating him away.


‘I take that somewhat unseemly snort of yours, Lucas, to be a no. Well what on earth do you want, then? Hey?’


‘You know what I want. I don’t know why you don’t give it to me. I think you do not give it to me because you know it’s what I want.’


‘I didn’t mean – oh Christ, Lucas, I didn’t mean a material thing. I was talking about …! And why, actually? Why, Lucas – now that the bloody thing has arisen yet again – just tell me why, for God’s sake, you’re so passionate about the old bloody Works? Hey? It’s just another building. We’ve scores of buildings!’


And here, oh yes the word was right: passionate. Oh yes, oh yes – oh God yes, yes. It was the old printing works that I wanted, coveted, craved – always had since I first had entered it long before my father acquired it – centuries ago, when I was a boy. That vast and wholly terrifying edifice – a monument to mechanical industry and the sheer blunt honesty of rough brick walls and clanking metal (grinding, grinding). Hell’s cathedral, I once had dubbed it. Alice – by nature, it seems, disinclined to understand – had looked at me doubtfully; my father laughingly called me the fool from Bedlam. Which I maybe could be (I do not shrink from the appellation because of course the fool, so often, is the sage of the piece. This is known: there is a well-worn tradition in this). Moreover, if I am, as my father insists, truly the fool from Bedlam, why should I not be in that place? Why am I poor Tom, cast out in the cold on the blasted heath? I should be where I belong. So why can’t the bastard father just give me an asylum?


*


And then, there had of course been all the doctors to deal with. Just old Pilfer, initially, before all this hospital business – the permanently ailing old family physician who should, by rights, be long ago dead (instead he would appear to have healed himself, largely with recourse to single malt whisky: ‘cured’ could very well here be the appropriate word). Pilfer, I always considered, would be the most wonderful name for a lawyer – except, of course, that had a fellow with such a handle ever seriously contemplated the profession, his very surname, conceivably, might well have served to deter him. Is one conditioned by a name? Shakespeare’s rose, and so on? I once knew a chap at prep school, finicky sort of a thing called Martin who utterly refused – threw the most terrible tantrums – even for one moment to consider going on to boarding school. His father, I recall, had himself been somewhere or other quite minor (not one of our great public schools – just somewhere or other quite minor) and he was I suppose understandably keen for the boy to follow on. The sole objection seemed to be that the family name was Sow, and the lad was already devastated, quite pre-crushed by the burden of four-odd years of unceasing jokes and taunts on the theme of piggishness – he had tabulated each of the variations, cross-referred and subheaded under such affiliations as Sty and Swill, Trotter and Gammon. And then his defiance changed into attack – he had rounded upon his father: ‘You of all people should understand! You must have been through it! You must know what it’s like!’ I remember him shrieking, time and again, in public and private. His father, I recall, made no attempt whatever to in any way evade the challenge. ‘Yes,’ he had agreed. ‘It was murder at first. Piglet, they called me – I was, I suppose, on the smallish and plump side. Pink-cheeked too. But there was a French boy there called Joux. He really came in for it, poor old chap. Left after just a couple of terms. You see, Martin, there’s always someone worse off than yourself. That’s the whole point of boarding school, really: you just have to ferret out that person, haul him to the surface and give him merry hell.’ Ran into young Sow, oh – years back now. Did you finally, I asked him, go to that boarding school of your father’s? Yes, he said. And did they, um …? Yes, he said: they called me Piglet. But you, er – survived, quite evidently, I prompted. Yes, he said. Just that. Never saw him again. And no – I don’t at all wonder what he’s up to now. Weak and rather ineffectual boy. Finicky sort of a thing, as I say.


So I think I may deem it plausible, at least, that the hapless old drunk we call Pilfer – consciously or otherwise – could maybe have selected the medical profession because here there was no very pertinent nominal connection. One of our solicitors was called Bone, it occurs to me now. Could be – how can we ever know? – the same thing at work. One reason, I imagine, why I am maybe more attuned to all this sort of thing than most is that even to this day I do tend to call people (men, at least – people one deals with) by their surname solely. A hangover from Harrow, I can only suppose – where yes of course my father attended too. His father, I gather (never ever knew the man), went to somewhere perfectly beastly. Anyway. And yes naturally it has struck me, oh – long before now that my own name is Cage – except that it isn’t, you see – no, not really. I am not at all comfortable with it being my name. I view it as my father’s name – my father’s name wholly. It is my father whom I look upon as the last of the Cages. I, for myself, am beyond all that.


‘I have arranged for him a place at The Abbey.’ This was Pilfer.


‘The Abbey?’ Me, now. ‘The Abbey – really? A full State funeral and a plot adjacent to the poets? Slightly premature, surely? Or do you mean he is to become a father with a capital F? Taking the cloth, is he? Late in life, I should have said …’


‘Oh God, Lucas. You know as well as I do what and where The Abbey is. Why can’t you ever be – ? I’ve got him a very nice private room, all mod cons. The medical care there is excellent. Ambulance due any minute. Costs, of course, but …’


‘So what, actually, is wrong with him, do you think?’


Pilfer distorted his face. A preface of heartfelt concern in order to usher in some bumptious evasion cowering beneath the cloak of a well considered prognosis, I adjudged. Drunken old fool.


‘Well as I said to you, it seems to me to be some sort of … erosion, is the only word I can, um …’


‘Cancer? You mean cancer? He has cancer?’


‘It’s not quite as … I mean yes, it is some form, strain of a, er – what is loosely called cancer – but it’s not quite like any I’ve seen. My own tests have not in all truth really been, um …’


‘You haven’t a clue, have you? Not the merest clue.’


And I really might just as well, you know, have added on ‘You drunken old fool’. Certainly he picked up on the tone.


‘Christ, Lucas – you really are the most insufferable – ! Do me just one small favour, will you? If ever you get ill, please don’t come to me – all right? Treating you – my heart just wouldn’t be in it.’


‘Dear Doctor Pilfer,’ I smiled as I turned away from him. ‘Please do pour yourself a drink, while you are waiting for the ambulance.’


I felt him watching me as I ambled towards the door.


‘I, er – I already have, actually, Lucas.’


‘Yes,’ I said, as I left him. ‘So I observed.’


*


Sometimes he was conscious, my father; at other times, not. They were giving him things, they whisperingly informed me: for the pain. The ruination within, the doctor had muttered, was just all over him.


‘I think …!’ – and in high contrast, the nurse was very close, now, to screaming, her eyes struck open as wide as those of a made-up marionette, her lips arched way back from her teeth and forming an elastic box; I imagine that the generous intention here was that if my father failed to hear her words (and you would have to be near dead to do so) then there remained the chance that possibly he might just register at least some of her big animation – become on some level aware of her general repleteness in the department of beans (if one cared to be flippant). ‘I think … that we are feeling just a little bit better today!’


My father smiled – so weakly.


‘You, my dear …’ he just about managed (the voice was robust no longer – that voice, at least, had already been vanquished) – ‘ … are looking very well indeed. For my own part … I am dying …’


‘Now now!’ admonished this extraordinary, quite unearthly, I suppose little more than a girl. ‘What sort of way is that to be talking? Anyway, Mr Cage – look! Your son is here to see you!’


I was standing directly beside the man. Did she, I wondered, imagine him to be blind? It was she, rather, I think, who failed to see. I felt better when she had gone.


‘I haven’t,’ I said, ‘brought you grapes.’ Don’t quite know why I did this.


My father sighed. And with no emotion:


‘Don’t like grapes …’


I nodded. ‘Mainly why.’


So things stood, for some considerable while.


‘Lucas …’ he then came out with (trying to sit up, and not nearly making it). ‘This could well be the last time we talk. We must … talk.’


I said nothing. I had nothing to say. If, however, he wanted to talk, well then by all means let him.


‘You are,’ he continued, ‘my only child. And yet I never knew you …’


‘I was,’ I murmured, ‘always there.’


I had, I reflected, little choice.


He turned his head away. His skin was mottled and loose – his eyes were dull, near opaque, and his ears seemed quite enormous. He looked, I remember thinking, not just tired and over, but also perfectly repulsive.


‘Everything …’ he whispered (ah! So unlike the man I remembered), ‘ … is coming to you. You know that? It’s all up to you, now …’


Well yes: so I had assumed. God alone knows what my father really thought me to be (or if he thought of me, or if) but even had the depths of his loathing known few bounds, he was not, I hardly think, on the verge of bequeathing his wealth to any sort of variation on a cats’ home. His lawyers and accountants, to my certain knowledge, had been toiling ceaselessly for years to ensure that the Revenue’s share was no more than nugatory. So yes: I assumed. Of course, I understood that had there been anyone else but me, things might well have been different.


‘Treat it all,’ he went on, ‘with care – yes, Lucas? With care …’


‘All I want,’ I said quite evenly, ‘is The Works. You know that. The Works is all I want.’


The noise he made – feral, not remotely nice – I think denoted a familiar exasperation. Well, I reasoned – the man was entitled to one last round of being heartily sick to death of me.


‘And … Alice …?’


Do you know, there might even have been hope in his voice. How very like him: here he was, strung so frailly across the mouth of the darkest abyss of all – truly the very last ditch – suspended only by ribbons of gauze, and still he could from somewhere dredge up this vestigial sliver of hope. With anyone else, I might just have cared. Even, conceivably, have been touched by something approaching pity.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I told you. Alice – she really isn’t a part of anything.’


The hope was gone: I watched it die.


‘It’s not, is it …’ he somehow wheezed (the voice was difficult, now, to quite make out) ‘ … a man? Is it …?’


I wondered for how many years he had suppressed this question. The thought quite thrilled me.


‘No,’ I smiled. ‘No.’


Because no, you see – you really must see this: it isn’t a man and it isn’t a woman – I had not yet been touched by love. What it is (all it is) is … well yes: The Works. No matter how it may sound to you, it really is, I can only assure you, quite as simple as that.


*


‘The Works! The Works! The bloody Works! Christ Almighty, man – can’t you set your mind to anything else? All I’ve heard from you for days on end is the bloody old bastard printing works. Christ – it’s practically falling down, that place. What on earth’s wrong with you, Lucas?’


This was Jack Duveen – the big white chief who had for ever presided over my father’s tribe of solicitors. He knew just everything concerning all of the man’s very varied and lucrative business interests, and so to a degree I was constrained to listen to at least some of what he had to say. There was, however, a limit to how much hectoring I was prepared to tolerate.


‘I should prefer it, Mr Duveen, were you not to address me in that manner. If you please.’


He stopped, Duveen, his rifling through papers and stared at me directly.


‘What? What? What in hell do you mean by that? I’ve known you, Lucas, you might care to remember, since you were a bloody little schoolboy! Who in Christ’s name do you imagine you’re talking to?’


‘I am talking,’ I replied, very quietly, ‘to my late father’s solicitor. Who will do as I ask as it is now I who am paying his frankly quite extortionate fees. Otherwise … there are other firms of solicitors in London, I believe.’


Duveen sat back in his chair, gently wagging his head this way and that as, wide-eyed, he beheld me.


‘You really are, Lucas, you know – you really are the bloody limit. How in God’s name did Henry stand you?’


‘My father is dead, Mr Duveen. All that is in the past.’


‘I see. And it’s to be “Mr Duveen” now as well, is it Lucas? You’re not going to be calling me Jack any more? As you have been doing – Christ! All your bloody life! Jesus.’


I shook my head. ‘Apparently not. Now, Mr Duveen – can we please get settled the only matter I am immediately prepared to deal with.’


‘But look, Lucas – ! There’s so much here you have to –’


‘The Works, Mr Duveen. The Works. Please may we?’


He dropped his gaze and gave his all to heaving the heaviest of sighs. This was defeat. He might have intended signalling, oh, I don’t know – possibly the resigned abandonment of his better judgement in favour of a reluctant indulgence, something of that order – and look, if it helped him get through, I really didn’t mind. But I well knew the truth: this was defeat.


‘Right, Lucas. OK. The Works. The Works, The Works and nothing but The Works. Yes?’


His voice was both flat and sing-song, now – as if laboriously reiterating for the umpteenth time to some recalcitrant child a fundamental mantra that should long ago have been memorized by rote.


‘The position is this, Lucas. All the other buildings Henry owned on that particular stretch of the river – Tobacco Wharf, the old spice importers and that … I think it was a fish cannery, or something like that … there are others, but I expect you know. All of them now have been converted into either finished condominiums or else just serviced shells. In all cases the freeholds have been retained. Most of the apartments have been sold on ninety-nine-year leases – ground rents, naturally. Three penthouses – one of them’s a duplex – are currently under offer. Collectively, they’ll fetch around seven, seven-and-a-half million, give or take. The old printing works – the bee in your particular bonnet, Lucas – is the next in line for development. Architect’s plans have been submitted and approved. Initial building work – interior demolition, mainly – due to commence, um … when is it? Got it written down …’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Cancel that. No architects. No demolition.’


This time, I think, his surprise and impatience were wholly genuine. He was becoming rather testy, which could only be enjoyable.


‘Cancel it. I see. What – you’re going in with a hammer and a paintbrush and you’re going to do it all up yourself, are you? Or what – you don’t mean to sell as is, do you? Plenty of takers, that’s for sure – but it would be very unwise, Lucas. I’m bound to tell you, well – for your father’s sake, really. Made up into ten, twelve apartments, well – it’s worth a bloody fortune. Work schedule’s only nine months – not too long to wait. Christ – it isn’t as if you need the money …’


‘I’m not selling it, Mr Duveen. It is the only thing I have an interest in keeping. Have it made weatherproof and sound, and that is absolutely all. I hope that is perfectly clear. Absolutely nothing internally must be touched.’


Duveen stared down at his shoes. They appeared to have given him fresh inspiration.


‘Lucas. Listen to me. This property, along with all the rest of it, is yours. I understand that. You’re perfectly at liberty to do what you want with it. But the place as it stands … Christ Almighty, it’s still got the old presses in place. Half the bloody windows are missing …!’


‘Three presses, yes. One of them mid-nineteenth century, I believe. American. As to the windows – the frames are all there. I have checked. Obviously the glass has to be replaced in very many cases. This is a part of weatherproofing the building. As, Mr Duveen, I have already said. I further require a new boiler, capable of heating the whole. Radiators. The chimney stacks, I note, are in need of repointing as well as, no doubt, a thorough internal overhaul. New locks on the doors, please, Mr Duveen. And ensure that all fire safety regulations are complied with. And that, I believe, is all.’


‘Right – OK, Lucas. Fine. Now indulge me – yes? You’ve got the building all cosy and dry – six great echoing floors of it and sod all else except a couple of rusty old heaps of machinery. What then? You turn it into a museum?’


‘No. I live in it. It’s where I need to be.’


I really do think that just for that instant Mr Duveen did actually believe that I had lost my mind. I enjoyed it immensely.


‘Live in it? What in Christ’s name do you mean, Lucas, live in it? It’s a bloody great crumbling printing works! You’ve got a house – you’ve got a fabulous house, Lucas, in Cheyne bloody Walk, for Jesus sake! And there’s Henry’s house too, now. And anyway – !’


‘I am selling both. It is in hand.’


‘You are selling both. It is in fucking hand! Great. Superb. And you don’t think that tens of thousands of square metres of ugly great nothingness might be erring just a tad on the generous side? Do you plan parties? Most of bloody London could come along. You’d be the host with the most. Jesus, Lucas – I tell you this sincerely, I really, do think you’ve lost it. Look – look, Lucas, look – no, just let me say this: listen. Just meet with the architects, yes? Just have a look at their –’


‘I’ve made it plain, Mr Duveen. I need it to be left as it is. As to the space – of course I realize it is far too much for my personal requirements. Certain people I know or will know shall share it. They will, I believe, be pleased to. Right, then – I think that is all. The other properties are professionally managed, I believe? That arrangement will stand. You’ll keep me informed?’


Duveen just nodded, and stood when I did.


‘One more thing, Lucas. Just one more thing. I intend immediately putting all of your father’s affairs into scrupulous order. I would be grateful if some time very soon you would instruct some other firm to take it all over. You are quite right – there are others in London.’


‘How funny,’ I said. ‘I was just about to request of you the very same thing. So glad we’re in agreement at last. Goodbye, Mr Duveen.’


Duveen might easily have been considering whether or not to knock me down. Instead, he settled for this:


‘Lucas. You are. Quite detestable. Now Henry is gone, any pretence need no longer continue. You really are an out-and-out shit. Do you know that? Lucas? Do you?’


‘Dear Mr Duveen …’ I smiled. ‘You will, won’t you, prepare your final account?’


And then I just left. I think, as I closed the door, he could still have been speaking. It doesn’t matter. Duveen, like Pilfer – they were both my father’s men and my father’s gone and now so too have they.


*


Braced, I suppose you could say I was, following this actually fatuous but necessary encounter. But real invigoration was near to me, now – because of course I just had to go down there, didn’t I? Had to see and touch it.


Very surprisingly and beautifully situated. The Works. Not at all in line with all the major wharves and gentrified warehouses, just downriver from The Tower. There is a sort of inlet – I doubt it’s natural: the dog-leg seems too carefully sculpted – and when you turn down there (the path is narrow and verging on rural – tufts of coarse grasses force their way up and through these crude and rusted metal protrusions, which were maybe once to do with mooring) you feel that London is somewhere else. Although it lies in the shadow of clusters of dark and brooding monsters (and seems almost neat in comparison) it is, rather strangely, not at all easy to locate. Just as one assumes one has reached a dead-end (and a very old and seemingly pointless wall there reinforces such a supposition) one glimpses the wink of another sharp turning which leads you along enticingly. My heart, I confess it, did not stop, as hearts at times like these are said to, but certainly for a moment or two I was made far more aware than usual of its vital presence within me, the insistent beat (which seemed to be urging me on). And the first time I laid eyes on the place – years ago, now, just years – I had felt inside me the very same thing.


The building is cuboid (exactly so, I should say – flat-roofed and four-square) and apart from caramel stone transoms spanning the old loading bays, composed entirely of what must be many hundreds of thousands of hand-made red bricks (the walls in places are four feet thick), each one different and riddled with worm-like crannies that scoop up the dark and contrast it sharply with the surface dapplings of sunlight. The mortar between is arid to the point of crumbling, weather-eroded like an old man’s gums to near invisibility. (I like it like that. Like that it will remain.) Large, such very large windowframes cover the façade, some with as many as thirty panes apiece; where each of the slender glazing bars intersects, there is bolted a small and protuberant roundel. All these frames are severely pitted with rust, which I find wholly charming. Above the main double doors is a keystone – Coade, I feel sure – and the big sad lion’s face there gazes down on me now. I am emotional; truly, here is the only thing my father ever had that I craved. And I knew he would destroy it and I begged him not to. All he said was that I had no understanding whatever for business, and that one day (mark his words) I would be thankful. Well I am thankful – but not to him. I just am brimming with delight that he had no time to reach it. That time for him ran out. And now it is mine. And safe. The lion need no longer look so sad.


Inside, the air is heavy, but oddly sweet. The air, it is – it is actually visible in strong and off-white slanting plumes, even on an overcast morning or at twilight, as it is now. Each step I take on the throbbing floorboards reverberates up and down and all around me as I mark out with paces my territory. I have climbed the creaking stairs and am right at the top: this is the space in which I shall live out the rest of my life. I back myself into a corner, the better to survey it all. The roughened brickwork agitates the skin at my nape, and I squirm back further until I feel it biting, and the harshness warms me. I am emotional. I am beginning to remember how it is to … feel. I am not, you see, all I am perceived to be (both good and bad).


It may well be (and I could easily understand it) that still you are, I don’t know – to some degree perplexed. Possibly, you could be thinking that Duveen – or even, God, my father – had a point. It is, after all, just some big old building that could be rapidly converted in common with the others and sold on piecemeal for (yes I know) a considerable fortune. But – as Duveen pointed out – it is not as if I need the money: I have a considerable fortune. What I need now in addition is altogether different. This building, I have always known – and here and now, as the grimy windows grow ever more dark as night once more descends around me, I hear it whispering, telling me that it is so – it has never required (wished for, if you like) conversion to anything other than what it is. So few things do. I do not, you see, wish to hector this building. I do not want to badger and nor to reshape it – it should not be cruelly wrought and cast forever as something it is not. It must be left to its nature. Just as the people who come to live here, I am wholly determined, will be encouraged in their dormant needs to do just what they are best at. Here will be a process of sharing, each man and maybe woman pitting what he or maybe she not just has within, but will soon come to be eager to bestow. Then I shall feel that I have come to fruition: people, then, will need what I have. Even Alice – Alice will be welcome, along with the others. She does not, in truth, need me (not, anyway, in the way that both she and my father so fervently hoped that she might) but the shelter: this, I feel, she will welcome. And in differing ways, this is true of so many. For even those who appear to belong, you know – they can so very often be strays. You will see. Most are in need of the figure of a father (if not of the father himself).


Look here: the oldest and grandest of the presses. Noble, isn’t it? And massive too; it should never have been brought to such a state, you see – because it was always intended to be oiled and burnished, sleek and powered. I am shifting gently away from it neat and small piles of silt … silt, it seems, and soft still hillocks of granulated decay – the hue, it now foolishly occurs to me (and even, yes, its gritty texture) that of tawny Cornish shale. All this will be swept aside, and the lives of people will be enriched. I imagine them, cramped and crouched within their outer shells, and stymied – stumped and crestfallen, as I and this building have been. This is what happens when your nature is suffocated and all your good intentions stripped away.


It is dark, when I leave – and although the stage is well set for fear and deep misgivings (each long shadow could easily conceal a creeping demon) I feel no more than the mere container of a great white sparkling effusion of hope (a murky stirring of vicious contentment). I cannot make out the face of the big and sad old lion, but I know him to be there. I kiss the building – I touch The Works – and as the tips of my fingers trail and linger, unwilling to finish a final caress, this pang that now invades me is keen and heartfelt, stopping up my breath as I hurry away, and rush on into the night. For now and at last … I am touched by love.




I


a beginning...




CHAPTER ONE


‘Jesus, Jamie – look: it’s a dream, isn’t it?’ Caroline had spat at him. ‘Can’t you see? It’s just some stupid bloody spoiled and overgrown kid’s half-baked adolescent dream!’


Jamie, just gazing upon her, could scarcely believe it. Not the fact that she was pale and stiff, wide-eyed and utterly shocked by rage again – and nor that they had once more (again) tumbled beyond and over the brink, looked like to Jamie, and soon would be going back over the whole of it, no no – here was normal, now: so much was expected. It was just her ripping loose with such frankly wrong and wildly unsuitable terms; I mean – this was Lucas who was under the microscope, God’s sake – Lucas Cage, of all people in the world. Stupid? Adolescent? Please, Caroline – get a grip! Think of what you’re saying: he’s the only really intelligent grown-up I know. The dreaming bit is maybe OK, though: Lucas is surely a dreamer of dreams so, oh God – so thoroughly alluring – and maybe, just maybe, if Caroline would for Christ’s sake and just two seconds cut all the yap and listen to reason she would see that he could also be the founder of all of our futures. And I want one of those, want one badly: I need to know a future is looming. And with Lucas – just to hear him speak (even to watch him silent) was somehow to come so easily to believing in the dream. Yes I know – sounds yuck and cheesy, I know, I know: it’s just that you so much wanted to be by his side, his hand in yours. Well I did, anyway. Caroline, not. She says I’m weak. She could be right.


‘But listen. Caroline – just listen for a moment, will you? I mean, look – look around you. This flat. Dump, right? Right? That’s what you’re always telling me, Caroline. Isn’t it? Right from the bloody minute we bought the bloody place. Christ.’


‘It is a dump, Jamie – of course it’s a bloody dump and I told you that, actually, even before you put down the deposit, but – oh Christ do you have to keep on smoking like that? You’ve only just put one out. You’re probably killing your own son with passive smoking, do you know that? Do you care? And half of that deposit was mine.’


‘You should know by now, Caroline. Over the years, you should have observed. I’m a chain smoker, aren’t I? It’s what chain smokers do. And don’t keep dragging Benny into everything.’


‘You don’t have to tell me. Place stinks.’


‘Well exactly – place stinks. In every way. That’s what you’ve always been saying. And Christ alone knows what the deposit’s got to do with anything. But never mind all that. Look: here is this offer, handed to us on a plate, and all you can do is – !’


‘Oh I see. I see, Jamie – I see. We move into some oh-so-fab bloody loft apartment and suddenly the chain smoker quits. And us – we’re all fine again. That it? Because, what – you’ll touch the hem of fucking Lucas’s garment and one more miracle will be instantly enacted before our very eyes? Oh get real, Jamie, Christ’s sake. You’re seeing this bloody bloody building of his as the answer to everything. It’s only a building, Jamie. Lucas is only a person. All we would be doing is just carting everything somewhere else. We’ve got problems, Jamie – and what in Christ’s name do you mean, don’t drag Benny into everything?! He’s our son, you stupid bastard. What are we supposed to do? Leave him out of the calculations? He’s one of the problems!’


‘Caroline. Just listen, will you – ?’


‘He, poor sod – he’s just one of our real and serious grown-up problems, Jamie. And we’ve got to somehow sit down and bloody work them out. Yes? Not just toss them into a tea chest and lug them on down to, oh Christ – Wapping, or wherever this bloody thing is, and – I don’t know: what, Jamie? Hm? Tell me what. Just what are you expecting? I mean – do you think it’s going to be like all the adverts for places like this? You with a cocktail on a Corbusier lounger in front of the panoramic view of Tower bloody Bridge? It’s only a place, Jamie. All it is is just somewhere else.’


Jamie slumped back. Stubbed out the cigarette, lit up another one. Well yes – yes it is another place. And another place is where I need. It’s maybe because of here, all this, that we’ve failed so badly. I hate it. It’s just so dingy and noisy and I’m so fed up with queueing for buses in the rain … and the other thing, of course (and it can’t be long now in rising up, can it, and hitting me full in the face), is that even this poky little flat, even this, I can’t any longer afford. I know! It’s just too shaming. But look – when they made me … when I lost my job, all right? It quickly became a pretty straightforward choice: mortgage repayments, or eating. And of course, being the frightened-to-death middle-class drone I was brought up to be, for months and months it was the mortgage, wasn’t it? Mortgage won hands down. And then I thought Oh Christ – hell with this. Live a little, right? I can always catch up with the arrears when I get another job. Well. I think we’re all sufficiently adult (seen quite enough of life) to more or less know how the rest of it went. So really (and here is just one of the – I should have said really quite salient points that I would so much love to din into Caroline’s head) it’s not actually a question of choice: picking and choosing just doesn’t arise. This place is due for repossession. No bones about it. So it is either Lucas’s offer of a dreamlike space in practically a wonderland (second floor, just by the old service lift: I’ve seen it – I love it) or else the streets, plain and simple. Why can’t she grasp this? Caroline. Why can’t she see what’s in front of her face?


Caroline sighed. She closed her eyes and covered them with a hand as the fingers of the other stiffly fluttered for a moment in the air – that funny little gesture, odd little way she had; Jamie had long ago concluded that it was on a par with a flattened wrestler with his face crushed sideways – slapping down hard his palm upon the canvas as the hold became increasingly unbearable, when he could stand no longer to be pinioned beneath just so much weight.


‘I’m making tea,’ she said then, briskly. ‘Do you want?’


‘Please, Caroline – if you’ll only just think about it …!’


She shook her head.


‘Well I’m having some, anyway. Benny’ll be back from school, soon.’


Jamie thought he might as well, then, go along for now with this forced and uneasy interval (suck on orange quarters, gargle and spit a bit). Couldn’t anyway for the moment think of anything further to usefully say. Can’t just go on wheedling and imploring ‘pleeeeese …’ and ‘listen, can’t you?’ for the rest of the afternoon. Well can I? Exactly. So I’ll sort of go along with it.


‘F.A.B.,’ he said.


And Caroline stopped – she just stopped dead and immediately at the door to the kitchen.


‘Sorry …!’ rushed out Jamie, with a little alarm. Maybe not quite quick enough, though – so better do a few more: ‘Sorry sorry sorry, Caroline. Sorry. Just slipped out. OK?’


‘It just sums you up. It says just about bloody everything I, oh – so totally hate about you, Jamie! Our marriage is over. We’ve nowhere to live – !’


‘Ah but that’s just it! We do have somewhere to – !’


‘We’ve got nowhere to live – just listen, you bastard – and we’ve got a little boy to think of and still you’re just talking like a bloody cartoon. You know it drives me crazy when you do all that – all your bloody silly slogans – and still you just –’


‘It was an accident. Christ’s sake, Caroline. Told you – just slipped out. I won’t again. More a catchphrase than a slogan, I should have said. And it’s actually animation, that one, not a cartoon. I think I will, you know, maybe have some tea. Might be nice.’


Caroline turned to glare at him.


Jamie blinked up at her. ‘If you’re making it.’


She spoke quite slowly, and her eyes were narrowed. You had to be there, Jamie would tell you; if you were there, it could be scary.


‘You never will, will you Jamie? You’ll never grow up, not ever. You’re just stuck in idiothood – a bloody kid for bloody ever.’


‘You do use that word rather a lot, you know, Caroline. “Grown-up”, “growing up” – all that. And I’m not so sure if it’s all that great. I mean look, at the end of the day – where does growing up actually get you?’


Well, Jamie conjectured (Caroline was hissing and smacking her thighs as if she truly meant business – and now she had hurled herself back on to the sofa, and fingers were drumming) – the business of growing up has very clearly been kind to, well – Lucas, but then he’s just a natural. Urbane at birth, I should have said: thoroughly capable from the off. For myself, all I ever remember wanting to be when I grew older was an enfant terrible. Oh dear God. And look at me now.


‘Jamie. Listen to me. You go on and on about how I should always be listening to you – but get this: news for you, yeah? I have been listening. I’ve been listening for just years – ages and ages to all of your balls. And now it’s your turn: you’re going to listen to me.’


‘Uh-huh. Which would be some kind of a first, would it? Caroline? My listening to you? Jesus Christ Almighty – you never bloody stop. What about this tea, then?’


Caroline closed her eyes. She was not to be, mustn’t again be diverted – and Jesus knows it’s never easy. Every single thing he comes out with – each moronic utterance that falls from his weak and pitiable lips – could so very easily propel her into yet another grotesquely spinning and clamorous avenue of pin-sharp angst, and the need for retribution – but if she were to rise to every single one of them, well then – years could pass and still she’d never get things said. Which was, of course, more or less the root – just exactly what had come to pass (you think I don’t know this? Haven’t maybe twigged, or something?): years have passed – all my precious years. And all I’ve got now is Benny, oh my so sweet boy (and thank you, Lord, for keeping him safe). Benny, yes – and Jamie. And Jamie is going (and surely now he knows it?).


‘Jamie,’ she began – quite measured, but still with her eyes closed, Jamie could only observe with a flicker of something he had yet to quite pin down (nail in place and put a name to) but he knew full well it was, ooh – a good long way down the road from anything remotely approaching a pleasantly tingly anticipation or even, if he was honest, so-so complacency. ‘Jamie – light a cigarette.’


‘Hm? Sorry? Light a – ? But I’ve got a –’


‘Yes I know, but soon it will be finished and then you’ll drive me mad – I’ll go crazy with you scrabbling around with the packet and that horrid and bloody little lighter and I’ll scream at you for doing it and then I’ll lose my thread. OK? So just –’


‘But it’s still only halfway, um –’


‘Just do it. Light it. And listen.’


‘Yes, Bwana.’


And her eyelids flickered. She was maybe during just that one split second trying to determine whether or not he had done this on purpose – a forthright and deliberate provocation – or whether it was merely that his sense of place and moment were quite as shot as she’d always believed. Maybe he simply had no control whatever over any single one of his senses. Either way, she would not be deflected: it was time to let him have it.


‘OK. Here it is. You lost your job, Jamie –’


‘Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Here we bloody go! Oh yes – very nice. Look – last time, OK? I didn’t lose my – they were restructuring, right, several strata of the workforce more or less on an ad hoc, ground roots basis, and –’


‘Don’t! Just listen. You lost your job. That is, I’m sorry Jamie, but that’s the point, here. Whatever the cause, that is how it affected us all – OK? And I wish I’d told you before that I was leaving you, Jamie, but –’


‘Oh come on, Caroline! You don’t want to leave me! We’re fine – we’re fine. And I’m telling you – soon as we –’


‘Christ’s sake Jamie listen to me, will you? I’m only going to do this once. Just shut your mouth and hear what I have to say.’


‘But all I’m saying is – all I mean is, Caroline, that if we could only, all of us, get out of this miserable little flat, then we’d be –’


‘What? What would we be, Jamie? Actually? In Cloud Cuckoo Land? Part of some old hippy’s communal dream? Ringing bells and wearing beads?!’


‘Christ’s sake, Caroline! Communal dream! What in Christ’s name are you talking about beads for …?!’


‘Just another little pair on Lucas Cage’s fucking ark. I’m not going, Jamie. Not. I’m not going anywhere with you, Jamie – never, not ever again. And that’s what I was saying, that’s what I mean – I wanted to tell you ages ago, and then when you lost your job –’


‘I told you. I didn’t –’


‘And then when you lost your poxy little job, OK? I held off a bit – I maybe shouldn’t have, I just don’t know. But anyway I did, and –’


‘Yeah yeah. You didn’t want to hurt my feelings. I know, I know. Don’t like to kick a man when he’s down – that it, Caroline?’


‘That’s … kind of it, yes Jamie. But none of that matters any more. The point I’m making –’


‘It matters to me …’


‘Oh God please won’t you listen to me, Jamie?!’


‘No I bloody won’t. I say it matters to me, bloody Caroline, because what we’re talking about here is my job, my wife, my bloody home and, Christ – some kind of a future. What’s so suddenly wrong with hope?’


‘And Benny? What about Benny? That’s typical of you, Jamie – Benny didn’t even feature, did he, in your catalogue of woe!’


‘Don’t try and pin that one on to me, Caroline. You know I think the world of –’


‘Yeah well you can think what you bloody well like, Jamie, quite frankly – because I tell you this right now: Benny won’t be there. Not within a million miles. So don’t hit me with this “hope” thing, Jamie, because quite bloody frankly –’


‘You can’t do that, Caroline.’


‘Just you fucking watch me, you bloody selfish pig! I’m not having my son mixed up in some sort of a guru cult. What the hell sort of mother do you think I am?’


‘Cult?! Christ Almighty – it’s a cult now, is it? I tell you what sort of mother I think you are, Caroline, since you ask me – a fucking bloody certifiable one, that’s what sort you are. Where in God’s name did you get all of this – ?! Oh Jesus … I mean: Jesus!’


‘I’m not the certifiable one – it’s you, Jamie – you and your sick and fucking loopy little buddy Lucas. You’re the crazy ones. You’re dangerous. And him – he’s just downright creepy.’


‘Oh don’t be so bloody stupid, Caroline. All this is nothing to do with any of that. All this is because after, what – how many years? Most of my bloody awful life just working and working they suddenly made me – I suddenly lost my job and now in your eyes I’m just not a man any more. That’s it, isn’t it Caroline? Yes it is. And that’s bloody all of it.’


‘You’re crazy, Jamie. If you think that, you’re just crazy …’


‘And anyway – what about you? Hey? You never even had a bloody job in the first place. How come you manage to escape any blame here? Why’s it all my fault?’


‘Benny, you bastard! Benny’s my job. That’s what we agreed.’


‘Yeah well. Maybe we did. But that was before … all this.’


‘And now it’s after. Now it’s now. I’m off, Jamie – I mean it. And Benny’s coming with me. And don’t ask me –’


‘Caroline – look … listen to yourself …’


‘Fuck off. Just fuck off, OK? I don’t know where we’re going, but we’re going. You – you can just do as you like. Which you will. Because you always bloody do. Got it?’


Jamie sighed. He sighed again, as Caroline seemed to be joining in. She was up now, and bustling.


‘Roger,’ he said. ‘Roger Wilco. And Out.’


Caroline’s lips were white and thin and quite as compressed as ever he’d seen them.


‘Could you go now, please Jamie? I don’t want you here when … I don’t want Benny to see us like this. Why don’t you go and see Lucas, hm? Get him to help you select your new curtains, or something, yes? Maybe burn some incense.’


Jamie ground out his cigarette and lit up another. Most of the fight had fled from him, now. All that remained was severely weakened.


‘It’s not,’ he sighed, ‘as if Benny hasn’t heard it before … poor little devil.’


‘Yeah well …’ was Caroline’s only exhausted rejoinder. ‘Enough is enough.’


Jamie softly closed the door behind him. Oh God. Hoooo … Right, then. Maybe I will – go and see Lucas. Not to pick out curtains, though. He actually told me he wasn’t having any of that – nothing at the windows at all, he said (not to be countenanced, were his actual words). Something about spoiling the purity of the line, I think was the general gist of the thing: I really wouldn’t know. And nor would I argue. He knows about these sorts of things, Lucas – knows about everything like that. And anyway – it’s his, isn’t it? The Works. Yes. It is. So it’s all up to him.


I think, though, I sort of know what he means – all this purity stuff and conservation. It’s not just about curtains, you know – oh Christ no. It’s more to do with just everything coming together – it’s about it all, I suppose, well – working. And Caroline, if I’m honest – she never would’ve fitted. At least we all of us seem to agree about that. Lucas himself, you know, has expressed the gentlest of doubts. About her. I now feel easier about saying it. Anyway: she’s made her choice, hasn’t she? You heard her. I think she only would have spoiled things for the others. Not that she’s a bad person, Caroline – oh my God no, don’t get me wrong. Don’t go listening to a lot of what I say in the heat of the, you know – moment, and everything (you know how it can be). Christ – compared with my first wife, Caroline’s a saint. You won’t have met her, Eileen – and nor, my friend, would you ever wish to. We weren’t together long. Every night when we went to bed (you may not believe this) she’d have a bloody great kitchen knife stuck under her pillow. Christ, I’m telling you – the tension nearly did for me. Barely slept a wink, first few months. Well face it – one bad dream and it could’ve been curtains. Every dawn I opened just the one eye gingerly – check to see if the sheets were crimson. Took her to this bloke, one time – Harley Street, just round the corner of. How many sessions and how much wasted money? Basically told me it was all psychological. Yeh? I said. Yeh? Well just you try living with it, mate. The ‘logical’ part doesn’t much enter, I can tell you that much – and here I am dealing with all the psycho end of things. Ah well. I left her one Whitsun in Ashby de la Zouch. So – all in the past now, thank God. Trouble is, this past of mine is fast catching up: it seems to be moving quicker than I do.


So. Might as well get myself over to Lucas’s. Maybe get some tea. Check out again my own not-so-little billet up there in The Works. And how am I feeling, you might be wondering, following on from this latest little marital contretemps? Sad, I think, deep down (although I may not seem it). Sad and guilty and, yes – ashamed and also, in a funny sort of a way, at base disappointed. That, yes, and also just a little bit peckish. Do with something. Maybe lay in some provisions, shall I? I’m not sure of the system, but I do know that Lucas has just had installed this utterly enormous fridge and freezer: it’s more like a vertical mortuary. Yeah: I’ll be on my way now – no point in hanging about. Just light up another fag, and I’ll be off. Because I am, as I said, a chain smoker, you see; you are maybe unacquainted with the type. Understandable. This day and age, we’re a dying breed.


*


‘It’s real good of you, Lucas, yeah? I mean – all of us, yeah – we’re all real, like, grateful. You know? It’ll be just, kinda, till we get it all, you know – sort of got something sorted, yeah?’


From behind his desk, Lucas smiled expansively, and his heavy-lidded eyes momentarily glistened.


‘Do you hear that, Alice? From young Theme here? Such politeness.’


Alice had had, at the time, her nose and part of her face quite deeply burrowed into a thick and heady profusion of darkest orange arum lilies densely rammed – and it seemed haphazardly – into a mottled and possibly artfully dented galvanized bucket with both the hue and seeming resilience, Lucas had only recently observed, of a Cold War destroyer. She raised her head now and shook away from her eyes the club-cut chunks of her hair that had not swung back down into place of their own accord – and while two fingers were still teasing no more than four, maybe just half a dozen irksome and persistent strands from the corner of her mouth, she nearly chuckled and said quite equably:


‘Well Paul’s an extremely polite person – aren’t you Paul? And an absolute genius when it comes to, you know – with flowers.’


Paul Theme looked down and began in earnest to screw the toe of his black and white basketball sneaker into just the one old and original and deeply gleaming walnut floorboard – keeping his eyes well low and tracking the headlong streaming rush of just this single mighty plank as it soared away into all that distance, only hitting the perimeter of Lucas’s vast and sunlit attic regions when it had assumed both the thrust and acuteness of a dagger’s tip. He would not look up until the worst of his blood-heat had subsided from his face, though the pulsating red at his temples remained very visible to all. Tubby and Biff – who knew him well (and so they should do, by now) – had independently and within a second of one another applied to their faces two simpering grins of joky indulgence, and seemed eager to punt them across to both Lucas and Alice where they would be met (it was somehow understood) with immediate sympathy and a stealthy affection.


‘It’s not really nothing, the flowers,’ Paul eventually got out, shrugging away the plaudit – one eye up and lively, the other (rather amazingly, it had fleetingly occurred to Alice) darting here and now there to maybe make entirely sure that this unfamiliar coast was as clear as reports were suggesting. ‘When you bung them in a you know – glass, like, sort of container, you, er – vase, kind of style – you get to see the whole of the arrangement, yeh that’s true enough – but this way, the way I done it – put them in something, like, real sort of ordinary, yeah? It helps you get closer to the true, like, original flower silhouette. Yeh. Plus I always get shot of most of the leaves. Same with your tulips. Roses and all.’


‘Don’t go on …’ whispered Tubby, his mock-conspiratorial whisper very much as warm as the collusion in his eyes.


Alice and Biff laughed lightly at that – quite in tune, as each of them could hardly help but notice. And then, as if on cue, they stopped.


‘Sorry …’ blustered Paul – the crimson seeping back up the throat and suffusing his jaws. ‘Didn’t mean to, er …’


‘Not a bit, Theme,’ said Lucas, softly. ‘Your peerless flower arrangement has already become rather a dazzling part – a component, I rather feel – of the entire floor. Any more tips for us, Theme?’


Paul shook his head while he was already speaking:


‘Just always to, you know – make sure you got them in a place what makes you happy. Basically. You don’t want to go hiding them away in some sort of room what never gets no use, if you take my meaning. Couldn’t happen here, course …’


‘Indeed not,’ agreed Lucas – spreading his hands on to the surface before him, and then quite slowly splaying out each of his fingers in a tentative and almost exploratory fashion as if the scheme had only recently been put to him – and although intrigued by just how the business might go, he would nonetheless be taking things slowly (feeling his way). ‘A drink for all, I think, Alice. Drink, yes? Let us toast the future success of our newest residents.’


‘The only other thing what you got to remember,’ hurried on a suddenly emboldened Paul, ‘is that you don’t never push the stems on down to the bottom of the vase. Or whatever.’


‘Bucket …’ smiled Tubby – who wasn’t, you know, what you would call fat in any way; no, not at all.


‘Yeh,’ grinned back Paul. ‘Or bucket. Yeh.’


Alice was passing out tall and flaring flutes of champagne. I reckon, thought Biff (who hadn’t yet spoken, but that didn’t stop him thinking, did it?), they must’ve had that lot already well opened, or something. Cos I didn’t hear this Alice bird make no pop with it, or nothing. And me, when I does it – and if I can, I’ll get out of being the one what has to – there’s always the most bleeding awful sort of explosion, pretty much. And yeh I do know what I’m doing wrong, as a matter of fact, because it’s all been explained to me; it’s just that when I gets down to the very last sort of twist, like, I just go all … I just get a little bit of a sweat on and just about let go the sodding thing and oh dear oh dear – you get one hell of a mess, you do that: yeh. As I often discovered in the past.


‘And for you, Lucas my darling …’ said Alice, quite softly, as she placed just by his hand a small cylindrical glass of something rather yellowy, alive with an oily swirling: not champagne, thought Biff (that’s for bleeding certain).


Lucas sipped it.


‘Your very good health, one and all,’ he announced. ‘Cheers, Theme. And so too to you – Biff and Tubby. Tell me – does neither of you possess something so ordinary as a surname? Or is there some dark secret that none of us should know? I do not, of course, intend to be in any way rude. It just happens to be an interest of mine.’


There was a fair deal of quite good-humoured snuffling and shifting of feet, following that – partly a throaty and stopped-up response to Lucas’s toast (glasses quite awkwardly proffered to nothing) and also an easily worn if hard to deal with quasi-embarrassment with this name situation. Biff thought, Well: I suppose we owes him something, this Lucas – whoever he is – after all he promised to, like, do for us.


‘Nah nah – we got them. Course we got them,’ Tubby now rushed to assure Lucas and Alice (because Biff and Paul, well – they already knew).


‘Yeh,’ put in Paul. ‘Dracula and Frankenstein!’


Appropriately muted mirth was duly displayed by way of response to that – a very slight widening of Lucas’s eyes denoting his receipt of the message, Alice quite jocularly batting away all of Paul’s nonsense with one of her hands, both Biff and Tubby making Yeh Yeh He Would noises (‘Trust him’, Biff was nearly clucking).


‘It’s just that,’ Tubby went on, ‘we don’t really sort of remember when it was we last, like, used them, to be honest with you. We always been Biff and Tubby – ain’t that right, Biff? Not on forms and things, course – but we try to avoid them, don’t we? When we can.’


Lucas nodded: seemed to understand perfectly. Which was a blessing.


‘And why do they call you Biff, Biff?’ he enquired, serenely. ‘Are you in the habit of, what? Hitting people? Knocking them about? Are you maybe known for this?’


Biff shook his head. Everyone hovered, waiting for more – but that seemed to be all of it, for now. (Except for Paul, of course – he wasn’t hovering: he knew Biff too well. And Tubby – he was learning.)


‘And you, Tubby? Tell me – did they by any chance call you that at school?’


Tubby sipped champagne and rubbed on a nostril and coughed just a bit.


‘No,’ he said. ‘No. Oddly enough, they um – called me Slim.’


And yes, he could have gone into it, Lucas (delved a smidgen), but he opted instead for addressing Paul:


‘And about those stems, Theme. Why is that? What is the thinking behind it? Leaving the stems some way from the bottom.’


‘Well,’ went Paul. ‘You ram them right down and what you got is rot. Plain and wossname. Simple, innit? They go much faster, see? Another thing what I do is I spray them. Spray them, yeah? The flower heads, I mean. Not the stems, obviously, because that would be bleeding stupid. No – the flowers, see? It’s like nature. People think – right, bunch of flowers, yeah? Chuck them in a pot, and that’s your lot: sorted. But nah – it ain’t. You want your morning jew on them, see. And then you’re looking at evening mist of a night-time. Plus, you basically want to change your water every single day, if you’re talking gospel. Most people, though, they don’t need the hassle. But me – I does. I does it always. Never miss.’ Paul looked up from the floorboard (he was getting now to recognize every crack and whorl). ‘Sorry …’ he whispered. ‘I was going on again, wasn’t I? You wanna tell me, Tubs, when I gets to going on, like that …’


‘Yeh well I try!’ scoffed Tubby, with fondness. ‘Don’t do a lot of good!’


‘Alice,’ said Lucas. ‘Was that someone at the door, do we think?’


Alice was already setting down her barely sipped-at flute. ‘I thought I heard something …’ And she narrowed her eyes as she gazed into the distance.


‘Yeh – I did,’ agreed Paul very readily, trying rather like a spaniel to come within the range of Alice’s eye as she sidled past him – and soon she had got into her stride.


‘I didn’t hear it. Heard nothing,’ threw out Tubby. ‘You, Biff?’


And Biff just hunched up a shoulder, which might have meant anything, including evasion. Paul now threw across to Lucas a quick sort of half-smile, while both Biff and Tubby appeared to have contracted their mate’s fascination for the conker-coloured floor … and still there remained ahead of her a good way for Alice until the doors at the far end were wholly discernible. Only as she was about to grab with both hands and set herself to heaving at the thick black japanned and heavy hasps and latches did she hear now distinctly a quite urgent and echoing bang-bang – which all those tens of yards ago had come across as only the just about scuffle of maybe some rodent: now it could be thunder.
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