



[image: Cover Image]






ALSO BY PASCAL RUTER


A Friend in the Dark




Copyright


Published by Little, Brown


First published in France in 2017 by Éditions Jean-Claude Lattès/Didier Jeunesse as Barracuda For Ever


ISBN: 978-1-4087-1025-8


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2017 by Editions Jean-C laude Lattès and Didier Jeunesse


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


Translation © Simon Pare 2019


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Little, Brown


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




For Michèle Moreau, without whom these
pages would never have become a novel.


With my warmest thanks.




[image: image]


At the age of eighty-five my grandfather Napoleon decided he needed to try something new. He took my grandmother Josephine to court. She never had been able to resist him and she went along with his wishes this time too. Their divorce came through on the first day of autumn.


‘I want to start a new life,’ he’d told the presiding judge.


‘And you’re entitled to do so,’ the judge ruled.


My parents and I had accompanied them to the law courts. My father was hoping that Napoleon would chicken out at the last minute, but I knew he wouldn’t: my grandfather never changed his mind. Whatever he said usually went, despite what we all said.


My grandmother Josephine cried throughout. I held her by the arm and passed her tissues that were sodden with tears in a few seconds.


‘Thank you, Leonard darling,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe what a brute Napoleon is!’ Sighing, she dabbed her nose, and an affectionate smile flickered on her lips. ‘If it’s the brute’s own idea, that is.’


My grandfather more than lived up to his name. As he stood there on the steps outside the court, with his hands thrust into the pockets of his new white trousers, he looked every inch the proud empire-builder casting a smug, satisfied eye over his newly conquered realm.


I admired him. I believed that life held many secrets and my grandfather knew them all.


The early autumn air was mild and damp. Josephine shivered and turned up the collar of her coat.


‘Let’s celebrate!’ Napoleon declared.


Dad and Mum disagreed with this suggestion and Josephine was even more strongly against it, so we simply headed towards the metro.


Outside the station was an ice-cream stand.


‘Fancy a vanilla ice cream?’ Napoleon asked me. He held out a bank note to the young vendor. ‘Two ice creams – one for me and one for my friend here. Whipped cream? Why not. We’ll have some whipped cream, won’t we, pal?’


He winked at me. I nodded back. Mum shrugged. Dad stared straight ahead, his eyes blank.


‘Of course my pal wants whipped cream!’


He’d always called me ‘pal’. I didn’t really know when it had caught on, but I liked to think that everyone called each another ‘pal’ in the gyms and rings where he used to box.


‘Pal’ felt like someone completely different from Leonard. Leonard Sunshine. I was ten. The world still seemed incomprehensible, mysterious and a little hostile, and I often felt an overpowering sense that my puny physique wouldn’t get me very far in the world. Napoleon reassured me by saying that a boxer didn’t need to be well built and that most champions had developed successful careers on the strength of their class and talent. I wasn’t a boxer, though – I was the invisible boy.


I’d made my entrance into this world one stormy evening. The bulbs in the operating theatre had blown and so my very first cries in this world were delivered in darkness. Little Sunshine had arrived in the dark, and the intervening ten years hadn’t entirely dispelled that darkness.


‘Like it, pal?’ Napoleon asked me.


‘It’s delicious!’ I replied. ‘Thank you.’


My grandma had calmed down a bit by now. Our eyes met and she smiled.


‘Enjoy it,’ she whispered.


The vendor held out the change to Napoleon, who asked him, ‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty-three, monsieur. Why?’


‘No reason, I just wanted to know. Keep the change. Go on, I’m serious. We’re celebrating!’


‘Whatever next!’ my grandma said under her breath.


None of us talked on the train back, which was full of people heading home from work. My grandma had recovered some of her confidence. She’d reapplied her lipstick and I’d snuggled up to her, as if sensing that we would soon be separated. She was resting her forehead against the window, watching the world pass by. Sadness lent her a kind of beautiful dignity. She cast the occasional glance at the man with whom she had shared her life. I wondered what thoughts lay behind the fleeting smile that broke through her sadness every so often. I told myself that she was capable of understanding and enduring anything.


My grandfather had a white ice-cream moustache. He’d put his feet up on the seat opposite and started to whistle.


‘What a wonderful day it’s been!’ he exclaimed.


‘Exactly the word I’d have chosen,’ my grandma muttered.
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The following week, all of us, Napoleon included, accompanied Josephine from our home just outside Paris to the Gare de Lyon. She’d decided to return to her birthplace close to Aix-en-Provence in the south of France where a small house, vacated by her niece, awaited her. You had to look on the bright side, she said. She’d catch up with old friends and tread the familiar paths of her youth, and above all there’d be plenty of warmth and light.


‘I’ll be warmer than you!’


As if to confirm her words, a fine drizzle began to fall.


We waited for the train among stacks of suitcases. My grandfather paced up and down the platform as if afraid the train would never arrive.


‘You will come and see me, Leonard poppet?’ my grandma asked.


My mother answered on my behalf. ‘Of course we will. Often. It really isn’t very far.’


‘And you’ll come and see us too,’ my father added.


‘If Napoleon calls me I’ll come. Tell him that. I know that brute better than anyone else, and I’m perfectly aware of what …’ She stopped and seemed to reflect for a few seconds before continuing, ‘Oh, actually, forget it. Don’t tell him anything. He’ll beg me himself once he’s stewed for long enough. Stewed like a leg of mutton …’


Approaching us with short strides, my grandfather interrupted her. ‘The train’s pulling in. Make sure you’re ready! You mustn’t miss it!’


‘You really do have a knack for saying the right things, don’t you?’ my father said.


Grabbing the largest suitcase, Napoleon turned to my grandma Josephine and said softly, ‘I got you a first-class ticket.’


‘How sweet of you!’ she said with a forced smile.


We helped her to her seat. Napoleon and my father wedged her suitcases into every available nook and cranny.


I overheard my grandfather whispering to another passenger, ‘Keep an eye on her. She may not look it, but she’s actually quite fragile.’


‘What did you say to that lady?’ my grandmother asked.


‘Nothing, nothing. I was telling her that the trains are always delayed.’


We all got out onto the platform. The announcer informed us that the train for Aix-en-Provence was ready to depart. Josephine put on her best smile again at the window, as if she were only going on holiday.


The train slid past us, and we each gave her a little wave. Then the red taillights of the rearmost carriage disappeared into the mist and it was over. There was an announcement for another train. More travellers flooded onto the platform.


‘Let’s have a drink!’ Napoleon said. ‘This one’s on me.’


He found us a booth in a busy café filled with tourists and we crammed ourselves into it. He told us of his many projects.


‘First, I’m going to redo the house,’ he said. ‘Hang new wallpaper, give it a fresh lick of paint, mend a few things here and there. A facelift, you know.’


‘I’ll get some builders in for you,’ my father said.


‘No builders. I’m going to do everything myself. My pal here will give me a hand.’ He accompanied his words with a punch to my shoulder.


‘That probably isn’t very wise,’ my mother said. ‘You should listen to your son.’


My father nodded and added, ‘That’s right, Dad. Think this through. It might be easier to have a builder take care of it. He can do the bulk of the work.’


‘Oh yeah,’ my grandfather cried, ‘and I’ll just sit around, shall I? No way! I’m going to do it all myself. I didn’t ask for your opinion. If you can’t support me and my plans then I don’t want to hear it. I’ll be just fine on my own – I’ll be even better when I put in a gym.’


‘A gym?’ my father exclaimed.


‘Good idea, don’t you think?’


My father sighed and exchanged glances with my mother before clearing his throat, ‘Honestly, Dad, if you want my thoughts on this—’


‘Save your breath,’ Napoleon cut him off, sucking up Coke through his straw. ‘I’m fully aware of what you think of all this.’


Nope, they didn’t approve – particularly my father. You don’t get divorced at eighty-five, going on eighty-six. You don’t add to your house at that age and you do accept help with renovating and redecorating. In fact, you don’t redecorate at all at that age. You wait. You wait for the end to come.


‘You know,’ Napoleon went on, ‘I couldn’t care less what you make of all this. I don’t need your permission. Got that?’


My father started to go red. His face creased up as if someone had flicked a switch, but my mother’s hand came to rest on his forearm, dousing his anger.


‘I think so, yes.’


Napoleon winked, came close and said to me, ‘Do you think I’ve made myself sufficiently clear, pal?’


I nodded.


Sometimes I felt as if we had our own private language, and we used it whenever we had a secret to share. Often when adults were around, my grandfather liked to whisper a remark, share some confidence with me in a straightforward manner, unlike a lot of other grown-ups who went round in circles without really getting to the point. My grandfather’s direct way was learned during his life as a whirlwind fighter in the boxing ring; it was what enabled him to communicate effortlessly with boxers from other countries, to rig bouts and pull the wool over everyone’s eyes – trainers, promoters and journalists.


‘What did he say?’ my father asked.


‘Nothing,’ I replied. ‘He says it’s very kind of you to worry about him.’


We left the station. Outside, an unbroken line of taxis were waiting for passengers.


‘Hey!’ my grandfather shouted at one driver. ‘Are you free?’


‘Yep, I’m free.’


‘Good,’ said Napoleon, ‘because so am I.’ He guffawed at his own joke.
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Napoleon had already had two lives and, like a cat, he probably had a few more in reserve, even at his age. During his first career he’d fought in boxing rings and been front-page news all over the world. He’d tasted the shady fame of championship bouts, blizzards of flashbulbs, the short-lived joy of victory and the infinite solitude of the changing room after a defeat. Then, one day, he’d called time on his career for reasons unknown to us.


He’d reinvented himself as a taxi driver – or a cab driver, as he used to call it in a phoney American accent. He’d switch on his sign when he picked me up from school, and the letters ‘T’, ‘A’ and ‘I’ would light up in the dark winter nights, while the ‘X’ refused to come on. He would open the back door of his Peugeot 404 and in a solemn voice ask, ‘Where would the young gentleman like to go today?’ Grandpa also picked up passengers more or less when he felt like it, and I can only imagine what they thought of his unconventional ways.


But that Friday, a week after Josephine’s departure, he announced, ‘I’m taking you somewhere.’


‘Bowling?’


‘No, not bowling? You’ll find out soon enough.’


Napoleon explained that after much deliberation he had decided that he should begin the next phase of his life with a significant event.


‘A happy event! One full of sunshine,’ he exclaimed, ignoring a Give Way sign.


‘OK, but you’re on the wrong side of the road, Grandpa.’


‘Never mind,’ he answered. ‘They drive on the wrong side of the road in England.’


‘But this isn’t England!’


‘Why’s everyone honking at me?’


‘Which year did you pass your driving test, Grandpa?’


‘First, you’re not allowed to call me that from now on. And second – what test?’


The sun was starting to sink in the sky.


Every time we came to a junction and he needed to slam on the brakes, he would automatically reach over to stop me from flying head first through the windscreen, as the car still had old, slack seatbelts. We drove for half an hour before turning off the road onto a dirt track.


‘It’s here. Or at least I think it is.’


I read the letters on the sign above the entrance. ‘S.P.A.’


‘Good – you know three letters of the alphabet. That’s quite enough to be getting on with. Come on, vamos. Let’s go.’


‘The Society for the Protection of Animals? You want to adopt a dog?’ I asked as we walked along the aisles between rows of kennels.


‘No … as you can see, I’m looking for a secretary! You do come out with some stupid questions sometimes.’


A series of rasping barks and high-pitched yapping emerged from the cages. They seemed to contain every breed of dog under the sun, with coats of every kind – long, fine, short, thick, straight and curly. Most of them lay at the backs of their cages with downcast expressions on their faces, but they would wag their tails excitedly whenever a visitor passed.


Some of the dogs had mange and scratched desperately at their scabs; some had runny eyes and others spun in circles, chasing their tails. Here was a sturdy spaniel, there a Beauceron; in one cage was a fiery-tempered Jack Russell, in the next a placid Labrador, an elegant collie or a graceful, noble-looking greyhound. We were spoilt for choice, and that was a problem.


‘It isn’t easy to choose,’ Napoleon said, ‘and we can’t take them all. We can’t possibly draw lots …’


A woman came over to meet us. She must have caught wind of my grandfather’s indecision as she said, ‘It depends what you want the dog for.’


‘That’s the trouble – we don’t know,’ Napoleon replied. ‘What a silly thing to say! We simply want a dog we can treat like a dog, full stop.’ Pointing to a cage with no sign attached to the bars, he said, ‘What’s that one there?’


‘That one?’ the woman said. ‘A wire fox terrier, I think.’


The dog looked at us through one milky eye, briefly raised its muzzle and then, with a long sigh, laid it between its parallel paws again.


‘Are you sure?’ Napoleon asked.


‘Not really. A setter? Probably. Maybe. Hold on a second and I’ll check.’ The woman got the papers she was carrying in a muddle, and they started flying about in all directions. ‘We just have so many dogs …’


‘Oh, never mind the breed. We don’t care about the breed anyway, do we, pal?’


‘Er … no, we don’t care.’


‘How old is he?’


The lady adopted a self-confident and professional air. ‘Um … about a year. No, two. Yes, that’s right.’ Her face dissolved into an embarrassed smile. ‘Actually, he may be younger. Or a lot older.’ She leafed through her remaining papers, and this time she sent the whole lot sailing across the enclosure.


‘OK, forget it!’ said Napoleon. ‘We don’t care how old he is either. So how long does a dog like this live for?’


‘They’re very resilient. Just under twenty years,’ the woman answered. ‘You look worried. Is that a problem?’


‘Of course it’s a problem!’ Napoleon cried.


‘Ah, I see. I think I understand …’


‘Yes,’ said Napoleon. ‘That’s the trouble with animals – they always die before you do and that breaks your heart!’


‘How funny,’ said Napoleon. ‘There were only two of us when we arrived, and now there are three of us leaving.’


We exchanged smiles. I wanted to talk to the dog, but it seemed faintly ridiculous so I didn’t dare.


Napoleon took from his pocket a brand-new lead that unwound like a snake. It still had its price tag.


‘You thought of everything, Gran—… I mean, Napoleon.’


‘Everything. Even that – look!’


The boot of the Peugeot 404 was filled to bursting with sacks of dog biscuits. Napoleon opened the back door of the car and solemnly announced, ‘The start of a new life! Where would the young gentleman like to go next?’


The animal jumped onto the back seat, gave it a sniff and, finding it to his liking, made himself comfortable.


The defective taxi meter was stuck on ‘0000’, and I truly believed this signalled the start of something.


‘It’s true,’ said Napoleon, putting the car into first gear, ‘there’s no need to have a specific breed of dog. All you need is a dog. A dog-like dog!’


Then there was the matter of naming the dog. Buster, Rin Tin Tin, Rex: none of those really caught our fancy. At a red light the two of us looked round, and the animal raised two soft, enquiring eyes.


‘You,’ said my grandfather, ‘deserve to be called something unique. Something new. Out with all those old names. That’s right – you need a distinctive name. End of story.’


‘End of!’ I cried. ‘That’s a good name.’


‘All right then, Endov it is.’ Looking at the dog, my grandfather said, ‘So, Endov, are you happy to have a name at last?’


‘Woof!’


‘He seems to like it!’ I said. ‘It’s green – you can go.’


‘A fine name,’ my grandfather said as he drove off. ‘For a dog, in any case. It’s original. Distinguished. Classy, you know. No one else will have it. I can tell you two are going to get on very well.’


When we reached Napoleon’s house we took the sacks of dog biscuits out of his car and stuffed them into cupboards.


‘Good work,’ said Napoleon. ‘Now, I’ve got something for you.’


He opened a drawer and pulled out a bulging canvas bag.


‘Don’t worry, it isn’t dog biscuits. Open it.’ His eyes shone mischievously.


Marbles. Hundreds of marbles. Old marbles. Some made of clay, others of glass. Aggies, taws, ducks … Napoleon’s childhood in a bag.


‘They’re not the newest,’ he said. ‘It took me years to win them all. You’ll get more use out of them than I will. I don’t have many friends left to play marbles with, you see. Grandfathers usually pass on their stamp collections, but stamps bored me to death. For one thing, I didn’t receive many letters. Then again, I didn’t bust a gut to send any either.’


My legs felt as if they were made of jelly, my heart was racing and my jaw was locked tight.


‘You aren’t going to start blubbing, are you?’ he scolded.
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Endov joined our family and was introduced to my parents the following day. Napoleon brought him to the house. He was an easy-going dog, docile, gentle but easily excited.


All my father could say was, ‘What breed is it?’


‘He’s a dog,’ Napoleon replied. ‘Nothing more and nothing less. I don’t know why, but I was sure you’d ask that.’


‘No need to get all worked up,’ my father snorted. ‘It was only a question. Often you say, “It’s a Poodle” or “a Labrador” or “a Poi—”’


‘Not in this case, though. Let’s just say, “It’s a dog”. A dog crossed with a dog,’ Napoleon said.


‘OK, OK. Don’t get annoyed about it.’


‘I’m not. Endov’s his name. And you know what, I am getting annoyed about it. Annoyed by your constant need to categorise everything,’ Napoleon continued. ‘Even as a kid you categorised everything. Remember your stamps? You always did like to put people – and dogs – into boxes, just to make sure they stay put, like in—’


My father interrupted, ‘Well, can you at least tell me why you’ve gone and got a dog now? Now that—’


‘Now that what?’


‘Now … nothing.’


Napoleon waved his arms, making exaggerated gestures, as he explained that he’d always longed to own a dog. When he was a boy they’d lived in a tiny flat in Belleville, and later, once he became a boxer, there was no point in even entertaining the idea – which dog, even one as accommodating and pleasant as Endov, would have put up with the rootless life of a boxer?


‘Also, your mother was allergic to dog hair. Just my luck! But now I’m determined to look after him to the bitter end.’


My father raised a quizzical eyebrow.


‘His bitter end,’ Napoleon added with a shrug.


My mother had taken out her pencils and sketchbook, open at a blank page, as all of this was going on. Endov seemed to take an interest in what she was doing and adopted a regal pose. He was born to be immortalised in my mother’s sketchbook.


I liked to watch her work. She drew everything she saw around her, becoming so utterly absorbed by her chosen subject that nothing else seemed to exist. She spoke little, as if she’d only a limited stock of words, but she’d draw all the things she couldn’t say. Three quick lines, and people came to life on the page. Quick as a flash, her pencil would capture the glint in a person’s eye or a tiny, seemingly trivial gesture that revealed a great deal about someone’s character. Drawers were filled with these little spontaneous sketches. Bound together in albums, they would sometimes tell rambling yet quite poetic stories. She would often visit libraries and schools to share them.


My father examined the animal from all sides and, after consulting an encyclopaedia, announced that it was a mix of fox terrier, greyhound, spaniel and Maltese. It was a patchwork dog. Its long fluffy tail was particularly puzzling; it looked as if it had been added to Endov’s body as an afterthought. While we were identifying and classifying Endov, I put my hand in my pocket, into which I had transferred a few of my favourite marbles, and ran my fingers over them. I was excited about my new present.


‘By the way,’ said Napoleon, turning to my father, ‘now that things have settled down a bit, I’ve got a favour to ask.’


He removed a bundle of typewritten sheets of paper from a large envelope.


‘See, the judge wrote to me. Would you mind reading it aloud? I would read it myself, but I left my glasses at home.’


My father took the document and started to skim through it. ‘Let’s have a look at this … “Grounds for divorce: new lease of life.” Good grief, Dad, you’ve got a nerve.’


Napoleon smiled proudly, and Endov seemed to shoot him an admiring glance.


‘So, summing up, this states that you both agreed and there were no conflicts or objections.’


‘Exactly,’ said Napoleon. ‘Everyone was happy, and it all went smoothly.’


‘For you, maybe,’ my father said. ‘I’m not quite so sure about Josephine …’


‘Tut-tut! How would you know? Anyway, what about the rest of the letter?’


‘It all seems pretty standard. Oh, hang on, what’s this …?’


‘What’s what?’ Napoleon demanded.


My father’s eyes moved to the bottom of the last page. ‘Know what the judge added in pencil? “Best of luck!”’


‘Nice chap, that judge,’ my grandfather said. ‘I felt we really bonded. In fact, I almost suggested we go for a beer afterwards.’ Napoleon grabbed the document from my father’s hands. ‘I’m going to frame this and hang it in my bathroom to commemorate the beginning of my new life.’ He thrust the ream of paper under my nose. ‘See this, pal? It’ll make a fine certificate. I’m going to put it up next to my picture of Rocky!’


He smiled. His blue eyes sparkled under his mop of white hair, a few strands of which would occasionally fall over his face. I admired his attitude. I appreciated the youthful glint in his eye, surrounded by a web of fine wrinkles. His hands were always clenched into fists, even if he had no reason to be annoyed.


‘If you’re happy, that’s fantastic,’ my father said. ‘I know you don’t like us sticking our noses into your business and that you don’t care about my opinion, but I think you’ve been too hard on Mum. There, I’ve said it.’


‘You’re right,’ said Napoleon, only to wipe the look of satisfaction off my father’s face by adding, ‘on two counts: I don’t like people sticking their noses into my business and I don’t give two hoots about your opinion.’


Napoleon turned to me and asked, ‘Don’t you think he’s an idiot?’


I just smiled.


‘What did he say, Leonard?’ my father enquired.


‘Oh, nothing,’ I replied. ‘Only that it’s very kind of you to worry about him. He’s grateful.’ I felt for the marbles still in my pocket.


A smile lit up my father’s face, instantly filling me with sorrow. My mother put an arm around his shoulders.


‘It’s absolutely true,’ my grandfather grumbled.


The next day at school I met Alexandre Rawcziik for the first time. Double ‘I’, as he immediately pointed out. He guarded his two ‘I’s as jealously as I did Napoleon’s marbles, keeping them hidden in my schoolbag. He wore a strange cap made of fur, leather, velvet and the odd feather or two, which he hung up carefully on a coat peg in the corridor, as if it were a helmet. I was mesmerised by it.


Alexandre came across as a little shy and slightly sad and lonely, which immediately made him stand out from the other kids in my class, and made me feel sympathetic towards him. I was surprised to find that within a few hours I considered him my best friend. Was it my happiness at having finally found a classmate who was like me and with whom I could share everything? Was it the magic effect of Napoleon’s marbles that was making my life interesting? It was a mystery to me. Whatever it was, intoxicated by a new sense of invincibility, I had no second thoughts about suggesting a game of marbles to Alexandre. Convinced that I could multiply the treasure Napoleon had entrusted to me, I staked his marbles on the game.


One by one I watched them disappear into my new friend’s pockets. I kept pulling fresh ones from the old bag in the unwavering belief that I’d be able to win them back: my luck was bound to change. It didn’t happen, though. Some black magic was making the marbles deviate from their path, causing them to swerve at the last moment and miss their target.


Alexandre took his winnings, without so much as a glance at me. The marbles rattled together as they piled up in his pocket. I told myself that I ought to stop or I’d lose everything, but each time, despite these thoughts, my hand dipped into my pocket and I threw a new marble into the game. He was devilishly skilful, and his throws were as accurate as sniper fire.


The least attractive marbles vanished first, then the shiniest ones, and soon the most precious ones were gone. I’d lost all my riches in a single day.


‘Game over,’ I said. ‘I don’t have any left.’


Strangely, I didn’t hold it against Alexandre. I’d squandered something sacred, and I had only myself to blame.


I went home with a bag as empty as my heart, and a lump in my throat from sobbing. What on earth had got into me? Why did I have to see it through to the bitter end? It was too late now, though.
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The day after the tragedy of the marbles, my grandfather announced, ‘I name you my aide-de-camp, pal. I appoint Leonard Sunshine my aide-de-camp. There, it’s official.’


‘At your command, your imperial highness!’ I said, standing to attention like a soldier.


‘We’re going to attack all the burnt-out light bulbs to give us a brighter view of the future. All right, pal?’


‘You’re on.’


I held a stool onto which he clambered to unscrew a bulb.


‘Are you sure you switched off the power, Grandpa?’


‘Don’t you worry, pal. And don’t call me Grandpa.’


‘OK, Grandpa. I’m not worried, I just don’t want you ending up like Claude François.’ Claude François was a famous pop star in the sixties, and Grandpa was a fan of his songs.


‘Poor old Cloclo. I feel a pang of sadness every time I think of him. Fiddling with a light fitting while in the shower … Ha ha ha!’ He was laughing so hard that he could barely keep his balance on the stool. ‘OK, let’s get down to business. Pass me the new bulb.’


There was a shower of sparks around his hand, and the room went dark.


‘Ouch! Shit!’ he said, jumping off the stool. ‘I must have forgotten something. I don’t get it, though. I did all the electrics in this house myself – I thought I’d switched everything off. Your grandmother must have got someone to change the wiring, and now look what’s happened. Always beware of women.’


He dug out a candle from somewhere and lit it.


‘And then there was light!’ he declared proudly.


Endov was greatly amused by these goings-on. He sat there wagging his tail and panting. He seemed to be waiting expectantly for the next bit of entertainment.


‘Hey, pal?’


‘Yes.’


‘Nice and cosy here with just the two of us, isn’t it?’ he said, dropping down on the old sofa.


‘The three of us!’ I corrected him, stroking Endov.


It occurred to me that we looked like burglars in the dark house.


‘I wonder if he’s a good guard dog,’ Napoleon said.


Endov rolled over onto his back and stuck out his belly to be scratched.


‘Come and sit over here,’ my grandfather said, patting the sofa next to him. I’ve got something to tell you.’


His voice was quiet, and it wavered slightly. For a split second I felt incredibly worried. My grandmother Josephine’s absence filled the room, and I was sure that Napoleon could feel it too.


‘My old pal,’ he sighed, ‘some people are still with us even when we can no longer see them.’


In spite of the circumstances, he was very relaxed. I noticed that his gnarled hands were spread over his knees. The candle flickered across the room.


‘Blimey, that candle is really burning down quickly! It’s rather beautiful, isn’t it,’ my grandfather whispered, then shook himself, as if surprised by his own remark. ‘OK, our melancholy moment is over. Enough philosophising. Time for an arm-wrestle!’


We played this game from time to time. We took up positions opposite each other. Our hands met, palm to palm. Our muscles strained. Our arms pivoted first to the right, then to the left. Our faces twisted into pirate-like grimaces. He pretended to grit his teeth and suffer; I was going to beat him this time. Yet just as victory was within my grasp and the back of his hand was hovering half an inch above the table top, he cracked a grin, started to whistle and examine the nails of his other hand and, effortlessly, delicately, turned the tables on me. My hand traced a semicircle and slammed down on the other side of the table.


Just then there was a knock on the front door.


‘Are you expecting someone?’ I asked.


‘No. Go and get the door. I’m going to try to find this fuse. We don’t get a minute’s peace.’


There were two men at the door, wearing identical suits and carrying identical briefcases.


‘Is anyone else at home?’ one of the callers enquired.


The lights came back on, and my grandfather appeared behind me. To my great surprise he let them into the house without checking their credentials and invited them to take a seat at the table. I noticed that his fists were clenched again.


‘We’re going to have a fine time, pal. They won’t last three rounds,’ Napoleon said.


The two men took some brochures and catalogues from their briefcases. Grandfather looked curious.


‘This here,’ one of the salesmen said, ‘this item you see here, is a rail that we can install along the banister to enable you to get up the stairs without tiring yourself out … Think of it as a small, private chair-lift. The best on the market.’


‘Not bad. And what’s that?’


‘An acoustic aid for people with reduced hearing.’


‘A what?’ Napoleon said, cupping his hand to his ear.


‘An acoustic aid for—’


‘A moose-tick aid, did you say? No need for that – no moose or ticks around here. We do get some pains in the neck, though.’


The two men glanced at each other, then both squeezed out a smile.


‘And what’s this?’ my grandfather asked, jabbing his finger at a different picture.

OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg
\ X





OEBPS/images/ch03.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch05.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch04.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781408710258.jpg
Boeet y%*

s | 2T

AIWVE NTURE

P)%E(M

AR (\\"3’
\\W:v‘ o





