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For Amelia




Editor’s Note

In preparing this manuscript for publication, I have made only minor adjustments and corrections, principally in matters of spelling and grammar, in the smoothing over of certain infelicities of style and in the division of the text into sympathetic chapters. The rest may be considered verbatim - even those curious shifts and modulations against whose inclusion my advisers have so strenuously objected, warning of the most appalling damage both to my own reputation and to that of my family.

In all significant respects, The Domino Men is just as I found it, waiting for me on my doorstep last summer, on the day that its author disappeared from the face of the earth. I believe that the pages which follow provide the nearest thing we shall ever be granted to an explanation.

AW
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No one in my family had ever liked my granddad much. I was always the exception. My mother’s opinion was typical and may accurately be gauged by the way in which she broke the news.

‘The old bastard’s dead,’ she said, trying to sound sombre but unable or unwilling to remove the last few crumbs of glee from her voice. Then, again, more firmly this time, not bothering to suppress the smirk.

‘The old bastard’s dead.’

 
He was in a pub when it happened. Nowhere flash or picturesque, just another link in a chain, one of those places with the décor of an airport waiting lounge and the ambience of an NHS dentist. It was four weeks from Christmas, the high streets were greasing their tills in readiness for the season of consumption and when I picture what happened I always imagine I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus or I Wish It Could Be Christmas Every Day echoing tinnily in the background.

The old bastard stood at the bar, clasping a pint, flirting with the barmaid, grandstanding for the regulars. Well into his seventies, he looked even older - puce-faced and rheumy-eyed, his nose stippled with smashed capillaries, those good looks which in his youth had magnetised the attentions of more women than he could count now barely discernible beneath the palimpsests of hard living, old age, regret. Granddad had a way of drawing people into his orbit, a talent for acquiring an entourage. After he retired to devote the rest of his life to the booze, the quality of his hangers-on underwent a vertiginous decline until by the end it was only the deadbeats who flocked to him, the idlers and the drop-outs, the skiving masters and the loafing champs. They were the kind of human jetsam who wash up in the pubs the moment its doors are unbolted and stick at their stools throughout the afternoon, their natural habitat the  post-lunch lull, the boozy quiet before the suits trample in. My story starts at just this time of day, when men like my granddad rule the pub. It begins in the hour of the pensioner.

He started to tell a joke, something corny which began, in his favourite formulation, with an Englishman, an Irishman and a Scotsman. It is a source of endless regret to me that he never got as far as the punchline. I often think that if he had then everything might have been different.

 
There was an Englishman, an Irishman and a Scotsman and they were summoned before the Queen . . .

 
Granddad collected bad jokes, had even written a few of them himself in his time, and he would have been spinning this one out, hamming up the details and relishing the accents. The courtiers chuckled along with him, sufficiently beered up even at that time of the afternoon to laugh at almost anything, tugged along by the promise of another drink once the joke was done, because Granddad - despite his casual treachery and deceit - could always be relied upon to stand his round.

 
So there was an Englishman, an Irishman and a Scotsman at Buckingham Palace, lined up before the Queen, gawping at the finery of the place like a trio of slack-jawed yokels on a daytrip. The Queen has a commission for them - a kind of favour - and she asks if there’s anything they wouldn’t do for her. It’s the Englishman who steps forward first. ‘Nothing,’ he says. ‘There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for my Queen.’

‘Nor I,’ says the Irishman.

‘Nor I,’ says the Scotsman.

To which the Queen replies: ‘Would you kill for me? Would you maim and hack and slit for me?’

The witnesses agree that it was at this moment that my granddad’s mood changed completely. It was as though all the good humour had been vacuum-pumped from the room.

He winced. A shadow passed across his face. Everyone swears blind that this is what he said next, his voice quaking with emotion: ‘This is not a joke. This is a secret.’ Another wince. Or rather, an expression which began as a wince before growing into a spasm  and was well on its way to becoming a convulsion when he pitched forward on his stool and sprawled face down in the sticky carpet. His companions gaped blearily at him. One or two even wondered whether this might not be part of the fun and were starting to wish that he’d hurry up, get back to his feet and order another brace of drinks, when it became apparent that this was more than play-acting. A murmur of disquiet. A small but noticeable sobering up.

A stranger stepped forward from the back of the pub where he had been sitting, silent and unobserved, nursing a lemonade with a couple of similarly unobtrusive friends. In a flat, prim voice, he told them that he was a doctor and asked, politely but with the air of someone used to an attentive audience, whether he might be of some assistance. He wore a dark, old-fashioned suit, a skinny tie and a grubby white shirt with peculiarly high collars, and he looked completely out of place in that pub, absurdly, embarrassingly incongruous.

No sooner had he appeared than one of his companions, dressed so far as anyone could tell in exactly the same, quaint way, abandoned his lemonade and trotted up beside him.

Without the slightest trace of emotion, he announced that he too was a doctor and wondered aloud whether he could help to alleviate the situation.

With the woozy logic of a recurring dream, the third stranger, identically attired, strolled up to the bar to casually announce that he’d trained at Bart’s and that his services were unequivocally at their disposal.

Everyone shuffled back, too befuddled to do much else, as the strangers knelt beside Granddad like the magi turned up by mistake at an old folks home.

The first of them rolled him on to his back and reached for his wrist, groping for a pulse with forefinger and thumb. After a few seconds, he announced that Granddad still lived. It was only then that any chink of emotion entered his voice. The entourage told me later that it sounded like disappointment.

As the second man speculated about a stroke, a heart attack, an embolism, the last of the strangers took a handkerchief from the top pocket of his jacket, wiped his brow and suggested that someone call a bloody ambulance.

When Mum told me this story, I stopped her here, my heart cartwheeling in hope.

‘You told me he was dead.’

I could hear the sneer in her voice. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘As good as.’

 
There’s something more you ought to know. Each of those men, each of those so-called ‘doctors’ spoke with a different regional accent, each so pronounced and distinct as to be immediately recognisable.

Those men were walking stereotypes. They were a bad joke.

They were an Englishman, an Irishman and a Scotsman.
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Nothing out of the ordinary ever happens to me on a Tuesday. It’s reliably the dullest day of the week. Even the Tuesday on which my life began its skydive into horror seemed, at first, to be no exception.

I opened my eyes a few seconds before the alarm intended to jangle me awake, rolled across the bed and smacked the machine into silence. With only a little groan at the prospect of another day, I got up, visited the bathroom, washed my hands, trudged into the kitchen for coffee, rummaged around the fridge to see if there was anything salvageable for breakfast and settled eventually for a bruised and doughy banana. But I was disappointed to see no obvious sign of my landlady, no evidence that she was even awake.

We lived, my landlady and I, in a rickety two-bedroom flat in Tooting Bec, SW17, a short walk from a high street which had about it that distinctively London bouquet, that eau de Tooting - beer, dope and drains; old fish, exhaust fumes, stale urine. She had been there several years whilst I was still the new boy - freshly ensconced only weeks earlier but already resident for long enough to know exactly how I felt about her.

After I had showered and changed into my suit (fraying at the hem, balding at the knees from its familiarity with the dry cleaner’s) I confess to dallying as I made my sandwiches in the hope of seeing my landlady emerge, gummy-eyed and yawning, on a hunt for cornflakes. But her bedroom door remained resolutely closed.

I grabbed my lunch and cycling helmet and exited the flat, careful to double-lock the front door on my way out. It was a cold, clear morning in December and my breath steamed in the air like smoke. It had rained hard in the night and the world had a smeary, dripping quality to it like I was looking at life through a pane of glass damp with condensation. I stooped to unlock the dilapidated bike which I habitually kept chained to a lamppost, despite the fact  that it had failed to attract so much as a single, half-hearted robbery attempt and that even dogs declined to relieve themselves against its rusty wheels and flaking frame.

Clambering on, I set off, wobbly at first, then gaining in confidence. Down the street, past the cornershop, the video rental store, The King’s Arms and the halal pizza parlour, before, sailing by the tube station, I got giddy, felt a headrush of excitement, swerved into the torrent of traffic and sprinted out on to the main road. From here, it took me somewhere in the region of three quarters of an hour to get to work, pedalling through Clapham, Brixton, Stockwell and Lambeth, the smoke and grit and filth of London billowing in my face the whole way. Even as I cycled, I became aware that I was part of something bigger than myself, a constituent of the great charge into work, the mindless drone-stream to the centre of the city. Underground and overground, in trains, by car, on foot, everybody was elbowing their way in, their eyes on the prize, sparing not a glance for anyone who shared the same quest as them, all of us hurtling forwards in the merciless stampede of the morning commute.

It was perilously close to nine o’clock when I finally squealed to a halt outside 125 Fitzgibbon Street, a squat grey building just down from Waterloo station and a few minutes’ walk from the tourist traps on the south bank of the River Thames. The building did nothing to draw attention to itself, although a grimy plastic sign drilled into the wall gave further details for the curious.


 
Civil Service Archive Unit Storage and record retrieval



 
Wheezy and panting for breath, I shackled my bike in the car park beside a bottle bank and a bin for recycling newspapers. In the distance, still garlanded by morning mist, I could make out the shining spokes of the London Eye, the turrets of Westminster, the decorous spike of Big Ben, but I turned my back on the sights of the city and trudged into the building. I waved my pass at Derek in reception, stepped into the lift, took a deep breath and emerged soon after at the sixth floor.

Here was all the comfortable monotony of a day at the office. Grey floors, grey walls, grey desks, grey décor. The room was  crowded with the usual sounds - the faint hum of computers, the chuntering whine of the photocopier, the persistent insectoid buzz of ringing phones. I walked to my desk, piled high with stacks of dun-coloured folders, nodding at a few of my colleagues as I went, exchanging the usual good mornings and all rights and how was your weekends.

There was a strange girl sitting in my chair.

‘You’re sitting in my chair,’ I said, feeling like one of the three bears.

‘Hi.’ She sounded friendly enough. ‘Are you Henry Lamb?’

I nodded.

‘Hi,’ she said again. ‘I’m Barbara.’

She was in her late twenties, plump, bespectacled and dumpy. She gave me a gauche smile and fumbled nervously with the frames of her glasses.

I still had no idea what she was doing in my chair.

‘I’m from the agency,’ she prompted.

Then I remembered. ‘You’ve come to help with the filing.’

‘I think so.’

‘Well then. I’ll show you the ropes.’

 
Barbara nodded politely as I pointed out the lavatories, the water-cooler, the notice board, the fire escapes and the coffee machine. I introduced her to a few colleagues, all of whom looked faintly irritated at the interruption before, finally, I knocked on the door of my manager. A voice from within: ‘Come!’

Peter Hickey-Brown slouched at his desk, arms folded behind his head in a clumsy attempt at nonchalance. He had a shock of grey hair which he had grown out too long. He didn’t wear a tie. His shirt was sufficiently unbuttoned to reveal tufts of salt and pepper chest hair and, more ill-advisedly still, the glint of cheap jewellery. Poor Peter. He’d worn an earring to work for a week last year until senior management had a quiet but firm word.

‘Peter? This is Barbara. She’s come to help us with the filing.’

‘Barbara! Hi! Welcome aboard.’

They shook hands.

‘So you’re working under Henry?’ he asked.

‘Looks like it.’

Peter winked. ‘Better watch this one. He knows where all our bodies are buried.’

The three of us managed some feeble laughter.

‘So what do you prefer? Barbara? Barb?’ He broke off, as though struck by a brilliant idea. ‘How do you like Babs?’ He sounded hopeful. ‘Less of a mouthful.’

The girl had a trapped look. ‘Some people call me Babs.’

This I doubted. She didn’t look like a Babs to me.

Peter strutted back to his desk. ‘You like music, Babs?’

‘I suppose.’

Now I just felt sorry for her. Peter behaved like this around any woman younger than himself - a demographic which, perhaps not wholly coincidentally, encompassed most of the female percentage of our office.

‘I’ve just been on the web booking tickets for a few gigs. You ever heard of a band called Peachy Cheeks?’

‘I don’t think so, no.’

‘Boner?’

A shy little shake of her head.

‘Arse Bandits?’

Barbara thought for a moment. ‘Doesn’t ring a bell.’

Peter shrugged. ‘I’m not surprised. This stuff ’s a little out there. It’s . . .’ He broke off for a stagey chuckle. ‘It’s not exactly what you’d call mainstream.’ A hideous pause, then: ‘All righty! Great to meet you, Babs. Any questions, my door’s always open.’ And he winked.

Good grief, the man actually winked.

 
‘Sorry about him,’ I said once the door had clicked shut and we were safely out of earshot.

‘Don’t be. He seems nice.’

‘You’ll learn. Come on, let’s grab a coffee. I’ll get us a meeting room.’

I found us a room where we sat for a while, each staring awkwardly into our cups.

‘I’d better say something about what we do here,’ I said at last. ‘What did they tell you at the agency?’

The girl looked apologetic. ‘Not much.’

I gave her the usual speech. ‘We’re filing people. Our job is to  catalogue every document the Civil Service produces.’

‘Sounds riveting.’

‘It has its moments. Record retrieval can be surprisingly interesting. ’

‘And how long have you been here?’

‘Me?’ I said, stalling for time, as though she could possibly have been referring to anyone else. ‘Oh, about three years.’

‘You’ve been a filing clerk for three years?’

‘It’s a living,’ I protested. ‘Anyway. On your feet. You ought to see where the magic happens.’

 
The largest of our filing rooms was the size of several tennis courts but still felt cramped and claustrophobic thanks to the enormous metal cabinets which took up every available inch, crammed next to one another like stainless steel commuters. Filled with mouldering paper, packed end to end with dead statistics, old reports, putrefying memos and long-forgotten minutes, the place had the air of a second-hand bookshop which never makes a sale.

‘It’ll be nice to have some company in here,’ I said before going on to explain the filing system (a needlessly complicated business of acronyms, mnemonics and numeric codes) whilst Barbara did her best to stifle a yawn.

‘This stuff ’s just the tip of the iceberg,’ I said. ‘This is just a fraction of it. Of course, a lot of the older stuff ’s in an annexe in Norbiton but even there we’re running out of space. It’s getting to be a real problem.’

‘You’ve really been doing this for three years?’

I tried a grin. ‘For my sins.’

‘Don’t you get bored?’

‘Sometimes.’ Sighing, I admitted the truth of it. ‘Every day.’

 
For the rest of the morning, Barbara stood by my side as I filed a batch of records, ostensibly watching me work (‘shadowing me’ as Peter had put it), though I kept catching her sneaking glances in my direction and I wondered whether she wasn’t spending more time looking at me than at the documents and files which were supposed to occupy her attention. I wasn’t at all sure how to take  this, although I had my suspicions and it’s almost certainly not what you’re thinking.

At ten to one, we were back at my desk and I was tussling with a more than usually insubordinate spreadsheet when the telephone rang.

‘Henry? It’s Peter. Could you step into my lair?’

My desk was seconds from his office but he seemed to derive pleasure from making me come running.

He barely looked up from his screen. ‘New girl settling in OK?’

‘She seems fine. Very competent.’

‘Good, good. I’ve just had a call from Phil Statham. He’s got to do some induction thing with her this afternoon. Safety training. Two o’clock in the conference room?’

‘I’ll let her know.’

‘I’d like you to sit in as well.’

I cleared my throat. ‘I’ve already done the safety course, Peter.’

‘Sure, sure. But after last month’s little blunder . . .’

I blushed.

‘You see what I’m getting at?’

‘Of course.’

‘All righty. You kids enjoy yourselves, OK?’ And he waved a cheaply bejewelled hand to indicate that my audience was at an end.

 
I prefer to eat lunch alone. I like to find a bench, unparcel my sandwiches and lose myself in the flow of the Thames. I can spend an entire hour gazing at the river as it gropes and claws at the banks, watching the scummy hitchhikers who float on its surface - the plastic bottles and the crisp packets, the used condoms, the sodden paper and all the random metropolitan junk which bobs on the black water to be tossed ashore or sucked under. Often I’ve made myself late watching that liquid history, wondering who has come before me and who shall come after, who has watched that same stretch of river, that same water ebb and flow in its endless mysterious cycle. On that particular Tuesday, however, I had Barbara with me. She hadn’t brought any lunch so we had to go to a sandwich shop where she blew an hour’s pay on a cheese baguette.

The riverbank bustled with London life. We passed flocks of suits and clusters of tourists - the first group strutting with jaded impatience, the last ambling, filled with curiosity and exaggerated wonder. We passed a homeless man juggling for pennies, a crocodile of schoolchildren on a daytrip and a shaven-headed young woman who hassled us for donations to charity. There was a power walker who scurried feyly past, his head set at a quizzical tilt, a blind woman and her dog, a fat man in a bobble hat selling early editions of the Evening Standard and bellowing out his headline. It was something about the Queen, I think, although I wasn’t moved to buy a copy. The royal family have never interested me all that much.

Barbara picked a bench close to the Eye and, after some desultory attempts at small talk, we settled down in silence to watch its stately revolutions.

As she chomped through her baguette, I couldn’t help but notice that she persisted in sneaking little looks at me, shy, curious, sideways glances.

At last she came out with it. ‘Do I recognise you?’

So that’s what it was.

I was spooning out the last of my Petit Filous. ‘I’m not sure. Do you?’

I let her flail about for an explanation. ‘Did we go to school together?’

We did not.

‘Do you know my father?’

How would I possibly know your dad?

‘Did you used to go out with my friend Shareen?’

Actually, I’ve never been out with anybody, but I wasn’t about to tell her that.

She chewed her lower lip. ‘I’m stumped.’

I sighed. ‘Don’t blame me. Blame Grandpa.’

‘Do you know,’ she said, ‘I thought it was you?’

 
This happens from time to time. I can usually tell when someone’s about to recognise me. They tend to be the type who watched a lot of telly as kids, who were regularly dumped in front of it by their overworked parents before dinner. I sometimes wonder if there might not be an entire generation who, in some weird  Pavlovian way, are actually able to smell fish fingers and chips at the sight of me.

‘What was it like?’ Barbara asked.

‘Oh, great fun,’ I said. ‘Mostly.’ I swallowed. ‘By and large.’

‘God, you must have had a riot. Did you even go to school?’

‘Course. Mostly we filmed in the holidays.’

‘Will you do the catchphrase for us?’

‘Do I have to?’

‘Oh go on.’

‘Don’t blame me,’ I said, and then, again, eager not to disappoint, ‘Blame Grandpa.’

 
For two years between 1986, when I was eight, and 1988, when I was ten, I played the part of ‘Little’ Jim Cleaver, the wisecracking son in the BBC’s family sitcom Worse Things Happen at Sea. I’m a terrible actor and I freely admit that my casting was entirely down to nepotism.

It was Granddad’s show. He wrote all the scripts, his only major credit after twenty-odd years toiling in the Light Entertainment department of the BBC, something given to him as a favour by mates of his who wanted to give the old guy a break. My catchphrase (actually, often my only line in an episode when they worked out I couldn’t enunciate for toffee and was pathologically unable to emote) was: ‘Don’t blame me. Blame Grandpa.’ This was invariably delivered on my entrance, as I trotted through the door to the family home and on to the main set. Although gales of pre-recorded laughter invariably followed on its heels, I never actually got the joke nor met anyone who did.

After two years of contrived coincidences, pratfalls, one-liners and painfully convoluted cases of mistaken identity, the show was mercifully cancelled and that was that. Just as well, as it turned out. There was no way I could have carried on. I got ill, you see. I needed to have some operations.

Most days, it all seems like a dream, like something which happened to someone else and not to me, but even now there are times, when I’m channel-hopping at two o’clock in the morning trying to find something worth watching, that I’ll catch a clip of it or an old episode running on some misbegotten channel which shows the stuff even UK Gold don’t want. And there’s a Lilliputian  version of myself, wisecracking in a falsetto. ‘Don’t blame me,’ he crows. ‘Blame Grandpa!’

 
‘You must get recognised loads.’

‘Not loads, no.’

‘Still acting?’

‘I’m a civil servant now,’ I said firmly. ‘I’m a filing clerk.’ I made a big show of checking my watch. ‘And it’s time to get back.’

 
At two o’clock we were sitting in another meeting room watching a man with a whiteboard talk absolute cobblers.

‘Hello,’ he said. ‘I’m Philip Statham and I’m the safety officer for this department.’ There were only two of us in the room but he still spoke as though he was delivering his address to a packed-out lecture hall.

Barbara was making dutiful notes.

Philip Statham, she wrote. Safety Officer.

Statham sounded like a stand-up comic of the old school about to launch into the best-loved part of his act, some creaky routine his audience could recite by heart. ‘You might think,’ he began, ‘that an office is a safe place to work. You might think that just because you’re not dealing with anything more lethal than a stapler, a fax machine or a ring binder, that nothing can happen. You might even believe that accidents don’t happen here. That somehow they don’t apply to you.’ He paused, for what I can only imagine he believed to be dramatic effect. ‘You know what?’ He sucked in a breath. ‘It ain’t necessarily so.’ He tapped the whiteboard with his marker pen for emphasis. ‘Accidents can happen. Accidents do happen. Every office is a potential death-trap. And over the course of the next two hours and a bit I’m going to be giving you just a couple of pointers on how to stay safe.’ He arched an eyebrow, flared his nostrils. ‘On how to stay alive.’

 
We had sat through two videos, a PowerPoint presentation and were about to embark on something Statham ominously referred to as ‘a little bit of role play’ when my mobile phone gave an epileptic shudder in my pocket.

‘Sorry, Philip,’ I said, thankful for the distraction. ‘Got to take this.’

Statham glared as I scuttled gratefully into the corridor but when I saw the caller ID which flashed up on the screen, anything that was left of my good humour ebbed away.

‘Mum?’ I said. ‘You mustn’t call me at work.’

‘The old bastard’s dead.’

My heart clenched tight. ‘What did you say?’

And she said it again, more firmly this time, not bothering to suppress the smirk.

‘The old bastard’s dead.’
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The first time I saw Granddad again I didn’t recognise him. He had been with me for the whole of my life and I couldn’t pick him out in a room full of strangers.

Too cut-up and jittery to risk using my bicycle, I caught the 176 bus opposite the station and sat, anxious and impatient, as it edged its grudging way through Waterloo, Elephant and Castle, Walworth and Camberwell Green before creaking to a stop outside the sprawling, red-brick mass of St Chad’s. The whole of my journey had been spent crammed next to a fat man in a Garfield T-shirt, who ate chicken from a cardboard box and listened to pop music unsociably loud.

I skittered through the big sliding doors at the front of the hospital, then spent the next ten minutes wandering about looking lost until a nurse took pity and directed me to the Machen Ward, a soporific antechamber at the rear of the fifth floor sealed off from the rest of the hospital by a thick glass door. Inside, half a dozen elderly men lay stretched out on narrow beds, motionless, silent and still. The room was filled with old-fashioned smells - bleach, soap, floor polish and, everywhere, the insidious odour of decay.

A few beds down, a nurse was wrangling a patient’s pillow and muttering something she presumably intended to sound soothing.

‘Excuse me?’ I said.

The woman turned her head to look at me but carried on with whatever she was doing.

‘What?’

‘I’m looking for my granddad.’

‘Name?’ Her speech was clotted with an accent which sounded like it might be from Eastern Europe.

‘His name’s Lamb.’

She glared scornfully at me, as though I’d just asked if the hospital had a bar.

‘He’s my granddad,’ I added, rather feebly.

‘Behind you.’ She shot me another contemptuous look and bustled back to work.

Supine and oblivious to the world, the old bastard had aged about a hundred years since I’d seen him last. Now he was all the things he’d never seemed before - frail and fragile, feeble and faded. White hairs curled unchecked from his ears and nostrils and his skin was drawn tight around the bones of his face. Tubes, wires and metallic lines snaked from his body, linked in some mysterious way to plastic pouches of liquid and a monitor which beeped officiously at intervals.

There was a large window behind him decorated, in a puny stab at festivity, with a single, balding strand of tinsel. Thin winter sunlight played across his chest and lit up the dust which fell about him until it looked like confetti.

I found a chair, pulled it over to the bed, sat myself down and immediately started to wonder whether I should have brought grapes. Flowers? Chocolates? Hard to see how he could appreciate any of them.

I tried talking. Isn’t that supposed to help? I’m sure I’d read somewhere that chatting as though everything is perfectly normal is supposed to be good for people in his condition.

‘Granddad? It’s Henry. I’m sorry I haven’t seen you for a while. Work’s been hectic. You know how it is before Christmas . . .’ But my voice sounded hollow and insincere so I stopped and sat awhile, not speaking, just listening to the cold metronome of the machine.

Eventually, I heard someone walk up behind me. From the clack of her high heels and the smell of the only perfume she ever wore, I knew who it was before she even opened her mouth.

‘Poor old bastard,’ she said. ‘Even I feel sorry for him now.’

 
You’re probably surprised she even bothered to turn up at all. To be honest, I don’t fully understand it myself. But then things always seemed so complicated between them.

 
Mum circled her big, meaty arms around my waist and pulled me close. Caught unawares, squeezed anaconda-tight as a tsunami of scent broke over me, I was eight years old again and, for a second, felt almost happy.

We sat beside him in silence. I held the old man’s hand whilst Mum  produced a book of puzzles and set about working through a page of sudoku with the single-minded pertinacity of Alan Turing squaring up to a fresh cipher from Berlin. The quiet was broken only fitfully, by the beeps of Granddad’s machine, the rap-tap of my mother’s pen on paper, the occasional passing of a nurse or the distant echo of a telephone. We saw no doctors, no one came to ask who we were or what we were doing and the other patients who shared his ward made no noise at all, not the slightest squeak or whimper. I’m not sure exactly what I’d expected - death-rattles, I suppose, ragged breathing and delirium - but the business of mortality is quieter than you’d think. We had sat in the same miserable tableau for at least half an hour when something appeared in the window behind my granddad. First a frond of red hair swaying in the breeze, then a squitty, pinched face, then a yellow safety jacket, a squirt of foam, the underside of a sponge puckering against the pane.

It looked miraculous, as though the man was levitating. The illusion was only shattered when the window-cleaner peered through the glass, looked directly at my mother and winked. Mum giggled, the sound of it grotesquely out of place, like laughter in a morgue or a smirk at a cremation.

I gave the man my frostiest look but I’m afraid I saw Mum grin back.

As if in response to this pantomimed flirtation, the life-support machine made a chirrup out of sequence, a squeak of distress, an electronic hiccup. I was on my feet at once, the window-cleaner forgotten, casting around for someone to help. But the machine returned to the same rhythm as before and Mum told me to stop flapping and sit back down, all the while admiring the window-cleaner from the corner of her eye. She left a short while later, muttering something about meeting a friend for a drink.

Evidently I was not invited so I stayed and sat with Granddad, gripping his hand in mine until, eventually, the nurse returned, growled that visiting hours were over and motioned me towards the door. I laid Granddad’s hand beside him on the bed and, feeling guilty but grateful, walked back into the light, the beeps of the machine still echoing in my ears.

 
It was cold outside, already growing dark as the day surrendered to the eager dusk of winter. My breath steamed in the air and I  was looking forward to getting home when something immensely improbable happened.

First, there was a noise - a sort of faint yelp, a stifled cry, a distant yell of shock. Then the air seemed to shudder before me and I glimpsed a blur, a kinetic smudge of ginger, yellow and black. Finally, there was a dull, decisive thwump as something big, fleshy and in pain sprawled by my feet.

I stood very still. I looked away. Then I looked back again just to check that I hadn’t imagined it. But there he was, still there.

A man had fallen from the sky, missing me by inches.

Too numb to move, I stared at him and he, barely breathing, stared back. Distantly, I recognised his squitty face, his mop of red hair. The earth around the fallen man glittered with broken glass lit up by the artificial illumination of the hospital - a miniature constellation in the earth.

‘Henry . . .’

How did he know my name? How on earth did a hospital window-cleaner know my name?

‘Henry?’

‘Hello?’ Even to my own ears, I sounded stupid. In the distance - shouted orders, the roar of engines, people sprinting towards us.

‘The answer is yes,’ he said. It was a struggle for him to speak and the words forced themselves out in a brittle rasp.

I knelt down beside him and, panicking over what to do next, grabbed for the nearest cliché. ‘Don’t speak,’ I said. ‘Don’t try to move.’

But the window-cleaner seemed determined to talk. ‘The answer . . .’ he said again, his eyes alight with fervour, like this was the most important thing he’d ever say. ‘Henry . . .’ He wheezed again, a terrible percussive rattle. ‘The answer is yes.’

Then I was pushed aside as people rushed to help, professional life-savers with their flapping coats and sharply worded questions, a babble of don’t touch him and how did he fall and we need to get him inside. Actually, I think the word ‘miracle’ was tossed around more than once.

Even as they took the man away, levering him gently on to a stretcher, trying to calm him down, giving him something to ease the pain, he was still staring at me, mouthing the same words over and over again.

‘The answer is yes.’

I stared back, frozen to the spot.

‘The answer is yes.’

He struggled up in his stretcher and tried to shout.

‘The answer is yes!’

 
I suppose it’s unusual to get within spitting distance of thirty without ever having been in love. All I can say is that it’s worth the wait.

I’d met Abbey six months earlier when, having noticed her advert in the ‘To Let’ section of the city newspaper, I’d called round to see her about the spare room, and saw from the instant that she opened the door that I’d never want to share my life with anyone else. Dispiritingly, I saw also that she was radiantly beautiful, a shimmering vision in skinny jeans and canary yellow heels and therefore stratospherically out of my league.

 
When I got back from telling about a dozen different people the story of how the window-cleaner fell at my feet with that unforgettable thwump, she was sitting in the lounge, slouched in front of our TV, an ancient old box which she said had been sitting in the place when she’d bought it.

Abbey seemed tired and dishevelled, and was doggedly picking her way through a plate of oven chips but still managed to look heart-piercingly gorgeous.

I said hello and at the sound of my voice, my landlady struggled to sit upright.

‘Sit down,’ she said, still chewing, reaching for the controller to switch off the TV. ‘I haven’t seen you for days.’ Abbey thrust her plate in front of me. ‘Have a chip.’

‘No, I couldn’t.’

‘Please. I can’t finish them.’

‘Really, I’m fine.’

‘Have you eaten?’

‘Well, no, but . . .’

‘Have a chip, then.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Positive.’

‘P’raps I will. Thanks very much.’

‘My pleasure.’

I took a chip.

‘How was your day?’ Abbey asked, upon which, for the first time in almost a decade, I burst into tears.

 
After that, we talked. Dabbing surreptitiously at my nose with a Kleenex, I told her about my granddad, the phone call from my mother and the man who’d fallen from the sky. She seemed to sympathise and at one point, even made an awkward move towards me as though to offer a hug but I flinched away and she shifted back.

‘Henry?’ she said, once the story was told, sounding eager to cheer me up.

‘Yes?’

‘When’s your birthday? You said it was soon.’

‘Oh.’ I’d almost forgotten. ‘Monday. Why?’

‘Just wondering.’ She raised an eyebrow and seemed to be about to say something else when the telephone rang.

Abbey answered. ‘I’ll get it,’ she said and looked over at me. ‘It’s for you.’

Frowning, I took the receiver. ‘Hello?’

I didn’t recognise the voice. It sounded like it belonged to an elderly woman - crisp and determined, though underscored by a hint of frailty. ‘Mr Lamb? Mr Henry Lamb?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good evening to you, Mr Lamb. I’m calling on behalf of Gadarene Glass. I was wondering if I could interest you at all in having a new set of windows installed.’

‘Actually I don’t own the house,’ I said. ‘I only rent a room here. But, in any case, I’m sure the answer’s no. And we’d prefer it if you didn’t call so late in future. Come to think of it, we’d prefer it if you didn’t call at all.’ The woman tutted at my impertinence and the line went dead.

‘Salesman?’ Abbey asked.

‘Double-glazing, I think. Nothing important.’

‘Oh.’ She gave me a tentatively hopeful smile. I smiled back and for a moment we stood there just smiling at one another like a couple of idiots, still a little giddy from all this unexpected intimacy, still innocent of the horror which even now was pawing at our door.
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At first, the next day didn’t seem any different.

As usual, I woke a few seconds before my alarm whooped its good morning. As usual, I levered myself out of bed, rooted through the fridge for breakfast and hung around hoping for a glimpse of Abbey. As usual, I left the flat disappointed.

I had abandoned my bike in the car park at work so I had to trudge down to the underground and strap-hang for eight stops on the Northern Line, sucking in stale sweat and halitosis. I got into work late and, still half-asleep, retired immediately to the bathroom. I was busy splashing cold water on my face when Peter Hickey-Brown emerged from the stalls, produced one of those combs which look like a flick knife and began to fastidiously scrape back his greying hair. He didn’t turn to look at me but just gazed adoringly ahead, a paunchy Narcissus in an office lavatory.

‘How’s Babs getting on?’ he asked, once the posturing was done.

‘Fine, I think.’

‘You show her round yesterday?’

I said that yes, naturally I had.

‘Did you take her down to the mail room?’

The mail room? ‘No. Why?’

‘I think she should see it.’

‘I don’t like it down there.’

‘So? Don’t get your knickers in a twist, Henry. Just take her.’ He flipped on the cold tap, wetted his fingers, teased the hair at his temples back behind his ears. ‘Phil tells me you had to dash off early yesterday.’

‘Family emergency.’

Hickey-Brown frowned, not from any anxiety for me but purely out of concern that the work of his department might be disrupted, that I might get behind with his precious filing - petrified that if I didn’t do my job we’d all be engulfed by an avalanche of ancient appraisal sheets and leprous-coloured meeting forms.

‘Everything OK?’ he asked.

‘Don’t know,’ I said. ‘Honestly, I don’t know.’

 
‘You’re in for a treat,’ I said to Barbara once I’d tracked her down to the photocopier. ‘Peter wants you to see the mail room.’

 
The mail room squatted in the lowest floor in the building, stinking, forsaken and unloved. Something was always up with the heating which meant that it was perpetually clammy and warm. A few weeks to go before Christmas and still everyone had a fan on their desks, all of them whirring away bad-temperedly, grumbling about being used out of season. The room smelt stale, a pungent blend of perspiration and old socks.

‘This is where it starts,’ I said. I’d given this tour before, to a group of kids in last year’s Bring Your Child To Work Day. ‘This is where the files are sorted.’

The room was taken up by four large trestle tables, each stacked high with dun-coloured folders, each populated by three or four workers - with the exception of the last table, whose occupant worked alone. A few of these unfortunates, pimple-faced and greasy with perspiration, glanced incuriously over at us as we came in. They were sorting through the files, pulling out minutes, memos, action plans, graphs and annual reports, putting every one in alphabetical order and placing them in a trolley. Later that day, someone would wheel them to the lift and distribute them amongst the floors above. This was the engine room of the department, the business end of the place.

‘Big turnover of staff down here,’ I said. ‘People don’t tend to last long.’ I pointed across the room to the woman who sat alone at the far desk where she was opening parcel after parcel, filleting the contents with automotive efficiency. ‘Except for her.’

Sausage-fingered, gelatinous and blubbery, her hair was lank and greasy and her face, swollen and pink, had the consistency of Playdoh. Beside her was a gargantuan bottle of cola from which she took frequent, compulsive swigs, as a baby might reach with blind dependency for the nipple. As usual she was pouring with sweat and her clothes were stained with dark spots of perspiration.

‘Hello,’ I said, realising that I couldn’t remember her name. Pam? Pat? Paula? No matter how many times I’d been told it just  didn’t seem to stick. The fat woman made a slurred noise in reply.

‘This is Barbara,’ I said, perhaps enunciating my words a little too emphatically. ‘She’s just started upstairs.’

The woman made another incoherent noise (‘hrellow’) and groped again for her bottle of coke.

As we headed towards the exit, Barbara whispered: ‘what’s wrong with her?’

‘No one likes to ask. It’s very sad, really. The poor thing’s been here longer than anyone can remember. She’s a bit of an institution. ’

‘Looks like she belongs in an institution,’ Barbara muttered, rather cruelly. Governed by a strange impulse, I turned back. Coke bottle midway to her lips, the woman was staring at us, fury blazing from her blancmange face. Feeling suddenly guilty and ashamed, blushing scarlet, I hurried Barbara from the room, away from the grouchy hum of the fans, the omnipresent smell of sweat and the woman’s silently accusing eyes. We were both of us relieved to head back upstairs.

 
I met Mum for lunch in Caffé Nero.

‘How long did you stay last night?’ she asked, slurping at her latte.

I thought about telling her what had happened with the window-cleaner but then, guessing how she might react, decided against it. ‘Not long. There’s nothing I could do.’

‘He’d always had it coming,’ she said. ‘We all know he used to like a drink.’

‘Will he be OK?’ I asked in a small voice.

Mum just shrugged. ‘Who knows?’ She yawned. ‘Keep an eye on him, won’t you? Your dad would have wanted you to.’

‘I’m going again tonight,’ I said.

She seemed surprised. ‘Really?’

‘I want to be with him. It’s not like he’s got anyone else.’

‘But who does he have to blame for that? Actually, darling, I was hoping to ask you a favour.’

Her motive for lunch had suddenly become clear. ‘And what’s that?’

‘His house. Lord knows why but I’ve got a spare set of keys. Be a dear and pop round in the next couple of days, will you? Just make  sure no one’s trashed the place or turned it over.’ She deposited a bunch of keys on the table with a resolute clunk, as though this settled the matter, like there was no need for further discussion.

‘We could do it together,’ I suggested hopefully.

‘Sweet thing, I’m going away.’

‘Away?’

‘To Gibraltar. With Gordy.’

I set my coffee down on the table, frightened of spilling it. ‘Who’s Gordy?’

‘He’s a mate. Don’t fret, darling. He’s in the biz.’

‘Not another actor?’

‘Producer, actually. He’s booked us into the most marvellous hotel.’

‘Great.’

‘Don’t look so down. I’m happy. Just keep an eye on the old bastard for us, will you? Give us a tinkle if anything happens.’

I stared down at the remnants of my sandwich and nodded.

Mum’s handbag began to trill. She pulled out her mobile and clasped it to her ear.

‘Gordy! No, I’m still with him.’ Tittering, she turned to look at me. ‘Gordy says hi.’

‘Hello Gordy,’ I said.

‘No, no,’ she said, suddenly putting on a baby voice. ‘I think he’s Mr Grumpy cos of his granddad.’ She kissed me on the forehead, waved goodbye, walked out of the café and into the street, still bellowing her endearments, broadcasting her sweet nothings for all the world to hear.

I looked at what remained of my sandwich and pushed the plate aside, my appetite suddenly curdled.

 
I had just got back to my desk when Peter Hickey-Brown summoned me into his office.

A stranger sat beside him. Baby-faced, clear-skinned and enviably exfoliated, he radiated good health, a walking advert for diligent grooming. When I came in, he looked at me but offered no smile and simply stared, unspeaking, in my direction.

‘You wanted to see me?’ I said.

Hickey-Brown, uncharacteristically grave, told me to sit. I was  surprised to see that he had put on a tie since this morning and that he’d removed almost all of his jewellery.

‘This is Mr Jasper.’

I stretched my hand across the desk. ‘Hello.’

The man just stared. I noticed that he had a flesh-coloured piece of plastic buried in one of his ears and I remember wondering (how naïve it seems now) whether he was hard of hearing.

‘I’m Henry Lamb.’

Still nothing. Embarrassed, I withdrew my hand.

Peter cleared his throat. ‘Mr Jasper’s from another department.’

‘Which one?’

Hickey-Brown looked as though he didn’t really know the answer. ‘A special department. I’m told it keeps an eye on the personal well-being of our staff.’

At last, the stranger spoke. ‘We like to think of ourselves,’ he deadpanned, ‘as the department which cares.’

Hickey-Brown clasped his fingers together as though in prayer. ‘Listen. We know that something happened yesterday. Something to do with your grandfather.’

The man who had been introduced as Jasper looked at me icily. ‘What is the matter with the poor old fellow?’

‘They think it might be a stroke,’ I said, just about resisting the temptation to ask why it was any of his bloody business.

‘Is he likely to recover?’

‘The doctors aren’t sure. Though I suspect it’s unlikely.’

Mr Jasper turned his eyes upon me but said no more.

I looked over to my boss. ‘Peter?’

He managed an insincere smile. ‘We’re worried about you. We need to know you’re OK.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Sure. But listen. You need any time off - just say the word. Just give the nod.’

‘Of course.’

Jasper was still staring, coolly, unblinkingly.

‘Is that all?’ I asked.

Hickey-Brown glanced towards Jasper and the stranger gave the tiniest inclination of his head, a motion which might, in the right light, if you squinted a bit, have been a nod.

‘All righty,’ said Peter Hickey-Brown. ‘You can go.’

As I walked out, I felt the stranger’s unsympathetic eyes boring into my back like lasers.

 
After work, I retrieved my bike and cycled over to the hospital. Although there was no change in my granddad, he was, at least, no worse and it didn’t seem to me as though he were in any pain. I held his hand and told him something about my day, about the fat woman in the basement, my lunch with Mum and the visit of Mr Jasper.

Someone shuffled behind me. The nurse.

‘You recognise your grandpa now?’

I blushed in shame.

‘He seems sad,’ she said.

‘Sad?’

‘He was in a war.’

‘Actually,’ I corrected her, ‘Granddad didn’t fight. He wanted to but they wouldn’t let him go. Some kind of heart defect, I think.’

The nurse just smiled. ‘Oh no. He was in a war. Definitely in a war.’ She turned and hurried away, the heels of her shoes squeaking on the linoleum floor.

I looked back at my granddad. ‘You weren’t in the war, were you?’ I asked, although of course I knew there’d be no reply. ‘What war?’

 
Half an hour later, with visiting hours at an end, I was on the ground floor and almost in sight of the exit when I saw a patient I recognised. He seemed quite cheerful, sitting up in bed, propped against a pillow and engrossed in a tabloid, his left leg hanging suspended in plaster. He looked like an extra from a Carry On film, the kind of potato-featured background artist who would have ogled Barbara Windsor’s wiggle and guffawed at Sid James’ dirty jokes.

I stopped in front of his bed. ‘I know you.’

The man looked up from his newspaper. It was definitely him. The squitty face, the shock of ginger hair, the air of insouciant lechery - all were unmistakeable.

‘Don’t think we’ve met,’ said the window-cleaner.

‘You fell,’ I said. ‘You fell at my feet.’

‘Sorry, pal. Don’t remember nothing about it.’

I nodded towards the cast and pulley. ‘You broke your leg?’

‘Nah, I’m doing this for shits and giggles. What do you think?’

‘Sorry. It’s just that you seem . . . I don’t mean to be rude but you seem absolutely fine.’

‘Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘You fell five storeys.’

‘Then I’m made of tough stuff, aren’t I?’ Evidently irritated, he made a big deal about returning to his tabloid.

‘Yesterday,’ I said, ‘just after you’d . . . landed.’

‘What?’

‘There was something you were trying to tell me. You kept saying that the answer is yes.’

He snorted. ‘Did I? Well, you do funny things when you’ve had a knock, don’t you? Can’t have been thinking straight.’

‘You’ve got no idea why you said that to me?’

‘Mate, I can’t even remember.’ His next look began as truculence but shifted halfway through into one of recognition. ‘Don’t I know you?’

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘So it’s coming back?’

‘You’re off the telly,’ he said. ‘You’re a little boy.’

My heart sank. ‘I was,’ I snapped. ‘I was a little boy. Not any more.’

‘I remember your show. What was it you used to say?’

Now I just wanted to leave. ‘Don’t blame me. Blame Grandpa.’

The window-cleaner started to chuckle, then abruptly broke off. ‘Wasn’t very funny, was it?’

‘Thanks,’ I said.

‘Come to think of it, that show was a real shitcom.’

‘It’s always nice to meet a fan.’

‘You’d better hop it. Visiting hours are over.’

‘Well, I’m sorry for bothering you.’

‘Your mate’s waiting.’ He nodded behind me.

‘What?’

‘Over there. By the door.’

He was right. Standing on the other side of the ward, just by the exit, someone was watching us. He vanished through the door as soon as he clocked me but I’d already seen enough to be able to recognise him as the man from Peter’s office. Mr Jasper. The window-cleaner turned to the soccer results with the air of a reader  who does not wish to be disturbed. I left and went outside into the cold but, if he’d ever been there at all, Jasper was nowhere to be seen. I cycled home, my mind clamorous with unanswered questions.

 
Abbey was up, flicking through an encyclopedia of divorce law. My landlady worked in some mysterious capacity for a city legal firm, although the precise details of what she did there always eluded me. I’d asked her about it several times, desperate for any excuse for conversation, but she was always evasive on the subject, saying that it was too depressingly humdrum to discuss. Whatever it was, she was bored of it and had complained to me on more than one occasion about wanting to do something better with her life, something more noble and worthwhile.
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