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From the street, over the bass thump of the music, he could hear the baby’s harsh rhythmic wails. His mouth was dry, and his heart hammered unpleasantly. Reaching out a hand, he steadied himself on the sooty trunk of a pavement tree. Thin April sunshine filtered through the leaves, and even in his panic the young man registered pleasure at the street’s air of settled and unselfconscious antiquity. London had been in his dreams for a long time, almost as much as Cambridge. ‘London, England,’ he said under his breath, as if there was some comfort in the words.


But the baby’s cries tore through the late-afternoon air, all too audible above the soupy thud of the speakers booming from the bowels of the house. Still he stood, leaning on the tree, feeling the ridged bark beneath his hand and the odd dense weight in his coat pocket, hating his own weakness. After a few moments he found that he could distinguish another human sound from behind the scabby plaster façade. A woman was shouting.


Indistinct words ripped from her throat and soared into shrieks worse than the child’s. The watcher on the pavement closed his eyes. Another voice, lower but also a woman’s, seemed to be pleading or soothing. A door slammed, and the two adult voices became muffled while in the foreground the baby cried on, the note rising and grating. Fighting nausea the young man jerked his head up, scowled, squared his thin shoulders and then pulled a short crowbar from the pocket of his raincoat. Glancing furtively up and down the empty street, he marched up the four steps towards the door with its peeling paint, and without even a semblance of knocking he applied the heavy tool expertly to the crack between panel and frame, and levered hard.


There was a splintering sound, and when he put his shoulder to the door it met little resistance. He was in the dark hallway, breathing a sweet and squalid air. Hash, of course; and beyond it incense, sweat and shit and a foul chemical tang which caught in his throat. The toilet door swung open at the back of the hall, and he could see smeared tiles, a broken seat propped against the white bare pedestal, and a bucket overflowing with stained nappies. Wallpaper, fussy and floral, hung away from the walls in tattered strips. Above his head bare wires protruded from the ceiling, and a broken light-fitting leaned against the bottom of the stairs.


The music was deafening now, and without thinking he pushed his way into the room on the left of the hallway to find its source and silence it. The curtains were drawn, and he could not see his way to the beating stereo. Gingerly he moved across the room towards the crack of daylight between the drapes. The baby’s cries had stopped, which confused him for a moment; but as he turned from opening the curtains to look for the amplifier he glanced down and found that he had nearly stepped on the creature.


He was looking into a pair of bright blue eyes, set in a face red and creased with bawling. The child lay on a heap of dirty shawls, its small face streaked with dirt, its tiny hands moving with a newborn vagueness belied by the bright attentiveness of its eyes. It had a nappy on, much wetted and creased, so he could not see whether it was a boy or a girl. But the angry rash on the small bare thighs where they had rubbed the towelling made him wince, and aloud he said: ‘Bitch!’ The music was still thudding, and he turned angrily towards the cold fireplace, filled with drink cans and cigarette butts, spotted an overloaded adaptor and viciously kicked it out of the wall. The music died.


Now he could hear the women again, the low-voiced one persuading, the other slowing in her rant, slurring and stopping with a petulant whimper. The infant on the rags began to grizzle again; after standing for a moment irresolute, the young man bent to take the filthy baby in his arms.


‘It’s OK, buddy,’ he said, straightening up. ‘Poppa’s here. We’ll get you out of shitsville, OK? Come to Poppa.’ He lowered his head until his cheek touched the baby’s soft, filthy face, and shuddered with love and revulsion. ‘Hey, hey …’


He was standing there, whispering to the baby, when the dark girl came into the room. She was tall, with a curtain of black hair to her waist and a narrow, sculpted face. Pocahontas, thought the American. There was something primitive and regal about her looks. Not, however, about her manners, which were merely primitive.


‘Who the fuck are you?’ she said. ‘And how the fuck did you get in? And what the fuck gives you the right to pick up Sunboy? Put him down.’


‘I’m Christian,’ said the young man, not moving. ‘Christian van Hyden. Shark’s friend.’


‘Oh, the Yank. She mainly calls you Bud,’ said the girl. ‘I’m Jules. This was my squat, mine and Neville’s, till Shark and the others came. And now you’ve fucking well broken the door.’


‘Well, yeah. Anyway, this is my kid.’


‘Says who?’


‘Shark said.’ He kept his voice level, with difficulty. ‘She told me she was pregnant, you know she’s been with me for months. Long before she came up here. I’ve been looking for her since Christmas. This has to be my kid.’ He looked down. ‘Anyway, I know he is. He looks just like my dad.’


Slightly to his surprise, the dark girl did not demur. ‘Yah, right,’ she said. ‘So?’


‘So he’s coming home with me. I’ll look after him. She obviously doesn’t.’


‘She’s been bad,’ said Jules grudgingly. ‘She had some bad gear. She’s been sick, yeah? She’ll be OK now.’


‘Because she’s just shot up, you mean?’


‘I helped her. I told you, she’ll be fine.’


‘You people are filthy,’ said Christian, levelly. ‘You’re not fit to be in charge of a baby, and you’re not going to be. I’ve got a lawyer’.


The girl was standing between him and the door, and his eye was measuring the route to freedom, the obstacles, and her likely strength. He felt awkward, holding the sour-smelling baby; he could feel a tensing in its small muscles and knew that at any minute the wailing would begin again and turn his mind to mush. How could he fight her off, holding this frail thing? With an effort, he made his voice less sharp.


‘Let me take him. For a bit. He’s hungry. I got a place with milk, and things he needs.’


‘She’s breastfeeding him,’ said the girl scornfully. I suppose you’ve got breasts?’


‘He can drink formula milk. I checked all that stuff out. I’m serious, er, Jules.’ He used her name, hoping to placate her. ‘I only want the baby to be safe. I’m not going to squeal to the police about the squat or the smack or anything. Shark can do what she likes. She told me we were finished, way back. But she can’t look after a kid.’


As the dark girl looked at him her eyes, which had been hard and lively, seemed to frost over. Her mouth loosened. She had, the American thought, probably taken something herself. Christ knew what, but it was kicking in.


‘I’ll do it all properly. There won’t be any police trouble.’ Guiltily, he remembered the look on the face of the Social Services woman when he had seen her. ‘Officially. I’ll get custody. It’ll be legal and everything. Then you and Shark can be off the hook.’


Jules was losing focus, second by second, as he watched her. She yawned, and looked around the room as if she were not quite sure where he was. The sharp beautiful lines of her face seemed to blur, and the intelligence faded from her dark eyes. Then, slurring a little, her fingers fiddling nervously with the fringes of a grimy red shawl, she said with an effort: ‘He does need a bit of looking after, I reckon. The baby. Sunboy’.


‘Yes. And you’re all too – busy.’ Christian was edging towards the door.


‘Busy’ she agreed vaguely. ‘Don’t wanna get heavy’.


‘Heavy’ he agreed, suppressing his rage. He was in the hall now, stepping round the broken door, nearly free. ‘See you.’


Jules, unsteady on her feet, made one last effort. Frowning, enunciating with drunken care, she said:


‘You need his stuff? Clothes?’


The baby, warm and damp against his chest, wore only a nappy and a too-large vest. The evening was not warm now; the sun had abruptly left, and the street was grey with a small chilly wind. He would have to find a taxi.


‘Just gimme that shawl,’ he said. Jules hesitated, then unwound it from her thin shoulders, standing before him in a patchwork skirt and a blue T-shirt which showed her ribs. There was, he saw with flickering disgust, a red unwholesome rash on her arms and neck.


‘Clean yourself up,’ he said roughly as he wound the shawl round the baby. ‘Shark might not get out of this, but I reckon you could. You shouldn’t be living with a lowlife like Neville. You could do better.’


She was leaning on the doorpost, swaying. ‘Sunboy,’ she said. ‘I did help. I helped him get born, you know. Blood everywhere. Neville didn’t want me to. Blood freaks him.’


‘Well, thanks for that. You did well.’ He was down the steps, looking up at her, the baby well tucked up in the red rag. He wanted to run, but his eyes stayed on the skinny figure with its veil of hair, unwillingly compelled. God, he thought, why was it that on the very edge of a well-deserved death, squalid in their needlemarks and lank, dank hair, these junkie women retained such erotic power to fascinate? The men didn’t, the men were just filthy. But the women …


Jules spoke once more, her voice distant.


‘What shall I tell Shark?’


The spell broke. Christian heaved the baby on to his shoulder, steadying it with one hand, and said crisply: ‘Anything you fucking well like. I never want to hear her name again.’
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It was a terrible hymn for a funeral, thought Alex. Depressing tune, and words which somehow managed simultaneously to lower the spirits and make you want to giggle.


Have thine own way, Lord! Have thine own way! sang the congregation, straight-faced and conscientious, not one of them seeming to feel as he did. Hold o’er my being absolute sway! Alex eased his shoulders, surreptitiously, trying to banish the tension. He should feel sad, simply sad, that his grandma was gone. He should not be smirking at a hymn. Grandma would not have liked that, one bit.


But, hell, she had really gone long ago, three years back, with the last awful stroke and Keith’s stuttering phone message calling him home from the Vancouver job.


‘I know you’re busy, son, but mebbe if she saw you – the doc says anything like that could help.’ So he had walked right out of the rented apartment in the clothes he stood up in, and flown to the old folks as a good grandson should. But all that he loved and needed of Grandma had gone, long before the plane landed at Des Moines. Have thine own way, Lord! Have thine own way! So she had been lying with her eyes blank for three Easters, two Christmases, two tulip-times when she should have been baking and bustling and scolding and feasting the neighbours like something in a Norman Rockwell painting. Marianna van Hyden left her husband and her grandson long ago. What they were burying now was something else entirely.


Suddenly, ambushed by tears, the young man dropped his chin on to his chest and squeezed his eyes shut. How wrong, how stupid, how brittle and yuppie could you get? That thing was her coffin, Grandma’s coffin, with the tulips of her ancestral Dutchness ranked around it like a waxy guard of honour, blood-red and purple. This man next to him, straight as a soldier and sniffing like a child, was Grandad. Klaas Christian van Hyden, known more commonly as Keith: former city councillor, bowling team leader, father of two lost sons, widower.


If Grandad Keith could cry an honest tear and sing the goddam hymn, so could Alex. He raised his head and finished the last verse aloud: ‘… Christ only, always, living in me!’


Not that he believed in that any more. Not with any daily intensity, anyway. A youth of constant churchgoing seemed to have robbed him of the spiritual curiosity which his agnostically reared friends displayed. Mantras, gurus, rituals, evangelists, philosophers, therapists alike all failed to tempt him. Late-night college conversations about whether there was ‘like, something greater, like, transcendent’ left Alex cold. Girlfriends with a penchant for meditation, reincarnation or Feng Shui failed to engage his interest in their hobby. They took him for a spiritual ignoramus, whereas he saw himself as simply too saturated to absorb any more of it. Alex, by the age of eighteen, was a weary veteran who knew perfectly well where such talk led in the end: to the pew smelling of wax polish, the language of abasement, the dull-eyed worship, the resignation. Have thine own way, Lord, have thine own way …


At twenty-seven, he still shuddered at the weight of the religion he had quietly, tactfully, discarded a decade before. He wriggled his shoulders fretfully, and with an effort did his duty by the commendatory prayers for whatever was left of Grandma. The tulips moved a little in the breeze from the open doorway, but still gave no illusion of life.


After the service, his arm linked with his grandfather’s, Alex walked back from the burial ground and looked around his hometown with a stranger’s eyes. It was a fetching sight in the early-summer sunshine, no doubt about it. A quiet, dignified little haven to have grown up in: nine thousand citizens in three thousand families; barely more than three or four of them at a time likely to present any kind of problem to the city fathers. Forty miles from the state capital and over a thousand from the skyscrapers of Manhattan, the little town was tidy, friendly, decorous and almost aggressively Dutch. For, although not one waterway wound through its logical streets and not one dyke awaited the finger of a juvenile hero, the town rejoiced in its ancestry. It sprouted red Dutch gables, garden windmills and bank after bank of spring tulips; its schoolchildren studied the Dutch masters, its churches bore witness to a painfully exported Lutheran ethic. The student Alex, who read voraciously on the subject of European mores, used to annoy his grandmother with sly jokes about opening a cannabis café to complete the illusion, and getting Mary-Jo Hoogstraten to pose naked in a shop window for the real Amsterdam feel. She would swat aside such decadent modernities.


‘Wash your mouth out, boy!’ Grandma used to say. ‘And be proud! Your forefathers came to America in 1848, but they came for God’s freedom, as surely as the Pilgrim Fathers! They were the best of poor old Europe, and here they built a better life!’ For indeed, her American patriotism came second only to her reverence for immigrant roots, the older the better. Hers, naturally, were better than her husband’s. The van Hydens, she would say with a sniff, only came in 1908 as economic migrants (’though there’s nothing to be ‘shamed of,’ the old lady would add magnanimously, ‘about wanting to better yourself). But the true glory belonged to her own family, the Kreuzers, who arrived in 1848 ‘on a terrible ship, your great-great-great-grandmother pregnant and sick, but all of them rejoicing in freedom and deliverance. Then they worked the land in Illinois – though by the bye they were professional people back in Europe’ – here she would sniff –’ and at last they came here to Marion County, with enough money saved for the farm.’


The farm, long since gone from the family, also played a great part in the mythology of Alex’s childhood. Once a year, on Great-great-great-grandfather Kreuzer’s birthdate in July, his grandparents would bundle him into the station-wagon and drive out into the flat, featureless cornlands that-waved like the sea, mile after mile in every direction, broken only by the stark industrial shapes of silos and elevators. When they reached a certain bleak red farmstead, surrounded by a dispiriting scatter of hot broken concrete lumps and machinery, they would stop the car, get out, and stand for a moment while Grandma said: ‘That was the farm that made our family fortune, boy. Never forget it.’


It must, he thought from the perspective of an adult wage-earner, have been a damn’ good fortune. Old Kreuzer’s son came into town, built a fine brick hall with curved Dutch gables, and gave it to the community as one of its first meeting-places. His son left the farm to a tenant and increased the family fortune as a grain-dealer; in time he led the council, anglicizing his name to Kroozer. At last the line petered out into mere girls, and pretty Marianna Kroozer met tall, awkward Keith van Hyden at a dance given for the returning soldiery in 1945.


He had been in France and seen action on the beaches, but more importantly to her, he had been sent with a liberation party into Holland. Keith had breathed the ancestral air, had walked the streets of Leyden and shaken the hands of Dutchmen who had resisted the Nazis. ‘It’s all so small there, honey,’ he used to say. ‘So, so sweet ’n’ small, like a dollhouse.’ They married in May, 1946, in a church full of tulips and solemn, metrical Reformed Church hymns; she bore their eldest son Alexander just in time to ensure that he would be drafted to Vietnam at twenty-one and sent home half-crazy in 1968 to frighten the hell out of his parents and his little brother.


Here a familiar darkness rippled at the edge of his thoughts, and Alex terminated them, sharply. His grandfather was saying something.


‘I never thought it’d be me burying her,’ he said. ‘Never thought it’d be that way round.’


‘She didn’t know much, Grandad,’ said Alex, ‘towards the end, I mean. She just kinda faded, right?’


‘Right,’ said Keith. They had reached the house. The little windmill in the front garden was still, the drum behind its sails wedged with a neat rubber triangle out of reverence for the dead. The old man fumbled for the key and then, remembering the arrangements of the day, pushed the door open instead. Three neighbours, sharp-faced kindly women of Grandma’s generation, had slipped away early to lay out a funeral tea on the long dark table. Everything was ready. Alex stepped aside as the first few mourners came chattering in behind them; Keith went to the kitchen and drew himself a long glass of water, then came back towards his grandson, drinking it. He was always, Alex remembered with a heave of affection, a tremendous water-drinker. The old man grimaced at the way the room was filling up.


‘Into battle, son,’ he muttered. ‘She’d-a-wanted things done right.’ Alex grinned at him, and their perfect mutual understanding lightened the sombre day. Neither had ever taken much pleasure from Marianna’s ‘gatherings’, and this was set fair to be a classic, even without her presence. Women poured in, trailing reluctant menfolk. chattering, patting their grey or blue hair, inspecting the slices of ham and the sandwiches and cookies with sharp professional eyes, sipping tea, boasting modestly about their children’s achievements in college and employment.


‘And you’re doing well!’ said Mrs Hoogstraaten to Alex, in a tone that brooked no disagreement. ‘Computers!’


‘Yeah, well. Computer systems,’ said Alex edgily. ‘It’s OK. It’s a living.’


‘It’s the future,’ said Mr Hoogstraaten, with the conviction of a man who has lately mastered his first PC and taken to sending argumentative messages to discussion boards about the Iowa police department. ‘It’s a computer world now.’


In places where Alex worked, the very word ‘computer’ had been out of style for some years, so woven into the fabric of their lives was the silicon chip. He supposed that an Eskimo, equipped with myriad words for types of snow, probably never said ‘snow’ either. There was just too much of the stuff to bother naming it in such a vague way. Mrs Hoogstraaten began telling him about Mary-Jo’s wedding, in tones which made it very clear that he had missed his best chance there. Alex listened and painfully suppressed a yawn, of the type he thought of as an ‘Iowa yawn’, for reasons that were not entirely onomatopoeic. Back to town tomorrow. He had offered to stay with Keith for a while, but the old man gently declined.


‘You came back when Marianna was took sick,’ he said. ‘We were both glad of that. I reckon she knew sure enough that you were there. No need to stay now. I got good friends in this town, and you got a life to live.’


So in the morning, Alex would fly back to Boston and his spare, neat, expensive apartment above Water Street. He felt brief guilty pleasure at the thought of his solitude, his books, his private and controlled and wholly Hoogstraaten-free life. Hours later, when the guests had gone, the ladies taking their dishes and plates with them and leaving the small house spotless, he said diffidently:


‘Grandad, is it OK if I go in the loft and get some of my books and stuff?’


The old man nodded assent. He was slumped in his chair, thankful for the silence, but when Alex had rooted around in the kitchen drawers and come back with the key to the trap door he roused himself and said: ‘There’s some stuff you should have, anyway. Red box. Your grandma made me put it up there when you went to college. I wasn’t happy about that, boy, thought you should’ve had it then and there. But hell, the women!’ He attempted a smile.


On one level Alex was wrenched by simple pity. He knew other old men like his grandfather, widowers trying to handle the new silence and freedom. But more urgently, he felt a leap of private excitement. The red box could only be a repository for one thing: family history. Not the Kroozer history, which lay all around them in the house, in prints and china ornaments and old farm documents tastefully preserved in acrylic bricks as paperweights. Marianna had never hidden any of that away in a red box to put in the roof, out of his sight. The box might – must! – contain something of his more immediate history.


‘Is it about my dad?’ he asked. ‘And when I was born, my – He could not quite say ‘mom’, or even ‘mother’. Not to Keith; the interdict on that subject, laid down by Marianna ever since he could remember, still hung too strongly in the air of the little house. It was a localized inhibition: Alex had never, he thought with a twist of his mouth, had trouble using the word to girlfriends. Easily enough he would say to them: ‘I never knew my mom. She was English. She was a junkie, and she died when I was a baby, so I came to live in Iowa with my dad and grandparents.’


This revelation over dinner usually preceded the first sexual encounter with a girl; it was not, thought Alex, mere imagination which made it seem that girls clasped him all the closer (poor motherless boy!) for knowing it. He had come to wince at that phenomenon, enough indeed to avoid girls for almost a year now. He disliked himself for using the line, disliked them for responding with such unwholesome excitement, and felt even more uncomfortable when he realized how very few of them probed further by asking: ‘And your dad?’ Girls, he thought bitterly, were only interested in the mother. Perversely, though, his reply to the dad question was a terse: ‘He died when I was only two. I don’t remember anything about it.’


No girl had ever had a straight answer to a question about precisely why Christian van Hyden died so young. The circumstances of his death were known in this town, all right, by the likes of Mary-Jo Hoogstraaten; they got the story in hushed murmurs from their gossiping old witches of mothers. Alex took good care not to bring any outsider girls home to find out about it.


He felt a sudden bad urge to question Keith. ‘My dad,’ he began again, helpless to stop himself. ‘You told me about Uncle Al, and what happened, but I never—’


The look on the old man’s face, a weary grief, stalled him and he put up his hands. ‘Sorry. Sorry. It doesn’t matter. I’ll go to the loft’.


The red box was not hidden; it stood a little apart from the old trunks and debris under the roofbeams, kept from him all these years by no lock more potent than an old woman’s implacable will. It was a little bigger than a standard shoebox – a boot box, perhaps – of scuffed and fading cardboard with SMARTIQUE stencilled on the side, and the outline of an elegantly pointing toe. Alex, who liked his filing tidy, logical and preferably on a flat screen, felt his fingers flinch away from the dusty homeliness of the thing. After a moment he made as if to open it, but changed his mind and brought it away from the dim, cluttered space, carrying it down the ladder under his arm with the two books he had been looking for. On the landing he hesitated, then with a deliberate act of will turned and left the box alone in his childhood bedroom, under the Superman painting-by-numbers oil that he had done when he was nine. He went back to his grandfather, giving a fair impression of a young man without worries or impatience.


‘Hot drink, Grandad?’ he said. ‘Help you to sleep?’


When Keith had finally gone to his room with hot milk, Alex poured himself a Bourbon and brought down the box. The house was deathly quiet, only the Dutch clock ticking like a bomb on the bookcase. He opened the lid, and at first sight he thought that it held only photographs, like so many of the other boxes his grandmother accumulated. A young soldier in uniform grinned up at him, fresh and untroubled by war. The same soldier, out of uniform now, occupied a sheaf of other pictures – coupled with a younger Keith, a smiling Marianna, and in several cases with a slighter, younger version of himself. The brothers – they could not have been otherwise – were arm-in-arm, or play-fighting, or simply standing together at ease.


Then there were two black-and-white portraits of the younger boy, sentimentally softened in the processing into a rounder-faced version of Alex himself. A mommy’s boy, thought Alex with an involuntary grimace, then hated himself for traducing his vanished father. He glanced across the room to a silver frame on the wall: the face which looked out at him, a more familiar icon of Christian van Hyden, was harder-edged, thinner, tougher, older than these mommy-dream pictures. He preferred it.


At the bottom of the box, fitting it as exactly as a false bottom, was a cardboard folder, which he prised out carefully. Beneath it, lying on some kind of red cloth padding, lay a thin brown leatherette diary marked 1974. Before he laid a finger on it, Alex opened the folder and found three photographs more carefully stored. He stared at these for a long time.


In the first, the younger brother stood by the windmill in the front garden, holding in his arms a baby whose face just showed inside a woollen shawl. The father glowed with pride of possession; Alex’s heart jumped painfully. He had seen this picture before, years ago. He was eight, acting up and shouting unkind accusations at his grandparents, saying that nobody loved him or wanted him and everyone was against him.


Pretty standard stuff, he thought now. Normal eight-year-old brattiness. But Grandma had left the room, white-faced, and returned some minutes later with this little slip of a photograph. ‘Your daddy loved you. He loved you enough to bring you alla way from England so you could be safe. An’ we loved your daddy.’ She had held it up to him, the snatched it away as if he was not worthy to hold it. He had not seen it since.


The second photograph showed Christian again, kneeling by a bathtub supporting a grinning baby with his big hands. It was crooked in the frame, and the flash had been too harsh, but life and love reflected off it like streaks of winter sunshine.


The third photograph was of a child of about two, in winter clothes, against a desolate background of flat bare fields, with just a corner visible of the familiar church at the town’s edge. The infant held a wreath in his small hands; Alex, who told every girlfriend in his life that he remembered ‘nothing’ of his father’s death, could hardly bear to look at it.


There were no pictures of his mother or her country. Only these various dark-haired, squarely handsome van Hydens. The hope which had sprung when Keith mentioned the box died, abruptly.


But the diary, Christian’s diary, still lay in the box, nestled on the silky, faded red shawl. Suddenly weary, Alex picked it up, threw the jumble of photographs and folders back into the box, and with the limp brown book on top of them carried it all to his bedroom. He would read the diary – if it truly was a diary – in the morning, with light and hope and reality all around him.


Not now. Not in the night, in the grieving house. The stair creaked as he went upstairs, and he heard a low weird groan from his sleeping grandfather’s room.
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In the event, Alex woke long before it was light. He flicked on the spaceship lamp and lay there, tired and idle in his childhood bed, looking up at the smudged Superman on the wall. The red box lay by his bed, the diary balanced on top of it. He rolled on his side and contemplated it for a while, then heaved himself upright, punched a pillow behind his shoulder, and balanced the limp brown book on his knees.


‘So tell me, Dad,’ he addressed it softly. ‘Tell me about England!’ He paused, then continued, still aloud: ‘And tell me about Moira. Shit, Dad. I’m twenty-seven. Old enough to know.’


He knew her name: it was on the birth certificate which Marianna had, with deep reluctance, allowed him to have when he got his driver’s licence. Moira Charlotte Grayson had given birth to him, said the bald official print, on 3 March 1974, in London. Father’s name, blank. He had been momentarily distressed by this, but Marianna said hurriedly, almost snappishly: ‘That don’t matter. Your pa came to get you soon ’nuff. Your ma wasn’t well.’


He was irritated by the euphemism, since Keith had told him clearly enough, ten years earlier, that his mother was a ‘poor unfortunate drug-dependent lady’ who had died, and that it would be distressing to his grandma if he mentioned her. Grandma, as they both knew, had a morbid terror of drugs and junkies, fuelled by her avid reading of magazines. She also had theories about Bad Blood which Keith, not unnoticed by his grandson, had been heading off with some skill in family conversations for years. ‘If n you need to talk about your ma, boy, come to me,’ the old man had said. ‘But better not, maybe. Let her rest, poor lady.’


Once or twice since, Alex had thought of approaching Keith to take him up on this reluctant offer, but always drew back. Why, in any case, would Keith know anything about Moira Charlotte Grayson? The only one who could have told the story properly was his own father Christian, and he was long since gone on the same dark journey.


So Moira Charlotte’s son had, for years, studied her country instead. From boyhood he devoured TV films about England, whether flickering black-and-white period pieces, war movies or sumptuous Edwardiana from Merchant Ivory. He sat devotedly in front of Masterpiece Theater on television, and while schoolmates giggled at the quaint clipped accents and crumbling antiquities of Brideshead Revisited or Jeeves and Wooster, Alex hugged to himself the knowledge that these things too were part of him, his birthright.


‘I’m half-English,’ he said once in the schoolyard, and was thumped and disbelieved as surely as if he had claimed to be half-Vulcan. The first time he ever met anybody from England was at college, when a young lecturer arrived for a term to teach history: Alex was so overwhelmed he could barely speak in Mr Grindley’s class.


As he grew older, encouraged by Mr Hammerbawm at the college, he had dived and swum ecstatically through the canon of English literature, relishing the density, the antique language, the layers of meaning and beauty. He discovered Henry James at sixteen, and puzzled over the riddle of American innocence and corrupt European experience, but the continent of Europe in general failed to intrigue him in the way that Britain did: especially and particularly England. Absorbing his native land through culture, he tuned out any news of its contemporary doubts and weaknesses and enjoyed only its glory. Alone in his year he was a boy who could spot Shakespearian references in Milton, and Miltonic echoes in Wordsworth. Certainly he was the only one in his college dorm whose posters were prints of Holman Hunt’s The Light of the World, the Death of Nelson, and Turner’s perspective of Richmond Park. He read T.H. White’s version of the Arthurian legend, which led him to Malory and to C.S. Lewis; he blinked away tears at vintage World War II films about gallant airmen and Blitz courage. Growing up on the great hot Midwestern plain, saluting the American flag each day, always he felt a deep romantic connection to the little country in the salt North Sea: to the magical and sacred, heroic and democratic, happy and glorious realm of England.


He startled his English professor at Harvard – a bright young woman from Glasgow – by his passionate, and in her view absurd, adherence to G.K. Chesterton. The rolling English drunkard made the rolling English road! Miss Mackenzie ridiculed his taste, and gave him some sour-hearted social realist novels to read instead. Alex skimmed them, made the right college-intellectual commentaries on them, but in his bones knew that they lied. The other England, the country in his heart, basked on untroubled by cynicism: green and golden, ancient and majestic.


‘So just go there!’ said red-headed Miranda impatiently, sprawling on his bed as long ago as 1995. ‘So you’re half-English – so go and have a look at it! I’m telling you, I went there in the summer of my sophomore year and it’s just cold and grey and full of broken stuff. Windsor Castle was neat, but London is a pisser. And it costs! And they don’t like Americans, be sure of it!’ She had rolled over, turning perfect breasts to the ceiling, and added, ‘Italy, though … wow! Do Naples and Venice and Rome! Now that is something.’


But Alex had never been to his mother’s country, never dared. ‘Why?’ asked friends idly enough, and with great seriousness he always replied: ‘Because I don’t know where to go to. If I went, the point would be to find my mother’s family or her friends, and get to know my English relatives. I couldn’t just be a tourist there. Like everyone else,’


‘You know you were born in London. Go to London.’


‘London’s big. It’d be stupid. I want to know where her folks lived, and everything. I want ancestors I can actually find. I reckon Grandma knows more’n she lets on, but she thinks Britain’s just full of sin and drugs.’


Miranda, and all the others, thought this point of view very stupid, so over the years it had turned into a joke. Only one girl – a lofty Bostonian called Isabelle – had accused him outright of cowardice.


‘You’re just scared to go. You’re afraid it’ll be a let-down.’


‘No, I’m not. I just want more information.’


‘Well, go there and get it. Go to the Records Office, or whatever they have. Find your mom’s birth certificate. All that stuff. See where her family lived.’


Alex was silent because he knew that she was right. A determined seeker for roots would have been on a cheap flight years before.


‘You’re just worried how you’d deal with it, OK?’ said Isabelle. ‘With her being dead, and the drugs and all, and her folks might not want to be reminded. But if you gotta go, just go. I’ll come. I’m a whiz in records offices.’


He did not want to go with Isabelle, who was tall and grand and already bossed him around more than he was happy with. He made more excuses, and they broke up a month or so later. And gradually, over the years, as professional success soothed and flattered him and America gave him an adult role, Alex van Hyden’s fascination with all things English began to lose its edge.


But now he had the diary. The diary changed everything. It spun him back down the years to his childhood bewilderments and adolescent broodings. The little brown book, he saw from the date, had been around when he was a baby, when his dad was alive. It had been in the hand of that determined young father, younger than he was now. It had flown out with the two of them on a plane to Des Moines, and come to rest in the dull, safe little house with the windmill.


Suddenly he could see a clear vision: the man in the photographs, his father, trying to manoeuvre an inflight case out of the overhead locker while supporting a small baby on his other arm. How did he manage? Did he put the baby down on the airline seat behind him? Did he, Alex, wake up and cry? The detail almost overwhelmed him. The brown book had been there. It had seen all that stuff. Even if it was empty, every page blank except for appointments and flight numbers, it was a witness to his strange beginnings.


At last, in the pool of lamplight, Alex opened the diary. Its pages were a little yellowed with age, but of thin, high-quality paper. Scribbled on the inside cover: Christian van Hyden, Caius College, Cambridge.


It had been, he saw with initial disappointment, designed as an appointments diary, with a week to a double-page opening. However, as he turned the pages he saw with a rush of excitement that the owner had disregarded the ruled lines separating the days and used it as a scribbled, narrative journal with only the occasional date or appointment marked in its proper place. None of the entries was long, but the writing was small and clear, the blue ink sharp and fresh.


27 March – I got the little guy! After all that shit, I got him safe. He’s mine OK. He looks like pictures of Al when he was born! Shark was out of it, full of junk, I didn’t even see her, just heard her wailing in the other room.


Doctor N. says the boy might have to detox. He says that junkies’ babies get born already addicted. Christ, assholes, to do that to a baby! He cries a lot, high wobbly shrieking. I can’t think too good.


29 March – Saw lawyer. Told him everything, all the details, about how filthy the house was and how she’s totally useless. I think he’s good. Baby doesn’t sleep. Mrs O. is being great, teaching me stuff about diapers.


Love the little guy but this is scary. Can’t stay at college now. Bit scared to tell Professor M.


Alex blinked. He had always wondered, during his own days at Central College and then Harvard, whether Christian had given up his studies in Britain in order to bring him home. He had wanted to talk to his grandparents about it, but knew how much they hated to speak of their two dead sons. Now he knew. Poor kid, losing Cambridge and all! But how would a guy on his own, in a British college, bring up a baby? In 1974?


He read the entry again, noting especially: ‘Saw lawyer. Told him everything’. Another question of his youth was being answered, more fully in the next entries.


4 April – Looks like we can get a court hearing real quick, this week even. Lawyer says guys don’t usually get custody, but with Shark out of it, shouldn’t be a problem.


Out of it? How, out of it? Dead?


I need to get Alexander home to his grandma. Freaks me when he throws up. Mrs O. says it’s OK though. They all do it, it’s not the junk. He’s smiling, I think. Mrs O. says not, but I say yes.


5 April – Didn’t sleep. Mrs O. being brilliant, I love her. The little guy screams a lot, really high and weird, the doc says he’s still going through some withdrawal. Shit!


I spoke to the Pocahontas girl today at the house. She gave me a lot of feminist crap, but I told her I saved Alex’s life taking him out of that shitheap, and she went kinda quiet, like she couldn’t argue with that.


Saw Shark. Asleep, looked like she was dead. I reckon Pocahontas is worried. Her guy does heroin too, and she keeps saying he’s OK and it’s just some liver bug that Shark’s got, but I think she thinks the same as I do.


9 April – We got a hearing! Amazing: Pocahontas (NB: Julia Tainton Morrowack, 763 4988) is giving evidence. For us! Can’t believe it. Thought she’d speak for Shark. Lawyers have got their tails right up now. Especially Les, the fat one.


14 April – I am the legal custodial parent of Alexander Grayson, shortly to be known as Alexander van Hyden. His mother is now officially an ‘unfit parent’. You can say that again!


Checked out the birth certificate. Amazingly it’s got none of the Sunboy Moonflyer crap on it. The Morrowack broad says it was going to, but in the end when the hospital woman came round to register him Shark just said Alexander, for her brother.


And my brother! How’s that for a weird coincidence? Al will be pleased. Had a letter from Mom, she thinks he’s getting better. Had a bad drunk two nights ago but he’s said he’s going for a job at Firestone in Des Moines.


Anyway, the little guy’s getting fatter. He doesn’t cry in that funny high way any more. Doc says he’s probably clear now.


Took my gown back to college store, got £6 for it. A bit sad. But home now, with baby Alex.


NB: Flight BA 4569, 5/17. Heathrow, nb ring re babyseat. Sort out passport at US Embassy.


17 May – On the plane. He’s asleep, thank Christ. Tried to ring Morrowack to say thanks properly, but phone just rang and rang. Probably better. She must feel like shit anyway, saying what she did. Lawyer Les says it made all the difference. Wrote to her to say thanks and goodbye.


I heard from Danny that Shark is in hospital, Fulham Road. I tried to see her, just to sign off. Shit, we made a baby together. That should mean something. Not allowed in. The nurse looked at me like I was her dealer, said, ‘She’s dying, you know. I don’t know why you’re so surprised. It’s what junkies do best.’


Shit. Going home. Grandma says the tulips are good. Little Alex might like that, he looks at moving coloured stuff now.


Unbidden, a vision of nodding tulips danced before Alex’s eyes. They must, indeed, have been among the first things he ever watched. He turned the page, hoping for an account of his arrival and welcome in Iowa, but to his dismay the rest of the book was blank.


He turned page after page, fretfully, until one of them seemed to stick. He tugged at the paper and felt resistance. Something thicker lay between the fine pages. More gently he eased it open and saw, wedged hard into the binding of the diary between two late pages, the outline of a photograph hardly bigger than a large stamp, of the kind that used to spew stickily from drugstore photo-booths in his childhood. The paper had adhered to its front through years of damp attic winters. Holding his breath, with infinite care Alex eased the surfaces apart. Some streaks of monochrome picture remained on the blank diary page, but they were only streaks of the subject’s tousled blonde hair and of the curtain back-cloth. The face on the photograph remained clear, with big pale eyes fixed on him and a slight, enigmatic smile.


There was no name. There did not need to be. He was looking into his mother’s face. His first reaction was to think how young she was to be dead for such a stupid reason. The next was pure feeling: he shook to his very bones, and tears of angry self-pity rose to his eyes and spilled down his cheeks, a sensation so unfamiliar that the shock of it laid a second distress on him. Boys, in his grandfather’s world, didn’t cry.


Thrusting the diary back into the box he felt the red cloth. Half-blinded by the tears, he pulled it out roughly, scattering photographs, and mopped his face with it. It was some soft heavy cotton, with a faint, figured oriental pattern on it. Although it was as clean as any piece of cloth must be in Grandma’s house, there clung to it a faint strange smell, as if it had once been perfumed with incense. The comfort of feeling it near his face made Alex go on clutching it after the burst of tears had gone. After a while, he slept.
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