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  1




  THESE ARE, I should warn you, the words of a dead man. Or they are at least – the warning stands – nothing more than the ramblings of a

  prematurely aged one. I have been in this place now barely a year, but I am fully aware from the inside, as I think the public is from the outside, of its effect of induced senescence. There are,

  these days, those sexy young studs of academe who attempt to go against the grain. But even they, it can be observed, when they reach a certain age – roughly my age, a little past fifty

  – begin to settle rather quickly into the lean and slippered pantaloon. They look about them at their venerable surroundings, at the privileges they possess, they take stock of their no

  longer galloping careers, and they decide, consciously or not, that true don-hood, like the quality of fine wine, is inseparable from age.




  It is something in the air here. Before they are sixty, they are emulating one of the many varieties: the crusty and cantankerous; the bald and bumbling; the silver-haired exquisite; the

  bespectacled and tousled distrait; the freewheeling eccentric; the wide-eyed, latter-day infant, helpless in all mundane matters but possessed of a profound understanding of Sanskrit. By seventy or

  eighty – and there is no reason, given the pampering they get, why they shouldn’t go on for decades – they are convinced they have reached their true flowering and that, whatever

  their status in their particular fields (though eminence may be assumed), they are, in themselves, rare birds, exceptional cases, worthy of living enshrinement.




  (Potter, by the way, is pushing forty-eight.)




  We are, of course, an endangered and thus protected species. If natural selection had had its nasty way, we should have been wiped out long ago, a fragile, etiolated experiment (I have slipped

  into the insidious ‘we’). Once, no doubt, when we stepped, blinking, out of our cloisters, the newfangled foibles of the modern city, not to say of the world beyond, would have seemed

  specious and temporary; our ancient walls would have seemed the true, real, permanent thing. But now it is those ancient walls which have become artificial and implausible, like a painstakingly

  contrived film set. It is everything beyond that is real. If hardly reliable. Out there, we are given to believe (twelve months, did I say? It feels like twelve years), the world is falling apart;

  its social fabric is in tatters, its eco-system is near collapse. Real: that is, flimsy, perishing, stricken, doomed. Whereas here . . .




  But shouldn’t we dodos understand this?




  The University naturally takes its own shrewd steps, as it has always done, to ensure its survival. But survival of the fittest? A few dubiously nimble brains in a few desiccated, enfeebled

  bodies? I had hardly been here a few weeks when I began to have a dream which I am sure all my fellow Fellows dream. Out there in the dark, in the ‘real world’, is a prowling, snarling

  lout, all tattoos and bared teeth. He too, like us, is social scrap, but without our preservation order. No privileges, no prospects, no pride, no compunction. Like many who do not have those

  things, he has plenty of brawn and spite, and one day, with a horde of his brethren, he is going to break through our precious, time-honoured walls and beat our estimable brains out.




  But this vision does not trouble me so much now. Not now. If the Vandals are coming, the Vandals are coming. Death in such a fashion, deserved or undeserved, would of course be appalling. But

  death itself is another matter. The deaths of others have lately punctuated – shattered, overturned – my life. No less than three – I shall come to them all – in eighteen

  months. But only very recently, despite this forced familiarity, have I looked the beast itself hard in the face. Not just looked it in the face but wanted it to devour me. I am talking of that

  experience, given to few, of being returned to life from almost-death. I am talking, in my case, of attempted self-slaughter.




  This is the real reason why I say I am prematurely decrepit. My recipe, you see, was at fault. These things (I know from example) can be well executed or hopelessly botched. I was found. They

  rushed me away, pumped me, thumped me, jump-started me, wired me to the latest gadgets. And the net result of all this was that I opened again these eyes which I thought to have closed for ever and

  began breathing and thinking for myself (though that phrase begs questions) once more.




  But you can imagine the shock to the system. It is not as though my hair has turned white or I have been reduced to a haggard and wasted spectre. I recognize the face in the mirror. Or rather, I

  recognize that I have never truly recognized it. But I have certainly slowed down a bit. I certainly need to take it easy. I have, for the time being at least, the pitiful gait, the sad posture,

  and the low reserves of an old man. I look more like a don. But, more to the point, I feel as though I have moved on, in some critical but indefinable way, from what I was before. I

  have left my former self, whatever that was, behind. I am changed.




  What I do not feel is pain – I mean spiritual pain. I do not groan and weep to be restored again to the consciousness I had hoped to forfeit, I do not regard the failure of my attempt as a

  twist of ineffable cruelty. I simply feel as though I have become someone else. And I am not sure if I accept or resent the process. One part of me seems to have occupied a place of serene

  detachment. I feel like the ghost of Troilus at the end of Chaucer’s poem, which, ascending through the spheres of heaven (no, I did not have that famed experience of rising out of my own

  body and surveying it from the ceiling), looked down with dispassionate equanimity on the former scene of all his joy and sorrow. While another part of me – hence these ramblings –

  feels the forlorn urge to find and meet my former self again, secretly wondering, as it does so, whether the meeting will be happy or disastrous.




  I am not me. Therefore was I ever me? That is the gist of it. A proof of all this lies before your very eyes. Or at least before mine, since you have no means of comparison and only my word to

  go on. But that is the point: these words, or rather the tone, the pitch, the style of them and consequently of the thoughts that underlie them, are not mine. I have penned in my time

  – long ago – a thesis and an academic paper or two, but I have never begun to write anything as – personal – as this. Yet this way in which I write is surely not me.

  What would you call it? A little crabbed and sardonic? A little wry? A tendency to the flippant and cynical? Underneath it all, something careless, heartless? Is this how I am?




  But these are minor matters, you say. What is important, what you are dying (excuse the phrase) to know, is what brought me to the pitch of staging my own death in the first place. I could get

  out of this by saying that since I am a different person now from what I was then (only three weeks ago), how can I possibly tell you? But it is not as simple as that. Perhaps these pages will

  eventually explain. Perhaps they will give me an explanation. I will only say, for the time being, that for a large part of my life, ever since my old English master, Tubby Baxter, made us

  read the play, I have imagined myself – surreptitiously, presumptuously, appropriately, perversely – as Hamlet. And you all know one of his tendencies.




  Fifty-two, you will say, is a little old to be playing Hamlet, but the fads of adolescence die hard. If you knew me better, you might suppose that for much of my time, despite being for some

  years (things have come full circle) a professional exponent of English literature and having also a privileged link with the theatre, I would have had no use for this skulking, brooding figure.

  This is a roundabout way of saying that if happy men exist, I was for many years, for the best years of my life, a happy man. Yes, a happy man. But perhaps the pensive prince was always there,

  lurking in some morbid toy-box, a foil to the brightness of my days. And when the lights suddenly went out, less than two years ago, he popped up again with a vengeance – vengeance being

  another of his preoccupations.




  It is strange that I never told Ruth about this secret affinity. After all, she more than once played Ophelia – the last time, you might say, for real. I don’t like to think I had

  secrets from Ruth. But perhaps it was because she was an actress that I never confessed: she would have taken my fixation as the pretension of a would-be actor. And it was she, in any case, who

  made the image absurd. It was she who made me happy.




  I shouldn’t blame Tubby Baxter. Rather, I owe him infinite thanks for introducing me to Literature, which despite its failure to save lives, including, I suppose I must say, my own, and

  despite its being, in a place like this, forever chopped up and flung into preservatives as if it were a subject for an autopsy, I still believe in. I still believe it is the speech, the voice of

  the heart. (Say things like that round here and see what happens.) Tubby Baxter was not to blame for the doleful but charismatic Renaissance protagonist who has somehow got under all our skins. Nor

  was he to blame for the circumstances which induced in me a particularly acute rapport.




  Hamlet is actuated, or immobilized, by two questions: 1) Is there or is there not any point to it all? 2) Shall I kill Claudius? Or to put it another way: shall I kill Claudius or shall I kill

  myself? It was the vengeance theme that grabbed me from the start, just as much as the distraught meditations on the meaning of life, though I understood, even aged thirteen-and-a-half, that the

  two questions were not inseparable.




  For Claudius, read Sam Ellison. ‘Uncle Sam’, as he was inevitably known, since he hailed from Cleveland, Ohio. Otherwise my stepfather, and founding father of Ellison Plastics (UK).

  For forty years of my life I have conducted a theoretical vendetta against Sam, though I do not think real killing was ever on the cards. And the odd thing is I have always liked him. I have never

  been able to help liking him.




  Now he is dead; and revenge is pre-empted, or has been satisfied. Or, if revenge is a two-sided game, it is Sam who in a posthumous but canny fashion has got his revenge on me. I rather think,

  in fact, that Sam’s death, which occurred only six weeks ago, may not have been unconnected with my own averted one. It is not the huge, primary things that push you over (I suppose I can

  speak now as an authority) but the odd, secondary things. He died, and I always really liked him. Furthermore, Ruth being already dead, his death removed, I have to admit it, absurd as it seems,

  one of the main shaping factors, one of the plots of my life.




  What was left? Potter? Katherine? The strange, stray notebooks of an unknown man – another latter-day fixation – who lived over a century ago? But I will come to all this.




  The manner of his death – death number three, chronologically speaking – was also significant, though to me it was neither as surprising nor as scandalous as it might be to a number

  of people who do not know about it or as it is to a number of people who are conspiring to hush it up. (I could get my posthumous revenge that way, but it would be cheap, low-down revenge.) He died

  of a heart attack in a Frankfurt hotel room, aged sixty-seven. His death was reported by the call-girl he was with at the time, who, to give her her due, might simply have fled the scene. At the

  fatal moment either Sam was on top of her or she was on top of Sam. At any rate, it seems they were intimately connected when death occurred. An unsavoury business. But then if we could choose our

  deaths – and I tried to choose mine – I am not so sure that this wasn’t exactly the kind of death Sam might have preferred. (You see what this new me is like.)




  Under certain circumstances, generosity is one of the most effective and perhaps one of the sweetest means of revenge. If it were not for Sam, I would not be enjoying the mixed blessings of my

  present situation – I mean the sanctuary of these ancient walls, not my recent resurrection. I will come to this too in a moment. There is the more immediate question of Sam’s will and

  my prominent inclusion in it. I must reveal that I find myself a rich man, and that had my attempted demise been successful, I would have immediately made the taxman the chief beneficiary of my

  short-lived wealth. I am a plastics heir, you might say, in the way that people talk of cocoa heirs, or rubber barons.




  But it is not just a question of the money. Is a plastic cup less real than a china one? Nylon stockings less real than silk? More to the point, is plastic any more fraudulent than a stage

  performance? Or a poem? Yet long ago when my former self refused my stepfather’s offer of a future in plastic, it did so in the conviction that the real stuff of life lay elsewhere. And I am

  not alone, perhaps, in regarding plastic as the epitome of the false. Sam never saw it that way. In those days when it seemed to me that his goal was nothing less than the polymerization of the

  world (this is when the spirit of Hamlet breathed newly and fiercely in me), his argument would have been roughly thus: ‘You gotta accept it, pal,’ (he called me ‘pal’, when

  he did not call me ‘kid’ or, scathingly, ‘professor’) ‘the real stuff is running out, it’s used up, it’s blown away, or it costs too much. You gotta have

  substitoots.’




  Yet, as Ellison Plastics went from strength to strength (without my assistance), it would have been clear to anyone that Sam’s appetite for the ‘real stuff ’ developed in

  proportion to his capacity, with the money he made from substitutes, to purchase it: the new mansion in Berkshire – real Tudor (with a swimming-pool), as opposed to the mock Tudor in which I

  was raised; the affectation of fine tailoring and choice antiques; in its ultimate form, the apotheosis of Sam, a New World clone, into a Real English Gentleman. A plan preposterously conceived,

  doomed from the start by his indelible Cleveland accent, but earnestly and perseveringly undertaken: the genealogical investigations (why should these things have mattered to him?); the

  wondrous discovery, not that he had come over with the Normans or was of Mayflower stock, but that a former Ellison, John Elyson (d. 1623), had been a senior Fellow of this College, this

  place where I am now myself an inmate. Which gave him an hereditary stake in the hallowed ancient walls; and gave him the nerve, in his sixty-seventh year, to boost the college finances by a

  handsome endowment, the one (secret) condition of this munificent gesture being that it should provide for a new college fellowship, the Ellison Fellowship, whose first incumbent, whatever the

  outward form of selection, should be me.




  And this is the Sam who once mocked and refused to fund my former yen to be a scholar.




  Without knowing the full story – give me time – you may sniff here the bitter scent of retaliation. It was his way of coming to my rescue after Ruth’s death. There was the

  question of my income. One way or another, as he tenderly reminded me, I had lived off Ruth’s earnings. And there was the question of my seemingly incurable paralysis in the face of

  Ruth’s absence. Better to be somewhere where paralysis was generally accommodated. In other words, it was his way also of humiliating me and, after lifelong resistance, rendering me entirely

  dependent upon him. The cloister was my real home all along, wasn’t it? So much for my fugitive dream of a life with performers, show people. Back to your books, Professor.




  The trouble was I really liked him, and the trouble was I was desolate and he was being kind. In the event, anxious not to forgo its windfall, the College did not raise a squeak at the

  dubiousness of my candidature (a ten-year career, abandoned some fifteen years ago, as an unillustrious university lecturer). The embarrassments and resentments came later. Nor did the College seem

  to mind its revered fabric being underpinned by plastic.




  Sam’s death, leaving me in this utterly bogus position, with the duty of being a living testimony to his noble public gesture, was like the closing of a trap. ‘One day, pal,

  you’ll get the money, I’ll see that you get the money!’ This was how he threatened me when I went my own proud, penniless way, years ago – as if money were a penalty, an

  inescapable second-best.




  You see, I think I found the real stuff, the true, real stuff. Now it seems, in this new life, I am turned to plastic. I am born again in plastic.




  Four o’clock. Chimes float gently over the soft, historic air. What benign incarceration! What beguiling obsolescence! What agreeable trappings in which not to know who

  you are. The contemplative life! Sometimes even the most disgruntled inmate or sceptical visitor will be touched by a sentiment that is more than just picturesque nostalgia. Twilights full of bells

  and the pad of feet on old stones. Lights in study windows. Arches and towers. The whole absurd but cherished edifice rising like some fantastical lantern out of the miasmal Fens and out of the

  darkness of dark ages. The illusion of the illusion. It is civilization that we are talking about, that we are saving, we dotty dons.




  Here, in our exclusive asylum.




  When I emerged from the hospital, a fully reconditioned if fragile specimen, a period of convalescence was ordained. What better convalescent home than the old College itself? With its immured

  peace, its quiet lawns, and its long experience of catering to the frailties and follies of learning. It was the long vacation. The long vacation, indeed. I was considerately and spitefully

  relieved of my scant college duties. A mere charge to its budget. A mere token of a Fellow.




  And so I sit in these college gardens, under the shade of an Indian bean tree (a fine, mature example), trying to recover my substance. The weather is warm and settled. All the tranquil delights

  of a lovingly tended garden in high summer greet my eyes. The gardeners give me a wide, respectful berth. It is not quite a case of the Bath chair and the plaid rug. I can make my own way here from

  my rooms. On my knees is an inverted wooden tray and on it this notepad.




  The gardens lie separate from the college buildings, across the river and, happily, some distance from it. At this time of the year, in weather like this, the river is a melee of mismanaged

  punts, splashes and squeals, with all the gentle charm of a wet T-shirt competition. Even here, in my arbour, the occasional scream or cackle of laughter reaches me; and more adventurous tourists,

  taking the path from the bridge, through the avenue of limes, and stopping at the gap in the high hedge and the little gate with its discreet, white-on-black sign, ‘Fellows Only’, might

  even be able to observe me, across the lawn. Look, they must think, like visitors at a zoo, pausing by some cage of shy rarities, there is one of them. And no doubt, seeing me scribble at

  this notepad, they take me to be immersed in some unfathomable and abstruse research.




  But aren’t I?




  Why should I resent my situation? I am restored to life. The sun shines through a punkah of green, tender leaves. Life! Life! Does it matter, so long as you breathe, who the hell you are? Or

  where you are? Or what you remember? Or what you miss? Why should I hate the man – who is dead anyway, and whom I liked – who has provided me with all this? Who has taken away

  from me – good God, how life can change, how everything can change in the space of less than two years – all worldly cares? But I have not told you yet the nub of my hatred, the nub of

  my forty years’ vicarious habitation of Elsinore as my second home. There is nothing worse than Revenge Refuted. You see, I thought Sam killed my father. So to speak. But now I know he

  didn’t. My father killed my father. And this in more ways than one.




  

     

  




  2




  WHEN I TRY to remember the glorious, the marvellous, the lost and luminous city of Paris, I find it hard to separate the city

  that exists in the mind, that existed even then, perhaps, mainly in my mind, from the actual city whose streets I once trod and which is now older by some forty years. I have never gone back. I

  never went there with Ruth – because of the memories – though I went to most places with Ruth, and all couples, they say, should go to Paris. Perhaps now I should return – now I

  am this free, this disengaged man, and now I know, in any case, that certain things were not as they once seemed.




  We see what we choose to see, we see what we think we see. In Paris my mother first took me to the opera. A matine´e of La Boh`eme – a Parisian tale. And there, in Act One,

  behind Rodolfo’s garret window, and again, in Act Four, as poor Mimi lay melodiously dying, was a painted vista of Paris rooftops just like any you could actually see, and perhaps still can,

  around Sacre´ Coeur or Montparnasse. It had never struck me before that Reality and Romance could so poignantly collude with each other; so that ever afterwards I saw Paris as a palpable

  network of ‘scenes’, down to the subtle lighting of a smoky-blue winter’s morning or the blush of a spring evening, the incarnation of something already imagined. It scarcely

  occurred to me – my imagination did not go in this simpler direction – that this same Paris which we came to in November 1945 had been occupied not so long ago by Hitler’s

  soldiery and that our very apartment in the rue de Bellechasse, in the heart of the ministerial quarter, had perhaps been the temporary home – as it was our temporary home – of some

  official of the Reich.




  My mother (whom I would definitely not, in the final analysis, call Romantic) must have been moved by the same ambiguous, uncanny reality as I, because I can recall her, only days after our

  arrival, saying in a rapturous if half-startled voice, ‘Look, darling, this is Paris, darling,’ (I knew it was Paris, we were in Paris, we were strolling down the

  Champs-E´lyse´es) ‘isn’t it divine?’ And that word, through the refining filter of Paris, is all I need to conjure up my mother. My mother that was (death number two):

  as she flung the Armstrong-Siddeley through the flashing, leafy lanes of Berkshire (me, a gaping, gleeful, infant passenger beside her); as she licked from her lips the residue of some oozing cream

  cake (a sweet tooth which only slowly taxed her figure); as she held up to herself, like some flimsy, snatched-up dancing partner, a newly bought frock: ‘Divine, darling! Isn’t it just

  divine?!’




  I cannot summon my father so easily. I have no touchstone. Perhaps because of what happened. Perhaps because, in any case (sons need time – they truly need time – to get to know

  their fathers), he was always a distant and sombre figure, outshone, first to his delight, then to his consternation, by my mother’s heedless brightness. Yet I remember him once attempting to

  draw near – or so I think was his intention. It was in that same Paris apartment, on a cold, windy evening, with winter still at war with spring, the lights on outside and a fire burning

  hearteningly in the massive, grey marble fireplace. He was standing by the fire, one elbow on the mantelpiece, in full evening rig, waiting for my mother before they left for another of his

  official functions.




  ‘The thing is,’ he suddenly said, slowly, with an air of weighed wisdom and of speaking aloud some uncontainable thought, ‘when you are out on an adventure, you want to be at

  home by the fire, and when you are at home by the fire, you want to be out on an adventure.’




  I wish I knew what it was I had said – if anything – that elicited that unusual pithiness. And I wish I had known then, while the fire flickered and the wind scraped at the window,

  what should have been the proper response. I was nine. There he was, in all his pride, fifty-five years old – some twenty years older than my mother; medals on chest, cigar lit, Scotch and

  soda – a large one – poured. Some question of mine? Or some impulse in his own mind that seemed to raise the whole, daunting phenomenon of his soldierly past and his mysterious present

  duties, his aura of belonging to a world of great, glorious (but peculiarly awkward) things?




  He seemed surprised at his own words, as if he had not known they were stored inside him. He looked selfconsciously at his watch.




  ‘Whatever can your mother be up to?’




  Perhaps it was on that same evening – but this surely would have been sooner after our arrival – that I had asked him, point-blank, what were we doing, what was he doing, here

  in Paris? And he’d replied, with a sort of jocular, self-effacing gravity, ‘Oh – sorting out the world. You know, that sort of thing.’




  Only once can I remember his attempting to show me the sights of Paris. We had scarcely set out – our first port of call was Napoleon’s tomb – when an icy shower caught us, the

  first of a series which would turn our jaunt into a stoical exercise. I could not help feeling how I would much rather have been with my mother. How she would have turned a change in the weather

  into a positive pleasure. Wrestling, laughing, with an umbrella. Scurrying into the aromatic warmth of a cafe´ and ordering, in an Anglo-French that was infinitely more convincing if no more

  proficient than his, ‘Une crème, un jus d’orange,’ and, falling back into expressive English, ‘and two of those wicked little tarts!’




  Seeing the sights of Paris with my mother! Shopping sprees with my mother in Paris! From her I learnt to see the world as a scintillating shop window, a confection, a display of tempting

  frippery. From her I learnt the delights of ogling and coveting and – by proxy and complicity – spending. I would go with her to spend money. To buy hats, necklaces, gloves, shoes,

  dresses, cakes. I would wait, perched on a velvet-backed chair, smiled at by the attentive vendeuse, while, behind drawn plush curtains, things slithered, rustled, snapped, to an

  accompaniment of sighs and hums. In the city of perfume we bought perfume. In the city of lingerie we pondered over lascivious creations of silk and lace. If they were meant expressly for his eyes,

  it only made his noble loftiness the more impressive; but I suspected – I knew – they were not. And in all this I was the adjudicator, the referee, the scapegoat. The oyster-grey or the

  rose-pink? ‘Oh, you decide, sweetie. No, you can’t? Bien, tous les deux, s’il vous plaît, Madame.’ ‘Tous les deux, Madame? Ah oui, d’accord. Le

  petit est bon juge, n’est-ce pas? ’




  Coming out with her booty, she would hug me ardently, as if it were I who had enabled her so successfully to succumb. In the same way, prior to such purchases, when her eyes fell on anything

  particularly delicious and desirable in a window, she would squeeze me fiercely, conspiratorially, giving an Ooh! or an Aah! as if it were I alone who could tilt the balance between mere looking

  and rushing headlong into the shop. ‘But isn’t it just heavenly, darling?’ I could have lived for, lived in that squeeze. Until I grew up and realized it was almost

  entirely selfish. She might as well have been hugging herself, or a handy cushion or spaniel.




  Sorting out the world! He should have sorted out himself and his own jeopardized household. Did he know -but he must have done from the very beginning, he must have known what she was ‘up

  to’ - that while he was busy sorting out the world and ‘talking with the Allies’ (another cryptic phrase, which made me think of some gossipy, over-neighbourly family) and I was

  busy at the little école for foreigners they found for me, ‘Maman’, as I’d begun precociously to call her, was busy entertaining or being entertained

  by Uncle Sam, or plain Sam Ellison as he then was, who had his own recipe for sorting out the world, expressible in one single, vulgar word: plastics? In Maman’s defence, it could be

  said that she too was engaged with the Allies, Sam being American. And in Sam’s defence, it could be said that, fuelled as it was by rank commercialism, he too had a sense of mission.




  ‘It’s the stuff that’s gonna mould the future. I mean, literally. Anything from a coffee cup to an artificial leg, to the sock that goes on it.’




  ‘And then there’s plastic surgery.’




  ‘No, that’s kinda different, sweetheart.’




  (As my mother, an expert at lash-fluttering fausse-naïveté, well knew.)




  He must have known. If I could sniff these matters out, even in their early, covert stages, then he— But then I was a virtual accomplice. When I emerged from my école in the

  afternoon to see Sam just dropping Maman off from a taxi, or made my own way home to find her in a distinct state of having hastily bathed and dressed, I would receive not guilty looks but

  one of her swift, smothering, implicating hugs -essentially no different from her shopping hugs. Thank you for letting me buy that dress - isn’t it gorgeous? Thank you for letting me fuck Sam

  - isn’t he divine? And, yes, that word had only to spring from her lips and I believed it to be so. I thought Sam - six feet of hard-muscled American avarice - was divine, and I

  thought crepes Suzette and tarte Tatin were divine, and I thought oyster-grey silk camiknickers were divine, and I thought my mother’s laughter, the sheer, vicious gaiety in her

  eyes, was divine.




  ‘Do up my buttons, sweetie, would you? There’s an angel.’




  A whole world existed in which men did up the backs of women’s dresses at four o’clock in the afternoon.




  I can see it now, that apartment above the rue de Bellechasse. Its ponderous furnishings, its tarnished chandeliers, its diplomatic decorum under perpetual threat from my mother’s chatter

  and laughter, from her gusty scurryings from room to room, and - but this was hardly a threat - from her magic snatches of song. I learnt never to ask, never to prompt, never to wait. Only to

  recognize the likely moments: in the evenings when the traffic outside began to toot in a distinctly perkier fashion; after one of her unspecified ‘lunch engagements’; in moments of

  lingering and meaningful deshabille. Lights coming on in the streets. Wafts of scent. The gurgle of bath water running, and, above it, lilting, throbbing: ‘Dove so-ono i bei

  mome-enti




  And what world was he sorting out? Some new, rebuilt world which would one day be unveiled to the dazzlement and shame of such backsliders as Mother and me? Or some old dream-world restored, in

  which implacable British sergeant-majors bawled for ever over far-flung parade grounds and men followed well-trodden paths to glory and knighthoods?




  He was fifty-five. And I had the insight of an infant. But it seems, now, that I could have told him then: that world was gone. An axe had dropped on it.




  And yet— Paris was still Paris. Even the Paris that a year ago had emerged from four years of occupation. The chestnuts kept their ranks; cafe tables spawned; a thousand mansarded roofs

  glinted in the autumn sunshine, without a bomb-site among them. By the following spring Paris had the air of something simply resumed. It was only winter, not a world war, that had passed: shutters

  flung open; awnings lowered; bed linen hanging from upper windows; merchandise once more filling the shops, to be pillaged by my mother.




  Paris. April in Paris. I had never seen Paris before, and yet even at nine years old I had this recurring sensation of encountering a vision made fact. If the trompe-l’æil

  Paris of La Bohème was an illusion, then on my journeys on foot between our apartment and the école, journeys which took a meandering form and had something to do, I

  suppose now, with a sense of having lost the right path with my parents, I daily disproved the illusion: Paris was the living, breathing rendition of itself.




  ‘. . . di dolce-ezza e di piacer . . . ?’




  Somewhere on those wanderings to and from school, in the crisp, rimy breath of a January morning, I looked up from the pavement through a tall, lighted window and saw – a true vision.

  Three – four, five – ballerinas, dressed in leotards and tights, swathed in woollen leg-warmers, dipping, stretching, balancing, raising one leg, extending one arm in that curving way

  ballet-dancers do, while clinging with the other to a wall bar. I stood transfixed, entranced.




  How many times did I pass that window again? How many times was the blind cruelly drawn? Once – but this must have been at a later time of day and I must have been by then a fully fledged

  truant, flâneur, voyeur – I passed a cafe´ at the further end of the same street, and there, sitting at an outside table, even in that midwinter chill (warm and pink from

  exercise), were my ballerinas. But no longer poised, living sculptures. They were little chattering mesdemoiselles-about-town, crossing their legs, nestling their chins into their scarves,

  responding boldly to the badinage of the waiter, blowing at the steamy froth on their chocolats chauds. I drew close, feigning interest in an adjacent shop-front. Glowing faces. A

  sound of female glee. Two eyes, in particular, beneath a dark fringe, which momentarily turned on me. Two pink lips, a flicking tongue adorned with the flakes of a croissant.




  A crude case of my mother’s shop-window lusts? But I knew it was more than that. What enthralled me was the pathos, the dignity, the ardour of rehearsal. The sublime fact that in a

  world so in need of being sorted out, young girls of sixteen and seventeen (but, of course, to me, then, they were Women) could devote themselves so strenuously to becoming sugar-plum fairies.




  Lift the axe! I wish I could have taken him, gripped his hand, as he gripped mine, suddenly, on that wet, chilly day as we emerged from the gloom of Les Invalides, stood him before that secret

  window and said: There, it’s for that that you are sorting out the world. I wish he could have gripped my hand more firmly still, come closer to me out of his remoteness; told me, warned

  me.




  Paris first bred in me the notion that the highest aim of civilization is the loving perfection of the useless: ballerinas, cafe chatter, Puccini operas, Elizabethan sonnets, silk underwear,

  parfumerie, pâtisserie, chandeliers, the magic hush when the lights go down in an auditorium . . .




  ‘Mimi! Mimi! Mimi’




  . . . and Romantic love.




  She actually cried, she actually wept in the seat beside me, dabbing her eyes and clutching my hand, while her lips mimed the arias.




  Lift the axe! A Paris morning, in April. Perhaps that very morning I had peeped at my ballerinas. Morning turning to midday. Sunshine; pigeons; the smell of food. She is waiting beyond the gates

  of the école, though by now I am used to making my own way home. She is alone and somehow purposeful, fixed in her own space. She opens her arms and gives me an engulfing hug, as if I

  have returned from somewhere far away. But she is not smiling (or crying). She is composed and authoritative; the hug is like some solemn ceremony.




  ‘Your daddy has had an accident, at his office.’




  ‘An accident?’




  ‘Your daddy has had an accident. And died.’




  The second part of this statement, uttered unemphatically, almost perfunctorily, scarcely registered at first. Certain announcements take time to reach the brain.




  ‘An accident with a gun.’




  With a gun? With a gun? What was he doing, in his office, in Paris, in the seventh arrondissement, in the centre of civilization, with a gun? A sudden, racing fantasy, a whole

  alternative life for my father, who was now dead, bloomed in my head. He was a spy, an undercover agent, he was on some hush-hush mission. It explained his distance, his absences, his resonant

  words about ‘adventure’. He bore the constant burden of secrecy and danger. For a while the delusion was so strong that it turned into a pang of regret: I had discovered this source of

  excitement too late – I could never, now, have access to it.




  And perhaps it was this sense of deprivation, rather than the simple fact that my father was dead, that made tears rush to my eyes.




  ‘Yes, my darling, you cry. Cry. Cry.’




  And, opening her arms again, stooping, but unweeping, she crushed me against that warm, ready bosom, where Sam, by now, must already have been crushed many times.




  She never used the word ‘suicide’. Perhaps I would not have known what it meant. Perhaps I guessed and only wanted, as she did, to gloss over the fact. It was Sam,

  in any case, who confirmed my suspicions. He and I were alone in the apartment. She had become a busy woman. I knew nothing about inquest proceedings, let alone in foreign cities. This must have

  been before she and I went back, the first time, with the body, to Berkshire.




  I said, ‘He meant to do it, didn’t he?’




  A bold, grown-up, not-to-be-evaded question.




  ‘Yes, pal. I guess so.’




  Later, it occurred to me that Sam might have been briefed to deal with this very point. But his brief, or his aptitude for it, only went so far. I was nine, he was twenty-four. Twenty-four seems

  now such a slender age – not so far from nine – but there was no doubt that during that time in Paris those fifteen years between Sam and me could be a wide gap to leap. Not so wide,

  it’s true, as the forty-six years between me and my father. Which gave Sam a distinct advantage in winning me over – along with the ability to slide into a boyish, big-brotherly

  familiarity quite beyond my father. But I always thought this was just a knack, an act for my benefit.




  That morning, days after my father’s death, was the first time that it occurred to me, from the vantage of my own unlooked-for access of experience, that Sam really was, perhaps, just a

  kid. The fact that almost as big a gap of years existed between him and my mother as between him and me did not escape me. Once, on one of those tumultuous afternoons that seemed now to belong to

  another age, I had heard my mother simper, beyond closed, impassive doors, ‘Come on, Sammy, come to Mummy . . .’ I recalled it now, not recognizing one of the least exceptional idioms

  of love. It was as though at the very point when Sam was most culpable, I both saw he was most innocent and discovered a new cause for enmity.




  He took out a cigarette and I saw that his hand, his strong, young man’s hand, was shaking. He must have known I’d seen it.




  ‘Why?’ I said. The inevitable follow-up.




  But ‘why’ was not one of Sam’s words, the scrutiny of motives was not his strong point.




  ‘I guess you’ll have to ask your mother that, pal.’ He managed to light the cigarette and took a deep, steadying draw.




  ‘I guess I’ll have to be looking after your mother now,’ he added with a kind of feeble cheerfulness, as if the statement were half a question; as if he were watching his youth

  melt away.




  I asked my mother. She was ready to be asked. I suppose there must have been some confabulation between them, a two-stage strategy. It was the moment, of course, for her to have broken down,

  wept, begged my forgiveness, confessed that her shamelessness had driven a man to his death. The things that happen in opera, they happen in life too. But she didn’t. She spoke calmly, almost

  dreamily.




  ‘Perhaps there was something he knew that we shall never know.’




  Which was, of course, a twisting round of the truth. It was we who had known something which he hadn’t known; or which he had known all along and could no longer pretend not to know. Her

  eyes hardened into a sort of warning whose meaning was clear: Don’t play the innocent, sweetie. If I’m to blame, then so are you. You were a party to this. You allowed it, didn’t

  you? You let it happen.




  It was true: I might have gone to him at any time, like a true, a dutiful, a worthy son. Spilled the beans.




  Then suddenly she smiled tenderly and took me in her arms. ‘Poor darling,’ she said, as if I had fallen and grazed my knee; as if at the same time she thought this whole line of

  thinking was unnecessarily morbid. We were alive; my father was dead. She had taken Sam into her life. She had known what she was doing; she had made her choice. The fierceness, the frankness of

  her will to live! She told me, many years later, with complete equanimity, how she had gone to see him in the mortuary. How his head was swathed in bandages, save his face. How they had even put a

  sticking-plaster over the hole in his temple. She had no squeamishness. No pity, no mercy. I think she even despised him for his death, which, for all its drastic convenience, was none the less

  cowardly, stupid, messy, extreme. She despised this man she had married, exploited, cheated – destroyed.




  And it was true: if I had an allegiance, it was to her, not to him. The image of my father rose before me, as inscrutable, as open to interpretation as it was deserving of belated loyalty. He

  must have known for weeks about the two of them. And even if the penny had dropped only late in the day, did suicide truly answer the circumstances? A former soldier, a man of action. If a bullet

  was to be involved, it should surely have been placed neatly between Sam Ellison’s eyes.




  A recurring dream – the very emblem of my addled adolescence: Sam with a fresh, damson-coloured hole (and no sticking-plaster) in his forehead.




  But perhaps Sam and Mother were only the last, ill-timed straw. I underestimated the dimensions of the man, this man who had left my life. During those strange, transitional months, as we moved

  from Paris back to Berkshire, as Mother married Sam and I reached my tenth birthday, the awesome realization offered itself to me that my father had tried but had simply not been able to sort out

  the world. People die when their world will no longer sustain them. Duty, ambition and even, now, his wife, had let him down. He was fifty-five years old. I can see him feeling the cool weight of

  the pistol. The ‘honourable way out’; a soldier’s solution. When you are out on an adventure . . . Suddenly death, not the vivid, vaunted death of the battlefield, but the image

  of himself as a duped nonentity stared him in the face - and he rushed to meet it.




  Lift the axe! Put the pistol back! Carry me back to that world of boulevards and ballerinas. To that songful, mirthful, deceitful apartment. Carry me back even to the innocence of that moment of

  icy, naked shock - I had never felt it before - round which my mother, by the école gates, cast her cloaking embrace. There was a space in the world occupied by my father which would

  never be occupied by him again. The spring sun falling on Parisian shutters, Parisian cobbles, was gentle, kindly, beyond reproach. It fell on the fur collar of my mother’s coat and picked

  out of its filaments little pinpoints of gold. All that day I seemed to see that the sunshine was made up of countless particles of irreducible, indestructible, eternal gold.
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  AND WHEN SHE DIED, when my mother died, I was rushed back to that moment over forty years ago.




  The last time I visited her, which I instinctively knew would be the last time I would see her alive, was one exceptionally warm, radiant evening late last September. The curtains, a pale salmon

  colour, were drawn in her private room, which gave it a ruddy, subdued glow, but here and there a chink let in a shaft of more golden light in which specks twirled and twinkled. In a hospital (I

  thought) there should be no specks. But always, in any beam of light, there are these tiny, sparkling shoals. And in a flash I was transported back to that April day in Paris, to the memory of

  those little flecks of fire in her fur collar, to the memory of my face crushed in that fur collar, its smell and her smell, and the shapely strength of her body beneath her coat, of which her body

  now was a sad, prostrated parody.




  The windows were open behind the curtains and, as her wing of the hospital overlooked a park, there floated in the smell of cut grass, the occasional ricochet of playful voices and the gentle

  pok-pok of a tennis game in progress. It was as though she had expressly arranged the circumstances of her death so that they might seem the least fearsome, the least inimical to life.




  She had already displayed, even as her days became numbered, her contempt for the fear of death and her disdain for those who fell prey to it – who lived their lives, as she put it, as if

  they deserved ‘a special pass’. It was an impressive and impressively timed demonstration. Never before had I heard her enlarge so much on her family, my forebears, about whom, so it

  would seem, a mixture of shame and scorn had hitherto kept her quiet. It was as if, now the end was near, she was driven reluctantly back to the other extremity of her life, to her origins and

  ancestry.




  She had scoffed at Sam’s recent researches in this area, his absurd pedigree-hunting, but also humoured him, as she always humoured Sam, as you might indulge a child. But then Sam, for all

  his businessman’s bravado and native robustness, had a different attitude to death from my mother, as both she and I knew well from times gone by. If I had wanted to confirm it (and gain a

  little more cheap revenge) I need only have stepped out of that hospital room and along the corridor, as indeed I did later, to where Sam was waiting (I was first, he was next), an expression on

  his face, despite the mellow warmth of that evening, as if he were sitting in a room made of ice.




  I’m glad death took him quickly and unannounced and, as it were, in flagrante.




  For all her vocal powers, for all her capacity to chatter, squeal, and, sometimes, shriek, my mother was never an eager raconteuse. I think she regarded reminiscence and tale-telling as a

  kind of weakness, an avoidance of the central issue of life, which was to wring the most out of the present. I never received from her, any more than I did from my father – perhaps this is

  why I became such a bookworm – my due dose of bedtime stories. Yet at the very end I was suddenly treated to a final and, so it seemed, irrepressible bedtime story – me, this time, at

  the bedside – of her remembered sires. And though the story had its moral, though she seemed to summon these ghosts only to arraign them for their folly (rather than to say she would soon be

  joining them), I wish she hadn’t left it so late. I never knew they were such a colourful bunch.




  There was, first of all, my grandfather on my mother’s side, George Rawlinson, who died before I was born and of whom I knew only that he had been a medical man and, guessing from my

  mother’s silence, that some misfortune best not talked about had befallen him. He was in fact a surgeon at Guy’s Hospital, before whom had once lain a brilliant career in the then

  still-infant neurological branch of his profession. A pioneer brain surgeon, no less.




  Who has heard of George Rawlinson? Who has heard of the Rawlinson Forceps, to which George, vainly wooing posterity, gave his name, and on whose sub-cranial purpose I would rather not dwell

  (though my mother did not shrink from describing it)? My grandfather’s path to eminence had seemed altogether assured until one day in 1923, when either his sound judgement or his sure

  fingers failed him just once. In came a sick but restorable young man; out came a permanent vegetable – who just happened to be the darling son of a lord. Result, by stages: scandal, divorce,

  penury.




  Then there was George’s older brother, my great-uncle, Rupert Rawlinson: Major, formerly Colonel Rawlinson; ‘Ratty’ Rawlinson, as he was apparently known to his intimates

  – ‘Uncle Ratty’, as he was known to my mother. It was in some lesser-known campaign of the Great War – Macedonia? Mesopotamia? – that his military career, likewise

  seemingly destined for stardom, took its calamitous turn. The wrong decision at the wrong time, an order given or not given that should not or should have been given. An inglorious, unglorifiable

  blunder. Result: court martial, demotion, ignominy.




  My great-uncle did his best to outlive this disgrace, at least in the strictly numerical sense, since he died aged eighty-one and was still lingering on shortly before I was born. Yet according

  to my mother – and I am repeating now what she told me, brazenly enough, when her own death warrant had effectively been signed – it was craven fear of oblivion, the desire to cheat

  death by the vain quest for distinction that was the root of the matter, as much with Ratty as with George.




  You would have thought that two brothers following the not unrelated trades of soldier and surgeon would not have been so affected. Both would have had fairly naked experience of mortality. But

  this, my mother claimed, was just the point. They chose professions that brought them close to death, in the empty hope that this would guard them against it. My great-uncle, who was no coward by a

  soldier’s standards and seems to have suffered, on that fateful day, an excess of valour over sense, hoped that his officer’s sword and his shining record in the Sudan and elsewhere

  would confer on him both renown and a kind of personal invulnerability. Likewise, George, as he audaciously probed what some have held to be the very seat of the Soul, might have felt himself

  privileged above ordinary beings, and might have foreseen his fame outlasting his forceps.




  With Rupert, she insisted, the real trouble only began one snowy morning in the winter of 1920, when, a sound but dishonoured sixty-five, he took a nasty tumble down the front steps, cracking

  his head badly on the way, and for a day or so lay in a parlous condition.




  ‘The man panicked, sweetie. He went to pieces. He thought his hour had come, with his shame still fresh upon him.’




  How she could have been so sure of this, I don’t know. She was only nine at the time. But then I was only nine when my father—




  In any case, it was this incident, in her view, that exposed the true tenor of the man and turned him for the rest of his life into an incurable and exasperating eccentric. The immediate

  ‘panic’ had taken a specific form. In the midst of his fever and ill-founded terror, Rupert was apparently heard repeatedly to remonstrate that his younger brother was not to come near

  him, was not going to poke about in his skull with his fiendish instruments. George not only did come near him but, with little more than a cursory examination and no recourse to incision,

  pronounced that Rupert was making a big fuss about nothing and would recover in a day or so. The second humiliation of Uncle Ratty’s life.




  My great-uncle was revenged, of course, when George took his own irremediable tumble only three years later. But, not satisfied with this, Rupert, as the senior member of the family and chief

  possessor of its fortunes, proceeded to play a vindictive, teasing game with my grandfather and his children (my mother and her brother, James), taunting them in their reduced circumstances with

  the meanness of his hand-outs and his own obstructive longevity.




  But by this time, it seems, he was no longer entirely in possession of his faculties. That knock on the head, perhaps – just to spite his brother – had had its effect after all. He

  now devoted his time to perfecting in himself the caricature of a cranky, retired army officer, exaggerating or inventing past honours, while time softened his disgrace; and, when this didn’t

  work, looking for borrowed glory in the family archives. In his last years, this antiquarian urge (I admit it: the spirit of Uncle Ratty lives in me, as it lived even, for a while, in Sam) took an

  all-consuming form. Namely to prove that since his name, Rawlinson, denoted ‘son of Rawling’, in turn a palpable corruption of ‘son of Rawley’ or ‘Ralegh’, his

  lineage might be traced, with much labour and subterfuge, to the great Elizabethan worthy himself, he of the pointed beard, muddied cloak and imperishable fame . . .
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