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  Chapter 1

  Telling tales
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  I’m holding a borderless black and white photograph, a bit battered round the edges. It looks like a working print even though it’s perfectly black and white, from the exact white rendering of one man’s hair to the dense blackness of the other’s. The graininess of the image is a good match for their lived-in, blemished, lined faces. On the back of the print is a badly inked stamp impression of a photographic studio credit. The format is landscape but it’s a portrait, actually a double portrait. Do two portraits make a landscape? Something else, other than the format, gives it an unusual look: it’s not a regular size for photographic paper. It’s 8¼ × 11½ inches. That’s a size that works better in millimeters: 210 × 297mm or A4, in other words. The dimensions are those of a paper size and while the actual dimensions are not much changed, it makes a lot of difference. The picture looks strange because it’s not 8 × 10, a more regular size for a photograph.

  A young man stands behind an older one. Both men look into the camera, a quarter turn of the shoulder away, so neither is full face but almost the whole of both faces can be seen. They must be father and son. The left side of the younger man’s face is in shadow, the older man’s much less so. The old man’s lips are slightly parted and there’s something of a gleam around the eyes. His companion is not twinkly; the smile, almost there, is not quite comfortable.

  Father and son: the relationship inscribes particular readings on to the image. Son, above and behind, looks taller than Father. Son is set to take over from his father and can afford to stand in the hinterland a while yet. Son is slipping into a position of caring for his father, of looking out for him, of nurture, of responsibility towards the older man who is closer, much closer as it turned out, to death. The contrast of the son’s dark jacket and the open top button on the light shirt with Father’s pale jacket and dark shirt, speaks of a rejection of old ways, of his father’s ways. He’s moving on to the new. Such a direct, total contrast between them makes it a connection of call and response in the end: an echo, rather than a separation. The older man can afford to be relaxed and smiley; his son is in position behind him to catch him should he falter. Perhaps, you might think, he has nothing else to prove, and his son is getting ready, positioning himself to take on the role of patriarch.

  Neither man is particularly well groomed; they haven’t brushed their hair or dressed up in their best clothes. Father, white-haired and going bald, has a tuft at the front and a stray strand of hair falling on to his forehead. His beard, which rather suits him, could be saying ‘salty sea dog’ or ‘academic’. He’s wearing a linen jacket over a corduroy shirt with the top button fastened but he doesn’t look very buttoned up. Son is wearing a tweed sports jacket and a cotton shirt of a tiny check, open at the throat. His abundant hair and eyebrows are very dark.

  Any viewer of the photograph would assume they are father and son, and they could be, just. Their ages make this possible; more than 20 years separate their births. Father’s older daughter, The Sis, is older than the younger man. He is her uncle and mine too. The men in the photograph are brothers, not father and son. They are two of the sons of Mr Henry Ainley, the actor. Two portraits make a landscape of family but this is a landscape of brothers.

  The two brothers are almost, and presumably deliberately, negative impressions of each other. Who dressed them? They both look very much themselves, each dressed in their own style but they surely didn’t fall into the negative/positive, black/white correspondence by accident. They look on the move, like they’re going somewhere. There’s an air of expectancy about the photograph, as if, posed and poised as the image is, they really were just captured and temporarily stilled, consigned to print on their way to somewhere else. There’s a closeness, they’re at ease in this proximity. From different generations and different mothers from different continents and backgrounds, it’s a big bridge to cross. For all that, quite a brotherly relationship existed between the two, so I’m told.

  The older more established brother, Richard, my dad, looked out for Antony, his younger sib, as he would have called him. Maybe something of a mentoring role was being played out, given that they shared a profession as well as a father, or perhaps brotherly competition arose over these things. Maybe they were competitive instead about their domestic lives: one lived with his own family and the other still lived at home with his mum, where he continued to live until first her death and then his own. Antony is standing back, receding into the background, disappearing into his jacket, gallantly allowing his older has-been brother the glory of front position. Antony might have been positioned as taller, the better to be able to take care of his older brother, though I would have been certain that my dad was the taller one. Certain that is, until I realized how big and safe my dad loomed for me when this photograph was taken.

  This little brother was born when Richard was a young man of 22. Already making a mark on the London stage and screen, he was about to decamp to Hollywood to make films and, so the story goes, walk Merle Oberon’s dogs between pictures. His left side is partially hidden in the photograph, and hidden too, though this was increasingly less visible, is an oddly shaped head, as well as a metal plate in his skull and partial paralysis caused by a war wound. And was the younger brother able to help when his older brother returned war-damaged with 20-odd film roles to the good? How would he? He was a teenager. Antony must have been about 13 when his older brother came back from the US. It strikes me how much deeper this distance stretches. If they hadn’t already met by then, their father was unable to introduce them as he had died in 1945. Fifteen years later I appear, and I don’t remember there ever being a time when Antony wasn’t around, part of the family, bombing over in his Mini from his house in Colindale, being Uncle Ant. There was nothing half about his brotherness by then.

  This is the only photograph I own of the two of them together and it’s clearly some kind of promo portrait taken in a studio: brothers playing actors off duty, or actors playing brothers. It’s a photograph of who they are when they’re not playing anyone but themselves yet are still on display for work. It’s a publicity shot of the acting Ainley brothers; to what end and with what purpose in mind? Their careers, both in the same profession, both established, were widely divergent. They never worked together but perhaps this was a plan for the future.

  This is the only one I own but more than that, it’s the only photograph of them together that I have ever seen. I wonder about the other photographs of them that must have existed. A publicity shot might be selected from a roll or three, and more than one would be printed up to compare before a final decision was made. Outside the studio my dad would be behind the camera and seldom its subject. What’s missing is the fruit of those occasions when an unknown member of the public is pressed into service: ‘Excuse me, would you mind taking a picture of my brother and me? Thank you.’ My dad was a prolific photographer and often carried our Kodak Instamatic around in his pocket, which was a much more bulky and heavier undertaking than it is in these days of wafer-thin technology.

  Maybe my dad only liked having his photograph taken for work, and shied away from appearing in personal pictures. He may have become sensitive about being photographed, with age or injury or both. I remember another one-off picture of him in my family collection and I wonder if this uniqueness is characteristic. This time it’s me who is in the frame with him. It’s a photograph of us two together. Just me and my dad, that’s special. The two of us are sitting outside somewhere, in Eastbourne or Seaford I’d say, for no reason other than my parents liked to visit the English south coast and many family trips there are documented through the pieces of furniture bought as well as by photographs. How this picture pleased me. I remember how unusual it was for us to be center stage in a picture, with no one else crowding us out. Well, me. He didn’t get crowded out. He took up space, he got noticed. I know why there are few pictures of the two of us: because we were often together when everyone else was out at work or at school and he was the one with the camera. I don’t remember any other photographs of us: of me by him, yes. I have a full cache of memories of us two being together but this picture is a precious document, a back-up, if you like. I still like to have the evidence. I must have filed it away somewhere carefully because I don’t know where it is but I know I’ll never lose it.

  The brothers’ plan for the future could have included using this image in Spotlight, the actors’ directory. Spotlight’s website mentions Laurence Olivier, Boris Karloff, John Gielgud and Vivien Leigh as examples of the caliber of artists who appeared in the early editions. The directory was first published in 1927, with 236 artists including Henry Ainley. He is found in the Feature men section ‘applied to artists who play star roles only’. There is no photograph. I thought it was absent because he wouldn’t have needed one by that stage, his face was well known and his reputation preceded him. In fact promo portraits were still relatively rare in the early editions of Spotlight and only became standard in the 1960s. No image then, but unbelievably his phone number is included: KEMsing IY3, wherever that is. Spotlight was then published quarterly at a charge of 2/- (10p), post free but not available for public sale. By the time the autumn 1933 edition appears Henry’s phone number is no longer included and Laurence Olivier features in the Juvenile men section. No picture for Olivier either but a Kensington phone number, which makes me realize that KEMsing must be a typo. It’s Kensington, surely. It’s a likely place for Henry to have lived too, smart and close enough to where he worked in the West End. Since 2007 Spotlight has included dancers, and listings for agents, casting rooms, studios and casting services. It doesn’t allow ‘duos’ though, except for presenters and in the Children & young performers section where siblings and family groups can appear together. Old siblings need not apply.

  The picture of the two brothers has been pinned up, probably by me. Each corner has one or more drawing-pin holes punched through it. Amid all the fingerprints across its surface (and they’re likely to be mine too), I can see that the print has been ‘spotted’ with Spoton, tiny pecks from a fine sable brush with a range of dilutions of blue-, brown-and green-black to remove the appearance of marks. Fixating on the technicalities of the photographic is one way of reading the image and one way of keeping back the strangeness. Every photograph is about an absence, a stand-in for a memory; what is it about this one? A portrait photograph is always a (semi) permanent trace of a human being, a memorial to a moment. The shutter moment is over of course, and the brother moment too, since both men in the photograph are dead, but their absence is an almost palpable presence.

  For actors and criminals, as Walter Benjamin has it, a photograph establishes an identity. It unmasks them, if an actor can ever be unmasked. This photograph pictures them as I last knew them and so they are fixed, mentally and chemically, as I will always only know them. I know too that this is only a smear of their identities. For me, the image transmutes into something beyond three-dimensional, almost interactive, as though I can step across time and through paper into the image, into that space. I would feel the stuff of their jackets and shirts, which is rendered so texturally in the image. I can almost feel the pressure of their arms around me. The magic of this image extends to the quality of its transport, its power to allow what Roland Barthes calls the fantasy of reversal. Photography can appear to unbind from the usual rules of time and space, and I can choose to fall for it. They can step out of the frame, back into an embodied real-time existence and carry on with their business, wherever it was they were going. It sounds as though I’m trying to un-dead them, which I suppose I always am. The present of this image becomes something of my past. In this present their past becomes something I can mess around, play rough with.

  The more I look, the more I see, the more I make up, the more I toast the skill of the photographer. Two sides, same coin, each with their own patch, operating in their own sphere, no competition (I’m happy to make it my business to believe), no territorial dispute but so joined, so attached. Did they have this picture taken as a public statement of their brotherness, because it hadn’t happened much in the usual way when they were growing up? We’re two brothers, look at the picture and count us. We can fit into that category, thank you. Look at us, we’re brothers! Perhaps they knowingly played the roles of father and son to each other as well as to their audience in this composition, both seasoned professionals and both robbed of the chance to explore fully in their lives the child portion of the father/son dyad. They could play this one out on a more public stage than the domestic, which was another one they never shared.

  There’s no knowing what the space of the portrait was. It’s no space, a blankness of studio with a backsheet pulled down to simulate a space, and a fraction of time on an unknown date. The photograph is a fragment of their story, of their lives, of the life they shared. It’s a proof for themselves of their status. It’s a proof for me that I can read into as I please and I have, with a little help from a privileged position. There might be no directory that can contain them (aside from the entrapment of the combined direction of the photographer, their own sense of performance, and now mine) but they wanted it marked down, so that there would be no misunderstanding. I wonder which directory they made this picture for, to whom this information would have mattered anymore. It’s clear, and touching, that it never stopped mattering to these two. That they were their father’s sons is incontrovertible and forever inscribed at the head of anything either of them ever did; that they were brothers was a choice they were in a position to make. They fit, partially and fleetingly, into very many categories but together they make a single unit of their own.

  


  ‘Oh darling, I’m so sorry.’

  That was the first thing she heard as she picked up the phone that evening. The story opens with the flurry of phone calls that herald news, either good or bad. The first call came earlier in the day from 2 Ennerdale Drive. But she didn’t get that one.

  ‘Oh darling, I’m so sorry.’

  Her sister kept saying it, as though The Sis herself was somehow responsible, as though the dead man had been an especially close relative, as though she had been in touch with him. She thought balefully that her sister must be talking about some other kind of family who enjoy fond and regular contact, outside of significant events.

  She wondered if her sister wasn’t expressing regret for something entirely different. Theirs is a family that does not know much about its other members. The family didn’t like to pry, that must be it. Not that they didn’t want to know, you understand, but you could never be sure what you were getting into. They embraced the pretence that there’s no need to know, that their late-bohemian, (practically) anything-goes setup of a family doesn’t need any further reassurance beyond what someone is actually like. But it’s better not to ask, still. If you weren’t there and haven’t been told, perhaps you weren’t meant to know and it all sounds a bit tricky anyway. What was it that happened to her again? And what about the youngest? Right. Was it a breakdown? Is that why he gave up the film career? Why did she never leave home? How come he didn’t ever go back? Ah, open verdict. And how well did that one know his dad? Or, even, how well did that one know her uncle? Not very well. Not very well at all. Not at all. I’m getting there.

  Pregnant pause: all that lack of information has to sink in, to settle somehow.

  There was another call from 2 Ennerdale Drive. It was about Uncle Ant’s funeral. She didn’t get that one either. The second call was to Mrs A, her brother’s ex-wife, whose number, once theirs, still sat in Ant’s address book. Its pages hadn’t seen much updating. Her brother had passed the news on as soon as he heard, he said; he’d had a call. It hadn’t occurred to her at the time; no one likes to own up to the ignominy of being relayed information by the ex, with its pull of feelings more potent probably than those about the death of an uncle. Much later she understood that Mrs A had phoned her erstwhile husband to armor herself with foreknowledge about who else was coming; and Mrs A was the sole person who shared their name to attend the funeral.

  Adrenalin was singing in her system by the time she finally spoke to The Sis. She had spent the whole day busily not phoning, not wanting her sister to be upset, not wanting to be the one to remind her sister that her contemporaries were old and dying. She imagined she was being helpful, pretending to know how someone else will feel, trying to avoid being the bearer of bad news, pretending to be selfless. What did she think she was doing? And The Sis already knew.

  Her sister made the call.

  ‘Oh darling, I’m so sorry.’

  The Sis said again the words that might be better directed back at herself, since her loss sounds the sharper, and her usually so stalwart. It isn’t only because it’s on the phone or because she’s just picked up the call that she doesn’t know whether The Sis was making a belated vocalization of condolence for the loss of other shared connection, long gone. Can’t tell, couldn’t ask. Someone was in shock, by the sound of it.

  There’s another few phone calls yet. I’m getting there. Several weeks later she was sitting in a noisy restaurant when Mrs A called. She was busy making sheep’s eyes at her new darling so she didn’t hear the phone ring, wouldn’t have picked up if she had. Mrs A left a very long message about this and that, the funeral and ‘Poor Tom’, the brother she didn’t marry, whom she is threatening to contact to offer her support. She’s been through some dark times herself and she knows how it is. Poor Tom indeed. Deaths in the family often have the effect of pulling an unraveled net back into shape, but Mrs A never was in her social circle, and there’s not much family to be part of. It’s only a name, and anyway it’s hers. Tom has excised himself from the family story for the last 15 years, rubbed out his trail. He’s not the first family member to be on the run from the long arm of family. Last known address – blank. No one has even an out-of-date number for him, or knows if he has a phone. His absence is clear and clean and total, very different from the busy unavailable tone that everyone plays from time to time. ‘So you haven’t heard from The Brother?’, the refrain runs through conversations. Then there’s herself: open, honest, present, and straightforward as the day is long. Of course.

  I can give you some facts. Two hours before the funeral was due to take place, a phone call from her brother informed her that Ant, an uncle she hadn’t seen for some 20 years, had died. She was more than two hours distant in travelling time and immeasurably far from covering the time needed to come up with a reaction to a loss almost theoretical so she couldn’t go to the funeral, and nor did any of her siblings. The next day she managed to speak to Fred, Ant’s brother, and to his daughter Catherine. Strictly speaking, Ant (’Tony’ to everyone outside her immediate family) was her half-uncle, sharing a father but not a mother with her father, although there had been nothing half-about his uncleness either when she was a child. Fred shared a mother with Ant but not a father, so she was not actually related to Fred, it’s true, but in a family like this one such slender connections become standard. Unusually for the time, we jumped the cracks of more regular family relationships and chose to ignore the unnecessarily conventional. The biological does not have to be the imperative.

  •••

  It was Fred, the dead half-uncle’s half-brother, who told her a little of the story of no.2, the house where the two of them grew up, the house she has always thought of as Ant’s. Where does he come from this uncle brother son? It’s not until they die that there’s time to wonder who people are. Almost 50 years after he emigrated, Fred returned to an England he barely recognized to clear and prepare for sale a house that no longer had any of his family to fill it. Their 80-year occupancy is at an end. She’s taking herself off to Ennerdale Drive in Colindale to see the house and to discover more about Ant, more about all of them maybe. This is the site where Ant played out his private life, so checking out the neighborhood is a start. There’s a clutch of stories here already that might add up to something. There’s a body and more than a few missing persons. There are suspects and accessories; there are motives, perceived or concealed. She has her suspicions. The leads may amount to nothing more than a portrait of a pair of dead brothers in the theater and a scene of no crime in particular but that’s not how she sees it. Something tells her this house and this family will be good for a story or two. This is a story that needs a detective and she can play the part, she’ll take it on herself. She can generate as much mystery and confusion as the case demands, with exhibits for evidence. She’s setting herself up as investigator. No shot rang out in Ennerdale Drive. That doesn’t mean nothing happened.

  She’s a detective hunting down a version of a family story starting with some brothers and an empty house. No crimes are on her books. Hardboiled isn’t where she’s trying to be, she’s a detective trying to expose absences, missing persons, dead people. Nothing beyond the call of duty there, it’s all in a day’s work. She needs to know: what’s the story? There’s no trail so far but the one she’s laying herself and there’s no evidence but hearsay, photographs and anything retrievable from digital or human memory banks. But that’s already a lot and it’s enough to stand up in this court. She’s a detective on a mission to put together the people hiding behind the curtains and people in the pictures, or even just to find the pictures she needs to make the case. That would be a good start. It’s said, by Walter Benjamin again, that without photography the detective story could not have come into being, because a photograph can pin down the identity of its subject. Of course a photograph can do no such thing, she thinks, anyone knows that. Photography can, with prior knowledge, confirm that the image represents an identifiable scene, person or item. That’s all it can do. Even with sophisticated disguises or plausibly documented false names, witnesses and diligence will lead to the pay off eventually. At least that’s how it happens in the stories. Photographic evidence in detective stories and elsewhere can tell a truth of sorts then. It’s never the whole story. A portrait photograph can be said to be without question a likeness of its subject, for instance. This is him. Publicity stills and press reports, received wisdom and footnotes are the sources of information to be amassed by this detective. It’s all highly suspect but she’ll get to the bottom of the available material so far. ‘Beyond circumstantial’ describes the status of most of it. She’ll have to find the material she needs, that’s her job. Licensed only by the imperative of her own desire and curiosity, she’s the detective, and she’s the spieler, the shapeshifter, the all-seeing she. So she says.

  She shares a few characteristics with some of those other detectives she reads about: personal eccentricities; awkward, privileged interest in the ‘case’; a tendency to make herself the story; and a need for suspension of disbelief. She has to move between this work role and family, find both within her at the required times, different sides of herself. She shares with the other detectives too the compulsion to investigate the private through the public. She could toy with the maladies befalling the detective in fiction: among them, heartbreak, loneliness, cynicism, fatigue and alcoholism. What she doesn’t share with those other detectives: she doesn’t have a sidekick, there’s no name stencilled on a glass outer door of her office, and no bottle of bourbon in the filing cabinet.

  A sole practitioner in the grip of an obsession, she’s one of those detectives who has to spy for no money. Nothing and nobody to win, so no fee payable. This is the job as this detective sees it: she has to track down the evidence about this house and who lived here in whatever form she can find it. She will be reading imprints in houses, the pattern of bricks, the lay of the land and the light on the paper that made the photograph in order to translate signs and read into them what she needs to find there so that she can put together her detective’s tale. The skill of the detective as she sees it is in the process of making paths, fashioning them into routes of significance, checking the boundaries between interior and exterior. Her role as detective involves making an attempt to be a panoptic beacon to illuminate and magnetize information. It’s about knowing what to make of what is visible, effecting a transformation to see what’s missing: a person, an object, a space, an idea. Making fragments into stories, putting pictures together into diagrams and extracting significant data from them, she’ll have to stay with the job until a blur of identification and a shiver of awareness rises out of a mess of methodical scrutiny and dreamy surveillance, professional and personal.

  Her gaze as detective takes in landscapes from the city to the hallway, suffocating or alluring, desolate or nurturing. Feeding the need to shift in scale repeatedly from micro and macro, from forensic examination of trace indentations in cushions to scanning the view, poring over street layouts and connecting the dimensions together can be sickening. The detective scales up the aperture, winds it down to take in the house next door, the street, the neighborhood; then narrows it again for the spotlight on the corner.

  Each clue edges her pursuit onward, each speck of a sighting appears to have the answer, the clear view of what it is that she’s looking for. This will be the key, this is the missing piece that will make the picture readable, lay out flat the entire story like a neatly set table. The revelation, the lost object identified and found, impossibly, will knit in every loose theme. Ah, but that kind of resolution would leave her stripped of dreams and dead and her an out-of-work detective. None of these leads ever keep the promise with which she imbues them, and so she’s left instead alive and half-asleep and still in the job.

  She doesn’t have to travel far to look for representations of evidence in this job either in geography or cyberspace: Bristol to Stratford; Richmond to Olympia; Colindale to the West End, to Greenwich, to Kent. She could widen the scope of the inquiry, make it her life’s work, the unsolved case turns into the one that forever haunts every retired investigator. For today, she’s still on her way to Colindale, clunking along on the Northern Line, garnering a taste for where it all happened, the private life of the public brother in the picture. Maybe if she knocks on the door, someone will allow her to see inside the house one more time, just to see if she left any memory there.

  Three stops before Colindale, at Golders Green, the train line emerges from the tunnel and turns into an overground train, a sure sign of crossing into suburbia. The train skirts past the backs of suburban villas in various shapes, the rear ends of many lives, past the red roofs of Hampstead Garden Suburb and on to Brent Cross, the place that’s named for a shopping center and which isn’t in Brent. The early-twentieth century Arts and Crafts houses and the 1970s mall are left behind as the train approaches Colindale, all 1980s-pastiche housing and urban fringe industrial buildings. The tube station is beneath a dull, brick building housing the National Blood Service, where a row of shops makes a small parade. Short runs of dead-looking terraces are interrupted by ever-diminishing small businesses. It’s quiet even though the traffic’s noisy. Nobody on the street hardly and nobody talks. Sullen London. Endless cafés and some of them busy. Not much in the way of life here.

  She came here to immerse herself in local color and it’s dirty mushroom. Once, it may have been possible to believe wholeheartedly in the myth that suburbs are about the desire to live in leafy residential areas designed to ensure the privacy and safety of the family. The evidence would make that hard to hang on to here. A stronger force has prevailed in Colindale and further diluted this north London facsimile of the suburban dream, where tree-lined streets are in short supply. The houses look empty as if that’s telling something about what goes on indoors. Front gardens are trumped by an overwhelming need for off-street parking, and the cars look in better shape than the houses. Sightlines are uninterrupted by landscaping, privacy and sound absorption are wrecked. Only an occasional people-mover acts as a barrier. The streets look bald and weary, as though a crop has failed. The walk from the tube is dispiriting and familiar: out-of-town retail warehouses and HQs for high-street midgets; uneven pavements fronting no-hope enterprises; and plenty of cut-price shops selling useful cheap plastic items. It’s a high street too rundown even for charity shops, a vista that must point to the end of something.
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