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    PROLOGUE




    You are at a wedding at a country church one Saturday. The bride and groom are friends of yours from university, the latest in a long line to tie the knot over the past couple of years. The women’s high heels sink slightly into the soft ground of the churchyard, where gravestones bear faded names. The crowd trickles through the enormous bell-shaped door to be met by those unmistakable church smells: old wood, stale flowers, dusty books.




    You watch the players preparing for action. The vicar in his stifling robes has another wedding to do after this one; the photographer sprinkles fag-ash onto the sacred grass. The organist tootles away in welcome, sending surreptitious texts in between tunes to arrange the delivery of his new fridge. You’re aware that almost identical scenes are being played out simultaneously around Britain. You’ve been to five weddings this year, and came close to getting married yourself once: you’re at the sort of age where these events seem to litter the calendar, especially in the summer months.




    The service rattles by. The vicar pauses mock-theatrically for a second after inviting the congregation to declare if they know any reason why the couple may not be joined in matrimony. There is silence and everyone laughs. When he pronounces the lovers married, applause and gentle whooping ring around the old beamed roof. The photographer, forbidden to use his flash during the service, fiddles with a long lens. The mother of the groom bats away a tear as the organist bashes out the recessional and the married pair walk triumphantly through the beaming ranks of their friends.




    At the reception in a nearby hotel you sit next to a man you vaguely knew at university who is now an anaesthetist. There is soup, chicken, booze. The best man’s speech includes a handful of jokes he plundered from a website the night before last. The photographer, still on duty, prowls the function room for informal shots of relatives. He dampens his hunger with a spare bowl of soup, meant for someone who cancelled at the last minute. Eventually the dining gives way to dancing, tentative at first, then energetic. Some of the older people are now sitting with cups of tea at the fringes of the room discussing recent family developments, nibbling doubtfully at slices of the freshly cut cake. You kiss the groom on the cheek. You dance with the anaesthetist until he slopes off to the Gents and you don’t see him again.




    By now you have had four glasses of wine and consider the day a big success. In a heady mood you join in the dancing. The longer the dancing goes on, the more completely you forget about the organist, the vicar, the waiters, the photographer: all the people for whom the wedding, the biggest day of the participants’ lives, was simply a stint at work.




    The photographer has been on his feet – or occasionally his haunches – for seven or eight hours by the time he finally packs the various lenses into their cases and stashes them in his bag. On the memory card of his camera are more than five hundred pictures of people he doesn’t know Unnoticed by anyone, bag slung over his shoulder, he leaves the celebrations. He loads the bag carefully into the boot of his Escort. He sits at the wheel for a few moments, poring over an aged book of roadmaps: he’s never quite got used to these new navigation gadgets. When he snaps the light off again, he realizes how long a day it has been.




    He smokes a last cigarette, stubs it out in a plastic ashtray and starts up the engine. It will be late when he gets home.




    This has been my Saturday-afternoon routine for more than thirty-five years. I’ve heard Mendelssohn’s march more than a thousand times. I have seen marriage vows broken on the same day they were made, witnessed a jilting at the altar, slept with a bridesmaid when I should have been taking her picture, watched a man die of a stroke as his newly wedded daughter was leaving the church. I don’t think there is anything that can happen at a wedding which I haven’t seen.




    And yet of the tens of thousands of people I have photographed, very few would recognize me if they saw me today; in fact few would remember that I was ever there. That may sound a pessimistic thing to say, but being invisible has had its advantages.
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    I




    I was born in 1950 and given the inauspicious name of Dominic Kitchen. I am seven years younger than my brother Max and nine years younger than my sister Victoria. Being the youngest member of the family by such a margin gave me a lingering feeling of being permanently behind everyone else, especially my brother. If I found something out, Max would already know it; whatever I achieved, he would either have done it already, or looked into it and deemed it unworthy of his attention. In short, I’d turned up too late. Max himself did everything possible to encourage me in this belief.




    On one of London’s many Park Streets, where we lived at number 40, a lot of houses had been bombed a few years earlier, and many of the others – as Victoria once cheerfully remarked – were so ugly that they ought to have been. Between the uneven semis, London’s austere post-war sky hung like a bowl of dirty water. There was a corner shop where Victoria worked at weekends; a bit further along, a pub called the Shipmate fuelled up the Irish labourers who were plastering the area back together. Finsbury Park itself was half a mile down the road, and it was here I went with my mother on Saturday afternoons, to bob to and fro on the wet swings, while everyone else was at the football. My father was a sports journalist, covering Arsenal for the local paper, though his writing style suggested a much grander audience. When I think of being very young, I remember lying in bed in the corner of Max’s room he had reluctantly surrendered to me, listening to Dad downstairs wiring his reports to the office. ‘Arsenal Defeated by Virtuoso Goal.’ A patient chuckle, as his words were misheard at the other end. ‘No, no: “virtuoso”. V, i, r . . .’




    My earliest memory is being lifted up by Dad to throw a scrap of bread at the one duck hardy enough to brave a foul February afternoon.




    The duck watched me throw the bread for some minutes before sidling over, as if humouring us. ‘Here he comes!’ said Dad, holding me out over the water like a trophy. ‘What lovely luck, to see a duck!’ This was easily the funniest sentence I had heard in my four years, and I squealed with laughter. A few minutes later he repeated his success – ‘what a great hoot, to see a coot!’ – as a snow-white forehead emerged from rushes. And then on the way out of the park, ‘I never heard of so many birds!’ as a well-aimed throw of more bread brought a bickering pack of pigeons to our feet. Every boy looks for proof of his father’s greatness: mine was Dad’s ability to make up rhymes.




    He had a fine head of black hair which never went grey, and glasses which gave him the appearance of intellectualism. ‘These,’ he used to say, tapping them, ‘saved me from the Army.’ On winter afternoons his glasses misted up and he wore a red-and-white football scarf, knitted by Mum years before. Mum had no interest in football; her only opinion on the game was that a man ought to wear a nice scarf when watching it.




    It wasn’t until I was six or so that I was allowed to make my first visit to the Arsenal ground with Max and Dad. I was given an old scarf of Max’s and tottered along apprehensively behind him, amid a gang of shouting, smoking, laughing men in cream coats and hats. I had no real enthusiasm for the game; just a strong sense that, if I managed to enjoy it, I would raise myself in their estimation. The stew of the crowd thickened through the narrow streets leading up to the football ground, and strange ingredients were thrown in: hollering programme-sellers, policemen on enormous horses. It felt as if everyone were converging on the stadium not for entertainment, but for some serious and frightening purpose. Max talked showily about different players, ignoring me as best he could, and sighed each time Dad took my arm to guide me around a new obstacle.




    ‘That,’ said Max, pointing at a sign for Victoria Street, ‘was named after our sister.’




    ‘Really?’




    He snorted. ‘Of course not. My God, you’re thick.’




    ‘No need for that, Max,’ said Dad, too mildly to make any impression on my brother. Neither of our parents raised their voices as a rule, and certainly not to reprimand Max, who was top of his class, talented at cricket, and would end up at Oxford.




    He was a streaky, wily kid, with greasy curls and an expression of cunning which scarcely ever relaxed. They say if you see the boy of seven, you see the man, or something like that: I’m getting fuzzier on these things as I get older. Anyway, it was certainly true of Max. In the faded leather album of my baby photos, Max’s face appears creased in calculations of what I will cost him in attention. It’s a fox-like face, unboyishly nuanced and knowing, and it seems already to know the high-flying life in store: the pin-striped shirts and monogrammed pens, the financial operations, the easy, cynical banter with blonde divorcées in West End nightspots.




    When we got inside the stadium, the mass of bigger humans was even more daunting: thousands of white faces packed together, so tightly it was impossible to look at one and say which body it belonged to. Dad went off to join his colleagues in the press box, and though I heard him say ‘Look after him’, I knew Max had no such intention. The terrace was jammed with limbs and bodies; behind me a boy of about sixteen was using my shoulder as a shelf to get a better view. There was a vast roar as the teams took to the field, and it swelled as the game progressed. Each surge of noise had a threatening quality; I felt as if the shouting were out of control, might sweep me physically off my feet. Max joined in hoarsely, his just-broken voice rising in confident yells. I wanted desperately to pee, but could not ask my scornful brother where to go, and would never be able to make my way back.




    Eventually there was a goal, and the men all around us yelled louder than ever, rocking with delight. The crowd staggered this way and that across the terraces, like a pantomime horse whose actors are going in different directions; I lost my footing and cracked my knee on the concrete. Tears sprang into my eyes as a stranger yanked me to my feet. Max glanced across in distaste and, with a demonstrative sigh, beckoned me to follow him. Without taking his eyes off the game he led me up the long slope of steps and delivered me to the press box. Dad was hunched over his notebook scrawling the strange hieroglyphics used by journalists before computers arrived.




    ‘What’s up, Dominic? Not enjoying the game?’




    I shook my head wretchedly.




    ‘Come and help me with the report, then.’




    The atmosphere of studiousness in the press box was comforting. The journalists sipped mugs of grey tea and conferred with each other. ‘Who took that shot?’ ‘Danns, I think.’ ‘Oh well,’ said Dad, ‘they’ll never know, anyway, they weren’t here.’ A laugh from everyone. The journalists were all bespectacled and kindly-faced, like him: for some while afterwards I thought all reporters had the same pair of glasses, the way firemen had helmets. In between his note-taking, Dad amused me by pretending to speak to various imaginary characters under the desk. ‘It’s a goal, Mr Mole!’ A couple of the other reporters tried to join in: ‘Close game, Mr Mole!’




    ‘That doesn’t rhyme,’ I objected.




    ‘He’s right, Clive,’ said Dad, and everyone laughed again. I was delighted to find that, here in his workplace, Dad was the person everyone listened to.




    ‘Perhaps you oughtn’t to come until you’re a bit bigger,’ he suggested as he left the box, shaking hands with each of his colleagues, and I nodded gratefully. What I really wanted, though, was not a reprieve from football, but the secret of enjoying it, as everyone else seemed to.




    The next time Arsenal played, I stayed at home, watching Victoria prepare for a party by trying on hat after hat from her formidable collection. My mother bustled about in the kitchen, baking a cake and singing in her absentminded way, ‘The way your smile just beams . . . the way you something-something.’




    Dad and Max came home at half past five, Max full of shrill bluster about the referee – ‘Bloody idiot should have brought his guide dog!’ With them came Mr Linus, our next-door neighbour. Mr Linus was athletic-looking, nimble, as thin as the washing line that hung in his garden. He was an antiques dealer, with a moustache like the ones sported by pilots in war films. His wife was the physical opposite: pink and flabby as a blancmange, slow-moving, always propping herself heavily against the fence to gossip loudly with my mother. Although he sometimes went to the football with Max and Dad, Mr Linus supported the rival team, Tottenham.




    ‘So, has Dominic been down the Arsenal yet, or is he doing the decent thing and holding out for a proper team?’




    ‘No, Dominic doesn’t like football,’ Max called from the hall.




    ‘Doesn’t like it? Blimey O’Reilly,’ said Mr Linus, sipping his tea.




    This was the first time it was spoken as a fact, and almost from that moment sport and I became official enemies. But it was still the key to Max’s acceptance, so from time to time I tried to join in his noisy skirmishes with other teenagers on our street. One Sunday afternoon they were kicking a tennis ball around; some lump of a youth hoofed it into the garden of an unfriendly old couple who were renowned confiscatory. There were general groans. Max summoned me from my vantage point in our patch of front garden.




    ‘Reckon you can get over that wall?’




    My heart sagged. ‘I’ll try.’




    ‘If you can get the ball back,’ said Max, ‘you can play.’




    I scrambled over the wall, skinning my knee, and scampered onto the forbidden lawn expecting to be shouted at. I fetched the ball and got back over the wall and the game went on just as before. Not sure which team I was meant to be on, I ran around after the rush of shrieking boys, always a few steps behind, never getting to kick the ball.




    ‘I thought you said I could play,’ I said to Max, next time there was a pause in the game.




    ‘You are playing. You just aren’t any good.’




    There was a worse snub early in my first year at secondary school. Max was a prefect by now and about to apply to Oxford; at night, he studied soundlessly under the Anglepoise lamp, whose white glare nudged at the edges of my eyelids as I tried to sleep. If I shuffled around, or fell asleep and started to snore, he would sigh peevishly. ‘Can you not be quieter? I’m trying to work.’




    Towards the end of the Christmas term we were playing rugby, as on every Wednesday afternoon, on a pitch which successive weeks of matches had raked up into a broth of mud. It was horribly cold and my hands were pink and stiff and caked in dirt. At one point I had shoved them down my jumper, only to be passed the ball; I fumbled it and was knocked down enthusiastically by a twelve-stone boy who already had a moustache. When at last it was time to go I ran to the pavilion where we were meant to change before being ferried back to school in ancient creaking buses. The changing rooms smelled sourly of sweat and of liniments used by older players, the stench of sport: it hung so densely in the air that I doubt they have got rid of it even now, more than forty years on. The floor was strewn with clumps of muck shaken from boots, and little puddles of water left by those brave enough to stand in the icy showers. Sometimes the class troublemakers would sweep your clothes off the changing bench into the puddles: this was called ‘puddling’, and everyone went out of their way to be friends with the boys who were best at it.




    That afternoon my fingers were so leaden with cold that I struggled to do up the buttons on my shirt, and saw with alarm the other boys getting ahead of me in the race to be dressed. My right boot was tied with a double bow, and I’d run the laces along the underside to make sure they stayed fastened: one of the pieces of advice Dad had given me on my first day. Now, mud was packed down so thickly along the bottom of the boot that I couldn’t get at the laces, and my freezing fingers picked in vain at the knot. I tugged at the boot, more and more furiously, but it was so filthy that it was impossible to grip. I sat in my shirt, tie, shorts and boots, comically half-dressed, mud on my hands, feeling the cold grip of panic.




    The engines of the buses were growling outside and the quickest boys were already on their way. One or two glanced pityingly at me. The changing room emptied, the boot was stuck, and I wanted to weep. In desperation I tottered outside, my boots as useless as ice-skates on the hard ground. I had no plan, just a vague hope of finding a teacher who might help me discreetly, but then I caught sight of Max.




    He was walking with a mate, a rogue called Rowlands who was sometimes to be found lurking around our kitchen, accepting handouts of cake from Mum. Now he cupped an illicit cigarette in his hand. ‘Max!’ I called.




    ‘Hey,’ said Rowlands with a mocking grin, ‘is that Kitchen Minor?’




    Max shrugged and walked on as if I were not there.




    ‘Yes!’ I called after them. ‘I am! Max!’




    ‘I believe it is your brother, Kitchen,’ said Rowlands, clawing his hair out of his eyes.




    ‘Good detective work,’ said Max, still not looking round.




    ‘Max, help!’ I shouted, but the two of them went on their way.




    My cheeks burned; the wind whistled through the pavilion and lashed at my exposed legs. The bus driver honked at me to hurry up. I went back into the changing room, gathered up my jumble of muddy sportswear, and hobbled miserably across the car park. The sight of me half-dressed brought a throaty chorus of mirth from the thirty or so boys on the bus; even the teacher broke into a grin. ‘An interesting interpretation of the school uniform, Kitchen,’ he said. ‘Might you have taken off your boots and put your trousers on?’




    ‘I couldn’t get them off,’ I muttered. This was received with even more laughter. I sat in the one remaining seat next to an unpopular, odd-smelling boy called Stephens, looked out of the window and pretended not to cry.




    When we got back to school things were even worse; I had to trail across the playground in my disarray, avoiding everyone’s eye. I’d begun to feel as if I would be dressed like this well into my adult life. By the school’s imposing black gates I looked for Mum, whose fingers could have unpicked a knot tied by the devil himself. Although the school was close enough to us to walk home, she liked to come and collect me, the youngest of her children. But today something had detained her, and here instead was my sister Victoria.




    She was wearing a hat, as usual: a red beret, beneath which her hair flicked at the tips of her ears. She had a Louise Brooks haircut, very short and even; it was too short for Mum’s liking, one of several traits our mother found unbecomingly boy-like. Victoria wore a green double-breasted coat with large black buttons, which I’d heard our mother describe as ‘an extravagance’. The colour alone was a shock to the eye. In the middle of the dowdy grey-and-brown crowd she stood out like a living person in a waxwork museum. Her large lips curled into a quizzical grin as I neared.




    ‘Dommo! What the hell happened?’




    ‘Stuck,’ I muttered.




    ‘Was Max not around?’




    ‘He ignored me.’




    ‘I’ll kill him when we get home,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Right, hang on for dear life.’




    She gestured to the school gates. I gripped the ironwork and Victoria clamped her hands around the gooey edges of the left boot, prising it from my foot quite easily. Behind me, what had begun as further jeering was beginning to die away. Victoria was twenty, and there was an ease about her which none of the boys – and in fact few of the parents or teachers – could match. She turned her attention to my other foot.




    ‘Christ,’ she said, wiping mud from her hands onto her own boots, ‘this is a stubborn little fucker.’




    A wolf-whistle came from one of the watching crowd behind me. Victoria’s head swivelled, reminding me of one of the birds in Finsbury Park, and her glinting eyes sought out the whistler, a rat-faced youth called Sanderson. She shot him a look of such disdain that his face went bright red in half a second. The other boys’ braying now fell on him, and I felt my back straighten. Then I lurched sideways, almost thrown off my feet, as Victoria gave a mighty tug on the boot.




    ‘I told you to hang on!’ We both laughed; she wiped her hands again and renewed her grip. I looked at her fingernails, painted red, now smeared with dirt. She gave a little shout and tore the heavy boot away from my foot.




    ‘Victory is ours!’




    There was good-sported clapping from a couple of the watching parents, and she wiped her brow with the back of her hand in an exaggerated gesture, like a mountaineer at the summit. Then from somewhere among the spectators came the voice of Rowlands, my brother’s friend. ‘Heard you were good with your hands!’




    Neither I nor my classmates could have said exactly what this meant, but Rowlands’ gang began to laugh. It was now Victoria’s turn to colour. Then she drew back her left arm and let the boot fly. In front of the startled spectators it skimmed through the air and struck Rowlands clean on the ear. He yelped and staggered backwards, his hand pressed to the side of his head. There was an uproar of laughs, shouts and cheers. Victoria scooped up my school bag and grabbed my arm.




    ‘Shoes on! Let’s run!’




    Like an outlaw’s sidekick I charged down the road with her, heart pounding in my ears as I ran to keep up, exhilarated. We ran until we reached the Shipmate on the corner of our road, panting and laughing wildly.




    ‘Well, Dam,’ she said as her breath came back,’ don’t tell Mum, but we may have to go shopping for a single boot.’




    After this celebrated episode Victoria became a regular talking point among my peers, and sure enough my own status in the class rose accordingly.




    ‘Kitchen, why is your sister’s hair so short?’




    ‘Does she have boyfriends? Who does she go out with?’




    ‘Kitchen, do you sleep in the same bedroom as your sister?’




    I tended to evade these questions as well as I could. Partly this was because of some desire to protect Victoria’s privacy, as if she were a film star and they were news-hounds, rather than eleven-year-old boys she would never meet. But in truth Victoria was almost as mysterious to me as she was to my classmates. This was not, as in Max’s case, due to aloofness, but simply because as a twenty-year-old woman she might as well have been a member of an entirely different species.




    I always had the impression she could appear or disappear at any time. Although she lived with us I sometimes barely saw her for days at a stretch. She smoked cigarettes at breakfast and cooked her own meals at what seemed impossible times in our generally orderly household; I would marvel at the smell of toasted cheese wafting up from downstairs at midnight. In the bedroom next to mine, on Saturday nights, I heard her and her friends holding noisy post-pub chatter I couldn’t follow.




    ‘Mark my words, in a few years, all models will be like that. They’ll all look like ghosts and be as skinny as fucking rakes.’




    ‘You’ll be all right, Vic. You’ve got hair like a boy.’




    ‘I haven’t got a bum like a boy. Look at it.’




    ‘You’ve got a lovely arse. I wish I had those curves.’




    ‘Well, none of us is going to be a model, anyhow. So let’s finish this cheese off, it’s not going to eat itself.’




    Where Max was at pains to shut his world away from me, Victoria allowed me unexpected glimpses of hers. One Saturday afternoon she called me from upstairs. ‘Domino!’ I was sitting on my parents’ longest-serving piece of furniture, a pea-green Chesterfield, running my fingers up and down the pattern of holes in its body and half watching some war film or other. Arsenal were playing at home, so I was on my own. Mum was preparing a casserole for evening guests; the smell of cooking meat poured from the kitchen, and her singing lilted over the puff and hiss of the heavy old kettle. ‘Something-something-something, the something vie en rose.’ At the sound of Victoria’s voice, I rose straight away and scampered up the stairs.




    ‘Dam!’ the voice called again, muffled and distant: I realized it was coming from the bathroom. ‘Be the best brother ever and get me my book, will you? It’s just on the bed, there.’




    I pushed open the door of her bedroom. Inside it was, as always, like a lost-property box. Dresses and hats and shoes lay haphazardly around; plates bore the remnants of barely remembered snacks. On the bed was a little green packet of tablets, and as she had said, the book: Lolita. It was a heavy hardback with a cover in primary colours. I picked it up and knocked tentatively on the bathroom door.




    ‘Come in!’




    I nudged the door open. Victoria was lying in the bath, cocooned in soupy, foamy water. Baths were another thing she seemed to indulge in at entirely unpredictable times of the day. Her head rested against the wall with its grid of brown tiles, installed in the fifties and already dated. The tips of her shoulders, reddened by the hot water, were just visible above the water-line. At the other end of the bath her shins rose out of the water, and her feet rested next to the taps. Although nothing else of her could be seen over the high sides of the tub, I averted my eyes with what I imagined was gentlemanly discretion. Victoria laughed at my coyness.




    ‘You can look at me! I saw you naked the day you were born!’




    Her eyes, deep brown – almost as dark as her hair – shone with amusement. She had a roundish nose, soft at the tip, and today she had bright red lipstick on. It was an attractive face because of its overall effect rather than any specific feature, which I suppose was true of Victoria in general. Her attraction for most people seemed to lie in some quality impossible to miss, but equally impossible to describe.




    I let my eyes rise from the messy heap of her discarded clothes and come to rest upon Victoria herself.




    ‘What am I missing downstairs?’ she asked. ‘Any excitement?’




    ‘Mum’s making a casserole.’




    She laughed softly. ‘Yes, I smelled that. I should think they can smell it in France.’




    Water gurgled in the pipes behind the wall.




    ‘Want to see something secret?’ she asked.




    Her left leg rose slowly out of the bath, a pink foot brushing against the porcelain tap with its swirling ‘H’. Just above the rim of the water, a little way up from her knee, I could see a small green and brown mark. I had forgotten my embarrassment now. I leaned closer and the mark, at first hard to make out, revealed its shape.




    ‘A tortoise!’




    ‘It’s a tattoo.’ Victoria patted the tiny head proudly with a forefinger. ‘What do you make of that?’




    She had always been fond of tortoises, and sometimes during the holidays she looked after one belonging to her friend Maudie. She would take me outside to watch it shuffling indifferently around our little strip of garden, poking its head into clumps of grass and bush. I stared at the image inked on her thigh.




    ‘It’s excellent,’ I said after some consideration.




    She laughed. ‘Thanks, Dom.’




    ‘Where did you . . . get it?’




    ‘A bloke in Willesden.’




    ‘Did it hurt?’




    ‘It did, rather.’




    My mind struggled to paint the scene from the limited palette of my imagination: a big, bald man sticking a needle into my sister’s flesh, in a dingy room in a part of London I had never been to, while the radio played pop music and people stood around smoking and discussing sex or parties.




    ‘Penny for your thoughts.’




    ‘Really?’




    ‘Well, it’s just a phrase, but if you insist on being paid to talk to me, I’ll see what I can do.’




    ‘I was just wondering if Mum and Dad know.’




    Victoria let a soft whistle of amusement through her teeth. ‘Of course not! Can you imagine? Not that it’s any of their business. But imagine the fuss. You don’t know him from Adam!’ She retracted her leg slowly and the tortoise vanished from sight. ‘If word got round at church, poor old Mum would hardly dare go up for the communion.’ Her eyebrows lifted with an affectionate scorn, and the dark eyes shone at me again. ‘So, Dom, you must take this secret to the grave.’




    Our mother was still singing her ‘something-somethings’ downstairs. We listened for a moment.




    ‘It’s not their fault,’ Victoria said, nodding vaguely in the direction of the singing. ‘They grew up thinking you weren’t allowed to do anything, you mustn’t spend any money. They find it hard to understand that we . . .’




    In the middle of this sentence, the front door swung open downstairs; there was a pair of thuds as Max kicked off his shoes, and a few low words exchanged. Mr Linus made some quip and gave a barking laugh to support it, and Dad responded with a rueful chortle. I sensed that Arsenal had lost. Victoria picked up the novel and, as I slipped out of the bathroom, tapped her nose to remind me of our pact.




    What made me begin to idolize Victoria was her rebellion not so much against authority – all that was on a pretty minor scale – but against the polite routines of our household and of everyday life in general. She was the one who animated our family. She insisted on observing Midsummer’s Day with a picnic and finding a sledge-worthy hill as soon as it began to snow. Every year she took me to Bonfire Night at Alexandra Palace, which our mother had always avoided because the noise of fireworks reminded her of bombs dropping.




    ‘You only live once, Dom,’ she used to tell me, ‘and some people don’t even do that.’




    On the way to Southwold for our annual holiday, she started endless games and kept running jokes alive from year to year. She painted her room black, organized strawberry-picking, took herself off to open-air concerts or underground art exhibitions. Lying sleepless in my bed as Max worked at the desk in the corner, I would hear her heading out for the night and wish, wherever she was going, that I could go too.




    Not so long ago – in 2003, or one of these increasingly odd-sounding years – I was taking photographs at a marketing awards ceremony. It’s the kind of job I never have much appetite for: pointing the camera at leering middle-managers as they pose, stinking of aftershave, with their worthless trophies. The event was over and I was packing my camera into its case when somebody tapped me on the shoulder and said my name, tentatively: ‘Kitchen?’ I turned around and after a short effort recognized the speaker. It was Rowlands, the boy hit by the boot.




    To see a man at the wrong end of his life, having previously encountered him long ago when it was all still to come, is a disquieting experience. The decades had claimed most of Rowlands’ long hair; he had shaved the grey fuzz into a skinhead style ill-suited to a man of his age. For a moment I felt glad of my own unkempt mop. My brother’s old classmate was paunchy these days, and wore a dinner jacket that was slightly too small.




    ‘Dominic Kitchen! Little Dominic Kitchen! I thought it was you. Never forget a face. Ha, ha.’ He was drunk, and leaned unpleasantly close to my face as he spoke.




    ‘Rowlands?’ I had never known his first name, I realized.




    ‘Pete Rowlands.’ He extended his hand; for a nasty moment I thought he might give me a business card. ‘So, you’re in this game these days? Taking the pictures?’




    ‘I’m a freelance photographer,’ I said. ‘Mostly weddings and so on, but I also . . .’




    But he hadn’t really been interested, and moved the conversation in its inevitable next direction.




    ‘What became of Max in the end? We stayed in touch for a while. Haven’t seen him now for, what, forty years!’ He grinned as if the relentless passing of time were a pretty funny thing.




    ‘He manages sportspeople. Part owns the business.’




    ‘Sportspeople! Any I’d have heard of?’




    ‘Cricketers, mostly. And he runs corporate events. Very rich, anyway.’




    Rowlands chuckled. ‘Bet he is! Clever bastard, Max! Give him my regards.’ This platitude becomes more and more hollow as you get older. Then his eyes flickered craftily.




    ‘And of course,’ he said, ‘there was that beautiful sister of yours . . .’




    I felt my voice get stuck in my throat and swallowed several times to loosen it. A piece of good fortune released me from the conversation, however: one of the evening’s prize-winners was trying to attract my attention. He wanted to be snapped once more, holding his ugly engraved vase. I seized the chance. ‘I’m sorry, I’m still on duty . . .’




    Rowlands pressed his sweaty hand against mine again. ‘Of course. Duty calls. Ha, ha. Well, as I say. Regards to Max.’




    He waddled back into the throng of drunken executives and disappeared from view. I stood there for a short while, unable to believe that it was indeed more than forty years since I had last seen him. For a few moments, I almost convinced myself it simply couldn’t be true; that it was still some much earlier year, and all I needed to do was knock on a bedroom door to see Victoria again. Then the prize-winner struck a pose, and with unsteady hands I slung the camera strap around my neck.








  



    

       

    




    II




    When you’re young, the family routine has the air of absolute permanence and rightness. Certain components of the weekend slotted so reliably into place that it never struck me they might not be the same in everyone’s house. Victoria worked at the corner shop, came home drunk from the Shipmate and crashed her way up the stairs. Max read maths books at the dinner table. Dad dictated his football reports patiently down the phone line, still finding time to play chess with me. He would end the game with a cheerful quip. ‘Good and bad news, Dominic. Bad news is, it’s checkmate.’




    ‘So what’s the good news?’




    ‘The good news is the same. But it’s only good news for me.’




    Mum observed all this activity from a certain distance. She cooked a roast on Sundays, knitted, and made a hobby out of domestic economies: keeping bars of soap until they were as thin as fingers, walking four miles to the shops and back to save the bus fare.




    But when I was twelve Max went to Oxford, and things began to change.




    On a very warm afternoon late in September, we all went together to deliver Max to his new home. The three children sat uncomfortably in the back, thigh to thigh against the hot leather like potatoes baking in an oven, surrounded by Max’s belongings in cardboard boxes. Victoria had woken late and missed breakfast; she munched on a sweaty-smelling cheese sandwich. Dad was in even chirpier spirits than usual and kept singing snatches of a song, something about the banks of the Cherwell.




    Max gritted his teeth each time it started up.




    ‘Where did you get that bloody song from?’




    ‘This is a momentous day!’ Dad said. ‘First Kitchen to attend Oxford in more than seven hundred years!’




    ‘Oh, stop singing it, Harry, if it’s annoying him.’




    ‘He might as well get into the spirit,’ Victoria chimed in, muffled by the sandwich. ‘He’ll soon have a gown on and be singing and buggering merrily away.’




    ‘Victoria, that’s enough, thank you.’




    ‘I think it’s pretty much enough from everyone,’ growled Max.




    Given that Max had been anticipating Oxford for years, tunnelling relentlessly towards it by the light of the Anglepoise, I was surprised at what a bad mood he seemed to be in. His face looked sore from over-shaving. He was noticeably distracted when Victoria began our customary travel game, reading the letters off the number plate of a Fiat as it passed.




    ‘Ladies and gentlemen, your letters are G-H-O.’




    Once the number plate had been called out, the players had twenty seconds to make the longest possible word containing its letters in the right order.




    Max tugged irritably at a lock of his over-treated hair. ‘Do we have to?’




    Victoria glanced at him in amusement. ‘Not got a good one?’




    ‘All right, ghostly.’




    ‘Seven letters! Is that the best you can do?’ Victoria nudged me, bringing me into the joke.




    Max shifted irritably in his warm patch of seat. ‘What’s your word, then, genius?’




    ‘Ghettoization.’




    ‘What on earth does that mean?’ Mum swivelled round, baffled.




    ‘It means putting people in a ghetto,’ said Max sullenly, looking out at the motorway.




    ‘Putting them in what?’




    ‘Separating them, in other words. Isolating them,’ Victoria elaborated, ‘like, for example, women in certain establishments, or . . .’




    ‘Shut up.’




    ‘. . . in certain universities.’




    ‘Shut up, Victoria. I’m not in the mood.’




    ‘Never mind,’ said Mum. ‘I shouldn’t have asked, anyway.’




    Max, still smoothing his hair with restless sweeps of one hand, glared at us and resumed his looking out of the window. Victoria and I exchanged a grin. Max wrinkled his nose as, with antagonistic gusto, she finished off the cheese sandwich.




    The centre of Oxford was clogged with little cars dropping off serious young men and their belongings. We were directed to a pale stone building. Above the entrance to the stairwell, names had been written in a fussy hand which made them look as if they had been there a hundred years already.




    

      

        

          1. KITCHEN, M.




          2. SHILLINGWORTH, T.




          3. RODWELL, J.


        


      


    




    I still think of the few moments I spent looking up at my brother’s name next to ‘Shillingworth, T.’. To think that at the time this name meant nothing to me gives the memory a peculiar quality, almost makes me doubt that it comes from my own life.




    We spent an hour or so carrying belongings from the car into the bare room. I stayed close to Victoria, who hefted boxes out of the boot two at a time under Mum’s wary glance. ‘Careful. Get Max to help with that one.’




    ‘I’m fine,’ Victoria muttered.




    ‘She’s like a boy, she really is,’ lamented Mum, watching Victoria stride across the quad.




    No sooner had Max got settled in his new digs than he became noticeably impatient for us to leave, but Dad had made tea and continued to savour the occasion. Pausing to look out of the window onto the deserted lawn, he said, ‘I bet there have been some famous figures in this room, over the years.’




    Max grunted non-committally.




    ‘Wordsworth was at this college, I believe, wasn’t he?’




    ‘Cambridge,’ muttered Max.




    ‘Perhaps he was looking out of this very window,’ Dad went on, ignoring him, ‘as he wrote – what was it – Earth has not anything to show more fair . . .’




    ‘It was London,’ said Max, ‘and he was actually at Cambridge.’




    ‘My point exactly,’ Dad nodded. ‘What a marvellous history.’




    ‘Still, Oxford and Cambridge are the same sort of thing, aren’t they,’ said Mum, earning a rancid look from Max.




    When at last he could decently be rid of us Max saw us out into the yard, and there we encountered ‘Rodwell, J.’. He was short, had hair that was already receding, and spoke in a brash, clipped voice which reminded me of people on the radio.




    ‘I’ve just met the other chap,’ said Rodwell. ‘Tom Shillingworth. Very nice fellow. Do you know, he already plays cricket for Surrey.’ Rodwell’s little eyes gleamed excitably behind the spectacles. ‘Think we’ve struck lucky, landing next to him!’ This, again, was a moment I would look back on many times.




    ‘It’s all been a bit much, today,’ Mum said quietly on the way home. This was a phrase she often used at the end of a day of even moderate activity. Sometimes she gave the impression life itself was a bit much.




    I glanced at Victoria, who had closed her eyes and was leaning against the window. Outside, the sun was beginning to set a pretty pink over the tarmac flatlands of the motorway. For the first time I could remember, there were only four of us: it was as if a hand had reached into the car and plucked Max away.




    The next evening was another warm one. Victoria came home at about teatime and went straight out to the garden to check on Hercules, her friend’s tortoise. She was wearing a straw summer hat, sandals and a red gingham dress which inched up as she crouched on the ground and shook out the contents of a bag salvaged from the corner shop. The tortoise immediately began to chew at a lettuce leaf, and she ran her hand approvingly over its shell.




    ‘Not the same without Max, is it!’




    ‘No,’ I said,’ it’s better.’




    She cackled at this. It was always a good, adult feeling, making her laugh.




    Our next-door neighbour Mrs Linus appeared at the fence, a washing basket in her chubby arms. Her face was wide and pink; she breathed distractingly loudly even when at rest. Although she was probably the same age as our parents, I imagined her twenty years older.




    ‘Max gone to Oxford, then, ’as ’e?’




    She was one of those people whose main conversational pleasure lies in the reiteration of known facts.




    ‘Yes. Went yesterday.’




    ‘Brainy one, i’n’ ’e!’




    ‘He certainly is.’ Victoria smiled politely and turned back towards me as if to continue our conversation, but Mrs Linus’s attention had been caught by Hercules the tortoise. ‘Been lumped with ’im again, ’ave you!’ She watched in amusement as the tortoise started to sniff around the empty bag. ‘Funny little thing, i’n’ ’e! What’s ’e eat?’




    Victoria smiled with obvious effort. ‘Oh, lettuce and so on.’




    Hercules had now wandered halfway into the bag, and was jerking his head around, trying to shake it off. Mrs Linus cackled. ‘Stupid little bugger, i’n’ ’e!’




    ‘That tortoise may be stupid,’ said Victoria, ‘but he is likely to live to at least a hundred. He’ll be here when you and I are long gone.’




    That brought the conversation to a halt, but it was reanimated by the dashing figure of Mr Linus, who appeared on the lawn wearing a white cap and a pair of sunglasses. ‘Blimey O’Reilly, Pat. Gonna be out here all bloody night?’




    ‘I was just saying about Max, gone up to Oxford.’




    ‘Yes, yes. Anyone’d think he’d been knighted.’ Mr Linus gave us a wry twitch of his eyebrows. ‘Bet you’re getting sick of the subject, eh!’




    ‘Oh, we’ve been sick of it for quite a while,’ Victoria replied breezily.




    Mr Linus laughed and turned his attention to me. ‘Now, Dom, I know you’re not a football fan, but ask your dad if he happened to see the Spurs score yesterday!’




    I said I would. Mr Linus nodded approvingly, raised his cap to Victoria and put his hand on Mrs Linus’s arm. ‘We’ve got to be going, love.’




    We watched them go back across the lawn, at Mrs Linus’s waddling speed. Mr Linus waited patiently as she bent over to put her washing basket down by the line and straightened up again as slowly as a cruise liner. He took her arm again and guided her inside.




    That was the last time we ever saw Mr Linus. Three days later he left for ever. It was weeks before Victoria and I found out, though, and even then only through corner-shop gossip. One day she came bounding up the stairs with even more vigour than usual and hammered on my door. ‘Dom! Sensational news!’




    She waited until dinner before confronting our parents.




    ‘Is it true that Mr Linus has gone?’




    There was a pause. They looked at each other and set down their cutlery, as if by prior arrangement.




    ‘I believe it is,’ said Dad in the end, frowning at the boiled potatoes on his plate.




    ‘Why?’




    Dad shook his head. ‘We’ve no idea.’




    ‘Are they getting divorced? You must have talked about it.’




    ‘There’s talking about it, and there’s sticking your nose in,’ said Mum. ‘We’ve been round to make sure Mrs Linus is all right. We haven’t been prying.’




    ‘Cracking bit of beef,’ said Dad, not bothering to disguise his intention to close the conversation down.




    ‘Goodness.’ Victoria’s dark eyes were dancing. ‘Drama on Park Street! I wonder what it was? Has he run off with a Czechoslovakian dowager? Or perhaps he’s in trouble with the law and has done a bunk? Or perhaps . . .’




    ‘Perhaps it’s none of our business,’ said Dad.




    Victoria’s cheeks smarted at this uncharacteristically tart put-down. She took a large chunk of meat and chewed it resentfully. There was a long lull punctuated only by cutlery clatter and averted eyes.




    ‘I can’t see how it can not be your business to ask after people who are pretty much your closest friends,’ Victoria muttered at last.




    ‘No, well,’ said Mum, ‘there we are.’




    ‘Lovely bit of beef,’ Dad confirmed, and that was that for the biggest conversation topic of recent times.




    After dinner, Victoria and I adjourned to her room, where I perched on the edge of the bed while she shoved open the window and blew cigarette clouds into the night. We received dispatches from Dad’s football report as he dictated it downstairs. ‘Arsenal were saved by the capricious mistress of the penalty kick. C-a-p . . .’
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