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  In memory of Alan Watts, 1915–73




  





  One




  It was one of the distant, lost afternoons of the 1970s when I first met Crazy Uncle Henry. The week, the month, the year – they don’t

  matter. Henry taught me that. The divisions of the calendar and of the clock are nothing more than ripples sketched on water.




  I was seventeen years old. I had heard rumours of Uncle Henry, but I had never actually met him. Visits weren’t encouraged by my father, and, so far as I knew, were never soli cited by

  Henry either.




  All I knew about Henry was what I could find out from my father when he dropped his guard – a rare event. It emerged then from time to time as a garbled bulletin. Henry was on the run from

  the police in Mexico. Henry had made a ‘packet’ smuggling ‘pot’, but had blown it all on a sports car that he crashed into a tree in Cap Ferrat. Henry had hooked up with the

  Maharishi Ji in Rishikesh and had converted to Vedantism. Neither my father nor I had much idea what a Vedantist was, but my father was convinced that it was in some manner disreputable, or

  inauthentic – ‘a con’. Most recently, the story was that Henry was living on a riverboat in the West Country with a waif – a ballet dancer by some accounts, a singer by

  others – who suffered from bouts of schizophrenia, or paranoia, or common-or-garden madness.




  These dispatches were delivered to me by my father with a speck of reluctant amusement that was edged by a corona of disapproval. Ray worked hard and followed the rules. He smelled faintly of

  leather and other people’s socks, and bore a slight stoop from undertaking too many fittings in the shoe shop he managed. He died at the age of sixty-three of a heart attack, selling a pair

  of Doc Marten boots disapprovingly to an impertinent Goth who had goaded him about his display of buckled patent-leather loafers. He did the right thing all his life and as a result he never really

  had a life. So the idea that his brother could profit from reckless and irresponsible behaviour offended his sense of natural justice.




  Henry, two years older than my father – he had just turned fifty when I first met him – was, according to Ray, a ‘weirdo’. He’d trod the Katmandu trail, he’d

  ridden the Marrakesh Express, he’d worked as a roadie for the Stones, he’d met Timothy Leary in San Francisco, he’d been on the Haight-Ashbury before it degenerated into a freak

  show. Lately, he was claiming to have cleaned himself up and to be working on a Book That Would Change the World.




  From the photographs I’d seen, he was physically impressive, long and lean with chiselled cheekbones and heavy-lidded, mesmeric grey eyes. It would have been impossible to guess, at a

  glance, that he was my father’s brother – Ray was four inches shorter, with a face that was somehow deeply generic; you could imagine that there were thousands of Rays, but only one

  Henry. The roundness and redness of middle age, the lank brown hair that was losing its struggle for purchase, the eyes that held no distinguishable colour at all, the softening of the angles of a

  face that had never been very angular in the first place.




  Henry, said Ray, never quite without bitterness, always had money. This good fortune, coupled with Henry’s recklessness, was another source of grievance for my father. Ray was not quite

  sure where Henry obtained his alleged money – my father suspected it was from the rich, beautiful women Ray believed he consistently picked up and discarded like motes picked idly out of the

  air – but he had managed to get through most of his adult life without a straight job.




  It was my father who christened him Crazy Henry. So far as I know, no one else ever called him that.




  Although I feigned indifference – my personality being scarcely formed, indifference was all I had in the way of psychological stock – I was intrigued when Ray told me that Crazy

  Uncle Henry was coming to visit. I was looking forward to something – anything – that might interrupt the inertia of the passage of time in Buthelezi House, the very ordinary low-rise

  council block in which we lived.




  The name of the block belied its absolutely quotidian nature. A far-left council, infiltrated by Trotskyists, named the block after the Zulu Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi, founder of the Inkatha

  Freedom Party, who was in those days at least as well known a symbol of the South African struggle as his rival in the ANC, Nelson Mandela. Whether Chief Buthelezi was pleased with the honour

  bestowed on him, I could not say, but certainly all the residents I ever met had their doubts, envying those neighbours in the more conventional Chesterton House or The Pines. ‘I mean, who

  wants to say they live in Buthelezi House? It’s not exactly Hyde Park Gate, is it?’ was Ray’s view of the matter.




  I didn’t really think of living in Buthelezi House as living at all. It was a process, a situation, that fell well short of life. Worse, there was no sense of latency – merely the

  certainty of further stasis. It felt that it would be for ever. I sometimes wished it was violent, or crumbling, like some nearby council blocks – there was at least a certain grim drama to

  poverty and decay. But it was well kept and respectable, with carefully tended communal gardens and lifts that worked.




  It wasn’t only our location that oppressed me. The entire decade seemed to have got stuck somewhere, in the craw of something, choked off, the flow of air restricted. It was as if we were

  waiting for a new time to bloom while the old one was on life support, waiting for the plug to be finally pulled. The cheap brightness of the 1960s was exhausted, but there was no sign that its

  long vapour trail was ready to evanesce, leaving the sky clear for new beginnings. The stultification expressed itself in triviality: novelty records crowded the charts; adults dressed as children

  in violently coloured dungarees and stacked cartoon shoes. Terry and June had replaced JFK and Jackie O as icons of the age.




  My father warned me what to expect of Henry, despite the rumours of reinvention and literary aspiration. Henry was liable to be dirty, dishevelled and barely articulate. He would be high on some

  psychotropic substance or other. He would inevitably ask for money, or a favour, since there was no other reason my father could imagine him coming to visit. Ray hadn’t seen Henry for fifteen

  years – although he had received the occasional letter, and even more occasional phone call – but he had little doubt that his brother would be unchanged, that was to say, feckless,

  self-involved and entirely out of touch with what Ray liked to think of as reality.




  He would not necessarily be unhinged – my father had spoken to him on the telephone in the shop several weeks before, at which time the visit was arranged (we did not yet have a telephone

  at home), and had reported him to be fundamentally coherent. But it was suggested that I would be unable to make much sense of anything he had to say. Ray’s theory was that the drugs would

  have reduced his brain to residual tissue a long time ago.




  When Uncle Henry actually arrived, one monochrome afternoon, on a late-winter day stillborn by a sterile, uncommitted sun, he was nothing like my father had described. As he stepped into our

  bland, overly kempt hallway, he was wearing a verdigris-coloured Harris tweed suit and polished chestnut leather brogues of the kind that I had seen the landed gentry wear in nostalgic films. It

  was clear that my father had expected tatty jeans, a scruffy beard and possibly a kaftan, and was taken aback by Henry’s businesslike appearance – even though the business might have

  been that of a sturdy yeoman buying livestock at a village fair fifty years before.




  He was clean-shaven and clear-eyed. He moved fluidly, as if the nine-tenths of his body that were water dominated the grosser, material parts. When he said hello to me he looked me directly in

  the eye for a long moment. I broke the gaze, then with a beckoning gesture of both hands, and a slight splaying of his arms, Henry tried to summon my father forward for a hug. Ray shrank before

  him, confused. Henry capitulated and offered his hand instead, which my father half-heartedly took, then swiftly let go, as if Henry might be carrying a dangerous communicable disease. I remember

  he called my father Raymond, rather than the accustomed Ray.




  His hair was reasonably long, but well groomed and combed back from the brow, as if the wind had swept it and continued, somehow, to secure it there. There was a streak of grey like a

  badger’s stripe running from crown to nape. If I tried hard enough, I could register faint traces of my father in his face – the slightly jutting ears, the nearly linked eyebrows

  – but on the whole he seemed to be from a different genetic pool altogether.




  He had in his mouth, unlit, a burnished cherrywood pipe, somehow managing the performance without appearing pretentious. When he spoke, the vowels were clipped, the consonants precise, like a

  Third Programme announcer. He had been public school-educated until my grandparents’ money ran out – another source of resentment from my father, who had attended a local Church school

  before leaving at the age of fifteen. Henry, on the other hand, had read Divinity at Cambridge, and been awarded a doctorate.




  Henry gave a sense of being impressively cultured, punctuating his conversation with literary quotations and even repeating chunks of poetry from memory. During his visit he recited excerpts

  from Allen Ginsberg’s ‘Howl’ and a few lines from Auden’s ‘1939’. This made my parents suspicious, as if culture itself were another dangerous narcotic that

  would get you into trouble sooner or later.




  Evie – Eve was her given name, but I never heard anyone call her anything but Evie – my mother, was a kind, lightly built, scared-looking woman with an ingrained defensive smile that

  remained, even at rest and without company, as an after-image on her lips. This smile was stitched on to her face as she ushered Ray and Henry into the sitting room. I followed at a safe distance

  – far away enough, I hoped, not to get dragged into any small-talk, which I found excruciating. Henry was offered a drink, a choice between a glass of Amontillado sherry or a dusty bottle of

  London Pale Ale. The sitting room was furnished with Ercol chairs and contained a spindly, 1950s-style circular coffee table decorated with a pattern that suggested space satellites and circulating

  planets.




  Henry politely declined both the proffered drinks, even when pressed urgently by his nervous brother, and requested instead a glass of tap water, which Evie set off to fetch. Then he lowered

  himself into a worn but comfortable green plush wing-back armchair – normally reserved for my father – with an air of entitlement, like a visiting bank manager.




  I noticed that although he sat perfectly still – uncannily so, like a mime artist – his eyes rarely stopped moving, albeit lazily, around the room, taking everything in, holding the

  images momentarily like a mirror then letting them go. Although his urbanity conjured in me a sense of shame in our surroundings – in the shape, quality and surfaces of our life – I

  could detect no judgement in those eyes, only a quiet, analytical curiosity.




  I could see why he made my parents uncomfortable. Without his ever saying a word, the apparition of Henry seemed to question everything my father stood for; and under Henry’s gaze I felt

  that my parents’ life, as well as my own, reduced itself. Henry – I imagined – was viewing each of us through the wrong end of a telescope. It was obvious to me that Ray wanted

  him out of the flat as quickly as possible. In the state of perpetual, sullen resentment towards my parents that I sustained myself in, it made me warm to Henry somewhat, despite my determination

  to have nothing to do with the adult world and what I saw as its ubiquitous, suffocating hypocrisies.




  I wasn’t sure that I entirely liked him, however; neither was I convinced that he liked me. He certainly made no effort to reach out to me, or accommodate my discomfort, which I signalled

  by refusing to sit down and by doodling pointlessly with a blue ballpoint pen on the back of my hand. He seemed to find my behaviour – and everything else for that matter – faintly

  amusing.




  There was certainly a gentle humour about Henry, but with an undertow of gravitas, as if he commanded an Olympian view of life. This aura of unforced amusement was particularly disconcerting. He

  made you feel foolish, without ever really trying to be anything but affable and dry. I’d never met anybody who occupied their skin so completely and comfortably.




  Surprisingly, during that brief meeting, we managed to form the semblance of a bond. It was when my mother and father both left the room briefly – one to use the toilet (I noticed that

  Henry looked slightly pained at the word ‘toilet’), the other to fetch a resupply of Royal Scot biscuits. This left Henry and me briefly alone.




  He looked me up and down in the manner of a biologist studying a specimen. I was wearing a bottle-green grandad vest – three buttons at the top, no collar – and a pair of burgundy

  loon pants, low on the hips, vast at the ankles and tight around the buttocks. I may have been wearing an absurd pair of platform boots with a wooden heel. I had vaguely imagined, before he

  arrived, that Henry might see me as some kind of kindred spirit. But Henry looked very little like the scion of the counterculture that Ray had led me to expect.




  He asked me, conventionally enough, how school was going. I told him I thought it was stupid. Then he asked me how I was getting on with Raymond and Evie. I told him I thought they were stupid.

  He calmly lit his pipe, taking what seemed a very long time, and eventually puffed out a cumulus of blue, fragrant smoke. Then he gave me a curious look, and asked me what I thought of him. Taken

  aback, I replied that I hadn’t had time to form a proper impression. This was not strictly true, as I was unable, despite my best efforts, to find him anything other than intriguing.




  A silence fell, within which Henry seemed entirely comfortable. I began to hope for the return of one or other of my parents. Just to make a dent in the noiseless space, I asked him what he

  thought of me. He inclined his head to one side, and answered, ‘Pretty stupid.’ But he said it in such a kind, wry way, it made me laugh. I tried to disguise it as a cough, but Henry

  wasn’t fooled. In response, he laughed too. In contrast to my brief, high, anxious bark, his laugh came in thick, heavy waves, great booming reverberations, rich and purple-brown like old

  port. When Mum and Dad walked back into the room a few moments later, we were still laughing, him taking the baritone, me the falsetto. A fresh shadow of resentment worked its way across my

  father’s face. The frown lines around his eyes contorted into question marks. Ray and I rarely laughed at the same time, or about the same things.




  Henry stayed for an hour or so in all. The longer he was there, the more uncomfortable my mother and father became, and the more the silences made pit-holes in the conversation, until the talk

  almost entirely ran out of juice. The new supply of Royal Scot biscuits remained untouched, though Evie had pressed them on Henry twice. When at last he got up to leave, claiming, not inaccurately,

  that he had overstayed his welcome, my father didn’t try to conceal his relief. His shoulders relaxed and for the first time he conjured what seemed to me a genuine smile.




  It was never clear why Henry had come that day. When my father asked him, as Henry was making ready to leave, he said that it ‘seemed like it was time’. It was my first intimation

  that Henry didn’t think like my parents, or most of the people I knew. I later found out that he felt no particular need to invent reasons for the things he did. He just did them, without too

  much reflection and without regret. My father, I knew, found this irritating, since he, in contrast, overthought nearly everything. He was paralysed by fear of consequence. I simply found

  Henry’s attitude bewildering. How could you ‘just do’ anything? Didn’t everything have a reason?




  Henry offered me his hand as he left. I can remember the smell of his pipe tobacco – the mysterious inscription on the tin read BORKUM RIFF – and the gentle,

  almost feminine clutch of his long fingers, with their buffed and rounded fingernails, as if very recently manicured. His palm felt dry and warm and I imagined it to possess the character of

  sweetness in some way. It made me think, oddly, of cake.




  In those days people, outside of formal situations, didn’t shake hands very often – it was considered rather ‘continental’. Henry made it seem very natural. He smiled at

  me – as I remember it, after shaking my hand, he even ruffled my hair, thoughtfully pushing it back down into style afterwards. My father would never have dared do such a thing. Had he

  ventured it, I would have shrunk away and he would have wiped his hand on his shirt afterwards – but it seemed quite acceptable, even reassuring, coming from Henry.




  He made his way out to his car, which was of a shape and style I had never seen before, both domestic and faintly sensual at the same time (it was a Volkswagen Karmann Ghia, a swan among ducks

  in the midst of the Morris Minors, Anglias and Cortinas that made up the inventory of vehicles in my street).




  He waved through the open car window, still with his pipe poking from his mouth, inclining it slightly downwards in farewell. Then there was the blare of the exhaust pipe, a cough of backfire,

  and he took off at what seemed a dangerous rate of acceleration.




  For all the impression he had made on me, his light and colour faded like an expiring firework. Buthelezi House had that muffling effect on all experience. Even memory was submerged in a

  grey-green tide of non-eventfulness which I believed would never withdraw.




  But it did, and when it did, I looked back on that drowned banality as a blessing. It was all, really, I knew of innocence.




  





  Two




  Ten months after Henry’s visit, my mother and I were having breakfast together. With her carefully bobbed hair, mail order-catalogue clothes

  and a perpetual pinafore that miraculously never showed a stain, she lived her life by principles of kindness and self-sacrifice towards my father and myself, qualities that both of us took

  entirely for granted. Evie always had a worried look on her face, because she was, in fact, perpetually worried – about nothing in particular and therefore everything.




  I had one A-level paper left to sit – in History – and I was way behind in my revision. My thoughts that morning were all of the First World War and its causes. My studies seemed to

  ask of me why wars in general happened, a conundrum that I considered insoluble. As I ate, I was chewing over the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and weighing its effects on the future

  against those of the Triple Entente. I barely registered – as usual – my mother’s presence. She was sitting in front of me with a copy of the Daily Express, eating lumps

  of old white bread spread with large chunks of peanut butter – peanut butter was possibly her only strong preference in food, always the crunchy variety – and she didn’t look like

  she was enjoying herself. But she hated waste, so she would always eat anything in the larder or fridge, even if it was going off, rather than throw it away. I had seen her scrape mould off any

  variety of provisions, declaring its effects to be harmless, even beneficial.




  I heard a small sound, rather like glottal stop without a word to make it manifest. It was enough to make me look up. On my mother’s face, an expression had fixed itself that made her look

  even more worried than usual.




  For once her anxiety had a cause. She seemed unable to breathe. She pointed frantically at her throat, then began clawing at it with her fingernails. She seemed like she was about to vomit, but

  didn’t.




  I was in the midst of taking the final bite of a Danish-bacon sandwich. Her fist, holding a butter knife, was suspended in mid-air, as if an invisible force was supporting her wrist while the

  rest of her was collapsing. Then the knife fell, and she followed it. I waited, numbly, stupidly, for her to get up, but she didn’t move. I could not tell if her chest was still rising and

  falling under her pinafore. Her right arm had become jammed awkwardly under her torso.




  Her eyes bulged like pale green grapes invaded by tendrils of red veins. Her face, in contrast, was draining of colour. She didn’t move or speak. It all happened too quickly for me to be

  frightened. I rose, knocking my plate to the floor, where it shattered into two symmetrical fragments. Ketchup smeared the tiles and for a second I thought about fetching some paper towels to wipe

  it up. I even reached down to pick up the plate, before letting it drop again, understanding finally that there was a more urgent task to be undertaken.




  Having no phone, I considered running to the kiosk on the corner, but it was unlikely to be operative. It was always being dismantled by vandals. I knew because I was one of them. Instead, I

  bent down and freed my mother’s arm from under her. She grunted, but otherwise remained insensible. Her eyelids fluttered, revealing yellow-white underneath. If she had had a heart attack

  – which I for some reason assumed – I knew that if the brain was starved of oxygen for more than a few minutes, it would suffer irreparable damage.




  I bent over Evie and put my lips to hers in order to give her mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. I had done a safety drill in swimming class as a child – that would have been about six or seven

  years previously – and I only slightly remembered the technique.




  Her lips were warm, but bluish in tinge. I could taste saliva on them, and felt a shamed revulsion. I blew, feeling as ridiculous as I was panicked. I straddled my mother, there on the kitchen

  floor. I pressed down on her ribcage. But I wasn’t sure at which point I should apply pressure. When I was breathing into her? Or when I stopped breathing into her? I didn’t know what I

  was doing. But I kept on doing it – doing something, anything that might have an effect, that might restore the suddenly precious safety and predictability of my life. I could feel my mother,

  lumpen, beneath me. I felt certain that her respiration could be repaired, even though she had made no noise or movement since I had freed her arm.




  I kept working at it. I thought as it went on I would get more proficient, but I fumbled it even more. Because of my indecision, I kept changing my technique. One moment I would be breathing

  into her as I pushed the torso down, the next when I let go. I improvised like this for several minutes. My mother remained stricken, falling further, deeper, it seemed, into immobility and

  unconsciousness. I decided I had no choice but to leave her and to go and ask someone for the use of their phone.




  I didn’t know anyone in our block who had a phone. But there were two neighbours, in the private houses over the road, who were connected to the telephones lines that were strung across

  our street like social boundaries. One was to the south of the block – the Cartwrights. That was about two hundred yards away. One was to the north – the Gibbonses. That was only a

  hundred yards away.




  I was embarrassed to call on the Gibbonses. Old Ma Gibbons disliked me because I had once put a football through her front window and run away. She knew it was me – I have no idea how,

  since she wasn’t actually at home when it happened. She had challenged me on the subject several times, insisting that I pay for the damage, but I always sulkily denied it. She was a heavy

  woman, with a thin, mean mouth and a way of looking at you that squeezed out shame like a smear of perspiration.




  Although Ma Gibbons and her phone were closer, I ran to the Cartwrights’ house. With every stride, I felt time sliding towards the irreversible. The house was fronted with a low brick

  wall, a rockery and a short concrete drive. There was a handwritten note stuck under the doorbell announcing that it was out of order. I could see, through a ridged glass panel set in the front

  door, the Union Jack they had framed on their hall wall. I could also see the outline of the red telephone on a small laminated shelf.




  The door knocker was lightweight and cheap and jammed up with rust. It seemed to make no more noise than a pebble falling to the ground from a child’s pocket, so I starting hammering on

  the glass panel with my fist. No one came.




  I thought of breaking in, of smashing the glass. It would have been a rational thing to do. They would have forgiven me. I went so far as to pick up a lump of sandstone from the rockery with

  that intention in mind, but let it drop from my hand.




  I didn’t stop to consider how ironic it was that the custom and practice of politeness my mother had considered more paramount than any other virtue was now edging her towards a place

  where manners had no purchase. Instead, I turned and ran to the other end of the street, back past the rude block of Buthelezi House, trying not to visualize my mother stretched out on the kitchen

  floor. I guessed it was now more than five minutes since she had collapsed, and I had, effectively, done nothing. In fact, I had almost certainly made things worse by my incompetent attempts to

  give artificial respiration.




  I bolted up Ma Gibbons’ path and rang the bell. It produced a trembling and uncertain jangle rather than the more common bing-bong. She answered almost immediately. I don’t

  suppose she was that old really, by today’s standards – no more than sixty-five – but she was already, despite her size, baggy-skinned, white-haired and carved with canyons of

  wrinkles. She looked at me in astonishment, as if was I readying myself to attack her. Still in my pyjamas, my hair wild, my feet bare, I must have looked like a lunatic.




  Once I had caught my breath and yanked out the bare facts of what had happened, she guided me into her front room, where she kept the phone. I was shaking so much that I dropped the receiver;

  she retrieved it from the floor and told me in a crisp tone to sit down. But I remained standing, shifting anxiously from foot to foot and hugging myself for comfort. She made the 999 call herself,

  only asking me to confirm the address and the spelling of my surname and of Buthelezi House. After she hung up, I refused her request for me to wait with her. She then said she would come with me

  to Buthelezi House, but I insisted that she stayed put. The bubble of time I felt stranded in seemed too private, the air too thin, to support another inhabitant, however well-meaning.




  I returned to the flat, where my mother remained inert and in precisely the position in which I had abandoned her. There was nothing to do but wait. I sat down on a kitchen chair and tried to

  avoid looking at the space on the floor that she occupied. I understood that the second hand continued to orbit the face of the carriage clock on the windowsill above the stained-yellow sink with

  its rubber-nippled taps, but it seemed to be measuring nothing whatsoever. There was just my mother and me, suspended in a continuous, strange, present moment. My sense of helplessness was like an

  injury. I could hear my own breath, laboured, coming fast. It didn’t sound like my breath at all. I risked a look at Evie. Her face was the colour of the sugar that was spilt on the

  floor.




  After a while, my breathing returned to normal. My fear had consigned itself to a place of suspension. I had stopped shaking. Instead, I started to find it puzzling that this immutable presence,

  partially out of sight on the other side of the table, this continuation and source of my very self could behave in such an improbable fashion. I felt a flash of anger towards my mother, as if she

  had deliberately chosen to do this to inconvenience me. To embarrass me. I had no template for how to behave in such circumstances. In all honesty, I wanted to make myself a cup of hot chocolate,

  but it seemed disrespectful. It was also peculiar – I never drank hot chocolate, it was my father’s particular treat. Yet I felt it would be obscurely comforting.




  I shifted chairs and looked down on her, like a god. I felt myself becoming more and more motionless within – not out of calmness, but in a state of weird congealment, as if an epoxy had

  been added to a glue.




  When the ambulance men arrived I remained sitting there, still wondering whether or not to make myself that cup of hot chocolate. There was nothing else on my mind: it was an unsolvable koan.

  When the doorbell rang, I remember wondering who it might be. I only realized that it was the ambulance when I became aware of the flashing blue light stroking the kitchen window.




  The two medics didn’t take long to work out what I, at some level, knew already, although they put on a small performance for my sake – chest compressions, an injection of something

  or other, mouth-to-mouth, even paddles to shock the heart back into function, which made my mother jump like a frog I had once seen on a dissection table when an electrical current was put through

  it.




  One of the medics muttered, regretfully, that it was a shame they hadn’t got there earlier. He looked not much older than me – a novice, I supposed. I remember asking him, while his

  more senior partner was distracted, how late was it? How late?




  ‘A few minutes earlier, then . . . perhaps . . .’




  He allowed the sentence to trail off when he saw his senior glaring at him reprovingly. The older man no doubt understood how many of the scenes he was called to held suspended within them the

  seeds of regret and self-punishment, interest on the inescapable debt of grief. The torments of decisions not taken, the revenge of the past on the present.




  But now it was too late for me, just as it was too late for my mother. The koan was solved. I had killed her. My stupidity, my lack of decision, the ludicrous flight to the Cartwrights instead

  of Mother Gibbons had robbed my mother of any chance of survival.




  She hadn’t – it turned out – had a heart attack at all. She had been choking on the peanut butter and stale white bread – number one choking risk for adults, I later

  discovered – and had fainted from lack of oxygen, and only then suffered a coronary. I actually knew the Heimlich manoeuvre. If I had used it instead of trying to give her a mangled version

  of the kiss of life, I was sure I could have saved her.




  They wheeled in a steel gurney and laid her gently on it, as if she could be made comfortable in some fashion. It was simply more theatre. I remember thinking that they might as well stuff her

  in a sack.




  It was just after she had been loaded on to the trolley that my father arrived. Ma Gibbons must have phoned him. I hadn’t thought to do it myself.




  He was not numb and still in the way I had been. He didn’t seem to notice I was even there. He became immediately hysterical. I had never seen him in anything like this condition before.

  He screamed and wept. He fell to his knees. Then he rose again, threw himself across my mother’s body and had to be gently pulled away.




  It disappointed me. It was no way to behave.




  They found the Amontillado and offered him a glass. He knocked it back and demanded another. After the scene had played itself out – the quiet words of meaningless consolation, the request

  that he place himself ‘safely’ upon a seat – the reality of the situation was clarified to me. The pile of matter on the trolley was simply that – a rapidly decaying heap of

  organic waste.




  I remember wondering what caused decay. Was it the action of micro-organisms and bacteria? Or was there something implicit in the nature of organic matter that returned to dust by its own

  volition, a structure collapsing, like a building with its foundations removed falling in slow motion?




  Then they took my mother away. Ray was still sobbing and calling her name. Shortly after she had gone, he fell into silence. He and I spent much of the following hours simply staring at the

  floor and not saying anything. Death snatches the words right out of your throat. Language shrinks and becomes too diminished to be of any use.




  In the end I made myself a cup of hot chocolate. I remember how extraordinarily good it tasted.




  





  Three




  My father did not stage much of a recovery. Once the hysteria had faded, it appeared he had lost something essential to his proper functioning. He

  became withdrawn and monosyllabic. I never saw him eat anything after that, other than the occasional biscuit or dry piece of toast, more often than not charred. His grieving was appalling for me

  to behold, as if I had lost two parents rather than the one. But the feeling of grief I was waiting for never really arrived. If I felt anything at all, it was anger – overwhelming,

  inarticulable, directionless. If my father was reticent, I became stony and silent.




  A few days after my mother’s death, we went shopping for coffins, or ‘caskets’ as the funeral trade insisted on labelling them. This task struck me as obscene, but I

  couldn’t quite bring myself to condemn my father to facing it alone. Even in his grief, he worried about being taken for a ride – ‘They get people when they’re at their most

  vulnerable’ – so we visited several to see if we could get the ‘best deal’.




  The funeral directors we saw all seemed more or less out of the same mould – men, grave, with smiles forensically scoured to remove all trace of happiness. Solemn acceptance and quiet

  resolution seemed to be their stock-in-trade. At the first one we visited, we heard a sharp, brief burst of laughter from a back room. The man behind the counter ignored it. I couldn’t help

  but imagine the backroom staff making jokes over the corpses – fooling about with the cosmetics they used to render the cadaver ‘lifelike’, or rearranging the anguished facial

  features into comic expressions.




  I had entered some psychological space I had never encountered before – a place of suspension, of non-feeling, of robotic movements that merely signalled the presence of life, rather than

  vitally representing it. My father and I flicked through the catalogues of coffins in the way my mother used to pick through the Grattan catalogue to order winceyette pyjamas or

  ‘authentic’ Toby jugs. The colour reproduction in the second funeral director’s catalogue was lurid – it reminded me of those Chinese-restaurant menus that illustrated the

  dishes with brazen photographs of flayed ducks and unholy intestinal parts.




  We delayed the final choice until we made our third call, the Co-op funeral store. It was, unlike the other two, much more reminiscent of a practical, no-nonsense shop front. My father and my

  mother both trusted the Co-op because it was collectively owned and they were Labour voters – though Ray, I knew, had talked of switching because of ‘all this union nonsense’.

  Evie tried to shop at the Co-op whenever she could and collected Co-op Dividend Stamps, which could be redeemed for a discount on goods. The stolidity of the brand appealed to my father, and he

  made approving noises as we entered: ‘This is the sort of thing that’s much more my mark.’




  The man who greeted us was of the same stamp as the other two, but his suit was more informal – carbolic-soap grey rather than black – and his smile somewhat less mechanical. He

  didn’t seem to feel the necessity to be unduly sombre – brisk and workmanlike was his pitch. I liked his face; it was that of a butcher anxious to show you some new batch of chops he

  had just got in fresh from the farm.




  My father seemed reassured by his demeanour. His name was Flaherty, although there was nothing of the Irish in his accent. After we had gone through the pleasantries, condolences and so forth

  once again, we were offered the catalogue. On the first two occasions Ray had picked through the pages as if they were sacred, a book as holy as the Bible some anonymous vicar would be reading from

  when the actual ceremony took place.




  Now, though, he was seasoned, and he flicked through purposefully, pausing over the cedar, the oak, the burnished teak. But it was clear that he was becoming exhausted by the whole process. He

  had no idea what to choose, it occurred to me – in fact he couldn’t choose, because to do so was to acknowledge further that his wife was truly gone.




  After he had considered, reconsidered and procrastinated for almost ten minutes, I noticed Flaherty furtively checking his watch, although he remained studiously polite. I leaned over to the

  page my father was on. He had been staring at it for some time. It contained the cheapest caskets – white pine, utilitarian, a good twenty per cent cheaper than anything else in the book.




  ‘What do you think of these?’ he said gently. It felt as if he was asking me to help choose a piece of expensive furniture for the front room.




  I knew Ray was practically minded, and that a struggle was going on within him. His natural choice would be to go for the cheapest option, and yet I am sure he had a vague sense of wanting to

  honour Evie by making a gesture. I was beyond caring in any respect – I just wanted the funeral to be over so I could take a step away from death, get it past me, lined up in the rear-view

  mirror, shrinking from view.




  I rested my finger on one of the cheapest models – the ‘Standard’.




  ‘That one looks all right.’




  Ray momentarily looked doubtful, but I could tell he was pleased that I was acknowledging the practicalities of the situation. My mother had once confided to me that he had been of the same mind

  about her wedding dress: ‘You only wear it once.’ She had ended up walking down the aisle in a second-hand trousseau.




  ‘Well,’ said Ray, ‘it’s very plain.’




  He looked up at Flaherty, whose corona of grey hair seemed itself to have expired, so inert was it when he nodded, as he did now.




  ‘What do you think?’




  ‘It’s a very popular choice,’ he replied. His voice was bland, but he was careful to insinuate the faintest grain of disappointment. This Co-op branch was not situated in a

  prosperous area – doubtless Flaherty longed for someone to splurge out and go for the Midnight Silver with dual-tone finish and silver crêpe interior.




  ‘Is it solid pine?’




  ‘No, it’s a veneer.’




  ‘Well, I don’t suppose anyone will be able to tell.’




  Flaherty said nothing.




  ‘Pine’s quite fashionable, isn’t it? Lots of people I know are getting pine kitchens,’ said Ray. ‘It’s quite the thing.’




  Flaherty said nothing again.




  ‘I don’t know,’ said Ray. He stared at the photo.




  I knew I needed to speak what he was thinking, if only to get us out of there.




  ‘She’s gone, Dad. She won’t know anything about it. She wouldn’t have cared. You know what she always used to say: “Bury me in a paper bag if you like.” She

  wasn’t one for fanciness. She’d have worried about the cost.’




  In fact, I remembered the air of sadness that came over Evie when she talked about her wedding dress; but Evie was gone. She would not be able to reminisce ruefully about her funeral.




  ‘Do you think?’ said Ray, looking at me pleadingly.




  Flaherty’s attention was wavering. Clearly there wasn’t going to be a great deal of profit in this particular stiff. I noticed him glancing out back. I wondered again what horrors

  were held there behind the reassuring, wood-panelled vestibule.




  ‘Do you . . .’ Ray hesitated for a long time. I was wondering if he was going to be shamed into plumping for something more expensive after all.




  ‘I’m not trying to be funny or anything. But do you accept Dividend Stamps?’




  The expression on Flaherty’s face never wavered. But he did wait for several seconds before answering, as if the question needed to be taken apart, examined, then put together again.




  ‘I’m afraid not, sir. We are a quite separate concern from the supermarket chain.’




  My mother had books of the stamps piled up at home. She always squirrelled them away but never got round to using them, hoping to save up for a big premium item. This would have certainly fitted

  the bill.




  I almost left the shop, so visceral was my embarrassment. Instead I stared fixedly at a knot of wood on the floor. Ray seemed aware that he had committed a faux pas. Clearly trying to move the

  conversation along, he pointed blindly down at the catalogue again.




  ‘The Standard. Does it come with the handles?’




  ‘No, sir, I’m afraid the handles are extra. You have a choice – brass, chrome or steel.’




  ‘Perhaps,’ Ray was addressing me now, ‘we could go for the Standard, um, thing and put some nice handles on it. You know. To jazz it up.’




  Flaherty seemed very slightly encouraged by this turn in the conversation. He immediately suggested the solid brass handles, which were the most expensive by some good amount. He reached into a

  drawer and fetched one out.




  ‘Hold it,’ he said to my father. ‘Feel the weight.’




  Ray dutifully did so, lofting it up then bringing it down, as if he were competing in a ‘guess the weight of the cake’ competition at the local church fair. Then Flaherty hit him

  with the price. With all six handles, it was almost the price of another Standard, but this time my father, no doubt aware that he had violated some unwritten principle of bereavement with his

  request regarding the stamps, seemed determined on his course.




  ‘We have to show some respect, don’t you think, Adam? Let’s have the brass handles. Shall we?’




  He looked up at Flaherty.




  ‘Good choice, sir,’ Flaherty said quietly, replacing the handle in his desk then scribbling with a pencil on a white blotter. ‘A nice combination of styles. The practical and

  the decorative. It’s a common election.’




  Election. A weird Victorian term, which I supposed they used as part of a toolbox of arcane language, hoping it would elevate undertakers out of the crafts and into the professions.




  ‘Well. That’s it then.’ Ray looked at me with an expression that somehow managed to simultaneously combine apology, anxiety, regret and relief.




  Flaherty’s smile – now more flagrantly mercantile – remained pasted in place as he totted up some figures on the blotter. He flipped it around to show my father.




  ‘Will this be satisfactory?’




  Ray stared at the figure long and hard.




  ‘Does it include everything?’ he said eventually.




  ‘Gratuities for the pallbearers are sometimes proffered, but it is not compulsory. There is normally a pecuniary gesture towards the vicar who performs the service. You are C of

  E?’




  Ray nodded.




  ‘But apart from those small items, it represents the full cost.’




  Still Ray hesitated.




  ‘Of course, if it is beyond your budget—’




  ‘No,’ said Ray, a little too quickly. ‘Something like this. It demands a certain . . .’




  Ray struggled for the word. Flaherty stepped in.




  ‘Gravitas.’




  ‘Yes.’




  Flaherty paused, as if wanting to make sure that Ray’s level of commitment was not too fragile to survive an actual transaction. Finally he spoke.
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