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OTTO MAKES US WATCH A nature film.

In the nursery upstairs, Otto sits me down to watch a film about Australia. About the wild animals of Australia. “Australia is horrid,” he says, “the world’s not all Winnie-the-Pooh.”

We watch as a tiny baby joey creeps out of the mummy kangaroo’s bottom. Its only hope of survival, according to Richard Attenborough’s voice, is to climb the mummy’s fur coat. The poor joey, just a pink speck of a thing, blind, hairless, clings with wet fingers to the mummy’s fur coat.

The Australian Outback spreads out all around them, horrid and inhospitable, just red dust and awful homicidal maniacs and convicts. The outcasts whom England won’t suffer.

The twee little joey crawls up the outside of the mummy’s belly. Richard Attenborough’s voice says she can’t help it. She’s merely a stupid kangaroo and has no idea the tiny joey is even there, clinging to her. You see, the mummy’s forepaws are too short. No longer than the arms of a Tyrannosaurus rex. So even if the mummy gave a tinker’s damn she’s still fairly useless. As for the daddy kangaroo, Richard Attenborough says, no one has the foggiest notion where he’s off to. The daddy kangaroo, no doubt, is having it off with a wallaby or a platypus down by the pub or he’s out cottaging. Not that the daddy kangaroo gives a tinker’s damn, either. It’s just nothing but Australia for a million miles in every direction, and the blasted wind, and the tiny twee joey must go it alone.

It’s not so much as a booger stuck to the mummy’s fur. She won’t miss it.

The squirmy, pink thing must rescue itself. It shall die unless it climbs up to safety in the mummy’s pouch. Sticky joey, shivering little joey. In the pouch are milk and warmth and everything to meet the needs of a growing kangaroo. And if the joey falls off, Richard Attenborough says, well… it falls off.

Why, the bare, baked dirt of Australia must be fairly littered with helpless joeys that fall off, and the unthinking kangaroos jump smack on them, and the kiwi birds peck at them, but whatever the case the helpless things die straightaway.

Otto takes my hand, and we hold hands as we watch the gooey little thing stuck halfway between being born and growing up. I say that if the joey had any brains at all it would crawl back down, into the mummy’s bottom. That would serve her right.

And Otto says, “It can’t, Cecil.” Otto says, “That’s not how Australia works.”

And we both watch the thing stuck in the fur like a messy piece of jewelry is all. And we both hate it, the weak puniness of it, and we want to see it dead if it can’t muster the effort to save itself. It’s just a squirming pink bug it is, stunned by the vast sunstruck Australia all around it. Otto and I hold hands and we want the joey to not die. And we both hate Richard Attenborough, his voice from somewhere off camera, who simply keeps whisper-talking about the cruelty of nature and the Great Barrier Reef and won’t lift a finger to just pluck a tiny joey and stuff it in some mummy kangaroo’s pouch to save its life.

No, Richard Attenborough, our Richard Attenborough, can’t be bothered, Otto says. The same Sir Richard who always looks on while a pride of lions chases down a baby gazelle, and while a pack of hyenas pull a skinny, screaming baby giraffe to shreds. And Otto says the Right Honorable Lord Attenborough could do something. Shoot the lions, say, or clap his hands to scare away the hyenas, but Sir Richard never does anything. He merely lets the penguin chicks freeze to death in the Antarctic, and he lectures while birds of prey eat the freshly hatched sea turtle eggs in the Encantada Islands.

“And he makes us watch,” Otto says, “the hairy old bastard.”

I protest. Sir Richard is trying to teach us about the animal kingdom.

“No,” Otto says, “Richard Attenborough just watches wee things die. He comes back to England, and he cashes the check.” Otto says, “He’s richer than Mummy.”

The reason Richard Attenborough is always off camera is because while the wolves rend to pieces a tiny dik-dik, Otto says Sir Richard is breathlessly rubbing one out.

The joey falls in the dust and lies there like nothing more than a discarded bit of the mummy’s wet insides. Stupid dusty thing. It hasn’t the faintest idea it’s even in Australia. It doesn’t know it’s alive except for an instant, before a condor eats it or a dingo gulps it down.

Otto says the joey must lie there with its mouth full of red dust while all the convicts and criminals of Australia have a go at it, and Sir Richard Attenborough cheers them on.

Richard Attenborough’s whispery voice says, “Look, here a flock of vultures.” He whispers, “Let’s watch.”

Otto says Australia is merely a big, great, dirty machine that makes baby kangaroos to feed to dingoes and baby lambs to feed us.

Before the baby joey can get anywhere in life, Otto turns off the film. He makes his voice hushed, and in a Richard Attenborough pillow-talk voice he says how sometimes the baby joey climbs all the way up to the mother’s pouch and finds happiness. The joey finds milk and falls asleep, but then the mummy kangaroo reaches her paw in and snatches him out, she does.

“No,” Otto tells me, “it’s not like Winnie-the-Pooh, is it?”

If she’s in one of her darker moods, Otto says the mummy kangaroo grabs up the joey and flings it onto the ground. Or she flicks it like a lump of nasty snot off her fingers. She looks at it with disgust, all dusty and dying on the ground at her feet because she’s got a society club function to attend and she’s got dress fittings, and really, she never wanted a joey, and if the daddy kangaroo can’t be bothered then why should she?

The mummy is much in demand, these days. She’s got such grand goings on.

Truth be told, the mummy kangaroo flicks it away because she hates its puny weakness. The damaged, feeble frailty of the horrid thing. You see, a mummy can always tell when a joey isn’t like the other joeys, why it’s always going to be a stunted pre-male. And she knows she’ll be blamed, that she toilet trained the thing too early or loved it too much. That’s what the other kangaroos will whisper. So to protect her social standing, she’d rather see the tiny thing got rid of.

“But then everything’s better,” Otto says, and smiles. “Because then it gets to go to kangaroo heaven. In kangaroo heaven the baby gets to eat jellies and iced cakes.” He says, “Which is ever so nice.”

Here, a look gets on Otto’s face. It’s like when a fire in the stove blazes up, so bright that it makes the rest of the room look dark by comparison, and all the light in the nursery seems to drain into Otto’s eyes. A kind of fire, that if it ever got out of the stove it would burn all of us alive.
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NANNY WATCHES ME COME DOWN the back stairs from the nursery to the kitchen and says, “Hurt yourself, Master Cecil?” She asks how come I’m favoring one leg, and have I turned my ankle? The nosy old thing asks no end of questions. Listening at keyholes no doubt, trying to sniff me out. And when I ask if I might have my bath early, she pooh-poohs me and says, “I’ve got the tea things yet to polish. I’ve no time to bathe you, Master Cecil. You being a young gentleman, I’d guess it’s high time you bathed yourself.”

And when I insist she asks, “How’d you get all red down there?”

Poor nanny. To hear Mummy on the subject, this nanny can hardly shine a spoon. Mummy says that if we put her out no one else would bother to employ her. And after having filled the tub and taken off my trousers and jumper, nanny has only begun to wash me. As she works the flannel down my back, she says, “Why, you’re near to bleeding down there.”

I wince at her rough handling, and I tell her what Otto always taught me to say: How at school the bigger boys were ever so mean, and when we turned out for field exercise the boys in the upper forms would sneak up on a smaller boy, a twee, quiet sort of pre-male who’s only toeing the line before our games begin. And those brash, older boys would yank down the boy’s short pants with all the elastic banding and webbing and all the complicated pads and straps a boy must wear to protect himself during manly sport. And this pants pulling would leave a boy exposed for everyone’s amusement, not simply exposed to the other boys but to the headmasters and the laborers who mow the pitch and roll the tennis courts, and it’s such a sensation to have even weak sunshine falling on skin that’s never felt sunshine, and to be buffeted by laughter, that the task of bowing down to collect all the elastic around your ankles and dragging it up and to refill the net parts and to strap back the stretchy parts, well, the process takes so long that sometimes a really wicked, bigger brute will be so bold as to sidle up and have it off.

Plain as day I tell nanny this, just as Otto rehearsed me.

According to Otto, the truly wicked boys can always suss out the timid, precious sort they can have it off with. Otto even says Christopher Robin and Winnie-the-Pooh have it off. With Piglet and Eeyore. Every chance they get in the Hundred Acre Wood. And Otto ought to know because he went to Sandhurst.

That’s how I’ve come to be so red back there. If nanny must know, the old busybody.

Here, a look gets on nanny’s face, the same look as got on Mummy’s face when she told us not to look. That was a different day. On the train we were, on some bleak morning that would otherwise be lost to us had Mummy not been looking out the compartment window and said, “Cecil, Otto, boys, you mustn’t dare look.” So we all looked. There amidst the rushes and gorse a one-eyed tosspot was having it off with a three-legged dog. The three of us, Mummy and Otto and I, all looked with a slack-jawed interest in seeing how the business would finish, only the train continued its chugging along until the bucking of the tosspot and the ecstatic slathering of the dog’s long pink tongue were now obscured by a copse of hornbeams. At that Mummy sat back in her seat, took out her diary from her bag, and began to write a letter to the president of the rail line. “Dear sirs,” she whispered as she wrote. “You ought to provide more edifying scenery and not be exposing your passengers to the spectacle of an inebriant having it off with a crippled animal.” The steel nib of her pen scratched angry little hissing sounds across the page.

Here, just such a look gets on poor old nanny’s face, shriveled nanny, red-faced nanny, and she gets up from her knees. She stands next to the bath, drying her old hands on her apron.

But she must bathe me, front and back, I say. Here I laugh and splash her with a handful of tepid water. I threaten to climb out of the tub this very instant and sit bare-bottomed on Mummy’s settee in the music room, and nanny will be all day with a toothbrush and peroxide trying to get up the stain.

To this, nanny says, “Master Cecil, I’ve no business washing you. Why you and Master Otto must weigh twelve stone apiece and stand all of eighteen hands high.” The poor thing is boo-hooing now. “With all that hair down there,” she boo-hoos, “and a man’s arms and legs you’ve got full use of.” She lifts the hem of her apron and mops the tears from her face.

Unmoved, I challenge her to quit us. The cake of soap floats in the water between my hairy knees, and I flick it with my fingers to make the soap spin and bob. My fingers toy with the hair on my chest. My hair is none of her beeswax. Mummy says being hairy is the Welsh in me.

I tell nanny to pack her bags and leave us if she finds her duties too arduous. But she need not ask for a reference. Perish the thought. Mummy would never write her a letter of introduction. If nanny is to be of neither use nor ornament in this household she had better hit the bricks and beg passersby for her daily crust.

Be gone, I tell her, or she’d best soap me up and get on with business. It’s common knowledge that many people bathe themselves. I can well learn to bathe myself and zip my own zippers and even cut my own steak if need be.

And that troubled look gets on nanny’s face, and her voice falls to a whisper when she asks, “Is someone hurting you, Master Cecil?”

By now the water’s gone quite pink with blood, and I splash her with pink water and tell her no, and call her an old sow for good measure.

Otto says we once had a nanny who did it with her mouth. I don’t remember, and I shouldn’t want that now. Not from this nanny, at least.

The smell of silver polish on her, the petrol smell is sunk into the wrinkles of her face and hands. Mummy won’t venture within an arm’s length of the old girl, but Mummy would never say as much.

No, Mummy would call me out here, for being so awful, but nanny is only an old char lady. No one would miss her. No one else will have her, and if I’m heartless it suits her right for spying at keyholes. And it will make things easier if she hates me, whenever Otto decrees we have to do her in.
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OTTO SAYS, “NO ONE IN hell suffers more than the devil.” He says it in his Richard Attenborough voice. Today is horrid and drippy, one of those days when the sun starts to set from the moment it’s up. Today we must need be bury the dead yard boy.

You see, Otto and the garden boy were great friends. Until the yard boy got his throat cut. The most terrible look had got on his yard-boy face, Otto told me. Very much like the look that got on Mummy’s face when she found the nanny who did it with her mouth at the foot of the back stairs, all in a heap at the foot of the stairs. “Her spine had shattered something awful,” Otto said. “Her head twisted all around on her neck.” He said, “Like a chicken.”

Otto says, “Like an Alfred Hitchcock, this is.” Ghastly, just ghastly. Mummy makes us go to see him buried. A boy of no importance, like that. The boy hired to tend the garden, that’s all he was.

We pay our respects as near as we know how. His people burn a horrid cloud of incense, and we’re not high church. They set out a great lot of food in the church basement, and Otto takes my hand and tells me we have to eat first. Just awful stuff. Mince tarts and gooseberry trifle, and Otto gobbles down great heaps of the foul stuff. Custard topped with dried currants. Nasty stuff. Sweetbreads poached in milk. Pickled duck eggs.

At the casket, the boy’s people stand aside. Country people, cowed to see us young gentlemen paying such respects to their dead son. Brute that he was. A brooding, brutish lout was all.

Otto can hardly speak for belching. Gooseberries have never agreed with him. We hold hands, we two, and look down on the yard boy in his casket. A lot of country flowers are tucked in around his dead body, weeds really, and his hands are folded across his chest, wrapped all around with rosary beads.

His people seemed to care a great deal about him once he was dead. A rough, wicked boy like that. Mummy gave them one of Otto’s old suits, a suit of clothes Otto never wore, but still it belonged to Otto and he didn’t want it buried in the churchyard on some dead yard boy. Some rotting-away lad. So Otto put up the biggest fuss.

You see, the yard boy had taught Otto how to play Winnie-the-Pooh, and they’d made their secret clubhouse on a soiled army cot in the potting shed. There with all the pruning hooks and trugs.

A boy of his low station, he’d asked how we made our fortune. Of all the gall. Otto told him the dinosaurs had gone extinct because the Hudson’s Bay Company gave them blankets infected with smallpox, and the cheeky boy believed it. Otto told him that Mummy’s Christian name was Urethra, and he swallowed that, too. Nonetheless, Otto tagged along after him in wet weather and fair. A brute like that, with no education, always in his shirtsleeves and baggy trousers. Strutting around always smoking his pipe as if he owned our garden.

Otto only soured on him when the garden boy talked to me. Asked me, he did, would I like to learn to play Winnie-the-Pooh? The yard boy gave Otto a wink, and said that Otto was awfully good at having it off, and that he’d taken a lot of snaps and sent them around, the yard boy had. And Otto could go into the trade if he so chose. Pots and pots of ready money could be made in letting a lot of strangers have a go, but Otto failed to see this proposal as a compliment. You see, Otto wanted to be the Richard Attenborough and speak in a hushed voice from behind the camera, and not be the spotted fawn dragged screaming from the tall veldt grasses.

It’s after that Otto wouldn’t give the yard boy the time of day. And it’s after that Otto found the boy dead.

A yard boy on his way up, Mummy had called him. A credit to the Empire, he was. With a fine head on his shoulders. A boy no one expected would get his throat slashed in our potting shed by a person or persons unknown. The constable held an inquest, but nothing came of it. The boy makes quite a picture in his casket, all done up in Otto’s old suit of clothes. The garden boy had great bushy eyebrows, but someone had put pomade on them to make them lie flat. On his lip, just the fuzz of the faintest blond mustache.

Otto, sad-eyed Otto, frowny-faced Otto, looks into the casket and says, “You think someone is going to be Pericles or Agamemnon, and then he’s not.” Otto gazes down upon the garden boy with his garden-boy chin tucked down and his collar pulled up to hide the stitches. A face as perfect as a Greek bust in a museum, and the boy’s hair curling against the pillow like a victory wreath of blond oak leaves.

Otto says that as soon as people fall in love they’re already looking for a reason to hate each other. Because everyone you love is just another fragile pink joey, and cancer will eat them, or wolves, so no matter how much you hurt you’ll need to still look down at their dead body someday. On that day, your only comfort will be to say, “At least I won’t have to smell your horrid armpits anymore.” Or, “Thank goodness your ugly feet died with you.”

A ready-made suit it was. Of terrible cut and just awful, still Mummy had no business to give it away to a dead boy who’d pruned the tree peonies all wrong so they didn’t flower after that.

Otto tells me, “When you think it’s love…” He says, “Often, you just want to have it off with their stylish eyeglasses or their clever haircut.” He uses his hushed Richard Attenborough pillow-talk voice.

And here, here it is that one crystalline tear falls from Otto’s eye. It dots a dark, wet spot on the boy’s white shirt. At the sight of that Otto is sick. First a mouthful, and then a bellyful of regurgitated offal and bile spill out all over the boy. The way a mother bird feeds her babies. Otto spews gooseberries and custard sick, all into the open casket. All over the flowers and the yard boy’s dead face, mincemeat and tripe. Oh, just buckets. Until the casket is almost brimming. Oh, the stink of it. Sweetbreads, too.
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OTTO IS ALWAYS SO CLEVER. He tells me so all the time. He’s always writing letters and getting letters from interesting people. Otto says, “If you’re Christopher Robin, then I’m Christopher Wren.”

All interesting sorts of people write to Otto. His pen pals are people who’ve pulled off home invasions and pistol-whipped whole families and disposed of them in shallow graves. They’re hammer murderers, pitchfork killers. Of course they’re all incarcerated in prisons or committed to asylums for the incurably insane, but they’re ever so lonely, and Otto writes to them, and they write back. Oh, just reams and reams. Really interesting letters about how they’ve used a machete to take apart someone by the arms and legs and put a torso into a suitcase and then got pinched trying to check their bags through at Heathrow. Just fascinating things.

Otto eggs them on, writing back that he’s madly in love with them, and they write back with all the exciting ideas they have for when they get out. How they’re going to take a guard hostage and shoot him with his own service weapon and dash across the countryside until they find Otto and do the worst they can imagine to him. Otto writes back that they should stop sending such sordid abuse, but his heart’s not in it. He’s only telling them no so they’ll try harder. They write back with even naughtier ideas, and the letters fly until everyone is very stirred up.

Otto writes, I really can’t fathom that I’m in touch with the Buckinghamshire Hatchet Killer, and that you’re really you… And the pen pals draw all sorts of pictures of the things they’d do to him with ropes and broom handles. He reads these aloud and we have a giggle.

Other times, Otto asks me to read the best letters to him in a hushed Richard Attenborough voice while he has it off. Both of us hoping at any moment that an escaped criminal or convict will come bursting through the nursery door. Most times it’s only old nanny. Sniffing at the keyhole, she says, “Master Cecil? Master Otto, what reeks in there?”

Otto asked this nanny, the shriveled nanny, would she shave me all over, my whole body, to make me look more like a Page Three Girl? Otto takes pics and sends these to the criminals and convicts. All sorts of naughty poses, he puts me through, and these pics are a massive hit, and we get even more brilliant letters, and it’s a lark to know that armies of stirred-up serial killers are having it off to our pictures and know our address. And we have a giggle over the fact that Mummy hasn’t the slightest notion that we’re a lodestone for every escaped homicidal lunatic, our house is, and any prison break could release hordes of escaped sex killers who’d descend on our little family in a heartbeat.

“Cecil,” Otto says, “you know we’re playing with fire, don’t you?”

He’s very bright that way. Otto sighs over the most recent letter from a cannibal serving a life sentence, and he says, “Cecil, do you know that it takes a truly, genuinely demented person to write an inspired love letter?” The cannibal carries on and on about how he’s going to chop Otto to bite-sized morsels. Bone him like a kipper, he will, and guzzle his blue blood. Such an exciting prospect!

These horrible criminals and lunatics, they’re the jackals and sharks while Otto is the silvery little minnow. “Should they ever have the chance,” he says, “they’d gobble me up in one bite.”

Otto shows me the newspaper pictures he collects of his pen pals. We two sit cross-legged beside the nursery stove and moon over the lot of them. Nightmares of phrenology they look to be, with cobblestone brows and lantern jaws. The faces of cinema monsters sprouting cauliflower ears, to boot. Teeth as tilted and mossy as tombstones in an ancient churchyard. Sniff these letters, we do. Paper gives off such a stench, a quality that elevates the crudest page above the most eloquent of emails. We inhale the heady reek of stale sweat and drool. The undercurrent of damp concrete and rank urine.

Among Otto’s favorites is a great brute named Felix. Felix, a computational wiz besides whom Turing looks a moron. Brilliant Felix, panting Felix. He’s flushed ever-so-many victims down the toilet of his bedsit, and now he aches to have a go at us. He writes that our pics have put terrible mileage on his wanking hand!

Otto commands me to take a letter, and I sit ready to write as he speaks.

“Dear Felix,” Otto dictates. “Thank you for your most recent snap of your fully exposed private bits. I’d expected a bit more. To judge from your photo in the Times and the Guardian, you’re a brute overall. Perhaps that’s the reason your bits look so small. Or perhaps you have an endocrine disorder. You might have some tests run…” Here Otto stops.

I ask if he wants to watch the wee dik-dik get shredded and have a go. And he says, “No.”

As of late he’s been in a muddle. You see, Mummy and Otto have locked horns. Mummy keeps pushing him to leave the nest and pull his weight. She fears he’s going to sink us, if all he does is have it off all day and watch Richard Attenborough animal snuff films until the nursery reeks. She’s issued the ultimatum that either he goes to university or he enters into the family firm. She’s being so hateful, Mummy is, and says she’s going to stop his allowance.

A look gets on Otto’s face like the time he got his hair cut, and complained that his head was too cold, and Mummy said, “Just take care not to get chilblains.” And Otto laughed a merry laugh because he heard her say chilled brains. And we were all so jolly back then, chuckling away, with Daddy and Daisybelle, before the nanny who did it with her mouth and before the butchered yard boy. Before it all, life was nothing but having it off and having a go. Daisybelle frolicking in the back garden. Daisybelle, the very model of the ideal Boston terrier. Daisybelle, a lovely one-stone dog with the spirit of an animal ten times her size. Just one twitch of an old smile gets on Otto’s face, but then it’s gone.

Here I ask if Otto wants to play Winnie-the-Pooh, and this time he can be the honey pot. And he says, “No.”

I ask if he wants to do the shriveled nanny in. We could garrote her and make it look like an accident. And Otto shakes his head, no, and this worries me.

There’s really nothing left to us. Nothing we enjoy so much.

Here, Otto continues, “Dear Felix…” He asks, “Where were we?”

I read what’s written.

And he dictates, “Felix, as for your heated threats to go off your medications and to break out and stove my head in with a cobblestone while you have it off, and to have another go on my dead body, well, we both know that’s a load of rubbish.” Otto says, “Because you’re a moron and a brutish ruffian with cretinous, stunted private bits, and you’ll never escape anywhere, much less find my comfortable home at 1057 Briar Hill Lane in Buckinghamshire and have a go on my corpse.” Otto says, “So good-bye and sod off, you bloody pervert.”

On an envelope, Otto writes the address for the Buckinghamshire Asylum for the Homicidally Insane.

In a big, bold hand, I write Mummy’s name at the bottom of the letter.

This gives Otto a smile.

We fold the page around a pinch of my shaved-off Welsh hair, seal the thing, and rush to make the afternoon post.
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ALL I RECOLLECT OF DADDY is one time. He had been employed by the government then, by Scotland Yard, where his job was to sit on a computer all day and pretend to be a Christopher Robin sort of boy. A really winning boy, a truly ripping boy.

This was after Daddy had fallen out of Grandfather’s good graces. Not to get too far out ahead of myself, but Daddy had muffed the Princess Di Job, hadn’t he? And he’d failed to drop Building Seven of the World Trade Center. You see our family does such things. Someone must. And since our family firm had no further use for him, poor Daddy, Grandfather had pulled some strings and secured him a position at Scotland Yard. And even that light duty had swamped the man.

According to Daddy, ever-so-many boys running around the internet are actually old toffee-nosed duffers looking to have a go with tykes, and Daddy’s mission at Scotland Yard was to catch them at it. The nonces of England won’t suffer. Otto says once the Crown pinches them, they all have to go to Australia and have it off with the convicts there in the dust and the heat.

Daddy saw this mission as a calling. He wouldn’t just stand aside and whisper in a pillow-talk voice while predators pick apart their prey. No, Daddy wanted to save the little spotted fawns.

At issue was this other detective. The other Scotland Yard detective was having a massive success as a fake schoolboy, and he’d rather fished the oceans dry. So Daddy came to Otto and asked him how to be a better little boy. More winning and popular. Here, Otto showed him, and told him.

To give credit where it’s due, brilliant Felix, predatory Felix provided invaluable advice on all matters computational. Message boards and whatnot.

Point of fact, Daddy feared his position had become so precarious that he faced being dismissed. He claimed that we stood to lose our lovely home and lose our staff, and be compelled to relocate to a council estate or an attached house, and Mummy would have to go on the National Health, and we could bid our governess and tutor good-bye, not to mention the spotted pony we kept at the bottom of the garden.

It wasn’t really cricket that Daddy’s fake little boy didn’t warrant an online hello, while the fake little boy of some other Scotland Yard detective, he roped in just oodles of real-life cabinet ministers and solicitors who were panting to pop by with condoms and beer and have a go.

Otto sat Daddy down and told him the National Geographic facts of life. That everyone is disgusted by spindly weakness. And when they see a twee, fey little pre-male with his head in the clouds they must run him down. They all must have a go at him and have it off before they tear the boy apart. And that’s the Law of the Jungle. Otto says that certain boys, the crippled, fey, feeble little boys, they go looking for hungry grizzly bears and mountain lions who’ll do them in. A sort of mercy killing, it is. Such boys court the predator animals who linger in chat rooms and on something common people call social media, where they message back and forth with other grown-ups like Daddy who pretend to be tykes. And then the predator animals show up at your family’s flat with beer and condoms and want to have a go.

Otto advised Daddy, “Tell the chat rooms that you’re damaged in some small way. You’re not like regular boys.” Otto said, “If you’re not a killer yourself, they’ll want to kill you. They’ll crave killing you, even if it means motoring all the way from Calais through the Chunnel and hunting you down in bloody Buckinghamshire.”

Otto said, “Be the one they want to kill most.”

It doesn’t matter so much who does what. The predators must prey. The prey must be predated. They only wish to be preyed upon by someone who’ll do the job properly.

Otto lectured Daddy that online people don’t want a great, hale fellow well met. They don’t want healthy rough-and-tumble footballers. It’s like in Richard Attenborough, where cheetahs look for the crippled Tiny Tim to cut from the herd.

You see, Otto’s very clever that way.

“All the frail, crippled, sensitive animals that cry often and wet the bed,” Otto said, “the other hearty, apple-cheeked animals with ambition and pluck, those self-starting animals want the frail ones dead.”

All the fey, twee, wee little flawed things.

The mincing, lisping, scrawny, pigeon-chested things.

“Once the breakable things are broken,” Otto said, “then everyone can relax.”

It’s all in Darwin, he said. Otto told Daddy that any boy who truly wants to be destroyed must promise he’ll do human toilet. And that he’ll do rusty trombone and dirty Sanchez, whatever those things are. What matters is that a predator’s very faint of heart so the prey must debase himself to put the predator at ease. Otto said, “No one is as needy as a predator.” This is all from the National Geographic Society.

Here, Otto said the strangest thing. He said, “All whores take to hell every man they’ve had inside them, they do.” He said, “That’s why Satan makes whores, Daddy.”

At the time, Otto was smaller than I am now. And such wisdom!

And here, a look got on Daddy’s face, like when we’d been motoring to the strand for a holiday and a woman we didn’t know from Adam had thrown herself across the bonnet of Daddy’s Bentley. At a red traffic light, it had been. With her face mashed up against the outside of our windscreen, the woman had looked at Mummy. The face had shrieked, “James, you never told me you had a wife and child.” All shrill. And from the backseat Otto had corrected her, saying, “Two children.” And this strange woman, God only knows what she’d been banging on about. She’d yelled, “James! You promised.” Weeping.

Straightaway, Daddy took Otto’s advice. Back in those glory days, a steady stream of duffers and punters were always popping by the house, and when Daddy was at home he’d pinch them. When Daddy and Mummy were away, Otto would need be get on with it. Otto felt ever so happy to be useful. Even if the people who popped around only had in mind to have a go and have it off. Otto felt desired, really deeply desired. The way a drooling puma desires a baby goat. And how the flocks of carrion birds will circle for hours waiting for their turn to strip the bones. Otto felt special. And what he no longer felt was alone.

Daddy took Otto’s advice and rose in the ranks to become the best fake boy at Scotland Yard. He had had the lunatic woman pinched and put away, where Otto can only write to her.

Within a month, Daddy had Pakistani grooming gangs waiting in long queues around the block to have a go and get pinched. Broken-down duffers, out-of-repair punters. And he had predators flying in on private jets from Dubai, and Daddy was reeling in all sorts of big fish. And after that Daddy was gone.

All I can recall of Daddy are the veins in his forehead. Veins you could see, on either side of his forehead. And how when he thought his thoughts the veins would twitch. They’d pulse like little lightning bolts under his skin. Those veins would bulge or jerk sideways, then disappear back into his brains. Fleshy and awful.

No one’s ever asked how that insane woman had known Daddy’s Christian name.
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ON CHRISTMAS EVE, SOGGY CHRISTMAS, soppy christmas, we grab dear old Grandfather by both hands and drag him to a chair by the fire. With wind slanting the rain sideways, raindrops running down the front windows, we squeal. “Tell us about Elvis Presley!” And, “Tell us, again, about London.”

We sit at Grandfather’s feet to gaze over the great hillside of his knees, his bearded face and red nose up above us. On the telly, Dorothy sings “Somewhere Over a Rainbow.” Our favorite Christmas song. His smoking jacket belted across his belly, Grandfather closes his eyes to remember: “The twenty-second of June 1969,” he says. After a beat, “Cadogan Lane.”

We call out, “London!”

He recites by heart the parts we hear by heart.

In his day, Grandfather was the spry young man. He tells how he’d itsy-bitsy-spidered his way up a downspout. Climbed handhold by toehold up some brick wall to reach a dormer window on a roof. As a cat burglar, no one could touch him. Spidering in the half-light, he’d climbed to a window he’d never fit through nowadays. In those bygone times he jimmied the window. Tied to his belt, a string dangled, the string trailing down to the mews, to a valise on the sidewalk, a valise he could later drop off a bridge into the darkest still water of the Thames, if need be.

From inside the window the smell of cigarette smoke hit him. That younger him who’d yet to become anyone’s grandfather. In the dark, the bright end of a cigarette tapped ash into a sink bolted to one wall. The cigarette traced a line to where it flared, sucked bright, to reveal a blue-veined hand, twitching like a buzzing tube of neon. A face as smooth as burlap painted white. A head of bootblacked hair. Two eyes glittering, as if from the bottom of two dirty ashtrays.

That mouth like nothing so much as somebody smeared red lipstick round the pucker of a very pretty, very dainty pink bunghole. The skin tented over the cartilage of her crone’s nose.

Grandfather stepped his whole skinny self in through the window and stood on the tile. He looked at that skeleton person perched on the toilet with one skeleton leg crossed over the other at the knee. Wearing the ghost of a white nightgown, silvery, sagging empty for the most part. Hunchbacked, shoulders slumped, she looked back at him like he was Christmas morning. Like she’d waited her whole life for him to crawl in through her window.

Well past halfway through that night of 22 June 1969, young Grandfather touched two fingers of his Grandfather hand to his forehead by way of a hello.

That young Grandfather, skinny Grandfather from before our mama was even a dream, it crossed his mind that Dorothy had grown into the Wicked Witch. The cigarette tapped ash into the sink. And it crossed his mind how every Dorothy turns into the Wicked Witch. In effect, Dorothy was always killing herself. And he pulled the string, where it trailed out the window, looping the string around one hand, to lift the little valise up from the sidewalk.

Inside our TV the poppies put everyone to sleep. The turpentine smell of our Christmas tree bleeding to death. A log popped in the fireplace. The rain.

We tug at Grandfather’s sticky fingers. Sniff the pitch on his hands. His fingers gummy with sap from putting up the tree, busting the blisters of sap that bubble under the skin of the tree trunk. We smell the pitch handled from Christmas tree trunk to Grandfather to us, and we ask, “Did you do Princess Diana?” Another London story, only in Paris.

Our own fingers still sticky from having it off.

And Grandfather ho-ho-hos at our question and says, “Your own sweet Mummy,” he says, “it’s she who eventually did the Lady Di Job.”

Here at this point in the story, here he gets on his Grandfather face a look, such a look, the same look as got on the one governess’s face when she read aloud Otto’s poem and started to cry, crying so hard she had to be led out of the room, and we’d had a new governess for what was left of that year. Maybe the goiter governess. Grandfather makes a face like something hurts. A face that feels pain, and his voice goes quiet, the way a fire sounds so quiet until it’s grown out of control.

The same as the time we drove past a front yard. Somebody’s front yard. A house decorated with blow-up Santa Clauses and the Holy Family and Three Kings, only unplugged so the blowers weren’t blowing, and the fabric of everyone was asleep. Frosty and the shepherds were resting, heaped and layered across the green grass with their faces looking up at the sky, and their hands and sandaled feet just limp and flat on the ground. The long hair of the Three Kings, lank and spread on the grass. And looking as we drove past, Grandfather had nodded at the peaceful sight and said, “Otto, Cecil, look.”

He’d told us, “That’s what Kent State looked like.” He jerked his head for us to look and said, “That’s how Jonestown looked.” And it’s family moments such as those that form the core of our Christmas tradition.

More of our Grandfather’s work. The family trade.

Those misdeeds that need doing. The tasks that proved so beyond Daddy.

People say, some people, that we live nothing after the age of, say, seven. After that we only relive the first time we fell in love. The first time we felt left behind. Or our first dog getting her front paw mangled in the chain of the chauffeur’s motorcycle and dragging along until she’s half rubbed to mess against the blacktop and still not dying after getting her home, not until we put her in bed, the half of her still alive, and tucked her in under the covers with her head on a pillow, and even when she was all dead we left her there, sweet Daisybelle, lovely Daisybelle, and not even Mummy made a peep about the stuck-together sheets and how the mattress underneath would be good for nothing more than hauling to the curb.

That woman, the woman on the 22 June 1969 toilet, yellow showed on her fingers when she took the cigarette to her mouth. There, she asked, “Is it Franky? Did Franky send you?” She laughed a slow-motion face, a laugh that ended up a cough before she shrugged, shrugged her boney shoulders and said, “I guess if the Chairman of the Board wants you dead, who am I to argue?”

In his story, young Grandfather saw the way she must see him. His reflection in the mirror over the sink showed just the dark Grandfather shape of him outlined against the half-light of the window. The London, outside. She wasn’t his first, but she was his near-biggest to date back then. His shape in the mirror grew.

Here, a look gets on Grandfather’s face like when he stepped through Judy Garland’s 22 June 1969 window. Judy Garland had asked, “So it’s not Sinatra?” She’d asked, “Well, then who the fuck wants me dead?”

And Grandfather, skinny Grandfather, young Grandfather had asked, “Do you know what (C2H4)n is?” He’d opened his valise and taken out his signature enema bag.

Judy Garland had tapped the ash off her cigarette into the sink. She’d shrugged. “Should I?”

Young Grandfather had unpacked the phenobarbital and champagne from his valise. He’d asked, “Are you familiar with (C2H4)n?”

Judy Garland had asked, “Can you bother to explain it?”

Young Grandfather had asked, “How much time do you have?”

And Judy Garland had pointed with the two fingers holding her cigarette, had pointed at the enema bag, and asked, “You tell me how much time I’ve got.”
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