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These arabesques that mysteriously embody mathematical truths only glimpsed by a very few – how beautiful, how exquisite – no matter that they were the threshing and thrashing of a drowning man.

– R. D. Laing, The Politics of Experience






.… .…! and again …. .…! two groups of four …. .…! on it goes …. .…! insistently persistently …. .…! not that one hears it quite so much nowadays …. .…! If one does it’s a fake – a recording of an old phone …. .…! done with a lot of echo …. .…! so’s to suggest it’s ringing in a largish, darkish hall …. .…! poorly lit by tall, narrow windows …. .…! many little stained panes …. .…! altogether depicting a square-jawed medieval knight and his equally mannish lady …. .…! sword and spear …. .…! spindle and distaff …. .…! two groups of four …. .…! on it goes …. .…! relentlessly …. .…! Can we make anything mysto-mathematico-significant out of this? No, probably …. .…! not – if it were .…. and then ……! possibly, for the converse would be the six-five special coming down the line …… .…. and here he comes …. .…! right on time – but what time? Mid fifties, I s’pose …. .…! the mid fifties at Redington Road …. .…! Somewhere on a catwalk Sabrina’s forty-two-inch bust is being riveted into her brassiere …. .…! Somewhere in a giant hangar the nacelles of Vulcan Bombers are being embroidered with …. .…! rivets …. .…! Wasp-waisted she was – this skyscraper as well …. .…! nipped in the middle — the people with the luxury flats on the upper storeys …. .…! tits, every man-jack of ’em …. .…! Self-satisfied arse I chatted to in the changing room yesterday evening, blithering on about his terrific views and high-achieving children …. .…! From the thirty-fifth floor he can see all the way to London …. .…! see them balancing their bloody chequebooks …. .…! He turns away from the picture window …. .…! turns away from his own self-satisfied face …. .…! turns towards his glass-topped coffee table …. .…! his black leatherette sectional sofa …. .…! his stainless-steel hatstand …. .…! Stainless-steel hatstand! – always ahead of the pack, Maurice …. .…! Remember him coming back from Heal’s with one like that during …. .…! the Malayan Emergency …. .…! Here he comes now, rounding the metallic Horn at a steady clip …. .…! He’s heeling …. .…! his tailored sails flapping in the draught — never dealt with the draughts …. .…! it was a draughty house until the day he died …. .…! Just as well …. .…! Evacuated Missus Mac’s Harpic reek and all our cabbage-water farts …. .…! Then came the wind of change that changed the winds …. .…! Poor Maurice …. .…! didn’t get it – hats were being flung fast out of fashion …. .…! No God, see – no need to cover up your third eye …. .…! he can’t see inside your mind – he isn’t up there …. .…! That one’s up there …. .…! very flat and shiny …. .…! Spreadable tan and paper-white shirt folded in a Swiss papeterie – I know his name: Eamonn Holmes …. .…! I hate that – that I know his name …. .…! Eamonn Holmes …. .…! And again: …. .…! thick as a chicken – still talking ’though his head’s chopped off …. .…! No-no-no …. .…! you must never do a tango with a …. .…! Native American? Inuit …? No-no-no – doesn’t sound right at all. Loved her, though …. .…! …. .…! Amelia what’s-her-face, ’specially the little helium-squeaky bounce in …. .…! .… .…! Esss-ki-mo — He’s turning, Maurice – turning back. He’s turning back – one highly polished toe flips up the corner of the old Persian rug … pashas in profile … birds embroidered into cages … traced their outlines with my finger for …. .…! ages – tracing ’em still. He cries: Turn it down, old chap! Before pressing on towards the teak console table …. .…! Oh, no-no-no! Trace the leaf-and-blade pattern of the Sanderson’s wallpaper as well – slip my fingernail in the crack between the sheets …. .…! another world in back of it – hung on the front of it … that map. Old framed map. Curious mixture of the surveyed and the imagined. Real settlements – mythical beasts. Little pictograms of villages …. .…! each one with a steepled church …. .…! sitting on a titty tumulus, shaded in with cross-hatching. The place names written in cursive script and full of lifping effs … Fussex … Suffex – that sorta thing …. .…! …. .…! Here he comes – spry he was … as well as … dapper. Spry. Dapper. Another thing that’s gone – those words. Maybe gone ’cause he’s … gone – gone with him, placed in his tomb to ensure he’ll be spry and dapper for all …. .…! eternity – except that he was cremated …. .…! …. .…! at Golders Green. Whole family burned there – ashes scattered on the Heath, mingling promiscuously with those of hundreds of other North London Jews who’ve died of …. .…! cancer. Here he comes – right hand down … right hand down hard … swerving and skidding and skittering right out of fashion … But he was what then? …. .…! In his early fifties p’raps – easily young enough to be … my … son. Here he comes and snatches up the black give-a-dog-a …. .. – Hello, Hampstead four-five-oh-six, how may I help you? Then a pause – actually, more than a pause: a hiatus … Because it was odd, certainly – and never stopped being so: that abrupt transition from being in the room … being in the very particularity of the hall at Redington Road, with the day’s newspapers laid out on the dark, mirror-shiny wood next to the telephone … the post fanned out beside them – lots of envelopes, since he worked from home as much as from his office in Long Acre …. .…! …. .…! Mostly manila ones with little glassine windows on to a world of …. .…! .… .…! numbers – a world in which Rab Butler solemnly announces, We can double the size of the national cake … No doubt a proper big cake such as Missus Fitz used to bake, using a full tin of Golden Syrup once it came off the ration …. .…! .… .…! real strength from genuine sweetness – none of your asparta– … asp– … arse-spurting? None of that stuff anyway – those things … Muff-things … stupid little muff-things – pull off the waxed paper and half the thing comes with it. Bingo! You’ve halved the size of the national cake …. .…! .… .…! Bitten lips and bruised eyes. Creased collar – painted-on hair … That’s jolly serious, the Chancellor of the Exchequer announces from behind an ornate silver ink stand: the builders have been freed, so the number of new houses will rise year on year …. .…! .… .…! the national cake will double in size, and everyone can have an extra slice – Uncle Maurice was never a chap for an extra slice … Spry and dapper, neat and quick – his hair lustrous in the multicoloured spangles of light tumbling down from the narrow, tall stained-glass windows …. .…! .… .…! What was that stuff he put on his hair …? I twitted him … unmercifully. Ponged as well – not unpleasantly, but a definite aroma, suggestive of barbers’ shops: singed-hair-shushing-shortie-grey-nylon-coat-hot-crotch-pressed-against-hard-shoulder …. .…! .… .…! something stiffening in there …. .…! .… .…! Will that be all, sir? …. .…! .… .…! Something for the weekend? …. .…! …. .…! No need for any of that carry-on now – stand up in the church, say it out loud. Out loud and proud – that’s what they are now: Do you, Maurice Busner, take this hairdresser, Henry Tonks, to be your lawful wedded husband? All jizzed-up to lift the burlap veil – kiss the cowboy’s chapped lips …. .…! …. .…! when some fascist in a black leather overcoat stands up at the back of the church, whips out a gun and let’s all the cotton-pickin’ faggots have it …. .…! .… .…! Times ten tubes at two-and-six … under plain wrapper … Extra one-and-eleven on the postal order to cover postage … and … packing. Nuctol! That was it – Nuctol! Can’t remember my own bloody room number – but I have that: Nuctol! A Must for Immaculate Men Who Care for Their Hair! The dressing that nourishes and controls the hair! Your hair will double in size, along with the national cake …. .…! …. .…! In two-and-six tubes and three-and-six jars … Total swizz – prob’ly made up from a job-lot of wholesale hair cream … portioned out in a Billericay bike shed or a Grays Thurrock garage …. .…! …. .…! Utter, utter, swizz: but he swore by it – Remember him dying on the medical ward at Heath … Very brave – I shan’t be …. .…! …. .…! easy way out – here and happy, then there and … nothing. Not poor old Fred – not that. Very brave – bore everything without a murmur so long as he’d his Nuctol …. .…! …. .…! Will you be a dear chap and fetch me my Nuctol from that cabinet-thingie …? Last thing I did for him – my father … Who was he, my father? Always wondered that – worried at it: Grrr … Grrr … Grrr … side to side … up and down … Grrr … Grrr … Grrr … bit of meat – bit of gristle …. .…! …. .…! The gristly truth – caught there, between my teeth and swollen gums: Maurice – Maurice was my father – not biologically but in every other way – and my father was one of the Immaculate Men Who Care for Their Hair …. .…! …. .…! Had to be a euphemism – or, more properly, a sign. Later on … seventies, I s’pose … it was other things: a pierced ear, or a spotty handkerchief in your back pocket. But back then it was all just that little bit … subtler – you’d to reach out through the postwar fog …. .…! …. .…! feel tentatively for the touch of another Immaculate Man … Spies they were – agents from Ganymede. All part of the same frigid conflict – until they touched and it caught fire …. .…! …. .…! One second you were reading the carefully worded advertisement in Reynold’s News, the next you were in a bedsitting room in Hainault, naked on a cold and quilted bedspread … One sec’ you were in the hall at Redington Road …. .…! …. .…! the next you were in a velvety void with a stranger’s lips nibbling at your ear – while your tongue tasted wax as it wriggled around the alien whorls …. .…! …. .…! No-no-no, oh dear, no – if you do you’ll get a breeze-up, and you’ll end up with a freeze-up! The bewilderingly intimate oddity of a call on a private line in an era when it was still Mister Busner and Missus Mac – even after she’d been mopping up after him for a decade …. .…! .… .…! Suddenly, here he is: in the fuzzy darkness … and I’m in there with him. On the radio the other day some disembodied voice said, Virtual reality is where you go to when you make a phone call …. .…! …. .…! Where you go to now, p’raps – but then? There was nothing either virtual or actual about it at all – only invisible mouths and immaterial ears tangoing together in a numb clinch, no-no-no …. .…! …. .…! Hampstead four-five-oh-six, he says again – and that being the way of things then, and the necessary being right to hand, he gets out a cigarette from the split-bamboo box and lights it with one of the job lot of Dunhill gold lighters he bought from Bramlow’s in Camden Town when it went under … fifty-two, was it, or possibly fifty-one? …. .…! …. .…! And whoever was on the other end of the line prob’ly lit up, too – way of it then …. .…! …. .…! Old Kay-sixes still about – interior surfaces were Bakelite-faced plywood … there was an ashtray-cum-pipe-rack, and a prominent hook at groin-level for your um-ber-ella … Umbrellas! Umbrellas for men … Men’s umbrella, lady … Mend by hand, lady … Umbrellas to mend … Toodle-uma, luma-luma … Toodle-uma, luma-luma … Toodle aye-ay … Any umbrellas – any umbrellas to mend today …. .…! …. .…! People, I recall, used to pride themselves on all the phone numbers they could remember – not any more, no need for that carry-on. Used to say, Ooh, I can remember the phone number of every house I’ve ever lived in …. .…! …. .…! a mnemonic exercise that, finger-in-dial, connected them to the world. Still, it was understandable, given telephone directories steadily grew fatter by the year …. .…! .… .…! The ones at Redington Road were kept shelved in the console table, behind glass – big fat paperback books that made for dull reading …. .…! .… .…! plot-wise – although if you sat and scanned the columns of minute print they could be really rather frightening …. .…! .… .…! All those people – all those Busners. Despite being orphaned, Henry and I soon came to realise we were part of a wider Busner community spread throughout Greater London …. .…! .… .…! most of ’em immediate relatives, but some – those bedevilling Ponders End Busners, for example – were quite unknown to us …. .…! …. .…! Then there was that junior registrar at Saint Mungo’s – O’Shaughnessy? Said his name was far less common than my own – and they were Lords of Tara, or some other hazy Celtic Twilight nonsense. Got a bit aerated – drink had, I believe, been taken …. .…! .… .…! Fiver said it weren’t so and we ended up with the relevant directories open on our knees, running fingers down lists of kikes and taigs – and he was right: there were more of us than them …. .…! .… .…! Moreover, I’ve increased the imbalance – single-prickedly, so to speak. Not that there’s any way of establishing the scores now – haven’t seen a phone book in ages …. .…! .… .…! Don’t have one of my own any more – everything in this thing, this slick and slippery … thing. Turn it over, feel the smoothness of the bevelled-glass screen – turn it over again …. .…! …. .…! Annagain. Run your finger round the precise concavity of the home button – sorta tummy-button, really: touch it againannagain … stay in touch …. .…! .… .…! Feelies – that’s what we called them back in the day: small objects which sit in the palm of the hand – nice feeling to hold and touch them. I tried to make the Riddle tiles a bit like that …. .…! .… .…! carried one or two round in my pocket for years – only connect: connect with the world, connect with other people …. .…! .… .…! But it’s damnably hard – getting harder all the time: I say something – anything – but they don’t seem to hear me …. .…! .… .…! What does Ben call it when his screen doesn’t reload fast enough? Lagging – that’s it. Annoying little spinning widget appears as well: lagging – yeah, lagging – that’s it, I’m lagging …. .…! .… .…! I’m lagging and there’s a sorta circlet – or corona, more properly – spinning in the very dead-centre of my visual field …. .…! .… .…! Spinning and spinning and stimming and spinning and … stimming some more – a corona of precisely ruled lines, radiating round into and out of existence …. .…! .… .…! Rota tu volubilis – status malus … Just goes to show, whatever they may say, there’s not much wrong with my memory – it’s only that I have to … sort of … download things …. .…! .… .…! while in the meantime there’s all this other … data – such a lot of it, it pours in, more and more – and the more there is, the more it reminds you …. .…! .… .…! you’re alone in here – while out there it’s a Snowden aviary of a dining area, full of trilling laughter and cheeping chatter, out of which emerges this pleasing Scouse whine: Don’t wanna jib youse, but shall we cummere fer oor tea t’night? …. .…! .… .…! Above them not Lennon’s only sky but only fire-resistant tiles – always a lot of fire-resistant tiles in hotels, even expensive ones …. .…! …. .…! But why – why does that old codger have a sweatshirt with Jack Jones written on it? Is it part of a series – an entire fashion line featuring seventies union leaders? If so, where’re Vic Feather and Clive Sinclair? …. .…! …. .…! This is where their winter of discontent ended: in a summer city-break, complete with Hilton Honors points. There they are: queuing up in front of a wooden bench piled high with croissants and those muff-things, while their seriously overweight wives saw at the greasy meat on their plates with serrated knives – a mortuary sound …. .…! …. .…! Hang on to the phone – that’s the thing to do. It’s all in the phone: my itinerary, my train times, my medical information – the whole lot. Hang on to the phone – feel the smoothness of its bevelled screen …. .…! …. .…! place your thumb in the soft depression of its belly-button – turn it over and over … a five-hundred-quid worry bead – and all I worry about is losing the bloody thing …. .…! …. .…! Sign on the toilet seat in the train yesterday afternoon: please don’t flush nappies, tampons, chewing gum or old love letters down this toilet – and a whole list of other stuff besides – whimsical things such as hopes and dreams, but also old phones …. .…! …. .…! Why old phones, why not new ones? Have to think about that – assemble a brains trust is what Maurice would’ve said: We’ll have to assemble a brains trust …. .…! …. .…! There would be Cyril, leaning back in his chair, pipe at a preposterous angle, pouchy, puckish, bearded face – carping, querulous, strangulated voice …. .…! .… .…! Eeeoooh, an old phone preeohsupposes a neeohw one – and surely, what we neeohd to ask ourselves is what sort of society we’re living in when anyone at all takes it upon themselves to discard an expensive piece of GeePeeOh equipment quite so casually …. .…! …. .…! When did he quit the stage …? Before fifty-five, I’d wager – and he wasn’t that old, prob’ly, though he looked like Methuselah so far as I was concerned …. .…! …. .…! On it goes – and if Maurice were to answer it? Hampstead four-oh-five-six he’d say – then he’d repeat it twice, before beginning to panic: Push Button A! he’d yelp, at once convinced there was some Mitteleuropean Busner on the end of the line, fresh off the boat train, the dirt of the shtetl trapped in his turn-ups, and wholly unversed in the ins and outs of British public telephones …. .…! …. .…! Push Button A! Maurice’d cry again, becoming increasingly agitated – he was still doing it twenty-five years later: long after Button A had gone … he lingered on. I’d call from a pay phone, and, as I fed the ten-pee piece in, I’d hear, soaring above the instrument’s mechanical digestion, his anguished confusion: Push Button A! Push Button A! …. .…! …. .…! And what – what exactly would happen? B, I s’pose – B would happen – you’d have to push Button B! …. .…! What did Button B do …? Not that Maurice was restating the fundamentals of causation – oh, no, because the exact same thing happened when answer-phones came in …. .…! …. .…! He kept on applying the old rubric of communication to this new means – could never get the hang of leaving a pithy message …. .…! …. .…! Not really known for his pith, Maurice – any more than I am. He’d ramble on, speaking as if he were dictating a letter: Dear Zachary, it’s Maurice here, I do hope you, Miriam and the boys are all well. Barbara and I went to see the Pirates of Penzance at the Savoy Theatre last evening. It wasn’t a terribly impressive production, I’m afraid – several of the chorus were woefully out of tune … While as for the very model of a modern major-general – why, he was nothing credibly of the sort at all …. .…! …. .…! And so on …. .…! …. .…! again annagain – really, I should’ve obtained the services of a scribe to copy down these messages – which often ran to hundreds of words – then sat and read them over breakfast …. .…! …. .…! Bless him – we’re all like him now, smoothing our remaining Nuctol-enriched hair, putting a record on the gramophone … attempting to make our way across this new wasteland using the same old ways …. .…! …. .…! The old Bakelite phone … its twelve-eyed minstrel face still goggling at me from the screen of the smart one Ben gave me …. .…! …. .…! hearken to its persistent insistence …. .…! …. .…! reverberating on the telephone table, a specialised item of furniture, the walnut-burled compartment of which seems to’ve been purpose-designed to amplify its …. .…! …. .…! carping self-importance: Answer me ….! Answer me ….! And we did – by golly we did. Didn’t matter what you were doing – eating dinner, making love, making war … sitting on the lavatory …. .…! …. .…! The reverence accorded the malevolent little household god was so great – you’d no sooner dream of not answering it than you would of not standing for the National-bloody-Anthem …. .…! …. .…! Hunchbacked across the parquet, trousers and pants bunched around your ankles, turd halfway out – a waggling Devil’s tail … Hello! Hello! Yes … Hampstead four-five-oh-six …. .…! …. .…! Annagain: Hampstead four-five-oh-six – Push Button A! Push Button A! Push Butt–. It stops: the thrumma-dum-dum, the insistent trilling. It stops – and is slowly succeeded by: Scritch-itch-itch … scritch-itch-itch … scritch-itch-itch … When I’ve done what? Scritch-itch-itch … scritch-itch-itchright away! What if he won’t come quietly? Scritch-itch-fuckitNormanyou’vegottamantherewithhiscritch-scritch-itch … A very small trapped bird or possibly an insect, Busner thinks – sealed in plastic, not Bakelite any more, but it still sounds the scritch-itch same. Everyone … he persists … has either done it or thought of doing it: smashing the handset against the telephone table … againannagain ’til it disintegrates – leaving a rice-paper disc macarooned there now the voice it once contained has … busted out of this wiry prison and straight into my head! — A world is shimmering into being, Busner thinks, bodying-forth from the handset the Manager of the Podium Restaurant holds clamped against his head – visible waves of materiality ripple into the human spectral range, bearing this flotsam on their crests: Eamonn Holmes slapped across a wall-mounted flat-screen telly, a news thread ever unzipping his comfortable belly … A whole melon poised on a mound of crushed ice, its flesh elaborately tooled into tight, leafy tessellations so it resembles … a monstrous artichoke! Beyond this are more shape-shifting legumes: a forest of miniature carrot-trees surrounded by swirls of cucumber and tomato roundels – a steel tripod bearing a jungly mess of salad leaves and multicoloured peppers. Further away, through the misty atmosphere, Busner spots an entire Continental section: frills of ham and cooked meats, cheese slices fanned out around an entire Gouda on a wooden trencher. And there are people – guests – shuffling alongside the counter, tonging black bread, dill pickles, mini-muff-things and full-sized croissants on to their already high-piled plates, or spooning porridge into deep white bowls, or thrusting specialist scoops into Tupperware tubs full of organic muesli, honey-nut cornflakes and Rice Krispies … blebs. All Busner can see, as his own head waggles furtively, first to the right … then to the left … are other heads, hanging in the air, eerily illuminated by the spotlights above the counter, disembodied by the steam rising from it. They are, he thinks, each and every one a world entire, around which all … this … orbits – all the coconuts and the curries and the Castlefield Canal … All conditioned phenomena are a dream, an illusion … a bubble … a shadow … like dew or a flash of lightning … thus shall we perceive them … He holds this thought, while thinking that it, too, is a conditioned phenomena – then all at once is puffed up with giddy spiritual pride: P’raps this is it? he exalts. I’ve slipped into enlightenment, as a lesser man might … a ditch! – But then, he considers: That’s exactly the sort of pride which can lead novices into the most awful … glistening, glutinous, sickly smelling … swamp. Busner’s gaze wanders from the serving dish heaped with baked beans into … a charnel house: glinting, calcified slices of black pudding … oozing grease – still greasier sausages, and a great Rattenkönig of bacon, smeared with globs of white fat, its rinds woven into a … gristly plait. This is where desire, that most conditioned phenomena of all, ends – he acknowledges wearily – in the abattoir, where the poor beast is first poleaxed, then … flayed. The MANAGER (it says as much on the badge he wears on his lapel) has freed his ear from the wall-mounted phone behind the breakfast buffet and shimmered into a dark green suit with lighter green silken lapel-facings, pocket flaps and … reveres. I’ve Maurice to thank for that: Never spare money on tailoring, Zachary, see the flaps on these pockets … lovely bit of stitching – the clothes maketh the man … the clothes maketh the man … Down to Dave Wax on Hammersmith Broadway – soft touch on the inside leg: Nice bit of shmatte, that … Never afraid of a cliché – Jews or Englishmen, as for English Jews: It’s a fair cop, guv’nor – you’ve got me bang to rights for saying, Nice bit of shmatte, that … What was the final result of all those fittings? In Maurice’s case a wholly irrational belief that he … passed, that he could have himself sewn into the … very model of a modern major-general – not that he was fool enough to try passing for a military man, but he wore tailored English suits and shirts, handmade English shoes, Saint Michael’s not-so-hairy vests, pants and socks – gold cufflinks from Asprey’s, gold fountain pens from Parker, leather wallets, pocketbooks and card cases from Smythson’s … That he sported Italian and French silk ties only confirmed him in his opinion of his own essential Englishness: if the Angels of Death were to come swooping down over Whitestone Pond on swept-up Stuka wings – if they were to dive, deploying some sort of Semitic-blood-seeking equipment – then they wouldn’t locate Maurice, who’d remain in the drawing room at Redington Road, sipping tea, listening to the Light Programme … You can do it with a Latin from Manila to Manhattan, You can do it with a gaucho in Brazil … The ready-to-wear others would be selected, transported, forced to remove their own inferior clothing, gassed, then flayed – The clothes maketh the man … and the meat puppet … Would you come with me pl–. The MANAGER’s opening salvo is sung over by the smartphone in Busner’s pocket, which bursts into life, throbbing in a hand that had forgotten it was holding it: This old man, he played one, he played knick-knack on my thumb! ringing tones that lance between Busner and the MANAGER, then pierce the wavering heads further along the buffet, looping them into: With a knick-knack paddy-whack, give a dog a bone! The MANAGER, Busner’s amused to see, cannot proceed: he is held in check by the … singing ringing thing I hold … this old man came rolling HOME! Busner withdraws the smartphone from his pocket and together this old man … and the MANAGER stare at its screen, while the rondo continues: This old man, he played two, he played knick-knack on my shoe! NO CALLER ID. The semantics of this simple statement bother Busner: how should this be interpreted? Is it that the caller is devoid of an identity due to some psychological or physical trauma? Or is it the smartphone which is unable to establish the identity of the person making the call? The latter would seem more logical, and to be consistent with Busner’s – albeit hazy – telecommunications knowledge – although to support the former comes this paddy-whacky notion: surely only a sentient machine could establish that the entity contacting it is devoid of self-consciousness? That the smartphone’s self-aware seems indisputable, since it continues to cry out, Give a dog a bone! and launches into the next verse … This old man he played three! with positively gay abandon – while the MANAGER and the disembodied heads are unable either to look away or to intervene. Busner can remember well enough when Ben downloaded the ringtone: Choose something catchy that you’ll definitely remember, Gramps, he’d said, ’cause you can have just about anything you want as a ringtone, and when you’re in public it’s confusing if you hear a phone ringing and don’t know if it’s yours … and don’t know if it’s yours … Yes, it was confusing – ever since his grandson had alerted him to the phenomenon Busner has heard them: the old Bakelite phones resonating in new suit pockets and shiny patent-leather handbags – the young people doing some sort of Schuhplattler: slapping their thighs and hips as they hopped from one foot to the other. – You don’t gotta have an abstract sorta noise-thingy, Gramps – you can download a tune, or even someone singing an old pop song … or even someone singing an old pop song … He’d scrolled down the options, clicking on one after another, but Gramps hadn’t wanted to twist and shout, do the locomotion or rise up on a dizzying theremin fugue. He’d tapped the screen: That one – play me that one … although he’d no idea why. Doo-doo dooby-doo doo-a-doo-a-doo! Knick-knack paddy-whack, give-a-dog-a-bone … the synthesised tootling summoned up the old nursery rhyme’s words so effectively he’d heard the voices of … scores of marching Chinese orphans – but why? And why were they singing an English nursery rhyme? It hardly mattered – the important thing was, being the possessor of a smartphone with a distinctive ringtone made him able to … hold the manager at bay, because with thumbs and knees and shoes and doors the ringtone assembles … a little booth around Busner: a sequestration within which … I can press Button A … while the MANAGER remains impotently outside, unable to enter this very public, private space. Instead they stand and stare, and Busner wonders if the MANAGER is also preoccupied by possible meanings of NO CALLER ID, until … on my hi– it stops. The MANAGER gently grasps Busner’s elbow, and, speaking very slowly and distinctly, says, Come along now, I hope you aren’t gonna make any trouble. Slipping the smartphone into his jacket pocket, Busner replies: Trouble, why would I make any trouble – ’sides … why’d’you want me to go anywhere? Come along now, sir, the MANAGER says, tightening his grip, this is hardly the appropriate place to be … to stand about in … Oh, bloody hell, man, you’re naked. – It’s true: Busner has forgotten he’s in … some dishabille … Or, rather: since coming to consciousness standing at the breakfast buffet in the Podium Restaurant, he hasn’t until now considered the matter of … my attire. But with his invisible booth demolished, Busner’s eyes are compelled to follow the MANAGER’s hand, which rises, describing a severe arc that takes in: Eamonn Holmes, the Jack Jones man, tables decorated with single orchids in skinny vases, some bizarre giant optics full of breakfast cereals, and, beyond these, in between shoulder-high white pots housing … giant bonsai trees – how can that be? … the sunny tumult of a summer morning in central Manchester, before falling to point out the deeply familiar … alien in its segmented, skin spacesuit that lies on the counter’s mosaic-tiled edge, seemingly questing towards the glistening piles of pork with a … Cyclopean eye. Busner is indignant: I’m not naked! bursts from him, even as he hunches over, partially hiding his penis with his roomy tweed jacket’s shadowing skirts, I’m half naked at best! – Mister and Missus Jack Jones are probably reconsidering their dinner options, Busner thinks, since the poor MANAGER has succeeded in creating the very scene he was determined to avoid — and now, slowly-sandily-trickling … minute flecks of recollection pitter-patter into his mind: Walking down the long, low, carpeted treads of the stairs from the lobby area … encountering a dumpy East European waitress with thick ankles, who asked for his room number, pointed out a table to him, took his order for a pot of tea, then watched, stunned, as Zack worked his way between the other tables, his big fat old naked pitted pitifully-bald buttocks … swinging, before heading over to the wall-mounted phone behind the counter and calling in this … public morality strike. Crowding him, the MANAGER goes on: There’re the other guests to consider, sir, and you’re in danger of doing yourself a m-mischief. Their eyes fall … Does anyone ever closely examine a penis besides a clinician? and he stammers on: It m-m-might get b-burned. I’ll come quietly, Busner says, I’ve no wish to make problems for you … In fact – he picks up one of the oiled and wooden-looking sausages and lays it on the tiles beside his penis, their grid of grout providing an instant means of comparison – I’ve no desire at all to speak of – not any more. I’ve attained Sannyasa, y’see – the life-stage of renunciation. But the MANAGER sees nothing besides … my shvantz, and so Busner further informs him: Even if I were still potent, it wouldn’t be much of an issue – I’ve always been a grower, not a shower, frankly, I’d’ve liked something a little more impressive than this chipo- … chipo- … chip-o-thing to bandy about in the changing room. He looks up, sensing a change in the atmosphere: the unionists, their wives and grandchildren have all retreated behind the chest-high partition separating the dining area from the buffet, and are lined up there goggling at … the floor show. As he watches he sees a child’s madly inquisitive face being pushed down out of sight by an adult hand … another intolerant beheading … which somehow summons up the cold comfort of camping with the Eighth Golders Green: a fat boy called Weiss who wore shorts … lederhosen-tight, despite which his ging-gang-goolie-wash-washes … were always … winkling their way out! Lissen, chummy, ’less you can prove you’re a guest at this hotel, I’m going to escort you off the premises. Are you, chummy? Can you show me your key card? Key card, card key … carkey … Karpov … massive intimidation – staring the poor little Short down, a million calculations going on behind hooded Russian eyes … drinking and drinking and drinking glassafterglass of water, a thick and corded stream powers the irrigation wheel … out there on the Deccan Plateau … Keccan Cocteau … Ke-ca-nate … Ke-carnate … Key card, car key – Come along now, chummy, you clearly ain’t got it … Oof! They’ve collided … we’ve collided … with a pair of security guards, whose squawking walkie-talkies and general jobsworthiness surround Busner and the MANAGER, so it’s as an awkward squad that they negotiate the tables and gain the ramp up to the lobby. This is a bit of a mither, says the younger security man, who has nibbled cauliflower ears, where’ve his bloody keks got to? The MANAGER is indignant: How should I know – I just got an eyeful of his bits dangling down on the sausages … Called Marshalsea – ’e said get the old loony to his office and he’ll look after it from there … Busner supposes he should be offended by being referred to as the old loony, but he isn’t – his eye shoots from its socket, rolls up the ramp and across the lobby, then bagatelles around the spiral staircase up to the mezzanine … Fitness Centre – and now he remembers yesterday evening: swimming in the hotel’s pool, a hot trough of sweat and chlorine he’d swilled about in for half an hour, quite enjoying the odd sensation of being at once semi-naked and floating over the workmen erecting a scaffold in the shadowy alleyway below. Less enjoyable had been the braggart in the changing room afterwards, going on about his luxury apartment thirty floors up … With his bins he could see walkers on the High Peak … With his telescope he could see his over-achieving children down in London … coining it. With his t’riffic financial acumen he could see the shape of capital to come … his way. The man, recently retired, had rubbed his towel gently between his wobbling breasts, revolved it over his bulging belly. Zack had shuddered then – Busner shudders now … clap-clap his feet applaud the cool lobby tiles … flip-flop his scrotum flaps from thigh to thigh … click-click his nails are in a shocking state … Busner’s buggered old knees near-buckle as the odd trio limp on across the lobby area of the Hilton Deansgate, the MANAGER holding one of his arms, the security guard the other. There are burly young men in well-pressed T-shirts leaning against mighty pillars, making phone calls – there are screens behind the concierge’s desk displaying the departure times of flights from Manchester Airport. There are clocks designed to resemble the binnacles of ocean liners in the Blue Riband era. All places, Busner hypothesises, now exhibit the characteristics of hotel lobbies: at once somewhere, nowhere and everywhere – simultaneously then, now and … whenever the zoetrope of style stops spinning. While all people feel like paying guests, checking in, checking out, never truly … at home in this world … I’ve got a home on high … Shalluz gi’ t’dibble a bell, Pete? says the security guard – and the MANAGER is terse: Think we’ll leave that up to Mister Marshalsea, shall we … Yes! Zack remembers his room number now: Five Hundred and Twenty – revisits knick-knack the hellish chamber’s sprayed-on soullessness … Recalls how he’d sat on the edge of the bed, staring down at his Melba toasty old toes, crusted with calluses and corns, and thought, Those need clipping … toenails go on growing after you’re dead … therefore … I must be dead. He’d carried on examining his feet … which is the first thing any remotely competent doctor should do for an elderly patient … both little toes had been farcically broken at different times: the left catching-then-snapping on the leg of a coffee table when, naked, he was actually fleeing an irate husband – the right, decades later, as he’d been hobbling from a podiatrist, verruca just excised, and tripped over a kerb. So it was they’d ended up ironising their fellow “toes”, which, blobby and misshapen, hardly seem fit for purpose … any more – Bunyan, Busner thinks, he was a walker … striding from village to village, preaching from the hip. They were all t’riffic walkers, those Protestant proselytisers … the Sannyasins of their day, stepping out gaily towards the next world … certain as … as … nail clippers – their anodised legs levering together … closer and closer … marrying with a loud … snick! It occurs to him: Once upon a time I was married … three fairytales, actually … and when he’d been in this estate he’d had lots of possessions … a set of autographed Jack Nicklaus championship golf clubs … why? along with flats and houses to hold them – but that was all over now: the varicose veins bunch so heavily on his calves he can feel them … squidging as he hauls one leg in front of the other … will they carry me? Yesterday evening, when he’d arrived at the Hilton Deansgate, the Duty Receptionist was waiting for him, behind the L-shaped desk in this same vast lobby – there’d been a conga of young people queuing for the express lift to the cocktail bar on the twenty-third floor, the men honking of aftershave and with short sleeves exposing their pumped-up biceps, the women in the miniest of skirts, their unhosed thighs mottled with fake tan. The Receptionist had been … a fairy in the same dark green suit as the Podium Restaurant’s MANAGER: six-button cuffs and a butterfly collar … who rubbed Zack up with the high polish of his indifference, then shined it still more … with his bounteous-bloody-hair. To either side guests had been checking in: curt queries were being punctuated by monosyllabic replies – while for him it’d proved a lot more testing: Can you provide me with a credit card, please, Doctor Bisner? Laboriously, he’d worked his way through all twelve pockets in all three pieces of his yellowish tweed suit looking for the smartphone Ben had given him, and his reading glasses … must get some bifocals! How very maddening it is to have to interpose a glass surface so’s to see … a glass surface … As he’d rummaged, his grandson’s breathy monotones returned to him: It’s got touch eyedee, all you gotta do, Gramps, is place your thumb here … and returned to him again: All you gotta do, Gramps, is place your thumb here … because however great the progress Ben had made in coping with his disability, he remained … profoundly palilaliac. Retrieving the enigmatic little slab from his right-hand trouser pocket, Zack did indeed do as he’d been told and … I’ve set it up so the very first thing you’ll see on the screen will be your schedule … and if you scroll down like this … a further top-up tutorial on how to use the phone’s other functions … on how to use the phone’s other functions … There it’d all been: his itinerary – his train and ferry times, his accommodations and their locations, a list of the pills he needed to take, how many and when … And all the host of heaven shall be dissolved, and the heavens shall be rolled together as a … scroll … Under the mocking eyes of the Receptionist, he’d scrolled through his own immediate future, still marvelling – as he had ever since Ben had introduced him to the wonders of capacitive touch – at the way his fingers intuited how to prink, palp, pinch and wipe … the Gorilla Glass – it’s just one old silverback stroking another … I’m an ape-man, I’m an ape-ape-man … There, right beside the Hilton’s name and address, had been this stentorian slogan: YOUR ROOM AND BREAKFAST HAVE BEEN PAID FOR IN ADVANCE, so he’d relayed this to the Receptionist, while thinking, Just as well – since I am Bhikku, one who lives by alms alone … Then he’d been asked to sign … here, here and initial there … before the Receptionist enquired if he’d be needing any assistance with his luggage. Zack hadn’t been able to suppress the little warm thrill of … pride – yes, pride: Oh no! he’d cried, since I am Sannyasa I carry only these … He’d held aloft his walking stick and begging bowl, but the Receptionist carried on … reading from his training scroll: Will you be needing any assistance with them, sir? Which was no good at all – not even palilaliacally. No doubt, as soon as the Receptionist had handed over the key card in its little card folder, he forgot all about the funny old codger in his eccentric get-up – When Ben found the material online Camilla had guffawed, Don’t be bloody ridiculous! Granted that’s tweed, Gramps, but it’s not stuff for clothes – it’s for covering furniture and that sorta stuff … Zack loathed the way they both called him Gramps – loathed equally Camilla’s hippy-dippy bullshit and her syntactic mangling, which reminded him of a broadcaster called upon to extemporise … the situation for David Cameron is difficult, although not as difficult as difficulties he’s had to cope with in the past … By contrast her son’s sentences were always well formed and cogent – he simply repeated them word for word, sotto voce. Still slapping across the wipeable white floor of the lobby with his burly escorts, Busner ponders the matter further: Was it her constant proximity to Ben that had done it to Camilla? Having to communicate with an autist – even a high-functioning one – was always an oddly alienating experience, some would argue more like transmitting than truly communicating. Did she p’raps experience their life together, sequestrated in a flat off the Kilburn High Road, as a broadcast that had run … decades over time? He knew her well enough – knew she often teetered on the edge of delusion, sometimes stepping over its threshold into outright fantasy. He knew also this was why he’d taken to her in the first place – long ago, long before he’d swung on to the Via Negativa and embraced … the logic of not, he’d had a professional interest in such borderline mental states: I was a sigh-kaya-tryst … the syllables are strange to him now – it was a line of work he’d fallen into … for want of any great impulse towards anything else, but which in hindsight had turned out to be … a haven for me. Back to Redington Road, where the seventeen-year-old Zack had spent the summer holidays of nineteen fifty-five – his last before embarking for medical training at Heriot-Watt – trying to talk Ben’s great-uncle down from his dizzying psychotic spirals … he believed himself to be a kite, spinning at the end of its string high over West Heath … and it was Zack who’d held the other end … my words came to him in pulses as I jerked on its fraying end. It had been a tragic situation … although not as tragic as tragedies I had to cope with in the future. A future now long in the past … he played knick-knack on my thumb … When he’d eventually reached Room Five-Twenty the hotel’s general manager had been there to welcome him personally … from the television screen. And once he’d shot this apparition with the remote, it’d immediately been replaced by the Prime Minister … and his difficulties. Busner knows David Cameron is Prime Minister because his own geepee, the ridiculously enthusiastic Doctor Faaris Zarq– … Zarq– … Zarq-something-or-other, asked him every time Zack-me went in to the surgery to have his postural hypotension checked: And who’s the lodger at Number Ten nowadays, Doctor Busner? Really, Cameron’s greasy pole has been … my gnomon: he thinks back to the man’s elevation in two thousand and ten. — That May, Zack had been mouldering away in a grotty rented flat on Fortess Road in Kentish Town. He’d already quit the family home to make it available to whichever of his children … and my children’s children … wished to reside there, and was seriously considering going the whole hog … by gifting the property to them in its entirety. For tax purposes, certainly, because … I was fixing to die. He’d sat there, in Room Five-Twenty, staring down at … the platters that don’t matter any more and been overwhelmed by shame – yes, shame. Who had he thought he’d been fooling? Had he imagined he was some heterodox devotee of Saiva Tantra, for whom popping the little Krishna-blue pill was … all part of the liberation process? Athena Dukakis, who Zack had encountered at the so-called luxury gated community which she and her father had made out of what had once been Friern Mental Hospital … did to me what I’d once done to the post-encephalitic patients. Or, at any rate, she awoke a part of him – Athena had a thing about conversions as well as erections, and, being a property developer, she’d worked on him for over a year – stripping him down, sanding him … before applying a sensual undercoat. It was disconcerting to summon up desire at will rather than having it incontinently thrust upon you – but Zack was amused, at least, by the way a hundred milligrams of sildenafil confirmed some feminists’ biological reductionism … including that of most of my … wives. After all, give a boy a loaded gun and he’d always feel duty-bound to use it – it was quite possibly this Maurice had been groping towards in his dotage, with his Push Button A! Although the poor old sod would’ve had to’ve lived another twenty years for effective treatment of erectile dysfunctions to give him … a tumescent B. After the detumescent end to their first date, Athena had said jollily: It’s up to you, Zack – you can let Old Father Time chop your cock off, or you can pop the little blue pill like everybody-bloody-else. He’d stayed the night at Princess Park, demurring – and his demurral continued the next morning, all the way to the Health Centre in Kentish Town. She’d parked outside in her sporty little red coupé, then sat in the waiting area, reading a leaflet about essteedees and the over-sixties, while doctors Zack and Zarq consulted. Back at her chilly penthouse – which featured an octagonal bedroom in one of the old hospital’s looming towers – Athena had disrobed, peeling off stretchy black Lycra to reveal the generous billows of her soft white flesh. Zack had been aroused – but that was the drug, wasn’t it? While the idea of sticking this in that had remained both anatomically and emotionally preposterous! Behind the sunken spotlights – beneath the fitted carpets and quarry tiles, hidden by the floor-length drapes … they clustered: the post-encephalitic patients he’d awakened forty years before. And not just those psychonauts who’d speeded into the star-studded seventies with their reactivated brains only to … splashdown once more, but his brother, Henry, was there as well – Henry, whose kite’s life had been spent fluttering about in institutions for half a century until … he got all tangled up in his own string. Sitting on the bed in Room Five-Twenty, staring down at his own “toes”, Zack had seen only this: the thin red line of the ligature cutting through the engorged dewlap which had once been his brother’s neck … toenails keep on growing after you die. Had Henry’s – had they curled ironically from the cremulator at Golders Green Crematorium even as the rest of him went up in smoke? Had they spiralled out over North London, snagging in phone lines, scratching past chimneypots, growing and spiralling, until there was enough primordial keratin from which to fashion … a brand-new schizophrenic. Pulling down Athena Dukakis’s stretchy-black panties, kissing her wiry pubic hair, feeling the davit of his own engorged penis … swinging below my belly, Zack had thought of … its payload: Henry’s nephew, his own eldest son, Mark. Mark this … Mark that … bad Marks … black Marks … He remembered him as a boy, all overbite and blondish fringe. Remembered his adolescence, obsessed by minutiae and their categorisation – remembered how, as Mark neared twenty, these data-sets hardened into durable worlds apart. And, finally, fought to repress the memory of Mark’s twenty-first birthday: the marquee on the back lawn at Redington Road, the lights revolving, the beat thumping, Mark’s young friends happily gyrating back on earth, while their host was orbiting a strange new planet. Zack had found him at last, sitting on the compost heap at the bottom of the garden, and saying over and over, I’m rotten to the core … I’m rotten to the core … It had hardly been ethical – Zack thought at the time … thought for many subsequent nights … thought last night as well, and Busner still thinks as he knick-knack-slaps across the lobby – to have his son admitted to his own acute ward at Heath Hospital. He looks back down the long, white-tiled corridor of his professional life and sees himself … disgustingly inserting his child’s case history into a data-set of his own devising, and pleased – Yes, pleased! – by the neatness with which it fit: There’s only so much sanity to go around in any given people-grouping, and that applies to families as well – who knew? I bloody-well knew … Knew most of all, p’raps, because, in the Busner Family, I kept it all for myself. It was true: Zack had continued staring unflinchingly into the abyss for all these years, while the others stumbled about on the blasted heath. Henry may’ve been long dead, but poor Mark was … still stumbling. And now, as he’s hustled towards an uncertain fate by these heavy, Mancunian men, Busner wonders whether Alzheimer’s itself may be a form of good mental health – after all, what could be saner in a world in which every last particle of trivia is retained on some computer or other than to … forget everything. If only he could … if only I could! – It’d been the Euston Road School time of year – when stark black twigs whipped the cold white sky and the west wind scratched cat’s claws on oil-skinned puddles. Heading north from it, Zack had considered London’s struggle against abstraction – the distortions of its most fundamental geometry. The tower blocks subtended by the Hampstead Road were wonky in the fog, while the entire city aspired to the condition of … Harrington Square: a dirty and discarded nappy. En route and on foot, he’d been heading back from a lunch with Athena at a trattoria on Southampton Row – that’s the slap-slap, my soles smacking the paving stones, I turned my overcoat collar up, ahhh … never better. The lunch had been carefully scheduled, and had a single item on the agenda: processing their relationship … what is my penis – a pea? He’d enjoyed making love to Athena that first time – at least he had once the ghosts of his patients and relatives had been stuffed under her tapestry-covered tuffets. Enjoyed making love to her several more times as well – he’d been deeply grateful to this methodical and concupiscent woman for not rearing back in disgust once he raised the curtain on the … freak show my body’s become. As they’d made love, he’d felt her fingers bring back into cultivation those remote parts which, for want of anyone troubling to survey them, had relapsed into sterile wilderness … I became fertile again. Yes! he had – and remained so, even when the sildenafil was no longer coursing through his system – a state of affairs he found almost as unnatural as Athena’s attraction to his hairless shanks and apron of slack belly-flesh. Although not as outlandish as her fervent desire – after a few months had elapsed – that her new-old boyfriend should … meet her mother! It was what did for them – because, despite Missus Dukakis being a good decade younger than Zack, under his new, eroticised dispensation she was far too old … to be fanciable. And fancying was what he’d been doing – Athena reanimated the lover in him – but this charming man came chained to a repeat offender: Zack-the-adulterer, who wandered around town, his eyeballs rolling up the thighs of the rushing girls. He even played the odd game of … pocket billiards, hefting the cue in his underpants, feeling its turbid pulse as he’d wondered what’s up there nowadays? Not the anatomical obvious – although he’d heard tell they shaved themselves bare, which was, when you considered the current paedophilia panic … disturbing – but what shrouded it … this old man came rolling home! — Aren’cha gonna answer the bloody thing? – I’m sorry? – I said, aren’cha gonna answer the bloody PHONE! Gingerly, Busner removes the warm pulsing object from his jacket pocket, and is relieved to discover it isn’t his own penis but the smartphone … It’s the one Ben gave me, isn’t it? He peers down at the screen, which bears the flashing legend BEN CALLING. The MANAGER and the security guards peer down at it as well. They all listen, dutifully, to the nursery-rhyme ringtone, which rolls tinnily on through its ordinal verses … he played three, he played knick-knack –. Who’s Ben, then? asks the MANAGER. Aren’cha gonna answer it? the security guard with the cauliflower ears reiterates. There’s a button on the screen labelled REJECT, and, although it pains him to do so, Busner touches the red spot … and Ben’s gone, falling away, end over end, into the humming void. It was my grandson, he says, I’ll call him back later. Well, the security guard remarks as they move on, aren’t you the daft ’appeth, your grandson’d probably be able to help you get out of this mess … That I doubt, Busner murmurs, that I doubt … He roundhouses his heavy, old legs, feeling the knick-knack of his ball sack as it paddy-whacks from thigh to thigh, but Zack isn’t in the lobby any more – he’s travelling back down the rabbit hole of memory, travelling back … way back to a cluttered little bedsitting room off the Corstorphine Road. He’s sitting there on a candlewick bedspread, holding a doll sporting kilt, sporran and tam in one hand, and he’s marvelling at all the careful planning it’s taken our escape-from-respectability committee to place him on Isobel McKechnie’s bed, under the glassy, gold-flecked brown eyes of her teddy bear, Fergus … Look your best – feel your best … Travel the Kayser Bondor nylon way! Her inner thighs hold his right hand in a slick, damp vice of hosiery … Travel Light! Travel Gay! Yet it makes no difference how lightly or gaily he caresses her – there’s only so far she’ll allow his fingers to travel. So far – and no further. It’s taken months to reach the land of inner-thigh – and at this rate it’ll be another year at least before he can confirm his suspicion that Isobel is indeed the proud if prudish possessor of a pair of … gay and saucy briefs from the Pompadour range. Which would be strange, so little correspondence is there between this upright daughter of the manse and the celebrated … grande horizontale. And so it’d gone on – her starched rectitude quite as much as her easy-to-care-for nylon lingerie having both been … expressly tailored with You in mind. On that Euston Road School afternoon, Zack had taken the tube from Mornington Crescent to Hampstead, then walked along Church Row, down Frognal and up Redington Road. All the solid Edwardian villas and Victorian terraced houses he passed had been defanged … Dying Christmas trees lay in their front gardens, or were propped up against railings and hedges. He’d been thinking – and he recalls this quite distinctly – about how disproportionate it had all been: the affair with Athena had lasted less than a year, yet there they’d been, still … processing it three years later! Proof – if any further were needed – that while love is mostly ephemeral … neurosis is never-ending. When he’d reached Number Forty-Seven they were waiting for him: the ghosts of Christmas present … his middle-aged sons, Daniel and Oscar, together with their partners, Pat and Vigo – his daughters, Charlotte and Frankie, and the latter’s partner, Dave? Thankfully, his youngest children weren’t there – Alex and Cressida, the annoyingly non-identical twins his third wife, Charlie, had borne him, were holidaying with their mother in Mantua … or possibly Mustique. Charlotte and Frankie’s mother, Lalage, was very much in evidence as well: cross-legged on a Moroccan leather pouffe, wearing a mad dress – wide at the hem, high in the neck, multicoloured and woolly all over – which made her appear to be some stoned Asiatic potentate. As Zack came through the front door, she was taking a deep toke on a fat joint of her home-grown marijuana – a toke she exhaled in a long and noisome smoke-streamer. It was, he thought, a bit rich – especially given she and the rest of them were evidently gathered for some sort of … intervention. It had all seemed horribly fitting: the large, open-plan living area – which had eaten up the old, echoing hall, Maurice’s study and the chilly nook which was always referred to as the Boot Room … as if we rode to hounds – had been very much Lalage’s own creation, along with a lot of other drastic remodelling she’d insisted on when they’d been married in the mid seventies. If Maurice were to be resurrected, he wouldn’t know what’d hit him … mismatched armchairs and sofas, slews of cushions, piles of floor ones – thickets of standard lamps, tussocks of table ones. All this clutter … A job-lot ill-lit by the spotlights Daniel had implanted in the high ceiling … a dismal, disordered scene, not cosy or home-like at all – more akin to the aftermath of some traumatic and forced departure … the chattels the Nazis put on sale … piled up … those wheelie-bags over there – they’d be selling Asians’ clobber as well nowadays — The parties to this latest intervention have reached a door inset in the wood-cladded wall at the foot of the spiral staircase. The Podium Restaurant’s MANAGER knocks – but any reply from within is rendered inaudible by yet more knick-knacking, as the smartphone bursts once more into life. For heaven’s sake, man, why don’t you turn the bloody thing off! Cauliflower Ears says, although he makes no move to take it away from Busner, only stands – as they all do – staring down at the trilling thing, which pulses back at them: NO CALLER ID … NO CALLER ID … NO CALLER ID — Lalage’s pot smoke had spurted from her horse-lipssssshhhhfffft! Zack’s daughter, Lottie, a rangily overgrown girl with … virtuosic ambition but little real ability had sprung from a floor cushion and launched into what was clearly a prepared speech – onanon she’d gone: her father was living a disorderly life … His liaison with a woman thirty years his junior had been embarrassing enough – most of all to himself. But that was in the past – now he was was neglecting that self mentally as well as physically – and then there were his companions … Zack’s mind had wandered … doesn’t it always, taking him with it to the upstairs rooms of suburban pubs … where men known as Tel introduce the acts and encourage you to leave your business card in a goldfish bowl on the bar, in the hope of … winning a hamper – Poor Lottie! grinding out smooth ballads from her permanently sore throat, wiggling her wide hips – every time she paused for breath her supportive father heard the grating after-tone … send in the clooownssshhrrghhh. The intervention had been, perhaps, her finest ever performance: standing there, for once with an audience at least close to double figures, and proving how much more mature she could be than her spaced-out mother and senile father. Poor Lottie! The least objection – the slightest check to one of her outbursts – was, Zack knew only too well, the way to really enrage her … such a temper – such anger. Yet on this occasion … I threw caution to the winds. Why? There was the reopened wound of his split from Athena … it’s the last, not the bloody first, that’s the deepest, and so he’d shouted her down: That’s enough! You’ve no right to browbeat me in this way – not you, Lottie, or any of you other ungrateful whelps … or words to that effect. Oscar, who has his mother’s neat, dark features … and permanently shaded top lip, had looked up from his phone-fiddling and guffawed: You’re seventy-eight years old, Zack Busner – you’re seventy-eight years old! Who was he, this pseudo-intellectual, pseudo-biker in all his pretentiousness, to berate the father who … wiped his fucking bum! It’d been Daniel, one of life’s conciliators, who’d eventually calmed them all down. Busner felt a great affinity with his second son, who … like me, has always had a … mutating mental thunderhead between him and the sunlight: a profoundly disturbed elder brother. It’d made of him a coper as well as a conciliator – a coper and a tosher and a mender and a marrier of one two-by-four to the next. Daniel had been the first of Zack’s children to move back into the Redington Road house with the stated intention of … keeping a bit of an eye on Dad – the Fortess Road flat had gone the way of all rental properties, and, although he’d been saying for a while that when the lease ended he’d … take to the open road, winter was coming – so he’d scuttled back up to Hampstead … my shitty-little tail between my bemerded legs. Zack couldn’t help feeling a little cynical about Daniel and Pat’s eye-keeping: the doctoring wasn’t … that lucrative, while his partner, the earthy and mostly indolent Patricia … hadn’t stopped pushing ’em out until she was nigh-on perimenopausal. They’d had a house of their own, once … Palmers Green, wasn’t it? But, as the years passed, so the shortfall between their earnings and the mortgage payments grew. Unlike the thrifty Oscar, who’d scrimped and saved and bought-to-let, they’d been compelled to sell-to-borrow … moving further and further out, sending their vast brood of kids to wilder and wilder schools, until they were marooned out in the Essex flatlands. There were rooms aplenty at Redington Road for these whelps’ whelps – of whom there were so many their grandfather couldn’t remember their names … if I even knew them to begin with. He’d encounter one or other of them on the stairs, or emerging from a bathroom, and reel back, shocked by this particular expression … of my own phenotype: faces of a greater or less … frogginess, but all with standard, Busner-issue receding chins, wide mouths and prominent yet flat-bridged noses – all of them with mild blue eyes, mostly goggling behind thick lenses. And their grandfather would gaze at them dumbstruck, thinking … Who are they, my descendants? Who indeed. – Nonetheless, on the afternoon of the Big Intervention, it was Daniel who’d … mended fences, just as he’d mended the guttering, put the wildly overgrown garden in order and installed the inset ceiling spotlights … possibly with a view to this interrogation. Dad, he’d said, we’re quite simply worried about you … or words to that effect, and we wonder whether you might be more, um, comfortable somewhere where people can keep an eye on you consistently … It was sort of okay when it was just Pat, me and the kids here – but now so many of the others have pitched up as well … and I’ve taken this Southwark job … Well … we rather sort of … feel … you’re getting sort of … lost between the … cracks. Surely … some sort of … assisted … living …? He had tailed off as his courage sort of deserted him – it was left to his half-sister to do the … soothsaying: You’re getting forgetful, Dad – you don’t take your medication … You have, um … these accidents – what if you fall? And left it to her younger sister in turn to deliver the … coup de grâce: It’s Simon, really, Dad, he’s a complete fucking loony and none of us can stand him … There’d been, Busner thinks now, still standing before the groovy wooden door, waiting for admission to this … chamber of secrets – what’re they gonna do to me? What possible sanction can there be for putting your meat-and-two-veg’ on a buffet counter? a spring-loaded catch in the collective throat of the family … and Frankie released It … Clever Frankie – direct Frankie. Smart and efficient Frankie – fully-medically-qualified Frankie, who works as a locum only because she wants her time free to pursue … other projects. Smart, neat, almost … reet-petite Frankie, who’s got all her sister’s share of their mother’s ethereal good looks, yet … makes very little of them … The expressions on the other Busneresque faces had shifted – they all became animated, sat up, stopped mucking about with their mobile phones, and so had begun … a clamour of complaint: Simon had burned the carpet and the sheets in the attic bedroom, he’d blocked the downstairs toilet with excessive amounts of toilet paper, he’d woken the entire house at three in the morning playing Carmina Burana … vita de-tes-ta-bi-lis … nunc obdurat … et tunc curat … ludo men-tis ac-i-em … Sors sa-lu-tis!! Et vir-tu-tis!! Michi nunc con-traaaria!! Est affectusss! Et de-fectussss! Semper in an-garia …!! Because he’d been enslaved by the same bloody thing that forever enslaves all of us: having gone out to some dreadful-bloody-dive in Kilburn, where he succeeded in picking up someone at least biologically female – as Pat-the-Prude put it. Someone who – it transpired the following morning when she refused to leave the house – was even crazier than Simon! Zack gagged trying to drink in all this poisonous resentment – he’d spluttered, I-I d-don’t rightly know where to begin when it comes to rebutting this dreadful calumny … Whereupon his third son … dangerous to know piped up again: You are seventy-eight years old! You are seventy-eight years old! His leathery, bearded face creasing, his hands shining his leathery knees, You are seventy-eight years old! You are seventy-eight years old! Basking in Oscar’s fury, his father had considered … yet again the stereotypic character of younger siblings’ resentments: He thinks Simon crazy … therefore Simon is Mark, so he’s plunged into insecurity … And it might’ve been at that precise point … or possibly sometime later, that the malefactor had himself appeared, slinking into the big Busner-filled room and squatting down beside the mirrored cocktail cabinet – another relic of the Maurice Years … You’ll have a cocktail, won’t you, Zachary-dear? Gin-and-it? Kill a few brain cells while we tune in to the Brains Trust? This – this! Then – now! This much he knew – I know: he has reached the final Ashrama, the life-stage of renunciation, so then – as now – he’d sat tight-lipped behind his mask of akrodha … the state attainable by sustained practice wherein the Sannyasin maintains his equanimity despite being roundly abused by his own sickeningly ungrateful grown-up children, venturing only this feeble riposte: He’s more sinned against than sinning … Right away Oscar was up on his hind-legs … like his wet-nosed namesake … long dead – Miriam took him to the vet, should’ve liked to say goodbye … and the venom had spurted out: You may be seventy-eight years old – you may even be a bit confused – but that doesn’t disqualify you from hearing hard truths … hard stuff – yeah. Yeah! All of our childhoods, yeah – all of ’em buggered up by you with this bullshit: your great healing empathy – your magical healing touch, which you insisted on bestowing on all-and-fucking-sundry all the fucking time! All-and-fucking-sundry! To’ve conceived a child at all was miraculous – to’ve watched him weaned and grown to manhood a series of amazing revelations … thousands each day – if you troubled to look, yet there he’d been, a Pecksniff pointing the way towards responsibilities … he’ll never ever experience – all-and-fucking-sundry, indeed! Zack had remained implanted in the shoddy upholstery beside Pat-the-Prude – and last night, in Room Five-Twenty, he’d stared balefully down at his parenthetic toes … they say toenails grow when you’re dead – therefore I must be … And right now, still standing in front of the groovy wooden door in the Hilton’s lobby, his son’s execrations return … to soil me again. Y’know, to be honest, Dad – because honesty
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