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Praise for Last Orders


‘What is exceptional about this novel, apart from the marvellous prose—at once deceptively simple yet elegiac—is its visual quality: memory itself takes on a physical shape as the tale is told… It is as though Swift has brought to life the silent figures in a vast fresco on some lost wall of an old English church’

Daily Telegraph

‘The novel’s hero is the English language as spoken by ordinary people. Swift’s own voice never interposes. Yet the effect is profoundly elegiac, proverbially wise, as rhythmic as the surge of waves. Shakespeare occasionally gives lower-class characters speeches that shame the high-ups by their gentleness or nobility. But here that effect is carried through a whole book. Cockney speech becomes a vehicle for nuance and tenderness. If language reflects the temper of its people, we should be proud of this book’s language—or proud of the generation, now passing, that spoke it’

Sunday Times

‘This beautifully calculated and tender novel, the best of his six so far, speaks volumes more than mere words’

Mail on Sunday

‘Our lives are largely filled, the American writer Tobias Wolff has observed, by “white noise”. We live in a great silence where what frightens us and sustains us is rarely given voice. But when that silence is broken we bend forward and listen. Last Orders by the British novelist Graham Swift breaks the great silence with a quiet insistence that is profound and irrevocable’

Washington Post

‘Last Orders is not only a triumph for contemporary British fiction, it is a triumph for the hypnotic power of vernacular speech in its ability to create honest, lasting art out of life itself. Swift’s inspired use of natural speech rhythms throughout the novel is remarkable and virtually flawless’

Irish Times

‘Graham Swift shifts his masterful perspective on life’s fragility to the working-class men of Bermondsey… With Swift’s unerring empathy and wit, the voices never fail to be true to life’

Elle

‘Last Orders is a stunning book whose principal achievement is to confer a lyrical shape and dignity on ordinary people’s thoughts’

Time Out

‘The accuracy is of eye and ear for visual details and the cadences of ordinary speech; but it goes beyond the merely meticulous to a sort of emotional perfect pitch’

The Spectator

‘A brilliant novel, sad and sparkling, humane, intelligent, sympathetic, funny; it rings absolutely true’

The Scotsman

‘Swift has involved us in real, lived lives. Quietly, but with conviction, he seeks to reaffirm the values of decency, loyalty, love. He is, as John Dewey beautifully said of Emerson, “the sage of ordinary days”. Never blind to the horrors of life, the pettiness of human beings, their greed and resentments, Swift yet insists on the essential dignity of humble people, whose lives he portrays with deft understatement and clear-eyed attention’

John Banville, New York Review of Books

‘Swift’s achievement here is what Frank O’Connor said should be the purpose of the short story: to give voice to members of a submerged population. The author has done this on the larger scale of a novel and without condescension. His characters are not “mute Miltons” but speakers of their own lives—as clearly and fully as if the reader were one of them’

Los Angeles Times

‘If you think that novels can no longer move us in all the old deep ways, I’d submit Graham Swift’s Last Orders as the most conclusive and beautiful proof that they most definitely can’

Michael Herr

‘Swift’s work is set in present-day England but his constant theme is the restorative power of understanding the past. In Last Orders he has achieved a formal greatness. The novel is about a funeral journey and it is a profound, intricately stratified novel full of love, love lost and love enduring’

Toronto Globe and Mail

‘A grand, comic danse macabre’

Sydney Morning Herald

‘A landmark fiction’

The Australian
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For Al





But man is a Noble Animal, splendid in ashes, and pompous in the grave.

Sir Thomas Browne: Urn Burial

I do like to be beside the seaside.

John A. Glover-Kind






Bermondsey

It aint like your regular sort of day.

Bernie pulls me a pint and puts it in front of me. He looks at me, puzzled, with his loose, doggy face but he can tell I don’t want no chit-chat. That’s why I’m here, five minutes after opening, for a little silent pow-wow with a pint glass. He can see the black tie, though it’s four days since the funeral. I hand him a fiver and he takes it to the till and brings back my change. He puts the coins, extra gently, eyeing me, on the bar beside my pint.

‘Won’t be the same, will it?’ he says, shaking his head and looking a little way along the bar, like at unoccupied space. ‘Won’t be the same.’

I say, ‘You aint seen the last of him yet.’

He says, ‘You what?’

I sip the froth off my beer. ‘I said you aint seen the last of him yet.’

He frowns, scratching his cheek, looking at me. ‘Course, Ray,’ he says and moves off down the bar.

I never meant to make no joke of it.

I suck an inch off my pint and light up a snout. There’s maybe three or four other early birds apart from me, and the place don’t look its best. Chilly, a whiff of disinfectant, too much empty space. There’s a shaft of sunlight coming through the window, full of specks. Makes you think of a church.

I sit there, watching the old clock, up behind the bar. Thos. Slattery, Clockmaker, Southwark. The bottles racked up like organ pipes.

Lenny’s next to arrive. He’s not wearing a black tie, he’s not wearing a tie at all. He takes a quick shufty at what I’m wearing and we both feel we gauged it wrong.

‘Let me, Lenny,’ I say. ‘Pint?’

He says, ‘This is a turn-up.’

Bernie comes over. He says, ‘New timetable, is it?’

‘Morning,’ Lenny says.

‘Pint for Lenny,’ I say.

‘Retired now, have we, Lenny?’ Bernie says.

‘Past the age for it, aint I, Bern? I aint like Raysy here, man of leisure. Fruit and veg trade needs me.’

‘But not today, eh?’ Bernie says.

Bernie draws the pint and moves off to the till.

‘You haven’t told him?’ Lenny says, looking at Bernie.

‘No,’ I say, looking at my beer, then at Lenny.

Lenny lifts his eyebrows. His face looks raw and flushed. It always does, like it’s going to come out in a bruise. He tugs at his collar where his tie isn’t.

‘It’s a turn-up,’ he says. ‘And Amy aint coming? I mean, she aint changed her mind?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘Down to us, I reckon. The inner circle.’

‘Her own husband,’ he says.

He takes hold of his pint but he’s slow to start drinking, as if there’s different rules today even for drinking a pint of beer.

‘We going to Vic’s?’ he says.

‘No, Vic’s coming here,’ I say.

He nods, lifts his glass, then checks it, sudden, halfway to his mouth. His eyebrows go even higher.

I say, ‘Vic’s coming here. With Jack. Drink up, Lenny.’

Vic arrives about five minutes later. He’s wearing a black tie but you’d expect that, seeing as he’s an undertaker, seeing as he’s just come from his premises. But he’s not wearing his full rig. He’s wearing a fawn raincoat, with a flat cap poking out of one of the pockets, as if he’s aimed to pitch it right: he’s just one of us, it aint official business, it’s different.

‘Morning,’ he says.

I’ve been wondering what he’ll have with him. So’s Lenny, I dare say. Like I’ve had this picture of Vic opening the pub door and marching in, all solemn, with a little oak casket with brass fittings. But all he’s carrying, under one arm, is a plain brown cardboard box, about a foot high and six inches square. He looks like a man who’s been down the shops and bought a set of bathroom tiles.

He parks himself on the stool next to Lenny, putting the box on the bar, unbuttoning his raincoat.

‘Fresh out,’ he says.

‘Is that it then?’ Lenny says, looking. ‘Is that him?’

‘Yes,’ Vic says. ‘What are we drinking?’

‘What’s inside?’ Lenny says.

‘What do you think?’ Vic says.

He twists the box round so we can see there’s a white card sellotaped to one side. There’s a date and a number and a name: JACK ARTHUR DODDS.

Lenny says, ‘I mean, he aint just in a box, is he?’

By way of answering Vic picks up the box and flips open the flaps at the top with his thumb. ‘Mine’s a whisky,’ he says, ‘I think it’s a whisky day.’

He feels inside the box and slowly pulls out a plastic container. It looks like a large instant-coffee jar, it’s got the same kind of screw-on cap. But it’s not glass, it’s a bronzy-coloured, faintly shiny plastic. There’s another label on the cap.

‘Here,’ Vic says and hands the jar to Lenny.

Lenny takes it, uncertain, as if he’s not ready to take it but he can’t not take it, as if he ought to have washed his hands first. He don’t seem prepared for the weight. He sits on his bar stool, holding it, not knowing what to say, but I reckon he’s thinking the same things I’m thinking. Whether it’s all Jack in there or Jack mixed up with bits of others, the ones who were done before and the ones who were done after. So Lenny could be holding some of Jack and some of some other feller’s wife, for example. And if it is Jack, whether it’s really all of him or only what they could fit in the jar, him being a big bloke.

He says, ‘Don’t seem possible, does it?’ Then he hands me the jar, all sort of getting-in-the-mood, like it’s a party game. Guess the weight.

‘Heavy,’ I say.

‘Packed solid,’ Vic says.

I reckon I wouldn’t fill it, being on the small side. I suppose it wouldn’t do to unscrew the cap.

I pass it back to Lenny. Lenny passes it back to Vic.

Vic says, ‘Where’s Bern got to?’

Vic’s a square-set, ready-and-steady sort of a bloke, the sort of bloke who rubs his hands together at the start of something. His hands are always clean. He looks at me holding the jar like he’s just given me a present. It’s a comfort to know your undertaker’s your mate. It must have been a comfort to Jack. It’s a comfort to know your own mate will lay you out and box you up and do the necessary. So Vic better last out.

It must have been a comfort to Jack that there was his shop, Dodds & Son, Family Butcher, and there was Vic’s just across the street, with the wax flowers and the marble slabs and the angel with its head bowed in the window: Tucker & Sons, Funeral Services. A comfort and an incentive, and a sort of fittingness too, seeing as there was dead animals in the one and stiffs in the other.

Maybe that’s why Jack never wanted to budge.




RAY

I’d said to Jack, ‘It aint never gone nowhere,’ and Jack’d said, ‘What’s that, Raysy? Can’t hear you.’ He was leaning over towards Vince.

It was coming up to last orders.

I said, ‘They calls it the Coach and Horses but it aint never gone nowhere.’

He said, ‘What?’

We were perched by the bar, usual spot. Me, Lenny, Jack and Vince. It was young Vince’s birthday, so we were all well oiled, Vince’s fortieth. And it was the Coach’s hundredth, if you could go by the clock. I was staring at it—COACH AND HORSES in brass letters round the top. Slattery. 1884. First time I’d thought of it. And Vince was staring at Bernie Skinner’s new barmaid, Brenda, or was it Glenda? Or rather at the skirt she was squeezed into, like she was sitting down when she was standing up.

I wasn’t just staring at the clock, either.

Jack said, ‘Vince, your eyes’ll pop out.’

Vince said, ‘So will her arse.’

Jack laughed. You could see how we were all wishing we were Vincey’s age again.

I hadn’t seen Jack so chummy with Vince for a long time. Maybe he was having to be, on account of it being Vincey’s big day. That’s if it was his big day, because Lenny says to me, same evening, when we meet up in the pisser, ‘Have you ever wondered how he knows it’s his birthday? Jack and Amy weren’t ever a witness, were they? They never got no certificate. My Joan thinks Amy just picked March the third out the air. April the first might’ve been a better bet, mightn’t it?’

Lenny’s a stirrer.

We stood there piddling and swaying and I said, ‘No, I aint ever wondered that. All these years.’

Lenny said, ‘Still, I forget my own birthday these days. It’s been a while since the rest of us saw forty, aint it, Ray?’

I said, ‘Fair while.’

Lenny said, ‘Mustn’t begrudge the tosser his turn.’ He zipped up and lurched back into the bar and I stood there staring at the porcelain.



I said, ‘Daft name to call a pub.’

Jack said, ‘What’s that?’

I said, ‘The Coach. The Coach. I’m trying to tell you.’

Vince said, looking at Brenda, ‘It’s Ray’s joke.’

‘When it aint ever moved.’

Jack said, ‘Well, you should put that right, Raysy. You’re the one for the horses. You ought to tell old Bernie there to crack his whip.’

Vince said, ‘She can crack my whip any day.’

Jack said, ‘I’ll crack your head. If Mandy don’t.’

And he only said it in the nick of time because half a minute later Mandy herself walks in, come to fetch Vincey home. She’s been round at Jack’s place, nattering with Amy and Joan. Vincey don’t see her, looking at other things, but Jack and me do but we don’t let on, and she comes up behind Vince and spreads her hands over his face and says, ‘Hello, big eyes, guess who?’

She aint built on Brenda’s lines any more but she’s not doing so bad for nearly forty herself, and there’s the clobber, red leather jacket over a black lace top, for a start. She says, ‘Come to get you, birthday boy,’ and Vincey pulls down one of her hands and pretends to bite it. He’s wearing one of his fancy ties, blue and yellow zig-zags, knot pulled loose. He nibbles Mandy’s hand and she takes her other hand from his face and pretends to claw his chest. So when they get up to go and we watch them move to the door, Lenny says, ‘Young love, eh?’, his tongue in the corner of his mouth.

But before they go Jack says, ‘Don’t I get a kiss, then?’ and Mandy says, ‘Course you do, Jack,’ smiling, and we all watch while she puts her arms round Jack’s neck, like she means it, and gives him two big wet ones, one on each cheek, and we all see Jack’s hand come round, while she hangs on, to pat her arse. It’s a big hand. We all see one of Mandy’s heels lift out of her shoe. I reckon she took a drop of something with her round to Amy’s. Then Jack says, shaking loose, ‘Go on, get on out of it. And get this clown out of it too,’ pointing at Vince.

Then Jack and Vince look at each other and Jack says, ‘Happy birthday, son. Good to see you,’ as if he can’t see him any day he chooses. Vince says, ‘Night, Jack,’ grabbing his jacket from the hook under the bar, and just for a moment it’s like he’s going to hold out his hand for Jack to shake. Forgive and forget. He puts his hand on Jack’s shoulder instead, like he needs the help-up, but I reckon, by Jack’s face, he gives a quick squeeze.

Jack says, ‘You’ve only got an hour of it left.’

Mandy says, ‘Better make the most of it.’

Lenny says, ‘Promises.’

Vince says, ‘Never know your luck.’

Mandy tugs at Vince’s arm while he picks up his glass and drains off what’s left, not hurrying. He says, ‘Keep ’em hungry, that’s what I say.’ He runs his wrist across his mouth. ‘Needs must.’

Lenny says, ‘You’re an old man now, Big Boy. Home before closing, and you have to be carted.’

I say, ‘Coach is leaving.’

Lenny says, ‘Don’t mind Ray, Mandy. Aint his day. Backed the wrong gee-gee. Sleep tight, won’t you, Mandy.’

That red jacket’s a bad clash with Lenny’s face.

Mandy says, ‘Night, boys.’

Jack’s smiling. ‘Night, kids.’

And everyone can see, as they slip out, Vincey with his hand just nudging Mandy’s back, that they’re the only ones in this pub with the jam. Nice motor parked outside, perk of the trade. Nice little daughter waiting up for them, fourteen years old. But that’s like eighteen these days.

Lenny says, ‘Turtle doves, eh?’ pawing an empty glass. ‘Who’s in the chair?’ And Jack says, ‘I am,’ looking like it’s his birthday too.

It was coming up to last orders, to when Bernie bangs on his bell, like it isn’t a coach, it’s a fire engine. Even then it don’t move. There was smoke and noise and yak and cackle and Brenda bending and pools of spillage along the bar top. Saturday night. And I said, ‘It’s a hundred this year, aint anyone noticed?’

Jack said, ‘What’s a hundred?’

I said, ‘Pub is, Coach is. Look at the clock.’

Jack said, ‘It’s ten to eleven.’

‘But it aint ever gone nowhere, has it?’

‘The clock?’

‘The Coach, the Coach.’

And Jack said, ‘Where d’you think it should be going, Raysy? Where d’you think we’ve all got to get to that the bleeding coach should be taking us?’




Bermondsey

Vic takes the jar and starts to ease it back in the box but it’s a tricky business and the box slides from his lap on to the floor, so he puts the jar on the bar.

It’s about the same size as a pint glass.

He says, ‘Bern!’

Bernie’s at the other end of the bar, usual drying-up towel over his shoulder. He turns and comes towards us. He’s about to say something to Vic, then he sees the jar, by Lenny’s pint. He checks himself and he says, ‘What’s that?’ But as if he’s already worked out the answer.

‘It’s Jack,’ Vic says. ‘It’s Jack’s ashes.’

Bernie looks at the jar, then he looks at Vic, then he gives a quick look round the whole of the bar. He looks like he looks when he’s making up his mind to eject an unwanted customer, which he’s good at. Like he’s building up steam. Then his face goes quiet, it goes almost shy.

‘That’s Jack?’ he says, leaning closer, as if the jar might answer back, it might say, ‘Hello, Bernie.’

‘Jesus God,’ Bernie says, ‘what’s he doing here?’

So Vic explains. It’s best that Vic explains, being the professional. Coming from Lenny or me, it might sound like a load of hooey.

Then I say, ‘So we thought he should have a last look-in at the Coach.’

‘I see,’ Bernie says, like he don’t see.

‘It’s a turn-up,’ Lenny says.

Vic says, ‘Get me a large scotch, Bernie. Have one yourself.’

‘I will, thank you, I will, Vic,’ Bernie says, all considered and respectful, like a scotch is appropriate and it don’t do to refuse a drink from an undertaker.

He takes two glasses from the rack and squeezes one up against the scotch bottle, two shots, then he takes just a single for himself. He turns and slides the double across to Vic. Vic pushes over a fiver, but Bernie holds up a hand. ‘On the house, Vic, on the house,’ he says. ‘Aint every day, is it?’ Then he raises his glass, eyes on the jar, as if he’s going to say something speechy and grand but he says, ‘Jesus God, he was only sitting there six weeks ago.’

We all look into our drinks.

Vic says, ‘Well here’s to him.’

We lift our glasses, mumbling. JackJackJack.

‘And here’s to you, Vic,’ I say. ‘You did a good job Thursday.’

‘Went a treat,’ Lenny says.

‘Don’t mention it,’ Vic says. ‘How’s Amy?’

‘Managing,’ I say.

‘She hasn’t changed her mind about coming then?’

‘No, she’ll be seeing June, as per usual.’

Everyone’s silent.

Vic says, ‘Her decision, isn’t it?’

Lenny sticks his nose in his glass like he’s not going to say anything.

Bernie’s looking at the jar and looking anxiously round the bar. He looks at Vic like he don’t want to make a fuss but.

Vic says, ‘Point taken, Bernie,’ and takes the jar from where it’s sitting. He reaches down for the fallen box. ‘Not much good for business, is it?’

‘Aint helping yours much either, Vic,’ Lenny says.

Vic slides the jar carefully back into the box. It’s eleven twenty by Slattery’s clock and it feels less churchy. There’s more punters coming in. Someone’s put on the music machine. Going back some day, come what may, to Blue Bayou… That’s better, that’s better.

First wet rings on the mahogany, first drifts of blue smoke.

Vic says, ‘Well all we need now is our chauffeur.’

Lenny says, ‘They’re playing his tune. Wonder what he’ll bring. Drives something different every week, these days, far as I can see.’

Bernie says, ‘Same again all round?’

As he speaks there’s a hooting and tooting outside in the street. A pause, then another burst.

Lenny says, ‘Sounds like him now. Sounds like Vincey.’

There’s a fresh round of hooting.

Vic says, ‘Isn’t he coming in?’

Lenny says, ‘I reckon he wants us out there.’

We don’t go out but we get up and go over to the window. Vic keeps hold of the box, like someone might pinch it. We raise ourselves up on our toes, heads close together, so we can see above the frosted half of the window. I can’t quite, but I don’t say.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Lenny says.

‘It’s a Merc,’ Vic says.

‘Trust Big Boy,’ Lenny says.

I push down on the sill to give myself a second’s extra lift. It’s a royal blue Merc, cream seats, gleaming in the April sunshine.

‘Jesus,’ I say. ‘A Merc.’

Lenny says, it’s like a joke he’s been saving up for fifty years, ‘Rommel would be pleased.’




RAY

Amy eyes me as I look up from reading the letter.

She says, ‘I suppose he thought he’d get there in the end, one way or the other.’

I say, ‘When did he write it?’

She says, ‘A couple of days before he—’

I look at her and I say, ‘He could have just told you. Why’d he have to write a letter?’

She says, ‘I suppose he thought I’d think he was joking. I suppose he thought it would make it proper.’

It’s not a long letter, but it could be shorter, because of the way it’s wrapped up in language like you see in the small print on the back of forms. It’s not Jack’s language at all. But I suppose a man can get all wordy, all official, when he knows his number’s up.

But the gist of it’s plain. It says he wants his ashes to be chucked off the end of Margate pier.

It don’t even say, ‘Dear Amy’. It says, ‘To whom it may concern’.

She says, ‘I’ve told Vic. He said it don’t make any difference. It says in his will he’s to be cremated but what gets done with the ashes is a free decision. You can throw them anywhere so long as it’s not over someone else’s property.’

‘So?’

‘So Vic says: “Amy, if you want to do it, do it. If you want me to do it, I’ll do it. I’ll see it doesn’t add too much on the bill. But one thing’s certain,” he says, “if you don’t do it, Jack won’t ever know.” ’

‘So?’

We’re sitting out in the garden by St Thomas’s, opposite Big Ben. She looks out across the river as if she’s putting it to herself what she’d do if she had Jack’s ashes now and he’d told her she should chuck him in the Thames, to the sound of Big Ben. But we haven’t got Jack’s ashes. All we’ve got is Jack’s pyjamas, two pairs, and his toothbrush and his razor and his wristwatch and a few other odds and ends, which they give you in a plastic bag when you collect the forms. So we don’t have to go there any more now, there aint no reason. No more walking down that squeaky corridor, no more hanging about drinking cups of tea. There’ll be someone else in his bed now already, some other bleeder.

It’s a mild grey day and the water’s grey, and she keeps looking out over it without speaking, so I say, because I think maybe it’s what she wants me to say: ‘If you want to do it, Amy, I’ll take you.’

‘In the old camper?’ she says, turning.

I say, ‘Course.’ I think she’s going to smile and say yes. I think the day’s going to brighten up.

She says, ‘I can’t do it, Ray. I mean—thank you. But I don’t want to do it anyway.’

She looks out again at the river and I can’t tell whether she thinks it’s all a bad joke, on account of how Jack had been finally about to do what it was looking like he’d never do: sell up the shop, hang up his striped apron and look around for some other way to pass the time. On account of how she and Jack had found this nice little bungalow down in Margate. Westgate. It was all set up to go ahead. Then Jack goes down with a nasty touch of stomach cancer.

It’s not for me to say it but I say it: ‘A dying man’s request, Amy.’

She looks at me. ‘Will you do it, Ray?’ Her face looks emptied out. ‘That way it’s done, isn’t it? That way his wish gets carried out. He only says, “To whom it may concern”, doesn’t he?’

I pause for just a bit. ‘Okay, I’ll do it. Course I’ll do it. But what about Vince?’

‘I haven’t told Vince. About this, I mean.’ She nods at the letter. ‘I’ll tell him. Maybe you and him—’

I say, ‘I’ll talk to Vince.’

I hand back the letter. It’s Jack’s handwriting, but it’s Jack’s handwriting gone all wispy and weak and thin. It’s not like the writing you used to see on that board at the front of the shop. Pork Chops—Down in Price.

I say, ‘Could have been worse, Amy. You could already have bought that bungalow and be just about to move. Or you could have just been settling in and—’

She says, ‘It’s like he almost got his own way, anyway.’

I look at her.

‘To work on till he dropped.’ She folds the letter. ‘In the end I was the problem. I was the obstacle. Didn’t you know? When I knew he was serious, when I knew he really meant to pack it all in, I said, “What am I going to do about June?” He said, “That’s just the point, girl. If I can give up being Jack Dodds, family butcher, then you can give up going on that fool’s errand every week.” That’s what he called it: “fool’s errand”.’

She looks again at the water. ‘You know how when he had a change of mind, the whole world had to change too. He said, we’re going to be new people.’ She gives another little snort. ‘New people.’

I look away across the garden because I don’t want her to see the thought that might be showing in my face: that it’s a pretty poor starting point, all said, for becoming new people, a bungalow in Margate. It’s not exactly the promised land.

There’s a nurse chomping a sandwich on a bench in the far corner. Pigeons waddling.

Maybe Amy’s having the same thought, maybe she’s had it. Not the promised land.

I say, ‘You sure you wouldn’t want to come?’

She shakes her head. ‘Got my reasons, haven’t I, Ray?’

She looks at me.

‘I suppose Jack had too,’ I say, tapping the letter in her hand. I let my hand move up to give her arm a little squeeze.

‘The seaside, eh, Ray?’ She looks again at the river. ‘Yes, he had his reasons.’ Then she clams up.

The nurse has blonde hair, tied up nurse-fashion. Black legs.

‘Anyway,’ she says, ‘I don’t think we could’ve done it. When you totted it all up. When you took away what Jack owed on the shop.’ Her face goes just a touch bitter.

‘We’d have been a fair bit short.’

The nurse finishes her sandwich, brushing down her skirt. The pigeons waddle quicker, pecking. They look like scatterings of ashes, bits of ashes with wings.

I say, ‘How much short?’




Old Kent Road

We head down past Albany Road and Trafalgar Avenue and the Rotherhithe turn. Green Man, Thomas à Becket, Lord Nelson. The sky’s almost as blue as the car.

Vince says, ‘Goes along sweet, don’t it?’ And he takes his hands off the wheel so we can get the feel of how the car takes care of itself. It seems to veer a shade to the left.

He said he thought he should do Jack proud, he thought he should give him a real treat. Since it had been sitting there in the showroom for nearly a month anyway, with a ‘client’ who couldn’t make up his mind, and a bit more on the clock wouldn’t signify and it don’t do to let a car sit. He thought he should give Jack the best.

But it’s not so bad for us too, for Vic and Lenny and me, sitting up, alive and breathing. The world looks pretty good when you’re perched on cream leather and looking out at it through tinted electric windows, even the Old Kent Road looks good.

It veers a shade to the left. Lenny says, ‘Don’t go and give it a dent, will you, Big Boy? Don’t want you to lose a sale.’

Vince says he don’t dent cars, ever, least of all when he’s driving extra steady and careful, on account of the special occasion.

Lenny says, ‘With your hands off the wheel.’

Then Vince asks Vic what they do in a hearse when they have to go on a motorway.

Vic says, ‘We step on it.’

Vince isn’t wearing a black tie. It’s just me and Vic. He’s wearing a red and white jazzy tie and a dark blue suit. It’s his showroom clobber, and he’s come from the showroom, but he could have chosen some other tie. He’s taken off his jacket, which is lying folded on the back seat between me and Lenny. Good-quality stuff. I reckon Vince is doing all right, he’s not so badly placed after all. He says now they’re feeling the pinch in the City they pop across in their lunch hours to do deals for cash.

Lenny says, ‘Don’t encourage him, Vic.’

Vic says, ‘A hearse is different, everyone makes way for a hearse.’

Lenny says, ‘You mean they don’t make way for Vincey here?’

Vic sits in the front beside Vince, holding the box on his knees. I can see it’s how it should be, Vic being the professional, but it don’t seem right he should hold it all the time. Maybe we should take it in turns.

Vince looks across at Vic. He says, smiling, ‘Busman’s holiday, eh, Vic?’

Vince is wearing a white shirt with silver cufflinks, and pongy aftershave. His hair is all slicked back. It’s a brand new suit.

We head on past the gas works, Ilderton Road, under the railway bridge. Prince of Windsor. The sun comes out from behind the tower blocks, bright in our faces, and Vince pulls out a pair of chunky sunglasses from under the dashboard. Lenny starts singing, slyly, through his teeth, ‘Blue bayooo…’ And we all feel it, what with the sunshine and the beer inside us and the journey ahead: like it’s something Jack has done for us, so as to make us feel special, so as to give us a treat. Like we’re off on a jaunt, a spree, and the world looks good, it looks like it’s there just for us.




AMY

Well let ’em go, eh, June? Let ’em do it, the whole bunch of ’em. Let ’em do without me. And you. Boys’ outing. Do ’em good.

Jack should know that. All work and no play. Unless you count propping up the bar in the Coach.

That’s what I told him all those years ago. We should give ourselves a break, a treat, we should give ourselves a holiday. His brave little Amy. When you fall off your horse you should get straight back on again. We should get ourselves out of ourselves. New people.

It might never have come to a choice between you and him.

My poor brave Jack.

Back on the merry-go-round, back on the swings. Seaside fun. All those things, June, you never knew. Donkey rides, bucket and spade, Punch and Judy. The waves coming in and the crowds on the beach and kids yelling, running, kids everywhere, and him looking at it like it was all a trick. Watch the birdie, kiss me quick, end of the pier.

But it wasn’t the Pier, he even got that wrong. It was the Jetty. He ought to have remembered: the Pier and the Jetty, two different things, even if the Jetty looked more like a pier, and the Pier was only a harbour wall. Except there isn’t no Jetty now, all swept away in a storm, years ago, and good riddance, I say, and amen. So maybe it wasn’t his mistake, maybe it was his alternative arrangement. If he had to be chucked, if it was a case of chucking, if he had to be taken to the end of somewhere and chucked, but count me out, Jack, I won’t be doing any chucking, then it had to be the Pier. Though it should have been the Jetty.




New Cross

Vic says, ‘Pam sends regards. She’ll be thinking of us.’

Lenny says, ‘Same goes for Joan.’

Vince says, ‘And Mandy.’

I reckon if wives are being mentioned I should shut up.

Vince says, ‘It was good to see Pam at the funeral, Vic. Aint often we get the pleasure.’

Vic says, ‘Sad pleasure.’

Lenny says, ‘Went a treat.’

We’re coming up to the lights by New Cross Gate station and the traffic’s slowing to a crawl.

I don’t suppose Carol’s even heard. I’d’ve got the shock of my life if she’d showed up at the funeral.

Lenny says, ‘They might all’ve come along too. Joan was all set. But I suppose if Amy—’

I say, ‘I don’t know how we’d’ve squeezed in seven of us, Lenny, even into this thing.’

Vince says, ‘Four of us is comfy. Maybe it’s a blokes’ job anyway.’

I say, ‘Five.’

Vince says, ‘Five.’ Then he says, ‘It aint a thing, Raysy, it’s a Mercedes.’

Lenny looks at me then at the traffic all around us. ‘Still, aint no car built yet that’ll beat a jam, is there, Big Boy?’

Lenny’s a stirrer.

Vic says, ‘Pam was all for doing us sandwiches and a thermos but I said I thought we were old enough to take care of ourselves.’ He’s holding the box like it might be his lunch.

Vince says, ‘She’s a good ’un, Vic. It was good to see her.’

Lenny says, ‘Joan was dead set.’

We creep forward five yards then stop. People are walking past us on the pavement, slipping into the station entrance like it’s an ordinary day. We should have a flashing sign up: ASHES.

Lenny says, ‘Every car’s the same in a snarl-up, aint it?’

Vince drums his fingers on the steering wheel.

Vic says, ‘Anyhow Pam says he’s got a good guard of honour.’

We all straighten up, as if we’ve got to be different people, as if we’re royalty and the people on the pavement ought to stop and wave.




VINCE

It’s a 380 S-Class, that’s what it is. V8, automatic. It’s six years old but it could do a hundred and thirty without a wobble. Though not in the New Cross Road it won’t.

Custom paintwork, all-leather upholstery.

So Hussein better buy it soon, cash, he better just. Otherwise I’m out of readies.

I’m not telling no one, not Amy, not Mandy, about Jack’s little last request, or about my little handout. I always said, Don’t come running to me, Jack, don’t expect me to do any shelling out.

Seems to me the only time a man can get what he asks is when he’s dying. Though he didn’t ask for an S-Class Merc, extra long wheelbase, walnut dash. So I hope he damn well appreciates it, I hope he damn well does.

Hussein better damn well an’ all.

It’s got white-walled tyres. It needs some air in the front near-side.



I said, ‘Let me get you another, Jack, then I’m off home. Family man now, aint I?’ But he looks at me, holding up his hand sudden like everyone should shut up, like it was that last remark that did it, and I see Ray and Lenny start peering into their beers.

But it was true. Me, Mand and little Kath. She was still in short socks then.

He says, ‘Excuse us, gents, Vince and me have got to have a private word,’ and he jostles me over to a table in the corner. He says it’s been a tough week and could I spare him a fiver, just so he can buy Ray and Lenny there a drink and not look a fool, but I knew it wasn’t the five quid, I knew it wasn’t why he’d asked me to call by in the first place. Five quid. Five large might be nearer the mark. If you’re going to plead, plead straight.

But he don’t go all humble and pleading. He looks at me like I’m the one who should be begging, as if it aint a loan he’s after but more like I should be settling my dues. As if the least I owed him, and hasn’t he let me know it, was to have teamed up with him years ago and acted like it was a real case of flesh and blood. Except it wasn’t flesh and blood, it was meat. Meat or motors. That was the choice.

I say, ‘Don’t expect me to bail you out.’

But he stares at me like that’s exactly what I’m required to do, like we struck a deal and now he’s calling in my side of it. I should know about deals, shouldn’t I, being a dealer myself, a used-car dealer? As if there was something wrong about used cars and something bleeding holy about meat.

I say, ‘If you can’t see what’s under your nozzle. A new supermarket just up the road and they offer you first refusal as their meat manager. Aint got no choice, have you?’

He says, ‘Haven’t I?’

I say, ‘Stay put if you want. It’s your funeral.’

He says, ‘At least I’d be my own man.’

I say, ‘Your own man? You never were your own man. You were your old man’s man, weren’t you? What does it say over the shop?’

He looks at me as if he could knock me between the eyes.

He says, ‘That cuts two ways, don’t it?’

I say, ‘Don’t expect me to bail you out, that’s all,’ giving him a fiver. ‘Don’t expect nothing.’ Slipping him another fiver.

I say, ‘There’s ten, Jack. Go and buy your mates a drink. Buy one for yourself an’ all. Now I’m shoving off.’



And what did he ever do anyway? It was Amy. All he did was come home from winning the war and there I was—his welcome-home present—lying in that cot that was meant for June.

It’s got cruise control, power steering.

And there he was, forty-odd years later, lying with the tubes in him, his own bleeding man all right, and he says, ‘Come here, Vince. I want to ask you something.’ He don’t give it a rest.

It’s a beautiful car.

And that surgeon—Strickland—looks at me like I’m his next victim, like it’s me he’s going to stick his knife in. I think, It’s because he knows I’m not really next-of-kin. But then I think, No, it’s because the old bastard’s given him a hard time in the first place, and now this prick’s passing it on. It would be like Jack to give a hard time even to the man who could save his life.

He starts to explain. He says, ‘Do you know what your stomach looks like?’ as if I’m a complete arsehole.

He says, ‘And do you know where it is?’

It’s the only way I could think of it. Like doing a repair job. A rebore or something, a decoke. I don’t know how we work inside but I know a good motor when I see one, I know how to strip an engine. If you ask me, flesh and blood aint such a neat piece of work, not always, but a good motor is a good motor.

So Hussein better cough.




RAY

Jack would say, ‘Bunch of ghosts, that’s what you are in that office, Raysy. Bunch of bleeding zombies.’ He’d say, ‘You want to come up to Smithfield some time and see how real men make a living.’

And sometimes I did. In the early mornings, specially when it was all falling apart with me and Carol, when we weren’t even speaking. I’d slip out early and get the 63 as usual but get off two stops later and walk up from Farringdon Road, up Charterhouse Street, in the half light. Breakfast at Smithfield. We’d go to that caff in Long Lane or to one of those pubs that serves beer and nosh at half past seven in the morning. There was Ted White from Peckham and Joe Malone from Rotherhithe and Jimmy Phelps from Camberwell. And of course, in the early days, there’d be Vince, being trained up. Before he joined up.

They’d say, what you need, Raysy, is a good feed-up, you’re looking peaky. What you need is some meat on you. I’d say it was my natural build. Flyweight. Shovel it in, it don’t make no difference.

Strange thing but you never see a thin butcher.

He used to give me all that old Smithfield guff, all that Smithfield blather. How Smithfield was the true centre, the true heart of London. Bleeding heart, of course, on account of the meat. How Smithfield wasn’t just Smithfield, it was Life and Death. That’s what it was: Life and Death. Because just across from the meat market there was St Bart’s hospital, and just across from Bart’s was your Old Bailey Central Criminal Court, on the site of old Newgate prison, where they used to string ’em up regular. So what you had in Smithfleld was your three Ms: Meat, Medicine and Murders.

But it was Jimmy Phelps who told me that when he said all that, he was only saying what his old man used to say to him, Ronnie Dodds, word for word. And it was Jimmy Phelps who told me, when Jack was well out of earshot, when Jack and Vince were loaded up and on the way back to Bermondsey, that Jack had never wanted to be a butcher in the first place, never. It was only because the old man wouldn’t have it otherwise. Dodds and Son, family butchers since 1903.

He says, ‘Do you know what Jack wanted to be? Don’t ever tell Jack I told you, will you?’ And his face goes half smiling, half frightened, as if Jack’s still there and might be creeping up behind him. ‘When Jack was like Vince is now, being ’prenticed up, just like I was, he used to spend every spare minute eyeing up the nurses coming out of Bart’s. I reckon it was the nurses that did it, he thought every doctor got a free couple of nurses to himself, but he says to me one day, and he aint joking, that he could chuck it all up and tell the old man to stew in his own stewing steak, because what he really wanted was to be a doctor.’

Jimmy creases up. He sits there in his smeared overalls, hands round a mug of tea, and he creases up. He says, ‘He was serious. He said all it took was a change of white coats. Can you picture it? Doctor Dodds.’

But he sees I’m not laughing, so he sobers up.

‘You won’t tell Jack,’ he says.

‘No,’ I say, sort of thoughtful, as if I might.

And I’m wondering if Jimmy Phelps always wanted to be a butcher. I’m remembering what Jack said, in the desert, that we’re all the same underneath, officers and ranks, all the same material. Pips on a man’s shoulders don’t mean a tuppenny toss.

It wasn’t out of wishing it that I became an insurance clerk.

But I never did tell Jack, and Jack never told me. Though you’d think when he was lying there in St Thomas’s, with doctors and nurses all around him, it would have been a good time to let it slip. But all he said was, ‘It should have been Bart’s, eh, Raysy? Bart’s, by rights.’

And it seems to me that whether he ever wanted to be a doctor or not, all those years of
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