Something Like Happy 

The first time I saw Arthur McKechnie, he came into the bank with some cheques. I had just started working there, fresh out of school and a bit nervous, I suppose, and I liked the way he behaved, all polite and nicely spoken, which was more than I could have said for some of the other customers. By the end of that first, almost wordless transaction, I had already decided he was someone I could have liked, but I had also noticed that he was a bit too different, one of those men who thinks too much about stuff that nobody else bothers with, or he doesn’t pay enough attention to other people to understand what they might do, when push comes to shove. As he stood there with the pen in his hand, very obviously reading the badge pinned to my lapel, I found myself wanting to shake him out of the little dream he was in.

Of course, I noticed the name the moment he handed over the paying-in slip. Arthur McKechnie. Everybody knew the McKechnies, and most people knew they were a bad lot, but I knew them mainly because my sister Marie was going out with the worst of them. People would tell Marie that Stan McKechnie wasn’t right for her, which was a mistake, because all that opposition only made her more determined to stick with him. Besides, Stan was good-looking, if you didn’t study him too closely. Not like this Arthur, who seemed put together from a kit, all angles and mess, with an odd cast to the eyes and a mouth that didn’t look altogether finished, like the mouth in a kid’s drawing. I didn’t know then that he was Stan’s little brother. Marie had never mentioned an Arthur, though she talked about the McKechnie sisters all the time. We all did. Some people thought the McKechnie girls were even worse than their brother, if only because they were nice-looking and dressed smart and, if you didn’t know them from old, you didn’t see what they were capable of until it was too late. With Stan, you knew what he was at first sight; it didn’t matter how well he scrubbed up. There was a meanness in his face that you couldn’t miss, unless you were Marie and wanted to miss it. 

Arthur didn’t say much. He hand0ed over the money and the paying-in slip; then, when I had processed the transaction, he took the confirmation chit and, carefully, making no attempt to hide what he was doing, wrote down on the back what it said on my lapel badge. He was a slow writer. He held his pen in an odd way, between the first two fingers of his left hand, and he angled his arm round to make the letters, printing them out large: “fiona, trainee.” He didn’t seem to care that I could see what he was doing. When he was done, he looked up and nodded. 

“Is there anything else I can help you with today?” I asked, not sure whether I was amused or annoyed. 

He shook his head. His voice, when he talked, was soft. “Not today, thanks,” he said, with an odd, even suggestive emphasis on “today.” He smiled then; it was a tight, secretive kind of smile, but it wasn’t mean, and I could see that he didn’t think there was anything out of the ordinary in what he had just done. He wasn’t being smart, or impolite. He’d just written my name on the back of his confirmation slip, the way a child would do, for reasons of his own that had nothing to do with anybody else. 

I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t find the right words. I just shook my head ever so slightly and looked out to the line for the next customer - and Arthur McKechnie turned to go, that odd little smile on his face, a smile that I could see even then was the sign not only of a secret happiness but also of his inevitable fall. I’m not saying I knew what that fall would be, or claiming it was some kind of premonition; God knows human beings are made for falling, and most human beings in that town were going to fall sooner rather than later. But I did see something out of the ordinary, and I’m sorry now that I didn’t take more notice. 

I

 asked Marie about Arthur when I got home that night. She was preoccupied, getting ready to go out with Stan, so I thought she’d just shrug it off, but she stopped putting on her makeup and sat looking at me through the mirror, her eyeliner suspended in midair. 

“Arthur?” she said. “Where did you come across him, for God’s sake?”

“He came into the bank today,” I said. 

“Oh, yeah?” Her hand dropped and she grimaced. “Well, don’t be getting interested in him. Stan says he’s a nutter.”

“So who is he, then?” I said, picking up some clothes that were scattered around the place. I was always clearing up after Marie, even now, when we didn’t share a room anymore. 

“He’s Stan’s brother, of course,” she said. “He’s really pissed Stan off, though.”

“Oh.” I folded her powder-blue sweater and put it away in the chest of drawers. “Why’s that?”

“Something to do with money,” she said. She watched as I gathered up a pile of obvious laundry. “Why? You’re not really interested are you?”

I snorted. “Of course not,” I said. “I just don’t remember you ever mentioning that Stan had a brother.”

“Yeah, well.” A worried look crossed her face. “There’s not much to talk about. I hardly noticed him at first. He’s hardly ever there when I go round. When he is, he just sits in a corner, reading.” The thought of it made her shiver. “Stan’s old man says Arthur’s not a real McKechnie. He says Margaret must have got him from some tinker woman she met outside the off-license.” She started working on her makeup again. “It might even be true, for all I know. I mean, he’s nothing like Stan.” 

“So why is Stan annoyed with him?” 

Marie shook her head. “Search me,” she said. “Anyway, I’ve got to hurry. I’m going to be late.” 

I studied her as she applied the finishing touches to her face. She wasn’t pretty, but she tried hard. She had been working for three years on the assembly line and, though she would never had admitted it, she was jealous of me, having a good job at the bank. For her, that meant I had a future. Of course, I couldn’t tell her that a future didn’t mean as much to me as she thought it did. It was a good job and everybody said I should be grateful; most girls from my background ended up with no prospects, just eight hours a day on the packing line. People were always saying how lucky I was, as if I had won the lottery or something. “Where are you going, anyway?” I asked.

She stood up and gave a little twirl. “No idea,” she said. “I don’t think Stan’s got any money.” 

“Well,” I said. “Maybe he should ask Arthur for a loan.” I smiled sweetly. 

“Ha-ha,” she said. “Very funny.” 

Marie had never thought much of me, or my taste, when it came to matters of the heart. It was probably fair to say that I was better-looking, and the teachers at school had always referred to me as the smart one, but it’s no big secret that, with boys, giving out the right signals matters more than looks or brains. Just before then, I’d been going out with a boy called Jack, but when it didn’t work out I felt an odd relief, like someone who had been rescued from the need to maintain some minor but time-consuming pretense. I wasn’t like Marie. She had always liked the idea of love; even at nine, she’d had a boyfriend, a kid called Tony Ross who gave her cards at Christmas and on her birthday. All through her early teens, she had very obviously liked boys, and they had liked her, mostly because boys like to be liked. For Marie, intelligence in a boyfriend was the worst kind of liability, and the few boys I did bring home knew how to write their own names and do basic arithmetic, at the very least. Which was more than anybody could say for Stan, and this was one of the reasons that my father got so angry with Marie a few days later, before he left for his shift at the works. 

“Stan McKechnie will never amount to anything,” he said, in his customary, quiet but final style. “He can’t keep a job, he doesn’t know how to handle money, he wants something for nothing. Someday he’ll find out that the world doesn’t owe him a living. You steer clear of him, you hear?”

Marie always seemed genuinely surprised that people thought so ill of Stan; after all, she would say, the McKechnies weren’t the worst people on the estate, not by a long way. Stan had been unlucky: his mum had died when he was at a vulnerable age, and his sisters had spoiled him rotten. His dad was a bit of a rogue, everybody knew that, a rogue with a liking for the bottle, but Stan was doing the best he could, and he had big plans. He just needed a break, that was all. Of course, it was sad listening to her talk like that, and I’m not sure she even convinced herself much of the time. The fact was that after she chose Stan she couldn’t have let go, even if she wanted to. She didn’t want to have to admit she had made a mistake; she couldn’t be seen to give in to pressure. Even when the rumor about Bobby Curran started going around, she refused to believe that Stan was involved. 

“People shouldn’t spread stories,” she said. “Not unless they know all the facts.”

The facts, it turned out, were fairly straightforward. Bobby Curran had been drinking in the White Swan when Vincent Cronin and his brothers had come by. There had been bad blood between Vincent and Bobby since the previous winter, when they’d got into a drunken argument about a motorcycle at a Christmas party. Everybody knew the affair wasn’t over, but nothing happened until that night in the Swan, six months later, when they found Bobby alone and half-cut in a place where he hardly ever drank. The Cronins were too scared of Bobby to have a square go with him; even that night, when it was three against one, they didn’t do anything right away, because none of them were carrying. They couldn’t have fought it out with fists and boots, like in the old days—they had to be armed. Since Vincent lived right across the road, all that was needed was someone to keep an eye on Bobby so he didn’t leave, and the Cronins would run back to Vincent’s flat for some blades. Stan was the one who kept Bobby talking while the boys got themselves ready. Then, when Bobby went out back to the toilets, he gave the Cronins the signal and they went in. 

It was over in seconds: Bobby probably didn’t even know what hit him. The Cronins ran out, their clothes covered in blood, but nobody tried to stop them. Jim the Landlord came around the bar and went out the back to see what had happened, and he did first aid on Bobby while somebody called the police and most of his custom melted away, not wanting to be there when the law arrived. The only one who stayed put was Stan McKechnie. He watched the police come in, and he watched the body being taken out, and he never batted an eyelid. Nobody knows who spread it about that he’d been involved, and nobody could say for sure that the story was true, but everybody believed it - which meant that it didn’t matter whether it was true or not. 

I

t was a summer of hard, yellowish heat. The air was never quite clear anyway, because of the works, but this year it was thick and dry, like a fine material wrapped around my face and arms. The bank was supposed to be air-conditioned, but the system didn’t really work; by the end of the day, I was desperate to get out to somewhere cool and wash away the thick gauze of heat on my skin. Sometimes I just went home and showered, then sat by a half-open window waiting for the night, Marie out on the town with Stan, my parents on back shift at the works or sitting downstairs watching game shows. But now and again I would go out to the old swimming hole, the place everybody called the Twenty Two, and spend half an hour or so in the water, not really swimming so much as hanging there, suspended in the rumor of coolness that rose from the depths below. 

Usually, I was alone, even though everybody knew about the place; in school, we had spent weekend afternoons out there, five or six of us going together to swim and talk and smoke cigarettes, trying out love and friendship and loneliness like teen-agers in a pop song or a movie, but we always got home in time for supper, and we spent the evenings elsewhere, at clubs and discos and pubs, dressed in the clothes we thought suited us, waiting to be seen by boys we thought we liked. Nobody had ever gone swimming at the Twenty Two in the evening, but that was the best time when the weather was hot. There was a current that flowed through the hole—a current that nobody could quite explain, some underground run or spring deep in the earth—and it was cold and quick, a near-animal force moving and turning in the water. I had always felt that, how something alive seemed to brush against my skin, coming up out of the depths to pull at my legs or encircle my feet. It wasn’t just a surface motion, it was bone deep, a force with a shape of its own. Maybe it was a great hank of river weed turning below in the cold current, maybe it was just the way gravity works in water, but it felt like something that matched me exactly, the same shape and weight and volume, and it always seemed as if that something came to life the moment I stepped into the water. 

On the few occasions when I met other people at the Twenty Two, I felt cheated, as if I had looked out of the window at home and found someone having a picnic or passing a bottle back and forth on our lawn. Mostly, though, I got to be alone. I liked to get there about six-thirty or seven, when people were still having supper or watching television, and I would just slip into the water and swim around in circles, to get cool. It wasn’t exercise, like swimming in a pool. I just liked being in the water and feeling that echo of myself deep down in the current, matching my every stroke, or falling still when I stopped moving. Sometimes I swam out to the middle and stayed there, treading water, listening to the quiet that surrounded me, a hiatus in the air, like a held breath. If other people came along while I was swimming, I would hear them long before they got to me, and I would just doggy-paddle over to the bank and get my stuff together so the moment wouldn’t be spoiled. 

I’d never seen Arthur out there. I’d never seen him anywhere other than the bank, and it was a surprise when I caught sight of him one evening coming out of the water, white and strangely angular, in a pair of pale-blue shorts and a T-shirt, his hair plastered down over his forehead, his arms and chest glistening. I was about twenty yards away when I saw him, and before I could think it through I ducked in among some bushes. I was hoping he hadn’t noticed me, I suppose, because it was embarrassing, meeting him like that, but he’d seen me, all right. I’m pretty sure he saw me before I saw him, and he’d been watching me coming along the track, watching in complete silence, standing still in the cool water, waiting to see what would happen. I thought he wanted to embarrass me, just to see what I would do. That couldn’t have been true, though, or not altogether true anyway, because he turned quickly and swam away as soon as he saw that I’d seen him, gliding out to the middle. He was a good swimmer, easy and lithe, like some animal that belonged to the water, some creature of trust and grace; it was only a matter of seconds before he reached the center and dived, vanishing into the dark water, as if there were a way out down there, some exit that only he knew. One minute he was there, the next he was gone, leaving barely a ripple behind.

I didn’t know what to do. I stared at the point where he had disappeared, thinking he would come up for air, curious to see if he would call out to me, or wave, or whether he would just dive again, and keep on diving, till I left. It struck me then that I would have done exactly what he was doing if the roles had been reversed. I imagine I could have stayed down there for a minute or so, maybe more. Not long enough, though. 

I don’t know how long Arthur stayed down, but it was more than a minute. More than five minutes, probably. I kept thinking he would have to come up soon, but he didn’t. He stayed under. The thought crossed my mind that the current had caught him and dragged him away; I even imagined having to go and get help, or having to dive in and save him when he came up half drowned and struggling for his life, but I didn’t do anything. I just stood there. Maybe he had some trick, like that thing you see in old films, where the spy or whoever sits for hours underwater, breathing through a hollowed stick or a reed. Maybe he was ready to drown rather than admit defeat and come up again, feeling awkward and cheated. I didn’t know, but I couldn’t quite manage to believe he was in any danger, and after a while I didn’t want to see his face, because I knew I had stolen a private moment from him. I wished I could have said something, maybe called out that I was leaving and he could come out now, but I didn’t say a word. I just turned around and walked back the way I came, following the track up to the road, with the cool of the water hole at my back, and a sound I almost heard, like a bird taking flight off the surface of the water, or a fish breaking the calm in the first gray of the evening, leaping out into the dizzy, unfamiliar world, to snatch its prize. 

The summer passed, the hot days fading into a wet, sticky autumn. I saw Arthur at the bank from time to time: sometimes he spoke, mostly he just handed over his little bundle of checks and the paying-in slip, with the amounts made out in his neat, slightly childish handwriting, but he didn’t seem as distant, or as shy, as he had when he first came in. After our encounter at the Twenty Two, it was as if we had a secret between us, something we both knew about but had promised not to mention, and though nothing ever happened between us, I realized, come September, that I liked him a little, even if it wasn’t a liking that Marie would have understood. 

Somewhere between the last warmth of the summer and the damp cool of Halloween, I noticed a change in Marie, and I knew it had something to do with Stan. I didn’t know at first, though, that it also had something to do with Arthur. Stan had never treated Arthur as a brother, from all accounts, but before that summer he had mostly just ignored him. As far as Stan was concerned, Arthur really was the boy in his father’s joke: a scrawny kid the tinkers didn’t want, sitting in a corner of the kitchen, dreaming his life away, never saying a word. Then, beginning that summer, everything changed. The first trouble had been about the money: Stan never had any, but that was no great shame till his brother started coming home with pockets full of checks and cash from his odd jobs. What was worse was that Arthur just kept squirrelling it all away in the bank: after he’d paid for his digs - which Stan almost never did - he saved whatever was left, going out every day with a packed lunch of peanut-butter sandwiches and not coming home till late, still not saying anything, but happy in a way that Stan didn’t understand, happy, or something like it, as if he had lain awake one night and hatched some foolproof scheme, some plan for a future that Stan couldn’t even have imagined. That went on for several weeks, and it drove Stan crazy, but he didn’t say anything to Arthur. He just took it out on Marie, sulking when they went out on dates to the Hearth or the Nags. Sometimes he’d take her out, then he’d leave her at a table with a couple of the other girls while he went wandering around the lounge, talking to his mates and doing deals, the way the old married men did with their wives. He’d buy her half a lager top, then he’d be off, playing pool with somebody Marie didn’t know or chatting to Jenny, behind the bar. He’d been out with Jenny once, he said. Now they were just good friends. 

Marie could have sat out the sulks, if that had been all there was to it—but suddenly, with winter approaching, Arthur changed again. First, he bought a guitar. “A bloody guitar,” she said. “I mean, he doesn’t even know how to play.”

“What kind of guitar?” I said. 

She looked at me as if I were part of this great conspiracy against her happiness. “How do I know?” she said. “What difference does it make?”

I shook my head. I’d noticed a change in Arthur a week before, when he had come into the bank and, for the first time, made a withdrawal. I wouldn’t have thought much about it, except that he didn’t seem to know how to get money out of his account. He had to ask. 

“Is it an electric guitar or an acoustic is what I mean,” I said. 

Marie thought a moment. “Acoustic,” she said. “He just sits there, in the front room, strumming. Stan can’t stand it. None of them can.”

“Maybe he’s going to start a band,” I said. 

Marie snorted. “That’ll be the day,” she said. 

It turned out Arthur had no intention of starting a band. Stan asked him once, when Marie was there; it was an ugly little scene, with Stan and his dad poking fun at the younger brother while Arthur just sat at the kitchen table, stroking the guitar strings, with his head turned away toward the window. Marie said he didn’t say anything—he just sat there with a sad little smile on his face as if he felt sorry for them all, though you could see he was trying not to cry. She almost felt sorry for him herself, she said, but then he’d asked for it, really, what with his stupid guitar and his weird new clothes. 

I’d seen Arthur at the bank the day before, and he’d been dressed as usual, in black jeans and a navy-blue shirt. “What clothes?” I asked her.

 “Oh, God,” Marie said. “You should see him. He’s completely changed. Bright stripy shirt, this weird-looking suede jacket. At least I think it’s suede.” 

“When did that start?”

“Not long ago,” she said. “He’s completely different. He plays his guitar all day, then he goes out, nobody knows where. Stan’s dad says he’s got himself a fancy woman.” 

I shook my head. I felt strangely disappointed in Arthur, maybe for doing all this stuff in front of his dad and Stan, and maybe because I could just see him with some woman, making a fool of himself. “I don’t think so,” I said. “Not Arthur.”

Marie laughed. It was a cruel laugh. “Oh, yes,” she said. “He’s fairly come out of his shell now he’s got a bit of money.” She gave me a hard look. “You missed your chance there,” she said. 

I was annoyed then. Not with her but with myself, for getting involved in the conversation in the first place. It didn’t matter to me what Arthur McKechnie did. Good luck to him, if he wanted to blow his hard-earned money on the latest fashions and a guitar he couldn’t play. I looked at Marie, and I saw the little glint of nasty pleasure in her eyes. “You going out tonight?” I asked her. 

“Of course,” she said. I could see her thinking, What a stupid question.

“With Stan?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah,” she said.

I nodded. “I’m not the only one who missed my chance,” I said. I regretted saying it as soon as it was out. 

Marie’s face went very bare, then she laughed. “You’re pathetic,” she said, but it wasn’t that convincing, and I felt even worse, not just for her but for myself, that I could be so petty. 

We found out later that Arthur McKechnie mostly just got dressed up in his odd clothes and sat alone in a Chinese restaurant with a half bottle of white wine and a plate of crispy fried duck. Or he would go to a church social and hide in a corner, watching the people dance. That was probably where he met Helen Walsh, and that was when the real trouble started. 

It wasn’t much of a story, really. It seems that when Arthur was still in primary school Stan McKechnie and Helen Walsh were in middle school together. The Walshes had lived on Gloucester Way, two doors along from the McKechnies, and though they were never friendly—Joe Walsh always saw himself as a cut above—Stan had decided that he and Helen were an item, trailing along to school beside her, trying to make conversation, doing stuff to impress her, acting as if they had something more in common than a street address. I don’t think Helen ever took any of this seriously, but by the time he reached third year Stan was going around talking about her as his girlfriend, and he’d been upset when Joe Walsh did well and moved his family off the estate to one of those so-called executive houses with a separate dining room and French windows at the back leading onto a patio with raised beds and a walled yard. All the McKechnies had been upset, in their own way, to see the Walshes get on: Stan’s dad resented Joe’s success, saying he was just a brownnose anyhow, and the sisters put it about that May Walsh had a fondness for vodka. Stan hated the Walshes more than any of them.  

“Stan’s not happy,” Marie told me one day after work. “Arthur keeps taking his stuff.” She shook her head. “Big mistake.”

“What do you mean, taking his stuff?” I couldn’t imagine Arthur as a thief, and if he were I couldn’t imagine Stan having anything he might want. 

“Just stupid stuff,” she said. “Clothes and stuff. He says he’s borrowing it, but Stan doesn’t let anybody borrow his things. Can you imagine?” I shook my head to confirm that I couldn’t. “And then he wears Stan’s best shirt to go out on a date with that stuck-up Walsh bitch.” 

“He didn’t.”

“Oh, yes.”

“No,” I said. “I mean, it wouldn’t have been a date, would it? Can you imagine Helen with one of the McKechnies?” 

Marie shot me an ugly look. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she said. 

“You know what I mean,” I said. “I’m not talking about you and Stan—”

“Yes, you are,” she said. “That’s exactly what you’re talking about.” She lit a cigarette. She didn’t usually smoke in the house, in case Dad caught her. “But me and Stan are happy. I don’t care what Dad says. I love him and I’m going to marry him.” She sounded like a little girl in the school playground. “And you can take a look at yourself before you start judging other people.” She turned away slightly and stood looking out of the window, with her cigarette hand pressed to her cheek.

I didn’t see any point in replying to that. I wasn’t angry with her—I wasn’t even upset. For a moment, I even wanted to go over and give her a hug or something, but we didn’t do that kind of thing in our family. “I’m not judging anybody,” I said, after a while. “I just want you to be happy.”

She looked at me then, and I could see she was close to tears. “Happy,” she said quietly, as if it were some foreign word whose meaning she couldn’t quite remember. She laughed. “Happy,” she said again. She took a draw on the cigarette, and, in the smoke and the early evening light, she looked almost pretty, like a girl in a television show on the night before she runs away from everything, written out of the script to begin a new life somewhere else.

It snowed early that year: a freak blizzard, a beautiful anomaly. It was the kind of snow you see in films, white and perfect and deep, the cars moving slowly along white roads, the people coming out of their houses in the morning or stopping on the High Street to notice the light. For a while, it was as if the works didn’t exist; the snow just kept falling, white upon white upon white, and nothing was gray or smoky or tainted enough to leave a lasting stain. It really was beautiful. People came into the bank in coats and gloves, brushing the snowflakes off their shoulders and hair at the door, smiling to themselves, gladdened by the brightness of the day. You could see the child in every face, a buried life rising to the surface, a lightness about the mouth and eyes, a childish sweetness returning to a dried-out voice. Everyone seemed happier, or almost everyone. Stan McKechnie wasn’t happy. I would hear about it from Marie from time to time—the petty details, the black moods, the muttered threats—but I had stopped paying attention. It just seemed too ridiculous, in all that snow and light. 

The snow didn’t last, though. It was replaced by a gray lull, all smoke and pig iron. So what I remember now about the day Stan McKechnie almost killed his brother is how the light changed after the snow melted. It was a day that could have happened only in a town like ours: the sun was bright, warm even, but there was a chemical haze in the air, a blurred, dusty quality to the light that we knew from having lived so long in the shadow of the works. That was what I knew about that morning, that pale haze, and the thin ferrous smell that became a taste in the mouth, part rust, part churchyard—but there was something else that day, something I hadn’t felt before. If I had to describe it, I’d say it was a sense of how things must have been before any of us came to be in that place, a stubborn beauty in the light that filled the trees, a sense of the land around us, with its buried dead and winter trees, its livestock and clouds and fence posts, there before we were and treating us as an exception to the norm, an ugly but fairly minor crease in the fabric of things, irrelevant to the larger picture. 

The attack happened because of Stan’s black sweater. That was what people said, at least, when it was all over: “That Stan McKechnie, he almost murdered his brother, all because of a sweater.” Marie told me about it while we were both getting ready to go out, on the night Stan and Arthur finally came to blows. That afternoon, Arthur had borrowed Stan’s aftershave, then put on the new black sweater that Stan had bought the weekend before, even though Stan had told him a thousand times that he didn’t want anybody touching his things. Nobody knew where Arthur had gone, but Stan had rung Marie up and told her he was going to do something about it once and for all. Marie had tried to calm him down, but she knew there was no point; Stan had been heading for a big blowout for weeks now, she said, and she knew trouble was coming. Nobody could have predicted how far it would go, and nobody would ever understand what had led up to the final moments. It would be just another story people told each other, another cautionary tale about the McKechnies, how in that family one brother could kick the other senseless over a borrowed sweater. Marie told me about it that night, all the while so wrapped up in her own worries that she didn’t even notice I was getting ready to go out. Then, when she had finished talking, and I’d told her not to worry, that it would all blow over, she realized. 


“You got a date?” she asked, blurting it out, not hiding her surprise.

I laughed. “Don’t sound so shocked,” I said. 

“Who with?”

“None of your business,” I said.

“Oh, God!” She put her hands to her face. “It’s not Arthur, is it?”

I looked at her. She was serious, but I could see in her face that she wasn’t concerned about me—she just didn’t want this mess to get any bigger than it already was. I shook my head. 

“It’s not, is it?” she asked again. “Please tell me it’s not.” 

I was tempted then to tell her it was, just to see the look on her face, but I didn’t. I just shook my head again. “Don’t be daft,” I said. 

It wasn’t a real date, anyway. Somebody from the bank had asked me out, a tall, thin man called Peter who worked in business and foreign. He was a bit older than me, but I’d been bored and surprised when he asked, and I’d accepted his invitation to go for a drink at the Falcon before I registered what was happening. That’s how it goes in the workplace. All these office romances start out of boredom and wanting something to happen to break the monotony. As things turned out, it was a pretty monotonous evening, and I was regretting my mistake long before Arthur came into the lounge bar and stood waiting for someone to serve him. He was alone, all dressed up in Stan’s black sweater and a pair of greenish trousers; maybe he was meeting somebody, maybe he was just out to see what was happening. One thing I knew for sure was he wasn’t on a date with Helen Walsh. As I sat listening to Peter going on about his plans for the future, I watched Arthur order his drink, a lager top, and it occurred to me that I didn’t really know him. I told myself that it would be a mistake to get mixed up in his feud with Stan, that I really ought to mind my own business, but I was bored with Peter’s supposed prospects, and I was grateful for any excuse to get away from him, if only for a few minutes. Peter didn’t seem to mind when I told him there was someone I had to talk to. “Family business,” I said, by way of explanation. He just nodded and took a sip of his beer. Maybe he was bored with me, too. 

Arthur didn’t see me coming. He hadn’t even noticed me when he came in, or maybe he had and didn’t want me to know. Maybe he was embarrassed about the Twenty Two after all. For the first time, it occurred to me that he might have been, and when he finally turned his head and saw me I knew I was making a mistake. Only it was too late to go back. I gave him a serious look. “Nice sweater,” I said. 

He put his glass down on the bar and looked at me. He knew who I was, but he was surprised that I’d spoken. “Thanks,” he said. “It’s not mine. I just borrowed it.”

“It suits you,” I said. 

“Thanks.”

“You know Stan’s looking for you,” I said. The sooner I said what I had to say, I thought, the sooner we could get away from one another. 

He looked puzzled. “Sorry?” he said; the moment he spoke, though, he worked out what I meant. He shook his head. “Oh, no,” he said.

“Really,” I said. “He’s been building up to something for a long time.” I felt stupid: I sounded like somebody out of a soap, or a bad movie. What was I doing? None of this was any of my business. I glanced back at Peter. He had gone over to play the fruit machine. I turned back to Arthur. “It’s none of my business,” I said. “I just thought you ought to know.”

“You’ve got it all wrong,” he said. “Stan is my brother.” He studied my face. “We’re brothers,” he said. 

“I know,” I said. I wanted to say more, but I couldn’t think of anything. 

For a moment, I thought Arthur was going to laugh; then, as if noticing me for the first time, as if I were some puzzle he’d been gathering clues about for weeks and had only just solved, he gave me a serious, almost concerned look. “It’s all right,” he said. “I know you only mean well, but Stan’s my brother. He knows I wouldn’t do him any harm.” 

I should have given up then. That would have been the sensible thing. I don’t know now why I carried on. “I don’t think he does,” I said. “He’s looking for you right now.” 

He smiled softly. “How do you know that?” he asked.

“My sister told me.” I really was embarrassed to hear myself saying that, like a kid telling tales. I knew it was hopeless, and I wanted to stop talking and just take hold of him and lead him somewhere, into the shadows for safety, out to the Twenty Two, to where he could hide under the water until the danger had passed. 

“Ah.” He leaned toward me, and the light from the optics shifted on his face a little, so he looked softer, less defined. “Marie is your sister.” 

I nodded. For a moment, I thought I had got through to him—that my relationship to Marie had convinced him that I knew what I was talking about. For a moment, he put his head down and stared at the ground, and I thought he was thinking about what I had said. For a moment, maybe he was. I have no idea what went through his mind then, but when that moment had passed he was looking at me, smiling again, shaking his head almost imperceptibly. “Thanks for your concern,” he said. “But I’ll be all right.” He put his glass down on the bar; it was still half full, but he left it there and started away. “Honest,” he said. He seemed disappointed, for that one moment, but not with Stan. He was disappointed with me, maybe because he thought this was some game I was playing, some elaborate ruse to get his attention. That was possible. He did remember the Twenty Two, and he’d noticed me in the bank; maybe he liked me, and my talking to him about such things had made him feel awkward. All this was going through my mind as he turned to leave, but there was something else, something that I couldn’t have explained. I didn’t register it then, not in words, but I think that was when I knew he was already gone and that nothing anybody could have told him would have made the least difference to what he did next. Because, for all the most ordinary, all the most banal reasons, he was doomed. He was an innocent, a lost cause, a stranger in the only place he had ever known, and he couldn’t do anything about it. Under different circumstances, Arthur McKechnie would have been one of those people you read about in the newspaper: the schizoid boy who jumps out of a window thinking he can fly, the mad explorer who crosses the Arctic with nothing but a rucksack and a pair of crampons. He glanced back as he was going, and I could see that he knew as well as I did that there was nothing more to say, but he said it anyway. “Be seeing you,” he said. 

An hour later, Stan caught up with him. I’m pretty sure Stan didn’t intend to hurt his own brother as badly as he did, not over a borrowed sweater. But then it wasn’t his intentions that mattered. He’s supposed to have told the police that he doesn’t remember what he did that night, but there were about a dozen witnesses, and they all gave more or less the same account: Arthur had been to the Hearth, and he was walking back home when he met Stan outside the kebab place on Gloucester Road; Stan had run up, shouting and throwing punches; Arthur had just stood there, not saying anything, taking the first couple of blows as if it were some kind of game—and he had a strange look on his face, the people said, an odd half smile that nobody could understand, though they all saw it, and they all said the same thing afterward, that it was the smile that made Stan crazy, that odd little smile that seemed to say Arthur wasn’t going to take what was happening seriously, not Stan’s anger or the punches raining in on him. Some of the people who saw it all said he must have been a bit simple, just to stand there grinning like that, provoking his attacker and not doing anything to defend himself. 

When it was over, Stan didn’t make any serious effort to get away. He stood awhile, looking around at the gang of people who had been watching it all, as if he were surprised they hadn’t done anything to stop him. People said afterward that they’d thought Arthur was dead, the way he just lay there on the pavement, all twisted around and not moving. The ones who were there at the start knew they should have done something to stop it, but they all just stood watching, about eight or ten at the beginning and then more, the entire queue from the kebab shop pouring out on to the pavement to see what was going on. None of them tried to stop the attack, and nobody tried to take hold of Stan when he turned away and walked off down the road. He wasn’t running; he wasn’t even in a hurry. Somebody said later that he could have been out for a stroll, except that he had blood all over his coat and hands. He didn’t go toward his house, he walked the other way, and he didn’t stop walking until the police picked him up, an hour later. When they took him in, apparently, he told them he didn’t mean it. He hadn’t known what he was doing, he said. He just saw red. 

After Stan was arrested, Marie wouldn’t leave the house. Everybody was talking about what had happened, telling old stories about some of the bad things Stan had done in the past, about the drug dealing and breaking and entering when he was in school, or that time with the Cronins and Bobby Curran in the Swan. Some of the people who had witnessed the attack—the ones who had stood by and done nothing—were even saying Stan was getting off lightly, because he should have been up for attempted murder instead of G.B.H. Meanwhile, Marie stayed off work and sat in her room with the radio on, though I doubt she ever heard it. Sometimes she came downstairs, still in her pajamas and dressing gown in the middle of the afternoon. She didn’t say much, and when she did speak she would say crazy stuff. “I wish I could just disappear,” she’d say. “I wish the earth would just open and swallow me up.” 

We all knew that something needed to be done to get her out of this depression, but nobody wanted to take the first step. So we waited. Sometimes I’d have a talk with Mum, where we would go through all the usual arguments, then one of us would say something reassuring, and we’d get on with our lives. “It’ll pass,” Mum would say. “She’s bound to be upset after all.” Or I would point out that my sister, sitting upstairs in her dressing gown, was better off, now that Stan was behind bars. “If that’s what he could do to his brother,” I would say, starting a sentence I would never need to finish, and waiting for the little grimace of horror that signalled her agreement. I’m not saying we didn’t care. It was just that we didn’t know what to do, and we couldn’t really face the awkwardness of having to find out. Meanwhile, Marie grieved, and we went about our business, pretending there was nothing wrong.

They were probably doing much the same thing in the McKechnie household. The elder son had been locked up, and his brother was in a hospital ward; all the old man could do was sit indoors and hope the world passed him by till it found something else to talk about. Even the sisters were ashamed of what Stan had done, and they had always doted on him. I heard they all went as a family to visit Arthur in the hospital, and he wouldn’t even see them. He just waited till he was well enough, then he came into the bank, withdrew all the money that was left in his account, and walked back out into the gray afternoon, to God knows where. That was the last time I saw him, the day he came for his money, and he had a dark, set look to his eyes that frightened me a little. He didn’t come to my position to make the withdrawal he waited till another cashier was free and went to her. When he’d finished the transaction, he put the money in his coat pocket and muttered something under his breath; then he left, without even a backward glance. Nobody knows where he went. The best way to think of it is that he just disappeared. 

The week before Christmas, it snowed again. I had gone up to the shops, and I was walking home, crossing the park on Weymouth Road when it began, thick and fast from the moment it started falling, settling on the grass and the thin, wet shrubs around the playground. It kept falling all along the street, whiting out the gardens, lying in thick folds on the hedges, and I couldn’t help but slow my pace, just to be out in all that white, watching things melt into this perpetual motion, so thick and fast by the time I got to my own front gate that I could hardly see. Everything was disappearing into the flow of it, houses and parked cars and pavement; behind me, the town was nothing but a rumor, a faint aftertaste of iron and smoke and a shadowy mass dwindling into the blizzard. At the gate, I looked back in the direction I had come from. The snow was completely different now from the snow we’d had in November: back then, it had been all brightness and visible marks, tracks and scuffs in the white turning to plum blue and black as darkness fell, but this was dark from the first, a new variant of dark, a new form. That first snow had been the snow in a film; this was the snow in a dream.

It was bitterly cold. I hadn’t noticed going out, but I felt it now, a pure cold seeping into my bones—and as the snow erased the gardens around me, I could feel this pure cold singling me out, isolating me on that street and erasing me, flake by flake, moment by moment. Marie had said she wanted to disappear, but she hadn’t meant it: what she really wanted was to go back to the time before she met Stan, when life seemed full of possibilities. She didn’t want to be invisible, she wanted to be seen as she saw herself, not as a character in a local news story. She wanted to be good. When she talked about disappearing, when she said she wished the earth would swallow her up, I knew that her shame wouldn’t last, and it wouldn’t matter much, in a year’s time, what had happened to her. She would meet someone else, and she would get married and live as our mother had lived; people would think of her as somebody’s wife, and then somebody’s mother, and she wouldn’t be invisible, ever. 

But I would. I would be invisible. It was already happening, in this relentless, quick snow; I was already disappearing, and not just disappearing into that whiteness but into everything around me. Like a ghost in a film, melting into the scenery, I was starting to vanish from my life, not by going away somewhere but just by staying where I was and doing what I had always done. Working at the bank, making dinner, reading my books, swimming at the Twenty Two in the summer, walking in the snow in the winter. It had something to do with Arthur, all this vanishing, which was ridiculous but also true. Unlike Marie, I didn’t want the earth to open and swallow me up, but at that moment I knew I was already starting to fade away—and it wasn’t such a bad feeling, after all, to be disappearing. It wasn’t a bad thing, and maybe it was all I had ever wanted. To stay where I was and disappear into the wallpaper. To want nothing—not a good job, not a husband or children. Not money or happiness. Not what my parents would have called a future. My entire life would be like those mornings when the postman comes and stands at the door, sorting through a pile of cards and letters; he thinks nobody is at home, because the house is so quiet, but someone is in the kitchen all the time, listening to him fumble with the mail as she makes tea, or butters toast, not quite happy, if you want to talk about happiness, but not unhappy, either. It wasn’t the kind of thing you see in films or on television, but it seemed good to me, as I stood there in the snow, vanishing imperceptibly into the life I had not chosen but would not refuse, now that I knew what it was. 

When I got inside, I found Marie standing in the kitchen, watching the kettle boil. Her face was white and empty, no makeup, her hair a mess. The windows were all misted up, and it occurred to me that she had probably been sitting there awhile. 

“Are you O.K.?” I asked. 

She looked at me, but she didn’t speak. She had been in the middle of making tea, it seemed, when I came in, but she had forgotten what she was doing, or maybe decided that she couldn’t be bothered.

“Can I get you something?” I asked. 

She shook her head. “I keep thinking about Stan,” she said.

I nodded. “Of course you do,” I said. I took a step closer. I thought about reaching out and touching her, on the arm, or the shoulder, then decided against it. 

She laughed softly. “It didn’t suit him,” she said. “I told him when he bought it. I said right away, when he tried it on, ‘It doesn’t suit you, Stan.’ ” She looked at me. “Anyway,” she said. “It was only a sweater.”

I nodded again. I didn’t know what to say, and I wanted to cross over to her and do something, but I didn’t know what. After a while, I fetched tea bags down from the cupboard, and finished making the tea. Then I put six slices of bread in the toaster. It was quiet now, no talk, no sound, only the silent continuum of snow at the window—and I wanted to make her see how beautiful it was, if not always, then at least for now, but when I turned around she was asleep in her chair, her head flopped back, her arms dangling at her sides. It was like a balancing act, something she had refined over the years, and no matter how precarious it looked I knew she would not fall. I considered taking my tea through to the sitting room, but I decided to stay and keep her company. Maybe she would wake up soon, and if she did maybe she would be hungry. That would be a good sign, I thought. It was always a good sign in books when people who had been depressed began eating again. It was the beginning of something: a new life, a recovery. 

I put six more slices of bread into the toaster and fetched marmalade and a brand-new pot of black-currant jam from the cupboard. When it was all ready, I carried my cup and the two plates of freshly buttered toast to the table, one for her and one for me. I was hungry now, and I soon ate the portion I had made for myself, not bothering with the jam, just enjoying the taste of warm butter and crisp, fresh toast. It was delicious, like something from long ago, some childhood pleasure. Then, when I had finished that, I poured myself some tea, and because I was still hungry, and because I really did feel happy, sitting there in the quiet, watching the snow, I sneaked first one slice, then another, then all of the toast I had made for Marie, and ate it with the jam, while it was still warm. 
Something like happy: 1

