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Alan grew up in post-war London with Canadian and English parents. He witnessed the transition from the drab 1950s in a city littered with bombsites to the seismic burst of colour in the late 60s. His own memories of that era feed into the stories of his characters in his debut novel Gritstone.

Alan’s writing encompasses a fascination with people’s shared history and family heritage—but also concealment, the limits of friendship, and living outside any law. 

Gritstone is set in the Calder Valley, an area Alan has known and visited for many years. The landscape lends itself to the Gothic undertow in the novel.

Alan currently does therapeutic work in schools. He plays saxophones on the free music scene in London which is now more vibrant than ever, performing with players who are pushing the envelope. He is married and has lived near Epping Forest for over forty years. He continues to lose himself there.
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Gritstone


Napoli

October 2019

It’s never too late. They say it’s never too late.

The sun is disappearing. A few figures like black paper cut-outs drift along the edge of the shore. I’m lying on a recliner outside a fly-blown beach café a few miles from Naples. It’s late October, the end of the season, and the locals have stopped coming. The bar is closing soon and I’ve ordered one more cold beer. I close my eyes and the crowded events of the past months become frozen images, stills from a film, shifting past like the shadows on the sand. I used to think I was a well-meaning person, but I’m living a life of pretence and concealment now —much more than Al ever did.

I’m on the run. I’m sixty-eight years old and I’m on the run.

It’s never too late.


Gritstone House

13th May 2019

We were driving to Gritstone House in Hugh’s yellow Scimitar, barrelling along past Rochdale on the final leg of the journey. The sky so dark the night seemed to have arrived hours too early—blackened clouds edged with deep purple. There had been heavy showers but the occasional sickening skid didn’t deter Hugh.

I was still in the same crumpled corduroy jacket I’d been wearing three days ago when I walked out of my home and put the key through the letter box. I’d sent a final text to Siobhan, ‘Going away. No plans to be back, Mike,’ before dropping my mobile into a neighbour’s bin.

I had some written directions to Gritstone on my lap. Hugh didn’t believe in satnavs. His fine dark grey hair was blowing back in the wind, as he drove with the window down to stay awake. We had left late and now knew we wouldn’t arrive at Al’s estate much before evening.

‘Did you ever go to see that band Al managed?’ Hugh spoke out of the side of his mouth as he veered round a plodding Morris Oxford. Neither of us had seen Al for years. Remembering his past again was mining an endless seam.

‘The Savage Boys. Once. Seems like half a lifetime since we saw them…’ I could remember that former cinema, grime ingrained into the stucco, sticky tables and tacky floors. We were submerged into a crowd of mostly guys in sagging jeans and enormous t-shirts. Siobhan and I were easily ten years older than anyone else. Apart from Al, who wore a beautifully cut black Nehru jacket. He introduced us afterwards to the bemused group staring out from under their New York Yankees baseball hats.

‘He’d latched onto hip hop before it really came over the pond. The band were from Kent, weren’t they?’

‘Yeah.’ Hugh was sliding through the gears. ‘Not exactly from the ’hood …but Al was able to coach them… give them that edge. Always seemed he could turn straw into gold.’

‘Rather like the Stones really.’

‘Nah, they were nothing like…’

‘I mean they came from Kent… well Jagger and Richards did.’

‘Remember when we were young, you could only listen to either the Stones or the Beatles? Like supporting football teams. And I loved the Stones. They did some great stuff.’ Hugh’s blues singing of ‘Lil Red Rooster’ echoed past a cyclist who pulled his bike onto the hard shoulder to avoid the slipstream from the Scimitar.

‘Hugh, are you at all familiar with the word caution?’

Hugh didn’t appear to hear. ‘We saw Al’s group at the Corn Exchange. Lily kept asking where the drums were …I didn’t know either…’ The mention of Hugh’s ex-wife put ten miles onto the speedometer. Hugh’s car was pretty well all he had left from a former life. He’d found the Scimitar in a scrapyard. It was a time when he knew people who could save it. He still had a little money then. But when Lily finished with him, he went quiet and moved into his cabin cruiser. This was going to be the Scimitar’s last ride for a while. The MOT was running out tomorrow. Hugh seemed unconcerned. He only said, ‘We’ll tow it to a garage when we have to.’ I had a familiar sinking feeling—that Hugh expected me to come up with the money to bail him out yet again. But I was carrying hardly any cash and not sure how I’d get more.

‘Al dumped them very suddenly. Always the first to end anything.’ Hugh moved the conversation on from the future of the Scimitar. And I remembered seeing a large picture of the shocked faces of the boyband in a pseudo showbiz gossip-column in the Guardian.

‘He wanted you to go to Nicaragua with him, didn’t he—to fight alongside the Sandinistas?’ It still rankled Al had never asked me, even though I would never have dreamed of going.

‘Well, Mike, I didn’t feel…’ Hugh went awkward. The car slowed.

‘And you didn’t go…’

‘I was with Lily then. She didn’t want to go to a war zone.’

‘No…’ Lily and I never got on. She always looked drawn and tense when I was around. As if I was a bad influence on Hugh.

‘I think Al looked down on me a bit after that.’

‘He called you a poser if I remember.’ I took a guilty pleasure reminding Hugh.

‘Was that it? I didn’t know about that.’ Hugh grimaced at the road. He had somehow managed to forget Al’s verdict on him.

‘Al expecting to go there and fight …well it was kind of an ask though.’ I’d had a call at the time from Al to say he’d started training on a rifle range, ‘I’m ready man!’

‘Asking him to stick around to pick coffee for them wasn’t going to happen either.’ Hugh slowed as he noticed the sign for five miles to Hebden Bridge.

‘He can’t have been used to rejection. In fact, I think it’s the only time when he was rejected. Actually said ‘No’ to.’

‘But you know, Mike, Al was a sort of hero to me.’

‘I know he was. But that’s a long time ago.’

‘Well…’ There were roadworks and Hugh juddered to a halt at the temporary red light. The engine idled. ‘He probably still is… you know… a hero.’

Hugh put his foot down as the light went green. ‘Automatics are so tame. Without gears it’s not real driving. Anyway—yeah—when he came back and decided he needed to make money, somebody like him didn’t need too long to get rich.’

‘It was hedge funds, wasn’t it? Not that I know what a hedge fund is. But whatever, I reckon he could always smell the blood on the water.’

‘That house by the sea. Did you ever go there? I only went once or twice.’ Hugh tended to invite himself and then take time leaving. Al told me that persuading Hugh he’d outstayed his welcome could be like prising a limpet from a rock. I didn’t tell Hugh that.

‘I went once,’ I said. That gleaming sheet of reinforced mirropane glass stretching along the front of the house looking over the beach, reflecting the incoming tide. Watching Al at work, doing all his dealing from home. An enormous screen on the living room wall, with grids and shifting figures, numbers turning from red to green. Al seemed relaxed about it all, sipping a glass of red wine. Not like those pictures you’d see of guys in the City, all strained faces holding two phones. He’d just say that in the end, it’s other people’s money.

‘Siobhan would take Maddie there for a week in the half-term hols.’ The sound of those cosy diminutives made me realise how these everyday phrases were now part of a past I had no place in. How could I explain myself to Maddie? What was Siobhan thinking of me right now? I momentarily embraced my vengeful feelings for Siobhan, in all their grubbiness. ‘I want her worried. I want her to be scared shitless…’ and then felt awkward and guilty.

Hugh was unaware of my introspection. He pressed down the accelerator on the empty stretch of road. ‘Anyway, he hasn’t told us much about his fiancée.’

‘You keep on calling her that.’

‘Well she is, isn’t she? It’s just the word fiancée and Al don’t seem to inhabit the same universe. I’m slowly getting used to this alien idea. But I just imagine she’ll be like all of Al’s other women.’

I had a vision of an unvarying series of tall statuesque women processing past like Banquo’s female descendants.

‘I don’t know Hugh. I mean they’re both living in this community. I can’t really see those other women putting up with communal living. And he’s never even mentioned the possibility of marriage before. I think she’ll be a bit different.’

‘Founding a community. Getting married…’ Hugh shook his head. ‘It’s weird. I can’t connect any of it to Al.’

‘It doesn’t feel like him.’ I had the nervous itch that Al might have become some unrecognisable born-again mystic. Anything seemed possible with him.

I reminded Hugh we would keep the wedding presents in the boot. We had bought two large copper-bottomed saucepans at some retail park in the Midlands. I didn’t have too much cash after that. Naturally I paid for both pans.

We were nearing Hebden Bridge and I was looking for signs to Heptonstall. Once we got there, Al had said everyone knew where Gritstone House was—but he’d said it wasn’t on a satnav—and the post went to a PO box. His email hadn’t said much. ‘They’ve got some funny ideas about us, but I don’t care. We’re doing okay and I’m making amends for my past.’

The Scimitar laboured up the steep road from Hebden Bridge and ground to a halt in a car park in the village. We wandered down the main street, past the stone-wall cottages, limestone blocks bounded by thick layers of cement. We found a small pub. It was the only place open where we could ask the way. The rain had made it a quiet night. Faced with just five regulars leaning on the bar, we looked like the interlopers we were. I felt self-conscious about my lived-in clothes. I used to be told, if people were in a kind mood, I had the build of a medieval miller. I’m thick-faced and stocky. Since that time at Gritstone I have lost weight. I’m big boned, and now I can look imposing. But that night, my belly sagged nonchalantly over the edge of my trouser belt. The tongue from my shirt dangled down my back. Hugh still looked youthful despite the lines stretching down his thin face and invading his cheeks. His squarish steel framed spectacles magnified his eyes, staring out in vague surprise as if permanently trapped in a goldfish bowl. A thick fisherman’s sweater sagged over his lanky frame and skinny jeans.

We were going to need their help so I bought a round of drinks for the group by the bar. The moment we asked for Gritstone House the stories started. Up there they danced naked in the garden. A man in a dress runs over the fields playing a flute to the goats.

‘Sounds like William Blake.’ Hugh murmured.

‘The guy—Al isn’t it? He bought it cheap and gutted it. Were a farm when he took it over. We ’eard they got some posh wood-burning range cookers put in now. Used to cook with an open fire. We don’t see much of ‘em…well mostly we only see the guy.’

‘Yeah, I wouldn’t go there, mate. Last place I’d want to end up.’

‘Well, we’ve come for Al’s wedding. We’re just staying for a few days.’

‘Oh… he’s getting married…’

There was a hesitant silence. The barman tried some verbal Polyfilla.

‘So, what do you guys do?’

‘Not much. Used to be a college lecturer. I’m living on my pension now… and Hugh…’

Hugh made a face.

‘Hugh lives on a boat…’

‘It’s hardly moved for years. Just have to change the moorings from time to time.’ Hugh had this self-deprecating drawl.

‘And you’re…’ stating the obvious to me, ‘You’re not from round here. Can’t place your accent.’

‘Sort of Midlands. I’ve lived in a few places.’

‘He’s just left his home and walked out on his wife.’

‘Hugh…’ I spoke with more weariness than irritation. The people in the bar began staring into their glasses.

We scribbled some directions to what someone called the ‘crazy house’ and left quickly. It was dusk as we drove up out of the village along an empty road through open farmland. We turned into a long bridle way, cobbled but sprinkled with ruts and holes. The car was shaken from side to side but Hugh wouldn’t reduce his speed. I felt my pelvis was about to disengage.

‘Hugh can we drive slower?’

‘I’m driving Mike. I drive at the optimum speed.’

The headlights illuminated two stone gateposts with rusted iron hinges. There was no gate. Beyond, at the end of the track, the black bulk of the house melted into the dusk. Candlelight flickered around the edge of a door that had been left ajar. A fire caressed a wall through windows that looked the size of postcards.

We crunched through the thick wet gravel at the front of the house and halted close to a vast door. Above a knocker shaped like a brass hand was a crude Jacobean carving of a garlanded river god. We could see a nameplate over the lintel. The words were indistinct in the dwindling light.

Hugh offered the result of his brief scrutiny of the river god.

‘It looks like Al.’

We pushed open the hefty oaken slab. Across the hall, we could see through into the kitchen. Thick candles, white towers of wax, melted at either end of a long trestle table. Two figures were silently hunched over bowls.

The slim shape of a woman wafted by in a tie-dyed dress that brushed the monumental stone flags.

‘Hello. Is Al here? We ‘re looking for Al.’

She didn’t seem startled by the two specimens wandering through an open door. As she approached the candlelight illuminated criss-cross lines on her cheeks, the deft etching of crow’s feet around the eyes.

‘We’re old friends. Mike and Hugh. We’ve come for the wedding. Al said we could stay here beforehand.’

She opened her mouth. I noticed some front teeth were missing. Words that seemed about to form were interrupted by staccato blows from the floor above. We both looked up the bare wooden stairs to a landing. Striding above us was a giant figure wrapped in a goatskin coat, hammering the floor with a six-foot long shepherd’s crook. We hardly noticed that the woman had quietly disappeared.

‘Where is my acid …who has taken my ACID?’ The voice possessed an innate Teutonic precision but also an extreme anger. The shepherd’s crook battered at a series of firmly closed doors. Lynyrd Skynyrd’s ‘Free Bird’ echoed somewhere in the house. Otherwise there was no sound. A face stared down at us, vulpine with straggling black locks.

‘You have taken my acid.’

Any resolution I had quickly drained. I profoundly wished I had some acid to assuage this demon in animal skin. But Hugh seemed dangerously careless of terror. He looked up and called, ‘We’ve only just arrived.’

‘What do you mean, just arrived? This is not the Savoy hotel. I am descending these stairs to search your bodies.’

I was tempted to run. But I knew I could not run fast enough from a seven-foot giant. The enormous shepherd’s crook was approaching down the stairs with all the menace of the figurehead on a Viking longboat.

‘Helmut, these guys don’t have your acid.’

Al had emerged from a door just above us in blue denim dungarees. Unlike Helmut’s unruly locks, his hair was coiffed and curled with a requisite bounce.

‘And you know we never take acid on our own.’

‘But Al, how can you know these strange old men?’

‘I know these old guys.’

‘You mean… you are as old as them?’

And there was reason to doubt. Al’s body was wiry and muscular. His face unlined in the candle light. I couldn’t help wondering if he still used the same moisturiser that was so rare forty years ago.

‘Helmut, they have just arrived. They wouldn’t know where it is kept.’

‘I would still like to search their bodies.’

‘It’s not necessary. Listen. You will get an extra allowance and perhaps you shouldn’t be using it on your own anyway.’

Hugh gave me a questioning look at the mention of the word ‘allowance.’

‘Al I can look after myself now.’ There was disappointment and a petulance you might show a parent.

‘Nobody can look after themselves. That’s what we’re all about.’

I now felt relaxed enough to look at Al. He had a thin face, longer than most, the nose dominant and sharp tipped. The hair flowed long and grey and probably had been brushed in the moments before appearing on the stairs. The eyes were of an alert hound. As he spoke, he seemed to be attending to Helmut’s aura, not simply listening. His soft South Yorkshire accent was still present, but overlaid with a complex of other tones and places, hints of pretty well any English- speaking country. Al spoke with the patience of an experienced angler and I could almost hear the reel singing as he talked Helmut down. Helmut mollified, slunk off to his room somewhere across the courtyard. I couldn’t help imagining a stable with straw that needed changing. Al turned to us.

‘Don’t worry about Helmut. He’s harmless… at least when I’m around. Don’t know how he got his hands on the acid. Need to sort that out. God you both look knackered… or just older. Didn’t Siobhan come with you? She coming later?’

‘I…’ I felt knocked off-balance.

‘Mike?’

‘Look Al, I just walked out. Your mail—it was kind of a catalyst.’

‘What…’ Al was open-mouthed.

‘…’

‘You mean you just left her and came here?’

‘Kind of…’ I had been here all of five minutes and already felt Al was making my profoundest actions sound like pathetic gestures.

‘And what’s she going to think of me?’

‘It’s nothing to do with you, Al.’

‘You don’t get it, do you Mike? I look like I’m harbouring you, giving you an escape route. You’ve left Siobhan, man! You’re absolutely crazy.’

‘Look he must have his reasons,’ Hugh intervened with a lameness born of years of making excuses.

‘Oh…I suppose so.’ Al shook his head in disbelief.

‘We’ll talk about it tomorrow,’ I offered. It was my only possible offer.

‘Yeah okay, it’s your affair, Mike. Suppose you need to crash out. Edith’ll show you the rooms we’ve got for you.’ Al put his arm around the woman in the tie- dyed dress, ‘Edith’s my fiancée.’ As Edith mutely nodded, her hair poured forward covering most of her face.

‘Well congratulations Edith. Really wish you both well.’ Hugh smiled, glad the altercation about Siobhan was over. I murmured something indistinct and vacuous.

‘We’ll hang out tomorrow, yeah?’ Al turned and disappeared into a room just under the stairs. As the door closed, I could see a blue light from a screen playing on drawn curtains. The door clicked shut and a lock turned. There was an odd beeping, then silence.

Edith gestured to us to follow her to our rooms on the ground floor. Hugh closed the door and I heard the bed groan. Edith opened the door to my room. It was sparse, more like a monk’s cell than a bedroom. There was a table, a single bed, and a wooden chair on a bare floor. After Edith closed the door, I noticed a chamber pot under the bed. I assumed at the time that it was some kind of humorous ornament. The wall above the bed was dominated by a mandala, a fresco painted onto the plaster. In the middle sat a twelve handed god with figures dancing around the circumference. The door, walls and ceiling were a light green. I’d noticed Hugh’s door was painted a light blue pastel.

A mirror hung from the door and I held the candle to it. What had been thick grey stubble was now the first stages of a straggly beard. The beginnings of a stranger stared back. Etched lines flowed from the edge of  my eyes  over my cheeks like river channels stretching from the open sea.

‘I could be some sort of mystic… a wise man.’ A search with the candle revealed no plug sockets.

I collapsed onto the single bed. The past few days had been a speeded-up film. And now the frame had frozen, reality crashed into me like a winter tide. My marriage was finished. I had jumped out into the clear air. Perhaps I had expected the sensation of floating downwards, arms spread, buoyant in the moments before the chute opens, like a leaf in a gentle wind. But now the ground was screaming towards me.

Siobhan still had her own beauty. Her face was so soft. It was as if there were the finest down beneath her skin. The faces of some of her friends were raddled with deep grooves, the damage of dramatic diets. Siobhan didn’t diet. But her skin was still delicate. She was sparing with makeup. There was no coarseness when you touched her face, when you kissed her cheek goodbye. She enveloped herself in a bewildering variety of long wraps above hugging jeans, a presence that still expressed voluptuousness. While I simply looked hang-doggedly fat.

I couldn’t tell Al or Hugh. I couldn’t tell anyone. Siobhan had stopped sleeping with me months ago. There was somebody she was seeing. I only had suspicions who. But whenever we were together the words for that question just wouldn’t surface.

Still, by simply living in the same house I felt there might be some chance to repair our marriage. Alone in the spare room, I knew that touching myself would only be a joyless substitute for the experience we both had shared. Eventually the body would take its course and I’d wake to find semen soaking the sheets. But the dream was always of Siobhan. I couldn’t tell Al or Hugh. I couldn’t tell anyone. I’d let it all go wrong.


Siobhan, Al and Me

July 1971 to November 1972

Another hot night in the city. I walked the wine dark streets in the late evening. The air was stiff without a breath of wind. Windows forced up as far as the sashes allowed, gasped for air. An air so dense you could be wading through it. Thick Levi flares and baking polyester underpants chafed sweat welts onto my thighs. But this discomfort was normal. I hardly gave it a thought 

I had circled the area for half an hour before knocking on the wide-open door. She descended the stairs barefoot. The wood hardly creaked as her feet depressed the boards. I hadn’t thought this through. I was simply drawn to her door. Siobhan said without surprise, ‘Mike… I thought you might come tonight.’ I followed her full thighs in negligently sagging jeans into her room.

The candle flames transformed our bodies into dappled shadows and golden skin.

There was a slowness, a timelessness. Her hair was a long, thick mane, a blanket over full lips, large eyes patient, restful—on the edge of sullen.

After that night we saw each other fitfully, even though the memory of Siobhan crept through my blood stream. There was someone else. Al was a head taller than me, with his ranging walk and long flowing blond hair that never looked remotely greasy. When I was with them, Siobhan would dextrously remove the nonchalant arm Al placed on her shoulder and quietly look at me. Before anyone knew we were involved, it felt we were both part of some delicious secret.

Al booked all the concerts at the students’ union. He wore a floppy purple fedora, floral shirts with enormous curled collars and the widest flared jeans I’d ever seen. Before the start of a gig he strolled onto the stage, leaving a trail of smoke from the joint languidly burning in his hand. He always announced the group as if he owned them. And they were big names then. Led Zeppelin, Deep Purple, and the Who all toured the campuses.

Al sometimes talked to me as if I was some bog-standard mop top, about his industrial level of conquests. In an age of groupies routinely trailing bands, Al’s attitude to women didn’t seem so abnormal to the average guy propping up the Union bar. He handed out passes and tickets in return for perfunctory sexual favours. Later if the women passed him, he acted as if they didn’t exist. I’d read at least part of The Female Eunuch, and certainly enough to feel a creeping unease when Al invited me to collude in his worldview: ‘So many of them are just squaws, Mike…’

Siobhan was different. She asked no favours from Al. If anything, she could seem contemptuous of him. She didn’t want to see the hairy-chested music at the Union. She preferred playing old blues records on her Dansette to squeezing into the hall to hear the second-hand version offered to the young middle class in the making.

Siobhan was born into a monied Irish family from the South. They were deeply traditional Catholics. She told me she kept it from her parents that she had stopped going to mass. When she was younger Siobhan only knew England as a place women, including some of her friends, were forced to go for abortions. And now she was here as a student, it was as if the cloud of guilt the Church bestowed on everyone had been lifted. She found a refreshing quality to being anonymous, where nobody, rather than everybody, knew your family. No, she felt freer than she had ever been. She’d say that men like Al might fantasise that they had some hold on her. But that was their problem. And she seemed to feel I was a little different. 

I didn’t possess Al’s dangerous charisma. But she told me she liked it that I didn’t have the condescending certainty of a lot of guys, that my ideas never seemed clear-cut and off the shelf—yes, she liked that. And she thought I wasn’t bad looking in some of the smart new stuff I’d taken to wearing. No, she told me that for a while she couldn’t make her mind up about me. But she found her thoughts returned to me. And she felt I changed after my mum died, more mature, less anonymous than the other men in identikit flared denims and ex-army greatcoats.

I remember it was a metallic grey February afternoon. I was working on an essay in a modern hall of residence with rooms like identical hutches. There was a knock on the door. A porter handed me a telegram without looking at me, and walked away as soon as I took it from him. Telegrams were generally bad news. This was no exception. It was from my uncle. He told me that my mum had died suddenly. I needed to get back as soon as I could. I threw a suit into a case and drank a double whisky at the draughty station bar.

I took the train down to Coventry, to the prefab I’d lived in with my mum on a small estate left over from the war. I’d loved my childhood there. I used to play with the other kids on the bomb sites near my home, vast craters and crumbling mysterious brick. Traces of wallpaper still clung to the inner walls. I knew mum could remember the neighbours who had been killed there, but she hardly spoke about them to me.

I’d no memory of my dad. He’d died when I was three. Alf had worked in the car factory, but I knew very little else about him, apart from that he’d fought in the war. My dad remained a perpetual ghost in the black and white photos taken on our Baby Brownie camera. He was always wearing the same suit.

When I’d left for university on the coach to the north, mum was renting a colour television and spent most of her day wandering between two channels. She never watched BBC2: ‘Just for posh people, not for us, Mike.’ She was proud of me, the first in our family to study for a degree, and told me not to worry about her. I phoned home less and less often from a freezing call box. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t share my new life, and she sounded increasingly remote and sad. I went home for only a few days at Christmas. It was only later I realised why her face became a rigid mask when she believed she was unseen. At the beginning of February, her body caved in more quickly than the doctors expected, from the metastasis feeding on her. 

When I arrived back in Coventry, I was immersed in an unfamiliar adult world. I had to register the death. A man in a stained brown suit, shined at the elbows and cuffs, solemnly gave me a certificate after recording the death in meticulous copperplate.

Then to the undertaker’s where the plastic flowers in the window needed dusting. I’d sat in the office with my Uncle Charlie and was shown a brochure of coffins. I’d chosen the cheapest. I later found out that it was the model used by the council for the so-called paupers’ funerals. It was made of plywood for all I knew, but it would soon be burnt. The undertaker began to look upset and offered me a polished box with brass handles ‘that somebody didn’t need.’

Afterwards, I had a drink with Charlie. The pub was two streets from the prefab. We were in the empty public bar. The thick fug of Woodbine smoke ingrained into the walls brought back the memory of my first beer here when I was fifteen. Nobody was concerned about my age then. Charlie had this rather emphatic way of talking.

‘You don’t know too much about your dad, do you Mike? God he was a troubled man. He couldn’t let go of the memories of the fighting. The war destroyed him in the end. Your prefab only has these thin walls so everyone could hear his screams in the night. They shook the whole neighbourhood. Your mum told me he often dreamt of bayoneting a German soldier as they stared into each other’s faces. Well it’s over now… twenty-five years.

‘But us people, people like your mum and me, who went through the war—we were stoical—too stoical. We don’t talk about it. I don’t think she ever said much to you, but what happened here were a nightmare. They laid out bodies in rows after the first raid.’

I remembered my mum mentioning a mass grave, but I hadn’t taken it in.

‘I once saw a dog running around with a baby’s arm in its mouth. Even your mum—it were hard for her. She’d find bits of somebody… a leg with a shoe on… you know… her neighbours. We had no words we could find for it. It stays with you, though… but your life seems so different now. I envy you, Mike, I really do, with your long hair and your marijuana and that strange music. I just hope you never get to see what we saw.’

After a bleak fifteen minutes at the crematorium, everybody was relieved it was over. A rent-a-vicar had taken a few facts from me shortly before the ceremony and then celebrated my mother’s life. It sounded a dull life by any standards, but you couldn’t convey her unaffected simplicity that often cheered me up. Even this short committal was enough to make everyone feel remote from the body that was my mum being wheeled off to the furnace once the curtain closed.

Back at the prefab my aunts laid on tea and sliced white bread sandwiches; clammy ham and tomato, tinned salmon and cucumber, grated cheese and Branston pickle and a bowl of Smiths crisps. There were cocktail sausages and a salad of lettuce, cucumber and beetroot. Heinz Salad cream coagulated sickeningly with the beetroot juice on the discarded plates. Nobody stayed that long. The aunts screwed up and threw away the paper table covers and cardboard plates. Once they had washed the cups, I told them I had no use for the tea service. I asked if they wanted to share it. They became confused. Nobody gave away their tea service. In the end my Auntie Margaret offered to look after it for me, just to put an end to the embarrassment. They left, mumbling a plethora of phrases that were all folksy and useless. I kept a few sandwiches for the journey. I hadn’t plans to stay the night in the prefab.

After the last aunt left, I was finally alone in what had been my home. The rooms populated by my mum were draining of meaning. The remains of my childhood were evaporating. I crumpled into her chair, head in my hands, rocking forward. Unheard sounds were coming out of me. Short, choking and hacking noises. Then a quiet moaning wail. It felt uncontrollable. It felt like it would never stop.

But I had to leave in a few hours to catch the last train back that night. I forced myself to go into each room. My face was soaked and shaking. I picked up the objects I’d want to keep and put them into her cardboard suitcase. Her brush, which still had straggling grey hairs in the bristles, her plaster donkey from Weston, and her three wise monkeys on the beige tiled mantelpiece. Then I lifted down my grandad’s picture from the wall by the door.

It was taken in 1912. He was wearing a straw boater and a five-button jacket. It should have looked so carefree, but the photographer had encouraged him to maintain some solemn dignity as he leaned against a fake tree in front of a crudely painted screen, and waited for the exposure to complete. He’d ended up looking soppy and pompous. Two years later Grandad had watched the Scharnhorst gunned down and sunk near the Falklands. There were hundreds in the water. They could hardly save anyone. It was what happened to sailors then. He never talked about it. I remembered him in his flickering gas-lit house, always in the same brown cardigan, puffing on the briar pipe that probably killed him when I was ten.

I pulled out the biscuit tin from under the bed, a collection of the photos from the Brownie. Small two-inch square black-and-white snaps. Here were early photos of the dad I never knew in uniform, grinning inanely. And mum in an ill-fitting coat that did for about ten years.

Here I was at seven. I looked at the camera grimly and dutifully in the new school uniform I wore most days, whether I was in school or not.

And aged eleven in a pair of cheap jeans and my raincoat that had to do for any season. I had been excited to get a pair of jeans. But they were cheap and scratchy and I mostly ended up wearing my school trousers. In the picture I was standing in the high street. Chip-paper and cardboard were clogging the drains by my feet. People threw everything into the gutter then. Behind me, men and women in uniformly long drab overcoats pushed past me. They seemed to wear them whatever the season.

I swept up my mum’s Buddy Holly and Bill Hailey singles. It all sounded so tame. I caught the last train north that night.

My mum put by some money for me. Somehow she’d saved a few thousand. Enough for me to never have an overdraft at university again. I could just about buy a flat. I returned to Coventry once, to have the prefab cleared by a second hand dealer. I can only remember the man speaking to me through a masticated egg sandwich. I never went back again. The suitcase was still in the house in London I’d abandoned. I shoved it into the loft when we moved Maddie into her own room. I don’t know where it is now. Siobhan has sold the house and moved on. If she put the case on a skip, it’s all I deserve.

When I came back, I had more money than most. I was able to take Siobhan out for the occasional meal in the city centre restaurants. She wasn’t overly impressed but never refused. When we were out, I even wore a wide-lapelled herringbone suit with trousers flaring from the knee. I couldn’t help but stand out from the sea of blue denim. Siobhan found it kind of independent and funny. Sometimes we spent the night together at the end of the evening; I never told her how much that meant.

One night we were in a newly opened bistro covered with black and scarlet flock wallpaper. I had passed it in the daytime and booked it out of curiosity. Once we arrived, I felt I’d made a fatal mistake. But Siobhan was unconcerned. The other tables were peopled with easily embarrassed diners terrorised by starchy waiters. We were served veal in a sad grey sauce with overcooked broccoli. But the food ceased to matter to me. I was lost in Siobhan’s relaxed laughter bubbling through the room like a brook bursting out of the ground. After the food, we sat over the watery coffee, and as often happened, I found myself probing her feelings about Al. Even as I tried to sound casual.

‘I mean I do kind of envy him. Al’s kind of charismatic. You know he’s come into a room before you even see him. There’s that fizzing atmosphere in the air.’

I suppose I was tempting Siobhan’s derision.

‘Well I never seem to quite be in his force field somehow… not like some of these girls. It’s like watching iron filings shooting across and sticking to his oh so magnetic personality!’ Siobhan chuckled and skittered her fingers across the table cloth. There was melody in her laughter.

‘But that’s the thing, Siobhan. You’re a challenge to him…’

‘Oh yeah, like some wild mare he’s trying to break in. Yeehaaah!’

Some old couples turned and stared at the young uninhibited Irish girl in her shawls and jeans.

‘Kind of…’ I felt a sort of pride sitting with this young woman, so relaxed in her skin, amidst the ramrod stiffness. Siobhan lowered her voice and leant towards me.

‘Mike, you know sometimes I still do sleep with him… when I feel I’m in control.’

‘I know… I mean you’re nobody’s…’

‘Do you mind me telling you these things?’

‘No…’

‘Because I’m no one’s squaw.’

‘No.’

‘I know you care about me, Mike.’

‘I…’

‘Not now…’

‘I…’

‘Don’t say it—you don’t need to say it.’

Seven months later Siobhan told me was pregnant. I thought we’d been careful, but these things happen. By now we had virtually moved in together. Al had drifted away. I offered to marry her immediately. I couldn’t stop myself saying it and she looked at me with a seriousness and sadness I couldn’t fathom.

‘I want you to be the father of my children, Mike.’

Meanwhile, Al hitched off to Marrakech. The word was he had gone to score enough kif to pay his debts. He returned in time to attend the wedding at the local registry office. Weddings could be pretty low-key affairs then. There was no grand reception, no stag night in Prague, no hen party lasting five days. It was frankly unusual anybody like us, under the age of twenty-five, got married at all. Al insisted on paying for the drink with his new money. Nobody wanted to ask where it came from.

Siobhan’s family were sour about the civil ceremony. They saw no reason for it not being a Catholic solemnisation. I was left in tatters by Siobhan’s mother. She didn’t think much of Hugh as the best man. He couldn’t find the ring for endless seconds, and seemed incapable of simply standing still. She’d met Al several times and said to whoever would listen, what a fine-looking man he was. She told me he had ‘something about him,’ as she stared brutally at me out of tiny narrowed eyes framed in a face of leathery skin, stretched over what seemed an oblong box.
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