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         You may know of Tommy Carmody. He was the type of person who stories attach themselves to. I won’t be able to cover the whole story here, but I hope I’ve been truthful about everything I remember. It’s also true that I don’t know how to talk about him without seeking his approval, which he’s not here to offer, and which I might not get.

         I was due to be his lodger for the summer, but it was weeks before we met. He was shooting a film in France—something to do with Gérard Depardieu and musketeers—and he’d mailed a key for his house in Crouch End to my dad, along with instructions that I was to let myself in and make myself at home, but not too much at home.

         I was on my way to medical school, and Dad’s diagnosis was that this man would be a good role model. His cousin, who was always in the mood for a party, and 4always slightly cross with himself about it, who drank like life depended on it, ate like life depended on it, laughed like life depended on it, argued like life depended on it.

         Had relationships like life depended on them.

         Had friendships like life depended on them.

         But if all that follows reads like a love story, that’s what it was.

         
             

         

         —You can fuck off if you think you’re eating that in this car, Dad said.

         —You know scientists fed rats sauerkraut for a year? I said.

         —Did the rats grow up to be as clever as you? he said. One day, I’m going to tell the story about the morning I drove you to the airport to go to London and you had a packed lunch that smelled like the bin.

         One of these conversations was going to be our last for some time, we both knew it. The usual courtesies came to mind—staying in touch, making sure I had the address of his cousin’s place in Crouch End, money to spare.

         I pulled an old favourite from the repertoire. Every family had its own language, and we’d made ours through anagrams.

         —Eric Clapton, he said.

         —Narcoleptic, I said. My turn. Britney Spears.

         —Presbyterian, he said.

         —Villainousness.

         —No idea, Dad said. 5

         —An evil soul’s sin. Conversation?

         —You tell me, he said.

         —Voices rant on.

         —Too easy, he said. You make it look too easy.

         We parked up and went into the terminal. There was time before I had to go through to departures. I had some of my food and there was this, that and the other from Dad about my first big summer away from home.

         —I wish you’d lay off all that, I said.

         —Whenever I bring it up, you go a bit incommunicado.

         —Because I’m embarrassed, I said. You should try it.

         But Dad got to hear all about university at the end of the summer: my new friends and where they might be from and all the different subjects they’d study and what good it was going to do them if they weren’t going to be a doctor like me.

         —Go on, he said. Put me out of my misery.

         My boarding pass was out, and I joined the queue, this boy who loved games (cause games had rules), and who still saw the point of them.

         Dad said, —Look behind you. See those security guards?

         —I’m not doing anything wrong, I said.

         —This might be the first time they’ve ever pulled someone in for having an explosive substance in their sandwich.

         
             

         

         It wasn’t that I didn’t like the house; it just needed a hair-cut, all the ivy. 6

         You were supposed to admire a place being this ramshackle. A riot of bric-a-brac, skid-marked chintz and all sorts of mad porcelain. The sloping floorboards, windows that wouldn’t close, tiles so old that they looked dusty when they weren’t.

         Lovely for those who liked that kind of thing, and Tommy Carmody did seem to like that kind of thing.

         Seventeen, just left school, free to go where I pleased. At night I’d squeeze myself into an alcove in the living room and wait for someone to walk in.

         Things everywhere.

         White shirts from someplace called Dries Van Noten; very dark and heavy Japanese Levis; smart suit after smart suit, and as many pairs of brogues as a person would have pairs of socks.

         The clothes were scattered in the living room, and the hall, and piled on his bed, which was dressed like something from a hotel, and flanked by two shell-covered dressing tables whose drawers I was desperate to open.

         Was there a need to justify the presence of those books in the bath, the surfboard in the kitchen? Why were there three very expensive acoustic guitars but no music system? Why was there a bronze bust of Lady Gregory but no mirror in the bathroom?

         I know how corny it sounds, but this was a house with a restless heart.

         The irregularities in the decor—three hat-racks but no toaster—had to be down to someone’s absence. One room on the ground floor was completely empty but 7for floorboards ablaze with paint splashes of so many colours.

         The house had its own smell, too.

         A few old bottles of cologne in the bathroom, but this wasn’t it. The smell seemed to come out of the walls or the woodwork. It wasn’t in any way animal, but the mildness had something to do with the body; it had something to do with skin, sweet-smelling skin.

         The bedroom at the very top of the stairs was all I had been hoping for. There was foliage brushing the window, and just enough sky. No stars at night but the morning light was enough to support me through those moments when I missed my mother (who was gone anyway) and my father (who’d needed me gone).

         The house was saying: there’s something I’d like to show you about life. When I listen, I am sure I can hear the words in Tommy’s voice.

         
             

         

         In the first few days of being his mystery lodger, or the lodger to a mystery, I thought about very little other than Tommy Carmody.

         It’s a puzzle I’m still figuring out. I worked through it on my walks to work, an hour there and back, past Highgate  Cemetery  and  through  Hampstead  Heath, gathering my spirits for days on a building site peopled by nine IRA men and one Rastafarian (probably IRA, too).

         The job was a gut renovation of a house the size of a small hospital. 8

         The client was being slow in his paying his bills and the foreman, Noel, was reciprocating by stalling progress on the kitchen extension. In one day, I was passed from brick-stacking to bricklaying to roofing to landscape gardening; clearing the rubble and levelling the ground in readiness for its new layer of turf which Noel said might well be slow in arriving.

         Even before I’d met him, I was planning to fill Tommy in on the best way to take a nap in the ripper of a bulldozer.

         Any man who owned that many hammocks would understand.

         
             

         

         One Friday I bought some chips on the way home to have with a can of cider in the garden; coming home to a message on the machine that Tommy might be in Morocco, or he might be in Toulon, or he might have moved on to Paris, in which case he might be back later, or the next day, or the day after that.

         Soon, anyway, the message said.

         Ciao, it said.

         The garden wasn’t even a garden, more a slope with a very old glasshouse and some terraces that had been cut and planted on and then abandoned. There was a big, hairy tree coming up through the patio.

         The glasshouse didn’t have much going for it, either.

         Countryside smells in the middle of the city, arm-chairs you couldn’t sit in. But if I played my cards right, 9I supposed this could be mine while I left my landlord to his strange perambulations indoors.

         After so long away, Tommy would want to make himself at home, at home.

         I’d taken a copy of W.B. Yeats’s letters to read with my dinner, but there was only so much dear-dainty-delicious-darling a young heart could take, and I was ready for a doze.

         The voice that woke me said, —You’ll have to play your filthy games elsewhere.

         My copy of the letters was turned up on the page where the poet says, ‘I kiss your hands’ to his wife to be.

         —Muck, he said. Sorry if you didn’t hear me clearing my throat.

         —You didn’t, I said.

         He held up my can of cider, sniffed its contents and made a show of not saying a word.

         I’d seen him in pictures but Tommy Carmody, in person, managed to be both brutish and babyish. His hair was hanging long and loose like a fern. The clothes were for the heat and probably to dictate a mood.

         You don’t hurry anyone in a sarong.

         —Don’t you believe that I was reading? I said.

         —Looking at you, yes, I do, he said.

         There was a folding chair by the door of the glasshouse. The chair creaked as he sat into it.

         —I know what you’re thinking, he said.

         —Do you? I said.

         —You’re always thinking something, he said. 10

         He smelled expensively of thyme and wet cement.

         I snapped up the book, the blood rising from my thighs to my cheeks. It wasn’t a habit of mine to go anywhere without a goodbye or hello, but at least I closed the glass-house door after me.

         At least he’d been shown that I hadn’t been born in a barn.

         Tommy took up the folding chair and came outside. He had the chair in two hands and seemed to change his mind just as he was about to throw it away up the garden.

         —I bet your dad’s chairs don’t creak, he said.

         —I dare say they don’t.

         His voice was straight from My Fair Lady. —You dare say?

         In love with the fact that I had nearly made him laugh, I said, —I could get you a chair from inside.

         —Dear boy, would you? Draw me a bath or what have you.

         
             

         

         Barbecues a few doors down, the chitchat muffled by the breeze and all that sky. Nine at night and warm as it had been in the middle of the day.

         Wasn’t it this: wasn’t it purple skies I’d come away from home for?

         —And what will we say to the neighbours? Tommy said.

         —Why would we want to say anything?

         —They’ll invite us over for a drink, he said. 11

         —It doesn’t sound like the kind of affair that requires invitations, I said.

         He was getting ideas. Likely they were never that far away.

         The cider got poured down the drain and out came a leather holdall containing six bottles of Champagne, and as many candlesticks. Never happy until any space he was in contained so much old wood and so many candles that there was the risk it of it burning down.

         —Taking us all with it, he said, the tone of voice suggesting hooch and cigars and old-time beatings given as a warning.

         He’d liberated the candlesticks from the props department on the movie.

         He flopped down in the grass beside me to pour some more Champagne, spilling so much that he may as well have thrown it from across the garden.

         —How were the musketeers? I said.

         Tommy had the habit—I am sure it was practised—of seeming to think too much about every question. Was it an actor’s way of prolonging the shot and drawing the scene towards them?

         —Glorious, he said.

         —I’m not sure I know what one is.

         —I’ve just lost the waxed moustache. Start there. At least now I can shoot a crossbow. Endless ridiculousness.

         Tommy Carmody was what you’d call a character actor; his face was the special effects.

         The director of the musketeers film, known for making 12commercials with flying elephants in them, preferred looking at his storyboards to what was happening right there in front of him, and Tommy preferred films where people walked around and said things to each other.

         The neighbours were still warming up and Tommy went to the fence to cock an ear. Someone was playing ‘Eternal Flame’, and he began to sing along.

         —Music that’s been soaked in butter, he said.

         Then he let out a sudden roar of, —She is a lovely, lovely woman!

         The words hung so long in the air—like the neighbours’ washing—that I wanted to take them down and put them away.

         If it was all I was getting on the end of Tommy’s marriage, he let me know that it would be perfectly normal to see him drinking in the mornings, and that he almost never sat down to breakfast or lunch when you were supposed to. Bedtime was often half four in the afternoon.

         There was something deeply sad to this man about doing things at the right times. He knew of these things and believed in them in the same way that people thought of the Loch Ness monster.

         And his idea of exercise was to check into a hotel to order room service and watch sport on satellite TV.

         He wasn’t any kind of role model at all.

         
             

         

         It was past midnight when he decided on a barbecue of our own. I helped him drag the wood and everything 13from the glasshouse and soon we were talking over each other about meals we’d eaten outdoors and all the times we’d slept under the stars (I was having to make things up).

         There was a moon around somewhere, and it wasn’t so dark that we couldn’t see that the plants were drowsy from the heat.

         Tommy unrolled the hose and watered everything while I fussed about with courgettes and aubergines that he’d brought back from France and dug around for herbs—there was mint and whatnot growing in pots—and then we sat with nothing to do but drink and drink without feeling drunk.

         —What do you think of the garden? he said.

         —Pretty full on, I said. The colours.

         —I’d like to say I’ve planned it, but it just does its own thing when I’m away. Plenty of green, plenty of red. Goes easy on the yellow.

         —Wise, I said. You might need to get some gardening things.

         —And someone to do the gardening, Tommy said.

         It was going to take the fire a long time to burn down the way he wanted it to. He wanted us to cook on the embers like they did in Morocco (he’d done some films there).

         Working in the way that Tommy did, travelling the world to be in things, seemed like a total fantasy and the most sensible thing in the world.

         Now he was talking about how he had gone about 14finding this house in much the same way as he’d sign onto a film; he’d wanted to work in France so much that he hadn’t bothered reading the script for the film he’d just been in.

         He was talking about moving there. But it’s not a holiday if you live someplace, he said.

         I had a strong urge to say Tommy behaved like he was a visitor in his own house. Clothes in the hall. Everything else somewhere else.

         Once I’d known him for longer, I’d be able to say it.

         We’d be the kind of friends who could share such things.

         He decided the fire was ready to add the vegetables. And he said, —What do you like to do, Ian? When you’re not having fun.

         That took some thought.

         The end of school had held no more surprises than the psychometric stuff they put you through in the final year. I had some questions of the methodology, and I had had to laugh at the result—Ian Cleary is data driven, Ian Cleary is cold.

         My teachers didn’t want to hear that the experiment was flawed and gave me top marks anyway.

         But I’d just had my big science brain to thank for a trip to Paris.

         I would win every competition in my path and come up with ludicrous new challenges for myself: behavioural sciences or neuroscience, I couldn’t decide. Things We Say in Our Dreams. It was my least favourite of all the 15ideas, but it meant Paris: dreams meant winning a trip Paris, yes.

         Dad bought me every new thing and stuffed me with enough cash for a blowout in a casino. Meanwhile there were other people, and they had won prizes, too, and if they weren’t as smart as I was, they were very smart, and they were so happy to be there that I felt ashamed of being so shy, and there were other things too: I felt the age gap so badly that even though I could try the science stuff I couldn’t do the chit-chat at all.

         The conference organiser said she liked the shirt Dad had bought me; the woman in the hotel gave me a chocolate mint, and Dad bought a ticket and got on a plane to take me home. He asked if I’d seen the note on my luggage—how proud he was, how clever he thought I was—but I hadn’t unpacked enough to find it. I hadn’t worn half the nice shirts I’d been bought, and I hadn’t thought of it once until now.

         —That’s a big one, Tommy said.

         —Bit much?

         —Not at all, he said. Not at all.

         —There are some games I like to play, I said.

         Anagrams were one thing. And even though I wasn’t the best in the world at them, tongue twisters were a form of meditation. I tripped up all the time, sometimes I couldn’t get through a classic like Betty bought a bit of butter.

         Your throat got tangled up, or your mouth dried up like you’d eaten too many crackers. But when I was on form, when that happened, I would sit in the school 16library and instead of studying I’d make my way through the most difficult one of all.

         Pad kid poured curd pulled cod.

         Tommy went to the glasshouse to get a pair of torches, and I shone mine at the ground. The light reflecting from the grass made it look like he had been painted in water-colours. He wasn’t there in front of me, he was a picture hanging on a wall, one you could study.

         His face looked very lightly on fire.

         Was there a knack to tongue twisters, he wanted to know. What was the trick? Breathing? Throat? Brain?

         I said there were front-of-the-tongue sounds, seashells and seashores, back-of-the-tongue sounds, and lip sounds, and yes, the brain got busy with it all.

         You just had to take your time. Go as slowly as a pensioner, and even then, you were never completely sure of yourself, especially when there were other things on your mind.

         And Tommy was right, and I did think hard about things.

         Mum once said that if you went through life with love, you not only increased the aggregate amount of it in the world, as made perfect sense, you saw some of it back.

         Interest on your deposits.

         And saving was never a bad idea.

         
             

         

         Neither a morning nor an evening person, I had never been at this side of a dawn. 17

         Coming down the hill into Crouch End, being so careful to notice everything. A single column of cloud in the sky, the pointed shadows of the church. Someone’s washing was soaked on a line. The rooftops and houses looking so clean from the rain, pavements glittering as they dried.

         The village would never be as beautiful as this.

         I was going to bring something home for Tommy’s breakfast, and I was trying to ignore the fact that he had disappeared to bed without saying goodbye.

         We had larked about for hours, only thinking to leave when the storm came in and soaked the fire.

         There were one or two moments, with birdsong competing with night sounds, that I felt myself being scrutinised. The combination of amusement and dissatisfaction that Tommy Carmody specialised in.

         The performer judging his audience.

         Whenever I’d thought it was time to go to bed, Tommy appeared with something else to put on the fire—onions, peppers brought back from France.

         I took whatever he bundled into my arms before licking it with oil and setting it into the fire where it would be cajoled into mouthfuls that made me want do something I had never done before, which was to record all this in a journal (the one I’ve been keeping all these years); not just the food, but the embers, and the trees in the darkness.

         Tommy, most of all.

         This was why, hardly an hour or two later, it felt like 18all of this had happened last week or last year, and I was replaying every single moment, turning each one over in the hope that it may contain a trace of a trace of something that I could carry and keep as I drifted off to sleep later.

         Tommy had been paying close attention to a fire that seemed to be looking after itself. Onions baking on an old roof tile, other things blackening in the embers. I could smell garlic but couldn’t see it. Perhaps it was buried.

         He’d taken an onion from the fire and bitten into it. (And like much of what attaches itself to Tommy, I don’t know if it ever happened.)

         His face started to move and then settled.

         He waited, and then I did. As soon as a thought would form it could not make itself into the kind of words that I could say to someone like Tommy Carmody.

         Or I’d find the right words, but not the moment.

         Perhaps I was experiencing what many people of that age succumb to: nostalgia for the moment you’ve never known. The feeling is called anemoia but it’s more bearable when you don’t know the word.

         And was it then, when he ate the entire onion, that I knew we’d be friends for life?

         If you’re lucky, all you need is one of those.

         
             

         

         I was on my way up to my room in the attic when I saw that his door was open. Tommy lying on the floor beside the bed. 19

         This was, I supposed, something he was doing on purpose.

         It was not how I’d expected the night to end, completely silent on his part, terrified on mine. I waited for him to say something, so I could say something, and the night could wind down in a shared moment.

         I listened for a breath. There might have been a sigh. I said, —Are you all right?

         —Yes, he said, quietly.

         On the floor beside him were more snapshots—a hat he’d been wearing on the film, another sarong he’d brought out to lay over the hay bales. Except for a wrung-out Turkish towel, the mattress was completely bare.

         —What are you doing down there?

         —Trying to sleep, he said.

         —Do you need anything? I said.

         —Can you please close the door? he said.

         —Sure, I said.

         —I’d like to be alone, he said.

         —Sure.

         —In a please be somewhere else kind of way.

         
             

         

         I had long since let go of any memory of my mother. Ten years since she had prayed her way into peace in life and onwards towards the next one.

         To die on a Sunday was part of an ongoing conversation with You Know Who, or a demonstration of her 20faith that I was too young to share, and that she was happy to have to herself.

         Anything else that remained of my childhood was the knowledge that something had always been the matter with her.

         We had been on a family holiday in north Clare, and she had gone out walking alone. She had been walking for ages without noticing anyone behind her on the beach. When she did notice me, she didn’t talk for most of the day, except to ask me why I had followed her.

         Mum explained that she was glad of her own company from time to time, and next time that happened, she’d turn me around for home. Later, when she called me in for supper, she fell into more of an explanation of why she liked to go out walking on her own.

         She was making pancakes, piling them up and counting them out.

         Mum brought the pancakes to the table on separate plates for everyone. It’s just like eating off your own plate, she said. Sometimes, being a mummy was like getting to the table for dinner only to find everyone helping themselves to your food, especially when they have plenty of their own to eat.

         
             

         

         By the time I got some sleep, Tommy had been out for bread but came back with two kilos of langoustines.

         One little place had the only bread he’d wanted but the baker was indisposed and even though Tommy would 21have been better off going somewhere else, perhaps for what he’d gone out for, he decided to mark the occasion of having a new lodger.

         —So what’s for lunch? he said.

         —You tell me, I said.

         —Prawns are what’s for lunch.

         He was now in such a good mood that he may as well have gone about the place in clown’s shoes, honking his red nose.

         We built another fire, and the prawns got cooked in something like a cauldron and he served them in a bucket which we ate from, sitting on those hay bales.

         The first prawn was gone in one-two-three.

         The next one, he coached me on how to pierce the flesh to remove the shit-sack.

         —You’re a pro, Tommy said.

         —I’m sure we can’t have prawns every day, I said.

         —We can, he said.

         He decided against more to drink, but if he said so himself, Tommy Carmody was famous for his lunches. His dinners involved people taking annual leave from work. Sometimes the serving of actual food came as a shock to people.

         He had some more ideas; with this knack for looking desolate but sounding cheerful—which I may have had, too, but the other way around.

         The point was, if this was to be my first big summer, he’d take on the job personally.

         It was no accident that he’d chosen to live in a 22neighbourhood without a tube. If I was up for getting around the place, Tommy would walk me through London. This was a city for seeing on foot.

         If there was good stuff to do, we’d do it, galleries and gigs and things but most of the best messing—and messing was a form of exaltation—happened in parks.

         Frisbees, bottles of cava drunk from paper cups, girls, girls with frisbees and drinking cava from paper cups.

         We shook on it.

         The excitement of a city with so many colours.

         The excitement of a girl who might be interested in you, the ones who aren’t, the excitement of songs blasting from speeding taxis, from open windows, the excitement of an empty park at dawn, and busy at twilight, honey skies, vivid heat, the excitement of nightfall, the excitement of not being home and home being nowhere from now on.

         —We’ll have a right old time of it, Tommy said.

         We were finished eating and I took a newspaper and wrapped the prawn shells in it, carrying them away as carefully as someone removing a child from a bath.

         One day in Tommy’s company had made me want to do everything right. But my brain was tired, it had been studying day and night. The cognitive process experienced by a clinician in a triage ward was not the same as for a GP and was not the same as for a surgeon.

         I would have to figure that out.

         In the meantime, there was a weekend to be savoured.

         Tommy said there wouldn’t be another one like it, and 23everywhere I looked there was a box or a drawer from which he would produce a jar of olives from two trips ago; or a notebook from a hotel in Montreal that he’d use for sketching out routes from Crouch End to wherever we could walk to in half a day.

         Tommy went inside to get a map.

         It was a very good thing, in my opinion, to work from a plan.

         One of his ideas—long stored up, I think—was for us to get up first thing in the morning and walk two, three or four hours to somewhere like Brixton.

         This would be another London altogether. I could make it my own.

         And when I went to get a tray to clear up the plates, Tommy told me why he’d been lying on the floor of his room the night before.

         He couldn’t sleep in a bed cause she used to sleep in that bed.

         And it hurt too much to sleep in a bed she had once slept in.

         Tommy still wasn’t telling me who she was, but love was becoming our specialised subject. He would talk about it incessantly and in the abstract.

         Love was You Know What.

         The people who cared most about You Know What were the ones who’d known the most unhappiness cause of it.

         It was either voluntary or involuntary, not that anyone knew the difference at the time. Was love something you 24did or did love happen to you? Love happens, Tommy said. It’s a happening thing.

         And afterwards?

         You can’t be your own complaints department, he said.

         The way Tommy put it, falling in love was as essential and as everyday as going out for bread but buying prawns.

         
             

         

         Since Mum died, anyone new who crossed my path, I tried to love them with all my heart. Friends, strangers, people on the bus, the priests at school, Dad, the list went on.

         Never mind making lists: love made love, and confusion made more confusion. Every girl I’d ever met was an alien or a mannequin.

         The best I could ever hope was to appear distracted—and absent-minded, deaf, dumb and blind—in female company, and to have it that I was taken by surprise by them.

         They were a them.

         We’d gone to schools a few minutes’ walk from each other, and even though she lived in Clontarf, and I lived in Glenageary, I used to wait with Rosemary Walton for her Dart every day after school.

         Sometimes I got on the train and walked her all the way up from the station to her house, before taking the train all the way home.

         We did this for weeks, then months. 25

         Winter appeared and the streetlights came on, seeming to pose the question of when we were going to get on with it.

         It being You Know What.

         We agreed very quickly that things wouldn’t go any further than holding hands until the exams were out of the way. I sailed through mine, and the day we finished, Rosemary surprised me with the kissing of my life; and tickets to see Cinema Paradiso at the Screen.

         The film was one of her favourites and she wanted us to watch it together.

         I fell asleep for a little while at the start—it had been a long few weeks—and when I woke up, I couldn’t follow what was going on. But Rosemary had finally let go of my hand and I thought about all the magnificent piazze and the benevolence of the buildings in the film and how it would be easy to fall in love there, somewhere very far away from where I was from.

         
             

         

         That Saturday continued at a pace I would grow used to.

         Once we’d finished lunch, I can admit to being a little relieved when Tommy went inside to unpack. This involved walking from room to room, a stranger in his own house, stopping to look at the back of a picture or pick up a seashell like it was unfamiliar to him, like he was wondering whether to keep it or throw it away.

         He must have known that I’d be taking all of this in.

         And there was the small matter of running a bath and 26letting it sit while I went to my room to get a towel and finding Tommy up to his chin in the water.

         —That’s mine, I said.

         —It’s my house, he said.

         —But I ran the bath.

         —It just looked so nice, Tommy said.

         The trick was to make out you were taking everything in your stride.

         I could hear him playing guitar in the bath, and when the evening came the sun softened enough for him to come out to the garden. Very little of the moment shows up for me now, as I go looking to recall it, but I was over-whelmed in Tommy’s company and perhaps embarrassed, for reasons I still can’t name.

         Me, the garden bench, the glasshouse, the firepit, the hay bales, the ferns and trees, we were being sung to, and I was going to be about as animated and responsive as they were.

         The sound of his playing was sweet as something you’d hear in a dream, and I wondered if this was down to his soft playing style or the tuning of the instrument. Mostly it was the guitar but once or twice he began singing, repeating a line as though he was writing something or trying to learn a song.

         He’d make sure to catch my eye to make sure that I’d got it, too; the big melody and the mood joining as instructions to memorise the words.

         A dream much too real to be leaned against too long.

         The thoughts did not come to me so neatly at the time, 27but the sound of an unaccompanied voice can make anyone feel very lonely. But that summer London was not a lonely place.

         
             

         

         If life was sweet, what else was sweet?

         The night sky from my bedroom was minty sweet.

         Crouch Hill was a sweet incline, the air up here sweeter than the air down there in the city.

         Two hundred and eighty pounds a week into my paw at the end of a week, double time for a Saturday, sweet as a nut.

         I could pay for taxis, I could pay for pizza, and wine.

         I could pay for a new pair of Levi’s every week, if I wanted to, which was a reminder that I had never bought my own clothes before, which was a reminder that my mother would have told me I looked silly in that paisley bandana.

         Wine was sweet, only if it was Lambrusco, which was also the wrong wine, and which Tommy wouldn’t allow over the threshold, and which he’d get me to drink on the doorstep or return it to the shop.

         The juice he’d squeezed for me in the morning was fruity sweet.

         Bittersweetness was sweet.

         
             

         

         I was being introduced to the wonder and dirt and difficulty of a new city, the cleverness of a vast and new 28city, the cleverness of Tommy, of course, and my cleverness, newly discovered, in a city and a summer that wouldn’t end.

         London smelled excitingly of sewers and sweat, mown lawns, and very pronouncedly of dope-smoke, a combination I did not try to make sense of. But as I got the hang of life on a building site (keep moving, always carry something, always best to be smoking something), there was no other purpose in life but to be where Tommy was, no other purpose than to absorb and imitate his way of pursuing the business of pleasure.

         Now and then I would call in sick or ask to be let off early, and even if my job and my future had been on the line, it wouldn’t have mattered cause I was meeting Tommy to go to a play at the National, then for a steak in Covent Garden.

         Steaks at ten o’clock at night!

         I had never eaten pasta cooked by anyone I wasn’t related to, and soon I found myself eating fettuccine with people who’d been in Mike Leigh films.

         Sometimes Tommy seemed to be enjoying himself at these dinners, sometimes he didn’t. I couldn’t work it out, but when something seemed to be bothering him, he/we sought the soothing effects of love.

         The sight of someone passingly attractive, in a cafe or a car, would make him momentarily reflective before his heart would bubble over with the bewitching sight of someone putting their hair up in a bun, their hair coming down, their hair on the pillow or on his chest. 29

         Then he’d go quiet again, and we’d cover more of London, all with sense that we would never be done with the subject.

         If I never knew where we were going on our walks, Tommy and I would usually end up in Soho (usually the Coach & Horses; acting seemed to be a profession in which it was socially acceptable to be an alcoholic), and often we would take a detour through Savile Row to get there.

         Every now and again, after a big job, Tommy would reward himself with a bespoke suit (the ones that hung likes spectres in his wardrobe), and he was quite convinced I needed one too. I’d be learning all about anatomy in medical school, and it turned out there were just as many ways of cutting a suit as there were types of body.

         And a visit to a tailor’s shop wasn’t the worst way of spending an hour or two.

         If an object passed through his hands to mine—a spare white shirt, a pen with just the right clip to sit in the pocket of that shirt—it assumed a kind of all-time magic.

         
             

         

         He was always on the phone. He’d go to his room or out to the garden to take the calls.

         He claimed not to know anyone, but he seemed to know everyone.

         In these calls, he took on so many personae, all of them new to me and ill-fitting on him, as if he was a salesman 30peddling only the versions of himself that might impress the art people, the film people, the fashion people that he liked to talk to.

         I mastered the art of partaking in the conversations without saying a word.

         I’d also found some new French folk music to catch his attention, and like he was phoning for a pizza, Tommy arranged for us to go to the band’s gig in Kentish Town.

         These things—phone calls, guest-lists—seemed to take no effort.

         I sense an evening out is in order, he’d say. On me.

         It’s always on you, I’d say.

         Tommy said to take a half-day from the site, and first to meet him in Soho. I came straight from work, mud stains all the way down the thighs of my jeans. Brick dust in my hair.

         —Very rock & roll, he said. Insouciant.

         I think I enjoyed that he’d cared enough to say something.

         We got to Andrew Edmunds just in time for last orders at lunch. The table he headed straight towards was about the size of a coat pocket but had a nice view of the street.

         The exuberance of all the lunches just winding up around us.

         He was not very famous, but Tommy Carmody’s was a vaguely well-known face. The posh hair, the boyish plumpness in the chin and, as they were leaving the restaurant, many people said hello to him, some so cheerfully that he wondered if he had paid their bill. 31

         He spied some old Rioja and some young Beaujolais, and the prospect of wine made everything else seem a bit more interesting and optimistic. There was a point halfway down the second bottle of something where we went through some kind of secret door.

         The food was coming and going, and wine was coming and going, and people, too, and Tommy’s attitude to life began to soften.

         What were we going to do when all of this was over? he wondered.

         Afterwards, the pavements were stirring, streets alive, taxis blithely idling. We took one to Kentish Town.

         It was another sugary, hot evening and we were sculling pints on the pavement next to the venue when there was a kerfuffle and we were jostled by a bunch of guys looking like down-on-their-luck gangsters in a film noir.

         Tall, skinny, grey suits, hats with rims.

         A few curses in French, and I half-recognised the tiny man in a string vest and high-waisted pleated trousers. In hands the size of a child’s, he was carrying three large bloody marys, drinking from each one in turn.

         This was the band we’d come to see, and this was their singer, Mlah. The febrile demeanour was heightened by the recognition around us.

         Someone called out that they should do the gig right here, and the bloody marys got handed off—one got downed—and the little guy began dancing.

         Mlah was moving like a very earnest and uncoordinated puppet, twitching, hair plastered to his head with 32sweat and whatever else. When his band mates saw what he was up to, they moved either side of him to stand guard.

         He began on a medley of, I don’t know, verses, lines and improvisations.

         The more animated Mlah was, the more impassive they were.

         Expressions empty, gazes endless.

         They were like sentries until, as one, their arms went out, horizontally, palms rotating.

         —Hup! they were shouting. Hup!

         Something else was happening, too. Mlah was slowly wetting himself.

         The patch bloomed slowly, darkening in an almost melodic way. It was noticed by one of the sentries, who didn’t belabour the fact of wrapping his coat around the singer’s waist.

         Mlah, who wanted to finish the song, didn’t seem to notice. As they were taking him away, he was drinking the last of a bloody mary.

         
             

         

         One  of  the  luckiest  and  best  things  about  becoming Tommy’s friend—the greatest privilege of them all—was that I was beginning to feel what he was feeling.

         And I was accustomed to him suddenly departing the moment whenever it wasn’t meeting with his approval.

         He was looking at the door of the bar for a long time before he told me that he’d seen his ex-wife go inside. 33

         I heard him say, —She looked so nice.

         —It was going to happen sooner or later, he said.

         They hadn’t spoken since she’d left.

         She had moved into a place in Camden while they were figuring out what to do with the divorce. He’d offered her the house in Crouch End, but she had her own money and didn’t want any of his.

         I’d never seen anyone look so exhausted, and there wasn’t much likelihood of going to the gig. We’d already seen more than enough of Mlah.

         Tommy walked up to the door of the bar, pausing there a moment.

         The breeze was lifting his hair; his eyes were shut. Slowly he turned and began to walk away, but with an absolute sense of purpose.

         Nothing Tommy ever did seemed to lack intent, but I felt his hopelessness. So it is when you watch someone being left to their fate.

         
             

         

         Rosemary Walton asked me to her Debs. Once Dad had dropped me off to her house, I ran back to the car to ask a question.

         All our friends wanted to drink, but we didn’t want to. Was that okay? It was okay, Dad said.

         Around midnight, our agreed time, Dad found me sitting on the front steps of the hotel. It wasn’t what I’d meant to happen, I said, and it wasn’t what Rosemary had expected, and it wasn’t the night for it to take place. 34

         I don’t think Dad knew which part of this evaluation he was supposed to consider first.

         We had agreed we wouldn’t drink; no one was that bothered with it anyway. But someone had cider, and some vodka appeared, different kinds of fruity stuff, that was the problem, the fruity booze was so tasty and once everyone else was going to, Rosemary didn’t see any harm in having one or two. And I shouldn’t have said what I said.

         Some awful words passed between us.

         There was no way of knowing if Rosemary got more upset cause she was so drunk. She accused me of being mean; cause I’d been mean. I’d told her I’d have preferred to have come alone, and the sharpness of my own words had caught me off guard.

         Love ought not to have been so difficult.

         Now Rosemary walked across the car park with her friends.

         Someone had her shoes; she had someone else’s coat on.

         It looked as though I was the only one going home in the clothes I had gone out in.

         I took my father’s advice to stay put but was almost shaking as I got into the car. I didn’t need his help with the seatbelt, but I was checking the mirrors were still in place. Don’t mind that, Dad said, as if all the things I did out of good conscience were for my own benefit.

         I waved to Rosemary’s friends, and Dad took my hand.

         His son, so obstinate and sad.

         Then one of them—the girl with Rosemary’s shoes 35in her hands—appeared at our windscreen to land a big chunk of fruity phlegm on it.

         —Shall we head for home? Dad said.

         —We could have stayed there, I said.

         —No, you had to come out. Big nights, things happen.

         —Big night, I said.

         I waited a few moments before getting out of the car and wiping the glass with my sleeve.

         
             

         

         The man walking alone up Kentish High Road was an expert on You Know What.

         He was the expert on mellifluous silences.

         He was the expert on stony silences.

         He was the expert on loving love, on praising it to the high heavens.

         He was the expert in being out of love.

         By the time I had caught up with him, halfway to Archway, Tommy was deep in conversation with himself, the words sounding as if they had been scripted and the lines were being delivered by a good actor.

         Such a good actor that each phrase sounded like it was it just occurring to him. The actor in him reminding me that life was a play, and sometimes it was an absurd and sad one.

         Before I followed him home, I’d looked into the bar but hadn’t seen anyone who looked they might have been Tommy’s ex-wife. One of the reasons why I’d never recognised anyone who might have resembled a wife of 36Tommy Carmody was that she was fifty-five years old. He was thirty.

         Niamh Ahern.

         Painter.

         Ahead of her time.

         Tommy described this woman with great reverence.

         It wasn’t just that Niamh Ahern, the fifty-five-year-old painter, had run away with his heart. He was in love with the way she was in love with her work. He loved her when she was asleep, he loved her in the morning, he’d love her when she was older still.

         What was the job of a marriage but to weave all this together?

         But somewhere along the way, they had lost the ability to communicate.

         Tommy liked to work.

         If he was in a play, life was the play.

         The rest of the time he was either away, or preparing to be, and he spent so much time away from home that when he’d come back, it felt like he was visiting Niamh in her studio. When Tommy thought of his ex-wife, he pictured her in action, in overalls; the soft, careful gestures she’d make around a work-in-progress; the care she’d take over preparing to work, and the work itself.

         And you can’t leave someone to do their own thing and then be upset that they do exactly that.

         —I’m driving myself loolah, he said. When a marriage is a going concern, you don’t question it. If you did, you might see how fucking flimsy the whole thing is. 37

         Terror blazed quickly across his face. Then, likely in an effort to disappear themselves, his features folded over one another. Not an image I can easily confront, and not one I’ve ever been able to absorb, Tommy Carmody crying.

         Heartbreak. You can fall in love with heartbreak, and I was falling in love with his.

         He said, —There’s nothing like a summer’s night for making you feel you’ve made an awful bollix of things. It’s like a lullaby being sung for someone else. Where’s my fucking lullaby? Not exactly rational, not entirely adult. We’d talk, anyway. Any amount of calls, any amount of talking, we’d be on the phone until the sun came up, but we couldn’t contact each other. Which I noticed at the time, I even said so. If we’re away from each other let’s be away, but when we’re home let’s be home? But Niamh wanted to talk more. So, it was put to me, let’s get away on a trip.

         I was going to be a doctor one day and everything Tommy had been saying to me about love had behind it a diagnosis he didn’t want to acknowledge.

         His heart was desolated; it was empty.

         —The plan was a little Seville, he said. A little Jerez, and then we’d end up by the sea in Sanlúcar de Barrameda. We used to go there for the bullfighting, and sherry. Thirty or forty very small beers and it feels like you haven’t been drinking. So we bounced off the plane, bad knee and all, but we’d nothing booked. Then Niamh decided that she wanted to be by the sea straightaway. I could have done with a little saltwater myself. But there 38in the queue for the hire car, she was getting at the fact that I like to control things, which was also fair enough, but cause we hadn’t booked anything, there was only a small Seat. Or a minibus. Now, this was a very small car, and this was going to be a pow-wow kind of thing. Do you want to be having one of those in a very small space? So, we opted for the minibus; it was a brute, the pair of us said it at the same time. You could smell something; I’m sure it was carcasses, but I kept that to myself. My leg wasn’t great, and Niamh said she’d drive, and by the time we’d got to Sanlúcar we were dying from the heat, but we got a nice room in a nice place. Sea breeze, thanking you. We tried making love, agreed to come back to it, but the intent was there, and we sat on the balcony for a few glasses, a salted almond, a bit of ham, very nice ham altogether, and she said she was going out to check on the minibus. Strange enough. It had got us there in one piece, I thought we’d leave it to its own devices in the garage for a while. And when she got back to the room, she took all the spare blankets they have stowed away, and a pillow, and she made a bed for the night in the back of the smelly bus. I needed to be in a proper bed, but I said we could get two rooms, if she wanted her own space. There was no need to spend that night in a fucking HiAce smelling of sheep. And she gave it a bit of thought. We were due to be there for a week, it would be uncomfortable, she agreed. I reckoned I could persuade her to at least get a room in another hotel, she could be there, getting a proper night’s rest. 39

         As we came up the hill into Crouch End, Tommy began looking over hedges. Standing at gates.

         Every house looked like it was preferable to him to the one he was going back to.

         —It used to get to her that I’ve never been good at sleeping through the night. We’d make love and I’d stay there until she had fallen asleep and I’d either go downstairs or next door. She’d ask me why I had to go, then she told me that it felt like I’d sleep in any room in the house except the one she was in. There was always a reason to be somewhere else. Bad knee, sore back, snoring, the flu, I tried to tell her that all I’d be doing was keeping her awake. If Niamh needed me in the night, all she had to do was come and get me. Or she could call out and I’d answer, or I’d come in to her if I was up, which I usually was. I’m not a child, she said, don’t try and treat me like one. That wasn’t what I meant at all. I made her lonely in her own life.

         Loneliness worried me more than anyone else. I’d never thought of it as something another person could cause.

         —Did she sleep in the bus? I asked.

         —All week. It was parked up in the same place in the garage; I thought she might take off, but she spent every night in it. I don’t know what she did in the day. We landed back in London without saying another word. And when we got home, she told me why she’d gone to sleep there. She always felt I had her where I wanted her. Up on a shelf. In a little glass case. Admire but don’t 40touch. That’s when Niamh decided to go somewhere where I would never go looking. She wanted somewhere that was just for her. I would have picked a few places better than that bus, and I still can’t get over the smell of fucking pig. But that’s the picture she wanted me to keep. Minibus, blankets. Then she looked at me with the saddest eyes and told me she didn’t want to be married any more.

         
             

         

         When we got home, Tommy and I stood in the garden.

         The old tree was coming up through the patio. While it had to be older than the house, Tommy thought the posture was good, the poise of an athlete in their reflective years. But it was doing goodness knows what to the foundations and he was in two minds on whether it should stay or go.

         —What do you think to clearing a bit of the garden? he said.

         —We could dig some beds, I said.

         —There’s plenty of room for more vegetables in our lives.

         If we were talking ourselves onto a different track, I laughed till I was sore when Tommy imitated a talking mushroom.

         Together we began on a backstory for the tree, going back to the time of the farms and little else, no village to speak of. Squirrels? Squirrels, fine, Tommy said. But a family of bats had hatched inside the trunk, and there 41were squirrels, too, of course, and beetles and worms and mites. Moss ran rampant.

         Rampant!

         He didn’t want to go inside, did he?

         He was as exhausted as I’d ever seen him (and this was a man who slept in half-hour bursts).

         Tommy said he was only tired cause London was a tiring place. The joy of big cities—and the world had only four or five true cities—was that they would kick your ass from time to time.

         None of which deterred him from suggesting a late bit of supper.

         This involved the slow business of lighting a fire and waiting for it to get to where Tommy wanted it to. The other part of the plan involved asking me to open every bottle of wine in the fridge. I poured so many glasses that he asked for but hardly touched, but in terms of perfect scenarios, this was near enough it.

         At that stage in my life, I was able to make a salad just by waving my hands at some vegetables.

         The miracle of this garden at summer’s end. Every time we sat out in it, I thought I might move closer to the magnetic core of a life that, for me, had hardly begun, and had been only half-occupied.

         We baked some cheese in the fire, and Tommy spilled some honey that he didn’t clear up and there were ants coming from all around to run up our legs.

         But the garden could have been overrun by those insects, and what could you do but let it happen? 42

         The lights were off inside, and the house was grey but at even this time of night, the sky was blue, pale and sparkling, and was almost too much for anything to be said about it; except, to me, it was saying: this is who you are now.
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