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I was waiting for you, lying under my candlewick bedspread, and drawing Thin Man. He could turn himself into a sheet, throw himself over a villain and trap him until he passed out. His arch-enemy Dragon Man could burn a hole in anything, though, so defeating him wasn’t a given.


Every so often, I stopped to listen out for the front door opening, for you to close it behind you and shout hello to Mum and come up the stairs to me.


I hadn’t heard you, but my door swung open and, with a boo, you were there, and I jumped.


‘Gotcha.’


‘You said you wouldn’t do that, Dad.’


‘Looks like I’m a big fat liar.’


I laughed, and you set your briefcase on the floor and came and sat on the edge of the bed and ruffled my hair.


‘How’s my wee man?’


‘All right.’


I would have smiled, I’m sure.


‘Well now. I was looking at comics in the newsagent’s there at lunchtime, and I saw one I thought you might like.’


You lifted your briefcase, placed it between us, popped the locks, looked at me and rounded your eyes.


‘Aw, what is it, Daddy?’


You took the comic out and handed it to me. Iron Man. His suit was red and yellow, and he had blasters on the bottoms of his feet and on the palms of his hands.


‘Good choice?’


‘Really good. Look.’ I pointed to the mask. ‘He hasn’t got a place for his nose like Doctor Doom has.’


‘Probably the least of his worries.’


‘What?’


‘Having a squashed nose.’ And you reached out and tickled me. ‘What about a hug, bug-a-lugs?’


We were pals, you and me.





A year passed, and I was in my room, drawing a battle between Thin Man and Dragon Man. I’d like to think my drawing had been getting better as the months rolled by, but I haven’t got any of the comics I made back then, although I wish I had. I stopped drawing when I heard the front door opening and closing. I knew it was you. Who else could it have been? The house was quiet and still, and you called Mum’s name, twice. I heard you walk down the hall, into the kitchen, and I crept out onto the landing.


You said her name again and something smashed, and you shouted. ‘What the hell?’


I got down on my hands and knees and moved closer to the staircase.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Mum said. Her voice cracked on the last word. ‘That wee bitch.’


She was sobbing now, a raw, bleak sound.


‘Where’s Peter?’ you said.


‘Much you care!’


All I could see downstairs were her legs and the open front door and your back as you left. She shut the door after you, and sniffling and gasping for air, made her way back to the kitchen. I welled up and went and got back into bed and cried into my pillow until my cheeks stung.


It was a long, long time before my mother told me that you had gone for good. I knew that all along, though. I knew it from the moment she shut the door on you.





You went to London, formed a double-act with Jimmy McCrum, a comedian who was better known than you and already on TV. A leg up, you said. I sent you some of my Thin Man and Dragon Man pages and you wrote letters. In one, you told me that when I came over to stay with you, we’d go to Madame Tussaud’s and the Tower. They have open-topped bus tours, too, you said. Would you mind wearing your top open? You signed that one Daddy Duffy. You rang once a week from a phone box, spoke briefly to Mum and then to me.


‘I’m dying for you to come over and see me, son. You’d love it here.’


One time after I’d hung up, Mum said, ‘If he was bothered about you, he’d be here, wouldn’t he?’


The only one who ever took your side was your little sister, Barbara, who was a student at the College of Art and as different from the rest of the family as could be. The clothes she wore were brightly coloured, and sometimes made of velvet and corduroy, fabrics I never saw on anyone else back then. She was as stylish as the day was long.


It was Barbara who told me that Duffy & McCrum were going to be third on the bill of Sunday Night at the London Palladium, but with Mum always watching something else on Sunday evenings, I had no chance of seeing them. Whatever the programme – Sunday Night at the London Palladium, Saturday Spectacular or Star Time – Barbara always knew when you were going to be on and would watch and describe it to me afterwards. She was amazing, a magical creature, so when she said my Daddy loved me, I believed her.





The doorbell ringing didn’t wake me; I’d been up for an hour. Mum had told me not to get out of bed until 8 o’clock. My door was ajar, and I listened out for any movement downstairs and tried to tune out the burble coming from the kitchen radio. After what felt like a year, the front door opened, my ears pricked up and Mum’s voice echoed in the hall. I could tell from her tone that she wasn’t happy. You must have set your suitcase down, because the flakk on the parquet floor drowned out whatever you were saying.


‘You’re early,’ Mum said.


In the silence after that, the sound of your voice fizzed inside me, and I jumped out of bed and put on my dressing gown. By the time I heard her climbing the staircase to get me, years had passed. When she led me out to the top of the stairs, you were there at the bottom, smiling your head off.


‘Hey!’ you called. ‘My wee man!’


I would have flown down those stairs, but Mum kept hold of my arm. ‘Careful, or you’ll trip and break your leg.’


‘Do I get a hug?’ you asked me when I reached the bottom of the stairs.


If I’d had a tail, I would have wagged it, but I was frozen to the spot, so you stepped forward, picked me up and wrapped me in your arms, and it felt as if your hands on my back were holding me together. Then you set me down and stepped away, and I gazed up at you and you grinned.


‘Boys-a-boys, you musta grown a foot taller.’ You laughed and shook your head. ‘C’mere till we see now.’ You grasped my hand, took your suitcase, and walked me through to the kitchen, where you flopped the case down on the table and flipped it open. ‘Take a wee look at that,’ you said.


Inside, above your clothes, was a sheaf of comics. World’s Finest: How Can Superman Defeat Negative Superman? Adventure Comics: The Secret of the Seventh Super-Hero. The Avengers: Among Us Walks A Goliath. I drank in the details on the cover of this last one: Giant-Man towering over the other Avengers and the announcement, the promise, BACK AT LAST! And I turned to the first page to check who had pencilled (Don Heck) and who had inked (Frank Giacoia). The cover art was by Jack Kirby, which I already knew nobody else could draw like that. And when I looked up, there you were with your eyebrows raised and a twinkle in your eye.


‘Okay?’ you said.


‘Thanks, Dad.’ I looked down at your case again and saw that beneath the comics were a tube of Nestlé chocolate drops and a packet of Spanish Gold. How did you know exactly what I would like?


You lifted out your toilet bag and a small box with an illustration of a pair of spectacles on it. ‘Rear-view glasses,’ you said.


‘What are they?’


‘There’s wee mirrors on the frames, so’s you can see what’s behind you.’


‘Brill. Thanks, Dad.’


‘Gotta watch out for what’s in front as well, though.’


We left Mum behind and took the train to Belfast. I sat huddled next to you and talked to you about things that had happened at school, a trip to the country with Grandpa and Granny, the comics you had brought over for me, and ones I owned already.


‘What about Thin Man?’ you said. ‘How’s he getting on? Has he beaten the other fella yet?’


I lit up at this. ‘Dragon Man.’


‘That’s the one.’


In town we went to the children’s clothes department in Anderson & McCauley’s first, and you bought me a pair of corduroys, a checked shirt, and a pale blue Harrington. You told me I’d be a wee American, someone in the movies, and right away I saw myself as Robert Redford or Paul Newman. I was all for being an American.


At home, I went to the kitchen table and laid out my new clothes for Mum to see. She didn’t pass any remark.


‘What?’ you said.


‘The jacket is too old for him. It’s a man’s style, that.’


‘Don’t you think he wants to look like a man?’


‘He’s time enough for it.’


You had to leave for the boat on Sunday evening. I wanted to ask you to stay, but you couldn’t, could you, because you had to live in London to have a chance at success. You told Mum it was time you were off, but you picked me up off the parquet and hugged me the way you had when you arrived, and I held on to you as hard as I could to show you that I didn’t want you to go. I knew you had to, though. It was your job.















































At first, very little was enough to keep me hanging on. You came back a year after the rear-view spectacles visit and took me on an overnight trip to Portstewart for the North West 500, where the roar and whine of the motorbikes and the press of the crowds scared me. I didn’t tell you that, of course. I wanted to be a man.


That night you tucked me up in bed and patted me on the shoulder. ‘Got something here for you, bonzo.’


‘What? What is it?’


You pulled a small yellow box out of your pocket and gave it to me. I recognised the yellow packaging because I already had a collection of Corgi toys. Inside the cellophane window was a Triumph Herald, white and pale blue, with tiny chrome headlights.


‘Thanks, Dad!’


‘Motorbikes are all very well, but a wee car is magic, isn’t it?’


As far as I remember, the first time I went to London to stay with you was that same year. During the week I was there, you wanted to know all about my life, if I was still friends with the same kids, where we went to and what we did. You wanted to hear all the details.


You took me on an open-topped bus tour, and even remembered the joke you’d made and asked me if I wanted to open my top. You took me to Tower Bridge and Trafalgar Square, to the Houses of Parliament and Buckingham Palace. I may not have found these places that interesting – I can’t remember – but you were always teasing me and making me laugh, and we never stopped talking. I was at the centre of your attention the whole time I was there, even when I was sitting on your sofa reading comics.


Visits to London could feel like the best thing in my life, but I never knew when the next one would happen, or even if there would be a next one. Before you and Mum split up, you’d joked with me, played Monopoly with me, and taken me to the pictures. We’d been partners, I thought, Batman and Robin, but if that had been true, why were you no longer there, and why did you so seldom come back?


My trips to see you could be postponed at the drop of a hat, and the excuses you made got harder and harder to believe. A visit that was planned for my eleventh birthday ending up not taking place until after my twelfth. Even so, at home in Bangor, I saved all your postcards and letters and every now and then re-read them.


I love those drawings, son. You’re getting better all the time. Saw a fella like your Thin Man the other day. Walked right over him.


After Duffy & McCrum’s first TV series – Saturday Night Party on ATV – had aired, you started to drop celebrities’ names in conversation: Frankie Vaughan, Anita Harris, Susannah York. Next, you bought a flat in Chelsea.


The first time I stayed there I was 13. The flat was on Cheyne Walk – an upmarket address, I now know. All the furniture looked and smelled new, and everywhere had been freshly decorated. On the walls were framed posters for variety shows that toured to mythical places: The Winter Gardens, Blackpool; the Bradford Alhambra; the London Hippodrome; even the Oriole in Belfast. Bottom of the bill on these posters were acts from the remotest shores of showbiz: Jasper Minshull, who did card tricks; Archie Newbolt, who played the xylophone; Maurice Fogel, a mind-reader.


On the first morning, you gave me £5, and I went and gawped at The Chelsea Drugstore, which was in a song I knew all the words to and looked like something from a set in The Prisoner. I walked in and mooched, trying not to look like I didn’t know what I was doing, and came out with Let It Bleed and Exile On Main Street. You had told me that Jagger lived in Cheyne Walk, just round the corner from you, so during that week I went up and down the King’s Road, expecting to spot him. Or maybe Keith, loping by, cigarette drooping from his mouth, on the way to Cheyne Walk to knock out another hit.


Even at that age, I lived for music. It had begun with Top of the Pops and owning a few singles, but the obsession grew, and me and my friends started to buy LPs from the record racks in Main Street’s Co-op superstore, borrowed and lent them, and searched Melody Maker, Sounds, and the NME to see which English bands – the ones we heard on our records and radios and saw on TV – might play Belfast. And, yes, I worshipped The Stones, which was okay with you, less so with Mum, who once said that they’d ruined my life. Yes, if Jagger hadn’t pouted at the camera and clapped his hands at the side of his head, and Keith hadn’t stood at the back of the stage firing off those taut little Chuck Berry riffs, I’d have been a solicitor. Hah.


By this time Barbara had come over to London, too, and was studying for a Master’s at the London College of Printing. She wore Osh-Kosh bib dungarees, tie-dyed T-shirts, and red Kickers. One outfit – striped top, white jeans – made her look like Marcel Marceau. To a kid from a grey and drizzly province, it was as though she’d been sent over from California. She lived with her boyfriend in the flat above his studio in Notting Hill Gate, which back then wasn’t the millionaires’ playground it has become. In those days, Notting Hill was rundown and edgy. Parts of it were pretty much slums, and for a young, white, innocent like me, no-go areas. This studio was in a box-shaped building in Farm Place, which otherwise was made up of mews houses, and the whole of its exterior – everything from pavement to gutters – was painted white. Inside, it was all white too. Her boyfriend was a fashionable photographer, and his company was called Rufus Hooper & His Camera – cool and droll at the same time. In his studio on the ground floor, flash lamps rose high on sturdy tripods, reflective umbrellas gathered around the edge of room-wide background paper that rolled down to the floor like a waterfall and flowed across it. The two of them lived upstairs in a large space with a small bathroom and a kitchen that was smaller still. Rufus had more LPs than I had ever seen outside of a record shop. His hi-fi speakers were my height, almost, and his amp was powerful enough to blast me across the room. From the first time I went there right through to the last, Farm Place was a magical place to me.


A father in show business – who was practically Mick Jagger’s neighbour, if anyone asked me about it. An aunt who was an art school student and had a boyfriend who photographed cover stars for Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar and took portraits for the Sunday Times and The Observer of celebrities as stellar as Faye Dunaway, Michael Caine, and Rod Stewart. Cool? Oh yeah.


What I always came back to that week in Cheyne Court was a framed photograph of the cinema in Bangor. I studied it over and over again, drinking in the details. There were shops at street level to the left and right of the cinema’s façade: the chemist’s, L.K. Mark & Co., the salon, and Peter Pan. 1950s cinemagoers ascended the steps, and the cars in the car park were black, grey, or beige. Inside the windows above the awning, people sat and waited for the next showing. TONIC, the sign read. Below that, in smaller letters, CINEMA and CAFÉ, and on the footpath in front was a little boy in a red coat, hand in hand with his father, on his way to the pictures. I stood in front of this photograph and once again walked into this huge, white, art deco building and saw the gold-panelled glass doors, the billboard-sized screen, the ice cream girl with her tray of Butterkist and Kia Ora, the dust and cigarette smoke floating in the cone of light above my head and the crackling Technicolor glory of the film starting. This was the picture palace of my childhood, the first place I ever saw a film and I saw it with you.















































I was a romantic boy, looking for some whispered mystery, hungering for wonder. In my teens, I had a flickering dream about the fabulous girl who would someday appear. I would see her and recognise her, and life would finally begin. For years before this dream, though, I believed I lived under an evil spell. I had been the little prince, the apple of my father’s eye, and then he left. The little prince had lost his kingdom; he had been a happy little boy before it all went wrong. By the time I went to college, my circumstances had primed me to be rescued, reborn once I met this fabulous girl. She would appear before me, I would be hit by a bolt of lightning, fall for her in a heartbeat. That was the dream.





Manchester was bigger and more exciting than Belfast, any day. I arrived at the Poly and entered a new universe. In Manchester, nobody blew up bus stations and people didn’t shoot each other. Over here, it was safe to go out and have fun. British bands, the ones I listened to and read about pretty much never came to Belfast. The only gig in town was Rory Gallagher, who played the Ulster Hall at least once a year and swept audiences away, but that wasn’t much compensation for living in a musical ghost town. Yes, British bands who would risk their necks to come over were as rare as a solar eclipse, but every UK tour came to Manchester. Not many years before, I could have caught Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust tour at the Hard Rock in Stretford, and a few years before that somebody shouted ‘Judas!’ at Dylan in the Free Trade Hall. This was the place where the magic names in the NME walked off the page and into a venue that was only a bus ride away.





In halls one evening during freshers’ week, I was in the shared kitchen, opening a packet of chocolate digestives, and a tall girl with fair hair and a wide smile came in. She had a carrier bag in her hand; she’d done a food shop.


‘Hi,’ I said.


‘Hi,’ she said, as if she had stumbled into someone she’d been expecting. She set the shopping on a worktop and touched her hand against the front of her cheesecloth blouse. ‘Lucy.’


I told her my name, and I’m sure gave her an eager smile. All of us on that corridor, every student in the country, probably, was away from home for the first time and keen to make friends.


A guy walked in, toting a four-pack of Tennent’s. He had long hair and a full beard and wore a checked shirt and jeans that looked like they needed to go in a washing machine. His name was Bill.


The three of us got talking, found out a little of what we had in common – we were excited to be in Manchester, we had all bought posters from a stall in the SU building, we claimed not to be homesick – and soon we were sitting at the too-small table, drinking Bill’s lager, and playing a game he taught us. The idea was to find out who had the coolest taste in music.


‘Oh, I’m not cool at all,’ Lucy said.


‘Yeah. I could see that right away,’ Bill said, straight-faced, and she laughed. He got out a packet of Silk Cut and a box of matches. ‘Anyone mind if I smoke?’


‘I do,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’


‘No problem. First single you ever bought?’


She said, ‘One of you go first.’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘This Town Ain’t Big Enough For The Both Of Us.’


Hers was: “There’s A Kind of Hush (All Over The World)”, maybe cool enough now, but not even close to it then. His was “I Know What I Like (In Your Wardrobe)”, and he argued that Sparks weren’t in the same league as Genesis. “This Town Ain’t Big Enough For The Both Of Us” was exciting, I said, and Sparks were Glam and Glam was cool, in my head and in the NME, at least. We debated for a minute or two – if you could call, I’m right and you’re wrong debating – and then Bill said we should call it a draw. I liked him for that, and as the game went on, I decided I liked Lucy for being willing to be geeky.


The next challenge was the first LP we’d bought. He said that his choice (Queen II) put him out of the running on the spot.


She turned to me. ‘You go first, then.’


‘No, it’s definitely your turn.’


‘No, you,’ she said. ‘Then I can lie if it’s something really good.’


‘All right. Captain Fantastic and The Brown Dirt Cowboy.’ Elton John was the wrong side of punk’s Year Zero, and I knew at least as uncool as Queen.


‘Ha!’ Bill said.


‘Come on, then,’ I said to Lucy.


‘Aladdin Sane.’


I laughed. ‘You are lying.’


‘I’m not,’ she said, and grinned.


Bill told us he was dying for a smoke, explained what the next round was (first gig) and told us to go ahead without him.


‘You can’t lose this one,’ I said to Lucy when he had gone.


‘I probably could, but I think I know enough about your record collection, now. I imagine there’s more to you than that.’


‘Not a lot.’


She raised her eyebrows, eyebrows I would come to know well. ‘Well, you’re Irish. But I can’t tell which part you’re from. We could start there, and then I could tell you where I’m from, and we could describe our families and find out how happy our childhood was and that sort of thing. We could discover what we have in common, and if we have the same sense of humour, and if we like each other.’


Ten minutes later, when I think we both knew whether we liked one another – although neither of us admitted anything – Bill came back.


‘Who won?’ he asked.


‘Nobody,’ she said, and told us she was making pasta and asked if we wanted some.





It turned out that the things that rang Lucy’s bell rang mine, too – especially reading. She was always lending me books, which I either liked (Woman On The Edge of Time) or didn’t understand (The Second Sex). I had to think faster when I was with her, and had to speak faster, too. Conversations could make me feel like I was on an express train to somewhere I thought I wanted to get to. So often, she could get to the essence of something and sum it up in only a few words. She was as sharp as a knife and didn’t suffer fools gladly. Maybe she didn’t think I was a fool.


On Saturday afternoons, I stood with other music obsessives in charity shop overcoats, flipping album sleeves in the racks at Piccadilly Records, and with other comics geeks panning for gold in Odyssey 7. When I had the money, I went to see bands that would never trouble the charts. These were shows at Rafters and Jilly’s in town, at the university student union, and the Gallery on Peter Street. But it wasn’t always no-hopers. When the Poly’s SU was housed in the Cavendish building, I saw The Fall, The Freshies, and Section 25 there.


You might think only lone, shoe-gazing young men went to these gigs, but my most regular companion was Lucy, which was odd because I had flipped through the albums in her room: a Motown Chartbusters compilation and LPs by ELO, The Eagles and Billy Joel.





The two of us were in a queue on the pavement outside the Boardwalk, waiting for The Membranes to finish sound checking. I looked at her stone-dried jeans and Olivia Newton-John hair and at my leather jacket, which was light brown, not a punk-rock colour.


‘I’m not sure we’re dressed for this,’ I said.


‘Who cares? We’re on an adventure. That’s what I like about you.’


‘What?’


‘You take me on adventures.’


‘Pretty small adventures.’


‘Big enough for me.’





I was collecting letters from the bank about going over my overdraft limit, but Lucy was saving, squirrelling away money for a summer holiday. She was a Maths student, but she ought to have been doing Business Studies. She had a flair for making money and would go round charity shops buying up clothes that were twenty years out of date (vintage, we’d say now) and sell them on to well-off Fashion and Textile students.


One night she went to see someone from home who lived at Owens Park, the university halls of residence, and hit it off with one of this friend’s flatmates. Her name was Caitlin, and she was a one-woman party, and if Lucy were going out with her and invited me, I never said no. Caitlin had this Toad of Toad Hall side that made me want to rip it up, too. They pulled me in opposite directions, but I never minded.


We were in our favourite bar, The Salutation, one evening and the two of them started talking about dancing, which they said they loved.


‘Somebody once told me that I danced like I was a hat-stand,’ I said.


‘I can’t believe that,’ Lucy said. ‘I bet you move like Fred Astaire.’


‘On sedatives,’ Caitlin said.





Sometimes Lucy cooked for me in the kitchen in halls, and it was never a Fray Bentos pie or a Vesta curry. She gave me a Christmas card and bought me a present, too: a Daler sketchpad. When it was my birthday, she organised a meal out with the others. Bill told me later that it was she who made sure he got me a card and she who suggested the three of them club together to buy my present, a Rotring pen.


One night, I was in her room, waiting for her to finish putting on her make-up. We were going to a bar in Albert Square to meet Caitlin and a friend from her course.


She put on her coat and looked at me. ‘Take it easy tonight. You haven’t got Caitlin’s staying power.’


Caitlin could throw it back and when we were out together, I always did my best to keep up, but I knew she could drink me under the table.


‘Haven’t I?’


‘I wish you’d look after yourself, Pete,’ she said.


Another time, when some other guys and I were sitting in a circle smoking a spliff at a party, she caught my arm and led me away.


‘You don’t want to get into that,’ she said. ‘It’ll make you apathetic.’


I’d already had one too many cans of Stella and was three sheets in the wind. ‘Really?’


‘And paranoid.’


I swayed in front of her and tried not to. ‘You really look after me, don’t you?’


‘Let’s go now.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I’m asking you to.’
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The muscular, golden rock of Ziggy Stardust has been filling too much of our house for too much of the morning. It’s the school summer holidays, and my son is around during the working day. This is new turf for me, and for Jack, too. School holidays, I’ve discovered, have a downside for both of us. Maybe for the first time in his life, I’m home all summer, and he doesn’t often remember that I’m trying to work. For me, though, there’s an upside. I get to see more of him.


I’m coming down the stairs and into the understated but upmarket aroma of Lucy’s new scent-diffusing sticks when a package of a familiar kind shoots through the letterbox and crash-lands on the floor, and an envelope floats in seconds after it. I pick up Jack’s package and the letter and go to the kitchen, peer at the handwriting on the envelope for a moment or two, and open it. Inside is a printed, cream card with a heading that reads My 50th Birthday Party, and handwriting I finally recognise. Below that is the date, a Saturday in October, and the venue: Loston Manor. I haven’t seen or heard those two words in an age and, while I’m turning that thought over in my mind, a small square of paper with a note on it falls from the envelope. Poor old Dad’s not managing on his own anymore, so he’s selling up. The truth is, if he stayed on at Loston any longer he’d be leaving in a coffin. This is it, then – a final party, and I’m inviting everyone! Won’t it be marvellous? A glittering occasion is what we all need. Much love, Caitlin xx


Everyone?





At 5:30, the sound of a key stabbing into the front door lock and the outline of my wife in its window panics me, and I shove the invitation down the front of my trousers just as she walks in.


‘Hello,’ she says and tells me that whatever’s cooking (moussaka) smells good. She says she’s tired, takes her coat off and goes and hangs it up.


I quickly slip Jack’s package into the drawer we use to store our mail. Lucy hates clutter. Even when we shared a flat in our student days, the mess Bill and I made drove her round the bend. I’ve come to accept the way she is, though, and remind myself of the flipside of this characteristic: that she is always trying to make the world a better place. Anything that sits on a worktop for longer than five minutes is stowed away before you can say ‘Scandinavian’. Is that so bad? Not really. If she weren’t this way, the kitchen would look like my desk in the study. I’ve come to see the wisdom of what Caitlin once said to me: that in a marriage you have to remember to look at the whole package – and I try to.


Lucy comes in behind me, goes to the drinks cupboard and pours herself a gin. She adds a slice of lemon, clunks in ice, adds tonic water and takes a sip while the surface is still fizzing. After reading Caitlin’s invitation, I’m still fizzing myself.


Above us Jack has turned Bowie up louder, and suddenly the stairs thunder and he – Jack, not Bowie – walks into the kitchen, headphones on his neck, unattached mini-jack swinging.


I point at the chopping board by the sink and indicate a lone, somewhat diminished Choco Leibniz. ‘You’ve been nibbling the chocolate off that, haven’t you?’


‘Yeah. You can have it.’


‘Something came for you,’ I say, and point at the mail drawer.


He fetches the package and starts to walk off.


‘What is it?’ I say.


At the doorway, he turns and gives me one of his patented looks: The Depressed Bloodhound.


‘Ebay?’ I ask because I’m always interested in these purchases of his.


‘Yh.’


‘Marvel? DC?’


‘Yh.’


With that, he leaves and thumps up the stairs to return to the dark cave of his room and get away from his contemptible father.





Our little family is working its way through the moussaka, and conversation between Lucy and Jack flows freely. I’ve never understood how she can get through to our son. I can’t. She doesn’t ask how his day went and she never asks for his opinion on anything. To me, this is counterintuitive. I’d have thought that asking somebody for their opinion would be a great way to get a conversation up and running. What do they talk about, then? WWF wrestling and yoga, McDonalds, and vegans. She asks him what the appeal of The Walking Dead is, and they debate the evils of Jeff Bezos and Mark Zuckerberg. She doesn’t chivvy him about homework, but she shows an interest in what he knows about that she doesn’t: the inception of the welfare state, the Cold War, the Civil Rights movement. She tells him she can’t believe Of Mice and Men is still on the curriculum, but she lets him mansplain the American Dream. She tries not to throw her knowledge of books at him, although she once fired him up enough to read To Kill A Mockingbird, and another time she casually mentioned The Catcher In The Rye and hoodwinked him into reading it. (It’s pretty much a rite of passage for seventeen-year-old boys, you know, so possibly too grown-up for you at the moment.)


I’ve tried talking to him about plenty along these lines and not seen a glimmer of interest. More than once or twice, I’ve told him about a new film I thought he might like to go and see. Or asked what he’s been watching on YouTube, or asked him why he hates Pixar so much when he used to love everything they made. Zip, zero, nada, nothing. But Lucy strikes conversation gold all the time. What’s her Factor X, and why haven’t I got it?


When we’ve eaten and cleared up, she sits at the table and opens her laptop, a MacBook, just part of her commitment to her religion: with it, her iPhone and her iPad, she’s got the full Steve Jobs. While she thinks about what she’s doing, she pats her blonde hair, which is pinned up, and here and there tinted honey.


Jack hasn’t left us, though you’d think he would have, but his XBox is here, and he’s ensconced on the kitchen armchair talking to himself, a stranger might think, but in actuality playing a zombie game and wearing a headset through which he communicates with his friend Toby, who will be sitting in his house a few streets away, apparently talking to himself, too.


I’m leaning on a worktop waiting for the kettle to boil.


‘Tea?’ I say, but she doesn’t hear me. ‘Lucy. Tea?’


‘Please.’


Jack says, ‘I’ll have a satsuma.’


‘What did your last slave die of?’ I ask him.


‘She hasn’t died yet.’


I make two mugs of tea (Pukka for Lucy, Typhoo for me), take them and Saturday’s paper over to the table and sit down near her. Her screen displays the familiar black and grey theme of her blog. She uses the obvious social media to market her business, Hardy Books, but she’s keenest on the shop’s blog, a couple of hundred words every week that document the lively life of Chorlton’s only bookshop: reviews of proof copies, Staff Recommendations, forthcoming readings, cross fertilisations between Hardy Books and other independent traders in Chorlton (for example, Lucy and Scary Mary from Bottles Up pushing a wine-tasting and a reading by a wine writer who came to promote her latest book, Med Reds).


Sometimes her posts are longer – essays really – on subjects close to her heart: the environment, social justice, fitness, cities, independent bookshops. For years, she has been running a series of interviews with customers and local traders about their reading habits: the book they’re reading, the one book that changed their lives, the one they think everyone should read. To Kill A Mockingbird was what she wanted everyone to read. This was no surprise to me, she must have read it half a dozen times in the past twenty years. She loves the book, she loves the film, and it’s an unending source of grief to her that Harper Lee published so little. Sometimes I’ve pictured Lucy flying out to Alabama, thrusting pen and paper at the great author, and saying, ‘Here. Get on with it.’


I try to shut out the sounds of Jack on the Xbox and concentrate on the paper. A story in the main section catches my attention. A survey has revealed that people in their thirties and forties are the least likely to get out and have a good time. They are also the most likely to go to bed before eleven and least likely to have sex. My very life. Erectile dysfunction would be a luxury.


Jack says, ‘There’s a zombie at the window. He’s gonna kill us.’


Of course people in their thirties and forties are staying in. They’re the ones with children. The research also suggests that the people having all the fun are in their twenties, fifties, or sixties. I’m almost in my fifties, but I doubt that this means I’m going to start having more fun. I don’t want to rain on anyone’s parade, but joining the relatives and older friends who have entered Sniper Alley, the new world of heart attacks, type 2 diabetes, and cancer, is as strong a possibility.


Lucy has always been tidy. She hasn’t changed. In our kitchen, minimalism rules. The walls are icy white, and you wouldn’t have to hunt high and low to find some stainless steel. She’s obsessed with keeping every surface clear and has been known to wipe the table while you’re still eating. I’ve been known to protest (We don’t live in Denmark, Lucy) but it does no good. Someday she’s going to fold me up, shove me into a cupboard, slam the door shut and lean against it until I’m restrained.


I wrest myself away from contemplating our clinical surroundings and the fun I haven’t been having, glance at her and find she’s looking at me, which isn’t an everyday occurrence.


She indicates the magazine section that’s sitting at my elbow. ‘Did you read Tim Dowling.’


‘No.’


‘What’ve you been doing today?’ she says, without looking up.


‘I went to Blackpool. Straight in and straight out again, like a stealth bomber on a mission.’


‘Which was?’


‘Interview for my Northern Beat piece.’


She doesn’t say what I know she’s thinking: that the fact that I’m writing a feature on Northern Beat is an indicator of the state my career is in. (Career. Hah.)


The interview was with Barney Hawks, I explain, the singer in The Renegades, who had a short string of hits in the ’60s. ‘He mentioned my accent and asked if I was related to Ray Duffy. When I said Ray Duffy was my father, he said he worked with him in a pier show, and what a dog he was. A babe magnet, was how he put it.’


‘Charming.’


‘And he asked if I was a chip off the old block.’


She laughed a small, bitter laugh.


‘Can you pick me up?’ Jack says (to Louis, not us). ‘I’m nearly dead.’ Short pause. ‘Damn.’





Lucy takes her mug to the sink. She has her own way of moving: upright, shoulders back, hips forward. Her gaze is always fixed on what’s ahead – no looking down, no glancing to the side. She advances like someone on their way to something important. Perhaps if I did, too, my work wouldn’t have ended up where it is now: in the toilet. She’s great, Lucy, and she always has been. Great, but not perfect. She’s a lifestyle person. If you were in our kitchen, you’d see the evidence: Le Creuset saucepans, Dualit toaster, SMEG fridge. Plus the leather-bound Roberts radio, that channel to Little England – Elgar had one – which is permanently locked to Radio 4. (Lucy: Desert Island Discs and Woman’s Hour. Me: I’m Sorry, I Haven’t A Clue and The Reunion – hah!) An anthropologist could give our kitchen the once-over and nail us in seconds. It’s also thanks to Lucy that we have high-gloss white kitchen units and gleaming black laminate flooring. Upstairs the bathroom is black and white themed too, and in our bedroom, her wardrobe is filled with clothes that are black, white, variations of off-white, and grey. Black, white, black. She’s a monochrome girl.


Returning to the table, she says, ‘Isn’t it time you went down to London again?’


‘I’m not sure I can afford to.’


‘Can you afford not to?’


I lock eyes with her.


‘You can’t.’


‘I’m doing all right.’


‘You’re not.’


‘I have savings to fall back on.’


‘I don’t mind, you know. I just don’t want you to bury your head in the sand.’


‘I’m doing all I can.’


‘I’m not saying you aren’t, Pete.’


‘Oh, really?’


She huffs, returns her attention to the MacBook, and opens her inbox. A few minutes of scrolling and clicking later, she looks up and smiles kindly at me It’s strange, this, the way couples bicker and suddenly such a sweetness returns that you would think someone up above had flicked a switch.


‘David Lloyd freebie,’ she says. ‘You should use this before it expires.’


I swim in Chorlton Leisure Centre, which was built in the ’30s. It has wooden changing cubicles overlooking the pool’s opaque water. Cheadle David Lloyd is Blenheim Palace to Chorlton Leisure Centre’s allotment shed, but I’m happy with where I swim. I’m happier with the slumped and obese than the tanned and waxed, with the Aldi, not the Waitrose people. In any case, if I can’t afford to go to London and hunt for work, I definitely can’t afford a David Lloyd membership.


Jack surfaces from the armchair, strolls to the other side of the room and shuffles around, staring at the cleared, wiped, empty surfaces and looking perturbed.


‘Something missing?’ I say.


He emits the Expiring Chainsaw sound. ‘Yessss.’


‘What is it?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Right,’ I say, and ever the optimist, ask him if he wants to watch a film with me later on, a ’70s classic I’ve recorded because I thought he might like it.


‘Is it a thriller?’ he says, when I mention the title.


‘Up to a point.’


‘Is it a drama?’


‘I wouldn’t call it that, exactly.’


‘It’s not about relationships, is it?’


‘Well, it has people in it, if that’s what you mean.’


He shakes his head. ‘I hate the ’70s.’


‘What did they ever do to you?’


‘Nothing. What did they do to you?’ He smirks and leaves; his work here is done.


Conversations like this aren’t as Bob Cratchit and Tiny Tim as a father might hope for.


‘Look,’ Lucy says. ‘I’ve found exactly the kind of dining table we need.’


She rotates the laptop, pushes it across to me, and points to a round table with grey legs and wood top. The key information (Wesley Barrell, £1900) is beneath it.


‘Fran has one.’


Ah-ha. Fear Of Missing Out. Lucy is the queen of FOMO.


I say, ‘What’s wrong with the table we’ve got?’


‘Did you have a bad night’s sleep?’


‘No.’


‘Are you depressed?’


‘No.’


‘You seem irritated. Why is that?’


‘I’m not.’ I am. And I’m frustrated with our status quo. I can’t avoid it these days. We just aren’t close anymore, and the thing with not being close anymore is that from where you are – distant – you’re not that motivated to do anything about it. You’re switched off, you take a dim view and what is there about a view you find dim to make you want to switch on again?


What I’d like to say here is: You want to spend two thousand quid on a table when we’ve already got one. Why is that? But. But, but, but. Moments like this don’t tell the whole of the story. However thinly our relationship may be stretched, we’re still joined together. We’ve been dependent on each other for half our lives. Down the years, I may have been away from home more than is ideal, but I’ve always cared about Jack and worried about him as much as her. And any time I was working at home, I shared the housework and the cooking, helped with the garden, did the household repairs, and looked after the shop if she needed me to. I know we’re in trouble now, and probably Lucy does, too, but the basic machinery of our relationship still functions.


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound irritated.’


She turns the laptop back her way. ‘The wood on top is cherry.’


The way she says it is almost poignant, so I swallow my deep reluctance to see the table I’m used to, a well-worn – I’ve heard it called distressed – pitch pine beauty, replaced with one I’d look at seven days a week and wince. We don’t live in Cheadle. But let her have the Wesley Barrell table, I tell myself. Make some effort, I tell myself.


‘Yeah, no, it’s good. Smart.’


‘You think?’


‘Definitely.’





On the way up to the stairs, I think of my I Want To Be Your Father, Please Be My Son campaign. I pause outside his bedroom for a moment, knock, enter and come face to face with a huge Dark Knight poster. To judge by the carpet, somebody wearing too many clothes has taken them off in a hurry before vanishing through a space-time portal. Xbox handsets, a giant Hulk rubber fist and three damp towels are scattered on the floor, and Jack is lying on his bed reading Jupiter’s Legacy, his new comic book tipple. (You wouldn’t understand it.) I walk over and pull the curtains back. It’s August and the evenings are still long, so why he chooses to live in a darkened cave escapes me. On his desk, I see a copy of World’s Finest, secure in its Mylar storage bag, and I immediately have a flashback to my father giving me the first issue of it I ever saw.


‘Is that what came in the post?’


‘Yh.’


Despite every discouragement, now and in recent months, I’m still keen to chat, so I indicate the comic in question. ‘When’s it from?’


‘1967.’


I wait for more. (What kind of condition is it in? What does he think he can sell it on for?) More does not come. ‘Would you like to be a superhero, Jack? I mean, in real life.’


‘No.’


He used to. When he was six the first present he unwrapped on Christmas morning knocked him out. ‘A Batman suit! Look, Dad, a Batman suit!’ By the time he had got it on, he was jumping on the spot. ‘I really, really like my Batman suit!’


Boys of fifteen don’t want to be superheroes. They want to dress in dark colours and pass through the world unnoticed. Skin-tight Lycra, pants outside tights, cape? Nope.


‘It’d be my ideal job,’ I say.


He shakes his head in a despairing fashion.


‘How much was it?’


‘£4.50.’


‘Let’s see.’


Reluctantly, he passes the comic to me. I open the bag and look at the cover, which shows Batman, Superman and Robin knocking out their alter egos Bruce Wayne, Clark Kent, and Dick Grayson. At the foot of the cover, a jagged-edged box reads WILL THE REAL SUPER-HEROES STAND UP? OR ARE THEY THROUGH?


I ask Jack what he makes of Robin, always a controversial figure in comic geek circles.


‘Boring.’


‘I never used to mind him so much when I was a boy,’ I say, ‘but I realise he’s a lot less interesting than Batman. I suppose he’s kind of superfluous.’


‘Well, duh.’


‘You used to love that Robin phone message I made, though.’


‘What phone message?’


I can’t believe he doesn’t remember, so I remind him.


When he was seven, I recorded a section from Link Wray & the Wraymen’s version of the theme from the Batman TV show and made a message for our answer machine.


On the LP, Robin says, ‘Look, Bruce: it’s the Bat-signal!’


Batman says, ‘Yes. Are you ready, Robin?’


Then Link Wray knocks the hell out of the Batman riff for a few bars until his guitar is replaced by a cheesy keyboard wash.


Robin says, ‘Batman, shall I start the nuclear power for the Batmobile?’


‘Right again, Robin!’


At that point, through canny use of Audacity, I dropped Jack in: ‘We’re out fighting crime,’ he squeaks. ‘Please leave a message after the beep.’


Sounding like a bolt of horror movie lightning, Link Wray cuts across the keyboard with a scraping metal slash of his frets and settles back into the Batman riff. It was a blast and a buzz, and it knocked Jack out. Maybe one day things will be like that again: me and Jack, having fun together.


‘Right again, Robin,’ I repeat.


‘Yeah. He’s still boring.’


This is my son’s default position: everything is boring. When the three of us were in Florence last summer, Lucy and I tried to persuade him to go and see Botticelli’s Venus on the Half Shell. ‘It’s one of the great works of art,’ I said.


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘They’re all boring.’


‘You’re right. What kind of crime fighter goes round in a red and yellow costume, with green underpants and elf boots?’


No reply.


‘That’s the Boy Wonder,’ I say. ‘Bit boring, ridiculous costume, kind of superfluous.’





In the study, I pull out the invitation from under my waistband, set it on one of the chaotic sheaves of paper that cover my desk, and make a cool-headed decision not to look at it, not even to think about it. Instead, I sit down and see what I’ve been working on, which distracts and depresses me.


My glory days, when I went round the world with A-list bands and brought in a six-figure salary, will never return. The man who fell to earth has got nothing on me. Only a few months ago, I still got to write pieces about contemporary acts for mainstream music magazines. This rarely went the way I wanted, though. There were new or nearly new bands I liked and would have been interested in writing about. I could understand where they were coming from, and I could see that they might be for the ages. Work like this didn’t often come my way. If an editor of one of the big glossies wanted to throw me a bone, it’d be to write a feature about acts I had no interest in. By now, though, writing about new bands of no consequence would feel like I was doing well. These days I’ve been consigned to write about heritage bands, or if you want to be unkind, consigned to write for nostalgia magazines.
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