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Preface


What This Book Is – and Most Definitely Isn’t


This is the story of a father and son, Iain and Michael Maitland, covering the years when Michael went to university, his descent through mental illness into hospital and, finally, the Priory. Told through a mix of letters, emails and a commentary, it describes an ordinary, loving family almost torn apart.


This is not a misery memoir. We don’t want sympathy or pity.


This is not a self-help book for anyone with mental health issues. We do not have the answers.


This is not a how-to book for parents of children with depression or anorexia. We cannot tell anybody what to do.


This book does not contain any words of wisdom, common-sense advice or guidance for anyone. It is written by an idiot.


This is a story about love – irritated and annoyed, sometimes tender and thoughtful, occasionally bemused and exasperated, and most often long-suffering, but always about love. The book is funny and angry, caustic at times, but it is warm-hearted and open, and shines a light on a close and caring family with love at its heart.


 


It’s about love, remember.


That’s all you need to know.


 


Iain Maitland


Suffolk, July 2016


 


PS There are a few words of wisdom – not from me, obviously, but from Michael – at the end of the book.










For Tracey, Michael, Sophie, Adam


and those we’ve loved and lost.
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The Beginning


I’d like to start at the beginning, the day that Michael was born. I should say Michael was always a handsome young man. But I didn’t always think so. I remember the moment of his birth. As he was lifted up towards us by the midwife, I looked at that intense, screwed-up face, purple and smeared with blood, and whispered to my wife, Tracey, ‘He’s a bit ugly, isn’t he?’ I forget, for the moment, her exact words of reply.


Michael, so far as I understood, had a contented childhood. We lived, in succession, in nice homes close to the sea in Suffolk. He went to good schools. He had friends. He was followed, four years later, by a sister, Sophie, and a brother, Adam, seven years after that. We had days out, weekend trips and regular holidays. Tracey and I have had a long and happy marriage. We’ve been together since schooldays, when we were fifteen and eighteen respectively.


Michael left home to start his degree in Norwich, Norfolk, in 2007. He was joined by a live-in girlfriend, Niamh. All seemed well for a while. Eventually, and it took us a long, long time to notice, let alone realise what was going on, we saw a change in his appearance and demeanour. It was clear he was not eating properly and that he was getting thinner. As time passed, more serious issues were developing. Anorexia wasn’t the half of it.


I struggled to understand and support him during this time. I instructed him. Cajoled him. Humoured him for a long while. At times, too many times and for far too long, I tried to ignore what was happening. At others, such as when he chose not to come to his grandmother’s funeral, I raged and threatened to have him sectioned and sent to a mental institution. With hindsight, that might have been for the best but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I got no further than the GP’s surgery. I always had a 1960s image of strait-jackets, rubber pipes and force-feeding in my mind.


Gradually, without anything ever really being said, we all seemed to resign ourselves to what we knew deep down would be the inevitable and tragic ending. The call – a text, really – came one day, an evening just after six o’clock, Hallowe’en-time. He had always loved Hallowe’en. By now wraithlike, Michael had succumbed to pneumonia and had been taken into hospital. Our son was about to die.


Michael lived.


But there was worse to come.


The Priory, and a journey into Hell and heartbreak.


But we will come to that, and more, later.


I wrote letters, some emails and notes to Michael during these years. In many ways, they tell of his descent, in free-fall really, a father’s ignorance and stupidity, and a once joyous family almost torn apart by tragedy.


Let me show you some of these with a behind-the-scenes commentary. They tell you our story, from a happy beginning through those sad and terrible times as Michael went to the edge of grief and sanity, to the proverbial Hell.


I have tried to tell Michael’s story as truthfully as I can. In particular, I have not wanted to put harrowing information – tubes, drips, needles – into the public domain. I may be an unreliable narrator. But my biased and arm’s length perception of what happened will not be the same as Michael’s reality and truth (which he shares with us towards the end of the book).


We stand now, united again as a family, somewhere in a dark tunnel. We hold hands. We whistle loudly. We have torches. Somewhere, not so very far away, we can see the light. Sometimes it seems close to us. At others it seems a long way off. We will walk into that light together. It will not be tomorrow, or next week, but I’m sure it will happen one day. I hope it will be soon. It will be the best day of our lives.










The Main Cast


Michael: Michael Maitland


‘You should be in some sort of institution. You clearly do not function in any way, shape or form. You do not work . . . You seem to have no thought for anyone around you.’


Dad: Iain Maitland


‘I had not realised, until I saw the holiday photos, that I now have a bald patch to add to all my other woes . . . I then mentioned it in passing, very casually, and your mother and Adam both said in unison . . . ‘‘We know, we didn’t like to mention it.’’ I don’t know where I go from here – billiard-ball bald, I imagine. It is all too much at times.’


(Dear) Mother: Tracey Maitland


‘I know, from hard-won experience, that she thinks she has long arms, a short waist and ‘average’ length legs and that she does not like the way she walks. This, when written down, suggests more than a passing resemblance to an orangutan but I think you’ll agree this is a little harsh.’


Sophie: Michael’s younger sister


‘Sophie has taken to wearing bright red lipstick inexpertly applied. She reminds me and Adam of the Joker in Batman. We have not said anything – even in a seemingly cheerful mood, she can turn very quickly.’


Adam: Michael’s younger brother


‘I’ve been trying to drill it into him that he’s not stupid but that he has dyscalculia. He’s been trying to use that as an excuse with the teachers to get out of anything he doesn’t want to do: games, cross-country running, work.’


Bernard: the family Jack Russell


‘Bernard needs walking twice a day. I do seven thirty and about six in the evening. If you go much beyond that, he will sit in front of you and stare until you give in. Don’t take him on. I’ve tried. He wins.’










The Supporting Cast


Niamh: Michael’s girlfriend


Granny: Michael’s grandmother, Iain’s mother


Alf: Granny’s former boyfriend


Grandad Terry: Granny’s second husband


Ray and Peter: Grandad Terry’s sons


Nan: Granny’s mother


Grandpa: Granny’s father


Roger: Granny’s brother


Auntie Queenie: Nan’s sister and suspected vampire


Grandma: Michael’s maternal grandmother,Tracey’s mother


Lee: Sophie’s first boyfriend


Henry Beaumont III: Sophie’s second boyfriend


Paul: Sophie’s third boyfriend


Kathy and Mark Robertson: former friends of the family


Megan Robertson: daughter of Kathy and Mark Robertson


(Little) George: Megan’s younger brother


Most of the supporting cast have had their names and, where appropriate, some identifying facts changed to protect their privacy. These facts are largely irrelevant to the essence and flow of the story.










2007


At the start of 2007, I’d been a freelance writer for some twenty years, and spent most of my time writing a range of wealth, health and happiness articles for various magazines and newsletters no one has ever heard of, let alone read. That, and looking out to sea from my bedroom window, watching the boats go by.


Tracey, having raised the children – Michael was now nineteen, Sophie fifteen and Adam eight – was working full-time as a teaching assistant at a local primary school. She’d previously worked part-time for a photographic studio, and with children who had Down’s Syndrome or other issues.


Michael was completing a pre-degree art course at the local college in Ipswich. Sophie was doing her GCSEs, with her results due the following summer. She was head girl at her school and was expecting to get straight As in everything. Adam was at prep school, studying something, no one quite knew what, not even his teachers.


We holidayed as a family in Orlando, Florida, for three weeks at Easter, with another family, the Robertsons. We thought, having been away at Easter and in the summer for around twenty years, this might be our last family holiday together. It did not, for one reason or another, go well with the Robertsons – we will draw a discreet veil over these matters – and our friendship ended.


The rest of the year was happy enough – we went out for days as a family, trips to football matches and theatres in London (plus hours and hours at the Tower of London, following my dear wife who had to read every single sign and piece of paper on offer). Michael played football some weekday evenings and on Sundays. He did karate once a week and had some part-time work in a local restaurant. Happy days – which we took for granted.


And so we come to the autumn of 2007, seemingly a contented family with much to look forward to. Michael was the first of our children to leave home and, as he had a talent for drawing, we envisaged him doing his degree and going on to have a successful career as an illustrator. Ready for take-off, he was going just one way – upwards. We wanted our children to fly free, knowing that we were there if they needed us. That was what we expected to happen and it’s where we begin our story.


30 September 2007


Dear Michael,


 


Moving your whatnots et al into the flat has put paid to any improvement in my back. I think the advantages of being on the third floor (nice views of the city) may be outweighed by the disadvantages of trying to heave a wardrobe, a bed and what have you up and around what must be the narrowest staircases known to man. Still, at least it’s done now.


Your mother is already worrying how you will cope and is at work on reams of notes on all sorts of matters from how to tell if meat has gone off to washing whites. Smell it and wear black (less washing) is my advice. No doubt you will ask us as you usually do before anything troubles you unduly. Please do try to master the can opener and other basics before calling. You know how your mother worries. I really don’t want to be doing round-trips at night to unblock sinks and change fuses. Refer to that AA Handy DIY book first. It may be old but not much has changed and it has stood me in good stead for the past twenty-five years.


Hopefully, that wodge of cash will see you through until your student money comes in. I cannot imagine what you will need it for as you seem to have bagged all of our weekly shop. Try not to fritter money away. Save a little each week. It soon adds up. I am sure you will find there are many distractions when you start college, and lots of rogues and ne’er-do-wells will try to part you from your limited resources. As a rule of thumb, people – students and lecturers these days – with tattoos and piercings are best avoided. We’re talking ex-prisoners and sailors mostly. Keep away from anyone with dilated pupils too. They’re a tell-tale sign.


I have looked up the Norwich School of Art and Colouring In on the internet and it seems to offer the wide range of arts and crafts you enjoy doing. I do hope you will use your time wisely and come out the other end if not self-supporting at least with a job of some kind. I know nobody really wants to do a job unless they enjoy it but sometimes you simply have to try.


We will come up and see you on your birthday and take you out for the usual slap-up meal. Do have a mooch around and see if you can find somewhere close by that doesn’t just have pizzas and burgers on the menu. Your mother will call you to make the arrangements. Adam and Sophie send their love and are looking forward to the meal.


Love


Dad


x


 


PS I will write again, probably on Sundays when I have a few quiet moments to myself. By the by, I enclose a sponsorship form for Adam. Fill it in and send it back, will you? No doubt I will end up paying for every Maitland on the list. I can but hope.


I began writing letters in the mid-1970s. They became so profuse that, by the end of the decade, it was widely rumoured within the family that Great Aunt Queenie, a regular recipient of five- and six-page thank-you letters after birthdays and Christmases, had begged my grandmother to stop me sending them. I did not, although I did reduce the number of pages (and filled one side only, no longer both).


It all started when Nan and Grandpa moved away from London to the Sussex coast in the 1970s. I used to see them every weekend until then but after that, with my parents divorced (messily, with lots of anger and bitterness) and ghastly new spouses on the scene, I only saw them in the school holidays when I stayed with them.


Without a phone in my mother’s home until about 1978 – we did have running water and an inside toilet, thankfully – I wrote to Nan most Sundays with my news and now I wanted to do the same with Michael when he went to university.


Everything I wrote was really for my own pleasure and amusement. Having spent so many years writing about the benefits of putting Vaseline up your nose and spreading pig manure on your roof extension, the letters were an escape for me. Michael never wrote, being of the email and texting generation, but would do drawings for us from time to time, plus homemade birthday and Christmas cards. We all kept everything.


We thought this would be a time of great excitement and joy for Michael. His whole life lay ahead and he could do just about anything he wanted with his artistic talent. Truth be told, we really had no idea what he was like as a human being. We assumed he was relaxed and confident – he certainly looked it, like a young Greek god. What a time he was going to have.


3 October 2007


Michael,


 


A mid-week missive of some importance! Your grandmother [Granny] has sent you a birthday card and (I am told) a cheque for a ‘substantial sum’ to help you to settle into your ‘university education’ (Granny’s words not mine). It has come here and I send it on to you unopened as your new address has not yet done the rounds of family and friends who might give you money.


I am tempted to open the card to see what the ‘substantial sum’ is. If it were your other grandmother [Grandma], I think we would be talking £50 tops. We have taken bets here – Sophie says £200, your mother comes in at £500 and I fear it may well reach four figures. (Adam suggested £1 million but we can discount that for sure.)


Do give your grandmother a call when you can please; 6 p.m., mid-week, ask vaguely what she’s been doing in the garden and if she has been to Worthing lately. Try to make that last question sound as if you are interested in what she is doing rather than implying there is something you want her to get for you next time she is in Worthing.


Do try not to spend the money all at once.


Love


Dad


x


Money is a regular theme from the outset. As mentioned, when Michael was doing A levels, he had held down a part-time job washing dishes in a local restaurant. He was, give or take, self-sufficient. (Hurrah! The dream surely of every long-suffering parent with children in their teens, twenties, thirties, forties . . .)


We had urged him to take up offers to become a waiter – more money, more tips – but he chose to stay in the kitchen. Looking back – and it’s easy to see it now – we recognise that this might have had something to do with a lack of confidence on Michael’s part.


Once he had gone to Norwich, Michael soon gave up doing any work other than what he had to do for his course. The football, karate and other activities stopped too. The friends drifted away. We supported him financially while he was there – we saw this as our way of helping him get the best degree he could.


As for the rest of it, we left him to ‘sort himself out’. Perhaps we shouldn’t have done: maybe a more hands-on approach would have been better. But we’d been close and active parents when he and our other children were small, ferrying them about, arranging get-togethers with friends, fussing over them, checking all was well, as so many parents do these days. We wanted to let them be themselves as they grew up, making their own decisions and choices, right or wrong. We wanted to take a background role, there if needed, but not interfering. In short, we stood well back.


1 November 2007


Dear Michael,


 


We had a steady and surprisingly long queue of assorted mother hens and small children last night mixed in with the usual groups of shaven-headed youths, all bristling with aggression. I resorted to handing out mini Mars Bars to placate them. Judging by the nods and grunts – not one of them makes eye contact or articulates a single word known to mankind – I was successful. Plate cleaned by seven o’clock and we resorted to the bottom of drawers and backs of cupboards for the stragglers. The last trick-or-treater – a tall thin beanpole of a teenager riddled with acne, poor boy – had to make do with a handful of After Eights. The look on his face was priceless.


I am working hard – one of us has to – and have an article being published in the national press next week (I think: they are never too specific). I will save it for you so you can feign interest in due course. It’s some nonsense on buying a second hand car at auction, which reminds me to tell you to check your oil and water and tyres at least once a week. It only takes a minute and may well save you a breakdown. When your mother and I were younger and didn’t have two pennies to rub together, I had to drive to Oxford to see a publisher. Oil was something of a luxury in those days and the engine duly ‘threw a con rod’ (as per AA man’s assessment). Layman’s terms? One buggered-up engine. Result? No car for months. Think about it.


I have been perusing the photographs of the Orlando holiday and notice that, in the photo by that Jaws shark at Universal, you looked decidedly sleek. I know the Maitlands are prone to being big-boned and everyone looks thin next to me. Your dear mother, of course, is not fat at all but is undeniably short, which can create an unfortunate effect at times. Looking at the other pictures, you do look as though you have wandered in from another family’s photographs. What do you weigh at the moment?


Love


Dad


xx


 


PS I weigh 110 kilos according to our bathroom scales. Northwards of 15 stones I believe. 110 sounds better and lighter than I actually feel to be honest.


Weight – another theme – rears its head early in our story. We’ll come to my weight issues soon enough: I’ve been asked to step off rides at theme parks – even American ones – and move seats in aeroplanes when, I assume, they had a shortage of ballast for that particular flight.


As for Michael, his weight issues seemed to start around 2006–7 when he moved from the school he’d been at for most of his boyhood to another, which had an ‘arty’ sixth form college. We meant well – it was the best school we could find for his artwork and photography and we believed he’d be happy there.


Apparently, though, someone said something nasty to him one day about his appearance and that – one tiny, thoughtless comment – might have been the trigger that set him on his endless downward path. I have the Orlando photo in front of me now, as I write these words, and Michael looks slim, not ‘thin’ – just ‘slim’. Clearly, this was the early stages of it all – not that we had grasped it then.


November 2007


Michael,


 


A brief note about your dear mother’s birthday. Please remember it is the 18th. I do not wish to have to run around at the last minute (again) trying to cover for you. This year it is on a Sunday and I wonder if you might honour us with your presence? I enclose a £20 note to this effect. We will be at the Alex at 1 p.m. Your (surprise, surprise) arrival at 1.10 p.m., with a present in hand, please, would be most welcome.


In terms of a card and a present, please try to get a card that has ‘Mum’ or similar on it. ‘You’re Just Like a Mother’ (circa 2004?) does not qualify as ‘similar’. As for a present, please do remember how sensitive your mother is about birthdays. Chocolates (weight), skin things (wrinkles) and small-print books (eyesight) are all no-nos. You have done the face mask ‘joke’ before and that is still relatively fresh in the memory so kindly avoid that one again.


Anyhow, let us hope we see you on the 18th just after 1 p.m. Please liaise with Sophie and Adam so you do not all buy the same thing – unless you want to club together and get something?


Love,


Your Long-Suffering Father


xx


 


PS If all else fails, bring flowers, but not ‘funeral flowers’. It reminds your mother of Grandpa. And not petrol station ones either. Sainsbury’s is okay.


Tracey and I have been fortunate that we always seem to have agreed naturally on how to bring up our children – I recall no cross words or disagreements over the years and everything seemed to fall into place when they were small. We did it all instinctively but it seemed to work well.


I wouldn’t say we were delighted to see our children leave home but neither were we distraught at the thought of their departure. Certainly, stories in the papers of ‘empty nest syndrome’ would make us laugh out loud. We saw Michael leaving, then Sophie and eventually Adam as being the natural scheme of things. (Of course, just when you think you’ve got the place to yourself at last, they all come back, but that’s another story for another time.)


With Michael gone, there was still close and regular contact between everyone. He was only just up the road in Norfolk. Tracey and he would talk on the phone – still the landline for us old people in those days – followed later by the mobile and, occasionally, emails. And there was contact between the three children too, a plethora of text speak and smiley faces, which we thought was ‘awsm lol’.


November 2007


Dear Michael,


 


Thank you for coming down – I was not sure you would turn up but was pleased that you did; your choice of card and present were spot-on. Well done. Your dear mother was delighted and is currently on cloud nine. I will make the most of what might be several days of a benign mood to slip in various pieces of bad news I have been saving up for such a time.


I note that your hair has changed colour again. I am all for an ‘artistic’ look for an art student but would caution you against excessive bleaching and use of chemicals. You do not know the effects of chemicals on your body. Your scalp is like a sponge and these chemicals may well soak through into your bloodstream and be all round your body before you know it.


Your great-grandfather on the paternal side died of rotten teeth. It got into his bloodstream and did for him at fifty-six. None of the Maitland men live past sixty – never have – so you do not want to be doing anything to hasten matters. Think on it, please.


It is nice to see you making your own cards. It was very imaginative. Could you maybe try selling one or two to generate some extra cash? It’s a good time of year to be doing Christmas cards. You could perhaps sell them on eBay. Have a word with Sophie? I believe she has sold various unwanted gifts on it.


Love


Dad


 


PS Some thoughts for Christmas presents, please? I am loath to give money so don’t ask for it. You can have one big present and some small ones or lots of small ones. We are trying to cut back a little this year so do not expect Father Christmas to get you everything on your list. You may, as I do, wish to operate a star system. Five stars means a ‘must have’, four stars means ‘I’d like it a lot’, and so on. Do not give everything five stars.


All appeared well at this stage, not that we were conscious that things could be anything but. We all seemed to be happy and, if asked, we would have said that we saw ourselves as a normal family.


It was not that we thought we were better than anyone else – although, let’s be frank, there are some rough old sorts you see out and about – but that we were all content and everything was moving along as expected.


We were largely oblivious to Michael’s weight now and for some time to come – he was ‘slim’, remember, not ‘thin’. We met up for meals regularly – three family birthdays (out of five) are in October and November and everything seemed as it always had.


Michael’s appearance – hair, what he wore – was forever changing and had done for two or three years. We took that as an ‘age thing’ rather than anything more troubling.


It had irritated us a little in the past – the bleach on the towels, the floor and everywhere else – but it had mostly amused us, not least the day Michael’s hair turned orange and I had to dash to a chemist to buy a box of brown hair dye to turn it back (and to face the withering look of the woman behind the counter, who obviously felt that Warm Auburn was the first tell-tale sign of a midlife crisis). We never took it as being anything other than normal, though. Kids, eh?


December 2007


Dear Michael,


 


We have been playing happy families, all trooping in regularly to see the latest blockbusters on Sundays. We have seen The Golden Compass, which was quite good but I fell asleep somewhere in the middle and lost track of the plot.


Adam has taken to perusing past and future film titles on the internet and has been matching them up with various family members. He is I Am Legend. Sophie is Don’t Touch the Axe (can you imagine?). You are matched with a film called My Kid Could Paint That.


Niamh lives in a house in darkest Norfolk with a moat around it? I don’t doubt that this is a step up for you socially – you’ll not be able to take a girl like that to the Wimpy Bar for a Bendy Burger and a Brown Hat. But I urge you to be cautious.


In my experience, these rural families are invariably up to their eyeballs in debt. You may well aspire to taking over as Lord of the Manor but you will invariably end up as Lord Muck. You cannot simply sit back and wait for money to come to you – you have to work at it.


Adam went on a school trip. Text me, I said, when the coach leaves Cambridge Services. I can then finish off the decorating (hall, stairs, landing – cream), get washed and be there for you when you get back to school. Text duly arrives: Be there in 10 minutes. Mad panic and on the way to school in paint-smeared clothes at 80 m.p.h. Off the bypass and on the way to school and the next text arrives: Now at Cambridge Services. Turned car round at ski slope, repeated process an hour later. My, how we laughed. I Am Legend? Dumb and Dumber more like.


Love


Dad


x


 


PS When you visit a house with a moat, check to see if it is full of water and relatively clean. If the moat is overgrown and full of broken bicycle parts and spare tyres, they don’t have any money. Think on it.


And so we end the year with Niamh. She moved in with Michael in Norwich in 2007 and quickly became the most important person in his life.


A few years earlier, Tracey had seen a psychic and he’d said that we – Tracey and I – were ‘like two swans, who mate for life’. We soon came to see Michael and Niamh in much the same way.


We thought it was good for Michael to be part of a couple. Company for him, we said. And Niamh was arty and confident and outgoing too – so, a perfect match and balance. As we moved into 2008, things were looking good. Life, frankly, was as happy as it had ever been. We had it all.










2008


We had high hopes for Michael as the year began: he was living with Niamh in a flat we’d bought in Norwich and really had everything going for him. We saw him fairly often and all seemed well. His appearance changed regularly but we gave that little or no thought, other than making references to him looking like famous people (mostly wild-eyed serial killers).


As for the rest of us, life continued much as usual – an ordinary life. Tracey loved working with small children, mostly sweet and good-natured, at the local primary school. Sophie was gearing up to achieve the most and highest-graded GCSEs ever known in the UK, along with a mention in The Guinness Book of Records, quite possibly the world version. Adam was attempting to put fingers in both ears and both nostrils at the same time and was determined to achieve it.


I was writing articles advising readers on how to be healthy, get rich and be happy although I could only really tick the ‘happy’ box for myself. For ‘happy’, you could really say ‘blissfully ignorant’: the signs were there already, if only we’d looked. We never really noticed. Our family was a cheerful one and nothing bad could ever happen to us.


6 January 2008


Dear Michael,


 


January – post-Sophie’s birthday, of course – is always a miserable affair. Christmas has been and gone. So too are the decorations. Everyone has gone back to work and school – join-the-dots college in your case – and I sit here on my own, staring out to sea at overcast skies and grey waters. Business is dead and I have the tax returns to do and payments to make which I spent on Christmas.


So, I’ve decided – not mentioned it yet to your dear mother – we will go back to Orlando again this year. I think, after last year’s fiasco, that we need to go again asap. Otherwise we will never return and all our memories of America will for ever be tainted by the holiday from Hell. We will do three weeks in August in a villa like last year’s but nicer – I have found several near Haines City, the opposite end of the I4 to last year (Clermont).


Would you and Niamh like to come? I’d pay for your flights and food and Universal tickets – not Disney this time, which is nice but better for smaller children, really – and everything else. (D’uh, obviously.) Can you at least bring some spending money of your own, though, so you’re not hustling me for dollars every five minutes when we are there? Can Niamh or her folks pay for her flights and maybe the Universal tickets if we take care of ‘board and lodgings’? (I can’t be doing with separate bills and two dollars of this and a dollar of that for what she’s eaten.) I can be arm-twisted a little on all of this as I’d like us to have a nice proper family holiday together but not too much, please.


You know little Olivia, don’t you? I imagine we will invite her (if all are agreeable), not least because Sophie has been to St Tropez with her family. I got away with just paying for flights and dropping £100 cash in a wad of folded-up fivers to the father but you can spend that on a round of Cokes in the South of France so I will pick up the tab for Olivia this time.


Did Sophie tell you that Olivia’s dad was in a pop group called Modern Romance years ago? They were quite big at the time. I can’t remember the whole of their best song but I recall singing the main line, ‘best years of our lives’, to your mother when we lived the other side of London. As I was unemployed for almost three years, 1982 to 1985, I suspect they weren’t.


If you YouTube ‘Modern Romance, Top of the Pops’ you will find stuff by them. Rob is on keyboards and looks like Princess Diana. You’d not recognise him. See what you think. Morrissey once said something like ‘There are worse groups than Modern Romance but can anyone really think of one?’ I liked them, though.


He’s a nice fellow – he set up and ran, then sold and bought back, some media agency in the City. Whenever our paths cross and we chat, he seems to be doing PR deals with stars like Elton John and Sting whilst I’ve been writing articles about eating soup with a fork and putting cow pats on your head (‘5 Amazing Ways To Cure Baldness Once & For All!’). How the other half lives. When Olivia did the last ‘Go to Work with Your Parents’ day, I think she was working near Liam Neeson whilst Sophie helped me rod the drains because some fool had been shoving floor wipes down the cloakroom toilet.


At the dentist’s – is there an unfilled tooth in my head? – I read a celebrity airhead interview in one of these ‘my gerbil ate my boyfriend’ magazines. Why does ‘being happy’ always involve winning the lottery? And why does everyone always have to be happy all the time anyway? I’m not. I’m not sure I’d want to be. It would annoy your mother, having me keep laughing and guffawing to myself all the time.


All for now,


Dad


My mind drifts to what Michael was like as a little boy. There are many happy memories.


The 4 a.m. bottle feed when he was a month old – I’d swear he looked at me, focused, and smiled. A song, Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Little Lies’, played in the background. In difficult times, I couldn’t listen to it. Still can’t, really.


Later, when I gave him an evening bath, I’d hold his legs and pull him gently back and forth through the bubbles so the water would wash over his face; he’d laugh and splutter in delight.


A kite in a park in Littlehampton, near my mother’s, the first and last time I’d ever got one to fly high in the wind. Michael’s hands outstretched, clapping with joy.


Walking through foot-deep snow outside our home, so much snow that I had to lift and carry him at times; snowballs and snowmen with satsumas, twigs and stones for buttons. Freezing cold hands and hot chocolate.


Driving to see The Sooty Show, Michael calling out, ‘Faster, Daddy, faster,’ so we’d see him sooner. Delight when Matthew Corbett made a joke with Tracey – the perils of being on the front row.


A little older, now nicknamed ‘Mucker’, all of us singing our own version of the ‘Rock Me Amadeus’ song as we drove for hours up and down the A12, M25 and M23, to visit Michael’s granny and my grandpa (Granny’s father).


Chasing him round the lounge, me on my backside using my legs as crab-like monster pincers; Michael squealing as I caught him and chopped him up.


Kicking a ball on the green opposite our home. Going up and down in the lift when I worked at Suffolk College. Chips and dollops of ketchup in the canteen afterwards. Films we saw every Wednesday matinée before Michael started school.


The happiest of times, which I’d thought would go on for ever.


27 January 2008


Dear Michael,


 


First things first – Orlando, here we come. Yours truly has pencilled in the holiday for 10 to 31 August – after last year’s hoo-hah, having to run like billy-o to catch the connecting flight, we are flying direct and on a Sunday too (cheaper). I have semi-sorted the villa – i.e. I emailed the owner this week who says it is free – and now just need to crack on and book the flights. Can you talk to Niamh so we can get this all booked up by the end of this week? If you give your dear mother a call, maybe Wednesday, she can tell you more and we can confirm various website addresses and what have you so you can see what’s what.


Does Niamh have a passport? I need her full name and date of birth and the passport number and start and end dates of it to book flights. I’d like to fly Virgin if possible; I think their seats are a little larger so I can sit there without having my stomach hanging over the edges.


I am still swimming although I cannot say much is happening weight-wise. I try to do thirty minutes of breast stroke a day, which some dodgy website or other seems to suggest burns up 370 calories; thirty minutes of that compares to seventy-five calories if I walk at 2 m.p.h. (that’s plenty), 180 calories if I cycle at 10 m.p.h. (that’s not happening) and 300 calories if I run at 6 m.p.h. (let’s all laugh).


I can only do breast stroke – with front crawl, I veer to the left (it may have something to do with being left-handed) and, if the pool were not roped into three lanes (old dears, normal people, maniacs), I imagine I would eventually go round in a complete circle. The butterfly is just silly (and quite possibly a physical impossibility for me given the girth).


Your mother is not best pleased with me. A catalogue came through the door for the glorious House of Bath and they had a range of nice-looking boots on the front. Think Adam Ant (eighties fop). A good price too – so I suggested your dear mother might like to buy a pair with my card (Brownie points in the bag for when she spots the recent car damage where I reversed into a post in someone’s driveway in Kirton, long story). Bad move – not only did they, I am reliably informed, look like something ‘an old lady’ might wear but I had not read the small print. Apparently, they have Velcro fittings to help undo and do up the boots. Sounds good to me but your mother is unduly sensitive about her age. I beat a hasty retreat.


Some news of Sophie and Adam. We think Sophie and Lee are getting serious; he seems like a nice boy. Before they got together, he came round and introduced himself and we all shuffled about awkwardly. He does tennis at the club and goes to that school – name escapes me for the moment – up near the hospital. (Not the one where I used to teach part-time and they used to set fire to each other when the adults’ backs were turned.) Your mother likes him and has started buying bits and pieces (cheesy pizzas, microwave burgers) for when he comes over. I am not sure we should be too encouraging in case he turns out to be some sort of deviant. Given his attachment to Sophie, it stands to reason he cannot be all there.


We have, for some time, been seeking something nice and encouraging to say to Adam. He tends not to do too well at school and rather than referring to him as ‘a useless great lump’ (I plead guilty to multiple offences) it’s better, according to one of his right-on teachers, to find something he’s good at and focus on that. It’s taken some time but at last we’ve found it. He can stand up straight with his right leg facing forward and his left leg facing backwards; so his feet are in opposite directions. I have told him when he is older he will be able to join a freak show. He seemed quite pleased.


All for now – do call your mother on Wednesday evening. No particular time.


Love


Dad


x


Michael was always a gentle and trusting soul. I remember when he was four or five and the two of us were in Woolworths in Ipswich. We were standing at the videos by the front doors. There was a Pinocchio one – not the Disney version – and if you pressed a red button, a jewel lit up. Exciting stuff (for me, anyway, pressing it repeatedly and, quite possibly, making a honking noise each time).


I turned and Michael had gone. I checked up and down the aisles. No sign. Looked out of the doors, along the street. Nowhere to be seen. I crossed the store, back and forth. Still no sign. By this time, I was starting to panic. I spoke to a girl behind the counter and said I’d lost my little boy but she smiled vacantly back at me as if I’d said I’d lost tuppence.


I wasn’t far off panic although I continued walking up and down looking for Michael as nonchalantly as I could. To be honest, I didn’t know what to do. In those days, people didn’t make a fuss. Since Princess Diana died, everyone has to let everything out. Now they’d be hollering and shouting and threatening to sue everyone in sight. I just stood there, sweating.


Anyhow, happy ending. Michael marched back into the store hand in hand with two other small children and a mum and dad; he’d tagged on to them, followed them out of the store and all the way down the high street. I could barely speak my words of thanks.


3 February 2008


Michael,


 


How are you? We were thinking of coming up to Norwich on a Sunday in a week or two’s time. We could maybe have lunch at one of those places by the Riverside and then see a film? What is coming up, do you know? Have a think, see what’s what, talk to Sophie.


Valentine’s Day is fast approaching and you will need to give some careful consideration to it as this will be your first with a real woman (as you may have guessed by now, but maybe not – you were fifteen for Father Christmas – that it was your mother sending those cards all through your teenage years).


Here is my hard-earned Valentine’s know-how built up over twenty-eight gruelling years.


Don’t give a voucher – it is far and away the most practical gift but it scores low on the romance chart.


Ditto cashola.


Clothes – risky unless you know sizes and there is little or no variation in weight (if you go too small, she’ll think she’s fat, if you go too big, she’ll think you think she’s fat). And never buy trousers for a woman. Fatal. Your mother thinks she has long legs like Joanna Lumley. They are more like Jimmy Krankie’s (short woman dressed as a schoolboy – don’t ask).


Perfume – probably the safest bet; you may get away with a small bottle if you say you wanted to get one to fit her handbag. Just.


Make-up – potentially tricky: you have to avoid anything to do with lines, greasy skin and sagging. Avoid spot and blemish treatment. Keep it upbeat and positive. Talk to a sister or a friend before making your choice. Brands seem to be important to women. It’s not just ‘black mascara’.


Handbags – it’s a fact of life that no woman can have enough handbags; get something similar to what she has already. But go for a different colour that’s close to something else she’s just bought (coat, shoes, ideally). She’ll think you’re thoughtful. (But keep the receipt just in case.)


Shoes – ditto, can never have enough. But these are an impossible choice. Women are not like men (one black, one brown, one trainers, one flip-flops) – they have colours and materials and all sorts of mysterious heels (wedges, cones, slingshots, etc.). All very puzzling and best avoided. No man ever bought the right shoes for a woman.


Lingerie & Things – see shoes.


DVDs & CDs – no woman wants these as a present (especially if it’s a movie or music you like – the ‘I thought we could watch/listen to it together’ line somehow seems to cause grief every time, I can tell you).


Weight – don’t buy anything that might allude to a woman’s weight. Belts can be lethal (even if you offer to push an extra hole in with a screwdriver). If she says she wants to lose weight, don’t take her at face value and get any Slimfast-type stuff. Don’t encourage talk of that kind. Women often think that certain, really odd, parts of their bodies are fat – fingers, calves, etc. Best just ignore the whole shebang.


A side note on weight – ‘The Eight Stone Rule’. This one’s vital. At some stage, a woman will ask ‘How much do you think I weigh?’ It can come out of the blue at any moment. Be on your guard at all times. Never blurt out what you think. There is only one answer – eight stone. Few women are below eight stone and most are above so it’s a flattering reply. (Obviously, if you’ve got an eighteen-stoner on your hands, the eight-stone reply is not credible so you will need to scale it up appropriately – ‘Eleven or twelve stone?’ might do the trick.)


As you’ll know, having been with your mother since 1879, I am not a ‘ladies’ man’ but I have learned these Valentine rules over many years and often the hard way. They’ve stood me in good stead and may do the same for you. Give them some careful consideration.
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