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Introduction


We were never the sort of family to have something like this happen because, aside from anything else, we were the sort of family who had always been very much alive.


My dad died at the end of 2021. It was a shock, especially as I had only just moved out of my parents’ home a few months previously, and I was still finding my feet in my first relationship. It felt like this should have been an exciting time of new beginnings.


Dad and I were very different and at times I worried I could be too much for him. For example, I was brought up to resist any unnecessary dramatics. For my parents, this was an uphill struggle.


‘For goodness’ sake! The Scout leader doesn’t hate you, he doesn’t think you’re a fool – you just fell over in the mud and he lifted you out – that was all.’


‘And picked me up by the back of my coat and carried me across the finish line because I was so slow and everyone was laughing.’


‘You’re being dramatic. Not everyone was laughing. Most of the others had started heading home.’


‘That’s even worse!’


‘Well . . . maybe the Scouts aren’t for you.’


As anyone who read my last book knows, I have always felt different, ‘better’ even, than everyone else. I have always loved being formal, by which I mean wearing suits, studying etiquette manuals and setting the table elaborately. As a small child I didn’t have many friends, mainly because I would tell the other children that I was an emperor.


In contrast, my dad was quite a direct working-class man from South-east London who had worked as an electrician, a car salesman and a coach driver. Not that he couldn't still be sensitive to people’s rudeness and the coarseness of the world, though, and would exclaim, ‘Charming!’ sarcastically in his London accent if he found himself affronted. He had the best heart and, rather than poetic mantras, and in contrast to my quasi-‘posh’ outlook, would say things like ‘Shove it!’ to dismiss anything stressful. On certain occasions, when trying to impart to me not to overdo things, he would even use the phrase, ‘Look, Tom, there’s a difference between scratching your arse and tearing the skin.’ Which was charming, indeed.


As you’ll see in the essays that follow, it was advice I probably should have heeded more. 


Despite my flirtations with imagined grandiosity, I finished my last book with a sense that maybe my life had only been half lived: I was thirty-seven and had never been in a relationship, I could barely drive a car, I hated the suburbs (namely my home town of Bromley) and I was living at home with my parents with a desperate sense, which I’d carried since childhood, that I should stay at home to protect them. Somehow, me being there meant, in my mind at least, that I could protect my mum, Irene, and dad, Paul, from invisible foes, and at the same time cling to the hands of the clock and stop time moving forward (alas, owing to my mother’s penchant for more modern interior design, most of the clocks are digital).


Now, as I write this new book, the changes wrought do seem to warrant the term ‘dramatic’. I am sitting in the back bedroom of my own house, which is firmly and very happily in the suburb of Bromley, just three minutes from my family home. I have a boyfriend, Alfie, who looks out at me from my phone screen, and I write this wearing jogging bottoms and a hoodie because, actually, they are quite comfortable. It dawns on me that maybe I’m not that different to everyone else after all, and I find that prospect truly terrifying.


Despite our differences, I have come to realise that Dad and I showed we cared about each other in different, less obvious ways. What follows here are snapshots in time - moments when I realised that dad was with me, whether I was in suburban Bromley or somewhere around the world. What I have come to know is that he was there more than I realised and I hope that in some way he always will be. 




‘You can never have too much love’


Dad said this to me once whilst he was making me some breakfast. Probably a bacon sandwich. It struck me as surprisingly sentimental, but then he could be like that sometimes.




1


This is your dad’s funeral, not Eurovision


‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear you’ve not heard back yet . . . Well, the pandemic has slowed everything down. And, of course, it is December so they tend to be rushed off their feet . . .’


‘Like inn keepers in Bethlehem, I suppose?’


‘ . . . Cappuccino, please. I will have a look for you, but I’m not in the office at the moment – I’m in Pret A Manger. The phone diverts to my mobile you see— No sugar. That’s great . . . No, nothing else . . . Is it this card terminal here?’


‘Sorry?’


‘No, no, it’s me, sorry! Just paying for my lunch! Never know which card machine, err . . . That’s great, thank you! Sorry, as I was saying, sorry it’s taken over a week. It shouldn’t take that long. I will check through and chase up what’s happened. Rhod will give you a call – he’s in charge.’


The wait to hear back from the coroner had taken longer than expected, so we’d had to call the number in the pamphlet Mum had been given.


‘Is Rhod the coroner?’


‘What, Rhod? Oh no! He’s at a nativity. His daughter’s playing one of the wise men, but it’s a big deal, as last year it was all on Skype. Rhod just oversees the office I’m in.’


Eventually, Rhod did call. It was after lunch. A chicken salad sandwich. He was reverent and low-voiced in a matter-of-fact sort of way, and he must have to speak like that all day. It being December, I thought how strange their Christmas parties must be, and wondered if they spoke like this even when wearing party hats. It occurred to me that I didn’t really know what the coroner was meant to have done, apart from confirm that Dad was definitely dead. My brother, James, put him on the loudspeaker and rested his phone on the table so Mum and I could hear what he said.


‘Err, yah, it was a – err – myocardial infarction, basically a heart attack. Classic furring of the arteries.’


‘Would he have been in any pain?’ asked James.


‘Err, no – probably would have been quite instant. He certainly wouldn’t have known what happened.’


I looked down at the crumbs of the sandwich on my plate.


At the time of writing, it has been some months now since Dad died. It didn’t suit him at all. He was much more the type to fix the dishwasher, or to climb onto the roof to move the satellite dish in bad weather, or fit a new kitchen at the age of seventy-eight. Maybe, he’d drive me to a gig in Cambridge, or he’d grow his own vegetables, or carry twenty-five kilos of water-softener tablets to my front door. But dying suddenly of a heart attack? On a train, causing the service to be cancelled and subsequent trains to be delayed? No, that didn’t suit him at all.


In fact, the last text he sent me was to ask, ‘Are you in? I think I should come and bleed the radiators in your house – I could hear them the other day. They make a banging noise when they need doing.’ A strange final word. He never did get a chance to bleed them, though.


All the drama suited me much more. With a love of formality and high ceremony, I was finally presented with the perfect moment to exercise the utmost in decorum, though somehow this sort of propriety didn’t seem as much fun. Whilst formality in the form of a table centrepiece or a folded napkin can have a playful quality, in death, this formality acted for us like a handrail to steady us as we traversed the precipice between normality and deep sorrow. Work colleagues suddenly wrote solemn, heartfelt messages, exuberant exclamation marks and emoticons were lost from friends’ text messages and neighbours ‘expressed their condolences’ like diplomats presented at court.


In the aftermath of this seismic shock, a routine rapidly emerged, which included sitting around a table and oscillating between tears and talking, or more often than not, talking in that high-pitched voice that feels like it could crack at any moment and teeter over into tears. People came knocking at the door and would come in and time was busied with making more tea and opening more tins of biscuits, and my bitten nails couldn’t quite undo the plastic strip bound around the lip of the tin. We were frantic, trying to make sure everyone was catered for, and exhausted from endlessly popping to the shops to ‘just grab some milk’. My advice to anyone in this situation is to abandon hot drinks altogether and buy several bottles of brandy and serve it neat in tumblers. The bottles are recyclable, the glasses go straight into the dishwasher and the brandy helps much more with the emotion.


Friends of my dad went from being the allied gatekeepers against the harshness of the world, as I had always seen them, to suddenly being devastated and vulnerable themselves. The neighbours I had grown up knowing like family were no longer fearsome protectors who kept an eye on our house when we were away, but were just normal people who wept openly whilst sat round our coffee table. The men who seemed to be in control and able to laugh boldly at life, some of them the same age as my dad, revealed that they weren’t really adults after all but just like children, scared and confused by the world and how it treats us.


Many of them had known grief themselves, losing partners and even their own children. The familiar look they had in their eyes, which I’d always seen, was something that I now understood more. The realisation that when they had talked too much or focused on something trivial, like the weather or the leaves clogging their guttering, it had been their way of trying to distract from the sadness they carried through their every day.


They came to our house and cried in the doorway before tiptoeing across the threshold. Strangely, they all removed their shoes, either in respect for the carpet or to make themselves seem a softer presence in the house. They seemed even more like children, as they reminded me of my brother’s friends from the neighbourhood who would come round to play when we were young. The bending over to undo the Velcro like a short quick bow – down, then up – followed by a rise and fall as they used the front of one foot to remove the back of one shoe and then the other: a momentary ceremony to acknowledge entering the house. My grandmother, prone to worrying about everything, would call after my brother, ‘You’ll break the back of those shoes if you keep bending them at the back like that!’


As these grown-ups entered our home – a place I found myself painfully still referring to as ‘Mum and Dad’s’ for the first few days – the shoe-removal ceremony repeated. It reinforced that here they were as children, still playing as adults, trying to do the right thing, trying to work out how this game should be played.


A list of legal formalities and death admin – ‘Deadmin’, if you will – mounted up like a tax return for a life; a form of accounting for which you can have no preparation. You realise these nods to tradition and to-do lists are all you have to bolster you up and stop you from saying to everyone, ‘Please excuse me so I can try and come to terms with what’s happened and maybe cry and hide here in this cupboard for a few years.’


There was one moment that we had been fully prepared for by countless friends, and that is the ordering of death certificates. ‘Get at least twenty!’ they’d said. ‘Everyone wants one!’ What they would want them for, though, seemed unknown. Like a certificate to put on the wall saying ‘You Passed!’ but meant quite literally.


Once the formal hurdle of hearing back from the coroner was complete, the list continued and seemed to be endless. It included telling the government to stop paying his pension, telling the bank and the insurers to close accounts, taking his name off the joint account, changing the name on the account with the internet provider, phone, cable package, TV licence, council tax, water, gas, electric, car insurance, speaking to an undertaker, planning a funeral . . .


It is strange to be surprised by death, especially as television seems to be filled with murder. Not on the Food Network perhaps, but the other channels are chock full of Poirot and Inspector Morse and Midsomer Murders. Reruns of detective series, which at one time seemed dramatic enough to warrant a prime-time slot, are now hidden away on smaller channels during the day. You might even catch an old episode of Hetty Wainthropp Investigates, starring the outspoken Patricia Routledge detective who walked so Brenda Blethyn’s Vera could run. These daytime death-fests are interspersed with adverts centring around donkeys on building sites, baths that have doors on them and people telling you to plan and pay for your funeral in advance. These morbid characters tend to be in their early sixties and stand in a neat kitchen with Venetian blinds. They talk directly down the camera while merrily peeling a boiled egg and tell you, ‘Oh yes, I’ve paid for my funeral!’ as they rinse their hands, tickle a cocker spaniel and wave at the postman. How well organised these people always seem – they manage to achieve so much!


Alas, despite being very organised, Dad was always sceptical about being sold anything, and so didn’t leave instructions or a funeral plan. He had occasionally broached what he might like to happen: ‘Just throw me in a box, and if we’re abroad, don’t bother flying me back – just chuck me in the sea.’ It was as though planning ahead like that would seem self-indulgent or flamboyant – dramatic, even. How could you sit around assuming how people would remember you when there was guttering to be fixed and water-softener tablets to be purchased?


It seems strange that someone who was so matter-of-fact and direct about things would ever be lured in by something as dramatic as one’s own mortality, as though death would be too over the top for him. In my mind, if Death had come knocking on the door, he would’ve just told him where to go and carried on with mending the washing machine.


It is a cliché to write about the superhuman strengths we perceive in our parents. Dad was extraordinary – of that I have no doubt. He grew up in one room in Penge after his own father (in Dad’s words) ‘pissed off’. His mum, who I never met, was ill for much of her life, and she died in Dad’s arms in the late 1960s. Despite the ulcers on her legs, she still worked as a cleaner, and she still walked up to Anerley Town Hall every Saturday morning to collect the one-pound child support from her estranged husband. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Allen,’ the clerk would say, ‘I’m afraid no money has been paid in this week.’ It was resilience rather than sentimentality that prompted my dad’s mum, on turning that corner from Croydon Road into Penge High Street and walking straight into her estranged husband who hadn’t paid the pound for his son’s upbringing, to smash him straight round the face.


Dad grew up with nothing except the love and support of his mum, his cousins and grandparents in a house on Jasmine Grove. And that was very much Dad’s mantra: the effort you expend on looking after one another knows no bounds. And when it comes to love, it is infinite; you can never give too much.


People say you have to make sure you tell people you love them while they are alive. In the days after he died, I found myself wishing I had said this to Dad, wishing I had hugged him more. My friend Darren Styles very quickly put this to bed, though: ‘He knew already all you wished you said,’ which I think was the best advice I received during this time. If I had suddenly started hugging Dad, he probably would have been so surprised it would have hastened a heart attack, or he would’ve shouted, ‘Get off me, for gawd’s sake!’


It’s complicated to explain to my American friends how British people express their feelings. Americans are, by their nature, earnest and polite, but in the UK, if someone likes you, they can be more abrupt with you. The ruder they are, the more intensely they trust and care about you. Calling someone some profanity is, for many friends, the highest form of flattery. Dad wouldn’t go quite that far, but he showed love by helping us; he was devoted to us but sometimes it was in an abrupt way. If he felt relaxed enough to say to you at the end of your dinner party, ‘I’m going now. I’m bored of you lot,’ it meant he thought the world of you. We once had people round to our house, and Dad got tired of hosting, so appeared in the living room carrying the guests’ coats asking, ‘Which one of these is yours, then?’ Mum was absolutely horrified. In our super-sensitive world, this behaviour seems obscenely impolite but to Dad this was just him showing you his true self. He would help anyone who needed it, whether it was a lift in the middle of the night, or a trip round to fix your oven/boiler/bird house. More than this, the main way he would show his love was by making you a bacon sandwich, even if you didn’t want it. Vegetarians and vegans would visit, and still a toasted bacon sandwich would be put down in front of them.


I kick myself now for pushing away Dad’s help. It felt like it was stifling – like every time he cut the grass or took out my recycling without me asking him to, he was saying he didn’t trust me enough to look after my own house. If only I could have let myself be vulnerable enough to just let him care for me. Not that he’d always make it easy.


‘Take in those cushions on the garden chairs!’ he’d bark.


‘They’re waterproof – you don’t have to.’


‘Yes, but they’ll last a lot longer if you look after them.’


‘But I don’t want to have to fuss about taking them into the shed and then getting them out again all the time!’ And then, like a child complaining that they can’t stay up late like their friends at school do, ‘None of the neighbours take theirs in. You don’t—’


‘You’re being absolutely ridiculous! Take a look at yourself. It’s no bother at all, is it?’ I’d stand there, feeling chided, in the hallway of my own house.


Now the story has ended, I realise that there was no use in fighting it – that was just how we communicated. People don’t always show that they love each other by hugging and tickling a cocker spaniel, because real people don’t live in a catalogue or an advert. Real people are perhaps more likely to show their love by bickering senselessly over weatherproof cushions, for fear that anything else might be too dramatic; too much.


Dad wasn’t part of a generation who had time to curate their existence while videoing it on their phones. They didn’t use filters to enhance how beautiful they were and they didn’t feel it necessary to proclaim their moral superiority across social media. He was born in 1941, so anyone of a similar age no doubt felt they were lucky to survive the Second World War – they were busy living their lives!


In fact, some of my dad’s friends were so bad at filming themselves that during the lockdown, when video messaging was their only way to see one another, they sat in front of their windows with the light behind them and thus silhouetted themselves – I’d walk in to find Dad with his iPad, looking like he was chatting to a group of people being interviewed on Crimewatch.


‘Is there a risk it looks more like a flyer for a dance night?’ my brother asked when I presented him and Mum with the funeral invitation I had designed. The initials of the French phrase ‘Répondez s’il vous plaît’ seemed flamboyant in the circumstances.


‘Well, I could remove the clip art, if you think? Maybe the font could just be something simple, like Times New Roman.’


‘Do you think people will RSVP? It’s not a film premiere.’


‘I just want all the information to be in one place – so people don’t misunderstand what time it starts, et cetera.’ Strange to say ‘et cetera’ out loud in conversation. ‘And if we’re singing a hymn, I think we should send out the lyrics in advance – so people can rehearse.’


‘Tom!’ interjected Mum. ‘This is your dad’s funeral, not Eurovision.’


‘I know, I know. I just want it to be perfect.’


The sun shone on the December morning we went to meet the undertaker, and for once, we arrived early. I have inherited my mum’s ability to be late, which has always been in contrast to Dad’s punctuality. One of the reasons I’ve always been so daring in terms of timing is that if you arrive early, you suddenly end up with time that has no purpose, those extra minutes suspended in the ether, for what? Skulking? James, Mum and I sat in the car as our new, more compact unit and watched people on Eltham High Street go about their early-morning chores in the cold winter sun. It was so odd to think that people could carry on as normal when all we wanted to do was say to them, ‘What are you doing? Don’t you know our dad has died!’ Either that, or there was a sorrow, a pity for them: how blissful they seem to be, busying themselves when maybe this same sadness awaits them too.


Nowadays, parlours are only used for ice cream and funerals. Once a staple of every middle-class home in the nineteenth century, parlours were a signal of moderate affluence in that they showed to the wider world that you had enough rooms that you could afford to keep one for best. Usually, they were a small space crammed with heavy furniture and heavy drapes, elaborate patterns interrupted by doilies, antimacassars and aspidistras, all steeped in Victorian chintz and archaic formality. Now stripped of their old-world decorum, people tend to use the terms ‘lounge’ (which to my mind conjures up images of airports and hotels) and ‘living room’, which, while a peculiarity given that surely all rooms are for living in, seems apt since parlours are now reserved for the dead.


This funeral parlour had just been renovated, so it was glistening in greys with bright spotlights in the ceiling. I liked the way that they had tried to make this a space that felt cared for, tasteful and not stuck in the past.


‘Oh, it’s beautiful! Like a show home!’ said Mum excitedly. Show homes have always pleased my mum. When I was a child, one of her favourite Saturday-afternoon adventures would be to drive us to a new housing development and pretend that we were interested in purchasing one of these new dwellings. Dad wouldn’t be interested, but I jumped at the chance. Going for a drive was a classic pastime of my parents. It wasn’t that they were headed anywhere in particular, just being out in the car was exciting enough – usually the countryside, where things were spacious and luscious green. I was pleased to be out going somewhere but I couldn’t understand why we would be driving in the opposite direction to where all the people were – the buzz of the metropolis with its fast-food outlets and traffic jams. A simple pleasure, I realise now, that was based on escaping the stresses of the town – oblivious to me as a child – the noise of traffic and, basically, just other people. My parents spent a lot of time just escaping ‘people’. It was something just to be moving, to be free! Until the next set of traffic lights.


I enjoyed the night-time drives especially, usually taking place on a Sunday, when Mum would suggest we go for one just ‘to get out of the house’. She and I, in the Nissan Bluebird, cruising round the mean streets of places like Shortlands and Green Street Green, playing the Very Best of Elton John cassette loudly. ‘Pinball Wizard’ would blare out, and as we stopped at traffic lights, passengers in other cars would turn to look at us, surprised to see we weren’t young hooligans but the owners of a small mobile disco happening between a mother and her nine-year-old closeted son, singing along merrily to ‘The Bitch Is Back’.


My favourite of all drives, though, was when a trip to a show home was included. We would travel to somewhere like Sevenoaks to view the one house in a development decorated to look like people lived there. Mum would create elaborate ruses that ‘Yes, we’ve put our house on the market and we’re looking to downsize.’ The saleswomen with their pencil skirts and suspicious demeanours would sit through another rendition of ‘Yes, we are seriously interested in your houses and would dearly like a sales brochure and also free rein to look round your show home.’ Dutifully, they played along and asked Mum about part-exchange options, to which she’d respond elusively with, ‘Well, I’d have to speak to my husband about that,’ and the look on the saleswoman’s face gave the impression that maybe this husband was as imaginary as the home on the market.


‘Would you like me to show you around—’


‘No, no! No, thank you. We are happy to just have a wander,’ Mum would snap, not wanting to have to extend our ruse further. Mum really just wanted time to live out the fantasy that this sparkling new house and the immaculately placed bowls in a kitchen free from clutter with ample work surfaces was hers! ‘Oh, you know, it’s just good to get ideas, isn’t it?’ she’d whisper to me as we crossed the threshold and stepped onto the bristling new doormat, the smell of new carpet hitting us in the face. I knew she really meant to say, ‘Why?! Why can’t we live like this?!’ If only her life was immaculate like the woman in the housing developer’s brochure. As though there were people in the world who managed to live a life where there was always enough room on the work surface, there was never any clutter and there was time to peel a boiled egg and look out the window at the postman. Everyone, I think, on some level longs to be part of this imaginary league.


Clearly, the undertaker had a flair for interiors, as it was true, the funeral parlour – or funeral lounge – did look like a show home, albeit one that played very sombre music. Elgar and Fauré mournfully on repeat.


A young, bespectacled man appeared from a back office, smiling. ‘You must be here to meet Matthew! Would you like a tea or coffee?’ He was sprightly and a few years younger than I expected him to be, younger than me certainly, and a reminder that the older people we once looked up to for these roles eventually retire and die so that, in turn, our generation have to take over their duties, and thus we become the older generation ourselves. And so the world turns.


‘Oh, Henry makes a terrible coffee.’ Matthew, similarly young, bounced out of a side room marked Chapel of Rest, which somehow implied to me that perhaps he used it for his own rest and had just woken up. This wasn’t true of course and he didn’t look at all sleepy; in fact, quite the opposite. I immediately noticed how shiny his shoes were and knew instinctively the interior design must have been his work. In fact, I suddenly felt like I was in an interiors programme and about to begin an appraisal of the decor. ‘There’s a great flow to the space – you really feel held in this entryway.’ I could imagine Michelle Ogundehin saying, ‘This photograph of a hearse on Blackheath Common really takes you to the heart of what this building is about!’ Or if it was an American interiors programme like Selling Sunset, someone with bright white teeth would exclaim, ‘Oh, gorgeous funeral home!’


The two young men smiled amiably, and Henry disappeared into the back office-cum-staffroom to prepare our beverages. I wondered what that staffroom was like. Surely it couldn’t be the same as just any office staffroom, with tea bags drying by the sink and a pinboard of Christmas party photos? As with the coroner, I couldn’t help but wonder where undertakers would go for their Christmas party. Would they keep their top hats on and travel in one of their stretch limousines or even a hearse?


We sat in grey velvet chairs around a large desk while Matthew sensitively talked us through the various packages available and, to his great credit, was calm and upbeat and then serious when he needed to be. He never tried to up-sell any part of it.


‘Would you like to talk about casket handles for Dad’s coffin?’ he asked amiably. What a strange question that seemed. ‘No, not really,’ was what I wanted to reply.


‘Is there an option where we can shove him in a box and throw him in the sea? That was his wish, you see.’ But alas, this was not something on offer.


‘This is our most straightforward package,’ he said, holding up some pages from a brochure, ‘which I’d recommend.’


He talked us through every element of what needed to be arranged, from flowers to post-funeral refreshments. I sometimes find that people scoff at ceremony, wanting to hide away from overly formal behaviour and seriousness, finding it embarrassing or phoney and at odds with our casual modern lives. However, the formality of a funeral makes sense at a time when emotions run high, as somehow it becomes a structure to hold you. My teenage obsession with etiquette and ceremony started to seem justified; I was just a young person wanting to be a grown-up and taken seriously.


On the day of the funeral, we gathered in the kitchen and managed to eat croissants and knock back a brandy. ‘Dad’s here,’ someone said and so we looked out of the window to see the slow cavalcade as it appeared around the corner with Matthew walking out in front, wearing a top hat and carrying a cane. To my mind, it had all the hallmarks of the musical Oliver! and suddenly, it dawned on me that I would have been a great undertaker. It’s everything I love: formality, ceremony and top hats. And then I realised what a terrible undertaker I would be, as no one wants to say farewell to a loved one led by someone like me who would be clearly enjoying the performance too much.


We greeted Matthew on the garden path with glazed-over eyes but trying to keep it together because you can’t say ‘good morning’ to someone and burst into tears. How strange to start every working day shaking hands with small huddles of people crying, all of them so sad to see you. It is the opposite of being a comedian, where people are pleased to see you (except for that time I did a gig in Woking).


The funeral limousine arrived behind the hearse. They are a very specific kind of limousine in that they are not like the ones you see film stars arriving in at film premieres – the sort they get in the film Big, where they go round the city with their heads poking out of the sunroof. That wouldn’t do for a funeral, I suppose.


But they are still grand in their own way. Instead of the L-shaped sofa and minibar that limousines have for hen parties, these stately cars have rows of seats in them, which can accommodate three people per row. My brother and I sat either side of Mum. With them holding three people in a row, it does mean the person in the middle has to shuffle across when they get in, which turns the experience into something more reminiscent of a night out when you try and save a few pounds by getting the maximum number of people in an Uber.


There is a lot of bowing of heads and doffing of top hats that goes on from the undertakers. I felt very awkward that I didn’t know what it all represented and felt like I should join in, but then kept doing it at the wrong time, which seemed even less respectful, like a child trying to copy the grown-ups.


I don’t remember a huge amount from the ceremony other than sort of wanting it to be over. The church service was conducted by our local vicar, Jonathan, at the church on the corner of my road. I was worried about the singing of a hymn because people feel embarrassed about singing these days and often don’t know the tunes. Jonathan recommended, since it was still Christmastime, ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’, which was much more recognisable for the masked congregation to sing. We said our goodbyes at the lychgate of the churchyard. Someone in an old souped-up sports car outside the pub opposite kept revving their engine. At another time, I might have regarded it as a neat metaphor for the rudeness of our modern world, and part of me regrets not going over to tell him to ‘Shut the fuck up’. However, feeling as I was that day, it all seemed part of the turning of the world, all of us just at a different point in our day, in our lives.


We waved goodbye to the hearse as it took Dad on his journey to the local crematorium. As it turned along the road where I live, we all realised that Dad would go past my house; Dad’s last job to check that the recycling had been put out and collected.


The wake followed, though why it is called ‘a wake’ eludes me, as it is literally the last thing the deceased will be. Lots of people came up to say hello and pay their condolences – coach drivers, who had travelled from as far as Wales and Newcastle to our little suburb of South-east London, because Dad had helped them in some way, like helping them overturn a traffic fine. Strangely, it made me feel like the whole funeral was like a wonderful party, and for a time I forgot what the purpose of the whole event was.


We held the wake at the golf club in the same dining room I had once theatrically wheeled a dessert trolley around as my first job. We had decided to play a slideshow of photos of Dad on the television there. I have always found photographs unbearably sad. Snapshots in time, moments in a life captured quickly in happy times without thinking that one day the subjects of the photographs might no longer be with us. These two-dimensional versions the only thing we have to confirm our memories of how they looked. Searching through old drawers of photos, I was surprised to see that they showed Dad to be a man – just a man. In flared trousers and with a bit more hair, they showed him as a younger man, and in the black-and-white versions frayed at the edges in albums that had lost their binding, they showed him as not yet a man but just a boy.


Because technology is infuriating, we couldn’t find a way to get the slideshow of scanned photos to play on the screen until I tried to AirPlay them from my phone. For a reason I could not fathom, this system kept faltering. ‘It’s an LG television and you’ve got an iPhone, so they don’t get on,’ someone said. ‘Well, do you think they could maybe make it up, given the circumstances?’ I wanted to shout, but who would I shout it to? The situation meant that occasionally the television would default to showing the live TV stream, meaning that photos of my dad as a young man were punctuated by half an episode of Flog It (complete with finalé kick) and later on in the day, scenes from the film The Great Escape. Mourners remarked that they didn’t realise Dad had been involved with either of these things.


The whole experience of losing someone feels very disorientating. In this confusion, I have found there can be a mix-up in the subconscious because so often we talk about losing a loved one. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ people say, and the mind distorts this when we are resting and vulnerable to be a literal loss, as though they went out one day and somehow found themselves in Epping Forest or Watford and couldn’t work out how to travel back to us.


There is a cruel dream I’ve had since Dad died. I had the same experience when my grandmother died too. In the dream, I stumble upon a strange house – maybe it’s a cottage in a wood or a flat on the other side of London. In any case, I am surprised to be there; it’s not somewhere I know at all. There seem to be other people milling around casually, and then I am doubly surprised to find that Dad is there. He gets up out of the chair to greet me, as he always did, and I am taken aback, but fundamentally so relieved to see him. I feel that he’s about to offer me a bacon sandwich. I am so relieved – suddenly, it all makes sense! I tell him that we’ve been so worried about him, that everyone’s been phoning – we’ve just been crying all the time. But this explains everything! ‘Oh, you didn’t need to go worrying about me, Tom! I’ve just been here. I guess I should have told you.’

OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Also by Tom Allen



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Introduction



		1 This is your dad’s funeral, not Eurovision



		2 A salmon brothel



		3 Patricia Routledge wouldn’t have to go into the playground



		4 We are Mom and Dad now



		5 We’ve had a lovely day and we hope you have too



		6 Mary Poppins taught me it is rude to stare



		7 The best ass in New York City



		8 Times are hard



		9 Would you like to meet my mother?



		10 The sea, Tom! It’s too loud!



		11 Can we go and play now?



		Epilogue Epistle



		Acknowledgements











Page List





		Page ii



		Page iii



		Page iv



		Page v



		Page 1



		Page 2



		Page 3



		Page 5



		Page 6



		Page 7



		Page 8



		Page 9



		Page 10



		Page 11



		Page 12



		Page 13



		Page 14



		Page 15



		Page 16



		Page 17



		Page 18



		Page 19



		Page 20



		Page 21



		Page 22



		Page 23



		Page 24



		Page 25



		Page 27



		Page 28



		Page 29



		Page 30



		Page 31



		Page 32



		Page 33



		Page 34



		Page 35



		Page 36



		Page 37



		Page 38



		Page 39



		Page 40



		Page 41



		Page 42



		Page 43



		Page 44



		Page 45



		Page 47



		Page 48



		Page 49



		Page 50



		Page 51



		Page 52



		Page 53



		Page 54



		Page 55



		Page 56



		Page 57



		Page 58



		Page 59



		Page 60



		Page 61



		Page 62



		Page 63



		Page 64



		Page 65



		Page 66



		Page 67



		Page 68



		Page 69



		Page 70



		Page 71



		Page 72



		Page 73



		Page 74



		Page 75



		Page 76



		Page 77



		Page 78



		Page 79



		Page 80



		Page 81



		Page 82



		Page 83



		Page 84



		Page 85



		Page 86



		Page 87



		Page 88



		Page 89



		Page 90



		Page 91



		Page 93



		Page 94



		Page 95



		Page 96



		Page 97



		Page 98



		Page 99



		Page 100



		Page 101



		Page 102



		Page 103



		Page 104



		Page 105



		Page 106



		Page 107



		Page 109



		Page 110



		Page 111



		Page 112



		Page 113



		Page 114



		Page 115



		Page 116



		Page 117



		Page 118



		Page 119



		Page 120



		Page 121



		Page 122



		Page 123



		Page 124



		Page 125



		Page 126



		Page 127



		Page 128



		Page 129



		Page 130



		Page 131



		Page 132



		Page 133



		Page 134



		Page 135



		Page 136



		Page 137



		Page 138



		Page 139



		Page 140



		Page 141



		Page 142



		Page 143



		Page 144



		Page 145



		Page 146



		Page 147



		Page 148



		Page 149



		Page 150



		Page 151



		Page 152



		Page 153



		Page 154



		Page 155



		Page 156



		Page 157



		Page 158



		Page 159



		Page 160



		Page 161



		Page 162



		Page 163



		Page 164



		Page 165



		Page 166



		Page 167



		Page 168



		Page 169



		Page 171



		Page 172



		Page 173



		Page 174



		Page 175



		Page 176



		Page 177



		Page 178



		Page 179



		Page 180



		Page 181



		Page 182



		Page 183



		Page 184



		Page 185



		Page 186



		Page 187



		Page 188



		Page 189



		Page 190



		Page 191



		Page 192



		Page 193



		Page 194



		Page 195



		Page 196



		Page 197



		Page 198



		Page 199



		Page 200



		Page 201



		Page 202



		Page 203



		Page 204



		Page 205



		Page 206



		Page 207



		Page 208



		Page 209



		Page 210



		Page 211



		Page 212



		Page 213



		Page 215



		Page 216



		Page 217



		Page 218



		Page 219



		Page 220



		Page 221



		Page 222



		Page 223



		Page 224



		Page 225



		Page 226



		Page 227



		Page 228



		Page 229



		Page 230



		Page 231



		Page 232



		Page 233



		Page 234



		Page 235



		Page 237



		Page 238



		Page 239



		Page 240



		Page 241



		Page 243















OEBPS/images/logo.png
HODDERTudie





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
 Too Much






