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      I
never
knew
my
mother.

      
      She died in a car accident the year after I was born and I was brought up, all on my own, by my dad. I had no brothers and
         no sisters. There were just the two of us, living in a house in Bath which is down in the South-West, in Avon. My dad worked
         as a history lecturer at Bristol University and for ten years we had nannies or housekeepers living with us, looking after
         me. But by the time I was thirteen and going to a local school, we found we didn’t really need anyone any more, so there were
         just the two of us. And we were happy.
      

      
      My dad’s name is Andrew Taylor. He never talked about my mother but I think he must have loved her a lot because he didn’t
         remarry and (although he doesn’t like me to know it) he kept a photograph of her in his wallet and never went anywhere without
         it. He was a big, shaggy man with glasses and untidy brown hair that had just started to go grey. His clothes always looked old, even when they were brand new, and they never
         fitted him very well. He was forty-five. He went to the cinema a lot. He listened to classical music. And, like me, he supported
         Arsenal.
      

      
      The two of us always got on well, perhaps because we always had our own space. We only had a small house in Bath – it was
         in one of the back streets behind the antique market – but we both had our own rooms. Dad had a small study on the ground
         floor and, when I was ten, he converted the attic into a play area for me. It was a little cramped with a slanting roof and
         only one small window but it was fine for me; somewhere private where I could go. In fact we didn’t see much of each other
         during the week. He was at university and I was at school. But at weekends we went to films together, did the shopping, watched
         TV or kicked a football around…all the things that every father does with every son. Only there was no mother to share it.
      

      
      We were happy. But everything changed with the coming of Louise. I suppose it had to happen in the end. My dad might be middle-aged but he was still fit and reasonably good-looking. I knew he went out with women now and then.
         But until Louise, none of them had ever stayed.
      

      
      She was a few years younger than him. She was a mature student at Bristol University. She was studying art but she had taken
         history as an option and that was how they met. The first time I met her, she’d come round to the house to pick up a book
         and I have to say I could see what my dad saw in her. She was a very beautiful woman, tall and slim, with dark hair, brown
         eyes and a very slight French accent (her mother lived in Paris). She was smartly dressed in a silk dress that showed off
         her figure perfectly. The one thing that was strange though was that, for a student, she didn’t seem particularly interested
         in either history or art. When my dad talked about some gallery he’d been to she was soon yawning (although she was careful
         to hide it behind a handkerchief) and whenever he asked her about her work she quickly changed the conversation to something
         else. Even so, she stayed for tea and insisted on doing the washing-up. My dad didn’t say anything after she’d gone but I could see that he was taken by her. He stood in the doorway
         for a long time, watching her leave.
      

      
      I began to see more and more of Louise. Suddenly there were three of us going to the cinema, not two. Three of us having lunch
         together at the weekend. And inevitably, there she was one morning when I came down to breakfast. I was old enough not to
         be shocked or upset that she’d stayed the night. But it was still a shock. I was happy for him but secretly sad for myself.
         And…well, for some reason, she worried me too.
      

      
      My dad and I spoke about her only once. ‘Tell me something, Ben,’ he said, one day. We were out walking, following the canal
         path as it wove through Bath Valley. It was something we often liked to do. ‘What do you think of Louise?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ I said. In a way she was perfect but maybe that was what worried me. She was almost too good to be true.

      
      You know, there’s never been anyone since your mother died,’ he said. He stopped and looked up at the sky. It was a lovely day. The sun was shining brilliantly. ‘But sometimes
         I wonder if I ought to be on my own. After all, you’re almost fourteen. Any day now you’ll be leaving home. What would you
         say if Louise and I were to…’
      

      
      ‘Dad, I just want you to be happy,’ I interrupted. The conversation made me feel uncomfortable. And what else could I say?

      
      ‘Yes.’ He smiled at me. ‘Thank you, Ben. You’re a good boy. You’d have made your mother proud…’

      
      And so they got married at Bath Registry Office. I was the best man and I made a speech at the lunch afterwards, tied a plastic
         dog poo to the car and threw confetti at them as they drove away. They had a week’s honeymoon in Majorca and even that should
         have rung a slight alarm bell because my dad had told me that he’d really wanted to visit some of the historical towns in
         the South of France. But Louise had her own way and they must have had a good time because when they got back they were happy
         and relaxed with deep suntans and a load of presents for me.
      

      
      I suppose the marriage was a success for about three months but it all went wrong very quickly after that.

      
      Although she agreed to come with us when we visited the new Tate gallery in Millbank, Louise suddenly gave up her art course.
         She said it bored her, and anyway, she wanted to spend more time looking after my dad. This sounded all right at the time
         and she may even have meant what she said. But the house got messier and messier. It was true that Dad and I had never been
         exactly tidy. Mrs Jones, our old cleaner, was always complaining about us. But we never left dirty mugs in the bedroom, tangled
         hair in the sink or crumpled clothes on the stairs. Louise did and when Mrs Jones complained one Tuesday morning, there was
         a nasty row and the next thing I knew was that Mrs Jones had resigned. Louise didn’t do any more cooking after that. All the
         food she ever prepared seemed to have come out of tins or out of the freezer and as my dad was a bit of a health freak, mealtimes were always a disappointment.
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