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For Helen – you know how much.


“Somewhere on the other side of this wide night and the distance between us, I am thinking of you.”


Carol Ann Duffy




PROLOGUE



If Adam Golightly had never been born things would be brilliant. It would mean a totally different upbringing for my children Millie (aged 14) and Matt (aged 10) because their mother Helen, my soul mate of 26 years, wife for 17 of them, would not have died of fucking cancer in her 40s.


By “different” I mean remarkably ordinary and yet splendidly happy, with Helen very much alive at the centre of our little world.


However, Helen did die and her death begat Adam Golightly, my pseudonym for my weekly “Widower of the Parish” column in The Guardian.


I’d never written like this before. Conceived in the darkness of my grief, Adam became pallbearer, confidant, cheerleader, psychoanalyst, pimp and pathfinder for the rebuild of our little family.


Creating Adam was in many ways a desperate act as I looked for anything which might help me deal with overwhelming grief, leaving me strong enough to support the kids. It seems selfish but I had little consideration of any consequences, good or bad, for the stakeholders in the sharing of our story. It was just a way to anchor me in the present when all I really wanted was to hide like an animal and lick the wounds of my loss.


The column tracked my journey from the day of Helen’s death through the pathos, comedy and occasional slapstick of my just-about-coping without her. I featured the children’s changing lives, the high and lows of domestic chaos, professional meltdown then reconstruction and the surprise of my emotional hunger and raging libido.


Once I’d started writing, the words flew out of me with an ease and honesty which, though personally painful, I’d begun to hope would somehow help nameless others who tripped over Adam’s journey in the paper or online.


I had little feedback at first, until a Twitter account was attached. Suddenly some of the scale and diversity of people’s immersion in my story became movingly apparent and I am so grateful for their trust and support.


Then the final column published Adam’s e-mail address and I became the recipient of thousands of other people’s support and stories of their own loss. I heard from poor souls with life-limiting illnesses, usually fucking cancer, and from scared, articulate and lovely people whose partners have deadly illnesses and see in Adam some hope of a life beyond the worst happening. Further outside the shadows of illness have been regular Guardian readers who’ve laughed, cried and occasionally sniggered at Adam’s antics, or people with other adversities, not health related, but who still see in him a cheerleader for a positive future when everything seems hopeless.


Finally and very surprisingly there were those who had not experienced any adversity but lived with a nagging doubt that their lives should be happier. By reading “Widower of the Parish”, they found in Adam Golightly a life coach – although death coach might be closer, given my new-found experience of the membrane-thin fragility of life.


This book is so much more than the sum of the columns and I hope you will be able to take out of it whatever you need – bereavement guidebook, checklist for the midlife crisis you never allowed yourself but always wanted, life-coaching notes or just maybe a chance to shout hero, villain, arsehole, brave-heart at the page while hoping it’s the sort of thing that doesn’t happen to you.


More than anything Being Adam Golightly is about living, not dying. It’s a celebration of the life we are creating in Helen’s long shadow. I love the world as never before and in this book I throw my arms around it and squeeze, until it squeaks.


If I seem, through Adam, to cope sometimes just a bit too well or laugh too much I’ll point you to the words of the awesome Albert Schweitzer:




The willow which bends to the tempest, often escapes better than the oak which resists it; and so in great calamities, it sometimes happens that light and frivolous spirits recover their elasticity and presence of mind sooner than those of a loftier character.


“Adam” x
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LOVE & LASAGNA



“It’s another lady for you, Dad!”


So chimes my young son Matt, having easily reached the front door before me. On our step stands a woman of about 40, well dressed, with coal-black, shoulder-length hair, flashing dark eyes and a nervous air. Beautiful already, she was outstanding for two very different reasons – I’d never seen her before in my life and she was brandishing what looked like a very large dish full to brimming with lasagna.


There’s an awkward pause as I look into her eyes, hoping for any spark of recognition to deliver up dialogue and lift the weighty silence between us. Nothing. We continue staring at one other and I notice a slight tremor in her arms, bending under the burden of cast-iron cookware.


I’m better with cars than names or faces, so flick a glance at her shiny blue, newish Mercedes slewn across my drive but don’t recognise it either. However, the momentary unshackling of our locked eyes liberates speech…


Dark Stranger: For you.


Simultaneously, she thrusts the dish hard at me. As I take it, her now-free arms encircle my shoulders in a long, surprisingly strong hug before she kisses me hard on the cheek and steps deftly back.


The silence recommences and we stare once again into each other’s red-rimmed eyes. The tableau has not altered, other than that the dish has changed hands and, as I discover later, there’s a ruby-red lipstick-embossed pucker on my unshaven cheek.


Ten days earlier, this encounter might have had a whiff of small-town scandal, but not now.


Bad things don’t just happen to other people – they happened to our little family. Helen, my beautiful wife and brilliant mother to Millie and Matt, had died a week earlier. From nowhere, the slight pain in her side had turned out to be not gallstones but a rare bastard form of fucking cancer that would prove deadly in less than two treatment-packed years.


So I was at home with the kids in the eye of the storm; sitting between the worst day ever of having to tell them their mum had died and her funeral – the busyness around which didn’t begin to disguise the fact that a sink hole had opened in our wonderfully ordinary lives.


This terrible time was punctuated by a constant stream of cards, calls and callers on our doorstep as news of our loss skewered the complacency of the comfortable community in which we had lived for more than 10 fabulous years.


People are well intentioned; I try to be welcoming, answering them all with varying degrees of monosyllabic turns-of-phrase and unkempt appearance – pyjamas that might be mistaken for leisurewear helping to soften the impact of my dishevelment.


Callers include some of our oldest friends, more recent but close friends and almost-acquaintances. Hats off to them all for overcoming British reserve and “reaching out” as our less inhibited American cousins might say.


Still, having plucked up the kindness and courage to come round, people are often struck dumb on the doorstep. I’m churlish in my grief and feel a little put out by the constant and uncomfortable intrusions and share this fact with my friend Laura. Older than me and a people watcher with an HR background, she sheds some light and shoots from her hip.


Me: Have I become some sort of freak show? People turn up, shut up and stare or hand something over and scarper.


Laura: Come on, you. These are massive statements of friends’ shock, support and love for Helen and you all – don’t expect people to be articulate and don’t judge the encounter by normal social rules – silence, tears, flight and grub are all expressions of great concern.


Me: OK, OK! I get it but what do I say to them? How do I get them to bugger off if they don’t talk?


Laura: Your wife has just died, you don’t have to perform, be chatty or even civil. Don’t overthink it. They’re not coming round to make life harder but just want to help and you may need that help some day soon. Try and get over yourself and be glad – they are beautiful not bad!


I’m self-aware enough to know my frustrations are as abnormal as everything around me since Helen died. My sober, ostensibly “coping” Dr Jekyll self can’t really accept that I’m planning Helen’s funeral, a fact that only my drunken Mr Hyde alter-ego can deal with. So morning callers have been facing a hybrid, heavily hungover version of me that hasn’t made for chattiness. Now though, chastened by Laura’s wise words, I’m making more effort on the doorstep and do so again, although not knowing this caller’s connection or even her name doesn’t help.


Me (whispering): Thank you so much for thinking of us.


Dark Stranger (sniff).


Me: It really is very kind and looks lovely


Dark Stranger (sniffs again, tears beginning to flow).


So I step forward and with some sleight of hand manage to hug her with the dish held behind and tight to her back. After long moments of calm and comfort I step back with shaking arms from the weight of the lasagna which I hope hasn’t marked her jacket. She’s smiling now and quite red in the face and I wonder if she’s spotted that I’m actually wearing PJs. Then she leans in and kisses my other cheek before turning smartly on her pointy heels and with just a whiff of Gucci and gravy, heads back towards her Mercedes.


I stare after her departing back, wondering if there’s lipstick on my face. Waving as I close the door on the moving car, I turn to Matt who has been watching with his usual forensic attention from the kitchen:


Me: Any idea who that was?


Matt: No idea, Dad, but there’s a marble cake in the fridge from someone who knew Mum. She rang the bell when you were in the toilet. Do you know there’s lipstick on your face?


Me: Who was it?


Matt: Nice woman, yellow hair, white car. Looked upset. What’s for breakfast?


Worryingly he’s already displaying the nonchalance towards grieving callers of one who has grown up too much in the past few days.


So the lasagna woman remains a mystery. I still have her posh dish. I didn’t even look for or notice a wedding ring to provide any small clue if she is the wife of a colleague or work connection of Helen’s, perhaps, who can’t make it to the funeral next week. Maybe they’ll phone. Anyway the die is cast and as the week rolls on there comes a carb rush of calories and a cavalcade of kisses as I find myself comforting and being comforted by a series of well-wishers bearing food and love.


I’m reminded of Matt Damon in the film We Bought a Zoo. He’s a recent widower who’s dismissive of such doorstep gifts; lasagna piles up in his fridge. Soon afterwards he makes some big decisions to move his life on by binning his job and buying his zoo, stroked along the way by the good luck of having Scarlett Johansson as his head keeper.


It’s the first, but far from last time I spot how sometimes life can parallel the creativity of fiction but can be even more surprising (being fair, the film is an embroidered version of a true story itself). Will I do the same thing and re-engineer our lives so that a Helen-shaped space is not always so painfully apparent? I surprise myself as I take some paracetamol by saying, “Yes” out very loud to no one but an unmoved Harry the cat. The seeds of change are sown and while I won’t be buying a zoo any time soon, I suspect they will grow and flourish more quickly than I or anyone else expects.


For now, though, and in contrast to Matt Damon, I’m touched and grateful and eat and eat (and eat). This includes the 25 assorted specialty pies sent by colleagues who clearly suspect my northern roots. So many in fact that I can’t eat or freeze enough and some well-wishers arriving with flowers and food are bemused to find themselves leaving with a complimentary steak and kidney.


A few days later, having vowed that I now need to live forever and must look after myself and lose weight, I peer down at the bathroom scales and see that I’ve put on nearly half a stone. So much for grief making you fade away.
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BINGE THINKING



We are, still, in the seemingly endless period between Helen’s death and her funeral and I’m emotionally and physically exhausted. Days are filled with the odious detail of funeral planning and the nights, which should be spent sleeping, find me instead sitting on the sofa binge-watching TV with Harry the cat.


Were it not for the lateness of the hour and the slightly more than sensible amount of red wine I’ve drunk, it could be a scene from any time in the last 17 years. The big difference is of course Helen’s not sitting here with me, nor will she ever do so again. The sheer familiarity of the scene seems to mock my loss so I drink a bit more and give the screen rapt-to-the-point-of-manic attention.


I’m catching up on the dramas that passed me by, such as the brilliant True Detective and lots of the documentaries which Helen and the kids never let me watch on the big telly in the lounge because of their perceived boringness.


So it is that at 3:30am and drinking yet another (no. 5) glass of Fleurie, I’m watching my Dambusters Anniversary DVD, discovering the brilliant airmanship of the RAF’s 617 Squadron bombing the Ruhr dams in 1943. The benefit of my new-found knowledge of stall-turns under fire is debatable but slumping into sleep on the sofa is eminently preferable to lying awake in a tragically empty bed surrounded on all sides by Helen’s belongings. Sinisterly these include her huge bottle of painkilling morphine, the presence of which is a dangerous totem of escape to a grief-drunk widower.


Two occasions in the last week I have found my way to bed at 5am to try and get some sleep before the kids wake up. In the deep stillness of the night I have found myself staring at the bottle, wondering what would happen if I drank what looks like a pint of morphine with a heavy-duty painkiller chaser, of which we have bags full. Would it really offer a version of “To cease upon the midnight with no pain”, albeit five hours behind schedule?


I suspect every bereaved person indulges in these morbid thoughts, even if only for a moment, before telling themselves not to be such a selfish wanker.


My conscience, in this case, doesn’t have a still small voice but a very strident one that sounds remarkably like my lovely late wife.


Helen: Don’t you dare! What about the kids and your promises to me as I lay dying? Do you think for a second if there was any way I could have chosen to live that I wouldn’t have done so? Choose life, go to bed and get more sleep!


Normal books on bereavement at this point would probably indulge in a well-delivered debate on the sanctity of life and the moral and religious ethics of taking one’s own as an escape route from the extremis of grief.


I, however, spent the next few minutes pondering whether my conscience was aware its use of “Choose Life” would evoke in me in a cheery way the phrase written across the T-shirts worn by Wham in “Wake Me Up Before You Go Go”. I smile as I hear Helen laughing. It works of course; choosing Wham over Keats, I pour the morphine down the sink with much dilution.


Over breakfast Millie shows she’s also feeling the oddness of this waiting time:


Millie: It’s just like the days between Christmas and New Year.


Matt: Yep.


Me: Nothing’s normal, everyone’s here and we’re all just waiting for it?


I shudder at this allusion to Helen’s funeral but get the point.


Me: What can we do together which might help?


Millie: Look forward to something happy that we’ll do after the day. Something Mum would like.


It’s truly terrible that a 14-year-old has to travel this road; death shouldn’t even be in her frame of reference. It’s too soon.


Later I’m standing in the garden staring into space as I wait for the salesman to do the recce for a marquee big enough for the guests to have tea in after the funeral. I need the air. Last night I watched the whole first series of Broadchurch, finishing at 3:45am, so this morning I look as white, wasted and unshaven as David Tennant’s character, DI Alec Hardy.


Thinking about the drama, I’m struck hard by something that Susan Wright, the character played by Pauline Quirke, says when she is forced to reveal her tragic family history:


Susan: Once death gets its claws into you, it never lets go.


Looking back at my own life, I got away with it for a long time. My dad died when I was three but I’d no memory of him so was not (psychoanalysts might disagree) impacted by it. By seven, my last surviving grandparent had gone but their deaths had seemed remote. After that I was fortunate to reach my late 40s without incident or upset.


Then suddenly Helen is diagnosed with a villainous cancer, my mother dies, a school friend and contemporary drops dead on a run and our much-loved next-door neighbour succumbs after many years to a fucking cancer she’d kept secret. At her funeral in the local church, Helen beside me, I kept thinking the unthinkable that one day sooner than is right, I would be back there for the worst reason in the world. That day, nine months on, is next week.


I feel that far from being something grim but distant, death is now sitting beside me on life’s charabanc. I realise this as Helen’s sister Sarah and I go through arrangements for the funeral and none of it is new to me. I have done it all so recently for my mother – the legal niceties, the funeral logistics, catering, order of service etc, all accompanied by ridiculous numbers of copies of her death certificate and a parade of hefty cheques paid out without question or even comment.


Millie and Matt follow me into the garden and start bouncing on the trampoline, much to the surprise of Harry who was lying on it. At 14 and 10, the kids are more than 30 years younger than I was when death got up close and oh so personal. I fear it’ll take a lot for the devastating fact of their mother’s death not to be the defining moment or ending of their childhood.


I won’t let this happen. As Helen lay dying, her body peaceful and her breathing becoming too shallow, I kept talking and talking, being rewarded with gentle squeezes of my hand to let me know she was still there. I did not stop even as her breathing did, as hearing can be one of the last faculties to end, I was told. I was able to tell her so much of what she meant to me and I committed to ensure the kids would grow up to be people she would be proud of, their happiness and growth uncompromised.


I need somehow to push death off the stage and back into the wings for Millie and Matt. A tall order but one that at least shines a beacon for me to head towards through the darkness beyond Helen’s “F”. That the word “funeral” should ever be prefixed by “Helen’s” still seems so wrong; I hate it. I challenge anyone reading this to share for a micro-moment how it feels. Take your living loved one’s name and then add “funeral” after it. Feels horrible even knowing it’s not true, huh?


Back in the garden Millie suddenly appears beside me and sets our course to a beautifully positive place:


Millie: Dad, we’re not going to be the family known as the one whose mum died. We’ll be known for what we achieve – things that she would have been proud of.


Me: Wow. OK then.


My reply is whispered, overwhelmed at her positivity in the face of so much pain.


A car pulls up as the marquee man arrives. He gets out and looks around, assessing the size of the garden, and then walks up to us smiling:


Marquee Man: So when’s the wedding?




3.


BLACK DAY, BLUE SKY



A live performance of ELO’s “Mr Blue Sky” in the church played by a band of relatives and friends… absolutely everyone must be invited to the house afterwards. Don’t ask Millie or Matt to do anything – it’ll be too much.


Iknew that after 17 years of telling me what to do to avoid my screwing up, Helen was giving me her final and most bloody awful set of directions – her wish list for her own funeral.


Sitting at the hospital bedside, her sister Sarah and I listened, both of us in pieces. It jarred so much with Helen’s optimism over the past 20 months. But true to form, minutes later she was enthusing about the Italian holiday she’d organised, which was still five months away. As it turned out, she would miss being there by four months and 26 days.


Helen’s list was short. It comprised a low-key crematorium committal, followed by a full-fat church celebration of her life. Dying in your 40s means the people who care are mostly alive and mobile. This would be big and Sarah and I planned a last great hurrah for Helen.


A remarkably good band was formed and a week before the service we asked a few people to turn up and practise. I’ve been to too many weddings and funerals where the singing is mute or half-hearted – not so for Helen whose vim and vigour in life should be expressed in the congregation’s delivery of her last chosen tunes. As it was, about 50 people came to the church. There Sarah, who is very musical, and our more musical close friends, led us through each verse with gusto.


Short of having Jeff Lynne with us it couldn’t have been a more beautiful and love-shrouded afternoon, and it was hugely positive for Millie and Matt. It was as if Helen had known that by choosing such a tricky song she would bring us ever closer and create a living, loving “memory box”.


All arrangements went well, although my idea to buck tradition and echo our Las Vegas wedding by having the very small number of close family and Annie the nanny travel to the crematorium in a white limo came to nothing.


In the end the fact that we were 10 people was the problem but before that point it had been looking difficult anyway:


Limo Lady: That postcode is showing a crematorium; is there a church there as well?


Me: I don’t think so.


Limo Lady: Er…so where is the wedding.


Me: I didn’t say it was a wedding. It’s a funeral. My wife’s funeral in fact.


Limo Lady (silence) (more silence): Sorry but I don’t think we can do that date.


Me: You didn’t ask for the date.


Limo Lady: Sorry. (rings off)


Did they think that grief was going to rub off and embed itself in the upholstery to emerge and deflate the evening for the next prom or hen night hirers? In the end, on the much-dreaded day, the 10 of us headed off in a super luxury little coach with a sensitive grown-up behind the wheel.


My biggest fear had been that the first sight of Helen’s coffin would be too much for everyone, so Sarah and I had chosen a beautifully rounded wicker one to lessen its impact.


I held Millie’s and Matt’s hands so tightly as the hearse arrived with their mother – the woven coffin and its garland of wild flowers not really disguising in any way the full horror of who was in it and why we were there.


We walked behind the ancient Rolls Royce, whose fumes from what was clearly a dangerously over-rich engine added no small amount to the sheer horribleness of the occasion. Later that week I saw it on a recovery truck so I was right and just hope it hadn’t broken down “occupied” – it never appeared again in our small town, for which fact I am grateful, so sad are its associations.


We each laid single flowers on Helen – mine a poppy to mark how much she had loved buying a ceramic one from Blood Swept Lands, the Tower of London’s centenary Remembrance display. Millie laid a sunflower and Matt a single snowdrop. It was poignant and beautiful as we stood together united in our love for Helen and for one another, protected from despair’s worst blows by the emotional chainmail of our linked hearts and hands.


Later, leaving on board our super-coach and fearing a journey of oppressive silence, I had the driver connect my iPod, on which I’d set up a selection of songs that meant something special to Helen, to the vehicle’s significant sound system.


As we drove out of the crematorium’s gates the driver pressed play and there are still probably people shocked by the group of mourners with “Carry on Screaming!” blaring out of the speakers on their departing coach.


We then returned to town to join the hundreds gathering in the large local church where Helen had been baptised only a few months previously. She had decided to do this as her illness progressed, quietly looking for comfort and strength in all their guises. I think she took more of both from the decision to have Millie and Matt baptised alongside her than the actual fact of it for herself.


Dropping off the others first, the driver and I set off to pick up the flowers from the funeral director to take into the church before driving back. Only as he left did I realise that I’d directed him to the wrong church, one just up the road but far enough when you are carrying a huge and heavy flower arrangement and don’t want to be late for your own wife’s funeral.


This was another example of “grief haze”, where ostensibly performing well and getting right so much detail one makes a big error that may undo the good stuff.


So like an appalling pastiche of The Graduate’s Dustin Hoffman running from the wrong church to the right one, I’m charging down the street with a suspiciously coffin-sized flower arrangement in my arms. The comedy of it at the time was not lost on me even amid the tragedy of it all. Having a wife who could laugh easily and often at life’s ironies and ridiculousness is perfect training for bereavement’s many hyper-absurdities. Halfway down the road I was tempted to ditch the heavy flowers over a garden wall but somehow it seemed wrong and anyway it would probably have landed on someone, with resultant chaos, or be caught on camera. I kept running.


I’d had no time for nerves until then but as I charged into the church to take my place beside Millie and Matt I was hit suddenly by the weight of responsibility not to screw up; not to fail to do justice to a too-short life so well lived.


When in the past people have referred to funeral services as “celebrations of life” I have been cynical but the new lens which bereavement gives you on so much means this now made total sense. When all is dark, the light of memory shines brighter and is a chance to demonstrate love not loss.


The only one of Helen’s wishes we didn’t follow in the church was that Millie and Matt insisted on reading Edward Lear’s poem, “The Owl and the Pussycat”, which we’d held so special for so long and which had been representative to us of our sailing away to Vegas to be married.


They read in turn in front of the 350-400 gathered with such composure, it was the final confirmation that I would be indulging in neither nerves nor breakdown. This wouldn’t be the last time that I’d take heart from the kids’ youthful version of their mother’s determination and courage.


Helen was the star of her show, which is how it should have been, and as I asked the congregation – not sure the vicar approved – to applaud a too-short life so well lived, I could not have meant it more. I always knew I was lucky to have known her but now realise how privileged I was also.


This day was always going to have competition for sheer memorable misery, alongside the day she was diagnosed or when I had to tell the kids almost out of the blue that she would probably die in the next 48 hours. I’d expected this to be the worst but it wasn’t even close to either. Instead Helen’s wishes had created a perversely beautiful celebration, filled with admiration, salutation and discovery of more than I could ever have guessed about my beautiful and adored wife:


I’ll remember you this, I’ll remember you this way.
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SAD BAD DAD



I wish there were a handbook for newly widowed blokes like me who’ve been plucked from a fairly stable life stage and lifestyle and thrust unwillingly into the role of sole parent-in-charge of youngish children. There are excellent, frank books about bereavement by Lindsay Nicholson and Lucie Brownlee, and these have helped up to a point, but I am definitely a bloke and carry with that logistical and some would say intellectual disadvantages.


At this point anyone who may recoil at the clichés of parental roles in modern households should skip a page or take a breath and a Valium and read on.


I consider myself – and hopefully was seen – as feminist-friendly but I worked full time and Helen worked part time. It was simply how it panned out financially for reasons that require more space and social engineering insight than I have to hand.


Even so, I had thought myself an enlightened modern male parent, sharing much of Millie and Matt’s routine when they were tiny. I was brilliant at nappies as well as the feeds that were biologically possible for me to give. I have a warm skin temperature and a baby whisperer’s abilities to take a crying infant and have them immediately go quiet simply by holding them close. Inevitably, though, in trotting off to work, I never really understood the enormous amount of “stuff” needed to keep our team of four functioning. My competency, judgment and hands-on experience of so much of the daily detail of our lives were therefore lacking, certainly way behind Helen’s.


Sure I would do all the usual blokey bins, recycling-type stuff that we men use to pretend hunter-gathering is alive and kicking in safe suburbia. Looking back, though, what I was actually doing was showboating my childcare credentials like a racing driver polishing his winner’s trophy without ever recognising the work done by the mechanics who spent all night preparing his car.


Now I realise that as far as the kids and house were concerned, it was never really level pegging but skewed massively towards Helen as primary carer, secondary carer and probably tertiary too, not least in terms of the amount of her head space it must have filled.


With the funeral behind us, I realise that what I need is a route map showing how not to screw things up even if I have to draw my own. People say after bereavement that they won’t sweat the small stuff ever again but I disagree, having learned through Helen’s illness to value day-to-day detail as the mortar that holds normality in place. Now as a lone parent, normality is what I crave and I hope to sweat buckets of small stuff as we three move forward into the unknown.


But I might have fallen at the first hurdle with Matt standing before me very upset at the idea of returning to school. It’s not simply the horror of Helen’s death that’s the issue but fear of how other people will react if he has to tell them about it. My fault. The day after her funeral I thought it would help him to go back to cubs. Taking Matt to the church hall in his badge-encrusted shirt and woggle did me some good too. Shovelling him into the car and running late as usual was a ritual done so many times in the happy recent past that it was gloriously comforting.


In true scouting (cubbing) tradition, Akela, the chief, had prepared well in that she’d already told the other cubs and their parents, meaning no child should be too shocked or upset at the fact of Helen’s death, and if they were, would have support to hand.


It turned out that the task for the evening was arts and crafts, helped by adult volunteers who’d turn up on the night. All went well, with Matt getting stuck in creating a multi-coloured paper prism, until he finished his work and went proudly to show the adult helper what he’d done.


Helper: That’s lovely, you can take it home to show Mummy tonight.


Matt wasn’t particularly put out at this; compared to the previous few days’ turmoil, this was small fry. His reply was in a shrill 10-year-old but matter-of-fact voice:


Matt: I can’t show Mum tonight. It was her funeral yesterday.


I don’t know precisely what the helper’s reaction was but I suspect her jaw hit the deck.


So the fallout is that Matt realises people who learn from him about Helen’s death will be shocked and react accordingly. Their expressions have upset him, and that has made the prospect of going back to school abhorrent to him in a way it wasn’t before.


With Matt calmed down and much happier, I try to work out where his games kit is and know that for the moment my ambitions have become pretty modest – that they go to school on time with the right gear and come home safely to someone in the house, where there’s tea to eat and homework to do so that for a moment, if you half close your eyes, it might be as if Helen is simply late home from work. It’ll be an illusion but one that might provide comfort for now, not least for me.


Later, sitting at 2am in front of the school website, I have a wobble. The kids’ school has a brilliant, supposedly foolproof system where you pre-pay for meals online and the children use their fingerprint to pay for what they eat. It even allows me to see what they’ve chosen. Looking at the data, I can actually see that right up to the point of Helen’s death they were eating well, guzzling paninis and puds right up to the daily limit. How this contrasts to their shrunken appetites over the past days.


Bizarrely, what upsets me more is that I have none of Helen’s passwords to top up their nearly empty meal accounts. Maybe because it’s food related and so gets to the heart of my role as chief nurturer, or maybe because it’s late at night and I’ve had a drink that I feel almost tearful.


The passwords are a small thing but a clarion call for so much that I don’t understand, or didn’t know or maybe didn’t bother to find out.


Amidst the sense of helplessness I wonder whether I should write a book, “A Sad Dad’s Homemaker Guide to the Bleeding Obvious”. Any takers?




5.


DEAD WIFE FINANCIAL STRIFE



Iworked in the 1990s for a big life insurance client who at the time ran an advertising campaign, inspired by playwright Dennis Potter’s Pennies From Heaven. A bad thing would happen, such as serious illness or financial calamity, at which point the music would start and the characters begin to mime and dance along to Nat King Cole’s track “There may be trouble ahead…”. It was a tricky balance – about 24 seconds of tough news to 36 of dancing to avoid viewers running away from the challenging topics by switching channels.


So it works in my mind’s eye late one evening, as, groaning and moaning to an audience of only a bottle of red wine and the cat, I toss down Helen’s bank statement, stare into space and don’t dance but do start talking to my dead wife:


Me: I’m screwed! A lifestyle of two salaries and an income of one! How’s that going to work?


Helen (silence of course).


I contemplate the cost of music lessons, grocery shopping, holidays, ballet, mortgage, car and a whole new raft of childcare costs that, with Helen’s death, will now come out of one salary.


What about our own life insurance? Looking again at the list of outgoings, I wonder how I, of all people, could have ended up underinsured. Back in the day, researching testimonials for my clients, I’d really seen the danger of not having insurance protection for the worst that life can send your way. That we had any cover at all was thanks to some helpful on-the-road lessons from bit-of-a-geezer Barry who was a top and very wealthy salesman.


One morning I travelled with Barry to see his clients.


Me: In research groups people don’t talk about death – particularly their own. Is it different in practice in real life?


Barry: No – probably worse because they also don’t want to pay premiums when they are well, have lots of other outgoings and think they are immortal anyway.


Me: So how do you do it?


Barry: You’ve gotta reverse the hearse up to their front door and let them smell the flowers on the coffin!


The form this took was to get a husband and wife to both fill in estimates of how much money would be needed if the wife/mother died. Almost always, the husband would call it ridiculously low and his wife would be spot on.


During the row that followed, no selling at all was required by Barry, the chastened couple snapping up the life policy he placed before them.


However sharp-edged Barry’s practice might seem, if the worst happened then the survivor would be back embracing and thanking him.


The problem with developing these ads was always that one couldn’t make a life-changing event too dreadful, as absolute grief would be the problem at that moment, not money. We believed that it would take ages after a loved one’s death for the issue of money to creep up the list of priorities. We were very wrong; I now know only too well, thanks to fucking cancer and its dreadful works.


I’ve learned that the time between the death of a loved one and the first fear for the financial future barely leaves time for the last note of the final hymn to fade at the funeral. Despite my knowing the devils of under-insurance, helped by Barry’s spiv-edged master class, I’d had the usual denial and lack of interest, fear and avoidance of acknowledging death and planning for it. It meant that Helen and I were far from well covered. I take another deep gulp of the Barolo (an indulgence whose days may be numbered) and ramble on aloud and pitiful but unheard by anyone who cares.


Me: Better me. Better me to have died and Helen lived. Millie and Matt would have a mum and Helen would have banked a ton of cash. So wrong.


It’s true financially the payout would be massively bolstered because unlike Helen’s job, mine came with a generous death-in-service benefit. Millie and Matt would have no dad, but would be at least equally loved and have no money worries going into and through university – especially if Helen went on to remarry. We’d joked about this when making our will so long ago, despite thinking that we were immortal:


Me: You’ll find me hard to replace without spending some cash on yourself.


Helen (feigning puzzlement): How so?


Me: To find a new husband you’ll need all the help you can get – new clothes, a sports car, boob job and maybe some liposuction.


Helen: Cheeky sod! (throwing hefty draft of will at me).


That seems a lifetime ago – in fact it was quite literally Helen’s lifetime ago. Now, looking miserably at her finances, things are not looking better with the passage of time or wine. Pretty much all Helen’s salary went on childcare, proving in silent witness how much she loved her job.


It comes home to me that our brilliant nanny, Annie, who has been with us for 10 years and allowed us both to work and whom I’m aware Millie and Matt need more than ever, requires getting on for a quarter of my salary for four days a week. Gosh.


This is sustainable if I keep my job and income stable but therein lies the bit no one ever, and I really mean EVER, mentions when one is doing financial planning. My job means travelling regularly and how sustainable is that with two children who are already showing signs of hating me being away and simmering with anxiety that something else bad will happen? I might need to work less intensely or not at all for a while. Also, if I am honest with myself, can I ever be bothered again to have the same level of dedication to anything that takes me away from the kids? The old ad’s strapline “For the life you don’t yet know” turns out to have been a belter – I had not a clue of any of this. Trouble ahead financially but surely after all that’s happened money isn’t going to make us a happy family again.


I’d had enough to drink to answer out loud my own question:


Me: Yeah, money doesn’t make you happy but bugger me it helps.


Breaking down the fourth wall of the book for a moment with good reason, I’d like to say I’m not a financial adviser but consider yourselves now nagged – check and improve your life cover now.


So if, heaven forbid, the worst happens, you can raise your own glass to me because it won’t be money worries that stop you dancing.




6.


NOT WORKING, SHERYL



In the meantime, I have to pretend that the world isn’t totally shit by returning to work, and I’m worried. Since Helen’s funeral, I’ve been digging out a routine for Millie and Matt from the rubble of a domestic happiness all but flattened by their mother’s death.


It’s not my employers who are the problem – they have been great as they were throughout Helen’s illness, when I’d continued to do the trips abroad but when in the UK would rarely be expected to go into the office.


Nor do I dread going in because I think everyone will be watching me – very few colleagues know that Helen is dead. From Helen’s bedside, I’d lobbied human resources’ Ivan for the news of her death to be kept quiet. Ivan had been as good as his word, while also warning me of the dangers of keeping shtum – that people wouldn’t cut me any slack if my performance was poor, and might be insensitive to the rawness of it all for me. I would need a very thick skin.
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