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For R.S.T.




How to use this ebook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





Prologue



What you are about to read comes from a journal I kept at the time of these events. It is interspersed with entries from my stepmother’s medical diary. I wrote this for myself – but I also hope it might provide a little help to anyone else going through a similar experience.




29 July 2011


Two shooks


Mary Schmich, a Chicago Tribune columnist, once wrote a column entitled “Advice, like youth, probably just wasted on the young”. In 1998, Baz Luhrmann took her words and turned them into the number one single “Everybody’s Free to Wear Sunscreen”. There has always been one sentence that has spoken to me: “The real troubles in your life are apt to be things, that never crossed your worried mind, the kind that blindsides you at 4pm on some idle Tuesday.” For me, it was at 8.45am on an idle Friday, aged 21.


White Wandsworth light creeps around the blinds in my bedroom and an audiobook is still playing from the night before. I arrange all my pillows into a mound of feathered comfort and feel full of an elementary sort of calm, the kind that arises after asking myself, “Is there anything nasty looming in the distance?” and the response is, “Nothing”.


This is my last, never-ending summer before I return to university in Edinburgh in September. Four months of empty head, empty days; and a trip to the Greek island of Paxos with my dad, his girlfriend Bev and my 14-year-old sister Sophie. We are due to fly out on Monday.


My phone vibrates. “Pond Cottage” appears on the screen. My dad, Rod, isn’t in the country; he flies back tonight, so it must be Bev. Her voice is clear and distinctive.


“Something’s happened to Rod. He just called me from a taxi making no sense, repeating the same sentences and parroting words like ‘suitcase’.”


Dad has an unyielding work ethic and for the past ten years he’s travelled extensively; on average he is away for 260 days of the year, but Bev knew this wasn’t just some form of extreme jetlag, or exhaustion.


She tells me she had immediately called his travel agent and one of his colleagues to find out where he was and to try to ensure he didn’t get on a plane.


I look down at my bare feet and notice a bruise on my left one. Bev continues.


“I waited till I heard before calling you. They managed to find him. He was in the British Airways lounge in Mumbai Airport. He had been aggressive towards lounge staff, vomited in the reception and passed out on one of their sofas. They thought he was drunk and were threatening to call the police.”


Dad doesn’t really drink but when he does the result is somewhere between a jovial master of ceremonies and Winnie-the-Pooh, after he’s eaten all the honey.


I’m sitting on the floor. My legs crossed. Pins and needles prick my toes. My bent back is hot from the morning sun. I begin to pull repeatedly at the dry skin on the back of my heel. I haven’t said anything.


Bev speaks with more urgency. “Your dad was lucid, panicked about missing his flight home but kept falling unconscious. They called an ambulance.”


“Where is he now?” I ask.


“The critical care unit in Seven Hills Mumbai; he’ll be there until his surgery. I’m about to leave to sort an emergency visa then I’ll fly to Mumbai. This is the first moment I’ve had to call you. Their guess is a stroke, but we’ll know more after the surgery. He’s extremely agitated and very confused.”


“What kind of surgery?”


Bev’s strength begins to crack. “Brain.”


I just sit there. I can’t really gauge how I should react. Surgery in India. I’ll admit the words conjure hacked limbs and infected bandages. Throw in “brain” and it’s game over. Frantically, she announces her taxi has arrived.


“I’ll call you as soon as I can.”


She puts down the phone and I hold it against my ear, listening to the white noise until the phone hangs itself up. A cloud of dread has crept into my boyhood bedroom, bringing with it a steadily encroaching power that threatens to sweep away everything that once seemed indestructible. I try to stand but the pins and needles have turned my legs to stumps. I think of the last thing I said to him. Probably “bye”. How depressingly empty and fitting.


I reach for my laptop and google “brain surgery India”.





29 July 2011


Phoned Freddy.


Phoned Sophie.


BA 21:50 BA0437 flight tonight.


Photo, passport, doctor’s letter: for emergency visa.


Dr Ashmad (Critical Care Unit). Dr Lawsam (Neurosurgeon).


Rod taken to CCU because it’s his brain.


He would have died if he’d have got on the plane.


Need to operate to relieve pressure.


There is always larger risk operating on the brain.


May have to learn to talk again/speech therapy.


They might have to operate whilst I am in the air.


Possibly aneurism.


George (UK Doctor) said he is in very good hands in Mumbai, better than UK hospitals. Get to him as soon as possible to grant permissions if needed.




30 July 2011


Did the lamp arrive?


From as early as I can remember I’ve had a feeling, almost like a premonition, that I would be one of those people whose dad would die when they were young. A single small thought that never went away. A voice in the back of my head saying, “It’s going to happen.”


When you grow up with that feeling, it can’t help but affect your behaviour. You think about it every day. You begin to create a “risk of death” hierarchy for different modes of transport he’s taking; trains being the lowest, planes by far the highest. You always pick up the phone and never flake on a weekend. You put strangers’ litter in bins as a trade to protect him. You save texts from him on every phone you’ve had. You set reminders to resave voicemails he’s left. You take his photo. You worry, endlessly. You hug. You kiss. And you tell him you love him.


Mum used to read aloud War Game by Michael Foreman to me when I was little. It was a story about a group of friends who left Suffolk village greens for the horrors of trench warfare, no-man’s-land and a Christmas Day football match. It terrified me. Convinced that Dad was on the brink of being enlisted, I removed the illustrated jacket slip, hoping the plain green cover would camouflage it amongst the other books and Mum wouldn’t be able to find it and scare me further. I still remember the relief I felt when I was told he was too old to go to war.


Aged twelve, to improve my chances of actually passing Common Entrance, I moved to a weekly boarding house that my school owned for foreign pupils. My dad had started travelling all the time, so the worry of enlistment was replaced by the worry of him flying. I developed rituals that I had to perform before he flew to keep him safe. I would send him three texts and then call him until he answered. If my panics ran into the night and I couldn’t sleep, my boarding master would let me leave a voicemail while he was mid-flight, hoping my message would keep him airborne. Even now, when I know that Dad doesn’t have to travel for a month, I feel calmer.


I think my panic derived from Dad’s dedication to his work, which was making television. When he was “in work”, he treated home like a pit stop between productions. He started out on The Saturday Show up in the north of England, before moving across the Channel to produce coverage of the Tour de France. In 1993, he worked on his first game show, Supermarket Sweep with Dale Winton. This was followed by Bruce Forsyth’s The Price is Right, Blind Date and Wheel of Fortune. Around 2000, he joined Celador and became the executive producer of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire. Some highlights include: asking Major Charles Ingram, the game-show cheat, to strip down so he could frisk him for wires and acting as a consultant on Danny Boyle’s Slum Dog Millionaire. In 2008, Sony bought the rights to Who Wants to Be a Millionaire and Dad became responsible for reproducing the format across 55 markets.


I’m certain his continual prolonged work absences strengthened my premonition that he was going to die young and leave us.





31 July 2011


Seven Hills Mumbai


Blood clot on brain caused stroke.


Rod vomiting, confused, fully conscious but speaking in questions. He’s alert. If normal, clot will dissolve in 4-5 weeks, then he can travel. If we find abnormality, we might need to treat the cause to prevent re-bleed.


Could be many causes, burst vessel, thrombosis. Need MRI.





1 August 2011


Blood pressure unlikely to be the cause. Clot alone enough to operate but swelling in skull and further pressure can damage brain. Clot has damaged vision and possibly speech.


Brain functions have worsened. Possibly a result of dehydration.


Op will help identify cause of clot.


Will now operate to relieve pressure on brain and remove clot. 98% up to them. 2% up to God.




1 August 2011


Fatso!


I picture my 60-year-old, five-foot-eleven, slightly rotund father lying unconscious on an operating table in India.


He was born in Singapore and lived there with his two brothers and sister until, aged nine, he was sent to Sutton Valence, a boarding school in England. It was not uncommon for boys who boarded in the 60s to be exposed to inappropriate behaviour from male teachers. He was a victim of such behaviour. He’s told me enough, although never in any detail, for me to assume it must have caused him some damage.


As I was growing up, he could be a strict and capricious father. His work, albeit well paid, was somewhat sporadic and I could sense the internal struggle it caused. He would slip into periods of darkness, spending weeks anchored to the sofa, devoting himself entirely to the TV. When I was ten, Mum and Dad got divorced. My sister and I were given designated weekends with each of them, and their relationship was reduced to doorstep shouting matches or muted, transactional exchanges. He was deeply unhappy. Take the pain of having to collect your children late on a Friday, from a house that meant so much, throw in a bad day at work and the result would be a monosyllabic father, only perking up around Sunday lunch. We could sometimes endure whole weekends of his silence, tiptoeing around him while he watched TV. We were never scared of him, however, and such weekends were the exception; we just knew that it was best not to poke the bear. His moods never extend into anger. The most violent thing I have witnessed him do was yell and kick at the frozen front wheel of his immobile car after he had left it in the Heathrow car park for ten icy days in January.


If those are his devils, his angels take the form of generosity and demonstrative kindness. He is always the first to open his wallet to pay for a round, even if his wallet is empty. He re-mortgaged his cottage twice to cover our school fees, but he never told Sophie or me and was the only dad to kiss his teenage son goodbye at the gates.


He is a gregarious, loud and competitive game-maker; someone capable of turning Sunday lunches with friends into hordes of children, chaotically screaming and avoiding being caught by “Rodney the British Bulldog”. This spirit doesn’t stop at children’s games: he once gatecrashed a corporate city firm’s black-tie Christmas party. Wearing all leather and carrying a video camera, he had adopted the pseudonym, Mike Ziminski, head of PR. The climax of the evening was always the waltz competition, which the Chairman and his wife won without fail, every year. Dad appointed himself judge, and to everyone’s dismay, proceeded to ask the couple to leave the dance floor in the first round. The band stopped and the whole room went quiet. The Chairman marched up to him, asked his name and patted him on the back. “Fantastic! I hate this bloody thing! You’ll go far, Mike!”


He is devoted; sometimes driving four hours for just a doorstep “hello”. When it came to Saturday sports matches, if he was in the country, without fail, he’d be there, a spectacle of passion, wearing a long trench coat, looking like Arséne Wenger, but without any of the decorum or grace.


He is more caring than any father I can imagine and he’s about to have his skull opened in Mumbai.





2 August 2011


Stroke on right side of brain.


Removed clot, found tumour, may be malignant. Took it out.


Sent tissue for exam. 3-4 days until report.


Rod under sedation.




4 August 2011


Whose dog is that?


It’s 8am in Paxos. I lie on my back, on a single bed under a cotton sheet looking at the ceiling fan whirl. It’s close to 30°C. Cicadas and crickets vibrate the air. A wire mesh covers every window of the two-bedroom, white concrete bungalow. I scratch a new mosquito bite on my wrist and wonder what day he’ll arrive.


My sister and I flew to the island three days ago by ourselves. By chance, Mum and her husband Peter are holidaying on the same island. Sophie is staying with them. She was four when Mum and Dad divorced and found it exceptionally hard to accept it or the arrival of new partners. Her foul moods were reminiscent of Dad’s; and she used them to full effect on Peter and Bev. It was difficult. The idea of a shared holiday would have been out of the question. But now she’s a happy teenager, for the most part, and too kind to subject anyone to the same levels of spite.


Under a towel my phone buzzes; it’s Mum, asking if I’ll meet them for breakfast at the harbour. I flip-flop my way down the boiling tarmacked hill towards the boats. The earth in the fields is dry and dark olives litter the sides of the road. Little boats rock against the jetties. I weave through the restaurants’ dusty laminated menu displays and the cushioned bamboo armchairs that crowd the pavements.


I spy the three of them walking down from the other side of the harbour. Mum seems to have a perma-tan wherever she goes – put her under the sun for two hours and her skin browns. She’s a 51-year-old aerobics instructor and will probably still be able to pull off a bikini long into her eighties. She has blonde highlights and a mouth Jagger would be jealous of. With her unbounded optimism, she has the ability to get enthusiastic about almost anything.
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