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For Jacob, Jesse and Mabel
 … Deeply deeply









I regard the brain as a computer which will stop working when the components fail. There is no heaven or afterlife for broken down computers; that is a fairy tale for people afraid of the dark.


Stephen Hawking










1


It’s dark and I’m pissed off. I’ve slept in the spare room again, so I am in no mood for chat. When I go in, I do my usual.


‘Is it your head again? Have you taken paracetamol?’


But not in a nice way. In a way that he and I know will communicate my fatigue and frustration. The spare room is also his office. With an expensive pull-down bed. Meant for the occasional guest or my mother. Not for a week now. A week I’ve slept in the spare room because I snore. I keep him awake with my snoring. Or to be frank he keeps me awake with his snoring. Louder than mine. Though this is a point of dispute. A continual point of dispute. But for now, he’s the one with the headache. 


‘I don’t feel great.’ 


It’s 7 a.m. and I want to drop our kids at school and get my coffee and go to work. The coffee that is the very expensive kind that I buy every day from the same, very expensive, coffee shop. Only today you have your hand on your forehead and you tell me it feels like there is a knife running from the top of your scalp into the back of your neck. So I’ll get steroids from your consultant. Something I can do. Something I’m good at. And it’s not that we’re not used to this. It’s not that this is not par for the course. I’ll get a few hours’ work in this morning, and then pick up your medication and get sushi for our son to celebrate his last GCSE, which is today, and then bring them back at lunchtime.


‘Can you cope until then, Jacob?’


There’s silence.


‘You’re a terrible nurse,’ you reply.


And I think – you’re right. I am a terrible nurse. I’m not built for this. A decade of rifling around for paracetamol and cold packs, and nights in the spare room. And then I lean in to kiss you and you say—


‘What’s it like to have everything?’


And I say,


‘I don’t have everything. Because you’re not well.’


Buying sushi is a complicated business. I am nervous to stray from the path. No eel or anything that looks too like a slither of cold egg custard perched atop a small boat of rice. But still, I buy too much. And Wasabi peas, which I detest but which I know Jacob likes to flick into his mouth, lying on the sofa watching The Simpsons when I am working somewhere elsewhere in the house.


How can he live with such an unbearable lightness of being?


I like The Simpsons, but it never makes me laugh. My days are spent constructing story, manipulating truths, assimilating life into fiction. To be performed, acted in, filmed, shot. I watch movies and comedies with the precise and earnest eye of a surgeon. Not because I believe I am anything special. I am a writer. Although that would denote a certain level of expertise. But in truth I feel a fraud. Uneducated. Unbrilliant. At times, frankly, illiterate. I lie about the books I’ve read. I am always trying not to be found out. If I am going to see a film I prefer to have read all the reviews and to know the plot beforehand. The joy for me is piecing together the narrative. I like being one step ahead of the audience, with my insider knowledge, like some second-hand moonlighting cop, sifting through the evidence, working out how it is done. How it has been crafted.


‘Because she’s actually a ghost,’ I want to scream.


Or


‘He’s in the boot of the car.’


Of course, he’s in the boot of the car.


I like to know how my story is going to end. And when I don’t know, there is a kind of blind panic that unsettles, unnerves, terrifies me. Like a wet finger run around the top of the glass. I have to wait until the sound of this reverberating hum dissolves. Settles into silence again. And only then can I begin to breathe.


The chef rolls and slices and arranges sushi in flowered plastic trays with such grace. A master of his craft. I watch, waiting in front of the counter. I appreciate this. Afterwards I’ll run to my office. I have missed the deadline. It’s Friday and on Friday I am usually writing an email of apology that will fly into the arms of some small production company who will read it and sink a little, knowing they have to wait another weekend for that script that is already several weeks too late.


But today I have an excuse. 


I have errands to run, steroids to pick up, a mission to accomplish.


I drive to Queen Square. A scrubby square of grass and rose beds marked out in black railings where the drunks and the dogs and the visitors and patients in wheelchairs and nervous parents walk, two steps behind their sick children, let out from Great Ormond Street for the afternoon for air and sun. Today office workers are flopped on the grass, cheek by jowl with dust-covered builders from a nearby construction site, swigging Coke and laughing in the heat. 


It’s June.


Did I say it was June?


I walk to the pharmacy inside the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery, a warren of doors and grubby plastic and disorientated old ladies gripping outpatient letters and nurses wheeling oxygen tanks. At the pharmacy I wait for the small white paper box of steroids that I hope will bring relief for the symptoms that Jacob has had for the last seven years, the MS that we try not to name, but which hovers dark and damp, like fret on a cold day, threatening to disrupt another evening, another holiday.


And then I’m out, weaving my way back to the car.


Yes, it’s June.


So, I must have picked up the steroids and after, after, that’s when I drive to get sushi. For our son. To celebrate. Yes, I bought sushi after. Otherwise, it would have sat in a warm car. And I don’t do that. I know I wouldn’t have done that.


In the car, I slide the box of pills onto the dashboard. And suddenly I am crying.


Not crying. Sobbing.


Not sobbing.


Bawling.


Because I am tired of the years of steroids. And nights on the spare bed. And the passive aggression that accompanies every exchange as we tread around, over and under this illness.


And I’m tired of pretending that any of this is OK.


It is not OK. 


It is not OK. 


The roar of a crowd and football commentary filters up from the living room TV before I have even opened the front door. Sliding down my bags, the dog helicopters like some crazed fan until I placate him with a pat and scratch. He loves me more than anyone, because I feed him and walk him, mainly.


I call out to Jesse, lost to FIFA, mid-match.


‘Did you go up to see Dad?’ I say.


Silence. 


I take this to mean no.


I slide the sushi in the fridge, and then head upstairs to our bedroom. Four flights of stairs, and when I open the bedroom door, I am already congratulating myself on all I have achieved.


It is now 2 p.m., and I am incredible.


I am invincible.


I’ve got this nailed.


Did I say congratulations to my son?


The bed is empty, illuminated by the light from the bathroom.


Or was the bathroom door closed?


I turn and that is when I see you.


‘Jacob?’


You are lying on the bathroom floor. A narrow tiled white space, that I complained reminded me of a sanatorium when it was finished. And which I got locked in only a week ago and had to shout down to you, banging the door with such violence that, two days later, I see I have left a dent in the wood. You rescued me.


The door is open.


‘Jacob?’


I tell myself you are cooling down. The day is hot, and though the blinds are down, the room is always stifling. You must have come into the bathroom to cool down on the tiled floor. And have fallen asleep.


I lean over and try to rouse you. For a minute I can’t decide if your lips are blue. Or are you wearing lipstick? And then I see that you have dried blood caked around your mouth.


‘Jacob?’ 


Your eyes open. You stare at me.


‘What?’


‘Jacob – are you alright?’


‘What? What? What? What? What?’ you reply.


You are stuck. Your needle is stuck.


‘Do you know what’s happened, Jacob?’


‘What?’


‘Jacob, do you know who you are?’


‘What?’


You raise a hand. I am sure you raise a hand, squinting a little, like a sunbather whose sleep has been disturbed by the shadow of looming clouds.


‘Can you move?’


‘What?’ you reply.


I see now, you have bitten your tongue.


Standing on our landing, I realise I don’t know who to call. Is it 999 or 911? Is 911 American? I call my friend Jacqui. Later I will tell people I called the ambulance first. But I didn’t. I don’t. I call Jacqui first. 


I say, ‘Jacob’s collapsed. Jesse is downstairs. What do I do?’


‘Call an ambulance,’ she replies.


999. I call 999. I sit on the stairs, and turn my head, my eyeline now level with our bed. There is a large damp patch on the mattress. Is it blood or sweat? I think of the children when they were small. The nights we fumbled around in the dark together, stripping sheets after they’d wet the bed.


You’ve pissed yourself. 


You’ve pissed yourself.


‘Hello, emergency. Which service do you need?’


I am not sure if this is what the woman on the other end of the line says. But it is what people say, isn’t it? To be marked down, as I do with anything that I am writing, with an asterisk*. To be researched later. Facts to be checked later.


‘An ambulance. I need an ambulance. My husband … partner … husband he’s collapsed.’


‘Is he breathing? Your husband, is he breathing?’


‘He’s not my husband … He’s my … We live together.’


‘And what’s his name?’


For a minute I go blank. This is the man I love, the man I have known for nearly twenty years. The man who I have fought with and laughed with and loved with. The man who is never going to be the same again.


J … J … It begins with J—


‘Jacob.’


I have attended twenty-two weddings in the eighteen years I have lived with Jacob. And after every speech, every cheer, every coo of a passing bride, I have looked at Jacob and he has looked back at me, both of us knowing that this moment is a painful reminder of the fact that he has never wanted to get married.


To me.


‘Is he breathing?’ the voice on the other end of the line asks.


You spoke to me … you must be … You were able to speak to me.


‘Yes … Yes. He’s breathing,’ I reply.


It is something I am very embarrassed about.


The not being married.


Which is ridiculous.


I am a woman who has a successful career, has won awards, owns property, has raised two children and lives with daily glimmers of happiness. I am a woman who intellectually, politically, philosophically knows that marriage is not an essential badge of honour. Yet still, if asked by a random stranger or parent at some obscure PTA event, 


‘How long have you been married?’


Still, it stings to reply,


‘We’re not actually married.’ 


‘Oh, you said your husband.’


And that’s the point. It’s not the ‘we’re not married’ bit. It’s the fact that the word ‘partner’ never quite fits what we are. We are something else. And worse, the telling of the lie reveals that I am an interloper who has casually dared to take on the title of a married woman …


I always feel embarrassed. Caught out. Found out.


‘… I just … I suppose … coming up to eighteen years …’


And every time I think I see it, the look of pity. 


I am pathetic. I am pathetic.


‘Yes … Yes, he’s breathing,’ I reply.


By the time I have come back into the room, you have managed to get yourself up and have staggered onto the bed. You are lying flat on your front, like some passed-out groom, face planted into the wet sheets, rambling, bemused that I have called an ambulance.


You tell me you just need Nurofen.


Did I get you your medicine? The steroids, did I pick them up from the pharmacy?


Perhaps I’ve left them on the car dashboard?


Yes – they’re on the dashboard.


I think of running down to get them.


The air ambulance circling above the house feels a little dramatic, but I soon see we’re well past Nurofen, well past steroids. They say they can’t get you down the stairs and that you may need to be anaesthetised. A doctor and two other ambulance people have now arrived, and there is a paramedic on a bike. And two police officers. The atmosphere is almost jolly. They are nice. Everyone is so nice.


‘Has he taken any pills?’


Scattered across the duvet and side table, like some addled rock star’s bedroom, is a small apothecary of medications, blister packs of tablets, a chaotic rotation of over-the-counter drugs that you use to temper the ebb and flow of your MS. I realise they think you might have taken an overdose, and for a moment the world is turned once more upside down. Have you tried to kill yourself?


‘No … I don’t think so … not much … Only a couple of paracetamol maybe?’


You are roaring now. Writhing around on the bed.


‘Perhaps you should wait outside,’ one of them says.


I walk down the stairs, mulling on this.


Traditionally rock stars kill themselves at twenty-seven. 


You will be forty-six in a few weeks.


Downstairs the first air ambulance man is admiring the posters on the wall of films I have written. He studied drama at university and wanted to be an actor in another life. He asks for a photo, standing by a framed poster of Suffragette. He has a beard. A thick beard. I take it with promises to circulate the photograph and to give him a rating, like giving stars to an Uber driver, and to encourage people to make donations to this desperately underfunded service.


I make promises I never keep.


Josh, my brother-in-law, Jacob’s brother, has now arrived. And together with Jesse they have brought Mabel, our daughter, home from school, for cake and tea, reassuring her that all is well. Despite the fact that she is not stupid and has seen the air ambulance circling our house and can piece together that they are hiding something. But she is fourteen, and not yet cooked. Our baby. The baby of the family. And so we comfort her and lie. 


One day in the future she will remind me of this. 


*


Arghhh …


This will not do justice to the sound he is making. It is agonised. Tormented. Animalistic. He is gripping his head. It crosses my mind he might be faking it. 


A few years before, he pulled a hamstring playing football and was carried back to our house and into our living room, where he writhed around on a brown leather circular pouffe that we bought for some different life. A massive blue purple bruise blushing on his thigh. Then, I internally rolled my eyes …


‘You’re such a fake.’


See … terrible, terrible nurse.


This time … This time is different. 


Demonic. 


They are trying everything. I can hear there is concern. Two-way radios. Machinery. The tear of plastic. 


‘Is he dying?’


I can hear them working on him. 


‘Fuck off … Fuck off … Fuck off … you cunt.’ He is shouting now. 


Later I will find he’s ripped a socket from the wall.


In the emergency room, many hours later, I will remind him that he swore at everyone. He is mortified. They have had to sedate him to get him down the stairs. Jesse, our son, our boy on the edge of becoming a man, insisting that he can help carry his father. 


‘God … I didn’t, did I? That’s so embarrassing. I’ve got to apologise.’


He says this standing up, buck naked, but for a thin cotton shift, open at the back, exposing a bare slit of flesh, oblivious to the fact that he’s urinating all over the floor. It pools at my feet and I realise my trousers are wet. They’ve had to cut off his clothes and he is standing, like a man in the changing room of a department store, waiting for an assistant to return with the right trouser size, peering around the curtain, impatient and a little exposed. 


We’ve been here for hours. In the end they blue-lit him in an ambulance, and the helicopter was sent away. I made small talk with the driver in the front. I can’t remember if he/she was a man or woman, but as we pass the corner shop at the end of our road I quietly marvel at the world passing by, almost hoping I’ll see someone I know. Someone who I could shout out to,


‘I know this is happening … This is really happening.’ 


And it is. It is happening. We are in UCH, one of the best training hospitals in the world. Josh spoke to Jacob’s MS consultant and he advised that this was the best place for him to go. He will check in later. It must be a relapse. It must be that.


When I was a child, I would always love it when disaster happened. It meant that I could run into a room and say, ‘The cat has died.’ Or ‘The gerbils have drowned.’ I have a mawkish, voyeuristic relationship with mishap, life’s brutal ability to upend destiny and disrupt the future you have marked out in your head. I like the look on people’s faces when they stop and listen. I know if they look at their watch that, somehow, I have failed. 


You are calming down, coming to, lying on a trolley, now parked in a different bay. Time has passed. You are thirsty and still a little delirious. But you are back. You are almost yourself again. You’re not allowed water, so I wet a sponge and you suck on it. You still have blood on your lips. A young doctor, barely looking up from the paramedic’s report, scribbles on forms, and whisks you off for an MRI. We sit, Josh and I, on scratched plastic chairs, dumbstruck and a little disorientated, eating sandwiches that Huw, my younger brother, has brought. Dorcas, my older sister, is at my house with Jesse and Mabel, my family already stepping up. Your family are waiting by the phone for an update, any news. I replay events over in my mind. When I look up again it is 11.23 p.m. Nine hours have passed. 


A few nights before, you are working on lines. 


You’re an actor. 


Did I say you’re an actor? 


You are shooting a couple of days before your collapse. Two scenes. And you ask me to help you. You must be struggling because I am usually the last port of call. Idle children and even the dog will be called upon to play the other parts before I am approached, because I will fidget and bristle and ask, 


‘Is that the way you’re going to do it?’ 


Often, we will have a row. That’s normally the way it will go. But tonight, I feel honoured, grateful to be asked, keen to prove that I can do better at this. And you are keen to let me, both knowing that the need to redraw the lines of our relationship, to try and break old patterns and evolve new ones, has been recently discussed. I tend to hurry, push us on, in whatever task we are doing, an urgent need to be always moving, a general fear of keeping still. It can ruin games of cards, leisurely holiday ambles and even conversation, so quick am I to finish a sentence and get onto the next thing.


I tell myself …


‘Don’t speak … Best behaviour. Don’t blow this chance.’


I can do this. 


I can be generous. 


Supportive. 


What you need. 


Want. 


It’s a long speech … I think it’s about communism … You are a revolutionary, in some TV series set in Israel … Or is it the part of George Orwell’s agent? A single scene in a film where the camera will undoubtedly be on the handsome bankable lead throughout every one of your lines? I can’t remember. Months after this has happened, I will search up the trailer of the film about Orwell on my laptop, just to see your face. You’re good. You’ve grown into your skin. They’ve shaved your beard. I remember you came back saying how much you liked the make-up girls. But then, you like everyone on a set. You tell me it feels like home. You’re fickle. The director is Polish, a woman, I think. You like her. You are happy. 


In the scene, George Orwell crosses a restaurant floor. The room is all 1940s palms and cut glass and you will smile and shake his hand. And for a minute I will see you as you were before. Dynamic. Funny. Sweet, sweet man. The job is a leap for you. A good role. You get rabbis, terrorists and ageing depressed salesmen. And agents. You often get asked to play agents … with agency. But this, this is a three-hander with the star. Later, when I actually see the film, a gripping, Stalin-era thriller that barely makes it onto Amazon, the camera even lingers a little on your face. 


The night before shooting, you are word perfect, I know you are word perfect. You are brilliant. Yet every fourth line you suddenly drop a word. You fumble, leaning forward in the white leather chair in our living room. I am hunched over, feeding back the words, reading in the other parts.


‘What’s wrong with you tonight?’


It is funny. 


We laugh, a lot. 


I don’t know that you have rung your consultant only a few days before. You have told him that you are experiencing ‘… incredibly scary symptoms’, that you hide from me. You are losing words. You have electricity in your head. None of this … none of this you will reveal.


‘Well, the good news is he has got a brain.’ 


The young doctor, the main registrar on call, is relieved, relieved enough for gags, this one I imagine he has used several times. You look up from the gurney, your scans now returned. The MRI looks fine. The rash that has appeared over the last week or so, the microscopic purple pin pricks dotting your back and neck, is still a mystery, but they will put you on an antiviral and antibacterial drip immediately. It’s some kind of infection, they reassure us. Most probably an infection, so best to get ahead and treat you straight away. You’ll stay in overnight on the infectious diseases ward. Josh and I are relieved, weirdly relieved. This conversation is almost normal. You’re calmer, they’ve even given you a side room. I kiss you goodbye. You need to sleep …


‘Sleep now. Let them work out what is wrong with you.’


But we are reassured, Josh and I, both reassured. 


‘You’re going to be fine,’ I tell myself. 


Visiting hours start at 9 a.m. 


‘I’ll be back first thing,’ I tell him. 


We head home and I fall into bed. 


It is past 1 a.m. 


Someone has changed the sheets, though the mattress still feels a little damp. The headboard is at a slight angle to the wall. Small clues that it is real, it happened, are like guide ropes amidst the blur. The plastic light switch, that controls the dimmer by my side of the bed, has pinged across the floor and is now resting on the side table. A pair of trousers, still scrunched in almost comic-like concertina on your side of the bed, where you stepped out of them the night before. There are still spots of dried blood on the herringbone tiles in our bathroom. A plastic cellophane wrapping from a medical dressing, gathering fluff on the carpet, gets stuck to my foot as I walk back across the room. 


I sleep. 


I sleep, in spite of it all. 


At 4.30 a.m., the buzz of my phone wakes me. I pull on my clothes and drive back to the hospital. It is not yet dawn. When I get there, you’re pacing, agitated, and you fall on me as I walk through the door.


‘Thank God, you’re here,’ you say.


You’re insistent. I need to call your agent. To tell her what is not quite clear. But you’re back. You are still Jacob and this plea, though a little random, is almost plausible. I agree to call her, your agent, but I remind you that it’s Saturday, not even 7 a.m. and not pressing. I am told by a passing nurse that the IV is kicking in.


‘So why’s his temperature still raised?’ I ask.


You are moved again, to another side room, across another ward. By 9 a.m., you are calmer, though the painkillers are barely touching the headache, pounding just behind your left eye. You tell me this as you spoon hospital-issue yoghurt into your mouth. I need to track down someone, find out what is going on. Consultants come and go. One in particular, gnarly and seemingly a little disgruntled to be working on a Saturday, informs us, and the trail of blinking student doctors who loiter nervously by his side, that the tests are back. Good news again – meningitis and Hep A have now been ruled out. They’ll do some more. 


What’s caused your collapse is still a mystery. 


Your mother, sister, brother, father, visit in rotation, crowding around your bed, admiring the view – an undisturbed vista of the Euston Road. It all feels a bit of a lark now. There is even the World Cup on the TV. You smile, quietly enjoying the attention, in pretty good spirits, the cocktail of codeine and paracetamol offering a temporary high. The only cloud is that the seizure means you won’t be able to drive for a year.


This pisses you off. 


How you love to drive. 


‘I’ll drive, babe,’ a constant refrain as we head out to whatever party, dinner, play, car keys clutched in hand.


Not anymore. Not anymore.


‘It’s only a year,’ I reply. 


Looking out through the grey grime, the fog of pollution and pigeon shit blotting the window, I remember a drunken night, after one of those twenty-two weddings, of good friends, who were very much in love, when you carried me along the Euston Road, piggyback style, me, heels in hand. You flagged down a taxi, got me home, made me gulp down a glass of water, looking in on Mabel and Jesse in their bedroom, picked up earlier from the wedding reception by your mother while their parents partied on. Both asleep in their beds, drunk on wedding cake and caught in a tangle of duvet. I still have the photo of the two of us from that day. You in a suit, that is too big around the shoulders. Me in a coat, nipped in, back when I had a waist. We are different people. It is a different time.


‘We are so lucky …’ we told one another then.


Were we too smug?


With our cake and our kids and our weddings?


That photo on the mantelpiece will come to haunt me.


One night, I turn it to face the wall.


Sunday, Father’s Day. You have been here two days, two nights, locked in UCH. The grapes and folded newspapers gathering on the side table and windowsill, give the room an air of normalcy. You have almost settled in. The children get to see you for the first time since your collapse. Mabel has made a card. Your headache is worse, but you like the book Jesse has brought you, about dinosaurs, I think. You leave it resting on the table, with the smoothies that family keep bringing, which you barely touch. 


To be read later. To be drunk later.


Afterwards I take Jesse and Mabel for sushi and frozen yoghurt. We eat and laugh, punch drunk, sitting at a corner table, looking out over Warren Street. 


They are relieved. 


You are still Dad. 


You are still funny. 


It’s going to be fine.


It is all going to be fine. 


There’s a school of thought that your rash might be some kind of Italian tick, possibly picked up during the May half-term break, possibly at the house we have built. You have built. Weeks and months of fixing and tile buying, the kids eating salami as it rains. No one told us it rains so much in Italy. In Puglia. Your baby. Your joy. A trullo on a square of earth, with olive groves, figs and lemon trees, a house family can all return to, with the plan one day to rent it out during the summer months. You come late to the week. You’ve been filming. Perhaps that was the Orwell film. You are relaxed and confident. The sun is shining. The grass is long. Filled with ticks.


In Italy we gorge on mozzarella, burrata the size of a baby’s fist, thinly sliced meats, gelato and Toblerone, thick triangle slabs picked up from duty free. Over lunch, you look quizzical, watching Mabel serve herself from a plate of cheese and cold meats.


‘That’s not how you eat burrata,’ you say.


You are unsettled, that she has dared to cut herself a small piece.


‘How do I eat it, Daddy?’ Mabel replies, smiling, a little bemused.


You pick up the whole burrata, huge and milky and dripping, balancing it on a tiny piece of bread, and bite, almost indignant.


You are ridiculous. It is ridiculous.


We laugh at you and for a moment there is a look of stunned affront. And then it is as if you come to and you join in our laughter.


Rewind.


Now, lying in our bed, I think again about your earnestness, the way you carefully raised the burrata to your lips. The flicker of embarrassment as we laughed, and your attempts to join in, not to be left behind, to be in on the joke, your shame hurriedly packed away. I’m trying to work out this plot, to piece together each scene and follow the strands of this unfolding story. I look up Lyme disease and Italian ticks. There are over forty species and the tick fauna in Italy is one of the most diverse in Europe. The Ixodes ricinus tick is one particular nasty motherfucker. I reassure myself these are found mainly in the Lombardy region.


But still—?


Google is a very bad thing.


‘What am I?’


It is Monday. You have been at UCH for nearly three days.


‘What do you mean, what am I?’ I reply, confused.


‘You’re a father, a partner, a brother, a son, a friend, an actor …’


You are staggering now between your bed and the compact corner bathroom in the side room that you have not yet left.


You try to pee.


You can’t.


You are restless. 


The pain in your head is worse.


‘What is my purpose?’


‘My duty?’


‘Why am I here?’


‘Where is my honour?’


‘Am I here to serve?’


‘Serve what?’ I ask. ‘Serve who?’


On TV, Russia is beating Egypt 3–1. I try to distract you with football. Anything. You can’t remember who gave you the dinosaur book. I tell you it was Jesse the day before. You read the inscription he wrote inside, meticulously. You look at me blankly and ask for more morphine. The pain in your head is getting worse.


‘Something’s not right, Abi. Something’s not right.’


They move you out of the room and onto a ward. This seems a backward step.


Or maybe a sign that you are getting better, even though I can see you are getting worse?


Something is not right.


Natasha, my sister-in-law, comes to visit the following day.


I have known her since she was a schoolgirl of sixteen. She has grown up alongside my children. She is strong and independent and my children’s lovely aunt. But above all this she is Jacob’s much-loved younger sister. Until now, she has not seen her brother in this increasingly disorientated state.


When I arrive, she is drained of colour, white as a sheet. We find her a chair and she slides down the wall, overwhelmed with shock. You are in a comatose state now, mute. Your head is a little turned, looking away. You are rapidly deteriorating. A nurse hovers and tells me you were too disorientated to be left alone last night.


What is happening?


You are changing, transforming, unravelling.


Three days ago, you were talking, they were doing more tests.


Now …?


Now you are silent, staring, refusing to communicate. 


I want to wake up. 


The world is as it was, yet everything is moved a little to the left. 


Walls sloping, floors sinking, back sliding down the wall.


Shock, the body’s attempt to protect, is back. It slows time, insulates one from the unfolding chaos, submerges me, almost as if I am underwater, my life passing me by in a kind of muffled blur. I am back in our house, the day you collapsed, standing on the stairs, you in our bedroom, writhing on the bed, pulling out sockets from the wall. I’m a spectator of my life, horrified yet perversely still marvelling at the drama of it all. 


‘Argh …’


Only you’re not screaming this time. 


You’re perfectly still.


Silent.


Vacating yourself. 


Across the room, Anthony, a fellow patient with long dreadlocks, shouts at me, concerned and kind, telling me you have had a ‘terrible night’. You’d been arguing loudly ‘about Brexit’ and you are ‘refusing to eat’. I have a box of raspberries. I pop them one by one in your mouth and you silently chew and swallow, not looking at me, opening your mouth after each one like a baby bird, eyes fixed, barely tracking the players on the TV.


You’ve changed. Daily I watch you change.


Jesse arrives. I have tried to keep him away, but you’ve been here nearly five days.


‘Hey Dad?’


You do not turn. You don’t even look at him.


Someone scores a penalty. You don’t react.


‘Dad?’


You ignore him.


‘Dad?’


It is heart-breaking.


‘Man … You’ve got to eat,’ Anthony yells from across the room.


Silence.


They still don’t know what is wrong with you.


That night they move you to a different bay.


It is late 2000; I have the tail-end of a shitty cold. But a girlfriend, one of my best friends, is having a dinner, for a birthday. She is a very good cook and I like to eat. She is bold in her choices, of menu and guests. I drive over, weaving my way through the elegant grid of West London streets. A beautiful, miniature jewel box of a house, in a neat Georgian terrace, with faces, some familiar, some new, caught in candlelight and enticing conversation. A long table runs from living room to kitchen, covered with a tablecloth of newspapers and a mismatch of chairs, like some chaotic, brilliant Lewis Carroll high tea. I am out of my depth. There is an elegance to the way my friend lives, with which I cannot compete. I am awkward and overeager to please. 


And I am getting over a cold.


Standing in the kitchen, a shaven-headed man walks in. I immediately peg you an out-of-work actor. You have questionable facial topiary, a Shakespearean beard. A thick green pullover, which I think to myself must be hot. But I don’t notice you properly again until midway through dinner.


A runner of cooked prawns still in their shells has been spilled chaotically along the centre of the long table. We stand, cracking and peeling and fiddling to retrieve small pieces of fishy meat. It is decadent. Fun. Silly. Rich. These people are educated, privileged, sophisticated, bohemian. At some point, we are told to grab a chair, with the urgency of musical bumps at a kids’ tea party.


Sitting opposite me is a young woman, getting very drunk. Let’s call her Caroline. The tall, dark foppish man to my left ominously whispers she ‘does something in TV’. He touches my shoulder, compliments me on my shirt, his finger running close to my collarbone, touching my skin. Years later I will realise this was an attempt at a pass, and that, if I had had more confidence to see it for what it was, my life might have been completely different. The shirt is cheap and spotty with a bow tied close to my neck. On our second anniversary Jacob will admit that it made me look like an air hostess. 


‘What do you do?’ Shakespearean beard is sitting opposite me.


Say it. 


Say it. 


I can say it. 


I get paid now. 


Almost paid now. 


I can say it. 


I am almost earning money. A decade of waitressing almost behind me.


‘I’m a writer.’


‘Not another fucking writer.’ Caroline, the drunk girl, now seated to his right, is proving to be a real charmer.


‘What the fuck do you write?’


You can do this. You can say this.


‘I’m hoping to get the rights for an amazing book by Ruth Picardie?’


‘Wow.’ You smile. ‘What for stage … TV?’


‘For a film. I want to adapt it into a film,’ I reply.


‘Picardie. Isn’t she the one who died?’ the drunk girl butts in.


In my mind she says this, slopping her drink. In my mind. But then as I now know, the mind plays tricks.


‘I read her column. Ruth’s column. “Before I Say Goodbye,”’ you reply.


‘Yes, now collected into a book,’ I reply.


‘God …’ The drunk girl looks to him to pour her more wine.


But you ignore her. You ignore her and look directly at me. 


Smiling, looking directly at me.


‘They were brilliant.’


Ping.


There is this deep internal ping.


Perfectly crafted, poignantly revealing, ‘Before I Say Goodbye’ was a series of wittily written emails and columns first published in the Observer by Ruth Picardie as she dies of cancer in her house in North London.


And you have read them.


‘I fucking hate those pity memoirs.’ The drunk girl again.


‘Why?’


You’re still smiling, looking back at Caroline now, yet smiling. Caroline. Yes, that was her name. This drunk, obnoxious, wine-swilling girl. She may have been none of these things. But in my memory, Caroline smiles back at you, flirtishly. Maybe she even puts her hand on your arm, her gaze holding yours.


‘Why share your fucking misery?’


‘Who wants to read that?’


I am so embarrassed. I am found out.


‘Me,’ I want to shout. ‘I want to read it. Me.’


But I don’t. I go back to the man on my left. He has good hair. Thick hair. Genetically that would have been useful. Hair is notoriously thin in my family. And as I am talking to the good thick-haired man on my left, I can hear you arguing with her, charmingly, defending me.


It should be said I never got the film rights.


After, after candles have been blown, and cake has been eaten. After, when the music is louder, making the floorboards vibrate, I take my moment to leave. 


A sister of an old friend and her boyfriend want a lift. 


‘Is there room for my friend? He was going to get a taxi.’


I can’t remember answering, but I must have agreed to give him a lift because you are now sitting in my front seat. You are still holding a bottle of beer and ask if I want a drink. I point out I am driving. I am not sure if you are pissed. But you are warm and funny and charming and you listen. I drop the other two off somewhere near Gospel Oak. I take a left onto the Holloway Road, by the Odeon cinema, not yet gentrified with waiter service and guacamole chips on boards and reclining seats, and, as I take a left, I’m laughing so much I momentarily lose my bearings, and gently you reach out a hand, touch the wheel, 


‘Steady.’


Ping … Ping … 


We stop outside a pretty suburban house and you invite me in for a cup of tea. You’re staying with your mother, the glass ornaments on glass shelves in the neat, cream living room the giveaway. I can’t remember what we talk about. 


You’re between jobs, assisting a friend who is shooting something. 


An out-of-work actor. 


‘Of course,’ I think. 


We say goodbye, neither of us making a move, me tripping over the step, as I back out through the front door, flustered and nervously laughing, with no promise of ever meeting again. 


Yet I drive home giddy, my flat, ten minutes away in a grubby part of north-east London that never comes up, Lubavitch Jews or prostitutes standing on every other street. It is a crisp dark night, 2 a.m. London is asleep. But as I take a right along an icy road I know well, I skid. The car goes round and round, like some cognitively slow Torvill and Dean, until it comes to an almost graceful stop, perfectly placed in the left lane, facing my way home.


In years to come, when I retell this story, I will catastrophise, the car spinning in a terrifying figure of eight. 


‘I could have been killed,’ I will say.


‘I could have been hurled into scrubland never to be seen again,’ I will add. 


‘It’s a miracle I survived, my life flashed in front of my eyes.’


And as the story grows I will tell myself it is a sign.


When I eventually do get out of the car, I see I have laughed so much, I have peed a little on the seat.


The next morning, I call my girlfriend and tell her I have met the man. 


The man. 


By lunchtime, I have matched my first name with yours – Kri … Chef … Ski.


By evening, we are married with two kids.


I wait for your call.


You never call.


I call my friend, the sister of my friend, fake a story that I need your email address. Email is just coming in, sent and received on the bright blue blocky Apple laptop, more Fisher Price than iMac, that sits in a corner on my desk. You have asked if you can read one of my scripts, and I am keen to help a young out-of-work actor with aspirations to be a screenwriter. I can sense her smiling on the other end of the line, knowing this is a lie.


‘No, I don’t want his number,’ I reply.


I need to write. I am better with words than in person, they are good at hiding my shattering lack of confidence.


I get it. 


I email you.


Nothing. 


A silence that is a deafening.


I am heartbroken. I am ancient. I am over the hill.


A few days later, I am working on my laptop at my desk and then suddenly from my inbox—


… Ping!


You are having another seizure. Tonic clonic seizure. They normally last one to three minutes. Over five, they are classified as a medical emergency. This one has come on suddenly, the consultant is trying to explain. They need to take you down for an MRI immediately. A swirling mob of IC consultants, doctors and nurses are surrounding you. A curtain is yanked, separating you from us. But I can see, as they pull it closed, that you are writhing, arching your back, as if mid-exorcism, screaming in agony. You have been in hospital for exactly seven days.


‘Something is wrong, Abi. Something is wrong.’ 


I should have listened to you.


Why didn’t I listen to you?


Seven days.


I have sat for seven days feeding you raspberries, not wanting to disturb the nurses, not wanting to try and pin one down as they flit past, to ask why they can’t find out what is wrong with you. Then I remember Baz, a friend of Jacob’s from university, a doctor, once told me that those who shout loudest are heard.


‘Is he going to die?’


She is very pretty the consultant. Blonde. A nice woman. In another life, I would have liked to have been her friend.


‘I have teenage children. I need to prepare them if he is going to die.’


Judith, Jacob’s mother, is standing to my right. She is lost and anxious and so fragile, trying to keep up, trying to understand what is happening.


Later I will hate myself that she heard me ask this.


‘I need to prepare them if he is going to die.’


The nice consultant’s eyes fill with tears. Or I think they do. In my mind I am commending myself for my calm stoicism, my strength that is brave, so brave that I have moved her to tears.


She pauses, is trying to compose her words.


Shit, this is serious.


This is not a film …


If it was, I would have cut this scene.


‘Yes. He could die. Imminently.’


You didn’t die.


Some days.


Often. 


There are days when I wish you did. 


You had.


But—


… you—


… didn’t—


… die. 


You—


… do— … not—


… die.
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