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WELCOME TO MY WORLD


My father takes a sketchbook with him wherever he goes. Drawing is how he sees the world, how he frames it for himself and fixes it in his memory. The things he draws are tiny, inconsequential snapshots – a child feeding ducks, a woman in a hospital waiting room, the third violinist from the right in an orchestra. If you took a camera and filmed the whole scene, they’d probably be the last things you’d notice. But the act of drawing isolates them from their context and makes them seem much more important than they otherwise would.


When I was little I used to copy him – I always had a notebook and a pencil, and whenever Dad sat down in a quiet corner of a church, say, and started drawing a gargoyle, I’d do the same.


I don’t draw any more. But this fascination with detail has stayed with me, at least where people are concerned. I watch people all the time, and I’m an inveterate eavesdropper. I try not to focus on what they’re saying, but rather on what they’re not saying. I’ll sneak a peek to find out if



their posture or the tension in their hands or their smile belies their words. I thoroughly recommend it. It’s the best way to learn about the world – and about yourself.


Sometimes these snapshots draw you into intrigue. A few years ago I was working in St Petersburg, and I went down to the hotel bar before dinner to wait for some of the other actors. I ordered myself a vodka and sat with my iPad in a booth. I hadn’t intentionally hidden myself away, but I can’t have been all that visible because after a moment or two a couple came and sat at the table right next to mine in the otherwise deserted bar.


The woman was Russian – around twenty, I’d say – and beautiful. Long hair, soulful eyes, a melancholy expression. The man she was with was American – much older, probably in his late fifties. He was pleasant-looking in a kind of crumpled, paunchy way. They sat down and he got them drinks. He didn’t ask her what she wanted – just went right ahead and ordered. For a while they didn’t talk. Then finally, after the drinks had arrived, he stretched languidly back in his chair and said:


‘So . . . tell me a little about yourself, now that we’re awake.’


I put the iPad down.


She spoke excellent English, though rather too quietly for my purposes. She was studying something or other at university. Was he her teacher, I wondered? A visiting professor having an illicit fling? He had a much louder voice, thank goodness. He was married – and he talked about his wife a lot. The marriage was stagnating, she didn’t understand him. There was a certain amount of mea culpa in the way he said it, but the subtext was that it was all her fault.



She had ‘issues’, she was ‘needy’, things were tough.


That was all I got – my friends arrived and I had to stop eavesdropping and have a conversation of my own. But it stayed with me, that tiny glimpse into the unknown.


Other snapshots can be more mundane.


I bought a coffee at a service station one day, and went to get milk from the table near the counter. In front of me was a man, about sixty-five, tall, thin, grey, wearing the sort of jumper and slacks that were designed not to be noticed. His wife was with him, already sipping her tea while she waited for him to customise his. He took a sachet of sugar, shook it, tapped it on the corner of the table and tore off a strip at the top. But instead of tipping it in, he sprinkled in a few granules, stirred the tea, blew on it, tasted it and sprinkled some more. He repeated this sequence over and over, with the utmost concentration and seemingly no awareness that he was holding up the queue. When he’d finally emptied in the whole sachet, he sipped, thought for a moment, shook his head, and started again on a second one. I glanced at his wife. She had a look of infinite weariness about her, and I realised he must do this every time he had a drink, at home, in a café . . . this was his ritual, his way of controlling what little he could in an unpredictable world.


When I first started writing, I knew that I didn’t want it to be about acting. It’s not that I don’t find that fascinating; it obsesses me for much of the time. But I didn’t feel comfortable writing about how I get to grips with a script, or what this famous person or that was like to work with. I wanted to write about the other stuff: everyday life, the details at the edge of the frame. I love little incidents and



misunderstandings, embarrassment and confusion. I’m fascinated by our internal monologues – the way we over-think things and worry about stuff when nobody else is aware of us doing so. And the more I wrote about those things, the more I realised that I was writing about acting, because in order to play a character, you have to understand them as a person; you have to see them in the round. It’s tempting for actors to say ‘my character would never do that’, but the truth is we don’t know what our characters would do any more than we know what we ourselves would do.


People are odd; we do weird things. Even the most predictable of us sometimes defies expectations.


In Alice Through the Looking Glass, the White Queen says: ‘sometimes I’ve believed up to six impossible things before breakfast’.


That seems plausible to me – sit on a bus or on a bench in the park, and impossible things will present themselves to you. If they don’t, then maybe you need to go somewhere else for breakfast.


I was buying something in a shop recently and got into a conversation with the sales assistant about insurance.


‘I’ve only ever once had to make a claim,’ he said, ‘but I won’t go into it.’


‘OK,’ I said.


‘It was to do with these,’ he continued, pointing at his teeth, ‘but I won’t go into it.’


‘Fair enough,’ I replied, and smiled to reassure him I wasn’t going to pry.


But I’d misread the situation. He was desperate to tell his story; ‘I won’t go into it’ carried with it an implied ‘unless



you really want me to’. Finally, even without my prompting, into it he went.


‘Basically,’ he explained, ‘my false teeth got eaten by a beagle.’


And there it was, another impossible thing to add to that day’s tally. Believe me, the challenge is limiting yourself to six.


Even when there’s no one else around, there’ll be no shortage of impossible things in your own head – memories, hopes and fears all tossed together like an ill-conceived salad. Often these things pop into our minds and are gone again in an instant. But sometimes they stay a while, link up with other random thoughts and turn themselves into something bigger – an anecdote or an opinion, maybe something as grand as a world view.


Each of us carries around a wealth of stories – the big ones about love and joy and sickness and loss, and the small ones about how we misjudged a situation, about perceived slights and what we should have said in return.


These are the things that make us who we are, the details that create the bigger picture.


The stories that follow are my equivalent to the sketches in my father’s notebooks. They’re my way of seeing the world, of framing it and fixing it in my memory.













HEAVY BREATHING


Lizzie finished handing out cups of juice to the people gathered in her living room and settled herself down in an armchair.


‘So, shall we introduce ourselves again?’


She nodded encouragingly at the woman on her left.


‘I’m Cathy and this is my partner, Jonathan.’


Everyone murmured hello.


‘I’m Anji and . . .’


‘I’m Rav. Anji’s husband. Hello.’


We all helloed again.


‘Naomi,’ said Naomi.


‘Steve,’ said Steve before adding, ‘the guy who put Naomi here!’


Steve was the joker in the group.


‘And I’m Rebecca.’ They all looked at me, and I could read the pity in their eyes.


‘It’s just me again. Phil couldn’t make it, I’m afraid. Work stuff. You know.’


The fourth week of childbirth classes and Phil had been a no-show every time.




They’d all formed their own opinions of course; I would have done the same. Perhaps the relationship was in trouble, or Phil was married to someone else, or he wasn’t really ready to be a father. Whatever their suspicions, they were way too polite to say anything. Except for Steve, that is.


‘Blimey. Busy fella, your Phil,’ he said, looking around for approval.


‘Shut up, Steve,’ Naomi hissed, but he was warming to his theme.


‘International man of mystery.’


‘Steve . . .’


‘Is he a spy?’


I smiled to diffuse the tension, even though I wasn’t the one who’d created it. But I felt the need to explain. I didn’t mind them thinking I was a single mum – there was no stigma attached to that any more. But I didn’t want to look like a liar or a fantasist. And the more detail I gave, the more I sounded like both.


‘He’s in the media,’ I said. ‘TV and films. So he . . . er . . . he travels a lot . . . LA, that sort of thing –’


Lizzie interrupted me and started the session, which should have been a relief, but actually proved she thought I was making this stuff up.


And I was. Phil wasn’t travelling and he wasn’t at work. He was, as he had been for the previous three Wednesdays, at home in our flat watching football. Chelsea needed him more than I did, apparently. And even if he wasn’t at the match, he still had to perform the vital service of sitting on our sofa screaming instructions at the players.


‘Switch it! Switch it! Go WIDE!’ he’d be yelling, and



they’d carry on doing whatever they were doing, for all the world as if they couldn’t hear him. I’d told him many times that this was why he needed these classes, because if he started shouting ‘Go wide’ at me when I was in labour, I wouldn’t be answerable for the consequences.


But the point is I should have said it was a football night. It would have been simpler and more honest, and maybe they would have sympathised. We’d all have preferred to be watching telly than discussing our perinea with strangers. But I didn’t want anyone thinking ill of the man I’d married, dismissing him as immature and sport-obsessed and having NO idea what was about to hit him. I felt that was my job.


‘Now this week,’ Lizzie began, ‘we’re going to be looking at the lead-up to labour – the days running up to and beyond your due date. When you start to feel like it’s never going to be over, things can get pretty tense.’


There was a ripple of uneasy laughter. The couples grinned at each other in affectionate recognition. I had no one to grin at, so I drew a smiley face in my notebook instead.


‘Now there are certain things you can do which may or may not help to get your labour started. Anyone got any ideas?’


Everyone sat there reluctant to speak.


Eventually, Cathy said in a very quiet voice that she’d heard spicy food was supposed to help. Lizzie said she’d heard that too and asked for other suggestions. Another long pause.


It occurred to me that since I was doing the work of two



people here, maybe I should offer up a few. Besides, I’ve always been a teacher’s pet.


‘Raspberry leaf tea? Gentle exercise? Driving over speed bumps?’ I said.


‘Very good,’ said Lizzie. ‘You have been doing your homework.’


I drew another smiley, only bigger this time and wearing a little hat.


‘Now you mentioned exercise, Rebecca, and one type of physical activity that a lot of people find helpful is sex.’


There was a cynical groan, as you might expect from a group of heavily pregnant women with swollen ankles and chronic indigestion.


‘Of course, that may well be the last thing on your mind at this stage in your pregnancy,’ Lizzie acknowledged. ‘But any kind of sexual activity produces endorphins and the rush of hormones is thought to be very beneficial.’


The couples looked at each other with differing degrees of anticipation, delight and horror. I looked at my notepad, thinking that if my due date fell on a football night I’d have to rely on raspberry leaf tea and speed bumps.


Suddenly Steve piped up.


‘When we say “sexual activity”, Lizzie,’ he began, and Naomi, who was one step ahead of him, nudged him in the ribs and turned a dangerously hypertensive shade of pink. ‘No, I’m just wondering . . .’ Steve continued, as if he wasn’t asking for himself, but for some sexually frustrated father-to-be friend of his. ‘Are we talking only about . . . you know . . . full-on erm . . . actual . . . erm . . .’


‘It doesn’t have to be full intercourse, no, Steve.’ Lizzie was trying to avert disaster before Naomi went into premature



labour to spite him. ‘Any kind of intimate contact would have the same effect.’


She nodded and smiled, pleased to be the sort of woman who can talk openly about this stuff, and confident she’d cleared up any confusion. But Steve had seen a glimmer of hope on the horizon and carried on hurtling towards it.


‘So . . . would it be as effective if it was . . . erm . . . oral . . . erm –’


‘God, Steve. Can we drop it now?’ Naomi hissed.


‘Absolutely, yes,’ said Lizzie with a sensible nod, trying to shut him down. ‘Whatever takes your fancy. Now, I’m going to pass round an information leaflet about the early stages of labour –’


‘Sorry, Lizzie,’ said Steve again. ‘Sorry to interrupt you. But in the interests of clarity, when you say “oral” . . .’


‘YOU said “oral”, Steve,’ Naomi said. ‘Nobody else said “oral”. Only you.’


‘I just want to be clear. Are we talking about the man . . . erm . . . performing it on the erm . . . Or would it be as beneficial . . . were the woman . . . to erm . . . give, er, go, er . . . perform it on the er . . .’


Lizzie’s smile had faded in the face of such blatant opportunism. With a coldness I hadn’t previously seen in her, she said, ‘You’d have to do it to Naomi. It won’t work the other way round,’ and started to hand out her leaflets.


Steve looked crushed.


When I got home that night, I had almost forgiven Phil for not coming to the session. If there was one thing worse than being married to an imaginary husband, I figured, it



would be being married to Steve. Still, I wasn’t going to let him off the hook too easily.


I sat down in the living room with an audible ‘oof’. It was difficult these days to make any kind of move without one. My bag was on my lap and I started to empty out the leaflets Lizzie had given me. Every week I came home with more and more of them. I didn’t read them, just piled them up next to the bed, where they stayed like unfinished homework, gathering dust and filling me with silent dread. If Phil had no idea what was about to hit him, then I had enough ideas for both of us. My head was full of complications and pitfalls, birth plans, interventions and emergency Caesareans. I was starting to question the wisdom of these antenatal classes. It was all very well arming yourself with knowledge, but birth was such an uncontrollable thing. Anything could happen, and for all the talk about making choices, I couldn’t help feeling that when push came to shove (as it inevitably would), I might be better off reacting to circumstances rather than trying to wrestle them into submission.


‘How was it tonight?’ Phil said, bringing me a cup of tea.


‘OK,’ I said, tight-lipped. I wasn’t willing to forgive him quite yet. ‘Did they win?’


‘Nil–nil.’


‘Well worth staying home for,’ I mumbled.


For a while, I sipped my tea in silence, hoping to convey what a world of pain this goalless draw had put me through. But he dunked his biscuit and hummed a little tune to himself, so I realised I needed to be more explicit.


‘I would really like you to come next time, please.’


‘OK,’ he said.




‘OK as in “if Chelsea aren’t playing”?’ I asked, witheringly.


‘No. OK as in “they’re not”.’


‘Oh, fine,’ I sniffed. ‘So if they were, you still wouldn’t come.’


‘But they’re not.’


‘But if they were . . .’


‘Bec, where are we going with this? I know you want me to come, and I’m coming.’


‘Because you’ve got nothing better to do.’


‘I’ve got plenty of better things to do, but if you want me to come, I’ll come.’


I gave him an incredulous look.


‘You’ve got plenty of better things to do than find out about our baby?’


‘That’s not what I meant. And neither of us is going to find out anything about our baby by sitting around on beanbags in an antenatal class. So I can’t see the point.’


‘There aren’t any beanbags,’ I snapped. ‘Well, only a couple. And the point is that we need to be prepared.’


‘I think I am prepared,’ he said. ‘Ask me a question.’


‘OK,’ I said rising to the challenge. I’d show him how clueless he was about this whole thing.


‘What happens if the baby is overdue?’


He sipped his tea thoughtfully.


‘Is it like library books? Is there a fine?’


‘I’m going to bed,’ I snarled.


‘Most hospitals will monitor you more frequently once you reach your due date, and if after forty-two weeks there’s still no action, they’ll suggest inducing labour.’


He did have some idea, then. But I still wasn’t satisfied.


‘And how would they do that?’ I asked.




‘Probably using prostaglandin in pessary form. Sometimes more than one dose is needed, in which case they have to leave six hours between them,’ he said, smugly.


‘You’ve been reading the leaflets, you bastard!’ I shouted.


‘You told me to. I thought that’s why you left them by the bed. How is that wrong? You told me you wanted me to be better informed.’


‘I didn’t want you to be better informed than me,’ I said. ‘It’s not a bloody competition. I wanted us to learn this stuff together.’


I leapt to my feet – at least in my head that’s what I did. But in reality, I turned my upper body slightly sideways, gripped the arm of the sofa and slowly levered myself upwards.


‘Goodnight,’ I said.


‘Bec,’ Phil called after me. ‘I promise I’ll be there next week. And I’ll answer all the questions. Or none of them. Whatever makes you happy.’


A week later we were in Lizzie’s flat together. There weren’t enough chairs for Phil as well, confirming my suspicion that she didn’t think he existed, so Phil offered to get one from another room. She told him there was a beanbag in her bedroom and, with a look that said ‘of course there is’, he went off to fetch it. Everybody had settled themselves by the time he returned, so I was irritated to notice that instead of quietly sitting down next to me, he spent some time scrutinising the beanbag, brushing it with his sleeve and blowing on it. Lizzie had noticed it too, and while the other couples were doing their hellos, she kept looking in his direction. Eventually he sank down into it in an ungainly



spider-in-the-bath pose, his head on his chest and his arms and legs splayed. I rolled my eyes.


‘Now, this week’s session,’ Lizzie began, ‘is on what we call the cascade of intervention. Who can tell me what that is?’


Phil put his hand up immediately, but since he was slumped in the beanbag with his arms already higher than his head, Lizzie didn’t notice the difference. I seized the opportunity to score a point.


‘I think I know . . .’ I began tentatively, trying not to sound like the sort of person who’d spent all day revising leaflets so her husband wouldn’t be Star Pupil.


‘Is it when, as a result of intervening to deal with a complication of labour, further complications arise from that intervention?’


I probably should have loosened up the prose a bit. It sounded suspiciously like I’d learned it by heart, and Phil narrowed his eyes at me.


‘That’s exactly right, Rebecca,’ Lizzie said. I gave a modest shrug, drew a smiley face that covered the entire sheet of my notebook and surreptitiously flashed it in Phil’s direction.


‘So let me explain what that means,’ she continued. ‘Let’s say that you go into the labour ward, and for some reason the doctors decide to monitor you and your baby. In doing so, you’ll be restricted from moving around, and that might make your contractions slow down. So another intervention might be necessary to keep them going. And that intervention might in turn . . .’


There was a low, rattling noise coming from my left, and I realised with horror that Phil was snoring. It was quiet now, but I wasn’t going to let it get any louder. I turned



to jab him in the ribs, but his eyes were wide open, and it became apparent that the position the beanbag had forced him into, with his head pressed on to his chest, was restricting his breathing. Before I could get him to straighten up, Lizzie intervened.


‘Now can I borrow one of the dads to do a demonstration, please?’ she asked.


Phil volunteered, with what seemed like genuine keenness. He laboriously worked his way out of the beanbag to a standing position, and as he did so, he had a coughing fit. What with that and the laboured breathing, I wondered if he was going down with a cold.


Lizzie asked him to lie down on the carpet, which he did.


‘Now you’re going to be our pregnant mum,’ she said, and everybody chuckled. Everybody except Phil, who was picking something off his T-shirt and looking slightly concerned.


‘So, lie flat, Phil,’ Lizzie said. ‘Sorry about the cat hairs on the carpet . . .’


She got to her feet and began an improvisation in which she – ‘the doctor’ – attached monitors and IV drips to Phil’s ‘pregnant mum’. Phil lay passively on the floor, but his chest was rising and falling heavily. I leant forward, as far as my bump would allow, to take a closer look. His eyes were closed, and his brow was furrowed.


I glanced at the beanbag and suddenly realised what he’d been trying to remove from it before he sat down – cat hairs. They were everywhere. I’d never seen a cat at Lizzie’s place. Presumably it stayed in the bedroom on the beanbag when classes were going on. But now that I was aware of the hairs, I couldn’t miss them. The sofas, cushions and the



rug Phil was lying on were covered in them. Phil’s allergic to cats. He hadn’t been dozing, snoring or coughing all this time. He’d been warding off an asthma attack.


I couldn’t understand why he hadn’t said anything. And then I remembered how guilty I’d made him feel for not coming. Now that he was here, he was trying so hard to participate that he’d put himself at risk. My feckless, good-for-nothing, football-loving, hopeless husband suddenly seemed to me nothing short of heroic.


Either that or he was faking it so he wouldn’t have to come again.


I gave him the benefit of the doubt.


‘Lizzie, I think Phil’s struggling a bit,’ I said.


‘No, I’m OK,’ he said with a breathy kind of rasp.


‘He’s allergic to cats. He needs to get up,’ I said.


Lizzie apologised profusely and helped him to his feet. Since he didn’t have an inhaler with him, we both knew there was only one thing for it. I took him down to the car and we got in together and sat with the windows open. After a few moments his breathing settled down again.


‘You go back in,’ he said. ‘I’ll be fine now.’


‘I’m not leaving you,’ I said.


‘Really, go back. It wasn’t a proper attack – I was just heading towards one.’


‘I feel terrible about it,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know she had a cat, honestly. It wasn’t some devious plot to kill you.’


‘It’s fine,’ Phil said.


‘But you only came here for me. And you volunteered to lie on the floor to impress me. The more you tried to help, the worse things got.’


‘Our very own cascade of interventions,’ Phil said.




‘So you heard all that through the gasping.’


‘I knew about it anyway. That leaflet you learned off by heart? I’d learned it too.’


‘Well, as long as you’re OK,’ I said, ‘I’ll go back in for the last few minutes.’


I walked back up the path and buzzed Lizzie’s bell. As I waited, I turned back to check on Phil and he gave me a reassuring wave. He looked better already. The door opened and I went upstairs. Lizzie had opened the window, in case anyone else needed air. With all her experience of pregnant women, she’d clearly never expected a dad-related emergency.


‘OK,’ she continued, ‘now I’ve got a couple of leaflets about the cascade of interventions. Perhaps you can pass them around.’


From the street outside, I heard a car stereo switch on. A familiar hum of yelling and chanting and a voice saying, ‘We’re five minutes into the second half here at Villa Park.’ And then another voice, muffled, shouting expletives. Actually, ‘shouting’ is the wrong word – it was more a sort of tired rasp. It was the sound of someone who’d suddenly realised that having a cat allergy carried unintended benefits.


‘You’ve got to hand it to him, he’s a smart guy,’ said Steve.


‘Oh do shut up, Steve,’ hissed Naomi.
















IMPENETRABLE


It was far too hot to sleep. I’d known that when I went to bed, but I thought if I could just get comfortable and read a couple of pages, then sleep might come. I’d been up since six, I was exhausted. The only part of me still fully functioning was the bit of my brain telling me I’d never get to sleep. I had to block that out. It was a question of not over-thinking.


I lay there trying to concentrate on the words in front of me, blurry as they were in the dim light, but all I could think about was the heat. Ten months of the year, I do nothing but shiver. I walk around the house in a bundling of jumpers, chattering my teeth like some cartoon depiction of a cold person.


But now, on one of the rare nights of the year when the thermometer had nudged above ‘balmy’, I was hot. Too hot to read. And definitely too hot to sleep.


I threw the duvet off and felt simultaneously cooler and even more awake. So I gave in to the inevitable and sat up. I looked at the clock on my phone: 1.15 a.m. Well, it was early enough. I could get up, read somewhere cooler with



a brighter light, come back to bed in an hour or so and still get a good few hours.


Without even thinking, I’d flicked open my Twitter feed. Force of habit. Spooling down, I kept seeing mentions of the Perseids. Tonight was the night for shooting stars, apparently – well, one of the nights. It was a show that happened every year and for several weeks at a time, but tonight with the help of a cloudless August sky it was getting rave reviews on social media.


The Perseids. That was the name of it. I suddenly remembered one summer’s evening years ago, coming home from a pizza restaurant when the children were small, and spotting a shooting star. Then another and another. We’d sat on a low wall scanning the sky for more, until Tilly began to fall asleep on my lap and we felt that we should be proper parents and take her home to bed. That must have been what we were watching, the Perseids. All those years had passed, and I’d never bothered to look for them again. Odd to have been so star-struck, and then to have forgotten all about it. Well there was no point lying in bed reading what other people thought. I might as well go and see for myself.


I sneaked to the door, grabbing a cardigan in case I ever grew tired of feeling cool air on my skin, which right now I couldn’t imagine, and tiptoed down the hall.


Ollie’s light was still on. In the summer holidays he operated on teenage-boy time, going to sleep in the early hours, and waking up around noon. I knocked on his door.


‘Yup,’ he called, so I opened it a little and leant my head around.


‘Hot, isn’t it?’ I said.




‘Yup.’


‘I couldn’t sleep.’


‘No. Me neither.’


‘Want anything from downstairs?’


‘No thanks,’ he said. I wasn’t expecting much in the way of a conversation – that’s why I hadn’t gone into the room. Sometimes he was chatty; often you only got a few functional monosyllables. But he never forgot his pleases and thank-yous, and I figured that was good enough. He’d talk when he was ready.


I closed his door and headed off down the stairs. And then a thought occurred to me. I went back up and knocked again.


‘Yup?’


‘What do you know about the Perseids?’ I asked.


‘Meteor shower. Shooting stars. We watched it once, coming back from somewhere.’


‘I didn’t think you’d remember that,’ I said.


‘I remember everything,’ he smiled. It was true, he had the best memory of anyone I’d ever met.


‘I thought I might sit in the garden and have a look,’ I said.


‘Cool,’ he said.


‘It’s got to be cooler than in here, anyway,’ I said.


‘No, I meant –’


‘I know, I know. I was being . . . you know . . . obtuse. Deliberately. For mildly comic effect.’


He rolled his eyes.


‘Well, night then,’ I said, and closed his door again.


I was halfway down the stairs when the miracle happened.


‘Wait for me, Mum,’ he whispered.




*


‘So Marge got cross, but Homer didn’t know she was cross . . .’


‘Oh, OK –’


‘And Homer went to Moe’s . . .’


‘Right. So I suppose that made Marge even crosser –’


‘Yeah, then she was angry . . .’


Ollie was telling me the entire plot of a Simpsons episode on the walk to school. He was probably around eight or nine then; the enthusiastic age. It wasn’t always The Simpsons. Sometimes it would be the story of a book he was reading, an incident that had happened at a friend’s house or a narrative completely invented in his head. The main point was that he wanted to share it – had to, in fact. Because if it had been enjoyable first time around, then surely it could only get better. Right?


Words were Ollie’s thing. Talking, walking, reading, writing – children develop them at their own pace, late with one thing, early with another. Ollie had been slow to walk – several months later than all his friends. Partly it was because he had a dazzlingly speedy crawl which got him to most of the places he needed to go, and an obliging mother who’d carry him everywhere else. But mainly it was because he was pouring all his energy into speaking. This was a kid with something to say, and the instant his infant babbling turned into actual, comprehensible words, he was damn well going to say it.


I remember one afternoon around the same time, he’d bought a toy he’d been saving up for for ages. It was a kind of hard plastic sleeve with a disc on top that looked like the Starship Enterprise. The idea was that you strapped it to your



arm and fed into it a particular brand of trading card that he and all his friends had been collecting. And when you’d fitted the card into the slot at the front of this gadget, you could fire it (the card, that is, not the plastic sleeve, though that would be fun too) right across the room. So you had all the pleasure of buying the cards, reading them, swapping them if you wanted to complete a set, and then watching them fly through space. A complete joy to a small boy and utterly bewildering to anyone else.


The afternoon he bought this card-throwing thing, we sat in a café, just the two of us, and he talked and talked and talked about it. He showed me all the cards, explained why this one was better than that one, filled me in on the stories that went with them, why character A was feuding with character B and so on. And finally, when I’d paid the bill and we were walking through the rush-hour bustle to get home, he talked about the best rooms in our house for card-throwing. The kitchen was long, so the card would fly further, but his bedroom held the added challenge of bunk beds. Would a card fired from the floor make it as far as his top bunk? It was clearly a thrilling possibility.


It didn’t actually work, the throwy thing. Those kind of gadgets rarely did. He tried it as soon as we walked in the house, and the first card got snarled up in the mechanism, while subsequent ones lolloped bathetically on to the carpet by his feet. But it didn’t matter. Well it did, but not for long. Because for him, the anticipation was everything, and for me, it was all about hearing him talk.


A few years passed and we sat in the same café at the same table where he’d told me every detail about those cards, but



this time in silence. He was at secondary school now and a year or so into the boil and swirl of growing up: desperate to blend in, eaten up with self-consciousness, wondering who to be today. Teenagers are torn between two contradictory beliefs – that they’re the centre of the universe and that life isn’t all about them. Deep down, it was obvious Ollie was every bit as enthusiastic about stuff as ever – he just wasn’t sure it was OK to show it. And so we sat, stirring our hot chocolate and looking out of the window. I asked him questions and he answered them with as little information as he could politely get away with. It was all heartbreakingly predictable, and I understood that it had to happen for the sake of society. We can’t go through our lives thinking everything we say is so important that the whole world needs to hear it. But of course for me, Ollie’s mother, he was the centre of the universe. Life was all about him. I didn’t care what he talked about as long as he was talking to me. Those impenetrable childish monologues were infinitely better than this impenetrable silence.


I learned to wait. To sit patiently and wait. Because if the old Ollie was still in there – the enthusiast, the teller of tales, the describer of details – he’d emerge from time to time, like a flash of light across the night sky. I just had to be there to see it.


It didn’t last long, the taciturn phase. He figured out pretty quickly that not talking enough was much more boring than talking too much. And as he learned more about the world, having a conversation with him no longer relied on your knowledge of a cartoon series or the relative merits of Top Trump cards. Now we could talk about friends and



sport and current affairs. A dry-as-dust sense of humour began to emerge, replacing the uncontrollable giggles he’d had as a child. Here was the grown-up version of our Ollie starting to find his voice, trying it out on us first, over the dinner table and from the safe seclusion of the back of the car, before opening it up to the unpredictable responses of a universe full of strangers.


Ollie put out two garden chairs facing the same direction. The sky was all around us, of course, and stars could shoot from anywhere to anywhere, but I think in his head he was picturing a kind of astral drive-in movie. So I sat down next to him and we both tilted our faces to the heavens.


I don’t know what I expected – a light show, fireworks, the aurora borealis – but there wasn’t much to see. Nothing happened. We sat and waited and our eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness and began to pick out more detail, a few more stars, a little more sparkle. From time to time one of us whispered something to the other. He told me stuff about meteor showers; I asked him questions or shared with him random thoughts that popped into my head. But mostly we sat in silence, a companionable silence that we felt no need to break.


Suddenly we saw it: a vivid streak of silver that passed directly above our heads, but so fast I almost thought I’d imagined it.


‘Did you see it?’ Ollie hissed.


‘Yeah. Amazing,’ I whispered back.


We sat for a few more minutes, trying to guess where the next one might appear. Once or twice we got excited over a satellite or the tail lights of a plane. But then we settled



back in our seats and carried on watching for another small miracle to occur. I wrapped my cardigan around me. I seemed to have bypassed pleasantly cool and gone straight from too hot to too cold. But I didn’t want to go inside. Not yet.


The more I stared into space the deeper into the void my eye was drawn. What had looked at first like a murky black sky now revealed more and more tiny pinpricks of light. There they all were, as they always had been and always would be. The darkness wasn’t impenetrable after all. It was filled with light; you just had to take the time to look for it.


I moved in my chair to see a different part of the sky and it scraped noisily on the patio. Ollie shifted his gaze down to me.


‘You’re not going in, are you?’ he asked. And the faint hint of disappointment in his voice was a shooting star piercing my heart.


He wanted me there. I wasn’t an irrelevance, an irritation. He wasn’t humouring me. I was as big a part of this experience for him as he was for me. We needed each other as much as we needed the night and the stars and the anticipation.


‘No, I’m not going in,’ I whispered, suppressing a shiver. ‘I wouldn’t miss this for the world.’


We stayed out there for an hour, maybe more. A few more stars flew by. Not many, but it didn’t really matter. Even as we marvelled that the world wasn’t all about us, we still felt like the centre of the universe.


There will, I know, be moments in the future as dark and huge and impenetrable as that night’s sky when I first



looked up at it. And to get me through those moments when they come, I’ll try to remember what it felt like to sit side by side with this man – my boy – in the chill summer air. Watching and listening, talking and being; gazing at stars and waiting for them to dance for us.
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