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Chapter 1


I was transformed into an old man quite suddenly, on June 11, 2011, three days short of my sixty-ninth birthday.


That dull midsummer Saturday, I woke soon after eight feeling inexplicably under the weather. It wasn’t a hangover, though it seemed to have hangover symptoms (headache, mild nausea). I stepped groggily out of bed and dressed, fumbling with my shirt buttons, before rescuing the blue-sheathed New York Times from where it had been tossed on the steps that led down to the yard. The sky was low, the clouds like pumice stone. I had to hold on to the handrail to steady myself as I went back up to the second floor, and when I climbed the interior stairs to the big all-purpose room on the third floor, my left shoulder kept on bumping against the wall. My sense of balance had somehow slid off-center, and I felt queasy: I shook my head and swallowed several times to rid myself of what was obviously a slight malfunction of the inner ear.


Coffee cures most things in the early morning. I got the machine going and spread the paper on the dining table. Downstairs, my daughter, Julia, slept on in the bedroom next door to mine. This weekend belonged to her: yesterday had been her last day of high school; she’d been at a party last night, and her official graduation was on Tuesday. Today we were due to go to the Apple store and pick a new laptop for her to take to college in September. This inner ear thing was a distraction that I could well have done without. Swigging down coffee, I made myself concentrate on the news.


In Iowa, Newt Gingrich’s campaign staff for his presidential run had deserted him. Big forest fire in Arizona. In Tripoli, Damascus, Cairo . . . I settled to reading the long and handsome obit of Patrick Leigh Fermor, who had finally handed in his dinner pail, aged ninety-six. Feeling at least half-restored, I refilled the coffee mug and went downstairs to my workroom, walking quietly so as not to wake Julia. On my computer screen was the unsatisfactory first page of a review essay about the Seattle billionaire Paul Allen, whose memoir was so oddly arranged that he might have written it himself, but probably hadn’t. The book lay open on the floor; my piece was already late, but I always work badly at weekends, so I escaped onto the internet to browse Allen’s many hobbies—his spacecraft, his sports teams, his brain institute, his rock music museum, his deepwater submarine. I wished I felt more kinship with these enthusiasms, which struck me as unappealingly schoolboyish, like collecting birds’ eggs or trainspotting, and were conducted on an equally unappealing plutocratic scale.


Julia showed up in the doorway, wrapped in a faded pink bathrobe. Sleep had left her looking vague, her face not yet fully assembled. She had a question: Would I mind postponing our visit to the Apple store till tomorrow? She wanted more time to mull over the rival claims of the Air and the Pro. I masked my relief.


So much of life is acting. Being “well” requires impersonation. Acting the part of a fit person, I proposed lunch at a Mexican restaurant, and we agreed to meet up in an hour. In the interim, I tried to put myself back together as best I could, and when Julia next appeared I was splashed with Eau Sauvage, in a clean shirt and clean hacking jacket, as if we were off to lunch at somewhere grand and not the down-at-heel Mexican place with its quarter-in-the-slot candy dispensers and torn Naugahyde seats in the booths.


I drove. Handling the car took more concentration than usual. Self-consciously, I repeatedly checked the rearview mirror; changing gear, I made a mess of going from second into third, getting a note of shrill complaint from the gearbox. The three-mile drive seemed far longer and I was disinclined to talk as we rode in heavy traffic through Ballard and Crown Hill.


The restaurant was a friendly spot. A margarita for me and a Diet Coke for Julia came unordered. We had a halting conversation about laptops—never my strong subject—and when the food came to the table, she ate while I picked without appetite at a roasted lamb shank and left the margarita untouched. My attempt to appear well was beginning to come apart at the seams: it wasn’t until we were back at the house that I remembered I’d failed to leave a tip. This lapse of manners troubled me, it was so out of character. I phoned the restaurant, asking them to put $7.50 on my credit card, then resumed my listless pursuit of Paul Allen.


Toward the end of the long, sluggish afternoon, the sky brightened and the trees beside the window suddenly sprang into chiaroscuro: sunlit leaves fluttering against stolid blocks of shadow. But this change in the external weather failed to rouse me from the lethargy that was gathering like fog. I visited the London Times online crossword and solved one clue. I was no stranger to wasted days, but this one felt more comprehensively wasted than any within recent memory.


Upstairs again, I was joined by Julia, who’d been occupied in her room. So long as she was around, it was possible to keep up my pretense of normality, or so I hoped. We had in the fridge a cast-iron Dutch oven full of chicken korma cooked the night before, but when I tried to lift it out it seemed that my right hand had gone to sleep, and the heavy pot threatened to empty itself over the floor. I had to ask Julia to move it to the stove. I measured, rinsed, and drained the rice using only my left hand.


We sat down to eat. Trying to marshal the rice with the knife in my right hand, I watched the blade as it slid feebly over the rice pile on the plate, barely grazing the surface of the grains. I tried again and got the same result. The knife flatly refused to carry out the order transmitted to it from my brain. Its insubordination made me at last acknowledge to myself that I was having a stroke. When I shared this news—in carefully toned-down form—with Julia, she said “hospital” and reached for her iPhone.*


I have a secret sympathy with Mary Baker Eddy, the founder of Christian Science, who thought all illness “error” and told her followers to avoid medical treatment at any cost. Doctors and hospitals exist to kill you is my own opinion, and on this occasion I thought that a good night’s sleep would cure me of my error, and, besides, Julia and I had our date to visit the Apple store on Sunday morning, limp hand notwithstanding. I told her that the emergency rooms of Seattle would be crammed to their bursting point on this Saturday night with the victims of drug overdoses, stabbings, shootings, and the like. Much better to leave the whole business till tomorrow, when in all probability my temporary weakness would be gone.


“Well, you know what I think you should do.”


Her lip was trembling and I saw she was attempting, and failing, to hold back tears. In eighteen years, she’d had plenty of opportunity to show frustration with me, but I’d never seen it so plainly registered on her face. It was infectious. I felt frustrated with me too.


“Okay, but not a downtown hospital, where it’d probably take hours to get seen.”


The iPhone yielded as many hospitals in the area as it did restaurants. I picked one in Edmonds, a town a few miles north that in my mind’s eye was populated by retired people, drawn there by its tranquil views of Puget Sound, and where there shouldn’t be too much bloody mayhem to fill the ER on a Saturday night. The phone was immediately answered (good sign) by a woman’s voice.


I asked if they were busy and said that I believed I was having a “ministroke.”


“Are you a physician?”


“No.”


“Then why would you think that?”


“Because I’ve gone sort of asymmetrical. My left side is normal but my right arm and leg are suddenly weak.”


“Do you want me to call an ambulance for you?”


“No, I have transport.”


“You have somebody to drive you?”


I slung Paul Allen’s memoir, my Kindle, and my old cheap laptop into a satchel and we left the house. The steps outside had grown more hazardous since the morning, and the path to the gate was a trial: aiming to stick to the concrete, I kept lurching into the grass like a vaudeville drunk. Swaying in the road, I said, “Which car shall we take?”


For the first time, Julia’s mother, who’d just bought a new car, had lent her the old one for the weekend, and the Subaru Forester was now parked outside our house, nose to nose with my Mazda MX-5. “Mine,” Julia said.


She’d just passed her test, and I’d never been her passenger before except in the Mazda, where I’d failed to teach her how to stick-shift with any aplomb. I struggled with my seat belt. My right arm twitched feebly on my lap when I tried to lift it, and I couldn’t feed the tongue of the belt into the slot with only my left hand. After I had made a series of bosh shots, Julia took care of it, making me remember how I used to strap her into her child seat.


“Mom doesn’t like smoking in the car, but I’m sure she’d be okay with you smoking now if you keep your window down.”


Obedient to my daughter, I fished out of my top pocket a partially smoked Upmann demitasse cigar and lit up, conscious that Julia must know very well that my incessant smoking was the obvious cause of this journey to the ER, and silently thanked her for she drove with a precision that surprised me, moving out confidently into the fast lane on 99, past the neon motel signs and the warnings to motorists not to curb-crawl for hookers. It was just after sunset now, and the old road to British Columbia and California was taking on its customary, garish nighttime colors. I’d always warmed to its air of old-fashioned vice and thievery, how it put the lie to Seattle’s besetting niceness and tameness. I’d never been inside the strip clubs of 99, and rarely visited its bars, but I valued their promise of a life so near and yet so unexplored.


Julia and I maintained an easy, bantering talk that kept our severe destination as far as possible at bay. She’d entered the hospital’s address on her iPhone, and I watched as it approached us like a fate. “Take the next left,” I said.


No one was in sight on the hospital campus, the parking lot largely empty of cars. It was just as I’d hoped: the usual tribal festivities of a Saturday night evidently didn’t happen in Edmonds. Grabbing at lampposts for stability wherever they offered themselves, I stumbled across the lot to the emergency room, brushing off Julia’s offer of help, determined to make it on my own. The tarmac tilted and fell beneath my feet like the deck of a ship in a moderately heavy sea.


A form to fill in, signature required. Then a nurse put me through a short quiz, to which the answers came fast and readily: Jonathan Raban; Saturday, June 11, 2011; Barack Obama. She asked me to smile; I did so. She told me to raise my arms above my head; I managed to crook my right elbow, but my forearm wouldn’t rise above waist level, and the hand dangled from the wrist.


She escorted the two of us to a consulting room, where another nurse took charge, helping me to climb aboard a gurney before she checked my temperature, pulse rate, and blood pressure. The result made her frown and repeat the exercise. She left the room, but quickly returned with a doctor in tow.


“How long has this been going on?” He gave me two pills to ease the pressure of the blood as it fizzed through my arteries.


I said that I’d been feeling off-color all day but had developed real symptoms only an hour or so before this.


“You should have come in before: the earlier we get to see a patient with a stroke, the more we can do.”


I said that if I reported to a hospital every time I felt slightly unwell, I’d be a permanent resident there. The doctor said he’d need a brain scan, for which I’d need to change my street clothes for a hospital gown—an item that had been through the wash so many times that it was hardly more substantial than a spiritualist’s supernatural ectoplasm. It was a struggle to feed my dead right arm into and down the sleeve of this ghostly piece of apparel.


An orderly was summoned, who wheeled me down a corridor and into a technician’s studio, where the main item of furniture appeared to be a tilted silver rocket launcher. I was fed feetfirst inside the barrel of the thing by the techie, who dealt with me as affably and impersonally as if he were a checkout clerk and I was a barcode. When he closed the top of his machine, I was in darkness, with just a small dot of red light for company. This light began to slowly circle my skull.


Locked in the scanner, watching the light disappear on the far periphery of my vision, I felt an irrational and involuntary swell of elation. Everything was out of my hands now; I had no more autonomy than a parcel being sorted by the postal service. The sheer novelty of the hospital, its people and peculiar technologies, worked on me as trips into unfamiliar country had done in the past: strangeness, as always, even in this circumstance, a surefire source of pleasure. Inside the scanner I felt lightweight, free of responsibilities (not least the responsibility of reviewing Paul Allen), back on my travels.


Flat on my back on the gurney, I was pushed down the corridor, wheels rattling, to the consulting room, where the doctor was already looking at a picture of the left side of my brain on a portable video monitor, and Julia sat with a short story anthology on her knees, opened at the first page of Raymond Carver’s “Cathedral.” The doctor said, “Ischemic stroke. Two bloodings. See?”


I didn’t see. The picture on the screen was a monochrome study in shades of gray, like a weathered landscape swept by rain. Squeamishness made me not want to look at it too closely.


“Bloodings,” I said, and explained that I’d only ever heard the word used in the context of foxhunting, where it was the name of an initiation ritual. Children who were in at the kill for the first time would have their faces smeared with the severed tail of the fox. It had never happened to me, but I’d known several girls of my age who boasted of being blooded at a blooding. The doctor, showing no interest at all in this scrap of esoterica, asked for another blood pressure check, and again the nurse wrapped the black cuff around my upper arm, inflated it, then watched the needle on the gauge subside as she listened through her stethoscope. This time, the upper figure of the reading was below two hundred, so the pills were kicking in.


I watched Julia, who was keeping the doctor under covert surveillance as she pretended to read her book. It was impossible to tell from her expression just how much anxiety she was feeling at this moment; the best I could do was remember my own surprise at how shaken I had been in 1996, when my father’s illness had been diagnosed as fatal. He was seventy-eight then, and I was fifty-four—both of us surely old enough to deal with the experience as grown-ups. But it was with a childish aghastness that I watched him die, the life leaking out of him day by day, then hour by hour, like air from a punctured tire. Looking at Julia now, I worried that she might be struggling with the prospect of her father’s death, a subject I was afraid to broach with her in case that thought had not yet cropped up in her mind.


It had momentarily entered mine while we were passing through the Korean section of 99 on our way to the hospital, and in a split second I had dismissed it as absurd and self-dramatizing. For her, though, it might be a reasonable dread. Wanting to reassure her, I asked the doctor what he thought my chances were.


He was checking my peripheral vision, moving his forefinger from one side of my head to the other. “There’s often a three-to-five-day window after the stroke when patients recover the use of the leg. Sometimes the arm too. But there are no guarantees.”


I liked the sound of the window. In my case it ought to be open at least till Tuesday, and as late as Thursday. If it was prompt in its timing, I should be in my place at Julia’s graduation. The doctor moved on to test my capacity to feel sensation in my affected limbs, saying “good” each time I pointed to the spot he’d tapped. Exams of any kind had always aroused my hunger for praise, and this one was no exception: I basked in the glow of being a good student.


When the doctor began to arrange my transfer to the intensive care unit, I encouraged Julia to leave for her mother’s house, which was a few miles nearer to the hospital than mine, and where her mother would be still up and about. I told her not to worry; I’d be fine, just fine. With my left arm I embraced her as best I could and watched her go; a black cardigan, blue skirt, and the Birkenstocks of her tribe, weaving between the identical white coats, my own better angel. She was my closest confidante, the only person in Seattle I knew who got my jokes, and her absence made itself felt as a sudden chill in the room.


Too late, I called, “Safe driving!” My voice felt unprecedentedly hoarse, the words like pebbles in my throat.


With my clothes and shoulder bag stowed on the lower deck of the gurney, I was wheeled along a corridor to an open elevator. Somewhere on this journey to the ICU I slid into exhausted semiconsciousness; a netherworld where the institutional fluorescent lighting gave way to the murk of an aquarium in which algae have been left to bloom and multiply for weeks on end. From outside the greenery there came voices quizzing me about my name, the date, my age. I was told to smile, to grasp a latex-gloved forefinger, to follow the movements of a pencil with my eyes. Fighting narcolepsy, I tried to satisfy the inquisitors (or was there only one of them? I wasn’t sure).


“Are you right- or left-handed?”


“Left. I’m a southpaw.”


“Well, that’s lucky.”


I sank back through the algae like a slow-swimming tench descending to the muddy bottom of his pond.


Deep sleep was rudely interrupted when I realized that someone was attaching a catheter to my penis.


“Oh, God. Am I being incontinent?”


“That can happen.”


“But is it happening now?”


“No. Not yet.”


“Then please take that thing off. I can ask for a bedpan if and when I need one.”


The catheter went away; a thermometer appeared, and another black cuff was wrapped around my upper arm.


“Just taking your vitals.”


I attempted to roll onto my side, but this turned out to be a hopeless ambition. My body was now immovable. If I’d ever really thought of paralysis before, I’d assumed it to be stiff, like rigor mortis, but my right arm and leg weren’t stiff at all; in every way but one, they were entirely normal—warm, malleable, sensitive to the touch. Only when I tried to lift them with my left hand did I find that they’d grown incredibly heavy: even my skinny arm had taken on the concentrated weight of a pig of ballast. Both limbs were in good working order, but they’d accidentally fallen out of communication with my brain. It was a temporary glitch. When the promised “window” opened, their blown fuses would be replaced and all would be well. Comforted by this thought, I slithered back into the fishy green phantasmagoria of dreams that were repeatedly disrupted by fresh checks of my vital signs.


These forced reawakenings made me lose all track of time. The watch on my right wrist lay far down in the bed, as inaccessible as if it were in a locked trunk. In the artificial light of the ICU (I could see no windows), there was no clue as to whether it was night or day. Earlier I had been certain of the date, June 11. Now I wasn’t so sure. It was probably June 12, but could conceivably be June 13 or be June 11 still. My inability to tell the time worried me as the possible symptom of more serious mental deficiencies. Obviously the stroke had damaged my brain, but just how many neurons had been put out of service was a question I couldn’t begin to answer.


When a nurse next came visiting, I asked her the time. It was eight something.


“Sunday morning,” I said.


“Yes, would you like some breakfast?”


I had never, as an adult, been able to cry easily, but the simple ordinariness of the word “breakfast” made my eyes well up, and the world swim. Somehow, the stroke seemed to have replenished tear ducts that had lain dry for sixty years like the parched creek beds of a Montana summer suddenly running with water again, and in the next few months I’d find myself starting to blub at the slightest sentimental provocation.


My blood pressure was down to 170 over something, “still quite elevated, but moving in the right direction,” and it was gurney time again, as I was shuffled out of intensive care, through the three-dimensional hospital labyrinth of corridors and elevators, to a vacant room, which was, as I remember, windowless, though that detail may be more a measure of my state of mind at the time than an accurate reflection of the room’s amenities. At any rate, I could see nothing of the world outside.


I had never in my life been so helpless. With one side of my body now completely paralyzed, I had to be lifted from gurney to bed, from bed to wheelchair, from wheelchair to toilet seat. I could barely tilt my head from the pillow, and to make any substantial movement I had to summon assistance by flipping a switch on the left-hand side of the bed. Also, I was overwhelmed with fatigue. Every few minutes I’d pass out, as if clocked on the skull with a hammer, only to come groggily awake a few moments later.


Yet the mood of irrational well-being which had visited me the night before stayed with me still. I could make light of the paralysis. My life, such as it was, had always taken place primarily inside my head; my body, with its hungers, aches, and upsets, was the mind’s inconvenient accessory. So long as my brain was intact (and it remained to be seen if, or how far, that was true), I could get by. But such thinking was silly and alarmist: the window of my recovery was yet open, and I planned to escape clean through it.


A nurse had assisted me into the wheelchair, and I was dozing there when Julia arrived to visit. The oddity of the situation made us both shy. We were deferential newcomers to the conventions of the hospital, like tourists with lowered voices tiptoeing around a foreign cathedral. She had brought with her my shaving kit from the house and a copy of The New York Times Magazine, published that day.


It had a piece by me in it and half a dozen photos taken by Julia. In April, we’d driven down to Stanford from Seattle, a thousand-mile ride, so that she could spend a night in a dorm and sample some university classes. My idea was to hug the coasts of Washington, Oregon, and California, savoring the landscape of volcanic upheaval and earthquake fault lines as a rehearsal for the pending temblor that would shake both our lives when Julia went to college.


“How is it, Bird?”


“Good.”


“Your photographs?”


She showed me. They were inset in a box on the second page—shots of the road in fir forest and snaking around sea cliffs, the illuminated OPEN sign outside an Oregon café where we’d dined in a rainstorm, the steel tracery of the great four-mile bridge over the Columbia River, a generic California motel. The piece was introduced by a cunning picture taken by a photographer whom we’d met by prior arrangement in Sausalito, just short of the Golden Gate Bridge, and showed Julia and me in the parked car, top down and seen from behind. Julia’s face, hair tangled by the wind, was reflected in the rearview mirror, while I was visible as a weathered pink baseball cap busy with the Rand McNally road atlas.


I had called the piece “Letting Go,” but the Times had retitled it “The Last Father-Daughter Road Trip.”


“Look, the Times has gone into the prophecy business.”


“Oh, of course it won’t be the last road trip we take.” I was much reassured by the indignation that Julia brought to this statement: her belief in my recovery was essential to my own.


“Does my voice sound odd to you? It sounds old-man croaky to me.”


“No. You sound a bit tired, that’s all.”


I wondered how far her mild and ordinary tone reflected not so much my apparent return to something like normality as her need for a father in acceptable working order. To expect candor from her under these circumstances was asking too much. We were both acting our parts in the old hospital repertory, the recovering patient and encouraging visitor.


Julia left soon after, bound for a graduation party at a friend’s house. I’d just relapsed into unconsciousness in the wheelchair when a nurse woke me to ask if I would like a sponge bath. I told her I could handle that myself but would be grateful if she’d wheel me over to the handbasin and mirror.


“I’ll stay in the room, if you don’t mind.” Not a question. The nurse hovered watchfully over my right shoulder.


With my good hand I reached for my wash bag on the sink counter and fumbled with the zipper, extracting the aerosol of shaving foam with some difficulty.


“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, unless you want to go straight back to the emergency room. You’re on a blood thinner—don’t you have an electric shaver?”


She had a fund of cheerful stories about patients she had known on blood thinners who had nicked their chins with regular razors and bled by the bucketful.


I hadn’t seen myself in a mirror since the stroke. The pallor, stubble, crinkled bags under the eyes, unruly tufts of gray hair sticking out over the ears, and general appearance of shrunkenness were only to be expected. What took me seriously aback was the right-hand corner of my mouth. It drooped. The droop was slight, but enough to give the face in the glass a distinct leer and allow a glinting thread of slobber to leak from the sag in the lips.


So this was what Julia had confronted. I saw now the effort it must have taken her to keep up her show of equanimity.


I was wearing boxer shorts and a hospital “gown.” The nurse offered help, which I testily declined. Seeing her in the mirror, I tried to stare her down.


“You like your independence, don’t you?”


I stared at the reflection of my naked right shoulder. The arm appeared to have fallen out of its socket. The bump of the end of the bone in the upper arm hung an inch or so below the bump of the shoulder blade; I warily touched the space between the two with the tip of my functioning forefinger.


“Subluxation. Very common with strokes. The occupational therapist will help you to fix that.”


The nurse’s presence was obtrusive and inhibiting. Stripped to the waist, I ached for privacy as I dabbed at my armpits with a wet flannel. The attempt to give myself a one-handed sponge bath while the nurse watched every movement was laughably ineffectual. I quickly became exhausted with the business.


The gown lay in my lap. I realized that I had no idea of how to put it on again and let the nurse instruct me from a distance.


“Put your left hand through the armhole. No, the other one. Now take hold of the right hand and pull it through. That’s it! Now . . .”


Even in the fog of annoyance and fatigue I was aware that I was being a lousy patient and the nurse was being a perfectly good nurse. I apologized to her for being so inept and intractable.


“I understand. A stroke is a life-changing event.”


That was a phrase to which I’d soon become inured. It was always delivered in a blandly optimistic tone, as if paralysis and brain trauma carried with them the promise of some glorious self-renewal, like inheriting an unexpected fortune. My own feeling was that, of all life-changing events, death would be the one to beat.


The nurse helped me to get back into the bed. A meal came. Its only taste and smell were of institutions—schools, hospitals, asylums, jails. A couple of forkfuls, taken from the tray as I lay with my head propped on the pillow, sent me to sleep, from which I was almost immediately awakened by a fresh demand for vital signs.


At least I wasn’t troubled by the Why me? question. The stroke had been waiting for me since early childhood: it had just been patiently biding its time. I was now the right age (the median age for stroke victims is, as I later read, sixty-nine, and I had been just three days short of passing that unwelcome milestone). For many years I had left my high blood pressure unmedicated. I was a daily wine drinker and, more to the point, a lifelong smoker.


Smoking was a key symptom of the life I’d led, my inhibited recklessness, my short horizons, my readiness to take risks without sufficient thought for the likely consequences. The people I liked best among my immediate contemporaries (those born in England during the Second World War, or just before or just after it) were all smokers, and there were more dead friends than living ones in my address book. That book, its spine long broken, pages out of order, held together with a rubber band, cried out to be replaced. But I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of it. My oldest and closest friend had sent it to me from her summer quarters in Florence in 1990; she died of smoking in January 2001, aged fifty-seven, her lungs wrecked by emphysema. I flew to England for her funeral. In a borrowed car, I drove another close friend to Norwich, where Lorna was to be cremated. We smoked cigarettes all the way; cigarettes over a vinous dinner; cigarettes over the hotel breakfast; cigarettes on the drive to the cemetery. Early that summer, I heard Ian had inoperable cancer. He died in December. He was sixty-three.


It wasn’t as if we didn’t know what we were cooking up for ourselves. Of course we knew. In the 1950s, long before the cigarette companies were made to print warnings on their products, we already talked of smokes as “cancer sticks.” Their danger was part of their allure, just as it was an essential ingredient of our guerrilla resistance to the sanctimonious lectures of parents, teachers, doctors who preached against smoking even as they, or many of them, continued to smoke themselves.


The hospital’s unnatural lighting made day and night look interchangeably alike.


Strangers came to the room pushing silver equipment trolleys. Vitals were taken (my blood pressure was still coming down), and one worker replaced another as shifts changed (though I couldn’t tell how long these shifts were). I had some difficulty entering her number with my good forefinger but spoke with Julia on my mobile, then slept, and woke to find her in the room.


She’d stopped at a pharmacy and bought an electric shaver for me. More interestingly, she had been back to her school one last time and used the darkroom there to produce half a dozen enormous prints of photos from our trip to the Bay Area. She’d also asked permission at the nurses’ station to stick pushpins in the wall of the room, which she was turning into a gallery of images from the journey.


Every photograph was an invitation to memory, and it was reassuring to discover that each unlocked a fluent sequence of associations. The picture of the car parked in front of the motel room, for instance: I couldn’t name the settlement on Route 101, but we’d stopped there on the first night of the return leg from Palo Alto to Seattle, with Julia practically levitating with excitement after staying in a dorm and taking a couple of classes at Stanford. That morning I’d dropped her off at the Palo Alto Caltrain station so that she could measure the “real distance” to San Francisco, where she’d arranged to meet a friend from summer camp for lunch, while I followed her on the freeway and lunched alone. The print brought back our tense escape from the city, in heavy Saturday afternoon traffic, as we overtook an immense funeral cortege on I-80, the line of stretch limos with smoked-glass windows flanked by motorcycle outriders, some police and some civilians, followed by a multicolored assortment of private automobiles. Everyone in sight was Black. A biker on a big Harley, with dreadlocks and no helmet, swerved over to yell at me to get the fuck out of the lane we were in; Julia used her iPhone and the San Francisco Chronicle site to try to figure out whose important corpse was riding in the hearse—preacher? gangster? politician?—but had no luck.


“What was the name of that place where we stayed the night?”


“I don’t know that I ever knew it.”


I found that reassuring too.


“The motel clerk was a Pakistani woman,” I said. “The promising-looking restaurant was closed, and we ate at the Mexican place.”


“I remember.” Her mouth was full of pins.


Being able to remember now felt like a privilege: I could too easily imagine how the pictures that Julia was hanging might mean nothing to me at all.


Her graduation ceremony was the next day, but no window had opened for me; half my body was paralyzed, spells of exhausted sleep were intermitted with passages of torpid wakefulness, and I clearly wasn’t going anywhere tomorrow. Before the stroke catapulted me into this new terrain of age and decrepitude, I had been gritting my teeth against the tedium—the milling parents, the speeches, the interminable rounds of acts and entertainments put on by the students. I could smell in advance the dusty air of the converted church in which the event would take place, its tinctures of Dior and dry-cleaning fluid: I have spent a good deal of my life avoiding attendance at rituals in churches, and this one was no exception. Yet now I couldn’t go, I felt truly sad at the prospect of not being there.


“I’m so sorry, Birdie.”


“Of course you can’t.”


So while Julia went off next morning to Town Hall (formerly one of Mary Baker Eddy’s temples, raised against Error) to collect her high school diploma, I was being pushed in a wheelchair down a fresh corridor and into the office of a Romanian doctor. I instantly warmed to her: when she asked me how I felt today, it seemed more like an ordinarily human question than a medical one, and when I answered that I could feel worse, she said, “You’re so English!” I heard in her own accent a friendly trace of Englishness, perhaps the echo of an English teacher back in Romania. In my mind, she and I were two Europeans met in a foreign land.


I wanted to question her, but I was stymied: I needed the name of Romania’s socialist dictator, along with the name of its capital city, and could recall neither. That eagle’s-beak nose above lips like a pair of plumped cushions . . . A clip of smudgy black-and-white film, seen on TV, showing the dictator and his wife under trial in a kangaroo court, then, immediately afterward, their execution by machine-gun fire; two people in overcoats fallen on flagstones. But I had lost his name, and as for the name of the city, all I knew was that it wasn’t Belgrade.


The doctor was talking about the neurological rehab ward at Swedish hospital in downtown Seattle. Whenever she used the word “rehabilitation,” I just saw mental patients weaving baskets, and eventually admitted what I was thinking.


“I think they’ve got past that stage,” she said.


“You really think it would be useful?”


“Well, they seem to think so. They’ve accepted you, and they don’t accept everybody by any means.” She made it sound like a college.


Would I be in a ward or have a room to myself? A room, she said. How long would I be expected to stay? About two weeks, maybe more, maybe less. And Medicare would pay? Yes. Would I be free to discharge myself at any time? Yes.


I remarked that I’d been to an English boarding school, which was said to be an excellent preparation for life in prison. As soon as the sentence left my lips, I wished I could recall it, for it was a stupid thing to say to anyone who had lived under the regime of the dictator whose name escaped me and who had imprisoned many thousands of his subjects. But she was kind enough to laugh anyway.


I told her—facetiously, I thought—how much I’d miss being able to drink wine in the evenings.


“Just about everybody I know in England would be classified here as a functioning alcoholic.”


“In Romania too.”


“Rehab is meant to be a halfway house between the hospital and the outside world. I don’t see why your wine should be a problem—how much would you want to drink?”


“Just a glass with dinner.” Best to open with the lowest possible bid.


“I’ll give them a call and let you know what they say.”


Five minutes later, when the chair had been rolled to the door of my room, she caught up with us. “I spoke with Dr. Clawson. He says fine to the wine.”


“Thank you so much. So when do I move?”


“Tomorrow. An ambulance will drive you there.”


Elated by the prospect of such a civilized rehabilitation, with friends dropping in for drinks before dinner, I reentered the room. The photographs on the walls momentarily surprised me. One image, of the remains of breakfast at a roadside café, got my memory going: Julia had taken it on our first day, when rain had fallen, with steadily increasing force, from dawn to dusk and long beyond. Twenty minutes after leaving that café we’d quit the freeway for the dripping fir plantations and sodden cattle of western Washington; then crossed the windswept Columbia on the four-mile bridge, where the tidal water was the color of milky cocoa. As we drove through the makeshift towns of the Oregon coast, the little car felt like a submersible. By dinner, a full gale was blowing off the ocean, the rain horizontal and stinging. Water cascaded from the choked gutters of Yachats, whose sloping main street flowed like a river in spate. Inside the restaurant (its ceiling hung with inverted umbrellas), the aging hippie with his guitar and fifty-year-old songs had a hard time making himself heard over the snarling ruckus of the surf.


Still staring at the photograph, I remembered that today was my birthday.









Chapter 2


We were an inseparable couple, my mother and I. Our address was: The White House, Hempton Green, nr. Fakenham, Norfolk. Here we stove in the shells of our breakfast eggs with teaspoons to prevent witches from using them as boats (the eggs came from Mrs. Artherton, who helped my mother in the house and kept chickens at her nearby cottage). Here we listened to the news on the wireless twice and sometimes three times a day. My father was a distant rumor. He was away in the war, and my mother believed that she might hear something of him if she listened closely enough to the news. “Hush! It’s time for the news” punctuated our days as reliably as a chiming clock.


First came the pips at one-second intervals, then: “This is the BBC Home Service. Here is the news and this is Alvar Lidell reading it”—a voice like God, from far-off London. My mother frowned as she listened, while I wriggled around to peer inside the set through the ventilation holes in its fiberboard back. The valves glowed and flickered like a miniature city in the darkness, and the whole mysterious apparatus gave off the smell of its own importance: oil, solder, burned dust, electrochemistry at work. It was magnificently incomprehensible. So was the newsreader’s voice, issuing from the front of the wireless, to which my mother attended with a face of studious perplexity.


The squirming child was all skin and bone. I had a wasting disease known as celiac, or so my mother had been told. Several times a day I would vomit in the lavatory, with my mother cupping my forehead in the palm of her hand. This illness (and as an adult I was told that it almost certainly wasn’t celiac) was worn by me as a sign of great personal distinction. It entitled me to the secret hoard of bananas that were kept in the cool and musty larder off the hall, whose darkness and echoey flagstone floor, a few steps down from ground level, spooked me sufficiently that I never dared to go there alone. The mice, who scurried over the draining boards in the kitchen, made their headquarters in the larder.


In wartime England, nobody had bananas except me. They were specially imported just for my benefit, my mother said. When they arrived, they were firm and green, but quickly ripened to black in the larder, infecting the whole house with the stink of their decomposition. I liked the taste of sweet, putrescent ooze, and it’s hardly surprising that, given such a peculiar diet, I spent much of my time crouched over the toilet bowl, emptying my stomach of these rare luxuries, which, I believed, were flown to Fakenham for me by airplane.


My mother was teaching me to read, for I was her chief distraction from the war. My three brothers would all come later. When she wasn’t listening to the wireless or writing her daily letters to my father, she and I were playing alphabet cards—sounding out the letters and making words. “Cat,” “mat,” “hat,” “sat,” “rat,” “fat.” Pretty soon, I could mouth the words in the headlines of The Times, which appeared in our letter box each morning, even when I was clueless of their meanings. This wasn’t precocity on my part but a measure of my mother’s attention to her child and anxiety for her husband, a product of the special circumstances of war.


It was a job for which she was unusually well qualified. My mother had only a smattering of formal education (the finishing school from which she graduated at sixteen, in Vevey, Switzerland, used books primarily as objects to place on students’ heads in deportment lessons), but she was an avid reader of Mrs. Gaskell (Cranford), Flora Thompson (Lark Rise to Candleford), and Stella Gibbons (Cold Comfort Farm). At seventeen, she took a correspondence course from the Regent School of Successful Writing (“101 Infallible Plot Situations”), and began to send out stories to women’s magazines. Horner’s Weekly responded with an acceptance letter, and soon she was contributing monthly tales of romance in the countryside, each between ten thousand and fifteen thousand words long at two guineas per thousand words. Years later, my mother would belittle the stories, saying they were no good, and the magazine was “just for servant girls.” She didn’t publish them in her name but under a pseudonym. The wartime paper shortage killed the magazine (and most of the servant girls joined the war effort as land girls, working the fields in headscarves and breeches).


What survived of these efforts was my mother’s Ford Popular, license plate AUP 595, bought from the profits of her writing. It lived as a shrouded ghost, under dust sheets and an old blanket, in the wooden garage in our back garden, until the German surrender, when petrol rationing was reintroduced for private motorists. It was a black saloon, with upholstered seats that smelled of leather and, more faintly, of dog—the last remnants of Sam, a Staffordshire bull terrier, who had been reluctantly given away to a dog-loving wing commander not long after I was born. In my mother’s many photos of him, Sam appeared to be a genial and frolicsome sort of dog, but he had acquired a nasty reputation as a canine terrorist. Now I sat where he had used to sit in the front passenger seat of the car, where I channeled his ghost, woof-woofing my way along the Norfolk lanes.


I loved AUP 595. Not the least of its fascinations were the two half-moon holes in its floor, just behind my mother’s feet as she worked the accelerator and the clutch. Through these holes I could watch the graveled surface of the road as it sped into a vomit-colored blur, then came into sharp focus again when my mother braked. The movements of the road interested me at least as much as anything I could see through the windows. The holes obviously meant that someone with large feet had owned AUP 595 for a good many years before my mother bought it in 1937 or 1938; I never thought of it as an old car at the time, and have no memory of it ever breaking down.


When my mother had enough petrol coupons, we’d drive to Granny’s house in Sheringham, a long ride of nearly twenty miles. The narrow, twisting road ran past Little Snoring and on to Holt, where we often stopped to break the journey and look in shop windows. Then, from a wooded ridge, the land below us was rimmed with the mysterious sea. Here my mother switched the engine off and let AUP 595 coast downhill. For a mile or more, there was just the sound of the wind, the rustle of tires on gravel, the creaking of the elderly chassis as the car submitted to the gravitational pull of Granny’s house. My mother had enlisted as an ambulance driver early in the war and never missed an opportunity to save petrol. She allowed the car to come almost to a standstill before switching the ignition back on and letting out the clutch, so that it restarted with a series of bone-shaking jerks and a roar. Or it didn’t. When it stalled at the bottom of the hill, my mother would get out and, to “save the battery,” effortfully swing the crank handle.


Granny’s house, Notch Hill, St. Austin’s Grove, stood several streets short of the sea, up a sloping cul-de-sac. Past the gate, one had to climb a crazy-paving path flanked on either side by a rock garden of lavender and alpine plants. With its small bow-windowed drawing room at the front and whitewashed pebble dash, the house, I see now, was a very modest example of 1930s suburban bijou, but then I thought it grand and magical. Granny in the doorway, looking slightly top-heavy with her bosomy torso balanced on girlishly slender legs, dogs yapping behind her, smelled of eau de cologne and cigarettes. In every room there were open boxes of cork-tipped Craven As, the cigarettes nestling, close-packed, in their pillar box–red containers with the black cat logo. To me, Granny’s cigarettes were a sign of extraordinary opulence and luxury in the wartime world of shortages and rations.


On these visits, my mother would accept a cigarette when Granny offered, but anyone could see that she was an amateur smoker, breathing in and puffing out between coughs. Granny, though, was a professional: she could convey deep meditation with a drag, dismiss an argument with an exhalation, draw a protective veil of smoke around herself and deliver an oracular remark from behind it, extinguish a conversation and a cigarette in one gesture. She was a study in the rhetoric of smoking. She also had the fascinating knack of blowing smoke rings, for me only, when she was in the mood.


She had just turned fifty. Every expedition to see her was a treat for me, if a rather scary one, for Granny was the first person I knew to maintain a visible disconnect between what she said and how she really felt. Extravagant daily labor went into her appearance—the graying permed hair, the rouge and powder, the scent, the afternoon rests taken in her darkened bedroom, from which she would emerge freshly dressed and in a new and unpredictable mood, along with her dogs, a pair of miniature Yorkshire terriers named Timmy and Charlie who slept at her feet. Granny was a creature of artifice, and though she was always smiling, one couldn’t trust her smiles because there was often something wicked to be glimpsed behind them.


She was a doctor’s daughter, and had married a newly qualified doctor in February 1915. My grandfather, called Hamilton Sandison, Ham for short, had read medicine at the University of Edinburgh and graduated just in time to catch the beginning of the First World War. He had served—oddly, it now seems to me—in all three armed services, army, navy, and air force, between 1914 and 1919. Doctoring at the front had broken him and given him an addiction to the bottle, or so Granny would say, and he had died in a motor smash in Maidenhead, Berkshire, in 1923—“suicide” according to Granny, “a dreadful accident,” said my mother. She was then four, and my uncle Peter was six. Granny took her children to live in Switzerland, in search of “mountain air” to cure my uncle’s incipient tuberculosis. There, she had met a retired lieutenant colonel in the Indian Army named Bertram Price Ellwood, who married her in 1928. Ellwood, twenty-two years older than Granny, was also, as it turned out (at least in Granny’s version of things), impotent. On my mother’s tenth birthday, in November 1928, the colonel gave her his present in an envelope over the breakfast table: inside was a single sheet of paper inscribed with the words “Man Know Thyself.”


In 1934, when my uncle had either outgrown or been cured of his TB, the family came back to England, where they bought a house in the village of Saleway in rural Worcestershire. Appropriately enough, the house was called the Gap, and Granny and her colonel bickered inside it until 1941. Uncle Peter left to read engineering at the University of Birmingham; my mother stayed home writing love stories under the pen name Casey Mundell. When Colonel Ellwood and Granny finally separated, Granny got the house, which she managed to sell quickly and for a good price.


When my parents married in 1941, and later bought the White House in Hempton Green, Granny followed them. Like a secret policeman, she kept a discreet distance, but was always on our trail. Wherever we moved, she would set up house nearby, going from Worcestershire to Norfolk, Norfolk to Merseyside, Merseyside to Sussex, then Sussex to Hampshire, where she died. Only when my parents made their last move, to Leicestershire, did they escape the watchful attention of Granny, their determined shadow. She never learned to drive a car but always knew her taxi drivers by their first names and kept a Bradshaw’s Railway Guide beside the telephone in the hall.


Sheringham in the early summer of 1945 was trying to return to normal life as a fishing village and genteel holiday resort. Along the beach, the rusting coils of barbed wire, wooden stakes, and concrete blocks were mostly cleared, and the antitank ditches were being filled in. Snipers’ pillboxes and signs warning of unexploded mines remained, and so did the now-fading self-importance that comes to a place taught to think of itself as being on the front line of imminent invasion.


Above the high-tide line, the beach was a broad ridge of hard-to-walk-on pebbles, where a cluster of scruffy boats was drawn up beside the twin huts that said Ladies and Gentlemen (penny in the slot required). The smell of dead crabs and shit-and-disinfectant was powerful. But as the tide went out, it exposed a reach of glistening wet sand and a shallow spur of rock and drying bladder wrack with fascinating pools full of purple and scarlet sea anemones, darting shrimps, and scuttling crablets. There were no crowds here, just a few mothers and children, and the occasional uniformed soldier and his girl.


My mother and I usually came to the beach in the afternoons, when Granny was taking her rest and I had been enjoined to silence. I paddled tremulously in the foamy dribble left by the small waves but loved the rock pools, sticking my forefinger down inside the tentacled anemones and feeling their queer, otherworldly squeeze and suck. In the distance, where the High Street met the beach, a sparse handful of instrumentalists, all elderly, played from a bandstand, their sound carried by the gusty salt breeze, and for a moment one could catch a scatter of cornets above the rhythmical bass grunting of the tuba. The rock pool held a corner of deep water where tufts of overhanging red seaweed cast the bottom into impenetrable shadow, the lair of what I imagined to be an enormous fish. The more I stared into this deep, the more certain I became that there was life and movement there.


In every passing curiosity and flight of fancy, my mother was my ally, at my side and cheering me on. The word “lovely,” spoken in her rather high and breathy voice, always sounded as if it were attached to double or triple exclamation marks. Of course I didn’t notice that the lavish attention she paid to me was intimately connected to her nervous anxiety about what the BBC News might bring next, or that her air of rapt enthusiasm was at least in part a product of the Good Manners curriculum at her finishing school. I just basked in the love and admiration that I took as my due.


Walking back to Granny’s, we spelled our way through the town. Sheringham was rich in words, on road signs, shops, advertising hoardings. Every four-way crossing said Halt (which I confused with Holt, the place), and nearly every shop said Open or Closed. The High Street was a marvelous jumble of illegible and unpronounceable ciphers mixed in with words I recognized and could say aloud, like “tea,” “fish,” “Fry’s” the cocoa maker, “draper.” Each day I added new treasures to my word hoard. My memories begin in 1945, the last year of the war, presumably because as I learned to associate verbal symbols with the things they signified, I found I had the means to codify and store them.


Granny would serve high tea—grilled sardines (from a can) on toast, presented as a delicacy but which made me gag; sandwiches of presliced brown bread, with the faintest smear of margarine, and Shippam’s paste; then raspberries picked from the bushes in the back garden. When the meal was over, I was given permission to get down from the table and play with Charlie, my favorite of the two dogs, in whose large eyes, half-curtained by his fine brown hair, I saw receptive sympathy and high intelligence.


It was Craven A time for Granny and my mother, their twin cigarettes supplying the punctuation for grown-up talk. Smoke filled out each pause and gave it substance, visibility, and smell. Granny would blow hers through her nostrils, like a horse on an icy morning; my mother, not inhaling, would release it from her lips in a succession of dainty mouthfuls.


Granny said, “Oh, I meant my Peter, dear, not yours,” clarifying the distinction between her son, a lieutenant commander in the navy, and her son-in-law, my father, a major in the Royal Artillery, both equally far from home. I was then far too young to catch the disparaging tone in which Granny would mention my father, but I hear it now. (I was ten years old when she told me confidentially that my father had married my mother “for her money”—an interesting but groundless accusation, and a reminder of Granny’s talents as the chief fabricator in the family on which my mother strung her stories for Horner’s Weekly.)


We drove home from Granny’s through the flat fields of Norfolk. The lanes were imprinted with the muddy spoors of the tractors that were displacing horses on the farms. Here and there one could see a solitary horse towing a plow, but the chief interest of the landscape was its display of toylike red and green machines. Horses, in any case, were everywhere, too familiar to be worth noticing. Most mornings I was woken before six by the irregular clock-clocking of hooves on the road outside my window as the milkman’s float drew level with our front door; the rag-and-bone man had a horse and cart; farm produce, like the toppling loads of hay and beets, traveled through Hempton drawn by horses. The primary smell of the village was of horse dung, intermingled with the farty stink of Fakenham gas works, whenever there was any, east in the wind.


Just up the road from our house there was a small and poky everything shop which we visited most days. A hundred yards farther on, on the opposite side, were the coiled barbed wire, high chain-link fencing, and Nissen huts of the prisoner-of-war camp. After the surrender, Germans awaiting repatriation crowded into the shop, where they would make a fuss of me and teach me scraps of German like bitte and guten Morgen. At Christmastime in 1945 they had me singing, “Stille Nacht, heilige Nacht, Alles schläft; einsam wacht.”


A few miles away was an American airbase, from which jeeps full of GIs regularly drove past the house. Americans—so much bigger, pinker, and more open-faced than the English or the Germans—swaggered through our world like a motorized plutocracy, burning through their gallons of unrationed petrol and spreading largesse in their wake. One afternoon an open jeep rolled slowly past our dining room window, the soldiers within scattering PX candy (“sweets” to us) on the street where children, some of my age, dived in the dirt for these treasures. I raced for the front door.


“No, dear: I can’t let you go out with the village children.”


At that instant, the memory cuts out as abruptly as a film tearing inside a projector. It just goes white. Freud says somewhere that we necessarily edit and suppress our memories of early childhood because we would otherwise have to reexperience the gales of lust and rage that then consumed us. This was evidently one of those moments. I can’t recall any lust or rage, but my mother’s remark about the village children still rankles. It was my first explicit introduction to my parents’ world of anxious class divisions and distinctions. In no uncertain terms, it announced that my lot would be to stand behind a wall of separating glass; a spectator, not an actor, forcibly excluded from the enviable society on the street.


My mother made it plain that one should be afraid of the village children, tough and ferocious creatures whose characters had been formed in what she called “knocky-down schools.” I would never go, she promised, to a knocky-down school, but to an establishment better designed to nurture tender plants like me. As it turned out, I was sent to a motley collection of schools around the country, some more knocky-down than others: a dame school, a prep school, two state primary schools, a public school (which in England meant a private school), then two state grammar schools. The main conclusion that I drew from this tour of the British educational system was that I was an obtrusively square peg in a succession of round holes. Academically, I learned as little as was conceivably possible for an otherwise bookish child in fourteen years of formal schooling. Humanly, I absorbed rather a lot of truths that I wished I could unlearn, but couldn’t. It was, in other words, an averagely conventional education.









Chapter 3


My gurney, loaded with all my stuff—clothes; laptop; smartphone; Julia’s pictures of our California trip, rolled together and secured by a big rubber band; and my new electric shaver—was wheeled up the ramp of the ambulance. From the pillow, in my new, croaky, old man’s voice, I told the driver and his paramedic mate that I was sorry they would not be able to use their siren because I was only going to the rehabilitation ward. This awkward pleasantry was important to me: it was meant to announce that things were not as they might seem, that the supine, half-paralyzed figure on the gurney still had his marbles intact and would be back in the world, fully functioning, entirely rehabbed, in a very few days. For a while, as we drew away from the hospital campus and into the tame suburban streets, I quizzed the men about the shifts they worked, where they lived, and their snarled commutes from the southern townships to the city. They politely humored me in this, recognizing my questioning for the plaintive act of self-assertion that it was. We hit the freeway.


I thought of Larkin’s poem “Ambulances,”


Closed like confessionals, they thread


Loud noons of cities . . .


and stared through the rear windows of my ambulance at the truck driver just behind us, who was lost in the business of extracting from his nose a booger with his right forefinger. When this mining operation was complete, he flicked finger and thumb together to get rid of the booger, reached down below my sight line, and came up with a cigarette. I saw the winking silver of a Zippo lighter, and watched him exhale.


Seeing someone else smoke made me count the days that I had gone without. Five, was it? No, four. Or was it only three? But if it was four, then Julia’s graduation must be today, and surely that was tomorrow? Math had never been my strong subject, and in the ambulance I found myself wrestling with a simultaneous equation that was bafflingly hard to solve. I was frightened by my inability to do the sum, and more frightened by another piece of arithmetic: on Saturday, when the two “bloodings” hemorrhaged in my skull, several billion neurons had spilled out of my brain, but no one could tell me how many had been lost, or which functions had gone with them.


My backward-facing view showed that we had left the freeway and were in the grid of streets where hospitals and medical businesses were clustered, an area known locally as Pill Hill. As we slowed and came to a standstill, I saw a blank wall of institutional redbrick, old, severe, burgundy-colored, that put me in mind of School House, the dormitory in which I was incarcerated from the age of eleven at my boarding school. While being rolled down the ambulance ramp, I caught a glimpse of a neo-Gothic campanile topped by a substantial cross, made of stone or concrete, I couldn’t tell which. We entered a new extension to the building that smelled of coffee and steamed milk. Past a Starbucks and the gift shop, we swung right, and the gurney was fed into an elevator. People stepped in and out as we rose slowly through the floors. Left, left, and left again. A corridor yawned, its length punctuated by double swing doors.


At each set of doors, there was a wall dispenser of antiseptic foam and the command to rinse your hands. My two chauffeurs were so habituated to this drill that they went through the motions of ritual purification like a pair of priests performing without a congregation. Out of the window, I spotted another cross, iron this time, and badly frayed by rust and weather, mounted on a gable end.


I asked the ambulance men if this was a Catholic hospital.


“Not so far as I know. Not particularly.”


It must have been so once, I thought; and so it was. It used to be known as Providence Hospital, named for the Sisters of Providence, who were based in Montréal and sent to the West as missionaries. In 2000, Swedish Health Services, a secular nonprofit, originally founded by an immigrant Swedish surgeon in Seattle, acquired the hospital from their old rivals, the Catholics. Eleven years later, though I was in no position at the time to know it, Providence was negotiating to repossess Swedish, which had improvidently overspent itself before the Great Recession.


At the end of the corridor I was delivered to the nurses’ station in the neurological rehabilitation ward. My first impression of the place was a man of middle age whose shaven skull had a healing incision that looked as if it had been inflicted with an axe. He was standing in pajamas and dressing gown, eating a doughnut and staring a bit vaguely at the TV set on the wall. I saw no nuns.


A nurse called for “Richard” on the sound system, which was of disconcerting, foghorn strength and was the chief wrecker of sleep on my first night in the ward, in a room just across from the nurses’ station. Richard, though, would turn out to be a surprisingly urbane figure, neatly self-contained, with an acidic sense of humor, and I liked him at first sight.


He pushed me and my luggage to my room, lifted me off the gurney, and laid me on the bed, an all-bells-and-whistles sort of hospital bed of many levers. He then went off to find me a wheelchair. He came back with what he called the best of a bad lot, whose black vinyl armrests were peeling to expose their stuffing of pale gray artificial sponge. It wasn’t too bad; twelve years on it’s the same chair I’m sitting in now.


Richard gave me, in his words, The Tour, beginning with the coffee machine and a stale-tasting paper cup of the too-pale liquid, left over from the morning. Beyond the far end of the nurses’ station he spotted a moving figure, Dr. Clawson, the doctor in charge of the neurological rehabilitation ward, and called his name. Clawson had the height of a basketball player and was dressed for jogging, all the way down to his multicolored Nike running shoes.


“Yes, you’re the wine man,” he said as Richard introduced us. “I don’t think I’ve ever been asked that question before.”


If “the wine man” was to become my sobriquet in the rehab ward, I’d’ve much preferred “the writer,” a title I might have basked in. “Wine man” smacked of dipsomania.


I told Richard about the Romanian doctor in the other hospital and how she’d called ahead to ask on my behalf if I would be permitted a single glass of red wine at dinnertime each evening.


“You’d be better off buying your wine by the box, not the bottle,” Richard said.


“I remember buying wines in boxes. It was a short acquaintance, not a happy one.”


“When did you last buy wine in a box?”


“Twenty-five years ago, maybe, or maybe more.”


“They’ve made huge improvements since then, you’d be surprised.” He offered to stop by his local wine shop and pick up a new, hugely improved box for me at the end of his afternoon shift: a gesture that was the most quotidian thing that had happened to me since the stroke, and for which I was truly grateful.


He showed me the twin washing and drying machines for the use of patients, along with a cabinet full of various brands of detergent, then asked me if I’d like to see the gym.


“A gym is a gym is a gym. I’d sooner skip it.”


“Well, it’s down that long passageway there. Anything else?”


“I don’t suppose there’s a library here?”


“There probably ought to be, but no, you’re right.”


So we went back to my room, where Richard unloaded my stuff from the gurney and hung most of it in the clothes closet. Julia and a school friend were now lodging in the house, enjoying a spell of unsupervised adulthood, which left me free to ask her to bring over books from my shelves, laundered shirts, and clean socks and underwear, telling her that these requests were in lieu of rent. She was due to visit again this evening, and I’d given her a shopping list, to be bought at American Apparel, for two pairs of sweatpants and four T-shirts, the regular gear for the rehab ward that had been recommended by the Romanian doctor.


Richard took his leave. I must have eaten a tepid supper at around six, before Julia showed up at seven, accompanied by Jean, her mother, with whom I was now on amiable terms, after years of cool, studied politeness. I was glad to see them both. Julia handed me the brown paper American Apparel bag, blazoned in bold black type with the names of fashionable cities around the world where they had stores. Thus: São Paulo, Zurich, Paris, Milan . . . I checked for Seattle, but though I found Boston, New York, Miami, Chicago, New Orleans, and Los Angeles, there was no Seattle on the list. Was the city too provincial, too grungy in its dress code, or what?


As for the contents of the bag, I found them alienating. The color of the sweatpants, dark gray as I’d asked for, was just right, but each pair had an elastic waist and an elastic ankle, without a grown-up button in sight, let alone a zip. I was put in mind of the observation made by Alison Lurie in an essay for The New York Review of Books, written a decade or two before this, to the effect that old people in retirement tend to dress like toddlers as if to signal that their second childhood was now in full swing. I also associate T-shirts as suitable clothing for children, with an extra hazard for me, whose arms at their widest point are about three and a half inches in diameter, a relic of my infantile wasting disease. The short arms of T-shirts, ending several inches above the elbow, always look to me as if they were designed for weight lifters sporting gigantic biceps; my matchstick arms aren’t nearly fat enough to occupy a T-shirt’s plenitude of space with any aplomb at all.


Tiredness was overtaking me. Several times my head drooped involuntarily to my chest before I shook myself to stay awake. I thanked my shoppers for their work, and said that the sweatpants and T-shirts reminded me of the uniform for a new boarding school that was too keen by half on sports.


Julia, having sought permission from the nurses’ station, was thumbtacking her prints of our latest road trip to the walls of my new quarters. Jean was filling the air with small talk. I was falling asleep.


June 13, 1996, about 10:00 p.m. My parents’ bungalow in Market Harborough.


Monica and I were trying to shift my father’s body from the old bedsheet on which he had been sleeping to a freshly laundered replacement, which meant rolling him as gently as possible from the one to the other. Monica stood at the head of the bed, grasping a corner of the sheet, and I stood at the foot, taking my cue from her. My father lay, naked except for an adult diaper, below us, his whole body yellow with jaundice. In life he’d always been a tall, slim man, but now his cancer had emaciated him to the point where one could see every bone in his body beneath the skin.


His diaper, so eerily like the loincloths in the myriad paintings and sculptures representing Jesus Christ on his cross, made me see double—Peter and his sometime creator and savior all at once. The most visible dividing line between them was the bedside table, crowded with medications, most of them painkillers. So while Christ died of the unimaginable torture inflicted by the nails hammered through his limbs into the wooden cross, my father was dying in the last decade of the twentieth century with the help of all the newest anesthetic medicines available for home use under a doctor’s supervision. These made him woozy, but he felt little or no physical pain, at least so far as I knew.


As my mother and I, our four hands well apart, began lifting the sheet, Peter spoke:


“I’m going. I’m going.” His voice was clear and strong, his tone apologetic and full, to my ear, of a loving farewell.


“You’re not going, my darling! You’re not! I’m coming to bed very soon.” Her voice was equally strong and defiant.


After we’d spread the duvet cover over Peter, and Monica had determined that he was still with us, living and breathing, I returned in my rental car to the pub hotel, six miles from the bungalow, where I was staying; a half-drunk bottle of Famous Grouse whiskey awaited me in my room.


At 6:25 a.m. the phone beside my bed started ringing. Groggily, I picked up the receiver, knowing what was to be said and trying to prepare what I was going to say in response.


In a wobbly voice, my mother choked out the words, “Peter has gone.”




OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
IAN McEWAN






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
JONATHAN RABAN

Father and Son

A Memoir

PICADOR





