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EDWARD DOCX


LET GO MY HAND


PICADOR




For O, S, W & R


who taught me the meaning of love.




Act 4, Scene 6: On the Dover Cliffs.




GLOUCESTER               Let go my hand.


Here, friend, ’s another purse; in it a jewel


Well worth a poor man’s taking: fairies and gods


Prosper it with thee! Go thou farther off;


Bid me farewell, and let me hear thee going.


EDGAR Now fare you well, good sir?


Shakespeare, from King Lear


‘First we’ve got to clear the ground.’


Ivan Turgenev, from Fathers and Sons


‘Oh God said to Abraham, “Kill me a son”


Abe says, “Man, you must be puttin’ me on”


God say, “No.” Abe say, “What?”


God say, “You can do what you want Abe, but


The next time you see me comin’ you better run”


Well Abe says, “Where do you want this killin’ done?”


God says, “Out on Highway 61”’


Bob Dylan, from ‘Highway 61 Revisited’






CONTENTS


PART ONE: PORTRAIT OF A FATHER


DOVER


EVERYTHING AFFECTS EVERYONE


RALPH


L’AUTOROUTE DES ANGLAIS


JACK


AIRE DE REPOS


THE MEANING GAP


LOST


THEN TRY FOR UNDERSTANDING


ON THE ESCARPMENTS


FOR WHICH RELIEF MUCH THANKS


PART TWO: TWO RIDERS WERE APPROACHING


THE LIBERATOR OF THE LAKE


PÉAGE


THE EARTH’S BRIGHT EDGE


THE HARD PROBLEM


PUPPETS & PROPHETS


PART THREE: PORTRAIT OF HIS SONS


MONSTERS OF THE DEEP


THE FACE OF A GHOST


ALL FOR ONE


DENIAL


THE UNDERWORLD


THE WHEELCHAIR


SHOOTING THE RAPIDS


PART FOUR: LET US NOT TALK FALSELY NOW


FOR WHOM THE BELL TOLLS


FEINSCHMECKER HOCHGENUSS


REQUIEM


THE PILGRIM’S PROGRESS


PART FIVE: PAINTINGS ON THE WALL


THE CELESTIAL CITY


EPILOGUE


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




PART ONE


PORTRAIT OF A FATHER




DOVER


I should never have agreed to any of this. But I only start to feel the reality when we arrive in Dover and pull into the ferry terminal. I wind down the window for border control and the cold air blusters in – all sea salt, diesel and ship rust – and I can hear gulls screaming like there’s been a murder.


I hand over the passports.


‘Holiday?’ the border guard asks.


And I hoist myself a grin: ‘Yes.’


She glances over at Dad and I lean back so that she can see past me and decide if we’re the kind of people who might want to blow up the ferry for some insane reason not to do with anything that matters. We’re in the ragged old camper van because we don’t have a car. Dad has fallen asleep in the passenger seat, which is all wrong, given that we used to do this every summer with him at the wheel, long after my older brothers didn’t want to come with us and it was only me and Mum and Dad.


Back come the passports. I stow Dad’s with mine in the little compartment under the wheel as if I’m the one who’s in charge. Then I take a self-conscious breath of that sea air again, making out to myself that it’s a big surprise, which it always is, and I roll us gently up to the next booth, where a guy from the ferry company hands me one of those oblong pieces of paper with the number of the lane in which you’re meant to queue for the boat. Ours says ‘76’, which is five years older than Dad. I hang it from the rear-view mirror and head towards the lanes of eager cars waiting to board. And all of a sudden, my emotions rise and I don’t know where to look or how to be.


The thing is that right about now, when I was a little boy, Dad would pull up and jump out of the driver’s seat to make the tea, racing with himself, like he was one of those Grand Prix mechanics. And because in those days the van was packed too full to get to the hob when we were travelling, and probably because he didn’t want to disturb Ralph and Jack because they could be such difficult bastards, he’d hunker on the tarmac and light the little camping stove. And I’d be right there crouching down beside him, watching the tiny blue flame roar and stretch in the blustery wind, hands on the knees of my best summer-holiday jeans, five years old but acting as if I was working for Ferrari, too. And all the while in the van, my brothers would be reading, and Mum would have her window down and she’d be hanging her arm out and craftily smoking her Luckies and hoping that the line didn’t get called before the water was boiled because she knew that once he had started, Dad wouldn’t give it up until he’d had his ‘cuppa’, as she liked to say in her best British accent.


So next I need to work out whether Dad and I are going to have some tea while we wait, which I will have to make, since his ‘capacity for fine movement will continually diminish’, as they say in one of the eight hundred PDFs I’ve read about ‘what to expect’ and ‘how to prepare’. And this seems like another impossible thing that we have to decide.


A man in a high-visibility jacket waves us into ‘lane 76’ with the other vans and four-by-fours. I pull up and the handbrake clicks like some old watch wound to the end of its spring. And because I don’t want to speak to Dad with this emotional surge going on, I open my door and climb out all in one movement – as if I am the one who gets cramps in his legs.


But straight away I wish I had stayed in the damn van. Because now I’m standing in the car park looking at the darkened windows of this off-road estate car with all these kayaks on the roof and bikes on the back and the father of the family is getting out and saying, ‘I got it – two caps and a latte,’ and he’s shooting me a look across the hood like he’s this big leader of men or something and don’t I just know he’s a great father and he’d probably be a great warrior, too, if he had to be, which he doesn’t. And I’m shaking like maybe I am going to blow up the ferry. And so I turn round and next thing I’m sliding open the noisy rear door of the van, which needs oiling, but when are we going to do that?


‘How you feeling, Dad?’ I ask.


‘I’m fine.’ Dad smiles, looking back from the passenger seat up front. He is wearing terrible clothes as usual – his custard-yellow fleece, his beige over-washed chinos, his lightweight walking boots of which he is unaccountably proud. ‘Thinking about a jog,’ he says.


I nod slowly. We row back and forth between jokes and sarcasm these days like we’re scared of landfall.


‘Just had one,’ I say. ‘You were asleep.’


‘Another half-marathon?’


‘Yep – and a couple of klicks sea-kayaking.’


He looks at me and sucks his teeth. We hate a word like ‘klick’.


‘Actually,’ he says, ‘I might do some of that aggressive yoga.’


‘It’s very spiritual out there, Dad.’


He surveys the massed ranks of SUVs silently laying waste to whatever future humanity might yet sneak. His jaw spasms from time to time and he yawns a lot.


That sea air has slipped in around my shoulders and cooled me down. I climb up and Dad starts loosening the catch on his seat so that he can swivel it to face backwards. I start filling up the kettle from the water carrier. It looks like we’re going all the way on tea. So I set up the grey plastic table in the back at which we have had so many convivial meals. Dad bought the van in 1989, just before I was born; it’s a metallic blue, boxy, unfashionable 1980s-style VW and you wouldn’t want it – even if you inherited it strife-free. But – for us at least – it’s got soul. Which counts. Or which should count.


From the edge of my eye, I can see that Dad is struggling to get the passenger seat swivelled round. When you’re not having trouble with your legs, you can press your feet into the floor and turn it that way. But Dad gets this feeling of pins and needles a lot, he says; he’s got what they call ‘lower limb onset’. All the same, I don’t want to be doing everything for him – and I’m not sure what is tactful – here, now, ever. So I leave him to it and fire up the stove.


Part of me is thinking that Ralph better show up. But another part is thinking that maybe we’re better off without him and that we should keep it to just the two of us – me and Dad – for as long as possible because Ralph has got some kind of metaphysical rabies. Yet another part of me is wondering how Jack can do and say what he is doing and saying. How can he now refuse to come? At what point does he concede Dad might be for real? And surely Jack is worse than Ralph because if his behaviour isn’t passive-aggressive then I don’t know what is. At least with Ralph you get straightforward aggressive.


Ralph and Jack are actually my half-brothers – twins; Ralph the thin one, Jack less so. They have a whole other view of Dad. Like he is more or less a different man to them. My mother used to say that they were ‘psychologically impacted’ by him. But who knows – maybe it’s the genes? I read somewhere that genes are like the ingredients and your family environment is analogous to how you cook them up.


I glance across. Now Dad is kneeling down in the front footwell, pushing the seat round with his arms and shoulders. He raises his head so that we’re looking at each other properly for the first time since he woke up – or pretended to wake up. Then he comes right out and asks me the same thing I asked him: ‘And how are you doing, Louis?’


‘Been better,’ I say.


He nods. ‘Well, just so you know, Lou – and to answer your question – I’m feeling happy right now. Really happy.’


I don’t know how to be with this so I say: ‘Maybe you should have spent more time in the footwells of clapped-out vans, Dad.’


And then he smiles at me properly – like he smiles all the time now – really sad-but-happy, really sorry-but-glad, like we’ve sorted everything out between us. These new smiles don’t help and I wonder sometimes if they’re a side effect of the drugs. I’m here for him. But it’s not like that makes it fine for him to be smiling at me like this every five minutes. And it’s not like I agree. Or not any more, I don’t. Not now we’re actually doing it.


So I go and stand in the narrow galley at the stove in the back and make like I’m extra busy spooning the leaves into the pot.


He’s turned the seat, which he’s pleased about. He levers himself through the gap from the front – his arms are still good – and he sits down with a theatrical sigh of satisfaction.


‘How long do we have?’ He nods in the direction of the sea.


And this is pretty much the worst question he could have asked but it takes him a half-second to realize it.


‘I mean how long do we have before the ferry sails?’


‘We’re early,’ I say.


And this is the worst answer. We’ve had this problem for the last eighteen months, of course: half of what we say now sounds too significant and the other half sounds so vacuous that I don’t know why we waste our time saying it at all. Maybe that’s why we jump into jokes all the time. Maybe that’s why we have always jumped into jokes. But we’re trying to live in the present – whatever that means. And what else can we do? We have to go on talking. We are a talking family. Talking – language – is what made us the most successful of the hominids; that’s what Dad would say. Does say. Often.


‘You must have had your foot down, Lou.’


‘Not really,’ I say. ‘The roads were empty.’


‘Lucky we didn’t come in the Aston or the Maserati.’


‘Yeah – or we’d probably be there by now.’


Dad weighs this a second, like maybe we should segue into serious. But then he says: ‘Slow driving – do you think there’s a new movement in that?’


‘What? You mean like Slow Food and Slow Cities?’


‘Yes.’ He is animated now; ideas seem to make the muscles in his face come back to life again. ‘You can pretend that Slow Driving is a whole new philosophy and get paid to give lectures to people with too much time on their hands. I can see the book now.’ Dad nods and holds up finger and thumb as though describing the quotation on the back cover: ‘“The crushingly obvious repackaged again – for people who missed it the first three times.” Chuck in a smattering of quotes from the Greeks off the Internet and you’ll be away, Lou.’


Dad is big on the Greeks. He calls Christianity ‘the great hijack’.


‘I thought the Greeks were mainly pre-car, Dad, pre-driving.’


‘I mean Greek quotes about life. Turn it round.’


‘Turn what round?’


‘Your argument.’


‘I’m not making one.’


‘Yes you are. What you’re saying is that the Greeks were able to examine life more deeply because they drove so much slower than we do.’


‘I’m not saying anything.’


‘All their philosophy, the plays, the democracy, the sculpture, the Olympics . . . it was all because the Greeks were the original Slow Drivers.’ He draws a professorial breath and makes as if to address the midweek Life Coachers’ get-together in Notting Hill. ‘Ladies and gentlemen . . . we all know for a fact that everybody was so much happier before today. But the question is why?’


‘The question is why.’


‘Let me tell you.’


‘Wait . . . Charge us first. Then tell us.’


‘Take, for example, Ancient Greece. We stopped being happy . . .’ He pauses in mock profundity. ‘We stopped being centred when we stopped Slow Driving.’


I shake my head. Dad and I have a whole list of words and phrases we just don’t like. ‘Centred’ is right up there with ‘klicks’ and words like ‘legend’ and ‘eclectic’ and ‘curated’. We don’t know why exactly – but not liking particular points of vocabulary unites us in some secret back-channel way; flashlights we shine across the misty swamp of everything that lies between us.


And now the kettle is steaming the window where Dad has drawn back the crappy little curtain and we’re feeling good again.


‘Did you bring those croissants?’ he asks.


Croissants, devilled kidneys and oysters: my dad’s three favourite foods.


‘Oh yeah. Six.’


‘Well, get them out then, Lou, what are you waiting for?’


I ease the croissants from the top of the blue cool box that always travels with us and then I get the milk out and the two surprise-hit metal mugs that I bought one time when we were in New York together for Christmas with my American-Russian grandparents. And then I pour the teas in the way I’ve seen Dad do it a thousand times – holding the pot high as he thrusts the water down the spout, trying to make it hit the leaves hard on the way out so as to compensate for the fact that we’re pouring too early, which we always do. And now there’s the taste of tea and croissants and the sound of the sea on a pebbled shore someplace close by and an apricot morning light that is streaming in and showing up all the marks on the windscreen from all the thousands of miles we’ve done together.


But we’re only about three way-too-hot sips into the Darjeeling when everyone around us in their off-road cars decides to start their off-road engines as if there is a sudden danger that the ferry might fuck right off without them and disappear for ever, taking France with it. And I’m shaking my head at Dad – like this always happens – and we’re both finding it pretty funny.


So now we’ve got to gulp down the tea, burning our throats through to our lungs, so that we can get a stronger top-up from the pot, because really the second cup is what it’s always been about. And we’re cramming our croissants as if we’re three years old like my nephews. And the next line along is already moving.


‘We better get weaving,’ he says.


That’s one of his favourite words.


And for a moment it feels like we are going on holiday after all.


My father was born in Yorkshire in the last hours of Churchill’s wartime ministry; but he drank his first milk under Clement Atlee. So he likes to say. And every once in a while, despite the decades in London, you can still hear a previous England in his voice – the old timbers creaking beneath the rebuilds, the extensions, the facades.


He was an only child. His father was from Yorkshire and owned a famous stonemason’s yard. He was locally renowned for his lettering but made most of his money overseeing the rebuilding of thousands of miles of dry-stone wall. My grandmother was a dressmaker from Lancaster. She, too, worked all her life and had a lucrative sideline, this time in making curtains. So the two of them were financially much better off than they ever pretended – especially by the end. But after Dad left his first wife for my mum, they cut him off and refused to speak to him.


Thus my grandmother died estranged from her son. No time to change things or understand. I sometimes think about that. All of their life together, all of those hours raising a child and then suddenly a feud; then silence; not another word; for ever. I think my grandfather attempted some kind of a reconciliation with Dad, but he got Alzheimer’s and the end was messy and fraught and gruelling.


I never met my father’s parents. Ralph and Jack remember them quite well though. They would go and play in the stoneyard beside their old house on the outskirts of Halifax. Ralph’s take is that they were absurdly proud, covertly cruel, small-hearted people – grudge-bearers, secretly miserable and afraid. Jack’s is that they were decent, determined, hard-working, law-abiding, scrupulously fair folk who found a way to get on and had no time for those who did not. I can’t be sure – I’ve seen pictures of them in the 1950s and their world is unimaginable to me; the way they stand – awkward with the camera and unable to smile because (so they seem to want to say) a smile has to be earned. When I was little and Dad was teaching me things – the planets, the map of the world, the history of Europe – he used to make out that he was the last living embodiment of the Wars of the Roses. But now he says that even those echoes are fading and that Britain is a story that people no longer know how to write.


Before he met my mother, my grandparents’ pride in my father was as deep and resonant as it was unspoken. Dad was one of those Catholic-school boys, who somehow dodged the paedophile priests and allied endless hard work to a formidable intelligence. He excelled in every exam he ever sat. All the way up. And up. Until, eventually, he became the Director of Studies in English Literature at University College London. (Hence his three sons tending that way.) He still believes the English language to be our greatest gift to the world. Not modern democracy, nor the railways, nor the Web, nor Newton, nor Keynes, nor Darwin, nor the NHS, or whatever else some people think England is, was, made, invented – but the language itself; its reach, its subtlety, its poetry. He would go farther and say that literature, because it uses language, provides us with the raw material with which to think – as the other non-linguistic arts do not. Many a long motorway haul, he would find an opportunity to remind me that language is ‘the defining, the redeeming and the pre-eminent characteristic of human beings’. And he’ll tell you straight: the English language is the greatest language of all.


Now I’m not totally sure how many other languages he actually knows – some bad German, some good French – but you never met a man more committed to his credo. We used to trek all over the country so that he could give talks on the ‘nature of deception’ in Shakespeare or the ‘nature of constancy’ in John Donne. Or he’d drive me to these muddy-assed literary festivals to judge poetry prizes. I’ve never tried it, but if we were to say to him, ‘Dad, nobody gives a shit’ – then he’d say straight back, ‘I do.’


Our house is near enough a private library. You won’t see that in a few years’ time, I suppose. Physical books, I mean. Shelves. Spines. Dad himself has written several books – including his career-defining one on literary theory. Not that anyone reads that kind of stuff any more – except maybe students – although I didn’t notice any of my friends bothering when I was at college. In fact, maybe I’m the only person who has read Dad’s ‘big’ book in the last ten years and I didn’t really get into it that much; I was just taking in the words like one of those whales that swallows the entire sea and then spits it all out again and hopes that something nutritious got stuck in the baleen. Apart from Mum, I should say, who read it again before she died – underlining sentences with a pen. So that’s two of us. I don’t know about Ralph or Jack – it’s a good question. The only one of Dad’s books I could say that I ever enjoyed is his one on the Shakespeare sonnets – which I can pick up and put down and then pick up again without getting lost, or confused, or feeling like I need to check into a monastery in order to focus on it properly. Then again, like everybody else these days, I’m suffering from acute mental eczema and I can’t concentrate on anything for more than twenty seconds.


To tell the truth, there’s not a subject on Earth that Dad isn’t interested in. Everything from the Higgs boson to the forgotten stations on the Tube, via J. S. Bach, J. M. W. Turner and what happened to the Neanderthals; he’s read about it, thought about it, got a view. Mum once said it’s his curiosity that she married. And she was right. It kind of rubs off on you. You feel like everything is interesting whenever you are with him because he’s more or less into everything – except golf, any kind of reality TV and religious people. Mum used to say that he was a ‘one-man testament to education and self-reliance’. (She always called him Laurence.) And that’s true too: besides or beneath the self-importance and the vanity, Dad has something powerful and honest in him – a streak of something that you know can never be bought or sold or traduced. And I think it cost him a few times in his life. He never got to be a professor, for example. But here’s the strange thing. Whatever this quality is, I’ve noticed Dad finds it almost impossible to deploy with his own family. Sure, he can be Mr Disarmingly Direct and Open with almost everyone . . . except his children, except the two women he has loved.


Most of all, Dad is hard to disagree with. He has this moral intensity that makes you feel like you’re not just wrong but bad. Which is not to say he doesn’t like to debate. In other ways, he’s the most engaged guy you are ever going to meet. He wants to have a conversation – all the time, with everyone and anyone, about anything and everything. Maybe that’s the main thing about him: he vehemently wants to have a conversation.


Something rare though: my father genuinely loved my mother. Mad about her. Not always the case with marriages, I’ve noticed. He doesn’t talk about it now because those were the years of trauma with Ralph and Jack but once – when Mum was dying and I was being devious with Dad – I asked him how they met. And he said he was in New York for some off-the-scale pointless academic conference and he went out one night on his own ‘to listen to the new literature’ and ‘to get away from all these frauds talking about Jane Austen and Post bloody Modernism’. He said that he saw her doing a poetry reading and that he just knew: that it was as sudden as it was certain. That’s what he said.


We came to the decision to drive some time back in the faltering spring, one Saturday lunchtime, at a cafe called Clowns in a forgotten square in south London not so far from the river. We were too early. And the place was empty save for an old guy behind the counter wearing an apron and reading the sport in Italian with the expression of a man who had yet to come across anything that might suggest a fundamental rethink. The walls were covered with these huge pictures and drawings of clown faces – sinister, joking, garish. There were clown postcards pinned up by the till. A clown mirror in which to better establish your own reflection. Clown mugs. The whole thing caught me off guard. And I remember sitting down at this table at the back while all around these death-white eyes in black heart-shaped patches looked on aghast and these livid red mouths silently laughed at us.


Ten minutes later, I was trying to eat an unlikely pasty with a side order of shredded carrots while Dad carved his way through this goat’s cheese quiche, oblivious; he always eats one-handed, cutting with the edge of his fork when he’s not waving it around to make his many points.


‘How many times have I flown?’


‘I don’t know, Dad. About five hundred.’


‘But not once more than I had to. I hate it, Lou.’


‘I know you hate it. I was there for quite a few of those flights. You were very clear about hating it.’


‘It’s not the flying.’


I’ve noticed that when people say ‘it’s not the’, it usually means ‘it is the’. I kept on trying to eat and thought a bit about the difference between grating and shredding.


‘It’s just – I hate the attitude of the security people.’


‘That’s mainly JFK, Dad. And it’s understandable.’


‘They remind me of the Nazis.’


‘How many Nazis have you known?’


Dad separated another section of the base of his quiche with the fork. The strange thing is he doesn’t do anything with the left hand that he’s freed up by not using his knife. Instead, he holds the edge of the table tightly like he’s expecting an earthquake or something.


‘You put thick people in uniform and that’s what you get – revenge. The revenge of the conceitedly thick.’


‘The conceitedly thick?’


‘Yes. It’s as if they’re trying to tell you that “a-ha!” being thick might have appeared to be embarrassing when we were all at school and they were still coming bottom of every test the government could devise to mask the truth – but actually thickness has its privileges, its benefits, its long game, and now who’s laughing?’


‘The Nazis.’


‘Don’t pretend you like them, Lou. I’m telling you: they think they’re some kind of thick master race – and, no, they don’t see that as a paradox.’


‘Are we Jewish now?’


‘They think they’re saving the Fatherland from disaster every time they say: “Sorry, sir, no liquids.”’


‘Don’t go through with liquids.’


He pointed with his fork. ‘I tell you what, Lou – the terrorists have won. That’s what I think every time I go to an airport. Imagine the billions of human hours that they’ve stolen from the rest of us. Billions and billions of hours of our lives – now devoted to getting undressed in front of overweight security monsters just so that they can have a rummage of your tackle.’


‘So I guess we can’t fly . . .’


He ate some of his quiche. Now we were coming to it.


‘I’m going to drive. I want to drive.’


‘But you can’t drive any more, Dad.’


‘That’s why Doug is going to drive me.’


‘Dad.’


‘He has agreed.’


‘Dad, Doug—’


‘What about Doug?’


‘You’ve only known him for . . . like, five years or whatever.’


‘Don’t say “like”.’


‘Doug is a mechanic.’


‘That’s your objection?’


‘Of course it’s not my objection. I’m just saying Doug is . . . Doug is a guy you met on a Roman dig or whatever—’


‘Lower Palaeolithic dig, Lou, long, long before the Romans.’


‘Right. But because he happens to live a couple of streets away and he’s fixed the house and whatever, doesn’t mean—’


‘Doug comes round a lot. We’ve been to three or four digs together.’


‘So just because he’s driven you to look at some early hominid rubbish dumps – he’s the man to drive you to Dignitas?’


‘The point is that I’m used to being driven by him. He knows me well.’


‘Dad, don’t deliberately not understand what I’m saying.’


‘Sorry. Whatever I’m doing, Lou, it is not deliberate.’


‘Subconsciously.’


‘You can’t be subconsciously deliberate.’


‘You’re still doing it.’


I breathed in. I breathed out.


‘I’m not saying Doug isn’t a good person. But I can’t let Doug drive you.’ I looked up and forced myself to face him. ‘I have to do it.’


He paused. ‘And I can’t ask you to do that.’


‘I know you can’t. And I’m not going to do it because you’re asking. I’m going to drive you there because I want to do it.’


‘But I don’t want to put you through it, Lou.’


‘You’re not putting me through it. The situation is. The disease is. But let’s not pretend that Doug is a good option.’


‘I’m not pretending anything. I can’t—’


‘Dad. Think. What am I supposed to do? Wave you off and then just shut the door and sit down for a beer in front of the match in an empty house – the same house that I’ve lived in all my life with you and Mum?’


That struck home.


‘Jack is going to say goodbye in London,’ Dad said. ‘That’s what he wants.’


‘You know that’s not true. Jack doesn’t want you to do this at all. He’s totally against it. You know that. Jesus.’


Dad went still.


‘Let’s try to stay with what is real,’ I said. ‘Jack is refusing to come because he doesn’t want to encourage even the idea. And he doesn’t think you’re serious and he doesn’t think—’


‘I am serious.’


‘I know that, for Christ’s sake. But Jack . . . Whatever. Anyway, let’s not pretend Jack wants to “say goodbye” in London. Christ, I hate that phrase.’


‘I suppose I’d thought you could meet me in Zurich. Synchronize your flights with Ralph.’


‘Synchronize my flights with Ralph?’


‘As in get there at—’


‘But Ralph is the least reliable human being of all time. I mean we can’t even—’


‘Meet him at the hotel.’


‘Dad, for fuck’s sake.’


‘Lou.’


‘Sorry – I’m sorry – but the flight-times and the meetings are really not the issue here. This is going to be the worst day of my life whatever.’


‘No it’s not. No.’ His eyes began to glass. He is always at his weakest and most vulnerable whenever I put him in my shoes. All his certainty and his will to live – his will to die – seems to leave him and whatever pain and tremor the disease brings rush forward into his face. For this reason, I try not to do it to him. But the thing is that our feeling for one another is continually creating this insane reversal: whenever I think of being him, I want to assert his absolute right to die; whenever he thinks of being me, he wants to carry on living.


‘Lou. We’ve talked about this. And if you—’


‘We have. Over and over and over. Intellectually, we have reasoned our way to a standstill.’


‘Not a standstill – a decision.’


‘Dad.’


‘And every step – every step – we can change our minds. Right until I’m in that room . . . I never want to be doing anything – for even a second – that you don’t agree with . . . The minute you’re not—’


‘Dad, I don’t want to talk about it all again now. Not here.’ There was suddenly nowhere to look but at a room full of clowns. ‘I’m just saying you can’t fly. Doug is not driving you – he’ll probably be charged with murder apart from anything else . . .’ I bit my lip. ‘We’re preparing everything. Isn’t that the whole deal? That we can plan. That we’re as ready as we can be? That we control the thing?’ I fought myself a moment; my voice is always wanting to rise on me. ‘I’m saying someone has to drive you and—’


‘Doug.’


‘—given that Mum is dead and it’s not going to be Ralph or Jack, then it has to be me.’ I made myself smile. ‘I want to drive you. Doug is no part of this. I’ll be fine.’


Now there was water in his eyes that he couldn’t blink back. ‘I can’t ask you to do that.’


‘I know you can’t. And I know you’re not. I’m doing it because I want to do it.’


Two of the side effects are what the PDFs call ‘Watery Eyes’ and ‘Emotional Lability’. The former is due to ‘slackness in the muscles of the face that may result in the normal lubrication of the eyes overflowing’. And the latter is a term they use to describe the problem of ‘emotional responses being affected, leading to laughing or crying involuntarily’; though ‘it is important to remember that these behavioural changes have a physical cause’.


‘Then Jack has to come,’ Dad says, quietly.


‘Yes, Dad. Jack has to come.’


But Jack had said he wasn’t going to come. Because Jack was in some kind of monumental and principled denial roughly equivalent to my father’s monumental and principled avowal. And because Jack did not think my father was serious. And neither, in his way, did Ralph. They suspected him of manipulating the situation – manipulating them. I told them, of course, that his seriousness was as serious as the illness, which was as serious as it was possible to be. But they always came back: yes – but do you think he’s actually going to go through with it – do you?


‘I’ll speak to Jack again,’ I said. ‘Of course he has to come.’




EVERYTHING AFFECTS EVERYONE


On the ferry, I’m queuing for fuck knows what. I look across the lounge at Dad. He is sat in an uncomfortable chair reading by the window. We’ve travelled all over Europe – Dad and I – and, sure, maybe his ‘special relationship’ (Mum’s phrase) with me is because of the animosity with Ralph and Jack but all the same . . . All the same, looking at him over there – reading, always reading – it’s as though I can feel my heart’s fist uncurling and reaching out towards him like those Michelangelo fingers he took me to see one time in the Vatican when I was too young to care or notice and only wanted ice cream. Now, though, I wish that he’d turn round – I don’t know why – just so that we can look at each other. I want him to do that expression he did when I was a boy and we were watching TV and some politician was serving up the shit – the way that he’d turn from the screen and look over with his eyes as if to say, ‘What the bloody hell is happening here, Lou, and what are these people talking about?’


‘The queue is too long,’ I say.


Dad looks up. He’s been engrossed and hasn’t seen me walk back to him.


‘It’s making me suicidal,’ I add.


He winces like he’s long suspected I am out where the buses don’t run and shuts the book he has been reading.


‘Do you want to stay here?’ I ask.


Squalls of consumption are gathering around us. He almost answers me – why not? – but maybe he senses that I’m suffering and so instead he says: ‘No, let’s go on deck and get some air.’


‘It’s back that way I think – past Duty Free.’


‘OK. We’ll take our time.’ He eases himself up. ‘I thought Duty Free had been abolished.’


‘It’s not really Duty Free any more, Dad. They only call it that – to make people carry on doing whatever they were doing before.’


He’s on his feet with his stick and ready to go. ‘But without the freedom from duty?’


‘Yep.’


‘Great. Well, we can stock up on essential fragrances on the way past.’


I’ve been looking forward to this – and dreading it. We always head out on deck; it’s another of our summer-holiday rituals – maybe some kind of parody of being sailors that only we find funny. Or something to do with fresh air and a way of physically marking the distance a holiday opens up on your regular life. There goes the familiar coast. Here comes the unknown. But now I’m worried about Dad walking because the boat is starting to roll a little.


And, sure enough, by the time we get to the Duty Free, I can sense that he is anxious – though he isn’t showing it. His left foot is dragging. But it’s not as bad as it has been. Or maybe he’s somehow forcing control back. There’s a plastic wall with a rail that he’s using. He’s actually smiling but underneath I can tell it’s killing him – the effort of this walk and the fact that walking itself should have come to this. I don’t know whether to go towards him or keep going on my own.


The announcer comes on – too loud: ‘Our on-board store is now open. We offer substantial savings on high-street brand names – such as Kokorico, the new masculine body fragrance by Jean Paul Gaultier.’ And now I’m feeling extra nausea because I’ve forgotten to take my travel tablets and the problem is that some children have stopped on their way past and they are standing there staring at Dad like only kids can stare. But Dad keeps on going. And that’s when it suddenly occurs to me that he’s doing this walk for me; that I want him out there on deck; but that he’s not really up to it; and that this is precisely the kind of thing he wants not to have to undertake, to do, to be, for the next nine months or however long it is before his respiratory muscles become so weak that his body won’t breathe for itself. Whatever it is that I need from him is the exact same thing that humiliates him. More than this, I now see: he doesn’t want to get worse in front of me – specifically me. If it were someone else who had to witness his degeneration – Doug, for example – then he might go on.


I clench my jaw and run my tongue back and forth across my teeth. I’m hoping the children don’t start mimicking his walking. I don’t know what to do – whether to let him be his own man or go back myself and reach out and physically support him. So I just stand there, not knowing, with my heart somehow bobbing up in my throat like it’s trying to choke me. And that’s when I get that surge of feelings again. I don’t know how to describe it exactly, other than that it’s physical – like a kind of poisoning or the opposite of being in love – and that it swells up inside until there’s no part of me unaffected; and yet I can’t be sick, I can’t be rid of it, so that when it comes – I’m left taut, brim-full, feeling like I’m drowning – but from the inside out.


The kids run off. I make a big effort to relax my jaw and force myself to watch Dad; it is unbelievable how hard it has become for me to look at him. He is at the point of needing a wheelchair. At the MND clinic in Oxford, they describe four stages: onset, walking with sticks, wheelchair, bed. There is a fifth stage, of course, which they don’t mention.


We go past this half-doughnut of Belgian truckers slumped around a slot machine and thumbing in their coins like it’s still 1983 or something – but I could kiss their fat floury faces for how little they care. And, yes, I’m thinking, it will all be OK. We will take our time. And I know we’ll get out on deck because I never met anyone more determined than Dad – he says he’s going to do a thing, and he does it. I rearrange my coat over my arm and I’m glad I have remembered to bring Dad’s windcheater, too, because it’s always much colder on deck than you think it’s going to be.


And we’re so nearly there – almost through the lounge and within sight of the white door that takes us outside – when there’s an extra big roll and the ferry lurches a little and my dad grabs at a seat to steady himself and maybe knocks at the back of this guy’s head – though hardly at all – causing him to jerk forward and spill less than one sip of his coffee.


‘What the bloody hell?’ The guy twists around, all self-righteous, like we’ve just launched a drone strike on his e-reader. ‘What the hell are you doing?’


‘I’m so sorry.’


‘For Christ’s sake.’


There’s a smear of coffee on his screen. And he’s making a huge deal of flapping for a napkin, then turning round in his chair again and looking back over his shoulder at Dad. I can feel embarrassment tunnelling in the bones of my face.


‘What are you doing?’ The guy is fifty-five, I guess, and he’s got these expensive glasses that have the brand name on the stems like we’re all supposed to care. His wife is opposite, dressed in clothes too young for her, and she looks at Dad with these narrow eyes which are meant to burn with outrage on behalf of her husband but which I can tell are full of something she can’t quite disguise, some kind of glee that another bad thing has happened to the man with whom she has chosen to drain down her existence.


‘I’m sorry,’ Dad says, calmly. ‘It was an accident. Not got my sea legs yet.’ Dad is looking at the screen. I can tell he’s checking out what the guy is reading. ‘Is your device OK?’


‘I don’t know. I can’t tell. It’s misting up . . .’


‘I’m sorry,’ my father says again. ‘If it’s damaged, then I will gladly buy you a new one.’ Dad gives him one his of smiles of affirmation-despite.


But the guy is looking up at Dad like his whole experience of the world has long been reduced to the single feeling of irritation and this is exactly why. For a moment, time refuses to move on and we are all of us bobbing about, seasick and desperate, on the empty black ocean of eternity because this guy can’t work out Dad’s problem or see Dad’s stick; and, of course, Dad looks pretty normal when he’s not moving and so why is he just standing there, holding on to the back of this guy’s seat, smiling slack-lipped, and why doesn’t he offer to get some more napkins or another coffee or something? Most of all why doesn’t he let go of the chair?


I can tell that actually Dad is afraid – not of the man, but of trying to walk any further – because the ship has really started rolling like one of those coin-slot hippos my nephews like to ride outside the newsagents.


The man’s wife looks at Dad, loyal now that there’s a chance to vent some hostility. ‘Is it working?’ she asks.


And suddenly, I’m there.


‘Let’s keep going, Dad,’ I say. ‘I want to ring Ralph before I lose the UK signal – tell him we’ve left.’


‘Seems to be,’ the man is saying.


‘Here’s my name and number,’ Dad says, taking out one of these old-style embossed business cards he carries with him for occasions such as this. ‘Get in touch this afternoon – straight away – if it packs up. We’ll order you another one.’ He pauses as if some new thought – or attitude – is declaring itself. ‘Let me recommend something I recently read.’


‘No. Don’t.’


Dad ignores him and starts to write on the card, leaning on the back of the guy’s chair.


‘Come on, Dad.’ I say, offering my arm. ‘Let’s get weaving.’


But Dad carries on writing and points in the direction of the e-reader. ‘The great thing about these devices is that nothing is ever going to be out of print again. Got to be good for humanity – right? There you go. Give it a chance and I promise you will enjoy it.’


The guy is now refusing to acknowledge my father is even alive so Dad comes out from behind the chair and leans down to pass his card to the man’s wife. Dad has moved into some new mode – not angry but somewhere between resolute and reproving – teacherly.


The woman looks up. She wants to be even more hostile but she’s unsure and Dad’s got this powerful front-of-the-class way of projecting himself.


‘Well,’ Dad straightens on his stick, ‘have a good holiday. And don’t stay together unless you really want to.’


‘I beg your pardon,’ she says.


But that’s it – off we go – and, for the first time since all this started, our arms are bound across each other’s shoulders like we’re two soldiers limping away from the front line with all the bombs and guns and explosions booming out behind us and cracking the sky apart. And I am thinking that it feels so strange and alien and intimate and close all at the same time – to have the fact of Dad’s real living body leaning on me, to feel his breath, his weight, his pulse and the pressure on my arm caused by the rhythm of his shuffle, which is both the rhythm of his disease and the rhythm of his being.


My mum’s real name was the Russian form, Yuliya, but everyone called her Julia. And probably another of the reasons that my father got into her so fast was that her parents were originally Russian, and she had this whole I-can-speak-the-language-Commie-chic going on. That, and because she was a famous poet for about ten minutes when she was young. And also because she had these turquoise eyes and this killer scruffy copper-coloured hair that you couldn’t fake and that pretty much wiped out all the other women. My dad always says that he read somewhere that a good-looking woman who is happy without having to work at either being good-looking or happy drives everyone crazy – all the men, sure, but all the other women, too.


My mother died four years ago – predictably – from her cigarettes – after we both nursed her – mainly Dad. She was from New York. We went out there at least once a year because it was free – since we could always stay with my grandparents or my aunt Natasha – though later Natasha moved to Yonkers on account of a sandy-haired loss-adjuster called Andrew who didn’t work out, which I thought was pretty funny but couldn’t say. Anyway, yep, cancer aside – I was lucky with my mum and New York.


For a long time I even pretended to be flat-out American until Dad said – ‘Hey, Lou, you don’t need to pretend – you are half-American.’ So I guess you could say that America is my second home. Actually, I’m hoping it will be my first home soon. There’s not going to be much for me to stay in London for – except Jack and his children.


My take is that Mum saved Dad from what he used to be.


And now that she’s gone, Dad is . . . reverting, reemerging.


One time, when I was twelve or so, I read the note Dad had written in the front of the copy of his book on the sonnets, which he must have given to Mum back in the early days: ‘When something is missing in love, you know neither its nature nor its exact shape until you meet it – and then you will know it for ever.’


It is a massive relief to be out on deck. The wind is gusting and the clouds are hurrying by like a parade of crazy haircuts for much older men. We’re at the back of the boat and straight away I can see the foam and churn of the wake that stretches out behind us towards England: thick and white, then stringy, then soapy, then streaked, then disappearing until there’s nothing but the same grey-green swell of the sea all around and it’s like the whole ferry was never there. I don’t know why, but it starts to be important to me that the wake doesn’t disappear and so I’m straining my eyes to see if I can make out a slight difference in the waves beyond after all – something that endures a while longer.


Dad and I head towards one of the plastic tables that they bolt down onto the deck. We’re still locked together. Dad is taking big deep breaths, like he’s counting them, and I’m still staring at the sea when these hippy students come out and sit down at the end of the table. They’re smoking roll-ups and making like they grew up in some Brazilian favela, where they only narrowly escaped being shot by writing really meaningful songs, before they hitchhiked across two continents to get here. I hear one of the boys saying that he’s ‘open to totally any kind of experience’ and I figure that enough is enough. And so that’s how come Dad and I start off down the side of the ferry and end up where there is this white chain saying ‘private’ with all these lifeboats hung above our heads.


The wind tugs a little harder down here. I put on my coat and hand Dad his. I’m trying not to look up and think about lifeboats and that maybe there will be a cure that can rescue Dad and what if it is discovered next year – or next fucking week?


So then I just come right out with it: ‘If Mum was alive would we still be doing this?’


My dad looks over at me from zipping up his wind-cheater. ‘No,’ he says. ‘No we wouldn’t.’


‘I thought not.’


‘But you know why?’


‘I’m not sure I do.’


‘Lou.’


He has these steady blue eyes like quartz beneath the grey crag of his brow. And he’s looking at me as if to ask – do I want to go through it all again? And I know if I say I do, he will. The problem is I want to go through it all for ever.


So instead I say: ‘I’ve started this new reading group at work.’


Which is a massive lie. And straight away, I feel terrible. But of course he’s not going to know. And this makes me feel worse.


But then he says: ‘Can I have one of your cigarettes?’


And if fifteen dolphins had leapt out of the sea with harmonicas and guitars and all started singing ‘Mr Fucking Tambourine Man’ I wouldn’t have been more surprised.


‘You don’t smoke, Dad.’


‘I’m taking it up again, Lou. Been waiting nearly thirty-five years to get stuck back in.’


I hesitate. I didn’t know that he was aware that I smoked. We’re such hypocrites, the pair of us – and Mum and Ralph and Jack. My whole family might as well carry round a big sign saying: ‘Everything we do and say, we mean the total opposite.’


‘It’s OK,’ he smiles. ‘You have to do what your dad tells you, remember.’


I fumble in my coat for where I’ve hidden them. ‘Why?’


‘I used to hate that question, Lou.’


‘Not as much as I used to hate your answer.’ I pull out a cigarette from my battered packet. For all the obvious reasons, I loathe smoking; I only do it to piss myself off even more. I hand one over.


Dad holds it cocked at arm’s length and asks: ‘What answer did I give you?’


‘Just because. That’s all you ever used to say to me, Dad. Just because. Just because. Not particularly helpful. And not particularly clever.’


‘If ever you have children of your own, you’ll come round to it.’ He raises a hand to stop me interrupting. ‘You will. Believe me – you will. We have to do things for our fathers – and our mothers – just because. I can’t light this with my teeth, Lou.’


I pass my Zippo across. I’m not going to actually do it for him. There are limits.


But there’s a petulant wind now that won’t let up. So next thing, we’re hunkering down, our two heads right close together, with these two cigarettes sticking out that we’re trying to get lit. And he unzips again and makes a tent with his windcheater but it’s not enough until I do the same with mine and we’ve got both sides covered. And so now there’s only the two of us in there, and I can sense the movement of his lashes, and the blood in his ears and feel the warmth of his breath.


The smoke gets in his eyes and so when we stand up and turn back to the rail it looks like he’s crying so I say: ‘You used to smoke? When was that?’


He’s blinking and squinting and embarrassed but it does the trick because he says, ‘I used to smoke when I was your age. I gave it up in 1978 before your brothers were born. Believe it or not, I was hoping to set an example.’ He gives this low laugh that he’s got – like the universe is such an immense mystery that all we can do is stand back in amusement and awe. ‘And look what happened. You’ve been smoking like a rent boy for the last few days.’


‘It’s been quite stressful, Dad.’


‘Imagine the stress of watching your son doing the exact same thing that killed his mother.’


‘I’m going to stop.’


‘Well . . . maybe if I start again, you will.’ He glances over. ‘Reverse psychology – it works on your brothers, Lou. Not sure what works on you. Bribery? Or – what’s the opposite of reverse psychology?’


‘That would be encouragement, I think, Dad.’


‘Right. Well, I encourage you to stop smoking even though I am taking it up again as of today. Will you promise me?’


‘I will,’ I say. ‘I will. I hate it.’


The ferry does one of these big structural shudders that ferries do.


‘What reading group – what did you start?’


‘Actually, it’s a Slow Reading group.’


‘No.’ Dad looks across at me like he wants to believe. ‘Really?’


It’s such a lie that I have to be totally serious: ‘Yes – first Monday of every month. There’s about ten of us so far. We all read the same thing – a poem – or a few pages from a serious novel – and then we talk about it. The idea is we concentrate – on the writing.’ I can feel my soul turning to ash so I say the only thing that I know will divert us into something else. ‘I started it with Eva – we get people from her office to come, too.’


This time Dad has to stop himself looking across. We never ever talk about girlfriends. I know for sure that he wants to have some kind of a man-to-man conversation but I’m pretty skilled at never letting the subject get started because he’s so old-fashioned and clumsy about ‘women’ that it makes me cringe – so just by saying her name I’m opening the door. Which he knows. Which is why he doesn’t want to look over – in case I see him edging through and close it fast. But, of course, now I have to leave it open all the way to punish myself for being such a liar, which I feel terrible about – on top of everything else I feel terrible about, which is everything.


‘Remind me,’ Dad says, sideways, ‘is Eva the one who is pushing you forward or the one who is holding you back?’


‘Dad.’


‘I got the impression last year was fairly . . . hectic.’


‘Don’t say “hectic”.’


‘Busy. Engaging.’


‘That was before.’


‘Where is she from?’


‘Tufnell Park.’


‘Ah, a Londoner.’


‘Her dad is from Yeovil. Her mum is Eritrean.’


‘How does she feel about going out with someone from Stockwell?’


‘She has an airport security scanner outside her room.’


‘Must be awkward.’


I am about to make a joke about body searches and already having my belt off when I get through the door – but it feels wrong, so I say: ‘Her dad used to run this stubbornly unsuccessful late-night tapas bar and her mum part-owns an Ethiopian restaurant in Tufnell Park. That’s how they met. Eva says it was the worst marriage of all time.’


‘That’s a busy category, Lou.’


‘No – they’re definitely contenders. Eva says that one Christmas her mum dressed up as Santa and snuck into her room when she was pretending to be asleep and left her a bunch of presents. But then, five minutes later, her dad came in and took them all out again – also dressed as Santa.’


‘Interesting.’


‘And then her dad came back in again, ten minutes after that, and put all the presents back – but with these little white labels stuck over where her mum had written.’


‘Bloody hell.’


‘So then her mum comes back in – still dressed as Santa – and starts looking at the presents like she couldn’t believe what her dad has just done. At which point her dad comes back in to check what her mum is up to – and they start arguing with each other – louder and louder – until Eva is lying there wide awake while these two Santas are yelling at each other through their wispy white beards at the end of her bed – all on Christmas Eve.’


‘Has it affected her?’


‘Everything affects everyone,’ I say.


Dad looks at me. I look back at him.


‘What’s she doing now?’


‘Same as me.’


He can’t hide his disparagement: ‘She’s a database manager?’


‘No, she’s a solicitor. I meant the same as me as in . . . drifting aimlessly in the shallow seas of futility and false purpose.’


His brow furrows; he really doesn’t like it when I joke about my job and I want to keep the good vibe going so quickly I ask about the book that he’s still carrying: ‘What are you reading?’


‘The sonnets. Seventy-four. “But be contented”.’


‘Do you know it off by heart?’


‘Yes – that I do.’


‘Say it then.’


‘No.’


‘A line?’


‘But be contented when that fell arrest . . . Without all bail shall carry me away . . . My life hath in this line some interest.’ The wind blows in his hair. I can see he feels better out here. And that makes me feel better. He finishes the verse: ‘Which for memorial with thee shall stay.’


‘I wish I knew some poetry by heart,’ I say, because it is true and because I love Dad talking about what he loves.


‘You have the Internet on your phone, Lou. You don’t have to learn anything. In my day, we had to commit things to memory – so that we would be able to use them again. Otherwise it was a trip to the bloody library on a bus every time you wanted to check anything up. Unimaginable now. Are there even any libraries left? There can’t have been a bigger generation gap in history than between yours and mine.’


Dad looks for somewhere to put out his cigarette. There’s a bucket of sand behind us. He waits for the wave, pivots on his stick, takes a step and dips down to drop the cigarette and then shuffles back, reaching for the rail.


‘You think that it was better before though, don’t you?’


‘I do.’


‘Why?’


‘Because when you learn something, when you commit it to memory, then the words are in you – physically – or chemically – or however the brain works.’


‘Neurons.’


‘Exactly. In a way, the words exist inside you – in the neurons themselves. And so they’re available to other neurons. So when your thoughts fire through your mind – there’s all this Shakespeare in there for them to fire across. And that’s got to be good – for the subtlety of your thoughts – for your ability to express yourself.’


Out on the Channel, some guy in one of those little yachts is more or less mountaineering across the waves and – not so far off – another ferry is pummelling back the other way.


‘It’s like a part of you is Shakespeare, Lou. And that part is available to all the other parts that are not.’


‘I’m going to learn some.’


‘You should. Not for me. But for yourself.’ Dad shifts his weight. ‘The more words you know, the better you can say whatever it is that needs to be said. Language is thought. Thought is language.’


‘You always say that.’


‘It’s worth saying again. Put good things in here and there’s a chance good things will come out.’ He raises a finger and taps it on the side of his head. ‘You know, even if I had tens of millions of pounds, I’d never buy a boat.’


‘I just don’t think we’re seafarers, Dad.’


‘What would you buy?’


I put out my cigarette in the same bucket.


‘An apartment in Rome,’ I say. ‘Some place good-looking.’


‘Do it. Sell the house.’


‘Dad, don’t.’


We fall silent, leaning on the rail, and I get this strange feeling – as if I am able to see my father clearly at last, as a man, without the binding twine of all those billion bonds of our DNA or the thousands of hours we have spent together; but also as if those same bonds have never been so tight and true. And now we’re staring at the sea together like I guess a lot of dads have done with their sons – except not like this – and the waves are dipping and swelling and starting to shine all mackerel-backed in this shard of light that’s sparkling all the way back to whatever Britain might yet be before it fades and is gone for ever.




RALPH


My brothers and I have always been close. Which is surprising – since I am also the living embodiment of all their trouble with Dad, and, indeed, all the trouble that has happened between everyone. Now I think about it, I suppose the gap between us is so big – eleven years – that maybe it goes all the way past mattering and comes back around to not mattering again. They used to pretend that I was a musketeer, the same as them. And they’d say, ‘All for one and one for all, Lou’ – mainly to make me feel I was ‘big’ when I was ‘little’, but also because we were ‘in it together’. I now see that – subconsciously – what we meant by ‘it’ was our father.


When I was born, my brothers were living with Dad because of their mother’s alcohol-related issues – the screaming and the subsequent solicitor-related stuff. So I’ve never known it any other way: they’ve always been my full brothers. And what with all the toddler-sitting they had to do when my mum and dad were out – which was a lot – they fell into the habit of looking after me, stopping me choking and falling down the stairs and playing with kebab skewers – all of that.


They did a lot of teaching me, too, whenever they came back from college; taking me out on my bike, showing me how to light fires, introducing me to real music. And, over time, I guess I developed this strange way of doing things with them – for them. Especially Ralph. Not in terms of what was happening in our lives day to day. But more in the way that whenever he wanted to kick back or show off or stretch his personality, he knew I’d be right there – the world’s most eager audience, devoted, amazed, without any other judgement but admiration. Likewise, whenever I did anything – a clever message straight back to some girl, learning how to do bar chords on the guitar – I would have him in my mind, giving me the nod with a big brother’s nice-one-Lou expression, keep going.


There was this one time, I remember: I was fourteen and he was in his middle twenties – busy being an out-of-work actor – and he had come over for my dad’s sixtieth with some Sami-Swedish fashion student who he was dating and who had everyone secretly crying into their hands on account of her ludicrous beauty. This was before Mum even knew she was ill and the house was full of Dad’s Labour Party we’re-the-coolest-government-ever people (whom he ‘joked’ about as ‘betrayers’) and all these folk that Mum always knew – un-recordable singer-songwriters, un-producible screenwriters, un-readable poets – everyone in London who never made it, she would say, and who are never gonna make it, Lou, due to ‘the climate’. And I was supposed to be reading this poem that Mum wrote for Dad but I’d left it upstairs and so I went up to fetch it in order to practise because I was feeling secretly frantic with nerves. But just as I got to the door at the end of our narrow attic corridor, I heard a woman’s voice saying, ‘Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop’ – and since this was my first time hearing this stuff live, I hesitated; and tuned in. The problem was that the floorboards in our house groan and creak. And two seconds later I knew I was busted because the room had gone silent. And that forced me into having to pretend that I’d only just come running up through the house and that I hadn’t been eavesdropping at all. So the only thing to do next was to knock on the door – nice and loud and rat-a-tat-tat.
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