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IT’S WHAT HE WOULD’VE WANTED








Chapter 1


I wish I’d been born to different parents. They are decent enough folk, but … I guess it was the way they were raised. No, let me go further: I wish I’d been their parents. Let me introduce myself.


My name’s Shea Hickson. Yes, I’m not too keen on it either. Dad was a bit of a revolutionary in his youth; Che Guevara being his icon of choice, he gave me a bastardized version of his hero’s name. And maybe he’d substituted the traditional post-birth cigar with a jazz-woodbine, but early baby pictures show me wearing a beret. Cutesy Shea in his beret down to his nose remained on my parents’ bedside cabinet for several years. Until it mysteriously disappeared. OK, seeing as I’m about to lay out big fat truths, here’s confession number one.


I’m six, the house is burgled. Mum and Dad are devastated. TV, radio, jewellery, cash, all uninsured (Dad didn’t like the system taking liberties with his cash). The cop comes for a statement over a cuppa and Mum asks me to check and see if any of my valuables are missing. I ask you, I’m six and I’m supposed to have valuables. It was the policeman’s suggestion and Mum was very impressionable when under stress. I skipped upstairs, delighted to be part of a burglary investigation, while keeping my fingers crossed that my Grand Prix Top Trump cards were still intact … Did I fuck! I was a crafty little fucker even then. I went straight into the folks’ bedroom and snatched the beret photo. I thought that would be the end of it. I wouldn’t have taken it had I foreseen the endless retelling of the theft: ‘It’s the sentimental things, what use would they have had for that picture?’ blah, blah. I always used to imagine this down-at-heel family settling in for the night, watching our telly with my picture on the top of it. Hopefully using it as a reminder to their own kids that if they didn’t behave they would make them dress like that too. It was a funny old day that, in total.


From that point onwards Dad eased his ‘It’s all about the redistribution of wealth, son’ on pocket-money day from his pre-allowance speech. Oh—and I’m not being flippant here and I have tried to blank it from my mind, but—the stress of the robbery induced my little brother into the world five weeks early. Of course this little-boned attention seeker took all the adoration away from me but at least Dad made me feel wanted by giving my little sibling a stupid name as well. Welcome to the show: Orwell.


Me, I tend to look on the funny side of things. Not in a ‘you’ve got to laugh’ sort of way: if some bad shit is going down, I open my mouth and some sarcastic comment leaps out feet first. Some hit the bull’s-eye; these usually come out in front of people who think I’m a bit of a laugh. Other comments inhale all the air in the room. This happens in front of people who think I’m a bit of a prick. And then there’s another bunch of people who think I just mumble.


So why am I writing this? Have I got a huge flag of a story to unfurl? Yes and no. There’s a story all right, an extraordinary one, but it’s not necessarily mine. I’m part of it just as we are part of many tales that we not aware of. We all have cameos in stories we are not conscious of. This story is really my dad’s but he’s dead now so he’s not going to write it. I was toying with consulting him via the Ouija board but it would have taken us forever and when telling our own story, we all tend to embellish. I honestly believe my dad would have wanted me to do this, as the title suggests. I also figured if I was going to dig up my dad’s old skeletons it might as well be for a reason, and I know this is a bit of a long shot, but believe me it does help you get over a death. If there is an afterlife, maybe Dad is looking up at me thinking I’m not a layabout after all, which is what he called me for the last five years of his life. This indubitably was preferable to Shea.








Chapter 2


It was Christmas Eve 1998. I don’t really do Christmas so it was pretty much a Thursday for me. The relentless rain gave me a bad feeling. I found myself in a local pub ordering a Babycham. The bar was four deep, requiring the maximum allowable invasion of body space beneath a wave of £10 notes, brandished as bait for direct eye contact with the pourer.


‘Pint of Bass and a Babycham for the cliché please.’ I was bubbling under with drunkenness. I caught a quick glimpse of my reflection and was happy with the new crew-cut, less so with the loose hairs I could feel on my back or the battalion sticking to my hand every time I ruffled my barnet. I creaked my neck over at the Babycham drinker and was already regrettting the fact that I was going to try and shag her later on. But more pressing was trying to remember her fucking name. She had cut my hair earlier that day, or ‘shaped it’ as she was fond of saying. Before the reshape she had massaged my head, her chest brushing against my neck. Boy she was sexy. And while the session was punctuated with hairdresser-speak I checked out her body under the pretence of studying my hair. Black stockings, tiny skirt, small arse which looks big, one of those tops that bunched up in a knot below beautifully suspended breasts, blond messed-up hair, gelled in tight. Oh and her lips: round, red, full, perfect for blow-jobs. (I love blow-jobs, by the way. I know this in itself is not unusual, but I like to think that my conspicuously single-minded devotion sets me apart from the crowd.) She had the giddy laugh and bright eyes of the intellectually challenged. It is not lost on me that much to my eternal shame I’ve pretty much described a blow-up doll. What chance had demure, sophisticated ladies against this intrusion?


‘There you go, doll, get that down you.’


‘It looks very good from the side.’


‘What?’


‘Your hair, you nana!’ Giddy laugh.


‘Yeah, you did a great job.’ Nana, for fuck’s sake. ‘I was curious about your name. Is that a made-up one for hairdressing purposes?’


‘Ruth Austen? Oh, I get it: Ruth, Roots—very funny.’ Her giddy laugh was starting to annoy me.


The things I do for sex. I’m thirty years old. When can I leave this phase of my life? I didn’t even like her. I don’t even like sex. I guess I just do it because I can, the ego needs refuelling. It’s pretty much like climbing the highest mountain: because it’s there. The real worry is, as I get older, I’ll still be the same but only able to climb little hills. It’s pathetic. I should have just finished my drink, thanked her for her company, gone home and had a wank. That would have been the adult thing to do. Instead, I downed the rest of my beer like a teenager.


‘My place then?’


‘OK.’


I don’t know what she saw in me, a bone-snapping moodist sauntering along in a layabout’s body whose social skills amount to being on nodding terms with the rest of the race. And my cock’s nothing to write home about either.


As we stepped out of the pub, the rain came down as if it had been lying in wait for us. We got home soaked and I was aware that my one clean towel smelt like an old dirty one. I helped dry her hair and clicked on the fire. I went to give her a little kiss on the cheek. She grabbed at the outline of my penis. This had me moving back half a pace. The kissing was full on but not passionate. Her tongue refused to budge even though mine was trying very hard to dislodge it. She stripped like a professional. The tits, free, were exhilarating. The vaginal hair sponged out akin to a perm released from a hat. I couldn’t help myself and pointed to it, saying, ‘Who does your hair?’


She grabbed my head and forced me to my knees whispering hoarsely, ‘Anoint me.’ I didn’t have to mutter ‘nutter’ as my tongue swished away hair and tunnelled deep. I didn’t enjoy this aspect of sex and it wasn’t helped by her repeating, ‘I want to see it coming out of my arsehole.’ If she wasn’t careful she was going to have a fanny full of puke. She grasped my hands and put them on her breasts with the order, ‘Ripen them.’ Oh for fuck’s sake, surely David Lynch is going to come in now and shout, ‘Cut! We’ve done the numb-tongue scene, let’s reset for her point of view.’


Ten minutes later, as I caught my breath, she undressed me. I suddenly clicked that I was more turned on when she was clothed. Without warning, she bit hard on my right nipple. The pain had me pushing her away. I was nervous as she eyed my penis. She took it in her mouth in one. Her nose started making strange grunting noises. I was one step away from absolute pleasure because of my love for blow-jobs but the nagging presence that wouldn’t permit relaxation was her teeth. She was going to bite through it and use it as a vibrator. My old chap was close to either coming or going. She stopped, got on top of the rug in the doggy position and shoved my penis into her vagina. It dawned on me that I was being raped. I felt a sensation new to me: puzzled, I tried to look down. She had stuck three fingers alongside my penis to jolly things along. I was being used and abused and enjoying every moment. Before long I was politely telling Ruth that I was about to come. I pulled out. She kept her three fingers in but took hold of my penis with her right hand and put it back in her mouth. I came straight away and remained in the same position for the next five minutes until she came herself.


I was enjoying that resting period but Ruth spoiled it by lying spread-eagled on the rug and staring at me while demanding that I urinate on her. This was the wrong side of acceptability for me and all I could muster was ‘No, that rug was a gift from my parents.’ There followed the usual silence caused by one person refusing to piss on another. Was this the same sweet girl who chatted about her sister in Bromley earlier today? This was my first threesome, me and the schizophrenic.


Dressed and back to mundanity, we small-talked until she left. We kissed, a little peck, at the door. It was still raining heavily. I was being nice but brisk.


‘See you around, oh, and I nearly forgot …’ looking at my watch, ‘Happy Christmas!’ One door closes; fuck I needed a drink. And regardless of the fact that she was a couple of eggs short of a fry-up, I knew it was going to be my masturbation fantasy for a while to come.


The doorbell rang. There would be hell to pay. I could sense my mood peddling down a couple of gears.


‘Hi. Sorry about this, Shea. It really is pelting down. Can I wait until it eases?’


‘Sure, come in.’ The falsest smile remained transfixed on the not-so-happy face.


‘Make yourself comfortable, I need to take a piss.’ Open your mouth please.








Chapter 3


I had no idea how bad the weather was. My brother was stuck in his office. Orwell is a journalist. He had worked for the Daily Angel for two years and had been the company’s golden boy. He had advanced so quick as to have an older assistant. The paper had tried to appease him with various editorial positions but freedom was what he craved. He had been headhunted by several monthly magazines until the newspaper created a new post especially for him, Head of Ongoing Investigations, but he refused it, and went freelance instead. This gave him an opportunity to chase whatever story he found interesting. It amounted to tabloid sensationalism but with better adjectives. The story he’d been sweating over lately was that of a prominent member of the British National Party, a closet queer who had ruefully taken up with some Moroccan boys on a holiday. Orwell had put out a good run of stories recently and the big cheeses were slapping his back for bringing circulation up a notch. His success meant that he had two tabloid journalists stalking his every move. Being only twenty-five he was resented around the office, especially as Dad had finagled him into his original position.


Orwell was supposed to be picking me up in the morning to whisk us down to Mum and Dad’s for a family Christmas.


Mum and Dad, Jean and Terry, had settled into the slow lane of the New Forest. Deep breaths, no sighs, semi-retired. Jean, highly qualified, a degree in European Politics, had detoured off to the housewife’s burial ground. Terry, who’d got a first in Meteorology, and had seemed destined to work at the cutting edge of his field, sadly had morphed into Terry the BBC weatherman. In her late fifties, Jean used her time to gather new skills—pottery, jam-making and appeasement; in his, Terry spent more time in his study than he had ever done in his working life, doing Lord knows what.


He surrounded himself with memories of his achievements, framed diplomas and snaps with notables, his favourite being one of him with James Hunt. Dad had helped James Hunt’s racing team check out all-round weather effects on the cars. His perennial boast was of helping them up their lap time 1.2 seconds around the Silverstone circuit. Jean’s pride lay largely in the food she served and the utensils that she carried it in. She had been the more ambitious of the two but once her two sons were created, a moment of clarity had prompted new agendas.


Terry was used to bad weather, secretly loved it. The lack of cover was a reason for buying the cottage. The challenge of facing the elements had been the spur to leave the street-lighting way of life. The forest was now a mere extension of his own back garden.


I wasn’t looking forward to seeing them or my brother.


Christmas morning arrived. Five o’clock, the wind was still french-kissing the windows. I was wide awake and sickeningly tired. Feeling almost out-of-body, with the spirit trying to get back inside but not being able to fit. Beside me lay Ruth, her arm around my waist. She looked beautiful, clear-skinned, her curls placed delicately on her forehead, a silent princess, but all I could see was a mass of bones clamping my body. I would gladly have paid a fine to rid myself of this intrusion. I agonized over the immediate, hungover future, the hour or so of avoided eye contact before I could bid her goodbye. The rain was trying to gob on us and the thought of spending the day with my parents watching shit television engulfed me. My precious head-space settled on self-pity as the hangover kicked in.


Ruth moved on to her belly, loosening her grip. She’s not dead then. I hadn’t realized her nipples were so big. I had that semi-erection born of the early-morning horn and a full bladder. Without thought but with plenty of hindsight I cuddled up to her, running through the minimum two-minute grope before sticking my reluctant penis inside her, it slightly angling towards the bathroom door. A passionless quiet fuck which satisfied nobody had her awake. She went to the bathroom. I watched her out.


She had a beautiful body which was lucky for me as I have always had a problem with naked bodies. It may be a long shot but I think it stems from walking in, at an impressionable age, on a rubbery old couple having sex in a McDonald’s toilet. I haven’t been able to eat mayonnaise since. As for my own state of affairs I joined a gym last year after one too many penitential ‘You’re not getting any younger’ sessions. I had done a deal for off-peak membership. Bliss, the whole pool to myself. But no, it was the truly hideous who shared my timetable. The experience just confirmed my fears as the bloated middle-aged made me more acutely aware of the ageing process: their faces old and distinguished but the bodies … keg-bellies, cushion-arses, protruding varicose veins, unsightly hairs, the dead-weight tits, and that was just the woman sharing the spa with me. I cancelled my membership that day.


Ruth interrupted my casually bitter meditations with ‘Have you got a hairdryer?’ I don’t know why but I found this hilarious. Maybe it was the sight of this lovely lady with one towel wrapped around her body and another one around her head and knowing the one on her head had last been used to wipe down a friend’s wet dog. To me this made her look more beautiful. A vulnerable lass stood before me and no I didn’t want to protect her, I just love weakness in people; it makes me feel I fit in more, being all too aware of my own.


‘No,’ I smiled, ‘but I can make you a cup of tea.’


I stopped off to relieve myself in the bathroom and spotted an open shampoo bottle. It was the dog’s. Santa works in mysterious ways.


She kept asking me what was making me laugh which made me laugh even more. In the kitchen, I put in a call to Orwell to find out when he was coming but the phone line was dead.


When Ruth came downstairs, she looked distressed. She kept on hollering, ‘Have you called the police?’


‘Why? What’s happened?’


‘You’ve been burgled! They’ve taken the telly.’


It took me an hour to explain why I didn’t own a television.


Over breakfast she calmed down. We supped tea and ate toast politely, respectful of each other’s morning rituals. I put the radio on, hoping the forecast would be better and that Ruth would be able to go. I was dreading Orwell coming and catching me with her; some of our weaknesses we should be left to deal with alone. The voice of GLR wasn’t in its normal soothing register.


‘Flash floods and gale-force winds are making all forms of travel hazardous. You are strongly advised to stay in your houses and forget plans for those Christmas walks. British Telecom are doing their best to restore fallen phone lines so you can wish your loved ones well. There is no sign of the storm abating.’


I’m sure Ruth was just as anxious to get home. One of her long curls flopped down to her mouth.


‘I haven’t come across this shampoo before. It’s really nice, sort of coconutty with a shine too.’


I compressed my laughter. ‘Yeah, it’s some imported one. They warn you not to use too much though or your hair will start to moult.’


‘I must watch out for it. Maybe I’ll introduce it at the salon. What’s it called?’


‘Uh … Man’s Best Friend.’


The day dragged. Each step shifting imaginary chains. Outside the huge outside darkened and claustrophobed, a dimmer switch on the side of my head I had no control of. Christmas: I felt happy for the kiddies, adult and standard, who were enthralled in their own spirit; their joy brought joy to me. I’m not anti-Christmas, it’s just that I’m not any good at it. I would have been content just pottering round with my own thoughts for the day but Ruth kept chattering away like my mother, questions that didn’t need answers all fucking day. I would have felt sorry for her but she didn’t give me time to do so. I was on the verge of being extremely rude to give us a chance to strop off into our own separate corners. Come on rain, stop, come on Jesus, let her get back to the bosom of her own family. She just wants to celebrate your birth. The rain got heavier, blowing out all the birthday candles. The magnet hairdresser started stating blindingly obvious certitudes and I was beginning to think someone was pulling a string from her back as she showered me with doll-speak.


The rain eased at around seven. Well, I might as well be exact—7.08 and away she went. My estimation of her went up when she didn’t bother with the ‘see you again’ farewell routine. We both knew it had been a mistake. I cherished my solitude, for tomorrow it would be Pimms on the lawn with Momma and Poppa. My brother would no doubt collect me in his flash motor in the morning. Parents …


Dad was an Irish working-class boy whose parents scrimped and saved, even stopping their ‘how to be posh’ workshops so they could put their one and only through buggery school. Dad in turn didn’t let them down. He got his first at Nottingham but unfortunately his parents didn’t live to see him become officially posh or, should I say, become accepted by posh people. It would have made my grandparents’ life complete had Dad driven down their road with his nose turned up and called them scumbags. But alas no, it was a slow process. My grandparents who I never knew but I believe led a very ordered life and didn’t take each day as it came, regrettably both got run over by a bus, the only consolation for Dad being that they would certainly have been wearing clean underwear. It was a freak accident: the driver had a heart attack and veered into them. The saddest thing was that, after years of talking about it, they were about to move back to Ireland.


I love my family out of duty. If we were friends, we would have just drifted apart. But here we were, still trying to connect and failing and it’s nobody’s fault. Well, it’s probably mine actually because I have no real friends; my parents have well-adjusted lives with loads of acquaintances with whom they have things in common. What are my interests? I like taking the piss out of everything I begrudgingly encounter. I like to sneer at the importance people place on life. I like to point out that the things that people think bring them happiness are dressed-up rituals and what they are actually experiencing is empty and formulaic. Honesty is dead and people are frightened of their own truths. I’m hardly the life and soul of the party.


If I went to see a shrink he would no doubt try to pinpoint the crossover moment from carefree flower of youth to miserable sod or, as I like to call myself, pursuer of truth. But I know when that moment came. I was fourteen years old. I was watching a black-and-white alien movie and the earthling said, ‘Take me to your leader.’ This was a line that changed my life. OK, I’ll point out that at this movement I was also having my first spliff. A gang of us had bunked off school and were havng a right laugh at the tackiness and primitive costumes. But then that line just hit me. The others continued laughing and I knew they were just morons.


‘Take me to your leader’ accumulated all these connotations in my head. The fact that we all need leaders, whether it be God, government or child. The thoughts kept tumbling out: we aren’t looking for something tangible, but need to know what to think; we have become a mass of people who need to be told what to do and then you look at all the means of communication and that’s what they are doing, flooding us with how we should think; we are too lazy for individual thought and we just accept what we are given. The media try to be our leader and this is the only way democracy can work. That day I changed and there have been other days that have changed me. I questioned everything and because nobody else I knew shared my scepticism I was forced to withdraw into myself. So let’s put that one straight: I didn’t reject anybody, they rejected me. And any action I have taken since on this particular drive was never meant to hurt anybody. I understand we all need to be led but I will not rest until I have been taken to my leader.





Chapter 4


Orwell arrived early on Boxing Day and resembled Robert Downey Junior after a bender. He looked almost human. There’s five years between us, which means we didn’t share a childhood. He used to get my horrible hand-me-downs. Our folks were always about eight years behind fashion when dressing me, but by the time Orwell got the clothes they were enjoying a renaissance. It was a given that I took after my father and Orwell, my mother. But we did share a similar sense of humour and I always looked out for Orwell and probably gave him shitty ‘I’ve been there’ advice. Everyone in the family had a stubbornness of the bacon sarny proportion.


As adults, Orwell and I met once a week for a pint until Rebecca came between us. Rebecca, my ex; Rebecca, his fiancée; Rebecca who is expecting the folks’ first grandchild; Rebecca who I still hanker for; Rebecca who’s now very frosty towards me; Rebecca who really hurt me; Rebecca who I will never get over; Rebecca who gave great blow-jobs; Rebecca who is meeting us at the folks’ later on. That Rebecca.


When we split, Orwell tried to comfort the two of us, except he didn’t try to fuck me. He had done nothing wrong and yet he had crossed an unmentionable line that only your brother has access to. We’ve never talked about it. I’ll give him that—he understands my pain, even if he did cause it. She seems different when she’s with him. She’s certainly no one I ever knew. I wish I could be happy for them but I can’t. I want them to break up. I want her to have an affair with my father, then the hurt would bring my brother back and I do want him back.


As we drove along I sneaked looks at him, his strong neck, baby-stubble face, widow’s peak. It dawned on me that he hadn’t smiled in my presence since the betrayal. I missed that smile, the nights of boozy mayhem. The shameful shared smile of the morning. I wanted him back. If there was something I could say I would say it but if there was a moment it is now gone and it’s a terrible pity. We have the odd spark of ignition but that makes me even sadder. I know he goes over the same ground in his head. I hope she’s worth it, I really do. In many ways I want it to be the dream romance because if it fizzled out it would make a mockery of the casualties.


I know I might be hiding the real pain, but the time I knew myself and my brother were finished was when he took me aside and looked me in the eye and, I’m not kidding you here, he said, ‘All’s fair in love and war.’ You see, I knew my real brother would never have said that and if I’d had it in my power I would’ve enlisted him into the army there and then. That was the day he was taken to his leader and all the principles we had built together he simply knocked down. He had no choice but to accept his fate and play by the rules. Me, I developed a deep mistrust of the human race and a pervading inertia.


I felt a vibration which killed all reminiscences. It was my pager. The message read:


… LJ—a little task to do—RH …


That’s the problem with secret organizations. You have to keep them secret.


The weather cleared the further we drove, as if directing us. A light breeze flapped debris from the storm. The sun glanced out, trying to enjoy the festive season. My parents’ cottage came into view and it looked splendid. We imagined Mum sneaking peeks out the window as she tried to shoo-shoo the dust out of the house. The gravel forecourt made that beautiful sound as the tyres evened out their passage, the pebbles parting for the motorized Moses.


Mum opened the door, her smile so wide we felt like an embarrassment of brothers. Of course, Dad would be scuffling somewhere round the house. Mum tried to hug us but realized she still had the kettle in her hand. I excused myself to make a phone call from Dad’s study and to let Mum enquire about Rebecca with Orwell. Dad’s desk was remarkably tidy. I sat in the swivel chair and was a child again. I dialled the number, one of the three I knew off by heart. While I waited for him to pick up, I made a paper-plane from a loose sheet on my father’s desk.


‘Hello, LJ here. Shoot.’


I found out about my little task and was given a rather encouraging progress report. I do want to tell you what I’m up to but most people don’t understand the work we do. Put it this way: we are trying to make the world a more intelligent place and we use every means to get our message across. RH wanted me to sniff around a particularly pungent game-show host who apparently was having a dalliance with one of his daughter’s school-friends. Why pick on him? Why indeed. Well, if he’s going to play the family man, it’s only right he should be one. It isn’t a question of morals, it’s the telling of the truth. A childish glee had me putting me down the phone, picking up my plane and doing the full 360-degree spin on the swivel chair to launch it. The room blurred past and I thought, for a moment, I’d seen the unthinkable. The chair continued on another, slower revolution—the vision passed before me again, demanding reason. My insides collapsed, adrenalin rose, pins and needles shot through my arms, normal sound ceased and was replaced by a ringing. My whole body went numb, then the shakes. I sat and stared. There, hanging from a light-fitting was my dad.


His head was lowered so I couldn’t really see his face. The overriding image was that he was wearing his best suit and in his top pocket there was a carefully placed handkerchief. At no point did I try to cut him down. The orange flex left a bloodline on his neck. I was drained of all blood. Eventually, even though the image is etched forever in memory, hazy time lapses occurred. I screamed.


I don’t remember much after that but Mum did all the practical stuff. The ambulance and police and, I assume, doctors and coroners and, inevitably, reporters, filled the house. And then the three of us, Orwell, Mum and myself, sat silently in the living room. I wanted to question Mum, thinking she would have answers. Of course, I apportioned some blame to myself. Some time before we attempted futile sleep I noticed Rebecca was also in the room and the three of them kept on passing a note between them. I snapped out of my limbo and Orwell handed me the smoothed-out paper-plane. I read what was no doubt his suicide note.


I am sorry. I have failed you. I have failed myself. Serendipity has been working in reverse. My bones were starting to ache and the future was only memories. Too many bad ones. Sorry, Jean. Your love is what kept me going and it is the thought of your love which gives me the strength to carry out this selfish deed. To my sons, you are fully developed. I have done all I can. Please don’t let this shade your lives. I love you. I’m sorry.


Your husband and father, Terence


It’s strange how the mind works but my first thought was how shit his handwriting was and that I couldn’t really ask Mum to help me decipher it. I read it for at least half an hour and you’d be surprised how many connotations a simple note can have, especially when I don’t have a clue what serendipity means. Again I felt I couldn’t ask. I said I was going to bed. En route I looked up the word: ‘serendipity n. the faculty of making happy and unexpected discoveries by accident.’


I went to bed to think it all through. Nothing was making sense and every time I closed my eyes I saw my father hanging. Where were my tears? I lay in bed scared and dizzy. I nodded off for a couple of minutes but awoke with a question pressing through the sleepy confusion. It wasn’t ‘Why did he kill himself?’ I honestly don’t believe people kill themselves, society kills them. It’s as simple as that. If life makes living unbearable surely then it is to blame. If life could satisfy all there would be no suicide. Why did Dad think he’d failed us and himself? A series of clear perceptions marched through the haze: if only we could push society into accepting more of our own weaknesses, people wouldn’t feel so inadequate; the cheap thrills and inanity the media force us to endure make some of us feel we are not suited; life should be challenging and full of opposing ideas; don’t oppress the people by making them feel stupid.


A sudden urge had me in Dad’s study. I wanted to find out more about the man. I knew he kept diaries. I heard a noise from the sitting room and went through and Rebecca was there drinking milk with the television on low. Orwell was in bed crunched up like my paper-plane. He didn’t want Rebecca near him. That was the Hickson way, push those closest out of sight. I almost felt sympathy for her. She eased into a prototype comforting speech. She managed to annoy me within minutes with her ‘It hits the youngest harder’ patter. People with their goddamn assumptions. I didn’t want to fight and I didn’t consider her family so I gazed over at the television and there was Dad, a smiling Dad, and the newsreader feigning concern over the suicide of the beloved weatherman Terence Hickson. They showed a clip of him which I’d never seen before and my throat tightened. I could feel tears willing themselves out of my body. Tears mixed of realization of death and the annoyance of not knowing the man, guilt and intrigue, fatigue and loss, wonder and longing. Rebecca’s proffered tissue never had a chance of containing the downpour.


The next two days the house filled with people I didn’t know. I kept trying to catch moments with Orwell but could never get him alone. I kept to myself and tried long walks to break through the exhaustion that kept me awake at night. Every time I closed my eyes cruel hallucinations had me batting my eyelids to protect my mind from the macabre slide-show. I spent all my time in Dad’s study collecting everything that would take me closer to him. On the day of the funeral I hit the jackpot and found a series of diaries he kept. I decided I wouldn’t read them until I got home.


The funeral itself was eerie, mainly because Orwell and I had to wear Dad’s suits as neither of us had brought appropriate clothing with us. I was similar in build to him but Orwell, being bigger-boned and four stone heavier, looked like the Incredible Hulk post-rage. The lowering of the coffin, I realized, is very undignified. I know it’s to give us the memory to deal with the denial we all play with when someone close dies but you don’t see that many people digging up loved ones just to be on the safe side.


I drank constantly but couldn’t get drunk, the brain determined to take me to the edge. Mum aged visibly at the funeral. Christ! What was she going to do? Of course, all day I had drunkards pulling at me as if they were getting a final touch of Dad. People I didn’t know told me stories about a man I didn’t recognize, the more drunk the more exaggerated. I was spoken at, they all catchphrased ‘you look just like your father’. Eventually I snapped—‘Yes, this tie is a bit tight.’ I had my own space from then on as people avoided me. I guess I was bringing their buzz down. I slipped away to my room wondering did Dad also have this cruel streak? Regardless, it seemed to do the trick and I started to doze off. I awoke with a jolt but comforted. The hallucinations were turning my way. Maybe I was turning the corner with this mourning lark. I was accepting Dad’s death. The sensation of being sucked off by an octopus was a new one. Whatever, I was certainly aroused and made a mental note to do more swimming. I kept my eyes closed as I put my hand under the duvet to inspect my jolly roger. It kind of freaked me that he’d grown a head of hair. I opened my eyes and pushed the head away. It was still dark and I heard moaning. As ever with sex, I fucked the consequences and continued with this very much needed experience. Look, I told you, I love blow-jobs. I know I’m not out on a limb here but I really do. If there was a blow-jobs organization I would be its chairman. I helped the motion with my hands on the head. I didn’t recognize it from touch but I guessed it was Rebecca. It annoyed me that she had got even better at this. Then there came the thought that Orwell was getting this on a regular basis and then, of course, I thought of poor Orwell and the fact that we were doing the dirty on him. But I can’t reiterate enough how much I adore blow-jobs. Rebecca, for some reason, hated to swallow and she could always feel when the vein was about to splurt. I wanted this to last forever so I tried to put the event out of my mind. I couldn’t get Orwell out of my head or Rebecca’s head out of me.


I remember the time when myself and Orwell, totally pissed, gatecrashed an AA meeting. Orwell bounded to the front of the room, steadied himself against a nearby table and bellowed, ‘My name is Orwell Hickson, this is my first meeting and it’s taken a lot of courage and determination to get up here tonight.’ The whole room erupted in applause. Orwell hesitated, took a deep breath and continued, ‘My name is Orwell Hickson and I fucking hate hangovers.’ There was a silence, just long enough for this childish prank to fall on its arse. I was cacking myself, which warranted its own attention. The group started hurling abuse at us and we were punched out of the room.


Rebecca sucked harder knowing I was just about to come and out of some warped sense of respect I gently started to lift her head but she went even tighter. Was this Rebecca’s way of telling me she still loved me? It felt wonderful. I got carried away and as I jerked and pressed harder, I started whispering, ‘I love you,’ stroking her hair, ‘I’ve never stopped loving you.’ As the last few drops were being coaxed out, I decided that I was going to kiss her full on the mouth. That had been our gleeful pact, if ever I was to come in her mouth. I pushed her head up to mine.


Now either Rebecca doesn’t look so hot without makeup or I’d been sucked off by a sixty-year-old man. I didn’t know what to do but was pretty sure we weren’t going to share a post-coital cigarette. He went to kiss me. I slapped him across the face. I saw some of my sperm fly out of his mouth. I got up, enraged, and asked him, not too hysterically as I didn’t want anyone bursting in, like who the fuck he was. He smiled and said I could call him El Niño. With that, he picked up his false teeth from the dresser and blew me a kiss goodnight. I hoped I was still hallucinating but I wasn’t going to ask him to pinch me for clarification. I didn’t feel sickened, which was what I thought I’d feel. As with any new experience, it takes a while before you can get a handle on it. I know he was well out of order but it is hard to despise someone who has just given you the best blow-job of your life. And you know how much I love them. But I didn’t sleep a wink for the rest of the night. In short, I knew I wasn’t going to grow a moustache and hang out at Trade but I didn’t bolt the door either.


It was almost impossible to bid farewell to Mum. During breakfast it was just the three of us. We all looked like we should have blankets over our shoulders and our feet in bowls of hot water. Mum insisted on a hearty life-shortening breakfast. I dreaded what was going on in her head. Throughout the ordeal her emotions hadn’t flickered. Steady as a hollow rock. Mum was quiet at the best of times but Dad’s death had lowered her volume further. She was now down to a mumble, an annoying mumble which had each conversation punctuated with ‘pardons’ and ‘sorrys’, or went unanswered. It became very frustrating trying to get her to repeat herself when the only answer her questions warranted was a ‘yeah’. Orwell wasn’t much help as he was dealing with frequent outbursts of tears. I personally hardly ever cry at real life but can become unconsolable during movies. Maybe it’s the music but it gets me every time. Even opening scenes can make my throat go lumpy. And I’m not just talking about the sad scenes either, the good guy getting away has the same effect. Maybe it’s related to the size of the screen: the people are bigger so the emotions are more important. It’s crazy really. Someone dies in a movie, I bawl; they show footage of dead people on the news and I can handle it. Real life is maybe too sad.


I look at my mum and the dice she has been thrown and I’m powerless to do anything for her. It goes beyond crying. I don’t know what keeps her going. I fear she’ll go soon too. You hear that all the time about older couples, one dying then the other in quick succession. The tricky nature of Dad’s exit and the fact that we are supposed to be so alike also baffles me. Why did society kill him when surely he must have known that life is simply a bowl of grapes and the only fun to be had is to spit the pips at people?


Mum served our fry-ups. My appetite vanished as the sausage reminded me of El Niño. I looked to Orwell, who was steadfast with his breakfast, although his hands trembled. I offered to drive. He refused, determined as he was to cause a four-mile tailback on the motorway.


I had the diaries packed safely in the car and we both hugged Mum but didn’t say a word to her. It would have belittled her to try and say unsayable things. She mumbled something. ‘Yeah’ and a shrug and we were off. I felt as redundant as a drummer in Ringo Starr’s solo band. Orwell started the car in reverse and nearly ran over Mum; she had to dive out of the way.


‘I didn’t know you were into euthanasia,’ I quipped.


Orwell’s ‘There’s a time and a place for jokes’ brought about a ten-mile silence. His way of reopening the conversation was ‘Do you wish you’d spent more time with Dad?’ Now that’s a tricky one, the obvious, guilt-drenched question. I had given it a lot of thought but I wasn’t sure if Orwell was ready for the answer I had formulated. It was hard to concentrate with Orwell’s erratic driving.


‘The way I see it is, you have your relationship with your father so isn’t it just as valid to ask, “Do you wish you’d spent less time with him?” You might have liked him less if you’d known him better. When the son and father are both adults, either you hit it off or you don’t. There’s a point of tolerance if you don’t and you skirt around up to that point. There’s never a break-through in conversation. Actions, yes, but not just by hanging out. Every moment I spent with Dad was forced and inarticulate because we had embedded memories of each other paired with our own ways of life. When I was with Dad, the idea of it depressed me. Being with him depressed me. Leaving him depressed me. We weren’t right for each other. Now that he’s dead, I want and aim to find out more about him but in answer to your question, my dear young brother, I wish I’d never met him.’
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