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part one: skylarking



The Most Beautiful Boy in the World

It’s a boy, it’s a boy!

It’s a little boy.

I look at this baby – as bald, wrinkled and scrunched up as an old man – and something chemical happens inside me.

It – I mean he – looks like the most beautiful baby in the history of the world. Is it – he – really the most beautiful baby in the history of the world? Or is that just my biological programming kicking in? Does everyone feel this way? Even people with plain babies? Is our baby really so beautiful?

I honestly can’t tell.

The baby is sleeping in the arms of the woman I love. I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the pair of them, feeling like I belong in this room with this woman and this baby in a way that I have never belonged anywhere.

After all the excitement of the last twenty-four hours, I am suddenly overwhelmed, feeling something – gratitude, happiness, love – well up inside me and threaten to spill out.

I am afraid that I am going to disgrace myself – spoil everything, smudge the moment – with tears. But then the baby wakes up and starts squawking for food and we – me and the woman I love – laugh out loud, laugh with shock and wonder.

It’s a small miracle. And although we can’t escape the reality of everyday life – when do I have to get back to work? – the day is glazed with real magic. We don’t really talk about the magic. But we can feel it all around.

Later my parents are there. When she is done with the hugs and kisses, my mother counts the baby’s fingers and toes, checking for webbed feet. But he is fine, the baby is fine.

‘He’s a little smasher,’ my mum says. ‘A little smasher!’

My father looks at the baby and something inside him seems to melt.

There are many good things about my father, but he is not a soft man, he is not a sentimental man. He doesn’t gurgle and coo over babies in the street. My father is a good man, but the things he has gone through in his life mean that he is also a hard man. Today some ice deep inside him begins to crack and I can tell he feels it too.

This is the most beautiful baby in the world.

I give my father a bottle I bought months ago. It is bourbon. My father only drinks beer and whisky, but he takes the bottle with a big grin on his face. The label on the bottle says ‘Old Granddad’. That’s him. That’s my father.

And I know today that I have become more like him. Today I am a father too. All the supposed landmarks of manhood – losing my virginity, getting my driving licence, voting for the first time – were all just the outer suburbs of my youth. I went through all those things and came out the other side fundamentally unchanged, still a boy.

But now I have helped to bring another human being into the world.

Today I became what my father has been forever.

Today I became a man.

I am twenty-five years old.




One

Some situations to avoid when preparing for your all-important, finally-I-am-fully-grown thirtieth birthday.

Having a one-night stand with a colleague from work.

The rash purchase of luxury items you can’t afford.

Being left by your wife.

Losing your job.

Suddenly becoming a single parent.

If you are coming up to thirty, whatever you do, don’t do any of that.

It will fuck up your whole day.

Thirty should be when you think – these are my golden years, these are my salad days, the best is yet to come – and all that old crap.

You are still young enough to stay up all night, but you are old enough to have a credit card. All the uncertainties and poverty of your teens and twenties are finally over – and good riddance to the lot of them – but the sap is still rising.

Thirty should be a good birthday. One of the best.

But how to celebrate reaching the big three-oh? With a collection of laughing single friends in some intimate bar or restaurant? Or surrounded by a loving wife and adoring small children in the bosom of the family home?

There has to be a good way of turning thirty. Perhaps they are all good ways.

All my images of this particular birthday seemed to be derived from some glossy American sitcom. When I thought of turning thirty, I thought of attractive thirty-nothing mar-rieds snogging like teens in heat while in the background a gurgling baby crawls across some polished parquet floor, or I saw a circle of good-looking, wisecracking friends drinking latte and showing off their impressive knitwear while wryly bemoaning the dating game. That was my problem. When I thought of turning thirty, I thought of somebody else’s life.

That’s what thirty should be – grown-up without being disappointed, settled without being complacent, worldly wise, but not so worldly wise that you feel like chucking yourself under a train. The time of your life.

By thirty you have finally realised that you are not going to live forever, of course. But surely that should only make the laughing, latte-drinking present taste even sweeter? You shouldn’t let your inevitable death put a damper on things. Don’t let the long, slow slide to the grave get in the way of a good time.

Whether you are enjoying the last few years of unmarried freedom, or have recently moved on to a more adult, more committed way of life with someone you love, it’s difficult to imagine a truly awful way of turning thirty.

But I managed to find one somehow.

The car smelled like somebody else’s life. Like freedom.

It was parked right in the window of the showroom, a wedge-shaped sports car which, even with its top off, looked as sleek and compact as a muscle.

Naturally it was red – a flaming, testosterone-stuffed red.

When I was a little bit younger, such blatant macho corn would have made me sneer, or snigger, or puke, or all of the above.

Now I found it didn’t bother me at all. In fact, it seemed to be just what I was looking for at this stage of my life.

I’m not really the kind of man who knows what cars are called, but I had made it my business – furtively lingering over the ads in glossy magazines – to find out the handle of this particular hot little number. Yes, it’s true. Our eyes had met before.

But its name didn’t really matter. I just loved the way it looked. And that smell. Above all, that smell. That anything-can-happen smell. What was it about that smell?

Amidst the perfume of leather, rubber and all those yards of freshly sprayed steel, you could smell a heartbreaking newness, a newness so shocking that it almost overwhelmed me. This newness intimated another world that was limitless and free, an open road leading to all the unruined days of the future. Somewhere they had never heard of traffic cones or physical decay or my thirtieth birthday.

I knew that smell from somewhere and I recognised the way it made me feel. Funnily enough, it reminded me of that feeling you get when you hold a newborn baby.

The analogy was far from perfect – the car couldn’t squint up at me with eyes that had just started to see, or grasp one of my fingers in a tiny, tiny fist, or give me a gummy little smile. But for a moment there it felt like it just might.

‘You only live once,’ the car salesman said, his heels clicking across the showroom floor.

I smiled politely, indicating that I would have to think that one over.

‘Are you in the market for some serious fun?’ he said. ‘Because if the MGF is about one thing, it’s about fun.’

While he gave me his standard sales pitch, he was sizing me up, trying to decide if I was worth a test drive.

He was pushy, but not so pushy that it made your flesh crawl. He was just doing his job. And despite my weekend clothes – which because of the nature of my work were not really so different from my weekday clothes – he must have seen a man of substance. A fast-track career looking for some matching wheels. Young, free and single. A life as carefree as a lager commercial. How wrong can you be?

‘This model has the Variable Valve Control system,’ he said, with what seemed like genuine enthusiasm. ‘The opening period of the inlet valves can be varied by altering the rotational speed of each cam lobe.’

What the fuck was he going on about? Was it something to do with the engine?

‘A total babe magnet,’ he said, noting my dumbfounded expression. ‘Plenty of poke. A young single guy couldn’t do any better than the MGF.’

This was my kind of sales pitch. Forget the technical guff, just tell me that you can lose yourself in a car like this. Let me know you can lose yourself. That’s what I wanted to hear.

The salesman was distracted by something on the street, and I followed his gaze out of the showroom’s plate-glass wall.

He was looking at a tall blonde woman holding the hand of a small boy wearing a Star Wars T-shirt. They were surrounded by bags of supermarket shopping. And they were watching us.

Even framed by all those plastic carrier bags and chaperoning a little kid, the woman was the kind that you look at more than once.

What you noticed about her child – and he was certainly her child – was that he was carrying a long, plastic tube with a dull light glowing faintly inside.

If you had been to the cinema at any time over the last twenty years you would recognise it as a light sabre, traditional weapon of the Jedi Knights. This one needed new batteries.

The beautiful woman was smiling at me and the salesman. The little kid pointed his light sabre, as if about to strike us down.

‘Daddy,’ he mouthed from the other side of the plate-glass wall which divided us. You couldn’t hear him, but that’s what he was saying.

‘My wife and son,’ I said, turning away, but not before I caught the disappointment in the salesman’s eyes. ‘Got to go.’

Daddy. That’s me. Daddy.

‘You don’t even like cars,’ my wife reminded me, edging our old VW estate through the thick early-evening traffic.

‘Just looking.’

‘And you’re too young for a mid-life crisis,’ she said. ‘Thirty is much too young, Harry. The way it works, you wait for fifteen years and then run off with a secretary who’s young enough to be your second wife. And I cut off the sleeves of all your suits. Not to mention your bollocks.’

‘I’m not thirty, Gina,’ I chuckled, although it wasn’t really all that funny. She was always exaggerating. ‘I’m twenty-nine.’

‘For one more month!’ she laughed.

‘It’s your birthday soon,’ our boy said, laughing along with his mother, although he didn’t have a clue why, and tapping me on the back of the head with his sodding light sabre.

‘Please don’t do that, Pat,’ I said.

He was back there with the week’s shopping, strapped into his little car seat and muttering under his breath, pretending to be in the cockpit of the Millennium Falcon with Harrison Ford.

‘I’ve lost my starboard engine,’ he jabbered away to himself. ‘Fire when ready.’

I turned to look at him. He was four years old with dirty blond hair that hung down over eyes that were the same shade of blue as his mother’s. Tiffany blue. Catching my eye, he grinned at me with pure childish delight.

‘Happy birthday, dear Daddy,’ he sang. ‘Happy birthday, birth-day.’

To Pat, my birthday was a chance to finally give me the home-made card he had hidden under his bed (Luke Skywalker decapitating a space monster with his trusty light sabre). To me it meant that the best might already be over. It really did.

When would I feel the way I felt the night my wife said that she would marry me? When would I feel the way I felt the morning my son was born? When would life be that – I don’t know – real again? When?

‘When did you become interested in cars?’ Gina asked. She wouldn’t let this car thing rest. ‘I bet you don’t even know what kind of petrol this one uses, do you?’

‘Oh, come on, Gina.’

‘What is it, then?’

Fucking hell.

‘The green kind,’ I said, taking a wild guess. ‘You know – non-leaded. The one that saves a rain forest every time you fill her up.’

‘It’s diesel, you doughnut,’ she laughed. ‘I never knew a man less interested in cars than you. What happened?’

What could I tell her? You don’t tell a wife that some inanimate object somehow represents all those things you know you are never going to have. The places you are never going to see, the women you are never going to love, the things you are never going to do. You can’t tell a wife all that stuff. Not even a wife you love very much. Especially not a wife like that.

‘It only carries one passenger,’ she said.

‘What does?’ I said, playing dumb.

‘You know very well what I’m talking about,’ she said. ‘It only carries one passenger – one thin, female passenger.’

‘You’re still pretty thin and female,’ I said. ‘Or you were the last time I looked.’

‘What’s brought all this on, Harry? Come on. Tell me.’

‘Maybe I’m compensating for becoming an old git,’ I said. ‘I’m joining the old gits’ club, so, pathetically, I want to recapture my glorious youth. Even though I know it’s ultimately futile and even though my youth wasn’t particularly glorious. Isn’t that what men do?’

‘You’re turning thirty,’ she said. ‘We’re going to open a couple of bottles and have a nice cake with candles.’

‘And balloons,’ Pat said.

‘And balloons,’ Gina said. She shook her lovely head. ‘We’re not having you put down, Harry.’

Gina was a couple of months older than me. She had breezed through her thirtieth birthday surrounded by friends and family, dancing with her son to Wham’s greatest hits, a glass of champagne in her hand. She looked great that night, she really did. But clearly my own birthday was going to be a bit more traumatic.

‘You don’t regret anything, do you?’ she said.

‘Like what?’

‘You know,’ she said, suddenly deadly serious. ‘Like us.’

We had married young. Gina was three months pregnant with Pat on our wedding day and it was, by some distance, the happiest day of my life. But nothing was ever really the same again after that day. Because after that there was no disguising the fact that we were grown-ups.

The radio station where I was working gave me the week off and we spent our honeymoon back at our little flat watching daytime television in bed, eating M&S sandwiches and talking about the beautiful baby we were going to have.

We talked about eventually taking a proper, grown-up honeymoon – Gina wanted us to snorkel among the tropical fish of Okinawa. But by the time there was a bit of money and a bit of time, we had Pat and the course of our lives seemed set.

Gina and I found ourselves separated from the rest of the world by our wedding rings. The other married couples we knew were at least ten years older than us, and friends our own age were still in that brief period between living with their mothers and living with their mortgages. Our little family was on its own.

While our friends were dancing the night away in clubs, we were up all hours with our baby’s teething problems. While they were worrying about meeting the right person, we were worrying about meeting the payments on our first real home. Yet I didn’t regret any of it. Yes, we had given up our freedom. But we had given it up for something better.

I loved my wife and I loved our son. Together, the two of them made my world make sense. My life without them was unimaginable. I knew I was a lucky man. But I couldn’t help it, I just couldn’t help it – lately I found myself wondering when I had stopped being young.

‘I just really hate the way that life starts to contract as you get older,’ I said. ‘The way your options narrow. I mean, when did owning a car like that become ridiculous for me? When exactly? Why is it such a joke? I would love to know. That’s all.’

‘The Force is strong in this one,’ Pat said.

‘A red sports car,’ Gina said to herself. ‘And you don’t even like driving.’

‘Listen, I was just looking, okay?’ I said.

‘Happy birthday to you,’ Pat sang, smacking me across the ear with his light sabre. ‘Squashed tomatoes and glue. You-look-like-a-monkey-and-you-act-like-one-too.’

‘That’s not nice,’ I told him, as the traffic ground to a halt and my ear began to throb.

Gina put the handbrake on and looked at me, as if trying to remember what she had liked about me in the first place. She seemed a bit stumped.

I remembered what I had liked about her. She had the longest legs I had ever seen on a woman. But I still didn’t know if that was the best basis for the love of your life.

Or the worst.


Two

When I could no longer stand the sight of the rusty white van dawdling along in front of me, I swung the MGF into the oncoming traffic and smacked my foot down.

My new car squirted past the old van with a confident, throaty roar. As I cut back in front of it I caught a glimpse of the driver – a blur of bad teeth, tattoos and loathing – before he disappeared in my rear-view mirror. I felt good. The MGF meant that I no longer had to look at rusty white vans or their drivers. All that was behind me now. I could look forward to a future full of open-top motoring and admiring glances. Then the van pulled up alongside me at the very next red light.

Jesus, I thought. Road rage.

‘You stupid little git,’ he told me, winding down his window to reveal a face like a Big Mac in a bucket of beer. ‘Get out and push it.’

After he had driven off at the green light, I sat shaking for a while, thinking about what I should have said to him.

If I get out, pal, it will be to push your crappy van up your tattooed back passage! If I pushed this thing, pal – it would have been really good to call him pal – I’d still be going faster than you. You lager-bellied moron! You fat fuck!

I saw myself delivering some perfect put-down and then pulling away in a squeal of rubber, an infuriating little smile on my face. But what actually happened was that I just sat there trembling and dreaming until all the cars behind me started sounding their horns and shouting stuff about the lights having changed.

So I drove off, thinking about what my dad would have done.

He certainly wouldn’t have sat there and said nothing. And he wouldn’t have wasted time cooking up some devastating response worthy of Oscar Wilde at his pithy best.

My father would simply have got out of the MGF and punched that van driver’s lights out. He really would.

Not that my dad would ever be seen dead in a fancy sports car, to tell you the truth. He thought they were for wankers.

My dad would have felt much more at home in one of those white vans.

Gina had been incredibly understanding about the MGF. She had encouraged me to go back and talk to the salesman when even I was starting to find the idea of buying a sports car a bit stupid.

And there were plenty of reasons why buying it was crazy. Its boot was smaller than a supermarket trolley. We really didn’t need two cars. A soft top in London is a hate object for any spotty fourteen-year-old cretin with a chip on his shoulder and a blade in his sock. But Gina just wasn’t interested.

She told me to buy the thing and to stop thinking that my life was over just because I was turning thirty. She told me I was being pathetic, but she laughed when she said it and put her arm around me, giving me a little shake. Trying to force some sense into me. Fat chance.

At any other time during the seven years we had been together, we wouldn’t have been able to afford a good second car. In fact, at any other time we wouldn’t have been able to afford an incredibly crappy second car. We hadn’t even owned our crappy first car for very long.

But we no longer practically had to have a heart attack every time we received a red-topped bill. At last my job was going well.

I was the producer of The Marty Mann Show, a late-night talk show that went out every Saturday on terrestrial television. For the six years before that I had been the producer of The Marty Mann Show back when it was on local radio and most of the country had not even heard the first rumours about its mad bastard presenter. It seemed a long time ago now.

Over the last twelve months Marty and I had turned a no-budget radio show into a low-budget TV show. The line between the two was surprisingly thin. But crossing that thin line was enough to make Marty Mann some sort of star.

If you walked into a restaurant with him, everybody stopped eating and talking just so they could look at him. Girls, who a few years earlier wouldn’t have touched him wearing surgical gloves, now thought he was a love god. He got photographed even when he wasn’t doing anything special. Marty had arrived big time and he had been decent enough to bring me along with him.

The critics, or at least the ones who liked him, called Marty child-like – meaning he was open, frank and intuitive. They thought he asked the kind of questions other interviewers decided it was best not to even think about. And it was true – the editing process that exists in most of us seemed to be completely missing from Marty’s brain. And he got answers, even when what he really deserved was a punch in the mouth.

The critics who didn’t like Marty also called him child-like – meaning he was selfish, immature and cruel. But Marty wasn’t really child-like at all. Sometimes I watched our Pat peacefully play for hours with his little plastic Star Wars toys. That was child-like. Marty’s attention span was nowhere near that long. Marty wasn’t child-like. He was just undeveloped.

We had met at a local radio station where the staff were either on their way up or on their way out. It was a grotty little building full of curdled ambition and stale cigarette smoke, and most of our regular callers were either hopelessly lonely or borderline barking. But I always sort of missed the place. Because that was where I met Gina.

The station was always desperate to get guests – for some reason there was never a mad rush for our cheques, which were so small they were invisible to the naked eye – and so there was often an improvisational element to our bookings.

For instance, when the first Japanese banks started to go bust, the person we booked to talk about what it all meant was not an economist or a financial journalist, but the professor who taught Japanese at the college across the street.

Okay, so he was a language teacher, but like any language teacher he was in love with the country whose lingo he taught. Who better to discuss why the Asian tigers were turning into neutered pussycats? Well, lots of people, probably. But he was the best we could get. Except he didn’t show up.

As if in sympathy with the exploding Japanese bubble, the professor’s appendix burst on the morning he was due to come in, and coming off the bench as his substitute we got his star pupil – Gina.

Tall, radiant Gina. She was fluent in Japanese, apparently an expert on the culture, and she had legs that went on for weeks. I took her into the studio and couldn’t even find the courage to talk to her, couldn’t even look in her eyes. She was beautiful, charming, intelligent. But most important of all, she was also way, way out of my league.

And then when the red light came on in the studio, something happened. Or rather, nothing happened at all. Gina became paralysed with nerves. She couldn’t speak.

When I had first seen her I had thought she was unapproachable. But as I watched her stuttering and sweating her way through her incoherent tale of economic decline, she was suddenly human. And I knew I had a chance. A slim chance, maybe. A snowball’s chance in hell, perhaps. But a chance all the same.

I also knew exactly how she felt. The red light always did that to me too. I was never comfortable in front of a microphone or a camera, and the very thought of it can still make me break out in a cold sweat.

So when it was over and Marty had put her out of her misery, it was not difficult for me to commiserate with her. She was very good about it, laughing at her nerves and vowing that her career in broadcasting was over.

My heart sank.

I thought – then when will I see you again?

The thing that got me about Gina is that she didn’t make a big deal about the way she looked. She knew she was good-looking, but she didn’t care. Or rather, she thought it was the least interesting thing about her. But you wouldn’t look twice at me if you saw me in the street. And someone as ordinary-looking as me can never be that casual about beauty.

She took me for sushi in Sogo, the big Japanese department store on Piccadilly Circus, where the staff all knew her. She talked to them in Japanese and they called her ‘Gina-san’.

‘Gina-san?’ I said.

‘It’s difficult to translate exactly,’ she smiled. ‘It sort of means – honourable, respected Gina.’

Honourable, respected Gina. She had been in love with Japanese culture ever since she was a little girl. She had actually lived there during her year out between sixth form and college, teaching English in Kyoto – ‘The happiest year of my life’ – and she was planning to go back. There was a job offer from an American bank in Tokyo. Nothing was going to stop her. I prayed that I would.

Desperately racking my brain for my little knowledge of Japan, I mentioned Yukio Mishima. She dismissed the novelist as a right-wing fruitcake – ‘It’s not all raw fish and ritual suicide, you know’ – and told me I should read Kawabata if I really wanted to understand Japan. She said she would lend some of his stuff to me, if I wanted. I saw my chance and grabbed it.

We met for a drink and she brought a book called Snow Country. I read it as soon as I got home – a jaded playboy falls in love with a doomed geisha in a mountain resort, it was actually pretty good – dreaming of Gina’s eyes, her legs, the way her whole face seemed to light up when she laughed.

She cooked dinner back at her flat. I had to take my shoes off before I came in. We discussed Japanese culture – or rather Gina talked and I listened, dropping bits of chicken teriyaki on the carpet with my chopsticks – until it was time to call a cab or brush my teeth. And then we were making love on the floor – or the futon, as Gina called it. I was ready to bomb Pearl Harbor for her.

And I wanted her to stay with me forever. So I promised her everything – happiness, endless love and, crucially, a family. I knew the family thing would get her – her dad had buggered off when Gina was four years old, and she had grown up pining for the security of family life. But she still cried when she told the bank that she wouldn’t be going to Tokyo after all.

Instead of living in Japan, she worked as a freelance translator for Japanese companies in the City. But many of them were going under or going home by now. Her career wasn’t what it should have been. I knew she had given up a lot to be with me. If I hadn’t been so deliriously happy, I might even have felt a bit guilty.

After we were married and Pat was born, she stayed home. She said she didn’t mind giving up work for Pat and me – ‘my two boys,’ she called us.

I suspected that the fact her career had disappointed her had as much to do with staying home as wanting a real family life. But she always tried to make it sound like the most natural thing in the world.

‘I don’t want my son brought up by strangers,’ she said. ‘I don’t want some overweight teenager from Bavaria sticking him in front of a video while I’m in an office.’

‘Fine,’ I said.

‘And I don’t want him eating all his meals fresh from the microwave. I don’t want to come home from work too tired to play with him. I don’t want him growing up without me. I want him to have some sort of family life – whatever that is. I don’t want his childhood to be like mine.’

‘Right,’ I said. I knew this was a touchy subject. Gina looked like she was ready to start bawling at any minute. ‘What’s wrong with being a woman who stays home with her kid?’ she said. ‘All that ambition stuff is so pathetically eighties. All that having-it-all crap. We can get by with less money, can’t we? And you’ll buy me sushi once a week, won’t you?’

I told her I would buy her so much raw fish she would sprout gills. So she stayed home to look after our son.

And when I came back from work at night I would shout, ‘Hi honey, I’m home,’ as though we were characters in some American sitcom from the fifties, with Dick Van Dyke bringing home the bacon and Mary Tyler Moore making bacon sandwiches.

I don’t know why I tried to make a joke of it. Maybe because in my heart I believed that Gina was only pretending to be a housewife, while I pretended to be my father.


Three

Marty grew up eating dinner with the TV on. Television had been his babysitter, his best friend, his teacher. He could still recite entire programming schedules from his childhood. He could whistle the theme tune to Dallas. His Dalek impersonation was among the best I have ever heard. The Miss World contest had taught him everything he knew about the birds and bees, which admittedly wasn’t very much.

Although I was nothing like him, Marty took to me because I came from the same sort of home. That doesn’t sound like much of a basis for friendship, but you would be surprised at how few people in television come from that kind of background. Most of the people we worked with came from homes with books.

When we first met at the little radio station we were both what was laughingly referred to as multi-skilled. Marty was mostly skilled in fetching sandwiches, sorting mail and making the tea. But even then his grinning, pop-eyed energy was such that everyone noticed him, even if nobody took him seriously.

I was in a more elevated position than Marty, writing items, producing shows and sometimes very nervously reading the news. As I said, I was always lousy at coming alive when the red light came on – only slightly better than Gina. The red light came on and, instead of coming alive, I went sort of dead. But it turned out to be what Marty was born to do.

When we suddenly lost the regular presenter of our late-night phone-in – the nut shift, we called it – to a job in cable television, I persuaded the station to give Marty a shot. Partly because I thought he would be good at it. But mostly because I was terrified of having to do it myself.

Amazingly, he worked wonders with the most unpromising material imaginable. Five nights a week Marty took calls from hangers, floggers, conspiracy theorists, alien watchers and assorted loony tunes. And he turned it into good radio.

What made it good radio was that Marty sounded like there was nowhere else he would rather be than chatting to the mouth-foaming denizens of nut nation.

We slowly started to build what they call a cult following. After that, we very quickly began to get offers to put the show on television. People bought us lunch, made flattering noises and made big promises. And very soon we abandoned our successful radio show, a rare case of rats deserting a floating ship.

But it was different on television. We couldn’t just let our guests practically wander in off the street as they had done on radio. Amusing lunatics who had been impregnated by randy aliens were no longer quite enough.

After a year fronting his own show, Marty still looked like he was exactly where he wanted to be. But the strain was starting to tell, and every week he needed a little more time in make-up to cover the cracks. It wasn’t just the seven-day stress of finding good guests that was putting those licks of grey in his bottle-blond hair. When we were on radio, Marty had nothing to lose. And now he did.

He was in the chair of the make-up room when I arrived at the studio, brainstorming about future guests to the group of young women who surrounded him, hanging on to his every wishful thought while the make-up girl attempted to make his skin look vaguely human for the cameras. He dubiously sipped the glass of water which had been placed in front of him.

‘Is this Evian?’

‘Did you want sparkling?’ asked a sweet-faced young woman in combat trousers and army boots.

‘I wanted Evian.’

She looked relieved. ‘That’s Evian.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Well, it’s Badoit.’

Marty looked at her.

‘But there wasn’t any Evian in the vending machine,’ she said.

‘Try the green room,’ he suggested with a little sigh.

There were murmurs of assent. The green room – the holding pen for the show’s guests – was definitely the place to find Marty’s Evian. Crestfallen but smiling bravely, the girl in combat trousers went off to find the right water.

‘I’m thinking classic encounter with Hollywood legend,’ Marty said. ‘I’m thinking Michael Parkinson meets the stars with his clipboard. I’m thinking Tinsel Town. I’m thinking Oscar nominee. I’m thinking…Jack Nicholson?’

‘Jack’s not in town,’ our researcher said. She was a small, nervous girl who wouldn’t be doing this job for much longer. Her fingernails were already chewed to the knuckle.

‘Leonardo DiCaprio?’

‘Leo’s unavailable.’

‘Clint Eastwood?’

‘I’ve got a call in with his office. But – doubtful.’

‘Robert Mitchum? James Stewart?’

‘They’re dead.’

Marty shot her a vicious look.

‘Don’t ever say that,’ he said. ‘They are merely unable to commit to the show at this moment in time.’

He looked at me in the mirror, his beady eyes blinking inside a cloud of orange foundation.

‘Why can’t we get any of these fucking screen greats, Harry?’

‘Because none of the people you mentioned have any product out,’ I told him, as I had to tell him every week. ‘And when they do, we still have to fight for them with all the other talk shows.’

‘Did you see the news tonight?’ the make-up girl said dreamily, the way make-up girls do, completely oblivious to the nervous breakdowns that were happening all around her. ‘It was really interesting. They showed you those protesters out at the airport. The ones chaining themselves to the trees? Protesting against the new terminal?’

‘What about them?’ Marty asked. ‘Or are you just making conversation?’

‘I really like their leader,’ she said. ‘You know – Cliff. The one with the dreadlocks? He’s gorgeous.’

Every woman in the room muttered agreement. I had seen this Cliff character up his tree – skinny, well-spoken, dreadlocks – but I had had no idea he was considered a sexual entity.

‘That’s who you should have on the show,’ the make-up girl said triumphantly, dabbing Marty’s face with a powder puff. ‘He’s much more interesting than some old superstar with a hair transplant and an action thriller on general release.’

‘Cliff’s not a bad idea,’ I said. ‘But I don’t know how to reach him. Although he can’t be as difficult as Clint Eastwood.’

‘Well, I’ve got a mobile number for him,’ someone said from the back of the make-up room. ‘If that’s any use.’

We all turned to look at her.

She was a slim redhead with that kind of fine Irish skin that is so pale it looks as though it has never seen the sun. She was in her early twenties – she looked as though she had been out of university for about forty-five minutes – but she still had a few freckles. She would always have a few freckles. I had never seen her before.

‘Siobhan Kemp,’ she said to no one in particular, blushing as she introduced herself. ‘I’m the new associate producer. Well – shall I give Cliff a call?’

Marty looked at me. I could tell that he liked the idea of the tree man. And so did I. Because, like all television people, what we worshipped above all else was authenticity. Apart from genuine, high-octane celebrity, of course. We worshipped that most of all.

We were sick of junior celebs pushing their lousy product. We hungered after real people with real lives and real stories – stories not anecdotes. They offered us great television at rock-bottom prices. We offered them therapy, a chance to get it all off their chest, an opportunity to let it all just gush out over a million carpets.

Of course, if Jack Nicholson had suddenly called up begging to appear on the show then we would have immediately called a security guard to escort all the real people from the building. But somehow Jack never did. There were just not enough celebrities to go round these days.

So we revered real people, real people who felt passionate about something, real people with no career to protect. And someone up a tree with police dogs snapping at his unwashed bollocks sounded about as real as it gets.

‘How do you know him?’ I asked her.

‘I used to go out with him,’ she said.

Marty and I exchanged a glance. We were impressed. So this Siobhan was a real person too.

‘It didn’t work out,’ she said. ‘It’s difficult when one of you is up a tree for so much of the time. But we managed to stay close and I admire him – he really believes in what he’s doing. The way he sees it, the life-support systems of the planet are nearing exhaustion, and all the politicians ever do is pay lip service to ecological issues. He thinks that when man enters the land, he should leave only footprints and take only memories.’

‘Fucking brilliant,’ Marty said. ‘Who’s his agent?’

I was up in the gallery watching a dozen screens showing five different shots of Marty interviewing a man who could inflate a condom with it pulled down over the top half of his head – he was actually pretty good – when I felt someone by my side.

It was Siobhan, smiling like a kid on her first day at a new school who has suddenly realised that she is going to be okay.

In the darkness of the gallery her face was lit by the monitors on the wall. They are TV sets, that’s all, but we call them monitors. They provide the director with a choice of shots for transmission. Monitors don’t only show the image that is going out, but all the images that could be. Siobhan smiled up at them. She had a beautiful smile.

‘I thought that this Cliff didn’t do interviews,’ I said. ‘Not since he was stitched up by that Sunday paper who said he was just in it for the glory and the hippy chicks.’ Then I remembered she had gone out with him. ‘No offence meant.’

‘None taken,’ she said. ‘That’s true, but he might do this one.’

‘Why? Because of you?’

‘No,’ she laughed. ‘Because he likes Marty. He doesn’t consider him part of the media establishment.’

I looked at Marty on the monitors, almost gagging with laughter as the condom exploded on the guy’s head. If anyone was part of the media establishment, it was Marty. He would have considered it a compliment.

‘And most of all,’ said Siobhan, ‘because we’re live.’

It was true that we were practically the last live show on television. By now most shows were what are called ‘as live’ – meaning they faked the excitement of live television while always having the safety net of recording. Phoney as hell.

But The Marty Mann Show was the real thing. When you watched that guy with a condom on his head, it was actually being inflated at that very moment.

‘The way these eco-warriors see it,’ Siobhan said, ‘the only place in the media where there’s no censorship is live television. Can I ask you something?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘Is that your MGF down in the carpark? The red one?’

Here it comes, I thought. The lecture about what cars do to the muck in the air and the hole in the sky. Sometimes I despair for the young people of today. All they ever think about is the future of the planet.

‘Yeah, that’s mine,’ I said.

‘Nice car,’ she said.

They were both asleep by the time I got home. I brushed my teeth and undressed in the darkness, listening to my wife softly breathing in her sleep.

The sound of Gina sleeping never failed to stir an enormous tenderness in me. It was the only time she ever seemed vulnerable, the only time I could kid myself that she needed me to protect her. She stirred when I slid into bed and wrapped my arm around her.

‘Good show tonight,’ she murmured.

She was warm and sleepy and I loved her like that. She had her back to me, her usual sleeping position, and she sighed as I snuggled up against her, kissing the back of her neck and letting my hand trace the length of one of those long legs that had knocked me out when I first met her. And still did.

‘Oh, Gina. My Gina.’

‘Oh, Harry,’ she said softly. ‘You don’t want to – do you?’ She brushed me with her hand. ‘Well. Maybe you do.’

‘You feel great.’

‘Pretty frisky, aren’t you?’ she laughed, turning to look at me, her eyes still half-closed with sleep. ‘I mean, for a man of your age.’

She sat up in bed, pulled the T-shirt she was wearing over her head and tossed it to the floor. She ran her fingers through her hair and smiled at me, her long, familiar body lit by the street light seeping through the blinds. It was never really dark in our room.

‘Still want me?’ she said. ‘Even after all these years?’

I may have nodded. Our lips were just about to touch when Pat began to cry. We looked at each other. She smiled. I didn’t.

‘I’ll get him,’ Gina said, as I flopped back against the pillow.

She returned to the bedroom with Pat in her arms. He was sort of gasping for breath and tearfully trying to explain his nightmare – something about big monsters – while Gina soothed him, rolling him into bed between us. As always, in the warmth of our bed his sobbing immediately stopped.

‘Make spoons,’ Gina told us.

Pat and I obediently rolled over, his warm little legs in their brushed cotton pyjamas tucked up inside the back of mine. I could hear him sniffing, but he was okay now. Gina threw one of her long thin arms over the pair of us, nestling up against Pat.

‘Go to sleep now,’ she whispered. ‘Everything’s going to be all right.’

I closed my eyes, the boy between us, and as I drifted away I wondered if Gina was talking to me, or to Pat, or to both of us.

‘There are no monsters,’ she said, and we slept in her arms.


Four

Gina’s thirtieth birthday had not been completely painless.

Her father had called her in the early evening to wish her a happy birthday – which meant she had spent all of the morning and all of the afternoon wondering if the worthless old git would call her at all.

Twenty-five years ago, just before Gina had started school, Glenn – as her dad insisted everyone call him, especially his children – walked out the door, dreaming of making it as a rock musician. And although he had been working behind the counter of a guitar shop in Denmark Street for a couple of centuries, and all the dreams of glory had receded along with his hippy hairline, he still thought he was some kind of free spirit who could forget birthdays or remember them as the mood took him.

Glenn had never made it as a musician. There had been one band with a modest recording contract and one minor hit single. You might have glimpsed him playing bass on Top of the Pops just before Ted Heath left 10 Downing Street forever.

He was very good-looking when he was younger – Glenn, not Ted Heath – a bit of a Robert Plant figure, all blond Viking curls and bare midriff. But I always felt that Glenn’s true career had been building families and then smashing them up.

Gina’s little family had been just the first in a long line of wives and children that Glenn had abandoned. They were scattered all over the country, the women like Gina’s mother, who had been considered such a great beauty back in the sixties and seventies that her smiling face was sometimes featured in glossy magazines, and the children like Gina, who had grown up in a single parent family back when it was still called a broken home.

Glenn breezed in and out of their lives, casually missing birthdays and Christmases and then turning up unexpectedly with some large, inappropriate gift. Even though he was now a middle-aged suburban commuter who worked in a shop, he still liked to think he was Jim bloody Morrison and that the rules which applied to other people didn’t apply to him.

But I can’t complain too much about old Glenn. In a way he played Cupid to me and Gina. Because what she liked about me most was my family.

It was a small, ordinary family – I’m the only child – and we lived in a pebble-dashed semi in the Home Counties which could have been in almost any suburb in England. We were surrounded by houses and people, but you had to walk for half a mile before you could buy a newspaper – surrounded by life, yet never escaping the feeling that life was happening somewhere else. That’s the suburbs.

My mum watched the street from behind net curtains (‘It’s my street,’ she would say, when challenged by my dad and me). My dad fell asleep in front of the television (‘There’s never anything on,’ he always moaned). And I kicked a ball about in the back garden, dreaming of extra time at Wembley and trying to avoid my dad’s roses.

How many families are there like that in this country? Probably millions. Yet certainly a lot less than there were. Families like us, we’re practically an endangered species. Gina acted as though my mum and my dad and I were the last of the nuclear families, protected wild life to be cherished and revered and wondered over.

To me, of course, my family was on the staid side. All that car-washing, all that peeking from behind net curtains, all the nights spent in front of the television, all the B&B holidays in Devon and Cornwall or a caravan in Frinton. I envied Gina’s exotic background – her mum a former model, her dad a would-be rock star, the pictures in the glossy magazines, even though the pictures were fading now.

But Gina remembered the missed birthdays of her childhood, a father who was always preoccupied with his more recent, more exciting attachments, the promised holidays that never happened, and her mother going to bed alone, growing old alone, getting sick alone, crying alone and finally dying alone. Gina could never be cavalier about an ordinary family. It wasn’t in her.

The first Christmas I took Gina home, I saw her choking up when my mum gave her a little present – just some smelly stuff in a basket from the Body Shop, some soap in the shape of polar bears covered in cling film – and I knew I had her. She looked at those polar bears and she was hooked.

You should never underestimate the power of the nuclear family. These days coming from an unbroken home is like having independent means, or Paul Newman eyes, or a big cock. It’s one of life’s true blessings, given to just a lucky few. And difficult to resist.

But those unbroken homes can lull their children into a false sense of security. When I was growing up, I took it for granted that every marriage would be as stable and everlasting as my mum and dad’s – including my own. My parents made it look easy. But it’s not easy at all.

Gina would probably have washed her hands of Glenn years ago if her mother had lived. But she died of breast cancer just before Gina walked into the radio station and my life, and suddenly she felt the need to salvage the few ragged bits of family she still had left.

So Glenn came to our wedding, and rolled a joint in front of my mum and dad. Then he tried to get off with one of the bridesmaids. Pushing fifty, he seemed to be under the impression that he was nineteen years old and everything was still before him. He wore leather trousers that went creak-creak-creak when he danced. And, oh, how he danced.

Gina had been so upset that Glenn couldn’t manage even the vaguest impersonation of a father that she didn’t want to send him any photographs of Pat when he was born. But I had put my foot down, insisting the man had a right to see pictures of his only grandchild. And I secretly thought that when Glenn saw our beautiful boy, he would be instantly smitten. When he forgot Pat’s birthday for the third year in a row, I realised that I now had reasons of my own to hate the old hippy bastard.

‘Maybe he’s terrified of being a grandfather,’ I said. ‘Freaked out – isn’t that what he’d call it?’

‘Yes, there’s that,’ Gina said. ‘And there’s also the fact that he’s a selfish arsehole who never grew up. Let’s not forget that.’

Unlike Gina’s mother and father, nobody had ever thought my parents were a golden couple. Nobody had ever thought that their union summed up the spirit of an era. My mum’s picture had never appeared in a glossy magazine – although her prize-winning tomatoes had once been prominently featured in the local rag. But my parents had stayed together for a lifetime. And Gina and I were going to do the same.

Since our wedding day, we had friends who had met someone, fallen in love, married, divorced and started to hate their ex-partner’s guts. That would never happen to us. Though our backgrounds were different, they meant we wanted the same thing.

I wanted a marriage that would last forever because that’s what my parents had. Gina wanted a marriage that would last forever because that was exactly what her parents had never had.

‘That’s what is so good about us,’ Gina told me, ‘our dreams match.’

Gina was mad about my parents and the feeling was mutual. They looked at this blonde vision coming up the garden path with their little grandson, and the pair of them seemed to visibly swell with pleasure, smiling shyly behind their reading glasses and geraniums.

None of them could believe their luck. My parents thought they were getting Grace Kelly. Gina thought she was getting the Waltons.

‘I’m going to take Pat to see your mum and dad,’ she said before I went to work. ‘Can I borrow your mobile phone? The battery’s flat on mine.’

I was happy to lend it to her. I can’t stand those things. They make me feel trapped.

A shiver of panic ran through the gallery.

‘The fly’s back!’ the director said. ‘We got the fly!’

There it was on the monitor. The studio fly.

Our fly was a huge beetle-black creature with wings as big as a wasp’s and a carcass so bloated that it seemed to have an undercarriage. On a close-up of Marty reading his autocue, we watched the fly lazily circle our presenter’s head and then bank off into a long slow climb.

The fly lived somewhere in the dark upper reaches of the studio, up there among the tangle of sockets, cables and lights. The fly only ever put in an appearance during a show, and up in the gallery the old-timers said that it was responding to the heat of the studio lights. But I always thought that the fly was attracted to whatever juice it is that human glands secrete when they are on live television. Our studio fly had a taste for fear.

Apart from the fly’s aerial display, Marty’s interview with Cliff was going well. The young green started off nervously, scratching his stubble, tugging his filthy dreadlocks, stuttering his way through rambling sentences and even committing television’s cardinal sin of staring directly into the camera. But Marty could be surprisingly gentle with nervous guests and, clearly sympathetic to Cliff’s cause, he eventually made the young man relax. It was only when Marty was winding up the interview that it all began to go wrong.

‘I want to thank Cliff for coming in tonight,’ Marty said, unusually solemn, brushing away the studio fly. ‘And I want to thank all his colleagues who are living in trees out at the airport. Because the battle they are fighting is for all of us.’

As the applause swelled, Marty reached out and shook his guest’s hand. Cliff held it. And continued to hold it. Then he reached inside the grubby, vaguely ethnic coat he was wearing and produced a pair of handcuffs. While Marty watched with an uncertain smile, Cliff snapped one metal ring around his own wrist and the other around Marty’s.

‘Free the birds,’ Cliff said quietly. He cleared his throat.

‘What – what is this?’ Marty asked.

‘Free the birds!’ Cliff shouted with growing confidence. ‘Free the birds!’

Marty shook his head. ‘Do you have the key for this thing, you smelly little shit?’

Up in the gloaming of the gallery we watched the scene unfold on the bank of screens shining in the darkness. The director carried on choreographing the five cameras – ‘Stay on Marty, two…give me a close-up of the handcuffs, four…’ – but I had the feeling that you only get when live television is going very wrong, a feeling which somehow combines low-grade nausea, paralysis and terrible fascination, as it sits there in the pit of your stomach.

And suddenly there was the fly, hovering for a few seconds by Cliff’s hair, then executing a perfect landing on the bridge of his nose.

‘Free the birds!’

Marty considered his arm, unable to quite believe that he was really chained to this scruffy young man whose make-up was starting to melt under the lights. Then he picked up the water jug that was on the table between them and, almost as if he were trying to swat the studio fly, smashed it into Cliff’s face. There was an eruption of blood and water. Marty was left holding just the jug’s broken handle.

‘Fuck the birds,’ he said. ‘And bugger the hole in the ozone layer.’

A floor manager appeared on camera, his mouth open with wonder, his headphones dangling around his neck.

Cliff cradled his crushed nose. Someone in the audience started booing. And that’s when I knew we were stuffed. Marty had done the one thing he wasn’t allowed to do on our kind of show. He had lost the audience.

Up in the gallery the telephones all began to ring at once, as if to commemorate my brilliant career going straight down the toilet. Suddenly I was aware of how hard I was sweating.

The studio fly appeared briefly on all the monitors, seemed to perform a victory roll, and then was gone.

‘I’m so stupid,’ Siobhan said hours later in the deserted gallery. ‘It’s all my fault. I should never have booked him. I should have guessed he wanted to use us to do something like this. He always was a selfish little bastard. Why did I do it? Because I was trying to impress everyone. And now look what’s happened.’

‘You’re not stupid,’ I told her. ‘Marty was stupid. It was a good booking. Despite what happened, it’s still a good booking.’

‘But what’s going to happen now?’ she asked, suddenly seeming very young. ‘What will they do to us?’

I shook my head and shrugged. ‘We’ll soon find out.’ I was tired of thinking about it. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’

I had sent Marty home, smuggled out of the back of the building into a minicab which was waiting by the freight entrance, telling him to talk to no one. The press would tear him to pieces. We could count on that. I was more worried about what the station would do to him. And us. I knew they needed The Marty Mann Show. But did they need it this badly?

‘It’s so late,’ Siobhan said, as we got into the lift. ‘Where can I get a cab?’

‘Where do you live?’ I asked.

I should have guessed that she would say Camden Town. She just had to be living in one of those old working-class neighbourhoods that had been colonised by the people in black. Actually, she was not that far from our little house by Highbury Corner. We were at opposite ends of the same road. But Siobhan was at the end of the Camden Road where they aspired to Bohemia. I was at the end where they dreamed of suburbia.

‘I can give you a lift,’ I said.

‘What – in your MGF?’

‘Sure.’

‘Great!’

We laughed for the first time in hours – although I couldn’t quite work out why – and took the lift down to the underground carpark where the little red car was standing completely alone. It was late. Almost two. I watched her slide her legs under the dashboard.

‘I’m not going to go on about it,’ she said, ‘but I just want to say you’ve been really sweet about tonight. Thank you for not being angry with me. I appreciate it.’

It was a gracious apology for something that she really didn’t have to apologise for. I looked at her pale Irish face, realising for the first time how much I liked her.

‘Don’t be silly,’ I said, quickly turning on the ignition to cover my embarrassment. ‘We’re on the same side, aren’t we?’

It was a warm summer night and the city streets were as close to empty as they were ever going to get. Within twenty minutes we were driving past the shuttered flea market, the funky ethnic restaurants and all the second-hand stores with their grotesquely oversized signs – there were giant cowboy boots, colossal rattan chairs and monster slabs of vinyl, all of them looming above the street like the visions caused by some bad drug. Gina and I used to shop around here on Saturday afternoons. It was years ago now.

Siobhan gave me directions until we pulled up in front of a large white town house that had long ago been converted into flats.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘goodnight then.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, ‘for everything.’

‘You’re welcome.’

‘Listen, I don’t think I can sleep yet. Not after tonight. Do you want to come in for a drink?’

‘A drink might keep me awake,’ I said, hating myself for sounding like a pensioner who had to scurry back to the cocoa and incontinence sheets of his sheltered accommodation.

‘You sure?’ she asked, and I was ridiculously flattered that she seemed a bit disappointed. I also knew that she wouldn’t ask again.

Go home, a voice inside me said. Decline with a polite smile and go home now.

And maybe I would have if I hadn’t liked her so much.

Maybe I would have if it hadn’t been such a rough night.

Maybe I would have if I wasn’t coming up to thirty.

Maybe I would have if her legs had been a couple of inches shorter.

‘Okay,’ I said, far more casually than I felt. ‘Sounds good.’

She looked at me for just a moment, and then we were kissing each other, her hands on the back of my neck, tugging at my hair with small, urgent fists. That’s strange, I thought. Gina never does that.


Five

A child can change in a moment. You turn your back for a couple of seconds, and when you look again you find they have already grown into someone else.

I can remember seeing Pat smile properly for the first time. He was a little fat bald thing, Winston Churchill in a Babygro, howling because his first teeth were pushing through, so Gina rubbed some chocolate on his sore gums and he immediately stopped crying and grinned up at us – this big, wide, gummy grin – as if we had just revealed the best secret in the world.

And I can remember him walking for the first time. He was holding himself up by the rail of his little yellow plastic stroller, swaying from side to side as if he were caught in a stiff breeze, as was his custom, when without warning he suddenly took off, his fat little legs sticking out of his disposable nappy and pumping furiously to keep up with the stroller’s spinning blue wheels.

He bombed off out of the room and Gina laughed and said he looked as though he was going to be late for the office again.

But I can’t remember when his games changed. I don’t know when all his toddler’s games of fire engines and Postman Pat videos gave way to his obsession with Star Wars. That was one of the changes which happened when I wasn’t looking.

One minute his head was full of talking animals, the next it was all Death Stars, stormtroopers and light sabres.

If we let him, he would watch the three Star Wars films on video all day and all night. But we didn’t let him – or rather Gina didn’t let him – so when the television was turned off, he spent hours playing with his collection of Star Wars figures and grey plastic spaceships, or bouncing on the sofa, brandishing his light sabre, muttering scraps of George Lucas storylines to himself.

It seemed like only the day before yesterday when nothing gave him more pleasure than his collection of farmyard animals – or ‘aminals’, as Pat called them. He would sit in his bubble bath, a little blond angel with suds on his head, parading his cows, sheep and horses along the side of the tub, mooing and baaing until the water turned cold.

‘I’m taking me bath,’ he would announce. ‘I need me aminals.’

Now his aminals were collecting dust in some forgotten corner of his bedroom while he played his endless games of intergalactic good and evil.

They were a lot like the games I could remember from my own childhood. And sometimes Pat’s fantasies of brave knights, evil warlords and captured princesses sounded like echoes from a past that was long gone, as if he were trying to recover something precious that had already been lost forever.

Siobhan slept like someone who was single.

She edged right into the middle of the bed, her freckled limbs thrown out every which way, or she rolled over on her side, taking my share of the duvet with her. I lay there in that strange bed wide awake, clutching a scrap of sheet the size of a handkerchief as the room got light.

It was too soon to feel really bad. Pushed to the back of my mind there was the thought of Gina and all the promises I had ever made to her – promises from the days when I was trying to persuade her to love me, the promises we made on our wedding day, and all the promises of all the days beyond, all that stuff about undying love and never wanting anyone else that I had really meant at the time. And still did, I discovered. Now more than ever, in a funny sort of way.

Later, this would all really get to me, and driving home I would look in the mirror wondering when I had become the kind of man I used to hate. But now was too soon for all that. I lay there as the night faded away thinking to myself – well, that seemed to go okay.

The reason that most men stray is opportunity, and the joy of meaningless sex should never be underestimated. It had been a meaningless, opportunistic coupling. That’s what I had liked most about it.

What I liked least about it was that already I was starting to feel like a traitor.

And it was far from great. You try too hard with someone new. You try too hard to truly enjoy yourself. Sex with someone new is too much like taking your driving test. Yet when I thought of all the things that could have gone wrong – and all of them seemed to involve timing – it was okay.

Thank God, thank God, thank God.

But all the time I was with Siobhan, while half of me thought that this was probably the woman I hadn’t realised I had been looking for all my life, this pale Irish beauty who would have lovely red-headed children, the other half of me sort of missed my wife.

I missed the easy familiarity you get with someone who you have been with for years. If I was going to be unfaithful, then I kind of wished it could have been with Gina.

Still, you can get tired of always being the man who pays the mortgage and calls the plumber and can’t put together the self-assembly furniture. You get tired of being that man because in the end you don’t feel like much of a man at all, more of a domestic appliance.

So you go home with some stranger who doesn’t let you have your share of the duvet and end up feeling more tired of yourself than ever. Now what did I do with my trousers?

Daylight was creeping into the room as I got dressed, and glimpses of Siobhan’s life floated into view. It was a good flat – the kind of comfortable, ordered flat I had always wanted but never had. I seemed to have gone straight from student squalor to domestic disorder.

The only photographs I could see were of Siobhan as a teenager, laughing as she held on to grinning dogs or some sweet-looking old people. Pictures of pets and parents.

There were some Japanese prints on the walls, of peasants struggling through a rainy landscape – stuff Gina would have liked. Shelves neatly stacked with books and CDs revealed a taste for literature that had made it to the movies and a weird mix of rock groups and mellow jazz – Oasis and U2 next to Stan Getz, Chet Baker and the softer side of Miles.

Looking at her books and records made me like her more. But probably looking at anyone’s books and records will make you feel that way, even if they have lots of rubbish. Because what they like, and what they used to like, reveals things about them that they wouldn’t normally choose to advertise.

I liked it that Siobhan had probably grown out of white rock bands and was now looking for something a bit more cool and sophisticated (it seemed unthinkable that she might have started out on Chet Baker and Miles Davis then later switched to U2 and Oasis). It showed she was still really young and curious, still discovering what she wanted from the world. Still inventing her life rather than trying to recover it.

It was very much a young single woman’s apartment, the flat of a girl who could please herself. Despite the magazines and clothes that were strewn around, there was none of the real mess and clutter that you get in a place with a child, none of the homely chaos I was used to. You could make it all the way to the door without stepping on a Han Solo figurine.

But I sort of missed all of the clutter and mess that I knew from my home, just as I already missed being the kind of man who knows how to keep his promises.

Gina was crying when I got home.

I sat on the side of the bed, afraid to touch her.

‘It was crazy after last night’s show,’ I said. ‘I had to stay at the station.’

‘I understand,’ she said. ‘It’s not that.’

‘Then what is it?’

‘It’s your mum, Harry.’

‘What about her?’

‘She’s so good with Pat,’ Gina choked. ‘It just comes so easily to her. I’ll never be like her. She’s so patient, so kind. I told her that I sometimes feel like I’m going crazy – at home all day with nobody to talk to but a little boy. And when he’s at his nursery school, it’s even worse.’ She looked up at me, her eyes brimming. ‘I don’t think she even understood what I was talking about.’

Thank Christ for that. For a moment there I thought she knew everything.

‘You’re the best mother in the world,’ I said, taking her in my arms. And I meant it.

‘No, I’m not,’ she said. ‘You want me to be. And I want to be, I really do. But just wanting something doesn’t make it true.’

She cried some more, although her sobs had lost that desperate edge. It happened sometimes, this crying, and I never knew what might start it off. To me it always looked as though she was crying about nothing. Not a good mother? I mean, what was all that about? Gina was a brilliant mother. And if she was feeling a bit isolated during the day, she could give me a call at work. My secretary would always take a message. Or there was an answering machine on my mobile. How could she ever be lonely? I just didn’t get it.

I cuddled her until the tears were gone and then I went downstairs to make us some coffee. There were about a million messages on the machine. The world was going crazy about Marty. But I wasn’t too worried about the newspapers and the station.

I had heard somewhere that a problem at work is like a plane crash that you can walk away from. It’s not like your home life, where you can’t get away from your problems, no matter how far you run.


Six

Every father is a hero to his son. At least when they are too small to know any better.

Pat thinks I can do anything right now. He thinks I can make the world bend to my will – just like Han Solo or Indiana Jones. I know that one day soon Pat will work out that there are a few differences between Harrison Ford and his old dad. And when he realises that I don’t actually own a bullwhip or a light sabre, he will never look at me in quite the same way again.

But before they grow out of it, all sons think their dad is a hero. It was a bit different with me and my dad. Because my father really was a hero. He had a medal to prove it and everything.

If your saw him in his garden or in his car, you would think he was just another suburban dad. Yet in a drawer of the living room of the pebble-dashed semi where I grew up there was a Distinguished Service Medal that he had won during the war. I spent my childhood pretending to be a hero. My dad was the real thing.

The DSM – that’s important. Only the Victoria Cross is higher, and usually you have to die before they give you that. If you saw my dad in a pub or on the street you would think you knew all about him, just by looking at his corny jumper or his balding head or his family saloon or his choice of newspaper. You would think that you knew him. And you would be dead wrong.

I picked up the phone. I could ignore all the messages from the station and the papers. But I had to call my parents.

My old man answered the phone. That was unusual. He couldn’t stand the phone. He would only pick it up if my mum was nowhere near it, or if he happened to be passing on his way from Gardener’s World to the garden.

‘Dad? It’s me.’

‘I’ll get your mother.’

He was gruff and formal on the phone, as if he had never got used to using one. As if we had never met. As if I were trying to sell him something he didn’t want.

‘Dad? Did you see the show last night?’

I knew he had seen it. They always watched my show.

There was a pause.

‘Quite a performance,’ my father said.

I knew he would have hated it all – the swearing, the violence, the politics. I could even hear him bitching about the commercials. But I wanted him to tell me that it didn’t matter. That I was forgiven.

‘That’s live television, Dad,’ I said with a forced laugh. ‘You never know what’s going to happen.’

The old man grunted.

‘It’s not really my scene,’ he said.

At some point during the nineties, my father had started using the vernacular of the sixties.

His speech was peppered with ‘no ways’ and ‘not my scenes’. No doubt in another thirty years he would be collecting his pension and hobbling about in a zimmer frame while proclaiming that he was ‘sorted’ and ‘mad for it’. But by then the world wouldn’t know what he was going on about.

‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘there’s no need to worry. Everything’s under control.’

‘Worried? I’m not worried,’ he said.

The silence hummed between us. I didn’t know what to say to him. I didn’t know how to bridge the gap between our separate worlds. I didn’t know where to start.

‘I’ll get your mother.’

While he went to get my mum, Pat wandered into the room. He was in his pyjamas, his mass of dirty yellow hair sticking up, those eyes from Tiffany still puffy with sleep. I held out my arms to him, realising with a stab of pain how much I loved him. He walked straight past me and over to the video machine.

‘Pat? Come here, darling.’

He reluctantly came over to me, clutching a tape of Return of the Jedi. I pulled him on to my lap. He had that sweet, musty smell kids have when they have just got up. He yawned wide, as I kissed him on the cheek. His skin was brand new. Freshly minted. The softest thing in the world.

And he still looked like the most beautiful thing in the world to me, like a little blond angel who had dropped off a cloud on his way to the celestial video shop.

Was he really that pretty? Or was that just my parental gene kicking in? Does every child in the world look like that to its parent? I still don’t know.

‘Did you have a nice time at Nanny and Granddad’s house?’ I asked.

He thought about it for a moment.

‘They don’t have any good films,’ he said.

‘What kind of films do they have?’

‘Stupid ones. Just with…pictures.’

‘You mean cartoons?’

‘Yeah. Just pictures. For babies.’

I was indignant.

‘Pat, they’re not for babies. You don’t like Dumbo? The elephant with the big ears? The poor little elephant who everyone makes fun of?’

‘Dumbo’s stupid.’

‘Dumbo’s great! What’s wrong with Dumbo? Jesus Christ, I grew up with Dumbo!’

I was going to give him a lecture about the genius of Walt Disney and the glory of animation and the magic of childhood, but my mum came on the line.

‘Harry? We were so worried. What on earth’s going to happen? Will you lose your job?’

‘Mum, I’m not going to lose my job. What happened last night – that’s what we call good television.’

‘Really, dear? I thought you once told me that it was good television if the guest attacked the host. I didn’t know it worked the other way round.’

‘It’ll be fine,’ I said, although she had a point. All the talk show punch-ups I could remember involved the presenter getting twatted. And not the other way around. ‘They’re giving me a new contract soon. Don’t worry, Mum – we don’t have to send Pat up a chimney just yet.’

‘And what’s wrong with Gina? She seems so – I don’t know – down.’

‘Gina’s fine,’ I said. ‘What’s Gina got to be down about?’

After I’d hung up, Pat beetled over to the video machine and stuffed in Return of the Jedi. The film began where he had left it – Princess Leia dressed as a slave girl at the feet of Jabba the Hutt. Drool slipped from Jabba’s filthy lips as he considered his nubile concubine. My four-year-old son watched the scene impassively. This couldn’t be good for him, could it?

‘Why don’t we have a game?’ I suggested.

His face brightened.

‘Okay!’

‘What do you want to play?’

‘Star Wars.’

Grinning from ear to ear, he hauled his favourite toy box in from his bedroom and emptied its contents on to the carpet. Out spilled all the things that made George Lucas famous. I sat on the floor with Pat while he carefully manoeuvred Han, Luke, Chewie and the two ’droids around his grey plastic Millennium Falcon.

‘Princess Leia is being held captured on the Death Star,’ Pat said.

‘Captive,’ I said. ‘She’s being held captive.’

‘Being held captured,’ he said. ‘We have to rescue her, Daddy.’

‘Okay.’

I sat playing with my son for a while, something I knew I didn’t do nearly enough. Then after about five or ten minutes I decided I had better get in to work. It was going to be a long day.

Pat was disappointed that I was cutting our game short, but he cheered up when I switched his video of Princess Leia as a beautiful slave girl back on. He really liked that bit.

We were all over the papers.

The broadsheets saw the Cliff incident as symptomatic of a medium in terminal decline, desperate for cheap sensation in a world of visual overload and limited attention spans. The tabloids were going barmy about the blood and bad language.

All of them were calling for the head of Marty Mann. I was going to call him from the car, but I remembered that I had lent Gina my mobile phone.

Marty’s company – Mad Mann Productions – had a floor in a building on Notting Hill Gate, a large open-plan office where self-consciously casual young people in their twenties worked on The Marty Mann Show or spent months planning future Mad Mann projects. The office was currently working on a game show for clever people, an alternative travel programme, a scuba diving series that would allow Marty to spend six months in the Maldives, and lots of other ideas which would almost certainly never actually happen.

We called it development. The outside world would call it farting around.

Only Marty and I had offices at Mad Mann. Actually they were more like little private cubbyholes, full of tapes and shooting scripts and a few VCRs. Siobhan was waiting for me in mine.

She had never been in my room before. We sort of blushed at each other. Why is it so easy to talk to someone before you go to bed with them for the first time and then suddenly so difficult?

‘You should have woken me up before you left,’ she said.

‘I was going to,’ I said, ‘but you looked so…’

‘Peaceful?’

‘Knackered.’

She laughed. ‘Well, it was a bad night. The only good thing about it was you.’

‘Listen, Siobhan –’

‘It’s okay, Harry. I know. I’m not going to see you again, am I? Not like last night, I mean. You don’t have to pretend. You don’t have to say anything that isn’t true. I know you’re married.’

‘You’re a great girl, Siobhan. You really are.’

And I meant it.

‘But you love your wife. I know, I know. Don’t worry. I would prefer to hear it now than six months down the line. I would rather get it over with before I start to really like you. At least you’re not like some of them. You didn’t tell me that your wife doesn’t understand you. You didn’t tell me that you’re probably going to break up. You didn’t spend months sneaking out of the house to phone me. You’re not a stinking hypocrite.’

Not a hypocrite? I spent last night with you and I’ll spend tonight with my wife. Surely a hypocrite is exactly what I am?

‘You’re no good at all this, Harry. That’s what I like about you. Believe me, there are not many around like you. I know. The last one – Jesus! I really thought he was going to leave his wife and that we were actually going to get married. That’s how stupid I am.’

‘You’re not stupid,’ I said, putting my arms around her.

We held each other tight, with real feeling. Now we were splitting up, we were getting on brilliantly.

Then she started to get choked up about how difficult it is to find a good man, while I thought to myself – well, that’s a relief. We aren’t going to star in a remake of Fatal Attraction after all.

I knew I was getting off lightly. Siobhan was going to let me go without pouring acid on my MGF or putting our pet rabbit in a pot. Not that we had a rabbit. But after the relief had subsided I was surprised to find that I felt a little hurt. Was it so easy to say goodbye to me?

‘This always happens to me,’ Siobhan laughed, although her eyes were all wet and shining. ‘I always pick the ones who have already been picked. Your wife is a lucky woman. As I believe I said on that message I left you.’

‘What message?’

‘The message on your mobile.’

‘My mobile?’

‘I left a message on your mobile phone,’ Siobhan said, drying her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘Didn’t you get it?’


Seven

Gina was packing her bags when I got home. Stuffing a suitcase and a weekend bag up in our bedroom, pale-faced and dry-eyed, doing it as quickly as she could, taking only the bare essentials. As if she couldn’t stand to be there any more.

‘Gina?’

She turned and looked at me, and it was as if she were seeing me for the very first time. She seemed almost giddy with contempt and sadness and anger. Especially anger. It scared the shit out of me. She had never looked at me like that before.

She turned again, picking something up from the little table by her side of the bed. An ashtray. No, not an ashtray. We didn’t have any ashtrays. She threw my mobile phone at me.

She had always been a lousy shot – and we had had one or two arguments where things had been thrown – but there wasn’t the room to miss, and it smacked hard against my chest. I picked it up off the floor and a bone just above my heart began to throb.

‘I’ll never forgive you for this,’ she said. ‘Never.’ She nodded at the phone. ‘Why don’t you listen to your messages?’

I pressed the icon on the phone which showed a little envelope. Siobhan’s voice came crackling through, wry and sleepy and completely out of place in our bedroom.

‘It’s always a bad sign if they go before you wake up…but please don’t feel bad about last night…because I don’t…your wife is a lucky woman…and I’m looking forward to working with you…Bye, Harry.’

‘Did you sleep with this girl, Harry?’ Gina asked, then shook her head. ‘What’s wrong with me? Why am I even bothering to ask? Because I want you to tell me that it isn’t true. But of course it’s true.’

I tried to put my arms around her. Not hugging her. Just trying to hold on to her. Trying to calm her down. To stop her getting away. To stop her from leaving me. She shook me off, almost snarling.

‘Some little slut at the office, is she?’ Gina said, still throwing clothes into her suitcase. She wasn’t even looking at the clothes she was packing. She didn’t look as though she thought she was a lucky woman. ‘Some little slut who thinks you can do her a few favours.’

‘She’s actually a really nice girl. You’d like her.’

It was a truly stupid thing to say. I knew it the second the words left my big mouth, but by then it was already too late. Gina came across the bedroom and slapped me hard across the face. I saw her wince with pain, her eyes suddenly brimming with tears. She didn’t really know how to hit someone. Gina wasn’t like that.

‘You think it was romantic or passionate or some such bullshit,’ Gina said. ‘But it’s none of those things. It’s just grubby and sordid and pathetic. Really pathetic. Do you love her?’

‘What?’

‘Are you in love with this girl?’

‘It wasn’t like that.’

‘If she wants my life, she can have it. All of it. Including you. Especially you, Harry. Because it’s all a lie.’

‘Please, Gina. It was a mistake. A terrible mistake, okay?’ I scrambled for words. ‘It didn’t mean a thing,’ I told her.

She started laughing and crying at the same time. ‘Don’t you understand that makes it worse?’ she said. ‘Don’t you understand anything at all?’

Then she really started to sob, her shoulders all hunched up and shaking, not even trying to wipe away tears that seemed to start somewhere deep inside her chest. I wanted to put my arms around her. But I didn’t dare touch her.

‘You’re just like my father,’ she said, and I knew it was the worst thing in the world she could ever say. ‘Just like him.’

‘Please, Gina,’ I said. ‘Please.’

She shook her head, as if she could no longer understand me, as if I had stopped making any kind of sense.

‘What, Harry? Please? What? You’re like a fucking parrot. Please what?’

‘Please,’ I said, parrot-like. ‘Please don’t stop loving me.’

‘But you must have known,’ she said, slamming shut the suitcase, most of her clothes still unpacked and scattered all over our bed. The other bag was already full. She was almost ready to leave. She was nearly there now. ‘You must have known that this is the one thing I could never forgive,’ she said. ‘You must have known that I can’t love a man who doesn’t love me – and only me. And if you didn’t know that, Harry, then you don’t know me at all.’

I once read somewhere that, in any relationship, the one who cares the least is the one with all the power.

Gina had all the power now. Because she didn’t care at all any more.

I followed her as she dragged her suitcase and bag out into the hall and across to Pat’s bedroom. He was carefully placing Star Wars figures into a little Postman Pat backpack. He smiled up at us.

‘Look what I’m doing,’ he said.

‘Are you ready, Pat?’ Gina asked.

‘Nearly,’ he said.

‘Then let’s go,’ she said, wiping away the tears with her sleeve.

‘Okay,’ Pat said. ‘Guess what?’ He was looking at me now, his beautiful face illuminated by a smile. ‘We’re going on a holiday.’

I let them get as far as the door and then I realised that I couldn’t stand losing them. I just couldn’t stand it. I grabbed the handle of Gina’s bag.

‘Where are you going? Just tell me where you’re going.’

She tugged at the bag, but I refused to let go. So she just left me holding it as she opened the front door and stepped across the threshold.

I followed them out into the street, still holding Gina’s bag, and watched her strap Pat into his child seat. He had sensed that something was very wrong. He wasn’t smiling any more. Suddenly I realised that he was my last chance.

‘What about Pat?’ I said. ‘Aren’t you going to think about him?’

‘Did you?’ she said. ‘Did you think about him, Harry?’

She heaved her suitcase into the back of the estate, not bothering to get the other bag back from me. She let me keep it.

‘Where will you stay?’

‘Goodbye, Harry.’

And then she left me. Pat’s face was small and anxious in the back seat. Gina stared straight ahead, her eyes hard and shining. She already looked like someone else. Someone I didn’t know. She turned on the ignition.

I watched the car until it had turned the bend in the street where we lived, and only then was I aware of the curtains that were twitching with curiosity. The neighbours were watching us. With a sinking feeling, I realised that’s the kind of couple we had become.

I carried Gina’s bag back into the house, where the phone was ringing. It was Marty.

‘Can you believe what these fuckers are saying about me in the papers?’ he said. ‘Look at this one – ban mad mann from our telly. And this one – A MANN OF FEW WORDS – ALL OF THEM ****ING OBSCENE. What the fuck are they implying? These people want my job, Harry. My mum is really upset. What are we going to do?’

‘Marty,’ I said. ‘Gina’s left me.’

‘She’s left you? You mean she’s walked out?’

‘Yeah.’

‘What about the kid?’

‘She’s taken Pat with her.’

‘Has she got someone else?’

‘Nothing like that. It was me. I did something stupid.’

Marty chuckled in my ear. ‘Harry, you dirty dog. Anyone I know?’

‘I’m frightened, Marty. I think she might be gone for good.’

‘Don’t worry, Harry. The most she can get is half of everything you own.’

He was wrong there. Gina had already walked out with everything I had ever wanted. She had got the lot.


Eight

Barry Twist worked for the station. Over the past year, I had been to dinner at his home, and he had come to dinner at mine. But, the way our world worked, we weren’t exactly friends. I couldn’t tell him about Gina. It felt like I knew a lot of people like that.

Barry had been the first of the television people to take Marty and me out to lunch when we were doing the radio show. He had thought the show would work on television and, more than anyone, he had been responsible for putting us there. Barry had smiled all the way through that first lunch, smiled as though it was an honour to be on the same planet as Marty and me. But he wasn’t smiling now.

‘You’re not a couple of kids dicking about on the radio any more,’ he said. ‘These are big boys’ rules.’ His conversation was full of stuff like ‘big boys’ rules’, as though working in television was a lot like running an undercover SAS unit in South Armagh. ‘We had nine hundred phone calls complaining about the fucking language.’

I wasn’t going to roll over and die just because he was our commissioning editor.

‘Spontaneous TV, Barry, that’s what you pay him for. On this kind of show it’s not what the guests say that makes news. It’s what they do.’

‘We don’t pay him to assault the guests.’ Barry indicated the papers on his desk with a thin little smile. I picked up a fistful of them.

‘Front page of the Mirror and the Sun,’ I said. ‘A two-column story on page one of the Telegraph…Nice colour picture of Marty on page three of The Times…’

‘This is the wrong kind of news,’ Barry said. ‘And you know it. I repeat – this isn’t talk radio any more. You’re not just being listened to by a couple of cranks and their cats. And it’s not as though we’re some crappy little satellite outfit scratching in the dust for viewers. There are advertisers, there are broadcasting authorities, there are viewers’ associations, there is the man upstairs. And please take my word for it, Harry – they are all going fucking ape shit.’

I put the papers back on his desk, my fingers black with print. As nonchalantly as I could manage, I rubbed my hands together. But the print wouldn’t come off.

‘Let me tell you what’s going to happen, Barry. Marty is going to be called every name in the book – and next week we will get our biggest ratings ever. That is what’s going to happen. And they are going to be talking about that last show for years – that’s going to happen too.’

Barry Twist shook his head.

‘It was too much. It’s not just Marty. The man upstairs is getting called every name in the book – and he doesn’t like it. Over the last twelve months The Marty Mann Show has had drunken guests, abusive guests and guests who have tried to remove their clothes. But this is the first time you’ve had a guest who has been beaten up. It’s got to stop. We can’t have a manifestly unstable man going out live on national television.’

‘What are you suggesting?’

‘No more live shows, Harry. Record the show on the afternoon of transmission. That way, if Marty assaults anyone else – or decides to beat them to death with his ego – we can edit it out.’

‘As live? You want us to go as live? Marty will never stand for it.’

‘Make him stand for it, Harry. You’re his producer – do some producing. Doesn’t your contract come up for renewal soon?’

I knew they couldn’t drop Marty. He was already too big for that. But for the first time I understood that it wasn’t Marty’s hide that was on the line.

It was mine.

Despite all his games of death and destruction, Pat was a very loving child. He was always hugging and kissing people, even total strangers – I had once seen him embracing the old geezer who cleaned our street – in a way that was no longer permissible, or even wise, in the lousy modern world.

But Pat didn’t know or care about any of that. He was four years old and he was full of love. And when he saw me on the doorstep of his other grandfather’s home he went crazy, holding my face in his hands and kissing me on the lips.

‘Daddy! Are you staying with us? Staying with us on our – on our – on our holiday at granddad Glenn’s?’

I found them the day after they left. It wasn’t difficult. I made a few phone calls to Gina’s friends from college, the ones who had turned up for her thirtieth birthday party, but it had been years since she had been really close to any of them. She had let them drift out of her life, kidding herself that she could get everything she needed from me and Pat. That’s the trouble with a relationship as close as ours – when it comes undone, you’re left with no one.

It didn’t take me long to work out that Gina had been so desperate for somewhere to stay that she had gone home to her father, who was currently between marriages.

Glenn lived in a small flat right on the edge of the A to Z, among golf clubs and green belts, a neighbourhood that he must have thought looked a bit like Woodstock when he first moved in. But instead of jamming with Dylan and The Band, every day Glenn took the commuter train to his guitar shop in Denmark Street. He was home when I knocked on his door, greeting me with what seemed like real warmth as I stood holding my son.

‘Harry, how are you doing, man? Sorry about your troubles.’

In his early fifties now, what was left of Glenn’s hair was carefully arranged to approximate the Viking feather cut of his prime. He was still snake-hip thin, and still wore clothes that would have looked appropriate on a Jimi Hendrix roadie. And he was still good-looking, in a faded old roué kind of way. But he must have looked pretty funky walking down the King’s Road in 1975.

For all his faults – the missed birthdays, the forgotten promises, the fact that he tended to fuck off and leave his wife and kids every few years – Glenn wasn’t really an evil man. He had a friendly, easy charm about him, flashes of which I could see in Gina. Glenn’s fatal flaw was that he had never been able to see further than the end of his own gratification. Yet all the wounds he inflicted were unintentional. He wasn’t a cruel man, not unless weakness is another kind of cruelty.

‘Looking for Gina?’ he said, putting an arm around me. ‘She’s inside.’

Inside Glenn’s modest flat, The Verve were booming from the speakers. He wasn’t one of those classic rock freaks with a copy of Mojo and his gramophone needle stuck forever on the music of his youth. Glenn’s devotion to the cause was so great that he always liked to keep up with the big new bands. I didn’t know how he managed it.

Gina came out of the little guest room, serious and pale. Very pale. I felt like kissing her. But I didn’t.

‘Hello, Harry.’

‘Can we talk?’

‘Of course. There’s a park nearby.’

We took Pat. Glenn pointed out that, for all the surrounding greenery, the park was actually a fair distance away, past a sad little string of shops and endless big posh houses. So I suggested we took the MGF. Pat almost squealed with delight. Although she wasn’t a four-year-old boy, I hoped Gina might also be impressed – from the moment I had seen that car I knew I wanted to drive around with some special person by my side. Now I saw with terrible clarity that the special person had always been Gina. But she didn’t say anything until we arrived at the park.

‘No need to worry about recapturing your youth, Harry,’ she said, swinging her legs out of my new car. ‘You never really lost it.’

Pat skipped on ahead of us, brandishing his light sabre and howling. When he arrived at the climbing frame he stood there in silence, shyly watching two bigger boys clamber around on the higher part of the frame. He was always full of admiration for bigger boys. Gina and I watched our son watching them.

‘I miss you like crazy,’ I said. ‘Please come home.’

‘No,’ she said.

‘It wasn’t some mad, passionate affair. It was just one night.’

‘It’s never just one night. If you can do it once, you can do it again. Again and again and again. And next time it will be easier. I’ve seen it all before, Harry. Seen it all with Glenn.’

‘Jesus, I’m nothing like your dad. I don’t even wear an earring.’

‘I should have known,’ she said. ‘The romantic ones are always the worst. The hearts and flowers brigade. The ones who promise never to look at another woman. Always the worst. Because they always need that new fix. That regular shot of romance. Don’t you, Harry?’

I didn’t like the way she was talking about me, as though I were indistinguishable from every other man in the world, as though I were just one of the hairy adulterous masses, as though I were just another sad salary man who got caught fucking around. I wanted to still be the one.

‘I’m sorry I hurt you, Gina. And I’ll always be sorry about it. You’re the last person in the world I would want to hurt.’

‘It can’t always be a honeymoon, you know.’

‘I know, I know,’ I said, but deep down inside what I thought was – Why not? Why not?

‘We’ve been together for years. We have a child together. It can never be all that Romeo and Juliet crap again.’

‘I understand all that,’ I said, and most of me really did. But a tiny, tiny part of me wanted to say – Oh, I’m off then.

Gina was right – I wanted us to be the way we were at the start. I wanted us to be like that forever. And you know why? Because we were both so happy then.

‘You think it’s been easy living in our house?’ she said, suddenly flaring up. ‘You think it’s easy listening to you whining about not being a teenager any more, getting Pat to stop watching Star Wars for five minutes, taking care of the house? And you’re no help. Like every man on the planet, you think that as long as you do your little job, your work is done.’

‘Well,’ I said, taken aback. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t leave years ago.’

‘You didn’t give me a reason. Until now. I’m only thirty, Harry. Sometimes I feel like an old woman. You tricked me,’ she said. ‘You tricked me into loving you.’

‘Just come back home. You and me and Pat. I want it to be the way it was before.’

‘It can never be that way again. You changed it all. I trusted you and you broke my trust. You made me feel stupid for trusting you.’

‘People don’t break up because of a one-night stand, Gina. It’s not what grown-ups do. You don’t chuck it all away because of something like that. I know it hurts. I know what I did was wrong. But how did I suddenly go from being Mr Wonderful to Mr Piece of Shit?’

‘You’re not Mr Piece of Shit, Harry.’ She shook her head, trying to stop herself from crying. ‘You’re just another guy. I can see that now. No different from the rest. Don’t you get it? I invested so much in you being special. I gave up so much for you, Harry.’

‘I know you did. You were going to work abroad. You were going to experience another culture. It was going to be incredible. And then you stayed here because of me. I know all that. That’s why I want to make this marriage work. That’s why I want to try again.’

‘I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,’ Gina said, ‘and I’ve worked out that nobody is interested in a woman who stays at home with her child. Not even her husband. Especially not her husband. I’m so boring, he has to sleep around.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Looking after your child – it should be the most respected job in the world. It should be worth more than going to any office. But it’s not. Do you know how many people at your fucking little television dinners and parties and launches have made me feel like nothing at all? And what do you do?’ She made it sound like a sneer. ‘And what do you do? Me? Well, I don’t do anything. I just stay at home and look after my little boy. And they stare right through you – the women as well as the men, in fact the women are probably worse – as though you’re some kind of moron. And I’m twice as smart as half of these people you work with, Harry. Twice as smart.’

‘I know you are,’ I said. ‘Listen, Gina – I’ll do anything. What do you want?

‘I want my life back,’ she said. ‘That’s all, Harry. I want my life back.’

That sounded like trouble.


Nine

Things hadn’t quite worked out how my dad had planned. Not with his home. And not with me.

When my parents had bought the place where I grew up, the area had been countryside. But the city had been creeping closer for thirty years. Fields where I had roamed with an air rifle were now covered with ugly new houses. The old High Street was full of estate agents and solicitors. What my parents had thought would always be a living, breathing episode of The Archers started being swallowed by the suburbs from the moment we moved in.

My mum didn’t much mind the changes – she was a city girl, and I can remember her complaining about our little town’s lack of shops and a cinema when I was a kid – but I felt for my dad.

He didn’t like the army of commuters who clogged the railway station on weekdays and the golf courses at the weekend. He didn’t like the gangs of would-be yobs who drifted around the estates pretending they were getting down in South Central LA. He hadn’t expected to be so close to crowds and crime this late in life.

And then there was me.

My parents came to the door expecting to see the three of us arriving for dinner. But there was only their son. Bewildered, they watched me drive past their gate, looking for somewhere to park. They didn’t get it.

When I was a kid, there were no cars parked on this street – one garage for every family had been more than enough. Now you practically had to give yourself a double hernia looking for a parking place. Everything had changed.

I kissed my mum and shook my dad’s hand. They didn’t know what was happening. There was going to be too much food. They were expecting Gina and Pat. They were expecting happy families. And what they got was me.

‘Mum. Dad. There’s something I have to tell you.’

The old songs were playing. Tony Bennett live at Carnegie Hall was on the stereo, although it could just have easily been Sinatra or Dean Martin or Sammy Davis Junior. In my parents’ home the old songs had never stopped playing.

They sat in their favourite chairs staring up at me expectantly. Like a couple of kids. I swear to God they thought I was going to announce the imminent arrival of another grandchild. And I stood there feeling the way I so often felt in front of my parents – more like a soap opera than a son.

‘Well, it looks like Gina’s left me,’ I said.

The tone was all wrong – too casual, too glib, too uncaring. But the alternative was getting down on all fours and weeping all over their shag carpet. Because after yesterday’s trip to the park and a second sleepless night in a bed that was far too big for just me, I was finally starting to believe that she might not be coming back. Yet I felt I was too old to be bringing my parents bad news. And they were too old to have to hear it.

For a few moments they didn’t say a word.

‘What?’ said my father. ‘Left you where?’

‘Where’s the baby?’ my mother said. She got it immediately.

‘Pat’s with Gina. At her dad’s place.’

‘That punk rocker? Poor little thing.’

‘What do you mean she’s left you?’ the old man demanded.

‘She’s walked out, Dad.’

‘I don’t understand.’

He really didn’t get it. He loved her and he loved us and now all of that was finished.

‘She’s buggered off,’ I said. ‘Done a runner. Gone. Scarpered.’

‘Language,’ my mother said. She had her fingers to her mouth, as if she were praying. ‘Oh, Harry. I’m so sorry.’

She came across the room towards me and I sort of flinched. It would be okay if they weren’t kind to me. I could get through it if they didn’t put their arms around me and tell me that they understood. But if they were going to be kind, I didn’t think I could take it. I knew it would all get clogged up inside me. Luckily, the old man came to the rescue. Good old Dad.

‘Walked out?’ my dad said angrily. ‘What – you’re getting a divorce? Is that what you mean?’

I hadn’t really thought about that. Getting a divorce? Where do you start?

‘I guess so. Yes. That’s what people do, isn’t it? When they split up.’

He stood up, the colour draining from his face. His eyes were wet. He took off his glasses to wipe them. I couldn’t stand to look at him.

‘You’ve ruined my life,’ he said.

‘What?’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My marriage falls apart and he becomes the victim? How did that happen? I was sorry that his precious daughter-in-law had walked out of his life. I was sorry that his grandson had seen his parents break up. And most of all, I was sorry that his son had turned out to be just another dumb schmuck bumbling towards the divorce courts. But I wasn’t going to let my father hog the starring role in our little tragedy.

‘How have I managed to ruin your life, Dad? If anyone’s the victim here, it’s Pat. Not you.’

‘You’ve ruined my life,’ he said again.

My face burned with shame and resentment. What was he so bitter about? His wife had never left him.

‘Your life is over,’ I told him angrily.

We looked at each other with something approaching hatred and then he walked out. I could hear him shuffling around upstairs. I was already sorry about what I had said. But I felt that he had given me no choice.

‘He doesn’t mean it,’ my mum said. ‘He’s upset.’

‘Me too,’ I said. ‘Nothing bad ever happened to me before, Mum. I’ve had it easy. Nothing bad ever happened to me before now.’

‘Don’t listen to your father. He just wants Pat to have what you had. Two parents. Somewhere settled and stable to build his life. All that.’

‘But it’s never going to be like that for him, Mum. Not if Gina’s really gone. I’m sorry, but it’s never going to be that simple.’

My dad came back down eventually and I tried to give them some background as we waded through dinner. There had been trouble at home, things hadn’t been too good for a while, we still cared about each other. There was hope.

I left out all the stuff about me fucking a colleague from work and Gina feeling that she had thrown her life away. I thought that might make them choke on their lamb chops.

When I left, my mum gave me a big hug and told me that things would turn out all right. And my dad did his best too – he put his arm around me and told me to call if there was anything they could do.

I couldn’t look at him. That’s the trouble with thinking your father is a hero. Without saying a word, he can make you feel that you are eight years old again, and you have just lost your first fight.

‘Our guest next tonight no needs introduction,’ Marty said for the third time in a row. ‘Fuck…fuck…fuck…what is wrong with this pigging autocue?’

There was nothing wrong with the autocue and he knew it.

Up in the gallery, the director murmured soothing words into his earpiece about going for the rehearsal again when he was ready. But Marty tore off his microphone and walked off the floor.

When we were live, Marty had always been fearless in front of an autocue. If he made a mistake, if he stumbled over the words rolling before him, he just grinned and kept going. Because he knew that he had to.

Recording was different. You know you can always stop and start again if you are taping. This should make things easier, of course. But it can paralyse you. It can do things to your breathing. It can make you start to sweat. And when the camera catches you sweating, you’re dead.

I caught up with him in the green room where he was ripping open a beer. This worried me more than the tantrum on set. Marty was a screamer, but he wasn’t a drinker. A few beers and his nerves would be so steady he wouldn’t be able to move.

‘Recording a show is a different rhythm,’ I told him. ‘When you’re live, the energy level is so high that you just zip through it from beginning to end. When you’re recording, the adrenaline has to be more controlled. But you can do it.’

‘What the fuck do you know about it?’ he asked me. ‘How many shows have you presented?’

‘I know that you don’t make it easier by ranting about the autocue girl.’

‘She’s moving that thing too fast!’

‘Yes, to keep up with you,’ I said. ‘If you slow down, so will she. Marty, it’s the same girl we’ve been using for a year.’

‘You didn’t even try to keep the show live,’ he sulked.

‘As soon as you smacked Tarzan, all this was inevitable. The station can’t take a chance on that happening again. So we do it live on tape.’

‘Live on fucking tape. That says it all. Whose side are you on, Harry?’

I was about to tell him, when Siobhan stuck her head around the door of the green room.

‘I’ve managed to find a replacement for the autocue girl,’ she said. ‘Shall we try again?’

‘We’re watching telly-vision,’ Pat told me when I arrived at Glenn’s place.

I picked him up and kissed him. He wrapped his arms and legs around me like a little monkey as I carried him into the flat.

‘You’re watching TV with Mummy?’

‘No.’

‘With granddad Glenn?’

‘No. With Sally and Steve.’

In the little living room there was a boy and a girl in their mid teens tangled around each other on the sofa. They were wearing the kind of clothes that don’t look quite right without a snowboard.

The girl – thin, languid, blank – looked up at me as I came into the room. The boy – podgy, spotty, blanker – tapped the TV’s remote control against his lower teeth and didn’t take his eyes from a video of an angry man with no shirt on, a singer who looked as though he should be helping police with their enquiries. Glenn would know who he was. Glenn would have all his records. He made me wonder if music was getting crap or I was getting old. Or both.

‘Hi,’ the girl said.

‘Hi. I’m Harry – Pat’s dad. Is Gina around?’

‘Nah – she went to the airport.’

‘The airport?’

‘Yeah – she had to, you know, what do you call it? Catch a plane.’

I put Pat down. He settled himself among the Star Wars figures that were scattered over the floor, shooting admiring glances at the spotty youth. Pat really did love big boys. Even dumb, ugly big boys.

‘Where did she go?’

The girl – Sally – frowned with concentration.

‘To China. I think.’

‘China? Really? Or was it Japan? It’s very important.’

Her face brightened.

‘Yeah – maybe Japan.’

‘There’s a big difference between China and Japan,’ I said.

The boy – Steve – looked up for the first time.

‘Not to me,’ he said.

The girl laughed. So did Pat. He was only little. He didn’t know what he was laughing about. I realised that his face was dirty. Without a bit of encouragement, Pat had a very cavalier attitude to personal hygiene.

Steve turned back to the television with a satisfied smirk, still tapping the remote control against his lower teeth. I could have cheerfully stuffed it down his throat.

‘Do you know how long she’ll be gone?’

Sally grunted a negative, absent-mindedly squeezing Steve’s beefy leg.

‘Glenn not around?’ I said.

‘Nah – my dad’s at work,’ said Sally.

So that was it. The girl was one of Glenn’s abandoned kids, from a marriage or two after Gina’s mother.

‘You visiting?’ I asked.

‘Staying here for a while,’ she said. ‘Been getting a lot of hassle from my mum. Whining about my friends, my clothes, the time I come home, the time I don’t come home.’

‘Is that right?’

‘“You’re treating this place like a hotel,”’ Sally screeched. ‘“You’re too young to smoke that stuff. Blah blah blah.”’ She sighed with the weariness of the very young. ‘The usual. It’s not as though she didn’t do it all herself back in the dark ages, the hypocritical old bitch.’

‘Bitch,’ said Steve.

‘She’s a bitch,’ smiled Pat, a Star Wars figure in each tiny fist, and Steve and Sally laughed at him.

This is how it works, I thought. You break up and your child becomes a kind of castaway, set adrift in a sea of daytime television and ducked responsibilities. Welcome to the lousy modern world where the parent you live with is a distant, contemptible figure and the parent you don’t live with feels guilty enough to grant you asylum any time things get too tense at home.

But not my boy.

Not my Pat.

‘Get your coat and your toys,’ I told him.

His dirty little face brightened.

‘Are we going to the park?’

‘Darling,’ I said, ‘we’re going home.’


Ten

We were meant to be celebrating.

Barry Twist had come up with the idea of a fifteen-minute delay system for the show, meaning we would go back to doing the thing live, but with a short time-lag before transmission as insurance against either the host or the guests going bananas.

The station was happy because it meant there was still time to edit out anything that was really going to give the advertisers the running squirts, and Marty was happy because it meant he no longer got paralysis of the lower autocue.

So Marty took me to lunch at his favourite restaurant, a fashionably spartan basement where well-fed people in television put authentic Italian peasant food on their expense accounts.

Like most of the places we went to, its bare floorboards and white walls made it look more like a gym than a restaurant, possibly to make us feel that we were doing ourselves some good in there. When we arrived just after two – I was running late after delivering Pat to my parents, leaving him with them because with Gina gone there was no one to pick him up after nursery – the place was already crowded, but the reception desk was empty.

A waitress approached us. She was clearly not having a good day. She was hot and flustered and there was a red wine stain on her white uniform. She kept doing this thing with her hair, which was shiny and black and cut in one of those old-fashioned bell shapes that you imagine on women in an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel, or on Hong Kong girls in the fifties. A bob. That’s what you call it. The fringe kept flying up as she stuck out her bottom lip and blew some air through it.

‘Can I help you?’ she said.

‘We have a table,’ Marty said.

‘Sure,’ she said, picking up the book of reservations. ‘Name?’

‘Marty Mann,’ he said, with that special little emphasis that indicated he expected her to recognise him now and practically faint with excitement. But Marty didn’t mean a thing to her. She was American.

‘Sorry,’ she said, consulting the book. ‘Can’t see your name on the list, sir.’

Then she gave us a smile. She had a good smile – wide, white and open. One of those smiles that just shines.

‘Believe me,’ Marty said, ‘we do have a table.’

‘Not here, you don’t.’

She slammed the book shut and moved to walk away.

Marty blocked her path. She looked pissed off. She stuck out her bottom lip and blew some air through her fringe. ‘Excuse me,’ she said.

She was tall and thin with a dancer’s legs and wide-set brown eyes. Good-looking, but not a kid. Maybe a couple of years older than me. Most of the people working in this restaurant that looked like a gym were cool young things who clearly thought they were on their way to somewhere better. She wasn’t like that at all.

She looked at Marty and massaged the base of her spine as though it had been aching for a long time.

‘Do you know how important I am?’ Marty asked.

‘Do you know how busy I am?’ she replied.

‘We might not be on the list,’ Marty said very slowly, as though he were talking to someone who had just had part of their brain removed, ‘but one of my people called Paul – the manager? You do know Paul?’

‘Sure,’ she said evenly. ‘I know Paul.’

‘Paul said it would be okay. It’s always okay.’

‘I’m real glad that you and Paul have got such an understanding relationship. But if I don’t have a spare table, I can’t give you one, can I? Sorry again.’

This time she left us.

‘This is fucking stupid,’ Marty said.

But Paul had spotted us and quickly crossed the crowded restaurant to greet his celebrity client.

‘Mr Mann,’ he said, ‘so good to see you. Is there a problem?’

‘Apparently there’s no table.’

‘Ah, we always have a table for you, Mr Mann.’ Paul’s Mediterranean smile flashed in his tanned face. He had a good smile too. But it was a completely different smile to the one she had. ‘This way, please.’

We walked into the restaurant and got the usual stares and murmurs and goofy grins that Marty’s entrance always provoked. Paul snapped his fingers and a table was brought from the kitchen. It was quickly covered with a tablecloth, cutlery, a wedge of rough-hewn peasant bread and a silver bowl of olive oil. A waitress appeared by our side. It was her.

‘Hello again,’ she said.

‘Tell me this,’ said Marty. ‘Whatever happened to the good old stereotype of the American waitress? The one who serves you with a smile?’

‘It’s her day off,’ the waitress said. ‘I’ll get you the menu.’

‘I don’t need the menu,’ Marty said. ‘Because I already know what I want.’

‘I’ll get it anyway. For your friend here. We have some interesting specials today.’

‘Shall we have this conversation again once you’ve turned on your hearing aid?’ Marty asked. ‘Read my lips – we eat here all the time. We don’t need the menu.’

‘Give her a break, Marty,’ I said.

‘Yeah.’ She looked at me for the first time. ‘Give me a break, Marty.’

‘I’ll have the twirly sort of pasta with the red stuff on top and he’ll have the same,’ Marty said.

‘Twirly pasta.’ She wrote it down on her little pad. ‘Red stuff. Got it.’

‘And bring us a bottle of champagne,’ Marty said, patting the waitress on her bum. ‘There’s a good girl.’

‘Get your sweaty hand off my butt before I break your arm,’ she said. ‘There’s a good boy.’

‘Just bring us a drink, will you?’ Marty said, quickly removing his hand.

The waitress left us.

‘Christ, we should have ordered a takeaway,’ Marty said. ‘Or got here a bit earlier.’

‘Sorry about the delay,’ I said. ‘The traffic –’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said, raising a hand.

‘I’m glad you agreed to the fifteen-minute delay system,’ I told him. ‘I promise you that it’s not going to harm the show.’

‘Well, that’s just one of the changes we’re making,’ Marty said. ‘That’s why I wanted to talk to you.’

I waited, at last registering that Marty was nervous. He had a set of breathing exercises which were meant to disguise him having the shakes, but they weren’t working now. And we weren’t celebrating after all.

‘I also want Siobhan more involved with the booking of guests,’ Marty said. ‘And I want her up in the gallery every week. And I want her to keep the station off my back.’

I let it sink in for a moment. The waitress brought our champagne. She poured two glasses. Marty took a long slug and stared at his glass, his lips parting as he released an inaudible little belch. ‘Pardon me,’ he said.

I let my glass stand on the table.

‘But all those things – that’s the producer’s job.’ I tried on a smile. ‘That’s my job.’

‘Well, those are the changes I want to make.’

‘Wait a minute. I’m not getting a new contract?’

Marty spread his hands as if to say – what can I do? It’s a crazy world!

‘Listen, Harry. You don’t want me to move you sideways into some little nothing job that you could do with your eyes closed. That would look terrible, wouldn’t it?’

‘Marty,’ I said. ‘Marty. Hold on. Hold on just a minute. I really need this job. Now more than ever. There’s the thing with Gina – I’ve got Pat living with me – and I don’t know what’s going to happen. You know all that. And I can’t lose my job. Not now.’

‘I’m sorry, Harry. We need to make some changes.’

‘What is this? Punishment for not being available twenty-four hours a day when my marriage is breaking up? I’m sorry I wasn’t in the office this morning, okay? I can’t leave my son alone. I had to –’

‘Harry, there’s no need to raise your voice. We can do this in a civilised fashion.’

‘Come on, Marty. You’re Mister fucking Controversy. You’re not worried about a little scene, are you?’

‘I’m sorry, Harry. Siobhan’s in. You’re out. And you’ll thank me for it one day. This could be the best thing that’s ever happened to you. No hard feelings?’

The little shit actually held out his hand. I ignored it, getting up as quickly as I could and smacking my thighs against the side of the table.

He shook his head, all disappointed in me.

I began to walk out of the restaurant, my legs aching and my cheeks burning, only turning back when I heard Marty shriek with pain.

Somehow the waitress had spilled an entire plate of pasta in his lap.

‘Boy, I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Would you like a little parmesan on that?’

My parents drove Pat home. My mother went around turning on all the lights while my father asked me how work was going. I told him that it was going great.

They stayed with Pat while I did our shopping at the local supermarket. It was only a five-minute drive away, but I was gone for quite a while because I was secretly watching all the women I took to be single mothers. I had never even thought about them before, but now I saw that these women were heroes. Real heroes.

They were doing it all by themselves. Shopping, cooking, entertaining, everything. They were bringing up their children alone.

And I couldn’t even wash Pat’s hair.

‘His hair’s filthy,’ my mum said as my parents were leaving. ‘It needs a good old wash.’

I knew that already. But Pat didn’t want me to wash his hair. He had told me so when I had casually dropped hair-washing into the conversation after we had come back from Glenn’s. Pat wanted his mother to wash his hair. The way she always did.

Yet we couldn’t put it off any longer. And soon he was standing in the middle of the soaking wet bathroom floor wearing just a pair of pants, his dirty blond hair hanging down over eyes that were red from tears and the baby shampoo that Gina still used on him.

It wasn’t working. I was doing something wrong.

I knelt by his side. He wouldn’t look at me.

‘What’s wrong, Pat?’ I asked him.

‘Nothing.’

We both knew what was wrong.

‘Mummy’s gone away for a little while. Won’t you let Daddy wash your hair?’

Stupid question. He shook his head.

‘What would a Jedi Knight do at a time like this?’ I asked him.

He didn’t reply. Sometimes a four-year-old doesn’t bother to reply.

‘Listen,’ I said, fighting back the urge to scream. ‘Do you think that Luke Skywalker cries when he has his hair washed?’

‘Don’t know, don’t care.’

I had tried to wash his hair with him leaning into the bath, but that hadn’t worked. So now I helped him out of his pants, scooped him up and placed him sitting down in the tub. He wiped snot from his little nose while I ran the water until it was the right temperature.

‘This is fun, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘We should do this together more often.’

He scowled at me. But he leaned forward and allowed me to run the water over his head. Then he felt my hands applying more shampoo and something snapped. He stood up, throwing one of his legs over the side of the bath in a pitiful attempt to escape.

‘Pat!’ I said. ‘Sit down, please.’

‘I want Mummy to do it!’

‘Mummy’s not here! Sit down!’

‘Where is she? Where is she?’

‘I don’t know!’

He blindly tried to climb out of the bath, howling as the suds dripped into his eyes. I pushed him back down and held him there, quickly hosing off the shampoo and trying to ignore his screams.

‘This is not how a Jedi Knight acts,’ I said. ‘This is how a baby acts.’

‘I’m not a baby! You are!’

I towelled him down, took him by the hand and dragged him back to his bedroom, his little legs moving quickly to keep up with me. We glared at each other while I put him in his pyjamas.

‘Making such a fuss,’ I said. ‘I’m really disappointed in you.’

‘I want Mummy.’

‘Mummy’s not here.’

‘But when will I see her again?’ he said, suddenly plaintive. ‘That’s what I want to know.’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I don’t know, darling.’

‘But what did I do?’ he said, and it broke my heart. ‘I didn’t mean it, I didn’t mean it at all.’

‘You didn’t do anything. Mummy loves you very much. You’ll see her soon. I promise.’

Then I took him in my arms, smelling the shampoo that I had missed, holding him close for a long time, and wondering how two flawed adults had ever managed to make something so perfect.

I read him Where The Wild Things Are until he fell asleep. When I came out of his room there were three messages on the answer machine. All of them were from Gina.

‘I’m sorry, but I had to get away for a while. You’ll never know how much you hurt me. Never. It was supposed to be for life, Harry. Not until one of us got a bit bored. Forever – not until one of us decided that things were getting a bit dull in the old marital bed. It doesn’t work like that. It can never work like that. Do you think I could let you touch me when I know you’ve been touching someone else? Your hands, your mouth…I can’t stand all that. The lying, the sneaking around, the sound of someone crying themselves to sleep every night. I had enough of that when I was growing up. If you think –’

The machine cut her off. It only let you talk for a certain amount of time. There was a beep and then her second message. She was calmer now. Or trying to be.

‘I just spoke to Glenn. He told me that you collected Pat. That really wasn’t necessary. He was perfectly happy there. And I know how busy you are at work. But if you are going to look after him until I get back, then you need to know that he has his hair washed every Sunday. And don’t let him put sugar on his Coco Pops. He can go to the toilet by himself – you know that already – but sometimes he forgets to lift the lid. Make sure he cleans his teeth. Don’t let him watch Star Wars videos all the time. If he doesn’t sleep in the afternoon then make sure he’s in bed by no later than –’

Another beep. A final message. Not so calm any more, the words tumbling out.

‘Just tell Pat I love him, okay? Tell him I’ll see him very soon. Take good care of him until then. And don’t ever feel too sorry for yourself, Harry. You’re not Mr Wonderful. Women all over the world look after children alone. Millions of them do it. Literally millions. What’s so special about you?’

Long after I had turned off all the lights, I stayed there watching our boy sleep. And I saw that I had let everyone down.

Gina. My mother and father. Even Marty. I hadn’t been strong enough, I hadn’t loved them enough, I hadn’t been the man they wanted me to be, or the man that I wanted myself to be. In different ways, I had betrayed them all.

I pulled the blanket that Pat had kicked off up to his shoulders, making one final promise, which this time I would keep – I would never betray this child.

Yet there was a distant voice, like someone calling on a bad line from the other side of the world, and it kept on saying – you did, you did, you already did.


Eleven

Children live in the moment. The good thing about falling out with them is that they have forgotten all about it the next day. At least that’s what Pat was like at four years old.

‘What do you want for breakfast?’ I asked him.

He considered me for a moment.

‘Green spaghetti.’

‘You want spaghetti? For breakfast?’

‘Green spaghetti. Yes, please.’

‘But – I don’t know how to make green spaghetti. Have you had it before?’

He nodded. ‘In the little place across the big road,’ he said. ‘With Mummy.’

We lived on the wrong side of Highbury Corner, next to the Holloway Road rather than Upper Street, the side where there were junk stores rather than antique shops, pubs rather than bars, quiet little cafés instead of trendy restaurants. Some of these cafés were so quiet that they had the air of the morgue, but there was a great one right at the end of our street, a place called Trevi where they spoke English at the counter and Italian in the kitchen.

The beefy, good-humoured men behind the counter greeted Pat by name.

‘This is the place,’ he said, settling at a table by the window.

I watched the waitress come out of the kitchen and approach our table. It was her. She still looked tired.

‘What can I get you boys?’ she said, smiling at Pat. There was a trace of the south in her voice which I hadn’t noticed when I was with Marty.

‘Do you do anything that could be described as green spaghetti?’

‘You mean spaghetti pesto? Sure.’

‘Isn’t that too hot for you?’ I asked Pat.

‘Is it green?’ he said.

I nodded. ‘It’s green.’

‘That’s what I have.’

‘How about you?’ she asked.

‘I’ll have the same,’ I replied.

‘Anything else?’

‘Well, I was wondering how many jobs you’ve got.’

She looked at me properly for the first time.

‘Oh, I remember you,’ she said. ‘You were the guy with Marty Mann. The one who told him to give me a break.’

‘I thought you didn’t recognise him.’

‘I’ve been here for almost a year. Of course I recognised the little dickhead.’ She glanced at Pat. ‘Excuse me.’

He smiled at her.

‘I don’t get to watch much TV – you don’t in this job – but his ugly mug is always in the papers. Doing not very much, far as I can see. Funnily enough, you were my last customers. Paul didn’t like my style.’

‘Yeah, well. If it’s any consolation, I lost my job around the same time as you.’

‘Yeah? And you didn’t even get to drop a plate of pasta on Marty’s shrivelled little –’ She looked quickly at Pat. ‘Head. Anyway. He deserved it.’

‘He sure did. But I’m sorry you lost your job.’

‘No big deal. A girl can always get another job as a waitress, right?’

She looked up from her pad. Her eyes were so far apart that I had trouble looking at them both at the same time. They were brown. Huge. She turned them on Pat.

‘Having lunch with your dad? Where’s your mom today?’

Pat glanced at me anxiously.

‘His mother’s in Tokyo,’ I said.

‘That’s Japan,’ Pat said. ‘They drive on the same side of the road as us. But when it’s nighttime there, it’s daytime here.’ I was surprised he remembered so much of what I had told him. He knew almost as much about the place as I did.

She looked at me with those wide-set brown eyes and I thought that somehow she knew that our little family was all broken and scattered. Which was absurd. How could she have possibly known?

‘She’s coming back soon,’ Pat said.

I put my arm around him.

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘But it’s just us for a while.’

‘That’s unusual, isn’t it?’ the waitress said. ‘I mean – you looking after your boy. Not many men do that.’

‘I guess it happens,’ I said.

‘I guess it does,’ she said.

I could see that she liked me a little bit now that she knew I was taking care of Pat. But of course she didn’t know me. She didn’t know me at all. And she had me all wrong.

She saw a man alone with a child and she thought that somehow that must make me better than other men – more kind-hearted, more compassionate, less likely to let a woman down. The new, improved male of the species, biologically programmed for child-caring duties. As if I had planned for my life to work out this way.

‘How about you?’ I asked her. ‘What brought you to London from – where?’

‘Houston,’ she said. ‘Houston, Texas. Well, what brought me was my partner. Ex-partner. This is where he’s from.’

‘That’s a long way to come for some guy, isn’t it?’

She seemed genuinely surprised. ‘Do you think so? I always thought that, if you really love someone, you’ll follow them anywhere.’

So she was the romantic kind.

Under that tough, touch-me-again-buster-and-you’ll-get-linguini-in-your-lap exterior, she was one of those women who was willing to turn her world inside out for some man who almost certainly didn’t deserve it.

Maybe my wife was right. The romantic ones are the worst.

Gina came home late the next day.

Pat and I were playing on the floor with his toys. Neither of us reacted to the diesel rumble of a black cab pulling up outside. But we looked at each other as we heard the rusty clank of our little gate, then a key turning in the front door, and finally the sound of her footsteps in the hall. Pat turned his face to the door.

‘Mummy?’

‘Pat?’

And suddenly there she was, smiling down at our son, bleary from the twelve-hour flight from Narita and lugging her old suitcase that still had a scarred sticker from our distant holiday in Antigua.

Pat flew into her arms and she held him so tight that he disappeared inside the folds of her light summer coat, all of him gone, apart from the top of his head and a tuft of hair that was exactly the same shade of blond as his mother’s. Their faces were so close that you couldn’t see where Gina ended and Pat began.

I watched them feeling something better than happy. I was sort of glowing inside, believing that my world had been restored. And then she looked at me – not cold, not angry, just from a great distance, as though she was still somewhere far away and always would be – and my spirits sank.

She hadn’t come back for me.

She had come back for Pat.

‘You all right?’ I asked her.

‘Bit tired,’ she said. ‘It’s a long flight. And you get back the same day that you leave. So the day never seems to end.’

‘You should have told us you were coming. We would have met you at the airport.’

‘That’s okay,’ she said, holding Pat out to inspect him.

And I could see that she had come back because she thought I couldn’t do it. She thought I wasn’t up to looking after our child alone while she was away. She thought that I wasn’t a real parent, not the way that she was a real parent.

Still holding Pat, her eyes took in the squalid ravages of the living room, a room which seemed to confirm that even her own lousy father was a better prospect than me.

There were toys everywhere. A video of The Lion King playing unwatched on the television. Two takeaway pizza boxes – one large, one small – from Mister Milano squatting on the floor. And Pat’s pants from yesterday sitting on the coffee table like a soiled doily.

‘Goodness, look at your dirty hair,’ Gina said brightly. ‘Shall we give it a good old wash?’

‘Okay!’ Pat said, as if it were an invitation to Disneyland.

They went off to the bathroom and I made a start on clearing up the room, listening to the sound of running water mixing with their laughter.

‘I’ve been offered a job,’ she told me in the park. ‘It’s a big job. As a translator for an American bank. Well, more of an interpreter, really. My written Japanese is too rusty for translating documents. But my spoken Japanese is more than good enough for interpreting. I would be sitting in on meetings, liaising with clients, all that. The girl who’s been doing the job – she’s really nice, a Japanese-American, I met her – is leaving to have a baby. The job’s mine if I want it. But they need to know now.’

‘Wait a minute,’ I said. ‘This job’s in Tokyo?’

She looked away from Pat’s careful negotiation of the lower reaches of the climbing frame.

‘Of course it’s in Tokyo,’ she said sharply. Her eyes returned to our boy. ‘What do you think I’ve been doing out there?’

To be honest, I thought she was having a break. Seeing a few old Japanese and expatriate friends from her year out, shooting about on the bullet train, taking in a few temples in Kyoto, just getting away from it all for a while.

I had forgotten that she wanted her life back.

That’s what she had been doing after moving into her father’s flat – making a few international calls, reviving some old contacts, seeing if she still had an option on all the things she had given up for me.

I knew her well enough to realise that she was dead serious about this job. But I still couldn’t quite believe it.

‘You’re really going to take a job in Japan, Gina?’

‘I should have done it years ago.’

‘For how long? Forever?’

‘The contract is for a year. After that, well, we’ll see.’

‘What about Pat?’

‘Well, Pat comes with me. Obviously.’

‘Pat goes with you? To Tokyo?’

‘Of course. I’m not going to leave him here, am I?’

‘But you can’t just uproot him,’ I said, trying to keep the note of hysteria out of my voice. ‘Where are you going to live?’

‘The bank will sort that out.’

‘What’s he going to eat?’

‘The same things he eats here. Nobody’s going to make him have miso soup for breakfast. You can get Coco Pops in Japan. You don’t have to worry about us, Harry.’

‘I am worried. This is serious, Gina. Who’s going to look after him when you’re working? What about all his stuff?’

‘His stuff?’

‘His bike, his toys, his videos. All his stuff.’

‘We’ll ship it over. How hard can it be to crate up a four-year-old’s possessions?’

‘What about his grandparents? You going to crate them up and ship them out? What about his friends at the nursery? What about me?’

‘You can’t stand the thought of me having a life without you, can you? You really can’t stand it.’

‘It’s not that. If this is really what you want, then I hope it works out for you. And I know that you can do it. But Pat’s life is here.’

‘Pat’s life is with me,’ she said, a touch of steel in her voice. Yet I could tell that I was getting through to her.

‘Leave him with me,’ I said. Pleaded, really. ‘Just until you get settled, okay? A few weeks, a couple of months, whatever it takes. Just until you’re on top of the job and you’ve found somewhere to live. Let him stay with me until then.’

She watched me carefully, as if I were making sense but still couldn’t be trusted.

‘I’m not trying to take him away from you, Gina. I know I could never do that. But I can’t stand the thought of him being looked after by some stranger in some little flat while you’re at the office trying to make a go of your new job. And I know you can’t stand it either.’

She watched our boy slowly clamber to the top of the climbing frame. He carefully turned so that he could grin at us.

‘I have to take this chance,’ she said. ‘I have to know if I can do it. It’s now or not at all.’

‘I understand.’

‘I’d call him every day, of course. And send for him as soon as I can. Maybe you can bring him out.’

‘That sounds good.’

‘I love Pat. I love my son.’

‘I know you do.’

‘You really think you can look after him by yourself for a while, do you?’

‘I can manage it. I can.’ We looked at each other for a long time. ‘Just until you’re settled.’

We took Pat home and put him to bed. Happy and tired, he was soon asleep, lost in dreams that he wouldn’t remember in the morning.

Gina chewed her bottom lip.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I’ll take good care of him.’

‘Just until I’m settled.’

‘Just until you’re settled.’

‘I’ll be back for him,’ Gina said, more to herself than to me.

And eventually, she did come back for him. But things were a bit different by then.

By the time Gina came back for Pat there wouldn’t be yesterday’s pants on the coffee table and Mister Milano pizza boxes on the floor. By the time she came back for our boy, I would be something like a real parent, too.

That’s where Gina got it wrong. She thought that she could change but that I would always remain the same.

The way my parents dealt with Gina going away, they tried to turn Pat’s life into a party.

Overnight their non-negotiable ‘one Coke a day’ rule was abolished. Suddenly when Pat and I turned up at their house there were gifts waiting for him, such as a special edition Return of the Jedi (‘New Scenes, New Sounds, New Special Effects’). More and more they wanted him to stay over with them, no doubt hoping to replace my gloomy face and moody silences with their canned laughter, laughter so strained that it made me feel like weeping.

And now one of them always wanted to accompany us to the gates of Pat’s nursery school. It was a long drive for them – reaching us took at least an hour going anti-clockwise around the M25 in the rush hour – but they were willing to do it day after day.

‘As a special treat,’ my dad said, groaning as he folded his old legs into my low-slung car.

I knew what they were doing and I loved them for it. They were trying to stop their grandson from crying. Because they were afraid that if he started crying, then he would never stop.

But Pat’s life wasn’t a party with his mother gone. And no amount of Star Wars merchandise or good intentions could make it a party.

‘What are you doing today then, Pat?’ my father said, his grandson perched on his lap in the MGF’s passenger seat. ‘Making some more Plasticine worms? Learning about Postman Pat and his black-and-white cat? That’ll be good!’

Pat didn’t reply. He stared at the congealed early-morning traffic, his face pale and beautiful, and no amount of jolly banter from my old man could draw him out. He only spoke when we were at the gates of the Canonbury Cubs nursery.

‘Don’t want to go,’ he muttered. ‘Want to stay home.’

‘But you can’t stay home, baby,’ I said, about to use the great parental cop-out and tell him that Daddy had to go to work. But of course Daddy didn’t have a job any more. Daddy could stay in bed all day and still not be late for work.

One of the teachers came to collect him, looking at me meaningfully as she gently took his hand. It wasn’t the first time that Pat had been reluctant to leave me. In the week since Gina had been gone, he didn’t like to let me out of his sight.

With my dad promising him unimaginable fun and games at the end of the day, we watched Pat go, holding on to the teacher’s hand, his blue eyes swimming in tears, his bottom lip starting to twitch.

He would probably make it to the little classroom without cracking. They might even get his coat off. But by the time the Plasticine worms were unveiled he would lose it, inconsolable, sobbing his heart out while the other kids stared at him or impassively went about their four-year-old business. We wouldn’t have to look at any of that.

‘I remember when you were that age,’ my dad said as we walked back to the car. ‘I took you to the park in the week between Christmas and the New Year. Bloody freezing, it was. You had your little sledge with you. I had to drag you on it all the way from home. And at the park we watched the ducks trying to land on the frozen lake. They just kept coming in to land and – boom! Sliding on their bums across the ice. And you just laughed fit to burst. Laughed and laughed, you did. We must have watched them for hours. Do you remember that?’

‘Dad?’

‘What?’

‘I don’t know if I can do it, Dad.’

‘Do what?’

‘I don’t know if I can look after Pat alone. I don’t know if I’m up to it. I told Gina I could do it. But I don’t know if I can.’

He turned on me, eyes blazing, and for a moment I thought that he was going to hit me. He had never laid a finger on me in my life. But there’s always a first time.

‘Don’t know if you can do it?’ he said. ‘Don’t know if you can do it? You have to do it.’

It was easy for him to say. His youth might have been marred by the efforts of the German army to murder him, but at least in his day a father’s role was set in stone. He always knew exactly what was expected of him. My dad was a brilliant father and – here’s the killer – he didn’t even have to be there to be a brilliant father. Wait until your father gets home was enough to get me to behave. His name just had to be evoked by my mother and suddenly I understood all I needed to know about being a good boy. Wait until your father gets home, she told me. And the mere mention of my father was enough to make everything in the universe fall into place.

You don’t hear that threat so much today. How many women actually say, Wait until your father gets home now? Not many. Because these days some fathers never come home. And some fathers are home all the time.

But I saw he was right. I might not do it as well as he had – I couldn’t imagine Pat ever looking at me the way I looked at my old man – but I had to do it as well as I could.

And I did remember the ducks trying to land on the frozen lake. Of course I remembered the ducks. I remembered them well.

Apart from the low wages, unsociable hours and lack of standard employee benefits such as medical insurance, probably the worst thing about being a waitress is that in the course of her work she has to deal with a lot of creeps.

Like a little apron and a notepad, creeps come with the job. Men who want to talk to her, men who ask her for her number, men who just refuse to leave her alone. Creeps, the lot of them.

Creeps from building sites, creeps from office blocks, creeps in business suits, creeps with their bum crack displayed above the back of their jeans, creeps of every kind – the ones who think they’re funny, the ones who think they’re God’s gift, the ones who think that just because she brings them the soup of the day, they’re in with a chance.

She was serving a table of creeps when I took my seat at the back of the café. One creep – a business creep rather than a building-site creep – was leering up at her while his creep friends – all pinstripes, hair gel and mobile phones – smiled with admiration at his creepy cheek.

‘What’s your name?’

She shook her head. ‘Now why do you need to know my name?’

‘I suppose it’s something typically southern, is it? Peggy-Sue? Becky-Lou?’

‘It’s certainly not.’

‘Billie-Joe? Mary-Beth?’

‘Listen, are you going to order or what?’

‘What time do you get off?’

‘Did you ever date a waitress?’

‘No.’

‘Waitresses get off late.’

‘You like being a waitress? Do you like being a service executive in the catering industry?’

That got a big laugh from all the creeps who thought they looked pretty cool talking about nothing on a mobile phone in the middle of a crowded restaurant.

‘Don’t laugh at me.’

‘I’m not laughing at you.’

‘Long hours, lousy pay. That’s what being a waitress is like. And plenty of assholes. But enough about you.’ She tossed the menu on the table. ‘You think about it for a while.’

The business creep blushed and grinned, trying to butch it out as she walked away. His creepy friends were laughing, but they were not quite as hearty as before.

She came over to me. And I still didn’t know her name.

‘Where’s your boy today?’

‘He’s at nursery school.’ I held out my hand. ‘Harry Silver.’

She looked at me for a moment and then she smiled. I had never seen a smile like it. Her face lit up the room. It just shone.

‘Cyd Mason,’ she said, shaking my hand. It was a very soft handshake. It’s only men who try to break your bones when you shake their hand. It’s only creeps.

‘Pleased to meet you, Harry.’

‘As in Sid Vicious?’

‘As in Cyd Charisse. You probably never even heard of Cyd Charisse, did you?’

‘She danced with Fred Astaire in Paris in Silk Stockings. She had a haircut like the one you’ve got now. What’s that haircut called?’

‘A China chop.’

‘A China chop, is it? Yeah, Cyd Charisse. I know her. She was probably the most beautiful woman in the world.’

‘That’s Cyd.’ She was impressed. I could tell. ‘My mother was crazy about all those old MGM movies.’

I caught a glimpse of her childhood, saw her sitting at the age of ten in front of the TV in some little apartment, the air-con turned up to full blast and her mother getting all choked up as Fred twirled Cyd across the Left Bank. No wonder she had grown up with a warped view of romance. No wonder she had followed some creep to London.

‘Can I tell you about the specials?’ she said.

She was really nice and I felt like talking to her about Houston and MGM musicals and what had happened between her and the man who had brought her to London. Instead I kept my eyes on my pasta and my mouth shut.

Because I didn’t want either of us to start thinking that I was just another creep.

Gina was gone and she was everywhere. The house was full of CDs I would never listen to (sentimental soul music about love lost and found), books I would never read (women struggling to find themselves in a world full of rotten men) and clothes I would never wear (skimpy M&S underwear).

And Japan. Lots of books about Japan. All the classic texts that she had urged me to read – Black Rain, Pink Samurai, Barefoot Gen, Memories of Silk and Straw – and a battered old copy of Snow Country, the one I had actually read, the love story she said I had to read if I was ever going to understand.

Gina’s things, and they chewed up my heart every time I saw them.

They had to go.

I felt bad about throwing it all out, but then if someone leaves you, they really should take their stuff with them. Because every time I saw one of her Luther Vandross records or Margaret Atwood novels or books about Hiroshima, I felt all the choking grief rise up inside me again. And in the end I just couldn’t stand it any more.

Gina, I thought, with her dreams of undying love and hard-won independence, Gina who could happily accommodate Naomi Wolf’s steely, post-feminist thoughts and Whitney Houston’s sweet nothings.

That was my Gina all right.

So I got to work, stuffing everything she had left behind into rubbish sacks. The first one was quickly full – did the woman never throw anything away? – so I went back into the kitchen and got an entire roll of heavy-duty binliners.

When I had finished removing all her paperbacks, the book shelves looked like a mouth full of broken teeth.

Throwing away her clothes was much easier because there was no sorting involved. Soon her side of our wardrobe was empty apart from mothballs and wire coat hangers.

I felt better already.

Starting to sweat hard, I prowled the house mopping up what was left of her presence. There were all the Japanese prints from her single days. A painting she had bought on our holiday to Antigua when Pat was a baby. A pink razor on the edge of the bath. A couple of Gong Li videos. And a photograph of our wedding day with her looking like the most beautiful girl in the world and me grinning like a happy, dopey bastard who never believed he could get so lucky.

All trash now.

Finally, I looked in the laundry basket. Among Pat’s Star Wars pyjamas and my faded Calvins there was the old Gap T-shirt that Gina liked to sleep in. I sat on the bottom of the stairs holding that T-shirt for a while, wondering what she was sleeping in tonight. And then I threw it into the last rubbish sack.

It’s amazing how quickly you can remove the evidence of someone’s life from a house. It takes so long to put your mark on a home, and so little time to wipe it away.

Then I spent another few hours fishing it all out of the rubbish sacks and carefully returning the clothes, the CDs, the books, the prints and everything else to exactly where I had found them.

Because I missed her. I missed her like mad.

And I wanted all her things to be just as she had left them, all ready and waiting for her in case she ever felt like coming back home.


Twelve

A bit of a panic attack in the supermarket.

Nothing serious, nothing serious. Just the sudden realisation that a man like me, whose little family had broken into tiny pieces, was daring to do his shopping at the feeding trough of the happy family. I felt like an impostor.

Being surrounded by all the grotesques of aisle eight should have made me feel better – the women with tattoos, the men with earrings, the little children dressed like adults, the adults dressed like adolescents – but they didn’t.

I was shaking and sweating at the checkout, wanting it to be over with, wanting to be out of there, my breath coming in short, shallow gasps, and by the time the semi-comatose teen on the till handed me my change while idly scratching at his nose ring, I felt on the very edge of screaming or weeping or doing both at once.

I burst out of the supermarket into the open air and just at that moment the bag containing dinner for Pat, the cat and me lost its handle, and my shopping haemorrhaged into the street.

Gina’s supermarket bags never broke. We had done our weekly shop together every Saturday for seven years, and I never once saw a carrier bag that she had loaded spring a leak. But maybe Gina didn’t buy as many microwave meals as me. They weigh a ton, those things.

Suddenly there were cat tins and ready-in-one-minute meals everywhere, under the wheels of shopping trolleys, at the feet of a young man selling the Big Issue and skittering towards the road. I was on my hands and knees picking up a box that promised, ‘A Taste Of Tuscany’ when they saw me.

‘Harry?’

It was Marty. And there was a girl with him. Siobhan.

Marty and Siobhan. Holding hands!

The shock of seeing them together cancelled out any embarrassment I felt at being caught with my shopping scattered all over the pavement. But only for a moment. Then my face started burning, burning, burning.

It had been a while since I had seen them, although not that long. I had been out for just over a month. But my producer’s mind didn’t actually think in terms of weeks and months. Five shows, I thought. They have done five shows without me.

They looked good. Even Marty, the ugly little git. They were both wearing dark glasses and white trousers. Siobhan was carrying a supermarket bag containing a French loaf and a bottle of something dry, white and expensive. There might even have been a sliver of paté in there, too. But their bag wasn’t about to break. Two confident professionals doing a little light shopping before returning to their glamorous, high-powered careers, they didn’t look like the kind of people who had to worry about stocking up on cat food.

‘Here, let me help you,’ Siobhan said, bending down to catch a can of beef and heart Whiskas as it rolled towards the gutter.

Marty had the decency to look a little ashamed, but Siobhan seemed glad to see me, if a bit surprised to find me grovelling around on the pavement picking up cans of cat food, toilet rolls and microwave dinners, rather than picking up a BAFTA.

‘So – what are you doing these days?’ she asked.

‘Oh – you know,’ I said.

Pacing up and down my living room for hours every day – ‘Like a caged tiger’, my mum reckoned – after I dropped Pat off at nursery school, worried sick about how he was doing, worried sick that he might be crying again. And waiting for Gina to phone at four o’clock sharp every afternoon – midnight on her side of the world – although I always handed the receiver straight to Pat, because I knew that he was the only reason she was calling.

And what else? Talking to myself. Drinking too much, not eating enough, wondering how my life ever got so fucked up. That’s what I’m doing these days.

‘Still considering my options,’ I said. ‘How’s the show?’

‘Better than ever,’ Marty said. A bit defiant.

‘Good,’ Siobhan said, pleased but neutral, as though she didn’t think the old show’s fate would really concern a hotshot such as myself. ‘Ratings are slightly up.’

I felt like puking.

‘That’s great,’ I smiled.

‘Well – we’d better move,’ Marty said. It wasn’t just me. A few shoppers had started to smirk and point. Was it really him?

‘Yeah, me too,’ I said. ‘Got to run. Things to do.’

Siobhan grabbed me and planted a quick kiss on my cheek. It made me wish that I had shaved today. Or yesterday. Or the day before.

‘See you around, Harry,’ Marty said.

He held out his hand. No hard feelings. I went to shake it, but he was holding a can of cat food. I took it from him.

‘See you, Marty.’

Fucking bastards.

Fucking bastards the lot of you.

* * *

The phone rang when I was in the middle of bathing Pat. I left him in the tub – he could happily stay in there for hours, he was like a little fish – and went down the hall, picking up the phone with wet hands, expecting my mum. But there was a little transcontinental blip as the connection was made and suddenly Gina was in my ear.

‘It’s me,’ she said.

I looked at my watch – it was only twenty to four. She was early today.

‘He’s in the bath.’

‘Leave him. I’ll call back at the usual time. I just thought he might be around. How is he?’

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Fine, fine, fine. You’re still there, are you?’

‘Yes. I’m still here.’

‘How’s it going?’

I could hear her taking a breath. Gina taking a breath on the other side of the world.

‘It’s a lot harder than I thought it would be,’ she said. ‘The economy is all screwed up. I mean, really screwed up. My company’s laying off locals, so there’s not much job security for a gaijin whose Japanese is a bit rustier than she thought. But the work’s okay. Nothing I can’t handle. The people are kind. It’s everything else. Especially living in a place about the size of our kitchen.’ She took another breath. ‘It’s not easy for me, Harry. Don’t think I’m having the time of my life.’

‘So when are you coming home?’

‘Who said I was coming home?’

‘Come on, Gina. Forget all that stuff about finding yourself. This is all about punishing me.’

‘Sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing coming out here. But a few words from you and suddenly I know I did the right thing.’

‘So you’re staying out there, are you? In your flat the size of our kitchen?’

‘I’ll be back. But just to collect Pat. To bring him out here. I really want to make a go of it, Harry. I hope you can understand.’

‘You’re kidding, Gina. Pat out there? I can’t even get him to eat beans on toast. I can just see him tucking into a plate of sprats on rice. And where’s he going to live? In a flat the size of our kitchen?’

‘Christ, I wish I’d never mentioned the size of the bloody flat. I just can’t talk to you any more.’

‘Pat stays with me, okay?’

‘For now,’ she said. ‘That’s what we agreed.’

‘I’m not handing him over until it’s the best thing for him. Not you. Him. That’s what I agree to, okay?’

Silence. And then a different voice.

‘That’s for the lawyers to decide, Harry.’

‘You tell your lawyer – Pat stays with me. You were the one who left. Tell him that.’

‘And you tell your lawyer that you were the one who was fucking around!’

‘I can’t – I don’t have a lawyer.’

‘You should get one, Harry. If the thought of trying to steal my son from me ever crosses your mind, then get a very good lawyer. But you don’t mean it. We both know you can’t look after Pat permanently. You can’t even look after yourself. You just want to hurt me. Look – do you want to talk about it like adults? Or do you want to argue?’

‘I want to argue.’

There was a sigh.

‘Is Pat there?’

‘No – he’s out having dinner with a few of his fast-set pals. Of course he’s here. He’s four years old. Where do you expect him to be? On a hot date with Naomi Campbell? I told you he’s in the bath. Didn’t I tell you that?’

‘You told me. Can I talk to him?’

‘Sure.’

‘And Harry?’

‘What?’

‘Happy birthday.’

‘That’s tomorrow,’ I said angrily. ‘My birthday is tomorrow.’

‘Where I am it’s almost tomorrow.’

‘I’m not in Japan, Gina. I’m here.’

‘Happy birthday anyway. For tomorrow.’

‘Thanks.’

I got Pat from the bath, dried him down and wrapped him in a towel. Then I knelt in front of him.

‘Mummy wants to talk to you,’ I said. ‘She’s on the phone.’

It was the same every day. There was a jolt of surprise in those blue eyes and then something that could have been either joy or relief. By the time I gave him the receiver he looked more guarded.

‘Hello?’ he whispered.

I guess I was expecting bitter tears, angry recriminations, torrents of emotion. But Pat was always cool and composed, muttering one-word answers to Gina’s questions until he eventually handed me the phone.

‘I don’t need to talk to Mummy any more,’ he said quietly.

He walked off to the living room, the towel still wrapped around him like a shawl, leaving a trail of small wet footprints behind him.

‘I’ll call him again tomorrow,’ Gina told me, more upset than I had expected her to be, in fact so unravelled that I felt better than I had for days. ‘Is that okay, Harry?’

‘Any time is fine,’ I said, wanting to ask her how we had got to a place where we threatened each other with lawyers, how two people who had been so close could become a divorce-court cliché.

Was it really all my fault? Or was it just random bad luck, like getting hit by a car or catching cancer? If we had loved each other so much, then why hadn’t it lasted? Was it really impossible for two people to stay together forever in the lousy modern world? And what was all of this going to do to our son?

I really wanted to know. But I couldn’t ask Gina any of that stuff. We were on opposite sides of the world.


Thirteen

We were halfway to my parents’ house when my mobile rang. It was my mother. She was usually a calm, unflappable woman, the still centre at the heart of the family. But not today.

‘Harry!’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘It’s your dad.’

God, I thought – he’s dead. On my thirtieth birthday. Even today he has to be the centre of attention.

‘What happened?’

‘We were burgled.’

Christ. Even out there. Even that deep into the suburbs. Nowhere was safe any more.

‘Is he okay? Are you okay?’

‘Please, Harry…come quick…the police are on their way…please…I can’t talk to him…’

‘Hang on, okay? Hang on, Mum. I’ll be there as quickly as I can.’

I hung up, swinging the car out into the fast lane and slamming the accelerator to the floor. The MGF surged forward, as if this were the moment it had been built for.

On the passenger seat next to me, Pat laughed out loud.

‘Wicked,’ he said.

Now where did he get that from?

My mother opened the door in her best dress, all dolled up for her son’s birthday. But her party clothes were undermined by the white, shaken look on her face.

‘It’s awful, Harry. We were burgled. In the living room. Look.’

She took Pat off to the kitchen, gently deflecting his questions about his granddad, and I let myself into the living room, steeling myself for the sight of my father half-dead in a dark puddle of blood. But the old man was standing by the fireplace, his sunburned face creased with pleasure. I had never seen him look happier.

‘Hello, Harry. Happy birthday, son. Have you met our guests?’

At his feet were two youths, belly down on the carpet with their hands tied behind their backs.

At first I thought I recognised them – they had exactly the same washed-out menace that I had seen on the face of Sally’s boyfriend over at Glenn’s place, although they didn’t look quite so menacing now – but I only recognised the type. Expensive trainers, designer denim, hair so slick with gel that it looked as sticky and brittle as the skin of a toffee apple. My dad had trussed them up with the pair of silk ties I had bought him last Christmas.

‘Saw them out on the street a bit earlier. Skylarking around, they were. But it turned out to be a bit more than skylarking.’

Sometimes it felt like my old man was the curator of the English language. As well as his love for outmoded hipster jive, another peculiarity of his speech was his use of expressions from his youth that everyone else had thrown out with their ration books.

He was always using words like skylarking – his arcane expression for mischief, fooling around and generally just mucking about – words that had gone out of fashion around the same time as the British Empire.

‘They came in through the French windows, bold as brass. Thought nobody was home. Your mother was doing the shopping for your birthday – she’s got a lovely roast – and I was upstairs getting spruced up.’

Getting spruced up. That was another one he was preserving for the archives.

‘They were trying to unplug the video when I walked in. One of them had the cheek to come at me.’ He lightly prodded the thinnest, meanest looking youth with a carpet slipper. ‘Didn’t you, old chum?’

‘My fucking brother’s going to fucking kill you,’ the boy muttered, his voice as harsh in this room where I had been a child as a fart in church. There was a yellow and purple bruise coming up on one of his pimply cheekbones. ‘He’ll kill you, old man. He’s a gangster.’

My dad chuckled with genuine amusement.

‘Had to stick one on him.’ My father threw a beefy right hook into the air. ‘Caught him good. Went out like a bloody light. The other one tried to make a run for it, but I just got him by the scruff of the neck.’

The muscles on my father’s tattooed arms rippled under his short-sleeved shirt as he demonstrated his technique for getting a teenage burglar by the throat. He had my mother’s name in a heart inscribed on one arm, the winged dagger of the Commandos on the other. Both tattoos were blurred with the ages.

‘Got him on the floor. Lucky I was deciding which tie to wear when they appeared. Came in handy, those ties you gave me.’

‘Jesus Christ, Dad, they could have had knives!’ I exploded. ‘The papers are full of have-a-go heroes who get killed for tackling criminals. Why didn’t you just call the law?’

My dad laughed good-naturedly. This wasn’t going to be one of our arguments. He was enjoying himself too much for that.

‘No time, Harry. Came downstairs and there they were. Large as life, in my home. That’s a bit naughty, that is.’

I was angry with him for taking on the two little goons, although I knew he was more than capable of handling them. I also felt the furious relief that comes when you finally find a child who has gone missing. But there was also something else. I was jealous.

What would I have done if I had found these two yobs – or any of the million like them – in my home? Would I have had the sheer guts and the bloody-minded stupidity to take them on? Or would I have run a mile?

Whatever I would have done, I knew I wouldn’t have done it with the manly certainty of my father. I couldn’t have protected my home and my family in quite the same way that he had protected his home and family. I wasn’t like him. But with all my heart, I wanted to be.

The police eventually came, pulling up in a blaze of sirens and twirling blue lights. Pat ran outside to meet them, his eyes wide with wonder.

There were two of them – a fit-looking young cop around my age who regarded my dad’s heroics with a quiet exasperation, and an older, heavier officer who immediately struck up a relationship with my old man.

In truth my father had never been much of a fan of the police – I remember him being stopped for speeding a few times when I was a child, and he was invariably lippy, never deferential, never willing to kiss their arses for a quiet life. Whenever he saw a police car screaming through the streets he was always contemptuous. ‘They’re only going home for their dinner,’ he would say. But now he sipped hot sweet tea with the older cop, a pair of Sunday Express readers together, two stolid real men wondering what the world was coming to as they surveyed the secured yobs at their feet.

‘You can imagine what kind of homes they come from, of course,’ said my dad.

‘The mother’s on benefits,’ guessed the old policeman. ‘The father probably buggered off years ago. If he was ever there. So the state has to pay to bring up these little charmers. Which means you and me.’

‘Too true. And don’t think they’re grateful for being supported by the taxpayer. It’s all rights these days, isn’t it? All rights and no responsibilities.’

‘You see them all over these estates. Women with a bunch of screaming kids and no ring on their fingers.’

‘Amazing, isn’t it? You need a licence to drive a car. You need a licence to own a dog. But anyone can bring a child into the world.’

I went out into the kitchen with my mum and Pat, wondering why all the decent citizens in the world have it in for single mothers. After all, I thought, the single mother is the parent who stayed.

Despite being able to eat a couple of burglars for breakfast, my father wasn’t a violent man. He wasn’t the battle-hardened war veteran of myth and movies. He was the most gentle man I ever met in my life.

It was true that I had seen him explode a few times when I was growing up. There was a sweet shop where my mother worked part-time when I was around Pat’s age, and the creep of a manager wouldn’t let her take a personal call from the hospital when her father, my granddad, was dying of cancer. I watched my dad grab the manager by the throat – the scruff of his neck, he would have called it – and lift him right off the ground. The man thought my father was going to kill him. So did I.

And there were other occasions – a cocky swimming-pool attendant who said the wrong thing when I was wearing a particularly lurid pair of water wings, a motorist who cut him up on our way to the seaside one steaming Bank Holiday Monday. He had dealt with them all the way he dealt with the two pockmarked burglars. But he never lifted a finger to me or my mother.

The war was always there, as undeniable as the jagged little black lumps of shrapnel which spent a lifetime worming their way out of his hard old body. But the real drama of his life – the friends who died before they were old enough to vote, the men he killed, the unimaginable things he saw and did – was over by the time he was out of his teens. Although I always thought of him as a warrior, a Royal Naval Commando with a silver medal on his chest, my dad had been something else for fifty years.

After the war he worked on a stall selling fruit and vegetables for five years. Then he married my mother and managed a greengrocer’s shop directly below the flat where my parents lived, childless for more than a decade, desperately trying for a baby that just wouldn’t be born.

I finally came along, when it must have seemed as though I never would, and from the day we moved out of our little flat above the shop until the day he retired, my father was a produce manager for a chain of supermarkets, travelling to stores across Kent and Essex and East Anglia to make sure the fruit and vegetables on sale were up to his demanding standards.

So he wasn’t a warrior to the world. But he was to me. And he wouldn’t hurt a fly. Quite literally wouldn’t hurt a fly. Perhaps it was because he had seen enough blood and gore to last forever, but if anything flew or crawled or crept from his well-tended garden into our small suburban home, my father would forbid my mother and me from touching it.

He would crouch beside some broken butterfly or wandering ant – or wasp or fly or mouse, no creature was too lowly or too filthy for him to rescue – scoop it up in his hands or a matchbox or a jam jar, and escort it to the back door, gently releasing it back into the wild while my mum and I mocked him and sang the chorus of ‘Born Free’.

But although we laughed at him, my childish heart reeled with admiration.

My father was a strong man who had learned to be gentle, a man who had seen enough of death to fully appreciate life. And I couldn’t compete, I just couldn’t compete.

Pat wouldn’t eat his dinner. Maybe it was the call from his mother. Maybe it was the attempted burglary. But I don’t think so. I think it was just my lousy cooking.

I had started to worry about his diet. Just how much nutrition was there in the takeaway pizzas and microwave meals I fed him on? Not much. The only time he was getting anything that remotely resembled healthy food was when we went to my parents or ate out. So one night I tried boiling up a few vegetables and slipping them into his microwaved pasta.

‘Yuk,’ he said, examining an orange blob on the end of his spoon. ‘What’s that?’

‘That’s called a carrot, Pat. You must remember carrots. They’re good for you. Come on. Eat it all up.’

He pushed his plate away with a look of disgust.

‘Not hungry,’ he said, making to get down from the kitchen table.

‘Hold it,’ I said. ‘You’re not going anywhere until you’ve eaten your dinner.’

‘I don’t want any dinner.’ He looked at the orange blob swimming in bubbling gruel. ‘This tastes yuk.’

‘Eat your dinner.’

‘No.’

‘Please eat your dinner.’

‘No.’

‘Are you going to eat your dinner or not?’

‘No.’

‘Then go to bed.’

‘But it’s early!’

‘That’s right – it’s dinner time. And if you don’t want any dinner then you can go to bed.’

‘That’s not fair!’

‘Life’s not fair! Go to bed!’

‘I hate you, Daddy!’

‘You don’t hate me! You hate my cooking! Go and put your pyjamas on!’

When he had flounced out of the kitchen I snatched up his plate of microwaved crap with added overboiled vegetables and tossed it all in the bin. Then I held the plate under the hot tap until the water burned my hands. I didn’t really blame him for not eating it. It probably wasn’t edible.

When I went into Pat’s bedroom he was lying on his bed, fully clothed, quietly sobbing. I sat him up, dried his eyes and helped him into his pyjamas. He was fading fast – eyes half-closed, mouth all puffy, head nodding like a little dashboard dog – so an early night wouldn’t do him any harm. But I didn’t want him to fall asleep hating my guts.

‘I know I’m not a very good cook, Pat. Not like Granny or Mummy. But I’m going to try harder, okay?’

‘Daddies can’t cook.’

‘That’s not true at all.’

‘You can’t cook.’

‘Well, that’s true. This daddy can’t cook. But there are lots of men who are great cooks – famous chefs in fancy restaurants. And ordinary men, too. Men who live alone. Daddies with little boys and girls. I’m going to try to be like them, okay? I’m going to try to cook you good things that you enjoy. Okay, darling?’

He turned his head away, sniffing with disbelief at something so outrageously unlikely. I knew how he felt. I couldn’t believe it either. I suspected we were both going to have to develop a profound love for sandwiches.

I took him to the bathroom to brush his teeth, and when we came back I managed to get a reluctant goodnight kiss out of him. But he wasn’t really interested in making up. Telling myself that he would have forgotten all about my rotten carrots by the morning, I tucked him in and turned out his light.

I went back to the living room and flopped on the sofa, knowing that I needed to get back to work. A bank statement had arrived that morning. I didn’t have the heart to open it.

They had sacked me the modern way – by letting my contract run out and bunging me just one month’s salary. It was already gone. So I needed to get back to work because we were desperate for money. But I also needed to get back to work because it was the only thing in this world that I was any good at.

I picked up a trade paper and turned to the situations vacant, circling production jobs in radio and TV which looked promising. But after a few minutes of half-hearted job hunting I laid the paper to one side, rubbing my eyes. I was too tired to think about it right now.

The Empire Strikes Back was still running on the video – a battle between the forces of good and evil in the snow of some faraway planet. Even though this stuff was a constant background noise in our lives and sometimes made me feel like I was losing my mind, I was just too exhausted to turn it off.

The action switched from the frozen wasteland to some dark, bubbling swamp where the wise old master was lecturing Luke Skywalker on his destiny. And I suddenly realised how many father figures Luke has, father figures who seem to cover the waterfront of parental possibilities.

There’s Yoda, the wrinkled elder who has good advice coming out of his pointy green ears. And then there’s Obi-Wan Kenobi, who combines homespun homilies with some old-fashioned tough love.

And finally there’s Darth Vader, the Dark Lord of the Sith, who is probably more in keeping with the spirit of our time – an absent father, a neglectful dad, a selfish old man who puts his own wishes – in Mr Vader’s case, a desire to conquer the universe – before any parental responsibility.

My old man was definitely the Obi-Wan Kenobi type. And that’s the kind of father I wanted to be too.

But I fell asleep on the sofa surrounded by the situations vacant, suspecting that I would always be a lot more like the man in the black hat, a father with not enough patience, not enough time, forever lost to the dark side.


Fourteen

‘I know there’ve been a few problems at home,’ the nursery teacher said, making it sound as though the dishwasher was playing up, making it sound as though I could just pick up Yellow Pages and sort out my life. ‘And believe me,’ she said, ‘everyone at Canonbury Cubs is sympathetic.’

It was true. The teachers at Canonbury Cubs always made a big fuss of Pat when I delivered him in the morning. As the blood drained from his face yet again, as his bottom lip started to quiver and those huge blue eyes filled up at the prospect of being taken away from me for another day, they really couldn’t have been kinder.

But ultimately he wasn’t their problem. And no matter how kind they were, they couldn’t mend the cracks that were showing in his life.

Unless it was to be with my fun-mad parents, Pat didn’t like being separated from me. There was high drama when we parted at the gate of Canonbury Cubs every morning and then I went home to pace the floor for hours, fretting about how he was doing, while back at the nursery poor old Pat kept asking the teachers how long before he could go home and crying all over his finger paintings.

Nursery wasn’t working. So amid their concerned talk about possibly finding a child psychologist and time healing all wounds, Pat dropped out.

As the other kids started work on their Plasticine worms, I took Pat’s hand and led him out of that rainbow-coloured basement for the last time. He cheered up immediately, far too happy and relieved to feel like any kind of misfit. The teachers brightly waved goodbye. The little children looked up briefly and then returned to their innocent chores.

And I imagined my son, the nursery-school dropout, returning to the gates of Canonbury Cubs in ten years’ time, just to sneer and leer and sell them all crack.

The job seemed perfect.

The station wanted to build a show around this young Irish comedian who was getting too big to do the clubs yet who was not quite big enough to do beer commercials.

He didn’t actually do anything as old-fashioned as tell jokes, but he had wowed them up at the Edinburgh Festival with an act built completely around his relationship with the audience.

Instead of telling gags, he spoke to the crowd, relying on intelligent heckling and his Celtic charm to pull him through. He seemed born to host a talk show. Unlike Marty and every other host, he wouldn’t be dependent on celebrities revealing their secrets or members of the public disgracing themselves. He could even write his own scripts. At least that was the theory. They just needed an experienced producer.

‘We’re very excited to see you here,’ said the woman sitting opposite me. She was the station’s commissioning editor, a small woman in her middle thirties with the power to change your life. The two men in glasses on either side of her – the show’s series producer and the series editor – smiled in agreement. I smiled back at them. I was excited too.

This show was just what I needed to turn my world around. The money was better than anything I had ever got working for Marty Mann, because now I was coming from another television show instead of some flyblown outpost of radio. But although it would be a relief not to worry about meeting the mortgage and the payments on my car, this wasn’t about the money.

I had realised how much I missed going to an office every day. I missed the phones, the meetings, the comforting rituals of the working week. I missed having a desk. I even missed the woman who came around with sandwiches and coffee. I was tired of staying at home cooking meals for my son that he couldn’t eat. I was sick of feeling as if life was happening somewhere else. I wanted to go back to work.

‘Your record with Marty Mann speaks for itself,’ the commissioning editor said. ‘Not many radio shows can be made to work on television.’

‘Well, Marty’s a brilliant broadcaster,’ I said. The ungrateful little shitbag. May he rot in hell. ‘He made it easy for me.’

‘You’re very kind to him,’ the series editor said.

‘Marty’s a great guy,’ I said. The treacherous, treacherous little bastard. ‘I love him.’ My new show’s going to blow you out of the water, Marty. Forget the diet. Forget the personal trainer. You’re going back to local radio, pal.

‘We hope that you can have the same relationship with the presenter of this show,’ the woman said. ‘Eamon’s a talented young man, but he is not going to get through a nine-week run without someone of your experience behind him. That’s why we would like to offer you the job.’

I could see the blissful, crowded weeks stretching out ahead of me. I could imagine the script meetings at the start of the week, the minor triumphs and disasters as guests dropped out and came in, the shooting script coming together, the nerves and cock-ups of studio rehearsal, the lights, cameras and adrenaline of doing the show, and finally the indescribable relief that it was all over for seven more days. And, always, the perfect excuse to avoid doing anything I didn’t want to do – I’m too busy at work, I’m too busy at work, I’m too busy at work.

We all stood up and shook hands, and they came with me out into the main office where Pat was waiting. He was sitting on a desk being fussed over by a couple of researchers who stroked his hair, touched his cheek and gazed with wonder into his eyes, shocked and charmed by the sheer dazzling newness of him. You didn’t get many four-year-olds in an office like this.

I had been a bit worried about bringing Pat with me. Apart from the possibility of him refusing to be left outside the interview room, I didn’t want to rub their noses in the fact that I was currently playing the single parent. How could they hire a man who had to lug his family around with him? How could they give a producer’s job to a man who couldn’t even organise a babysitter?

I needn’t have worried. They seemed surprised but touched that I had brought my boy to a job interview. And Pat was at his most charming and talkative, happily filling the researchers in on all the gory details of his parents’ separation.

‘Yes, my mummy is in abroad – in Japan – where they drive on the left side of the road like us. She’s going to get me, yes. And I live with my daddy, but at weekends I sometimes stay with my nan and granddad. My mummy still loves me, but now she only likes my dad.’

His face lit up when he saw me, and he jumped down off the desk, running to my arms and kissing me on the cheek with that fierceness he had learned from Gina.

As I held him and all those television people grinned at us and each other, I glimpsed the reality of my new brilliant career – the weekends spent writing a script, the meetings that started early and finished late, the hours and hours in a studio chilled to near freezing point to stop beads of sweat forming on the presenter’s forehead – and I knew that I would not be taking this job.

They liked the single father and son routine when it had a strictly limited run. But they wouldn’t like it when they saw me buggering off at six every night to make Pat’s fishfingers.

They wouldn’t like it at all.


Fifteen

I called Gina when Pat was staying overnight with my mum and dad. I had realised that I needed to talk to her. Really talk to her. Not just shout and whine and threaten. Tell her what was on my mind. Let her know what I was thinking.

‘Come home,’ I said. ‘I love you.’

‘How can you love someone – really love them – and sleep with someone else?’

‘I don’t know how to explain it. But it was easy.’

‘Well, forgiving is not quite so easy, okay?’

‘Christ, you really want to see me crawl, don’t you?’

‘It’s not about you, Harry. It’s about me.’

‘What about our life together? We have a life together, don’t we? How can you throw all that away because of one mistake?’

‘I didn’t throw it away. You did.’

‘Don’t you love me any more?’

‘Of course I love you, you stupid bastard. But I’m not in love with you.’

‘Wait a minute. You love me, but you’re not in love with me?’

‘You hurt me too much. And you’ll do it again. And next time you won’t feel quite so much guilt. Next time you’ll be able to justify it to yourself. Then one day you’ll meet someone you really like. Someone you love. And that’s when you’ll leave me.’

‘Never.’

‘That’s the way it works, Harry. I saw it all with my parents.’

‘You love me, but you’re not in love with me? What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Love is what’s left when being in love has gone, okay? It’s when you care about someone and you hope they’re happy, but you’re not under any illusions about them. Maybe that kind of love is not exciting and passionate and all those things that fade with time. All those things that you’re so keen on. But in the end it’s the only kind of love that really matters.’

‘I have absolutely no idea what you’re going on about,’ I said.

‘And that’s exactly your problem,’ she told me.

‘Forget Japan. Come home. You’re still my wife, Gina.’

‘I’m seeing someone,’ she said, and I felt like a hypochondriac who has finally had his terminal disease confirmed.

I wasn’t surprised. I had spent so long being terrified that finally having my worst fears realised brought a kind of bleak relief.

I had been expecting it – dreading it – ever since she had walked out the door. In a way I was glad it had happened, because now I didn’t have to worry about when it was going to happen. And I wasn’t so stupid that I thought I had the right to be outraged. But I still hadn’t worked out what to do with our wedding photographs. What are you meant to do with the wedding photographs after you split up?

‘Funny old expression, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘Seeing someone, I mean. It sounds like you’re checking them out. Observing them. Just looking. But that’s exactly what you’re not doing. Just looking, I mean. When you’re seeing someone, well, it’s gone way beyond the just looking stage. How serious is it?’

‘I don’t know. How do you tell? He’s married.’

‘Fuck me.’

‘But it’s not – apparently it hasn’t been good for ages. They’re semi-separated.’

‘Is that what he told you? Semi-separated? And you believed him, did you? Semi-separated. That’s a suitably vague way of putting it. I haven’t heard that one before. Semi-separated. That’s very good. That just about covers any eventuality. That should allow him to string both of you along nicely. He can keep the little wife at home making sushi while he sneaks off with you to the nearest love hotel.’

‘Oh, Harry. The least you could do is wish me well.’

‘Who is he? Some Japanese salary man who gets his kicks by sleeping with western women? You can’t trust the Japanese, Gina. You think you’re the big expert, but you don’t know them at all. They don’t have the same value system as you and me. The Japanese are a cunning, double-dealing race.’

‘He’s American.’

‘Well, why didn’t you say? That’s even worse.’

‘You wouldn’t like anyone I got involved with, would you, Harry? He could be an Eskimo and you would say – “Ooh, Eskimos, Gina. Cold hands, cold heart. Steer well clear of Eskimos, Gina.”’

‘I just don’t understand why you’ve got this thing about foreigners.’

‘Perhaps because I tried loving someone from my own country. And he broke my heart.’

It took me a moment to realise that she was talking about me.

‘Does he know you’ve got a kid?’

‘Of course he knows. Do you think I would hide that from anyone?’

‘And how does he feel about it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Is he interested in Pat? Is he worried about the boy? Does he care about his wellbeing? Or does he just want to fuck his mother?’

‘If you’re going to talk like that, Harry, I’m going to hang up.’

‘How else am I meant to put it?’

‘We haven’t talked about the future. We haven’t got that far.’

‘Let me know when you get that far.’

‘I will. But please don’t use Pat as a rod for my back.’

Is that what I was doing? I couldn’t tell where my genuine concern ended and my genuine jealousy began.

Pat was one of the reasons I wanted to see Gina’s boyfriend dead in a car crash. But I knew he wasn’t the only reason. Maybe he wasn’t even the main reason.

‘Just don’t try to poison my son against me,’ I said.

‘What are you talking about, Harry?’

‘Pat tells everyone he meets that you said you love him but you only like me.’

She sighed.

‘That’s not what I said. I told him exactly what I’ve just told you. I told him that I still loved you both but unfortunately and sadly I was no longer in love with you.’

‘I still don’t know what that means.’

‘It means that I’m glad for the years we spent together. But you hurt me so much that I can never forgive you or trust you again. And I think it means that you’re no longer the man I want to spend the rest of my life with. You’re too much like any other man. Too much like my father.’

‘It’s not my fault that your old man walked out on you and your mum.’

‘You were my chance to get over all that. And you messed it up. You left me, too.’

‘Come on. It was one night, Gina. How many times are we going to have this conversation?’

‘Until you understand the way I feel. If you can do it once, you can do it a thousand times. That’s the first law of fucking around. The unified theory of fucking around clearly states that if they do it once, they will do it again and again. You broke my trust and I just don’t know how to mend it. And that hurts me too, Harry. I wasn’t trying to turn Pat against you. I was just trying to explain the situation to him. How do you explain it?’

‘I can’t explain it. Not even to myself.’

‘You should try. Because if you don’t understand what happened to us, you’re never going to be happy with anyone.’

‘You explain it to me.’

She sighed. You could hear her sighing all the way from Tokyo.

‘We had a marriage that I thought was working, but you thought was becoming routine. You’re a typical romantic, Harry. A relationship doesn’t measure up to your pathetic and unrealistic fantasy so you smash it up. You ruin everything. And then you’ve got the nerve to act like the injured party.’

‘Who’s providing the armchair psychology? Your Yank boyfriend?’

‘I’ve discussed what happened with Richard.’

‘Richard? Is that his name? Richard. Hah! Jesus Christ.’

‘Richard is a perfectly ordinary name. It’s certainly no stranger than Harry.’

‘Richard. Rich. Dicky. Dick. Old Richard Dicky-dickhead.’

‘Sometimes I look at you and Pat, and I honestly can’t tell which one is the four-year-old.’

‘It’s easy. I’m the one who can pee without getting anything on the floor.’

‘Blame yourself for all this,’ she said, just before she hung up. ‘It happened because you didn’t appreciate what you had.’

That wasn’t true. I was smart enough to know what I had. But too dumb to know how to keep it.

Like any couple living under the same roof, we soon developed our daily rituals.

Just after daybreak, Pat would stagger bleary-eyed into my bedroom, asking me if it was time to get up. I would tell him that it was still the middle of the bloody night and he would climb into bed with me, immediately falling asleep in the spot where Gina used to sleep, throwing his arms and legs about in his wild, childish dreams until eventually I would give up trying to get any more rest and get up.

I would be reading the papers in the kitchen when Pat dragged himself out of bed, and I would immediately hear him sneak into the living room and turn on the video.

Now that Pat was out of nursery and I was out of a job, we could take our time getting ready. But I was still reluctant to let him do exactly what he wanted to do, and what he wanted to do was watch videos all day long. So I would go and turn the video off and escort him to the kitchen, where he would toy with a bowl of Coco Pops until I gave him his freedom.

After we were washed and dressed, I would take him over the park on his bike. It was called Bluebell, and it still had the stabilisers on. Pat and I sometimes discussed removing the stabilisers and trying to ride it with just two wheels. But it seemed like an impossible leap forward to both of us. Knowing when the time was right to remove a bike’s stabilisers was the kind of thing that Gina was good at.

In the afternoons my mother would usually collect Pat and this would give me a chance to do some shopping, clean up the house, worry about money, pace the floor and imagine Gina moaning with pleasure in the bed of another man.

But in the morning, we went to the park.


Sixteen

Pat liked to ride his bike by this open-air swimming pool at the edge of the park.

The little pool was kept empty all year round apart from a few weeks early in the summer when the council grudgingly filled it with heavily chlorinated water which made the local children smell as though they had been dipped in industrial waste.

Long before the summer was over, the water would be drained from the pool and the odd supermarket trolley fished from the bottom. We were only in the middle of August, but the little pool had already been abandoned for another year by everyone apart from Pat and his Bluebell.

There was something depressing about the almost permanently empty pool. It was in a desolate part of the park, nowhere near the adventure playground where children screamed with delight, or the little café where mums and dads – but they were mostly mums – drank endless cups of tea.

But the little asphalt strip that surrounded the pool was somewhere for Pat to ride his bike without having to plough through the discarded kebabs, used condoms and dog shit that littered most of the park. And to tell you the truth, it suited me to be away from all those mums.

I could see what they were thinking when we entered the park every morning.

Where’s the mother?

Why isn’t he at work?

Is that really his kid?

And of course I could understand their concern, most of the perverts in this world being the proud owner of a penis. But I was tired of feeling that I should apologise for taking my son to the park. I was tired of feeling like a freak. The empty swimming pool suited me fine.

‘Daddy! Look at me!’

Pat was on the far side of the pool, breathing hard as he paused by the stubby little diving board that poked out over the empty deep end.

I smiled from the bench where I sat with my paper, and as soon as he saw that he had my attention he shot off again – eyes shining, hair flying, his little legs pumping furiously as he tore around the pool on Bluebell.

‘Stay right away from the edge!’

‘I will! I do!’

For the fifth time in five minutes, I read the opening sentence of an article about the collapse of the Japanese economy.

It was a subject that had come to interest me greatly. I felt sorry for the Japanese people because they seemed to be living in a system which had failed them. But mixed with the human sympathy was a kind of relish. I wanted to read about banks closing down, disgraced CEOs bowing and weeping at press conferences, freshly unemployed expatriates heading for Narita airport and the next flight back home. Especially that. But I couldn’t concentrate.

All I could see was Gina and Richard, although I couldn’t see them very well. Gina was starting to slip out of focus. She wasn’t my Gina any more. I couldn’t imagine the place where she lived, the office where she worked, the little noodle joint where she had her lunch every day. I couldn’t picture any of it. And it wasn’t just her new life that was difficult for me to see. I could hardly see her face in my mind any more. But if Gina was a blur, then Richard was a complete blind spot.

Was he younger than me? Richer than me? Better in bed than me? I would have liked to think that Gina was stepping out with an impotent bankrupt on the verge of senility. But I could see that was probably just wishful thinking on my part.

All I knew was that he was married. Yet even that was suspect – what the fuck did semi-separated mean? Was he still living with his wife? Was she American or Japanese? Did they still sleep together? Did they have kids? Was he serious about Gina or just stringing her along? And would I like it more if he saw her as a casual fling or as the love of his life? Which one would hurt me the most?

‘Look at me now!’

The sight made me freeze.

Pat had very carefully edged his bike out on to the diving board. He was balanced above a ten-foot drop to the pockmarked concrete at the bottom of the pool. Either side of Bluebell, his legs were at full stretch as he steadied himself with the toes of his dirty trainers. I hadn’t seen him looking so happy for weeks.

‘Stay right there,’ I called. ‘Don’t move.’

His smile faded when he saw me start running towards him. I should have gone slower. I should have pretended that nothing was wrong. Because when he saw the look on my face, he started trying to back off the diving board. But it was easier to get on than off and the world seemed to slip into slow motion as I saw one of Bluebell’s stabilisers slide off the side of the diving board, spin in the air for a moment, and then Pat’s little feet inside the dirty trainers were off balance and scrambling for something that wasn’t there, and I was watching my boy and his bike falling headfirst into that empty swimming pool.

He was lying under the diving board, the bike on top of him, the blood starting to spread around his mop of yellow hair.

I waited for him to start screaming – just as he had screamed the year before when he was using our bed for a trampoline, bounced right off and smashed his head against the chest of drawers, and just as he had screamed the year before that, when he had overturned his pushchair by standing up in it and trying to turn around to smile at me and Gina, and just as he had screamed on all the other occasions when he had banged his head or fallen flat on his face or grazed his knees.

I wanted to hear him crying out because then I would know that this was just like all the other scrapes of childhood. But Pat was totally silent, and that silence gripped my heart.

His eyes were closed and his pale, pinched face made him look like he was lost in some bad dream. The dark halo of blood around his head kept growing.

‘Oh Pat,’ I said, pulling the bike off him and holding him far more tightly than I should have. ‘Oh God,’ I said, taking my mobile phone out of my jacket with fingers which were sticky from his blood, frantically tapping in the PIN number and hearing the beep-beep-beep sound of a flat battery.

I picked up my son.

I started to run.


Seventeen

You can’t run far with a four-year-old child in your arms. They are already too big, too heavy, too awkward to carry with any speed.

I wanted to get Pat home to the car, but I staggered out of the park knowing that wasn’t going to be quick enough.

I burst into the café where we had eaten green spaghetti, Pat still pale and silent and bleeding in my arms. It was lunch time, and the place was full of office workers in suits stuffing their faces. They stared at us open-mouthed, forks twirled with carbonara suspended in mid-air.

‘Get an ambulance!’

Nobody moved.

Then the kitchen doors flew open and Cyd came through them, a tray piled with food in one hand and her order pad in the other. She looked at us for a moment, flinching at the sight of Pat’s lifeless body, the blood all over my hands and shirt, the blind panic on my face.

Then she expertly slid the tray on to the nearest table and came towards us.

‘It’s my son! Get an ambulance!’

‘It will be quicker if I drive you,’ she said.

There were white lines on the hospital floor that directed you to the casualty department, but before we got anywhere near it we were surrounded by nurses and porters who took Pat from my arms and laid him on a trolley. It was a trolley for an adult, and he looked tiny on it. Just so tiny.

Tears came to my eyes for the first time, and I blinked them away. I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t stop looking at him. Your child in a hospital. It’s the worst thing in the world.

They wheeled him deeper into the building, under the sick yellow strip lights of crowded, noisy corridors, asking me questions about his birthday, his medical history, the cause of his head wound.

I tried to tell them about the bike on the diving board above the empty swimming pool, but I don’t know if it made much sense to them. It didn’t make much sense to me.

‘We’ll take care of him,’ a nurse said, and the trolley banged through green swing doors.

I tried to follow them and caught a glimpse of men and women in green smocks with masks on their faces, the polished chrome of medical equipment, and a kind of padded slab where they laid him down, that slab as thin and ominous as a diving board.

Cyd gently took my arm.

‘You have to let him go,’ she said, and led me to a bleak little waiting area where she bought us coffee in polystyrene cups from a vending machine. She filled mine with sugar without asking if that’s how I liked it.

‘Are you okay?’ she said.

I shook my head. ‘I’m so stupid.’

‘These things happen. Do you know what happened to me when I was about that age?’

She waited for my reply. I looked up at her wide-set brown eyes.

‘What?’

‘I was watching some kids playing baseball and I went up and stood right behind the batter. Right behind him.’ She smiled at me. ‘And when he swung back to hit the ball, he almost took my head off. That bat was only made of some kind of plastic, but it knocked me out cold. I actually saw stars. Look.’

She pushed the black veil of hair off her forehead. Just above her eyebrow there was a thin white scar about as long as a thumbnail.

‘I know you feel terrible now,’ she said. ‘But kids are tough. They get through these things.’

‘It was so high,’ I said. ‘And he fell so hard. The blood – it was everywhere.’

But I was grateful for Cyd’s thin white scar. I appreciated the fact that she had been knocked unconscious as a child. It was good of her.

A young woman doctor came and found us. She was about twenty-five years old, and looked as though she hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since medical school. She was vaguely sympathetic, but brisk, businesslike, as honest as a car wreck.

‘Patrick is in a stable condition, but with such a severe blow to the head we have to take X-rays and a brain scan. What I’m worried about is the possibility of a depressed fracture to the skull – that’s when the skull is cracked and bony fragments are driven inward, causing pressure on the brain. I’m not saying that’s happened. I’m saying it’s a possibility.’

‘Jesus Christ.’

Cyd took my hand and squeezed it.

‘This is going to take a while,’ the doctor said. ‘If you and your wife would like to stay with your son tonight, there’s time to go home and get some things.’

‘Oh,’ Cyd said. ‘We’re not married.’

The doctor looked at me and studied her chart.

‘You’re Patrick’s father, Mr Silver?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m just a friend,’ Cyd said. ‘I should go,’ she told me, standing up. I could tell that she thought she was getting in the way. But she wasn’t at all. She was the only thing keeping me from falling apart.

‘And the child’s mother?’ the doctor asked.

‘She’s out of the country,’ I said. ‘Temporarily out of the country.’

‘You might want to call her,’ the doctor said.

My mother had been crying, but she wasn’t going to do it in public. She always saved her tears for behind closed doors, for the eyes of the family.

At the hospital she was all gritty optimism and common sense. She asked practical questions of the nurses. What was the risk of permanent damage? How long before we would know? Was it okay for grandparents to stay the night? It made me feel better having her around. My dad was a bit different.

The old soldier looked lost in the hospital cafeteria. He wasn’t used to sitting and waiting. He wasn’t used to situations that were beyond his control. His thick tattooed arms, the broad shoulders, his fearless old heart – they were all quite useless in here.

I knew that he would have done anything for Pat, that he loved him with the unconditional love you can probably only feel for a child, a love that’s far more difficult to feel when your perfect child has grown into one more fallible adult. He loved Pat in a way that he had once loved me. Pat was me before I had a chance to screw everything up. It gnawed at my father inside that all he could do was sit and wait.

‘Does anyone want any more tea?’ he said, desperate to do something, anything to make our miserable lot a little better.

‘We’ll have tea coming out of our ears,’ my mum said. ‘Just sit down and relax.’

‘Relax?’ he snorted, glaring at her, and then deciding to leave it.

He flopped into a cracked plastic chair and stared at the wall. There were bags under his eyes the colour of bruised fruit. Then after five minutes he went to get us some more tea. And as he waited for news of his grandson and sipped tea that he didn’t really want, my father seemed suddenly old.

‘Why don’t you try Gina again?’ my mother asked me.

I don’t know what she was expecting. Possibly that Gina would get on the next plane home and soon our little family would be united once more and forever. And maybe I hoped for that, too.

But it was no good. I went out to the reception area and called Gina’s number, but all I got was the strange purring sound of a Japanese telephone that nobody answers.

It was midnight in London, which made it eight in the morning in Tokyo. She should have been there. Unless she had already left for work. Unless she hadn’t come home last night. Her phone just kept on purring.

This was how it was going to be from now on. If I had spoken to Gina, I know that her strength and common sense would have got the better of any fear or panic. She would have been more like my mum than my dad. Or me. She would have asked what had happened, what were the dangers and when would we know. She would have found out the time of the next flight home and she would have been on it. But I just couldn’t reach her.

I hung up the phone, knowing that the rest of our lives were going to be like this, knowing that things had gone too wrong to ever be the way they were, knowing that we were too far away from each other to ever find our way back.


Eighteen

The doctor came looking for me at five in the morning. I was in the empty cafeteria, nursing a cup of tea that had gone cold hours ago. I stood up as she came towards me, waiting for her to speak.

‘Congratulations,’ she said. ‘Your son has a very hard head.’

‘He’s going to be okay?’

‘There’s no fracture and the scan is clear. We’re going to keep him in for observation for a few days, but that’s standard procedure when we’ve put twelve stitches in a four-year-old’s head wound.’

I wanted that doctor to be my best friend. I wanted us to meet up for dinner once a week so she could pour out all her frustrations with the NHS. I would listen and I would care. She had saved my son. She was beautiful.

‘He’s really all right?’

‘He’ll have a sore head for a few weeks, and a scar for life. But, yes, he’s going to be okay.’

‘No side effects?’

‘Well, it will probably help him get girls in fifteen years’ time. Scars are quite attractive on a man, aren’t they?’

I took her hands and held them a bit too long.

‘Thank you.’

‘That’s why we’re here,’ she smiled. I could see that I was embarrassing her, but I couldn’t help it. Finally I let go. ‘Can I see him?’

He was at the far end of a ward full of children. Next to Pat there was a pretty little five-year-old in Girl Power pyjamas with her hair all gone from what I guessed was chemotherapy. Her parents were by her side, her father asleep in a chair, and her mother at the foot of the bed, staring at her daughter’s face. I walked quietly past them to my son’s bed, knowing that I had been wrong to wallow in self-pity for so long. We were lucky.

Pat was on a saline drip, his face as white as his pillow, his head swathed in bandages. I sat on his bed, stroking his free arm, and his eyes flickered open.

‘You angry with me?’ he asked, and I shook my head, afraid to speak.

He closed his eyes, and suddenly I knew that I could do this thing.

I could see that my performance so far had been pretty poor. I didn’t have enough patience. I spent too much time thinking about Gina and even Cyd. I hadn’t been watching Pat closely enough in the park. All that was undeniable. But I could do this thing.

Maybe it would never be perfect. Maybe I would make a mess of being a parent just as I had made a mess of being a husband.

But for the first time I saw that being a man would have nothing to do with it.

All families have their own legends and lore. In our little family, the first story that I featured in was when I was five years old and a dog knocked out all my front teeth.

I was playing with a neighbour’s Alsatian behind the row of shops where we had our flat. The dog was licking my face and I was loving it until he put his front paws on my chest to steady himself and tipped me over. I landed flat on my mouth, blood and teeth everywhere, my mother screaming.

I can just about remember the rush to hospital and being held over a basin as they fished out bits of broken teeth, my blood dripping all over the white enamel sink. But most of all I remember my old man insisting that he was staying with me as they put me out with the gas.

When the story was retold in our family, the punch line was what I did when I came home from the hospital with my broken mouth – namely stuff it with a bag of salt and vinegar crisps.

That ending appealed to my old man, the idea that his son came back from the hospital with eight bloody stumps where his front teeth used to be and was so tough that he immediately opened a packet of crisps. But in reality I wasn’t tough at all. I just liked salt and vinegar crisps. Even if I had to suck them.

I knew now that my dad wasn’t quite as tough as he would have liked to have been. Because nobody feels tough when they take their child to a hospital. The real punch line to that story was that my father had refused to leave my side.

Now I could understand how he must have felt watching his five-year-old son being put out with gas so that the doctors could remove bits of broken teeth from his gums and tongue.

He would have had that feeling of helpless terror that only the parent of a sick or injured child can understand. I knew exactly how he must have felt – like life was holding him hostage. Was it really possible that I was starting to see the world with his eyes?

He was standing outside the main entrance to the hospital, smoking one of his roll-up cigarettes. He must have been the only surviving Rizla customer in the world who didn’t smoke dope.

He looked up at me, holding his breath.

‘He’s going to be fine,’ I said.

He released a cloud of cigarette smoke.

‘It’s not – what did they call it? – a compressed fracture?’

‘It’s not fractured. They’ve given him twelve stitches and he’ll have a scar, but that’s all.’

‘That’s all?’

‘That’s all.’

‘Thank Christ for that,’ he said. He took a tug on his roll-up. ‘And how about you?’

‘Me? I’m fine, Dad.’

‘Do you need anything?’

‘A good night’s kip would be nice.’

When I was with my father, I sometimes found myself talking his language. He was the only person in the country who still referred to sleep as kip.

‘I mean, are you all right for money? Your mum told me you’re not going to take this job.’

‘I can’t. The hours are too long. I’d never be home.’ I looked across the almost empty carpark to where the night sky was streaked with light. Somewhere birds were singing. It wasn’t late any more. It was early. ‘But something will turn up.’

He took out his wallet, peeled off a few notes and handed them to me.

‘What’s this for?’ I asked.

‘Until something turns up.’

‘That’s okay. I appreciate the offer, Dad, but something really will turn up.’

‘I know it will. People always want to watch television, don’t they? I’m sure you’ll get something soon. This is for you and Pat until then.’

My dad, the media expert. All he knew about television was that these days they didn’t put on anything as funny as Fawlty Towers or Benny Hill or Morecambe and Wise. Still, I took the notes he offered me.

There was a time when taking money from him would have made me angry – angry at myself for still needing him and his help at my age, and even angrier at him for always relishing his role as my saviour.

Now I could see that he was just sort of trying to show me that he was on my side.

‘I’ll pay this back,’ I said.

‘No rush,’ said my father.

Gina wanted to get on the next plane home, but I talked her out of it. Because by the time I finally reached her late the following day, getting on the next plane home didn’t matter quite so much.

She had missed those awful minutes rushing Pat to the emergency room. She had missed the endless hours drinking tea we didn’t want while waiting to learn if his tests were clear. And she had missed the day when he sat up with his head covered in bandages, clutching his light sabre, in a bed next to the little girl who had lost all her hair because of the treatment she was receiving.

Gina had missed all that, she had missed all that through no fault of her own. Personally, I blamed that fucking bastard Richard.

By the time I reached Gina, we knew that Pat was going to be all right. Now I didn’t want her to come home.

I told myself that it was because I didn’t want her to hold Pat and tell him everything was going to be fine and then leave again. But I knew it was not quite as noble as that. Where the fuck was Gina when we needed her?

‘I can be there tomorrow,’ she said. ‘This job can wait.’

‘There’s no need,’ I said, dead calm. ‘It was just a knock. A bad knock. But he’s going to be okay.’

‘I’ll be coming home soon anyway. I’m not quite sure when –’

‘Don’t change your plans,’ I said.

Listen to us – as formal as two people feeling their way at a dull dinner party. Once we could talk all night, once we could talk about anything. Now we sounded like two strangers who had never been properly introduced. Listen to us, Gina.

Cyd was standing on my doorstep holding a takeaway container.

‘Is this a bad time?’

‘No, it’s not a bad time. Come in.’

She came into my home, handing me the container.

‘For Pat. Spaghetti pesto.’

‘Green spaghetti. His favourite. Thank you.’

‘You just need to put it in the microwave. Can you do that?’

‘Are you kidding? Even I know how to use a microwave. One minute or two?’

‘One ought to do it. Is he awake?’

‘He’s watching some TV. Just for a change.’

Pat was sprawled all over the sofa, still in his Star Wars pyjamas and M&S dressing gown, watching the director’s cut of Return of the Jedi. The rule book had been thrown out of the window since he had come home from the hospital.

‘Hi Pat,’ Cyd said, crouching down beside him and stroking his hair, carefully avoiding the large plaster that now covered one side of his forehead. ‘How’s your poor old head?’

‘It’s fine. My stitches are a bit itchy.’

‘I bet they are.’

‘But – guess what? They don’t have to be taken out. My stitches.’

‘No?’

‘No, they just fade away,’ Pat said, looking to me for confirmation.

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘They dissolve. They’re the new kind of stitches, aren’t they?’

‘The new kind,’ Pat nodded, turning his attention back to Princess Leia dressed as a scantily-clad concubine in the court of Jabba the Hutt.

‘That’s some outfit she’s got on,’ Cyd said.

‘Yes, it is,’ agreed Pat. ‘She’s a slave girl.’

‘Goodness.’

They watched Princess Leia squirming on the end of her chain for a few moments.

‘Well, I’m going to leave you to get better,’ Cyd said.

‘Okay.’

‘Cyd brought you some dinner,’ I said. ‘Green spaghetti. What do you say?’

‘Thank you.’ He gave her his most charming, David Niven-like smile.

‘You’re welcome,’ she said.

I walked her to the door and I realised that something inside me felt like it was singing. I didn’t want her to go.

‘Thanks for coming round,’ I said. ‘It’s made my day.’

She turned and looked at me with those wide-set brown eyes.

‘I mean it,’ I said. ‘This is the best thing that’s happened to me all day. Definitely.’

‘But I don’t understand,’ she said.

‘What don’t you understand?’

‘Why do you like me? You don’t even know me.’

‘Do you really want to know?’

‘Yes.’

So I told her.

‘I like you because you’re strong but you’re not hard. I like it that you don’t take crap from men, but you still left your country for a man because you thought he was the one for you.’

‘Biggest mistake of my life.’

‘Maybe. But I like it that you’re so romantic from watching all those MGM musicals as a little girl.’

She laughed, shaking her head.

‘You see right through men, but you still want to find a man to share your life with,’ I said.

‘Says who?’

‘And I like the way your entire face lights up when you smile. I like your eyes. I like your legs. I like the way you know how to talk to a four-year-old kid. I like the way you were there when I needed someone. Everyone else just stood and stared. You were kind. And you didn’t have to be kind.’

‘Anything else?’

‘You’re beautiful.’

‘I’m not beautiful at all.’

‘You’re beautiful and brave and I’m jealous of every man who ever went out with you. Now and again I walk in front of the place where you work in the hope of bumping into you.’

‘You miss your wife,’ she said. ‘You really miss her.’

‘That’s true,’ I conceded. ‘But it’s also true that you blow me away.’

‘Boy,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘But you still don’t know me.’

She didn’t say it the way she had said it before. Now she said it gently, kindly, as if it weren’t my fault that I didn’t know her.

And she moved towards me as she said it, looking at me with those eyes for a moment before they closed as she placed her mouth upon mine.

I kissed her back. ‘I know you a little bit,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ she said, giving me that. ‘You know me a little bit.’


Part Two: The Ding-Dong Man


Nineteen

Pat started school.

The uniform he had to wear should have made him look grown up. The grey V-necked sweater, the white shirt and yellow tie should have made him look like a little man. But they didn’t.

The formality of his school clothes only underlined the shocking newness of him. Approaching his fifth birthday, he wasn’t even young yet. He was still brand new. Even though he was dressed more grown-up than me.

As I helped him get ready for his first day at school, I was startled to realise just how much I loved his face. When he was a baby I couldn’t tell if he was really beautiful, or if that was just my parental software kicking in. But now I could see the truth.

With those light blue eyes, his long yellow hair and the way his slow, shy smile could spread right across his impossibly smooth face, he really was a beautiful boy.

And now I had to let my beautiful boy go out into the world. At least until 3.30. For both of us, it felt like a lifetime.

He wasn’t smiling now. At breakfast he was pale and silent in his pastiche of adult’s clothing, struggling to stop his chin trembling and his bottom lip sticking out, while over the Coco Pops I kept up a running commentary about the best days of your life.

The Coco Pops were interrupted by a call from Gina. I knew it must have been difficult for her to phone – the working day was still going strong where she was – but I also knew that she wouldn’t miss Pat’s big day. I watched him talking to his mother, uncomfortable in his shirt and tie, a baby suddenly forced to impersonate a man.

Then it was time to go.

As we drove closer to the school I was seized by a moment of panic. There were children everywhere, swarms of them all in exactly the same clothes as Pat, all heading in the same direction as us. I could lose him in here. I could lose him forever.

We pulled up some way from the school gates. There were cars double-parked and treble-parked everywhere. Tiny girls with Leonardo DiCaprio lunch boxes scrambled out of off-road vehicles the size of Panzer tanks. Bigger boys with Arsenal and Manchester United kitbags climbed out of old bangers. The noise from this three-foot-high tribe was unbelievable.

I took Pat’s clammy hand and we joined the throng. I could see a collection of small, bewildered new kids and their nervous parents milling about in the playground. We were just going through the gates to join them when I noticed the lace on one of Pat’s brand new black leather shoes was undone.

‘Let me get your lace for you, Pat,’ I said, kneeling down to tie it, realising that this was the first day in his life he had ever been out of trainers.

Two bigger boys rolled past, arm in arm. They leered at us. Pat smiled at them shyly.

‘He can’t even do his shoes up,’ one of them snorted.

‘No,’ Pat said, ‘but I can tell the time.’

They collapsed in guffaws of laughter, holding each other up for support, and reeled away repeating what Pat had said with disbelief.

‘But I can tell the time, can’t I?’ Pat said, thinking they doubted his word, his eyes blinking furiously as he seriously considered bursting into tears.

‘You can tell the time brilliantly,’ I said, unable to really believe that I was actually going to turn my son loose among all the cynicism and spite of the lousy modern world. We went into the playground.

A lot of the children starting school had both parents with them. But I wasn’t the only lone parent. I wasn’t even the only man.

There was another solo father, maybe ten years older than me, a shagged out business type accompanying a composed little girl with a rucksack bearing the grinning mugs of some boy band I had never heard of. We exchanged a quick look and then he avoided my eyes, as if what I had might be catching. I suppose his wife could have been at work. I suppose she could have been anywhere.

The kindly headmistress came and led us into the assembly hall. She gave us a brief, breezy pep talk and then the children were all assigned to their individual classrooms.

Pat got Miss Waterhouse, and with a handful of other parents and new kids we were marched off to her class by one of the trusted older children who were acting as guides. Our guide was a boy of around eight years old. Pat stared up at him, dumbstruck with admiration.

In Miss Waterhouse’s class a flock of five-year-olds were sitting cross-legged on the floor, patiently waiting for a story from their teacher, a young woman with the hysterical good humour of a game-show host.

‘Welcome, everyone!’ Miss Waterhouse said. ‘You’re just in time for our morning story. But first it’s time for everyone to say goodbye to their mummy.’ She beamed at me. ‘And daddy.’

It was time to leave him. Although there had been a few emotional goodbyes before he dropped out of nursery school, this time felt a bit different. This time it felt as though I were being left.

He was starting school, and by the time he left school he would be a man and I would be middle-aged. Those long days of watching Star Wars videos at home while life went on somewhere else were over. Those days had seemed empty and frustrating at the time, but I missed them already. My baby was joining the world.

Miss Waterhouse asked for volunteers to look after the new boys and girls. A forest of hands shot up, and the teacher chose the chaperones. Suddenly a solemn, exceptionally pretty little girl was standing next to us.

‘I’m Peggy,’ she told Pat. ‘And I’m going to take care of you.’

The little girl took his hand and led him into the classroom.

He didn’t even notice me leaving.

I can remember sleeping on the back seat of my father’s car. We were driving away from the city, coming back from nights out – the yearly visit to the London Palladium to see a pantomime, the weekly visits to see my grandmother – and I would watch the yellow lamps of East End streets and Essex A-roads blurring high above my dreaming head.

I would stretch out on the back seat of my dad’s car – ‘You don’t have to sleep, just rest your eyes,’ my mother would tell me – and soon I would be rocked off to sleep by the motion of the car and the murmur of my parents’ voices.

The next thing I knew I would be in my father’s arms, the car up our drive, the engine still running as he lifted me from the back seat, swaddled in the tartan blanket that he kept in the car for our trips to the seaside and relatives and the London Palladium.

These days it takes next to nothing to wake me. A drunk staggering home, a car door slammed, a false alarm miles away – they are all enough to snap me out of sleep and leave me staring at the ceiling for hours. But when I was a child sleeping on the back seat of my dad’s car, nothing could wake me up. I hardly stirred from my dreams when we arrived home and I was carried up the stairs to bed wrapped up in that tartan blanket and my father’s arms.

I wanted Pat to have memories like that. I wanted Pat to feel as secure as that. But with Gina gone and our old VW estate sold to pay the mortgage, these days Pat was by my side in the passenger seat of the MGF, struggling and fighting against sleep even when we were coming back from my parents and there was an hour’s worth of empty motorway ahead of us.

I wanted my son to have car rides like the car rides I had known as a child. But we were travelling light.

Cyd called towards the end of the long morning.

‘How did it go?’ she asked me.

She sounded genuinely anxious. That made me like her even more.

‘It was a bit fraught,’ I said. ‘The chin wobbled when it was time to say goodbye. There were a few tears in the eyes. But that was me, of course. Pat was absolutely fine.’

She laughed, and in my mind’s eye I could see her smile lighting up the place where she worked, making it somewhere special.

‘I can make you laugh,’ I said.

‘Yes, but now I’ve got to get to work,’ she said. ‘Because you can’t pay my bills.’

That was true enough. I couldn’t even pay my own bills.

* * *

My father came with me to meet Pat at the end of his first day at school.

‘A special treat,’ my dad said, parking his Toyota right outside the school gates. He didn’t say if it was a special treat for Pat or a special treat for me.

As the children came swarming out of the gates at 3.30, I saw that there was never a possibility of losing him in the crowd. Even among hundreds of children dressed more or less the same, you can still spot your own child a mile off.

He was with Peggy, the little girl who was going to take care of him. She stared up at me with eyes that seemed strangely familiar.

‘Did you enjoy it?’ I asked him, afraid that he was going to threaten to hold his breath if he ever had to go back.

‘Guess what?’ Pat said. ‘The teachers have all got the same first name. They’re all called Miss.’

My old man picked him up and kissed him. I wondered how long it would be before Pat would start squirming under our kisses. Then he kissed my dad on the face – one of those hard, fierce kisses he had learned from Gina – and I saw that we still had a while.

‘We’ve got your bike in the back of Granddad’s car,’ my dad said. ‘We can go to the park on the way home.’

‘Can Peggy come?’ Pat asked.

I looked down at the solemn-eyed child.

‘Of course she can,’ I said. ‘But we have to ask Peggy’s mummy or daddy first.’

‘My mum’s at work,’ Peggy told me. ‘So’s my dad.’

‘Then who meets you?’

‘Bianca,’ she said. ‘My babysitter. Although I’m not a baby any more.’

Peggy looked around her, gazing up at the herd of adults meeting children until she saw the face she was looking for.

A girl in her late teens was pushing through the crowds, sucking on a cigarette and searching for her charge.

‘That’s Bianca,’ Peggy pointed.

‘Come on, Peggy,’ the girl said, offering her hand. ‘Let’s go.’

Pat and Peggy stared at each other.

‘We’re off to the park for an hour or so,’ I told Bianca. ‘Peggy’s welcome to come with us. And you too, of course.’

The babysitter curtly shook her head.

‘We’ve got to go,’ she said.

‘See you tomorrow then,’ Peggy told Pat.

‘Yes,’ he said.

Peggy smiled at him as Bianca dragged her off through the thinning crowd.

‘I’ll see her tomorrow,’ Pat said. ‘At my school.’

There was dirt on his hands, paint on his face and a piece of what looked like egg sandwich by his mouth. But he was fine. School was going to be okay.

Another difference between me and my old man. After Pat fell into the empty swimming pool, I would have been quite happy never to set eyes on his bicycle again. But during one of those endless hours at the hospital, my dad drove to the park and recovered Bluebell.

The bike was exactly where we had left it, on its side at the empty deep end, undamaged apart from a bent handlebar. I would have cheerfully stuck it on the nearest skip. My dad wanted Pat to ride it again. I didn’t argue with him. I thought I would leave Pat to do that.

Yet when my father took Bluebell from the boot of his car, my son seemed happy to see it.

‘I’ve straightened the handlebar,’ my dad told us. ‘It needs a lick of paint, that’s all. Shouldn’t take a minute. I can do it for you, if you like.’

My dad knew that I hadn’t held a paintbrush since I had dropped out of O level art.

‘I can do it,’ I said sullenly. ‘Put your coat on, Pat.’

It was September and the first cold snap of autumn was in the air. I helped Pat into his anorak, pulling up the hood, watching the smile spread across his face at the sight of his bike.

‘One more thing,’ my father said, producing a small silver spanner from his car coat. ‘I think it’s time that a big boy like Pat took the stabilisers off his bike.’

This was my old man at seventy – tough, kind, confident, grinning at his grandson with boundless tenderness. And yet I found myself railing against his DIY competence, his manly efficiency, his absolute certainty that he could bend the world to his will. And I was sick of the sight of that bike.

‘Jesus, Dad,’ I said. ‘He just fell off the bloody thing five minutes ago. Now you want him to start doing wheelies.’

‘You always exaggerate,’ my father said. ‘Just like your mother. I don’t want the lad to do wheelies – whatever wheelies might be. I just want him to have a crack at riding without his stabilisers. It will do him good.’

My father got down on his haunches and began to remove the little stabilising wheels from Bluebell. Seeing him at work with a spanner made me feel that I had spent my life watching him do odd jobs, first in his home and later at mine. When the lights went on the blink or the rain started coming through the ceiling, Gina and I didn’t reach for the Yellow Pages. We called my dad.

The burst boiler, the knackered guttering, the hole in the roof – no task was too big or too difficult for his immaculately kept tool box. He loved Gina’s praise when the job was completed – she always laid it on a bit thick – but he would have done it anyway. My father was what my mother would call ‘good around the house’. I was exactly the opposite. I was what I would call ‘fucking useless around the house’.

Now I watched Pat’s face bleaching with fear as my dad finished removing the little stabilising wheels from his bike. For a moment I was about to erupt, but then I kept it in. Because if I started, then I knew all the rows of thirty years would come pouring out – my laziness against my father’s can-do capability, my timidity against my old man’s machismo, my desire for a quiet life against my dad’s determination to get his own way.

I didn’t want all that to come out in front of Pat. Not today. Not any day. So I looked on in silence as my dad helped my son on to his bike.

‘Just a little try,’ my dad said soothingly. ‘If you don’t like it, we can stop. We can stop straightaway. Okay, baby?’

‘Okay, Granddad.’

My father seized hold of the bike’s handlebars with one hand and its seat with the other. Pat clung on to both handlebars for dear life, his already scuffed school shoes trailing reluctantly on the pedals as Bluebell’s wheels rolled round and round. With me bringing up the sulky rear, we wobbled past the swings and slides and across an empty patch of grass.

‘Are you holding on?’ Pat asked.

‘I’m holding on,’ my dad reassured him.

‘Could you look after Pat on Saturday night for me?’ I said.

‘Saturday night?’ he repeated, as if it were a strange request, as though I knew very well that was the night he and my mum liked to go out and drop a few Es.

‘Yes, I’m going out.’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘We’ll always look after him for you. Something to do with work, is it?’

‘Nothing to do with work, Dad. I don’t have any work right now, remember? I’m going out with a girl.’ That didn’t sound quite right. ‘With a woman.’ That didn’t sound quite right either.

I thought that it might have stopped him. But he carried on in his half-crouch, supporting Pat’s bike as we made our way through the daisies and the dog crap.

‘Who is she?’ he asked.

‘Just a friend. We might go to the pictures.’

He finally stopped, rubbing his back as he straightened up to look at me.

‘You think that’s appropriate behaviour for someone in your position, do you?’

‘Going to the pictures? I don’t see why not.’

‘I’m not talking about going to the pictures. I’m talking about going out with a strange woman just after –’ He nodded at the hood of Pat’s anorak. ‘You know.’

‘There’s nothing strange about her,’ I said. ‘And we’re only going to the pictures. We’re not eloping.’

He shook his head, dumbfounded at what the world was coming to.

‘I don’t care what you get up to,’ he said. Then he indicated Pat again. ‘What I care about is him. This girl – is it serious?’

‘I don’t know, Dad. Can we get our first date out of the way before we start picking out curtains?’

I was playing the injured innocent. But I knew that if I went out with a woman it would confuse and frighten him. It wasn’t my intention to hurt him. I just wanted to show him that I was thirty years old and that he couldn’t decide when I took my stabilisers off.

We had come to a ragged scrap of tarmac in front of a tatty stage.

‘Are you ready?’ my father asked Pat.

‘Ready,’ Pat said, sounding not very ready at all.

‘I’m holding you, okay?’ my dad said, increasing his pace. ‘I’m going to keep holding you. Just keep your back straight. And pedal.’

‘Okay.’

‘Are you holding on?’

‘I’m holding on!’

They took off across the tarmac, Pat’s face hidden by the hood of his anorak and my father bent double by his side, like a little elf being chased by a hunchback. Then my dad let go of the bike.

‘You holding on, Granddad?’

‘I’m holding on!’ he cried as Pat left him behind. ‘Pedal! I’ve got you!’

His little legs pedalled. Bluebell gave a dangerous wobble as Pat splashed through a puddle, but the bike seemed to right itself and gather speed.

‘You’re doing it!’ my dad shouted. ‘You’re doing it, Pat!’

He turned to look at me and we both laughed out loud. I ran to my father’s side and he put his arm around my shoulders. He smelled of Old Spice and Old Holborn.

‘Look at him go,’ my dad said proudly.

The bike reached the edge of the tarmac, bounced once and skidded on to the grass. Pat was moving more slowly now, but still pedalling furiously as he made a beeline for the trees.

‘Don’t go too far!’ I shouted. But he couldn’t hear me. He disappeared into the shadows of some old oak trees, like some hooded creature of the forest returning to his lair.

My father and I looked at each other. We weren’t laughing now. We took off after him, our shoes sliding on the wet grass, calling his name.

Then he was nonchalantly riding towards us out of the trees, the hood of his anorak flown off, and grinning from ear to ear.

‘Look what I can do,’ he said proudly, briefly standing up in Bluebell’s stirrups before skidding to a halt.

‘That’s brilliant, Pat,’ I said. ‘But don’t go off like that again, okay? Always stay where we can see you.’

‘What’s wrong with Granddad?’ he said.

My father was leaning against a tree, clawing at his chest and gasping for air. The blood had drained from his face and there was something in his eyes that I had never seen before. It might have been fear.

‘I’ll be fine,’ he wheezed.

‘Granddad?’ Pat said.

‘Granddad’s fine,’ he said.

After a long, desperate minute he managed to get some air in his lungs. Still breathing hard, he laughed off the concern of his son and grandson.

‘Just getting old,’ he said. ‘Too old for a jog in the woods.’

And I thought that’s exactly what it was – old age catching up on a man whose body had endured so much in his youth. All my life those small pieces of shrapnel, jagged and black, had been squeezing out of his tough old body. Every summer we saw that giant starburst of a scar on his side. All that pain and punishment was bound to catch up on him sooner or later.

But I was wrong. It wasn’t the past calling. It was the future.

‘Don’t worry about me,’ my father told us. ‘I’m fine. Let’s go home.’

We walked back to his car through the lengthening shadows of that September afternoon, Pat riding his bike ahead of us, my old man humming, ‘You Make Me Feel So Young’, consoled and comforted by his personal Dean Martin, his own private Sinatra.


Twenty

When you are deep into a relationship that you expect to last forever, it never crosses your mind that one day you will be taking your third shower of the day and getting ready to go out on a date.

Like getting your mum to do your washing or having to borrow money from your dad, you think that all those nervy bathroom rituals are way behind you.

You never dream that there will again come a time when you are as fanatical about your personal hygiene as a fifteen-year-old with a permanent erection. That you will once more find yourself standing in front of the mirror trying to do something with your hair. That you will be brushing teeth that are already perfectly clean. And that you will do all these things so you can sit in the dark for a couple of hours with a member of the opposite sex who you have only just met.

It’s scary. Dating is a young person’s game. You get out of practice. You might not be any good at it any more.

You use a different part of your brain for going out with someone you have just met than you use for going out with someone you are married to. You use different muscles. So perhaps it’s only natural that when you start using those muscles again, they can feel a little stiff.

Two grown-ups going through all those teenage mating rituals – trying to look nice, meeting at the arranged hour, knowing what it is time to do and what should wait a while and what should wait forever. It should be really difficult to get back into all that stuff after you have been with someone for years. But it didn’t feel difficult with Cyd.

She made it feel easy.

‘The first film we see together is really important,’ Cyd said. ‘I know we’re just friends and all, but our choice of movie tonight is really important.’

I tried to look as though I knew what she was talking about.

‘A lot of people on a first date, they try to play safe. They go for a big summer movie. You know, one of those films where New York gets destroyed by aliens or a tidal wave or a big monkey or something. They think that kind of movie guarantees a good time. But a big summer movie is not a good choice.’

‘It isn’t?’

She shook her head. ‘Nobody really has a good time at those movies apart from thirteen-year-old kids in Idaho. It’s the law of diminishing returns. When you’ve seen the Empire State Building blown up once, you don’t need to see it again.’

I was starting to get it. ‘You think the earth is going to move. But you end up yawning as the aliens zap the White House.’

‘If you choose a big summer movie, it shows you have really low expectations,’ she said, shooting me a look as I squeezed the MGF through the afternoon traffic clogging up around the Angel. ‘About everything. It means you think life is essentially just a bucket of stale popcorn and a carton of flat Diet Coke. And that’s the most that anyone can hope for.’

I tried to remember the first film I had seen with Gina. It had been something arty and Japanese at the Barbican. It was about depressed people.

‘Art-house movies are just as bad,’ Cyd said, reading my mind. ‘It means you are both pretending to be something that you’re probably not.’

‘And think of all those couples around the world whose first film was Titanic,’ I said. ‘All those budding relationships doomed before they had even really begun. Before they had even left port.’

She gave me a punch on the arm. ‘This is serious,’ she said. ‘I had a friend back home who got married to a guy who took her to see The Fly on their first date.’

‘And later he turned into a bug?’

‘As good as,’ she said. ‘He certainly changed. For the worse.’

‘So what do you want to see?’ I asked her.

‘Trust me?’ she said.

‘I trust you,’ I said.

She wanted to see one of those films that they put on television every Christmas. One of those films that I somehow imagined I had already seen a dozen times. But I don’t think I had ever really seen it at all.

I don’t know why they were showing It’s A Wonderful Life down at the NFT on the South Bank. It might have been a Frank Capra season or a James Stewart season. They might have had a restored, digitally-enhanced, freshly polished print. I don’t know and it doesn’t matter. That was the movie we went to see on our first night together. And at first it seemed like pretty grim stuff.

The special effects were from the steam age. Up in a starry sky that was clearly just a painted sheet of cardboard with a torch behind it, some angels – or rather, heavenly beings represented by pinpricks in the cardboard – were discussing George Bailey, pillar of his community, and his date with destiny.

As the action switched to a small American town and their merry little Christmas, I found myself yearning for aliens or a tidal wave or a big monkey to come along and destroy the lot. If Cyd’s theory about the omens of your first film were true, then we would be lucky to last the evening.

Then gradually, as all of James Stewart’s hopes and dreams began to recede, I found myself drawn into this story of a man who had lost sight of why he was alive.

The film was far tougher than I remembered it when it had been flickering in black and white in the background of my multicoloured childhood, sandwiched between Christmas Top of the Pops and my mum’s turkey sandwiches.

As his world starts to unravel, James Stewart abuses one of his children’s teachers on the phone and gets punched out by her husband in a bar. He bitterly resents the loving wife he gave up his dreams of travelling the world for. Most shocking of all, he is rotten to his children – an irritable, bad-tempered bully. But you know that it’s not because he doesn’t love them enough. It’s because he loves them so much.

In the darkness, Cyd reached over and squeezed my hand.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘Everything works out all right in the end.’

It was still light when we came out of the film, but only just. We bought slices of pizza in the NFT café and ate them at those long wooden tables outside where you have to share with other people and you feel like a student.

The NFT is in an ugly building in a beautiful part of town. It’s inside a dumb concrete sixties block plonked down just where the Thames curls south as it passes under the shadow of Waterloo Bridge, and it faces right across the river from the lights of the Victoria embankment and St Paul’s. That’s where Cyd told me that she had grown up in a home full of women and movies.

‘The first film my parents saw together was Gone with the Wind,’ she said. ‘And after my dad died, my mom saw it sixteen times alone. She would have seen it more often. But she was trying to ration herself.’

Cyd was the youngest of four sisters. Her mother worked as a nurse at the Texas Medical Center – ‘Where big shots go to get their hearts fixed’ – and her father had driven trucks out in the oil fields.

‘Houston is an oil town,’ she said. ‘When oil prices are high, life is sweet. And when oil prices fall through the floor, we tighten our belts. But for better or worse, for richer or poorer, Houston is always an oil town.’

The way she told it, her parents never came off their honeymoon. Even when they had four teenage daughters, they would still hold hands in public and give each other a single flower and leave love notes in lunch boxes.

‘When I was twelve, it embarrassed me,’ Cyd said. ‘Now I love it. Now I love it that they were that much in love. I know what you’re thinking – maybe they were never really like that and I just like to remember them that way. Maybe they got on each other’s nerves and snapped at each other. But I know what I saw. They were mad about each other. They chose right.’

Then one Sunday she was with her friends in the Dairy Queen at the Galleria shopping mall when her oldest sister came to find her to tell her that their father had died of a heart attack.

‘My mom didn’t grow old overnight,’ Cyd said. ‘It wasn’t like that at all. She just sort of retreated into the past. Maybe she figured that the best was over. She still went to work. She still cooked our meals. But now she watched a lot of old movies. And some of her video collection must have rubbed off on me. Because when I met the guy I came to England for, I thought he was Rhett Butler.’

I am never comfortable when the conversation turns to someone’s old partners. All those hopes that came to nothing, all those wounds that haven’t healed, all the bitterness and disappointment of seeing your love get left out for the dustbin men – it seems to take the shine off the whole evening. And she could feel it too. She changed the subject, veering away from her sad story by playing chirpy tourist guide.

‘Did you know that Houston was the first word spoken on the moon?’ she said. ‘That’s a fact. Neil Armstrong said to Mission Control – Houston, Tranquillity base here. The Eagle has landed.’

‘Until I met you, I never really thought about Houston,’ I said. ‘It’s not one of those American cities that you can see in your head.’

‘It’s not like here,’ she said. ‘If it’s got a second coat of paint, it’s an antique. We have these drinking joints by the side of the road called ice houses where all the women look like they just stepped out of a Hank Williams song. But if you’re young you go to the Yucatan Liquor Store on a Saturday night where the girls try to look like Pamela Anderson and the boys can’t help looking like Meatloaf.’

‘It sounds a bit like Essex,’ I said. ‘So where did you meet this English guy?’

‘At the Yucatan Liquor Store. On a Saturday night. He asked me if I wanted a drink and I said no. Then he asked me if I wanted to dance and I said yes. He was working in Houston as a despatch rider. That’s what he does. He delivers stuff on a motorbike. Sort of a glamorous postman. Naturally, I was impressed.’

‘And he didn’t turn out to be Rhett Butler after all?’

‘Well, you know,’ she said. ‘Not even Clark Gable turned out to be Rhett Butler, did he?’

‘But you came to London with him?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why didn’t you stay over there? Did they kick him out?’

‘Oh, no. We were married. He had his Green Card. Did you know a Green Card is really pink?’

I shook my head.

‘It surprised us, too. We had to go through those interviews with immigration officials who make sure you’re really in love. We showed them our wedding album and it wasn’t a problem. We could have stayed there forever.’ She thought about it. ‘I think he felt like he should be doing more with his life. America can make you feel like a bit of a failure. So we came here.’

‘And what went wrong?’

‘Everything.’ She looked at me. ‘He was into the bamboo. Do you know what that means?’

I shook my head. ‘Is it some drug thing?’

‘No. Well, in a way. It means he liked Asian girls. And still does. And always will.’

‘Asian girls?’

‘You know – Korean girls. Chinese. Japanese. Philippinas. He wasn’t that fussy – which is a bit insulting to Asian women, as they can look as different to each other as a Swede and a Turk. But he genuinely didn’t care, as long as they were Asian. The night we met, he was at the Yucatan with a little Vietnamese girl. We have a lot of Vietnamese in Houston.’

‘Asian? You mean Orientals.’

‘You can’t say Orientals any more. It’s considered insulting – like Negro or stewardess. You have to say African-American and flight attendant. And Asian instead of Oriental.’

‘To me, Asian sounds like Indian.’

‘Sorry, mister. That’s what you have to say.’

‘What did he like about them?’

‘Maybe he liked the fact that they didn’t look like him. That they looked like something completely different. I can understand that. Heterosexuality – it’s all about being attracted to someone who doesn’t look like you, isn’t it?’

‘So if he liked Asian girls – if this guy who wasn’t Rhett Butler was into the bamboo – why did he like you?’

‘Search me. I think I was an aberration. A working holiday. I don’t know.’

She brushed her black bell of hair from her forehead and stared at me with those wide-set brown eyes. Now she mentioned it, I could see how someone who was into the bamboo could fall for her. In a certain light.

‘We were together for two years,’ she said. ‘One year back home and another year over here. Then he reverted to type. Or I found out that he had reverted to type. With a Malaysian student who he met in a park. He showed her London – and a few other things. He wasn’t a bad guy. He’s still not a bad guy. I just chose wrong. What about you?’

‘Me?’

‘Yeah, what happened to your marriage?’

I tried to figure out what had happened to Gina and me. I knew that it had something to do with getting older and taking something for granted and feeling that life was slipping away. James Stewart could have explained it to me.

‘I don’t really know what happened,’ I said. ‘I lost my moorings there for a while.’

‘Oh, I see,’ Cyd said. ‘You mean you fancied a quick fuck?’

‘It was more than that. Although that was a part of it. But I just – I don’t know how to explain. I sort of let the light go out.’

She stared at me for a moment and then she nodded.

‘Let’s go and look at the lights,’ she said.

It was dark now. On the other side of the river you could see the illuminations running all the way along the embankment like a string of pearls. In the morning you would be looking across at grey office blocks and another traffic jam and the city scuttling to pay the rent. But tonight it was beautiful.

‘Looks like Christmas,’ she said, taking my arm.

It did. And it felt like Christmas too.

‘I’m going to take a chance on you,’ she told me.


Twenty-One

When the chain-smoking babysitter realised that we weren’t going to steal her away forever, Peggy was finally allowed to come home with Pat for a couple of hours.

‘Look what I’ve got,’ she told me, producing a little man made of moulded plastic. He was looking very pleased with himself inside white satin trousers, a spangly silver waistcoat and what looked like a purple tuxedo.

‘Disco Ken,’ she said. ‘Barbie’s friend. Going to the disco.’

It was strange watching them play together. Pat wanted to blow up the Death Star. Peggy wanted to hang drapes in the Millennium Falcon.

Excited to the point of hysteria at having his friend in his very own living room – although noticeably unimpressed by Disco Ken – Pat bounced off the furniture waving his light sabre above his head and shouting, ‘I’ll never join you on the Dark Side!’

Peggy considered him with her solemn dark eyes and then began moving little Star Wars figures around the Millennium Falcon – heavily Sellotaped on one side after crash landing into a radiator – as though they were having tea and buttered scones at the Ritz.

Nature or nurture? I knew that Pat had never been encouraged to play violent games – in fact his never-ending blood baths often drove me up the wall.

Not quite five years old, he was actually a gentle, loving little boy who was too sweet for the rough and tumble of the playground. There had been some bullying because he didn’t have a mother waiting for him at the school gates, and neither of us had yet worked out a way to deal with it.

Peggy was completely different. At five-and-a-half, she was a strong, confident little girl who nothing seemed to faze or frighten. I never saw any fear in those serious brown eyes.

Pat wasn’t built for hunting and gathering, and Peggy wasn’t made for making jam and jumpers. Yet give them a box of Star Wars toys and suddenly they were responding to their gender stereotypes. Peggy just wasn’t interested in games of death and destruction. And that’s all that Pat was interested in.

It didn’t stop them from enjoying each other’s company. Pat hung on to the back of the sofa, grinning with love and admiration as Peggy shoved little figures of Princess Leia and Han Solo and Luke Skywalker around grey plastic spaceships which had clocked up a lot of miles in hyperspace.

‘Where’s your mum?’ Peggy asked him.

‘She’s in abroad,’ Pat said. ‘Where’s your mum?’

‘She’s at work. Bianca picks me up from school but she’s not allowed to smoke in the flat. It makes her grumpy.’

There didn’t seem to be a man anywhere near Peggy’s life, but that was hardly worth commenting on these days. I wondered who he was – probably some jerk who had fucked off the moment he was asked to buy some nappies.

The door bell rang. It was one of those young men who are out of work but not yet out of hope. I admire that spirit, and I always try to support them by buying some chamois leather or rubbish sacks. But this one didn’t have the usual kitbag full of household goods.

‘Really sorry to disturb you,’ he said. ‘I’m Eamon. Eamon Fish.’

At first it didn’t register. Living in the city you get so used to complete strangers knocking on your door that it comes as a shock when someone who has actually touched your life rings the bell.

But of course – this was Eamon Fish, the young comedian who would probably be doing beer commercials and sleeping with weather girls by this time next year. Or next month. Or next week. The same Eamon Fish whose show I was asked to produce and had turned down because of fish finger cooking duties.

I didn’t know what to do with him. I didn’t know why he was here. I was expecting some down-at-heel young man who was going to sell me chamois leather. And here was some down-at-heel young man who would soon be getting pissed at the next BAFTAs.

‘What can I do for you?’ I asked him.

‘What’s that?’ he said, frowning and cocking his head towards me.

‘What do you want?’

‘Can we talk? It would mean a lot to me.’

I let him in. We went into the living room where Peggy and Pat were sitting surrounded by an avalanche of toys. Pat still had his light sabre in his hand.

‘Wow,’ Eamon said. ‘A light sabre! Traditional weapon of the Jedi Knights! Can I have a look?’

A slow smile spreading across his face, Pat stood up and handed the young stranger his light sabre.

‘Good fellow you are,’ Eamon said.

He swept the light sabre back and forth, making a buzzing sound that made Pat’s smile grow even wider.

‘I haven’t held one of these for years,’ Eamon said. ‘But you never forget, do you?’ He grinned at Pat. ‘I come from a little town called Kilcarney. And when I was growing up, I felt a lot like Luke Skywalker felt growing up on Tatooine. You know Tatooine?’

‘Luke’s home planet,’ Pat said. ‘With the two suns.’

‘What’s that?’ Eamon said. ‘Luke’s home planet, you say? Well, that’s right. And he felt cut off from the rest of the galaxy, didn’t he? Luke felt a long way from the action, stuck out there under the two suns of old Tatooine. And when I was growing up in sleepy old Kilcarney, I also dreamed of escaping and having lots of adventures in faraway places that I could hardly imagine.’ He handed Pat his light sabre. ‘And that’s exactly what I did.’

‘Yes,’ said Peggy. ‘But what happened between then and now?’

‘What’s that you say?’

Was he completely deaf?

‘I said – what happened between leaving your home planet and today?’ Peggy shouted.

‘Well, that’s what I want to talk to your daddy about,’ Eamon said.

‘He’s not my daddy,’ Peggy said. ‘My daddy’s got a motorbike.’

‘The boy’s mine,’ I said, indicating Pat. He was still staring at Eamon with profound approval for his light sabre technique.

‘He’s got it,’ Eamon said, smiling with what seemed like real warmth. ‘Around the chin, I mean. He’s got it. He’s a handsome lad, all right.’

‘Come into the kitchen,’ I told him. ‘I’ll make us some coffee.’

‘Coffee, you say? Top man.’

While I put the kettle on he sat at the kitchen table poking his ears with an index finger and muttering to himself.

‘Bad day?’ I said.

‘What’s that?’ he asked.

I put a cup of coffee down in front of him and put my face very close to his. He had those black Irish good looks and a long-term scruffiness, like a Kennedy who has just spent the summer sleeping in a doorway. And he seemed to be as deaf as a post.

‘I said – what’s wrong with your hearing?’

‘Ah that,’ he said. ‘Let me explain about the ears thing. There’s a posh place down in the West End where they fit hearing aids. But they also fit ear pieces – for television presenters. So their producers and directors can talk into their lugholes while they’re presenting a programme. You might know the place.’

I knew it well. I remembered when Marty had been down there to get fitted for his ear pieces. That’s when we knew we were really leaving radio.

‘I just came from there,’ Eamon said. ‘Left in a bit of a hurry, as it happens. What the hearing man does when he is measuring you up, he pours some stuff like warm wax into your ears. Then you have to wait for a while until it sets. And then they know what size ears you have. For your ear pieces, that is.’

‘I understand.’

‘Except with me, he never got quite that far. He had just poured the hot wax into my ears and we were waiting for it to set when I thought – what the fuck am I doing here?’ Eamon shook his head. Flakes of dried wax flew out. ‘What makes me think that I can present a television show? What makes anyone think that I can present a television show? I’m a comedian. I do stand-up. Some people like it. But so what? Why does that mean I will be able to present a TV show?’

‘So you were being fitted for your ear pieces and you got stage fright.’

‘Before I got anywhere near a stage,’ he said. ‘I don’t know if you could dignify it with the term stage fright. I suppose a bollock-shrivelling panic attack is probably more what it was. Anyway, I ran out of there with the wax still sloshing about in my ears. It seems to have set quite well.’

I gave him a tissue and some cotton buds and watched him scrape the hardened wax out of his ears. They always measure them for two ear pieces, one in either ear, although nobody ever uses more than one. Now I saw that it was just a ploy to stop you running away.

‘I really wanted you to produce the show,’ he said. ‘I need – what do they call it? – an enabler. Someone to show me the way. Same as you showed Marty Mann the way when he left his radio show. I was disappointed when they said you weren’t going to do it.’

‘It’s nothing to do with you,’ I said. ‘I’m looking after my son. Alone. I can’t go back to work full-time. I need to be around for him.’

‘But I notice he’s wearing a uniform. Isn’t the little feller at school now?’

‘That’s right.’

‘So he’s out of the house for most of the day?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘So – forgive me asking – what do you do all day, Harry?’

What did I do all day? I got Pat up, got him dressed and got him off to school. I shopped and cleaned. I was waiting for him at the school gates in the afternoon when he came out. Then I made sandwiches, read to him and got him ready for bed. What did I do all day?

‘Nothing,’ I said.

‘Don’t you miss it? Work, I mean?’

‘Sure I miss it. I used to have quality time with my son – meaning I saw him for five minutes at the start and at the end of each day. Now I have quantity time instead. I didn’t choose that change. That’s just the way it has worked out. But that’s why I can’t produce the show for you.’

‘But you could be the executive producer, couldn’t you? You could come in a few times a week just to oversee the show? You could tell me what I need to do to stop looking like a complete eejit? You could help me play to my strengths, couldn’t you?’

‘Well,’ I said. ‘Maybe.’

I had never even considered the possibility that there was a compromise between working full-time and not working at all. It had never crossed my mind.

‘Look, I admire what you’re doing with your boy,’ Eamon said. ‘Believe me, you would go down a storm with the mothers of Kilcarney. But I need you. I’m here for really selfish reasons. I’m shitting coloured lights about presenting this show. That’s why I’m dropping bits of hardened wax all over your kitchen floor. And I know you can get me through it without total humiliation. It might even be good.’

I thought about the long mornings and endless afternoons when Pat wasn’t around. And I thought about my most recent meeting with the bank manager, who was impressed by my efforts to look after my son and less impressed by my expanding overdraft.

But most of all I thought about how good Eamon had been with Pat – admiring his light sabre, talking to him about Luke’s home planet, telling me that he was a special kid.

I knew that at this stage of my life – and at all the future stages of my life, come to that – I would like anyone who liked my boy. When you are alone with a child, you want as many people rooting for him as you can get. This young Irish comic with dried wax in his ears seemed to be on our side. And so I found myself on his side, too.

I was ready to work with him on a part-time basis because I was bored and broke. But most of all I was ready to work with him because he thought my son was going to make it.

‘I need to see your act,’ I said. ‘I need to see what you do on stage so I can think about how it could work on the box. Have you got a show reel?’

‘What?’ he said.


Twenty-Two

Whatever the opposite of inscrutable is, that’s what small children are.

Maybe in ten years’ time Pat would be able to hide his feelings behind some blank adolescent mask and the old man – me – wouldn’t have a clue what he was thinking. But he was four going on five and I could tell that the latest phone call from his mother had given him the blues.

‘You okay, Pat?’

He nodded listlessly, and I followed him down to the bathroom where he squirted some children’s toothpaste on his Han Solo toothbrush.

‘How’s Mummy?’

‘She’s all right. She’s got a cold.’

He wasn’t crying. He wasn’t about to cry. His eyes were dry and his mouth was still. But he was down.

‘You want to watch a video?’ I asked him, watching him polish teeth that still looked brand new.

He spat into the sink and shot me a suspicious look.

‘It’s school tomorrow,’ he said.

‘I know it’s school tomorrow. I don’t mean watch the whole film. Just, say, the start of the first film up until the two ’droids get captured. How about that?’

He finished spitting and replaced his brush in the rack.

‘Want to go to bed,’ he said.

So I followed him into his bedroom and tucked him in. He didn’t want a story. But I couldn’t turn out the light knowing that he was depressed.

I knew what he was missing and it wasn’t even what you could call a mother’s love. It was a mother’s indulgence. Someone who would tell him that it didn’t matter if he couldn’t tie his shoes up yet. Someone who would tell him that he was still the centre of the universe when he had just learned what we all learn on our first day of school – that we are not the centre of the universe. I was so desperate for him to make it that I couldn’t be relaxed about him making it. Gina’s indulgence. That’s what he really missed.

‘She’ll be back,’ I said. ‘Your mother. You know that she’ll be back for you, don’t you?’

He nodded. ‘As soon as she’s done her work,’ he said.

‘We’re okay, aren’t we?’ I asked him. ‘You and me – we’re doing okay, aren’t we?’

He stared at me, blinking away the fatigue, trying to understand what I was going on about.

‘We’re managing without Mummy, aren’t we, Pat? You let me wash your hair now. I make you things you like to eat – bacon sandwiches and stuff. And school’s okay, isn’t it? You like school. We’re all right, aren’t we? You and me?’

I felt bad about pushing him like this. But I needed him to tell me that we were doing all right. I needed to know that we were coping.

He gave me a tired smile.

‘Yes, we’re all right, Daddy,’ he said, and I kissed him goodnight, hugging him gratefully.

That’s the worst thing about splitting up, I thought as I turned out his light. It makes children hide their hearts. It teaches them how to move between separate worlds. It turns them all into little diplomats. That’s the biggest tragedy of all. Divorce turns every kid into half a pint of semi-skimmed Henry Kissinger.

‘I come from a little town called Kilcarney,’ said Eamon Fish, removing the mike from its stand and gently tapping the transparent hearing device in his left ear. ‘A quiet little town called Kilcarney where the girls are legendary.’

I was watching him on a monitor, sitting in the front row of the small studio audience that was facing the backsides of five cameramen. Although we were surrounded by all the usual paraphernalia of the television studio – lights burning in the rigging, cables snaking across the floor, the shadows beyond the cameras teeming with people whose jobs ranged from floor manager to working the autocue to pouring water, all of them wearing what we called ‘blacks’ – the director was shooting Eamon’s act to make it look more like a stand-up routine than just another late-night chat show. There were already too many talk shows that looked like boot sale David Lettermans. But what would really make it different was the host.

‘For those of you who have never been to that beautiful part of my country, you should know that Kilcarney has largely been untouched by the modern world. There are, for example, no vibrators in Kilcarney.’ The audience tittered. ‘It’s true. The priests had them all removed. Because Kilcarney girls kept chipping their teeth.’

There was laughter from the audience, laughter which grew slightly nervous as Eamon ambled off the small stage and slowly came closer to us.

‘I mean, I’m not saying Kilcarney girls are stupid,’ he said. ‘But why does a Kilcarney girl always wash her hair in her mother’s sink? Because that’s where you wash vegetables.’

The laughter grew louder. None of the studio audience – the usual collection of the bored and the curious on the lam for a couple of hours of free fun – had ever seen this Eamon Fish before. But now they felt he was harmless. Then he turned on them.

‘Actually, I’m making all this up,’ he said. ‘It’s all bollocks. Kilcarney girls have the best exam results in western Europe. In fact, the average Kilcarney girl has more A levels than the average Englishman has tattoos. It’s not true that the only difference between a Kilcarney girl and a mosquito is that a mosquito stops sucking if you hit it on the head. It’s not true that Kilcarney girls only get fifteen minutes for lunch because any longer than that and you have to retrain them. It’s not true that what Kilcarney girls and bottled Guinness have in common is that both of them are empty from the neck up. None of it is true.’

Eamon sighed, ran his free hand through his thick mop of black hair and sat down on the side of the stage.

‘What is true is that even in this Guardian-reading, muesli-munching, politically correct age we seem to need someone to hate. Once it was the thick Irishman and the ball-breaking mother-in-law. Now it’s blonde girls. Essex girls. Kilcarney girls.’

He shook his sleepy head.

‘Now we all know in our hearts that geographical location and hair colour have got bugger all to do with sexual morality or intelligence. So why do we need a group of people who we can sneer at? What fundamental need in our pathetic souls does it fulfil? When we laugh about the blonde Kilcarney girl from Essex who turns off the light after sex by closing the car door, what’s in it for us?’

It was only the pilot show, but I could already tell that Eamon was going to do it. After removing all the dried wax from his ears, he had crashed through the fear barrier and was learning how to be himself with five cameras watching. Fish was fine. I was more worried about the studio audience.

They had come in expecting to have their funny bones tickled, and had discovered that they were expected to defend their prejudices. They felt cheated, not good. It was a problem that we were always going to have with Eamon’s show. As I saw it, the only way to solve this dilemma was to get them all pissed.

At our first production meeting after the pilot I told the AP to open a few bottles and cans and serve them to the audience while they were waiting in line to come into the studio. Everybody looked at me as if I were a genius.

That’s what I love about television. You recommend opening a few cans of lager and they act as though you just painted the Sistine Chapel.

‘So, it’s a better job than the last one but they pay you less money,’ my father said. ‘How do they work that out then?’

‘Because I don’t work all week,’ I told him yet again.

We were in their back garden, supposedly kicking a ball around with Pat, although he had retreated to the far end of the garden with his light sabre and dreams of conquering intergalactic evil. So that left me and two pensioners kicking a plastic football around between us in the autumn-tinged sunlight.

It was turning cold, but we were reluctant to go back inside. It was late September. The year was running out. There wouldn’t be too many more Sunday afternoons like this one.

‘If it really is a better job then they should cough up the readies,’ said my dad, the international businessman, gently side-footing the ball to his wife. ‘All these TV companies are loaded.’

‘Not the ones Harry works for,’ my mum said, thinking she was being loyal, and trapping the ball under the sole of her carpet slipper.

‘I go in for a couple of production meetings and I’m there when we record the show,’ I said. ‘And that’s it. I’m not in the office all day, every day. I don’t give them my life. I just go in twice a week and act like a big shot, bossing everyone around and coming up with brilliant ideas. Then I go home.’

‘Home to Pat,’ said my mum, knocking the ball to me. ‘Your grandson.’

‘I know who my grandson is,’ my old man said irritably.

‘Some people executive produce a whole bunch of shows,’ I said. ‘But I’m just going to do this one. I’ve worked it out. It’s going to bring in less than we had before, but it will be enough.’

‘This way he gets to pay his bills but he’s there when Pat comes home from school,’ my mum said.

My dad wasn’t convinced.

He wanted me to have everything that life has to offer – the career and the kids, the family and the salary, the happy hearth and the fat pay cheque. He wanted me to have it all. But nobody gets away with having it all.

‘Bobby Charlton,’ he said, swinging a foot at the plastic football. It shot off his toe and into the rose bushes. ‘Bugger,’ he said. ‘I’ll get it.’

My mum and I watched him wander down to the end of the garden to retrieve the ball. He took the opportunity to put his arm around Pat and ask him what he was doing. Pat chattered away excitedly, his smooth round face turned up towards his grandfather, and my old man grinned down at him with eternal tenderness.

‘Is he all right?’ I asked my mum. ‘He had a funny turn in the park the other day.’

‘Fighting for his breath, was he?’ she asked, not taking her eyes from him. And not surprised.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Fighting for his breath.’

‘I’m trying to get him to go to the doctor,’ she said. ‘Or the quack, as your dad calls him.’

We smiled at each other in the encircling darkness.

‘He must be the last person in the world who calls doctors quacks,’ I said.

‘“I’m not going to no quack,”’ my mum said. It was a pretty good impersonation of all the bad-tempered certainty my father was capable of summoning up. ‘“I don’t want no sawbones messing about with me.”’

We laughed out loud, loving his old-fashioned distrust of anyone with any kind of authority, from the lowliest traffic warden to the most revered members of the medical profession, both of us taking comfort from the fact that my father was exactly the same as he always had been, even if we feared that might no longer be true.

He came back from the end of the garden with the ball and his grandson, asking us what was so funny.

‘You are,’ my mum said, taking his arm, and we all went back inside my father’s house.

I didn’t want it all. All I wanted was one more chance. One more chance to have a unified life, a life without broken bits and jagged edges. One more shot at happiness.

I didn’t care how long it took before Gina came back from Tokyo. I was happy with Pat. And I wasn’t looking for a brilliant career. All I wanted from work was a way to pay the mortgage.

But I wasn’t ready to grow old and cold, hating women and the world because of what had happened to me. I didn’t want to be fat, bald and forty, boring my teenage son to tears about all the sacrifices I had made for him. I wanted some more life. One more chance to get it right. That’s what I wanted. That didn’t seem like much to ask. Just one more chance.

Then the next day, Gina’s dad came round to our place with his daughter Sally, the sulky teenage girl on the sofa, one of the many kids that Glenn had begat and abandoned as he moved on to sexier pastures, and it crossed my mind that what has truly messed up the lousy modern world is all the people who always want one more chance.


Twenty-Three

Glenn was dressed in his winter plumage – a ratty Afghan coat draped over a shiny blue tank top that revealed the hairs on his scrawny chest, and hipsters so tight that they made a mountain out of his molehill. He was so far out of fashion that he had just come back in style.

‘Hello, Harry man,’ he said, clasping my hand in some obscure power-to-the-people shake that thirty years ago probably signalled the revolution was about to commence. ‘How you doing? Is the little dude around? All well? Sweet, sweet.’

There was a time when I wanted my old man to be more like Gina’s dad. A time when I wished my father had appeared in glossy magazines in his youth, grinned on Top of the Pops once or twice in the early seventies and shown some interest in the world beyond the rose bushes at the end of his garden. But as I looked at Glenn’s wizened old bollocks sticking up through his tight trousers, it seemed like a long time ago.

Glenn’s youngest daughter was lurking behind him. At first I thought that Sally was in a bad mood. She came into the house all surly, avoiding eye contact by taking a great interest in the carpet, letting her stringy brown hair – longer than I remembered it – fall over her pale face as if she wanted to hide from the world and everything in it. But she wasn’t really in a bad mood at all. She was fifteen years old. That was the problem.

I took them into the kitchen, depressed at the sight of two of Gina’s relatives turning up out of the blue and wondering how soon I could get shot of them. But I softened when Sally’s face lit up – really lit up – when Pat padded into the room with Peggy. Perhaps she was human after all.

‘Hi Pat!’ she beamed. ‘How you doing?’

‘Fine,’ he said, giving no sign that he remembered his mother’s half-sister. What was she to him? Half an aunt? A step-cousin? These days we have relatives we haven’t even invented names for yet.

‘I made you a tape,’ she said, fumbling in her rucksack and eventually producing a cassette without its case. ‘You like music, don’t you?’

Pat stared at the tape blankly. The only music I could remember him liking was the theme from Star Wars.

‘He likes music, doesn’t he?’ she asked me.

‘Loves it,’ I said. ‘What do you say, Pat?’

‘Thank you,’ he said. He took the tape and disappeared with Peggy.

‘I remembered how much he liked hip-hop when we were all staying at my dad’s place,’ she said. ‘There’s just a few of the classics on there. Coolio. Ol’ Dirty Bastard. Tupac. Doctor Dre. Stuff like that. Things that a little kid might like.’

‘That’s really kind of you,’ I said.

They sipped their drinks in silence – herbal tea for Glenn, regular Coke for Sally – and I felt a stab of resentment at these reminders of Gina’s existence. What were they doing here? What did either of these people have to do with my life? Why didn’t they just fuck off?

Then Pat or Peggy must have stuffed Sally’s tape into the stereo because suddenly an angry black voice was booming above a murderous bass line in the living room.

‘You fuck with me and I’ll fuck with you – so that would be a dumb fucking, mother-fucking thing to fucking do.’

‘That’s lovely,’ I said to Sally. ‘He’ll treasure it. So – you visiting your dad again?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m living there now,’ she said, shooting her old man a look from under her ratty fringe.

‘A few problems back home,’ Glenn said. ‘With my exlady. And her new partner.’

‘Old hippies,’ Sally sneered. ‘Old hippies who can’t stand the thought of anybody else having fun.’

‘Heavy scene with the new guy,’ Glenn said. ‘Bit of a disciplinarian.’

‘That moron,’ Sally added.

‘And how’s your boyfriend?’ I asked, remembering the ape-boy smirking on the sofa.

‘Steve?’ she said, and I thought I saw the sting of tears in her eyes. ‘Packed me in, didn’t he? The fat pig. For Yasmin McGinty. That old slapper.’

‘But we spoke to Gina the other night,’ Glenn said, his foggy brain finally getting down to business. ‘And we promised that we would look in on you and Pat if we were in the neighbourhood.’

Now I understood what they were doing here. No doubt they were responding to Gina’s prompting. But in their own ham-fisted way, they were trying to help.

‘Heard you’ve got a new gig,’ Glenn said. ‘Just wanted to say that the boy’s welcome to crash with us any time.’

‘Thanks, Glenn. I appreciate the offer.’

‘And if you ever need a babysitter, just give me a call,’ Sally said, hiding behind her hair and staring at a point somewhere beyond my shoulder.

It was really sweet of her. And I knew I needed a bit of extra cover with Pat now that I was working part-time. But Jesus Christ. I wasn’t that desperate.

Cyd loved London the way only a foreigner could love it.

She saw past the stalled traffic, the dead pubs, the congealed poverty of the council estates. She looked beyond the frightened pensioners, the girls who looked like women, the women who looked like men, the men who looked like psychos. She saw beyond all of that. She told me the city was beautiful.

‘At night,’ Cyd said. ‘And from the air. And walking across the royal parks. It’s so green – the only city I ever saw that is greener than Houston.’

‘Houston’s green?’ I said. ‘I thought it was some dusty prairie town.’

‘Yeah, but that’s because you’re a dumb limey. Houston is green, mister. But not as green as here. You can walk right across the centre of town through the three royal parks – St James’s, Green Park, Hyde Park – and your shoes never touch anything but green, green grass. Do you know how far that is?’

‘A mile or so,’ I guessed.

‘It’s four miles,’ she said. ‘Four miles of flowers, trees and green. And people riding horses! In the heart of one of the biggest cities on the planet!’

‘And the lake,’ I said. ‘Don’t forget the lake.’

We were in a café up on the first floor of a huge white building from the thirties on Portland Place – the Royal Institute of British Architects, right across the street from the Chinese embassy, a monumental oasis of beauty and calm that I never knew existed until she took me there.

‘I love the lake,’ she said. ‘I love the Serpentine. Can we still hire a rowing boat at this time of the year? Is it too late?’

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. It was the last week in September. ‘We might be able to get a boat for a few more days. You want to try?’

Those wide-set brown eyes got even bigger.

‘You mean now?’

‘Why not?’

She looked at her watch.

‘Because I’ve got to get to work,’ she smiled. ‘Sorry. I would have loved it.’

‘Then how about tomorrow? First thing. Before the crowds get there. We’ll get an early start. I’ll meet you at your place after breakfast.’

I still hadn’t seen her flat.

‘Or I could come to your place after I get through at work tonight,’ she said.

‘Tonight?’

‘That way we would really be sure of getting an early start.’

‘You’ll come to my place after work?’

‘Yes.’ She looked down at the clouds in her coffee and then back at me. ‘Would that be okay?’

‘That would be good,’ I said. ‘That would be great.’

Maybe the thing with Cyd had started off as some dumb infatuation when I was still reeling from Gina leaving me. But after we slept together for the first time it really wasn’t like that any more. Because Cyd’s mouth fit mine in a way that no other mouth ever had – not even Gina’s mouth.

I’m not kidding – Cyd’s mouth was a perfect fit. Not too hard, not too soft, not too dry, not too wet, not too much tongue and not too little. Just perfect.

I had kissed her before of course, but this was different. Now when we kissed, I wanted it to go on forever. Our mouths could have been made for each other. And how often can you say that? How often do you find someone whose mouth is a perfect fit for your mouth? I’ll tell you exactly – once. That’s how many times.

There’re a lot of nice people in the world, a million people who you could fall in love with. But there’s only one person out there whose mouth is a perfect fit.

And despite everything that happened later, I still believe that. I really do.

In the early hours I watched her while she was sleeping, loving it that she was on my side of the bed, happy that she knew so little about my old life that she hadn’t automatically taken Gina’s side.

I drifted off knowing that we had begun, and it was up to the two of us what side of the bed we slept on.

And then she woke up screaming.

It was only Pat.

Probably disturbed by drunks staggering home at the fag-end of a Saturday night, he had stumbled out of his bed and crawled into mine, never really waking, not even when he threw a leg over Cyd’s waist and she woke up as if someone was kicking in the window.

She turned towards me, hiding her face in her hands.

‘Oh God – I thought – I don’t know what I thought. I could see you. But I could feel someone else.’

I put my arm around her shoulders, trying to comfort her. Pat was out cold on her side of the bed, his mouth open, his arms above his head, his smooth round face turned away from us, but one leg still draped over Cyd.

‘I’m all right, I’m all right,’ she said, gently removing Pat’s leg. She slid over me and got out of bed, not sounding all right at all.

I thought she was going to the bathroom. But when she didn’t come back after five minutes, I went looking for her. She was sitting at the kitchen table wearing a shirt of mine that she must have found in the laundry basket.

I sat down beside her, taking her hands. I kissed her on the mouth. Softly, lips together. I loved to kiss her all different ways.

‘I’m sorry he scared you,’ I said. ‘He does that sometimes. Climbs in my bed, I mean. I should have warned you.’

‘I’m okay.’

‘Are you sure?’

She shook her head.

‘Not really.’

‘Listen, I really am sorry he frightened you like that. I’ll try to make sure it doesn’t happen again. I’ll put a lock on my door. Or tie him down. Or –’

‘It’s not Pat,’ she said. ‘It’s us.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We haven’t really talked, have we?’

‘Sure we have. I told you about Gina. You told me about the guy who was into the bamboo. The one who wasn’t Rhett Butler. We talked a lot. We got all the sad stories out of the way.’

‘That’s the past. I mean we haven’t talked about now. We don’t know what the other one wants. I like you, Harry. You’re funny and you’re sweet. You’re good with your boy. But I don’t know what you’re expecting from me.’

‘I’m not expecting anything.’

‘That’s not true. Of course you are. Same as I am. Same as anyone is when they start sleeping together or holding hands in beautiful buildings and getting all dreamy over the coffee and all that. Everyone is expecting things. But I’m not sure if they’re the same things.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well – do you want more children?’

‘Jesus. We just slept together for the first time.’

‘Ah, come on. You know in your heart if you want more children or not, Harry. I don’t mean with me. I mean with anyone.’

I looked at her. As it happens, I had been thinking about it a lot.

‘I want more children if the person I have them with is going to be with me forever. Okay?’

‘But nobody can guarantee that they’re going to stay together forever.’

‘Well, that’s what I want. I don’t want to go through it all again. I don’t like seeing all the pain and disappointment that you pass on to some innocent little kid who didn’t ask for it and who doesn’t deserve it. I didn’t like going through all that with Pat and I’m never going through it again, okay? And neither is any child of mine.’

‘Sounds very noble,’ she said. ‘But it’s not really noble at all. It’s just your get-out clause. You want more children, but you only want them if you’re guaranteed a happy ending. Only Walt Disney can guarantee you a happy ending, Harry. And you know it. Nobody can ever give you that kind of guarantee. So everything just – I don’t know – drifts.’

I didn’t like the way this was going. I wanted more kisses. I wanted to watch her sleeping. I wanted her to show me beautiful buildings that I never knew existed. And the boats – we were still going on the boats, weren’t we?

‘You can’t just transfer your heart to another woman after your marriage breaks up, Harry. You can’t do it without thinking a little about what you want. What you’re expecting. Because if you don’t, then seven years down the line you will be in exactly the same place you reached with Gina. I like you, and you like me. And that’s great. But it’s not enough. We have to be sure we want the same things. We’re too old for games.’

‘We’re not too old,’ I said. ‘For anything.’

‘Too old for games,’ she said. ‘As soon as you’ve got a kid, you’re too old for games.’

What did she know about having a kid?

‘I have to go home,’ she said, standing up.

‘What about rowing on the lake?’ I asked.

‘Rowing on the lake can wait.’


Twenty-Four

‘It’s the ding-dong man,’ Peggy said.

She was sitting on the floor playing with Star Wars figures, lost in some weird happy families game where Darth Vader and Princess Leia set up home on the Millennium Falcon and spend their evenings trying to get Harrison Ford to go to sleep.

Pat was standing on the sofa, massive headphones wrapped around his ears, groaning and rolling his eyes to the heavens and swaying from side to side as he listened to Sally’s tape.

‘The ding-dong man is coming,’ Peggy said to no one in particular, lifting her head with a secret smile.

At first I didn’t have a clue what she was going on about. Then I heard what her new five-year-old ears had picked up a lot earlier than my decrepit old lugholes – a chiming of distant bells that seemed to echo around the neighbourhood.

They didn’t have the dull insistence of church bells. There was something tender and cheap and unexpected about them – they were an invitation rather than a command.

Naturally I remembered those bells from my own childhood, but for some reason I was always surprised to find that they still existed. He was still out there, still doing the rounds, still asking the children to put down their games and come into the street and stuff their happy little faces with sugar and milk. It was the ice-cream man.

‘The ding-dong man,’ Peggy said.

I pretended I hadn’t heard her, turning back to the work that was spread out before me on the coffee table. Peggy wasn’t even supposed to be here. This wasn’t one of the afternoons when she came home with Pat. It was the day before the show and I had a shooting script to wade through, a task I found much easier when Pat and Peggy were not squawking on the carpet or listening to Sally’s tape and those songs about bitches, gangsters and guns. Peggy was a sweet kid and never any trouble. But on a day like today, I preferred to have Pat squawking on the carpet alone.

Peggy was only here because her useless, chain-smoking babysitter had not been at the school to pick her up.

I had gone to meet Pat and found the pair of them holding hands at the gate, chatting away to Miss Waterhouse, their adoring faces lifted towards their young teacher.

Miss Waterhouse left us with a big grin and went off to do whatever primary school teachers do for the second half of the day, while we waited for Bianca’s thin, sallow face to come coughing through the crowds in a halo of cigarette smoke. Except that Bianca didn’t show up.

So the three of us waited at the school gates holding hands. And, as all those young mums swirled around us collecting their children, I stood among their bright chatter and car fumes feeling like the neighbourhood leper.

There were all kinds of young mothers outside those school gates. There were mums with Range Rovers and those waxed green coats that are made for the country. There were mums who caught the bus in ankle bracelets. And there were all the young mums in the middle who had enough sense not to have their partners’ names tattooed on their shoulders, but who weren’t rich or stupid enough to ferry around their five-year-olds in enormous four-wheel drives with bull bars on the front.

But whether they were in ankle bracelets or Alice bands, Prada or polyester, these young mothers all had one thing in common. They all looked at me as though I were the enemy.

At first I thought it was paranoia. I hardly had to explain that my marriage had broken up – just being there, a man alone, always without the company of a woman – unless it was my mother – was like drawing a diagram of our broken home and hanging it on the school gates. But these women didn’t even know me or Gina – so why should they dislike me? I decided that I must be feeling thin-skinned and sensitive after all the changes of the last few months.

Yet as the term wore on and the days got darker and shorter, I came to realise that it wasn’t paranoia at all. Young mothers didn’t talk to me. They avoided my eye. They really didn’t want to know. At first I tried to engage some of them in small talk, and they acted as if I had asked them for a blow job. So after a while, I didn’t bother.

All those mums smiling sweetly at each other, they really would have preferred it if I weren’t there. It got to the point where I tried to time my arrival at the school gates to the very second when the children were set free. Because I couldn’t stand being around all those young mothers. And they couldn’t stand being around me.

The teachers were always very friendly to me, and when I was talking to Miss Waterhouse it was easy to convince myself that I was part of the modern world where men could be single parents too. But that was proved to be a load of old bollocks any time I had to pause at the school gates.

Whether they were from the big white houses or the council flats, the mothers always gave me a wide berth. It had started on the first day of school, and it had somehow continued through all the other days.

The women in Alice bands had more in common with the women in ankle bracelets than they did with me. The women who were single parents had more in common with the women who had partners than they did with me. At least that’s how they all acted.

It was all very English and understated, but there was no denying that the suspicion and embarrassment were always there. There might be understanding and enlightenment for a single father with a little kid out in the working world. But here at the sharp end of parenting, outside those school gates, nobody wanted to know. It was as if Pat and I were a reminder of the fragility of all their relationships.

But when Bianca failed to show up, and I stood waiting for her with Pat and Peggy, it felt like it was even more than that. Those mothers seemed to look upon me as a reminder of the thousand things that could go wrong with men.

Standing at those gates, I felt as though I was an ambassador for all the defective males in the world. The men who were never there. The men who had pissed off. The men who couldn’t be trusted around children.

Well, fuck the lot of them. I was sick of being treated like the enemy.

It wasn’t that I minded being considered an oddball. I expected that. After all, I knew I was an oddball. But I was tired of carrying the can for every faulty man in the world.

I loathed Peggy’s babysitter – this girl who couldn’t even make it to the gates of a primary school at an appointed hour, this useless coughing cow who couldn’t even manage to get a phone call to the teacher to warn us that she wasn’t coming, bloody Bianca with her modern name and her modern assumption that someone else would take care of her responsibilities.

But at least Peggy wasn’t her child. And far more than the bitterness I felt towards Peggy’s useless babysitter was the loathing I felt for Peggy’s useless parents.

It’s true that I didn’t really know anything about them, apart from the fact that her father was out of the picture and that her mother worked strange hours. But in all the important ways, I felt that I knew everything about them.

Peggy’s dad clearly took his parental responsibility about as seriously as he would a fortnight’s package holiday in Florida. And it didn’t really matter if Peggy’s mum were some hotshot in the City or if she were supplementing her welfare state pocket money with a dip in the black economy. She obviously put her daughter’s wellbeing at the bottom of her list of life’s priorities.

They were typical modern parents. They were incapable of looking after this child. And if there was one thing that I had grown to hate, it was people who bring a kid into the world and then figure that the difficult bit is done.

Well, fuck the pair of them, too.

So after the crowds were starting to thin out, just when all the young mums had gone and the worst was over and I didn’t actually mind standing at the school gates any more, we went into the front office and I told the secretary that Peggy was coming home with us.

Delighted at their unexpected chance to hang out together, Pat and Peggy squealed with delight as they crammed their little bodies into the front seat of the MGF. And I found myself making an effort not to cry, which was something I found myself doing every once in a while at those school gates. I felt sorry for Peggy, just as I felt sorry for Pat. We mess up our lives, and it is these forlorn little figures who pick up the bill.

Now I looked at her playing quietly on the floor, ignored even by Pat as he listened to Sally’s brutal songs, the bells of the ding-dong man starting to fade away, and I felt a knot of regret and shame in my heart.

‘Do you want an ice cream?’ I asked her, feeling about as inadequate as I had ever felt in my life, feeling that I owed her some sort of apology.

Sorry about the collapse of the modern marriage, Peggy. Sorry that adults these days are so self-centred and dumb that we can’t even manage to bring up our own children. Sorry that the world is so messed up that we think about our sons and our daughters about as deeply as the average barnyard animal.

But how about a Cornetto?

I was paying the ice-cream man for three 99s when Cyd came around the corner.

‘You want a 99?’ I asked her.

‘What’s a 99?’

‘One of these,’ I said. ‘A cornet with a chocolate flake stuck in it. They’re great.’

‘No thanks,’ she said. ‘I think I’ll keep a few teeth for dinner. How you doing?’

‘I’m okay,’ I said, leaning forward and kissing her on the mouth. She didn’t make much of an attempt to kiss me back. ‘I thought you were at work.’

‘I got a call to come and pick up Peggy,’ she said. ‘Bianca couldn’t make it. Sorry about that.’

I stared at her for a moment, unable to work out how these two worlds were connected.

‘You know Peggy?’ I said.

She shook her head. I didn’t get it, did I?

‘She’s my daughter, Harry.’

We were standing outside the front door of my house.

She looked at me with those wide-set brown eyes. Waiting.

‘Peggy’s your daughter?’

‘I was going to tell you,’ she said. ‘Honest.’ She gave a little laugh that said she knew it wasn’t all that funny. ‘I was just waiting for the right time. That’s all.’

‘The right time? Why didn’t you tell me straightaway? Why wasn’t that the right time?’

‘I’ll explain later.’

‘Explain now.’

‘Okay,’ she said, pulling the front door so that it was almost closed. So the kids couldn’t hear us. Our kids. ‘Because I don’t want my daughter to meet strange men who might be out of my life very soon.’

‘You don’t want her to meet strange men? What are you going on about, Cyd? I’m not a strange man. She spends more time in this house than she does anywhere. Peggy knows me already.’

‘She knows you as Pat’s dad. She doesn’t know you as my – well. What are you, Harry? I guess you’re my boyfriend, aren’t you? She doesn’t know you as my boyfriend. And I don’t want her to meet a boyfriend until I’ve been seeing him for a while. Okay?’

This didn’t make any kind of sense to me. A blob of ice cream dropped on to my hand.

‘But she had dinner here almost every night last week!’ I said. ‘She sees more of me than she does of that feckless bastard you married!’

‘You don’t know him.’

I loved that.

‘Oh – good guy, is he?’

‘Maybe not,’ she said. ‘But I don’t want her to grow up believing that every man is going to disappear the way her father disappeared. I don’t want her finding strange men in my bed – and you are strange. In that way, you are, Harry. I don’t want a strange man there when she wakes up. I don’t want her thinking that it doesn’t mean anything. And I don’t want her getting attached to someone who might not be around that long.’

She was trying to be calm, but her voice was choking up a bit now and I felt like putting my arms around her. Which would have been very messy, as I was still holding three melting 99s.

‘Because I don’t want her getting more hurt than she has been already,’ she said. ‘I don’t want her to give her little heart to someone and then he casually breaks it. Okay, Harry? Okay?’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Okay.’

She blinked hard, tightening her mouth. I cleaned the ice cream from my hands. Then we went inside and I realised that nothing is extraordinary to a child.

Maybe when you are a kid life is still so full of wonder that there can be no real surprises, because almost everything is a surprise. Or perhaps children just adapt faster than adults. Either way, Peggy and Pat didn’t faint with shock when Cyd walked into the house.

‘Mommy,’ Peggy said, and I thought – of course. Now I knew where I had seen those eyes before.

Cyd sat down on the floor and listened to her daughter explaining the domestic set-up on the Millennium Falcon. She took the headphones from my son and listened to a song he liked. Then, after we had all finished our ice creams, she told Peggy that it was time to go home.

‘I’ll call you,’ I said.

‘If you want to,’ she said. ‘I know this must be a bit of a shock.’

‘You crazy or what? Of course I want to.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I’m sure,’ I said, touching her arm. ‘This doesn’t change anything.’

It changed everything.


Twenty-Five

‘Did you make love to the make-up girl?’ I asked Eamon.

He looked at me in his dressing-room mirror and I caught a flash of something passing across his face. Fear maybe. Or anger. Then it was gone.

‘What’s that?’ he said.

‘You heard me the first time.’

The show was taking off. Ratings were good and the offers of lager commercials were starting to come in. But to me he was still a scared kid from Kilcarney with wax in his ears.

‘Yes or no, Eamon? Did you make love to the makeup girl?’

‘Why do you ask?’

‘Because she’s crying. We can’t even get her to put some slap on the guests because she’s sobbing all over her powder puff. It’s gone all soggy.’

‘What’s it got to do with me?’

‘I know she left the studio with you last week.’

He twisted on his little swivel chair, turning to face me with his head framed by the mirror’s border of bare electric lights. He didn’t look so scared any more, despite a shining trickle of sweat snaking through the thick layer of powder on his forehead.

‘You’re asking me if I made love to the make-up girl?’

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘I don’t care about your morals, Eamon. You can bugger the lighting director during the commercial break if you want to. I don’t care what you do when we’re off air. Just as long as it doesn’t interfere with the running of the show. And a weepy make-up girl who can’t do her job interferes with the running of the show.’

‘You’ve been a big help to me, Harry,’ he said quietly. Sometimes his voice was so low that you had to concentrate just to hear what he was saying. It gave him a certain power. ‘From the moment we met, everything you’ve said to me has made sense. “Remember – you’re only ever talking to one person,” you said. “If you have a good time then they will have a good time.” This stuff might not mean much to you but it’s helped me to get through it. It’s helped me to make it work. I couldn’t have done it without you and I’m grateful. That’s why I’m not angry that you’re asking me this question, a question that – perhaps you’ll agree? – would be a bit rude coming from my mother or my priest.’

‘Did you make love to the make-up girl, Eamon?’

‘No, Harry. I did not make love to the make-up girl.’

‘Is that the truth?’

‘That’s the truth. I did not make love to the makeup girl.’

‘Okay. That’s all I wanted to know.’

‘I fucked the make-up girl.’

‘There’s a difference, is there?’

‘A big difference. It wasn’t the start of a meaningful relationship, Harry. It was the culmination of something quite meaningless – that’s what I liked about it. And Carmen – that’s the make-up girl’s name, Harry, she’s called Carmen – might be a bit upset right now that there’s not going to be a repeat performance, but I strongly suspect that’s what she liked about it too. The very fact that it was a bit raw, a bit rough and for one night only. Sometimes a woman wants you to make love to her. Sometimes she just wants to get fucked. They are just the same as us, Harry. That’s the big secret. They’re just the same.’

‘Why didn’t anyone tell me before now? My life would have been so much simpler.’

‘I’m getting a lot of offers at the moment, Harry. And not all of them are beer commercials. Carmen’s a lovely girl. I’ll treat her with respect. I’ll be friendly to her. But she wanted exactly what I wanted and she got it. She can’t expect anything more from me. And when she gets a grip of herself, she’ll understand that.’

‘You’re not the first young guy who got laid because his ugly mug is on television once a week, Eamon. Just don’t bring your personal dramas into this studio, okay?’

‘Okay, Harry,’ he said mildly. ‘I’m sorry that this has been a disruptive influence, I really am. And I understand that you’re my executive producer and telling me this stuff is why you’re here. But I’m a man, okay?’

‘Yeah? Really? You sound more like some old blues song. I’m a man. Spelt m-a-n. Christ, you’re so fucking butch. You’ll be advertising aftershave next.’

‘I’m a man, Harry. And the reason I’m here is to plant my seed in as many places as I possibly can. That’s why we’re here. That’s what men do.’

‘Bollocks,’ I said. ‘That’s what boys do.’

But later, as I watched him leave the studio with the show’s cutest researcher, I thought – why not?

Why shouldn’t he plant his seed in as many places as possible? What would he be saving it for? And what was so great about the solitary little flowerpot that I was cultivating?

Suddenly there were all these rules.

I could stay at Cyd’s small, top-floor flat, but I had to be gone by the time Peggy got up. Cyd was happy to have me there when Peggy went to bed, and happy about me sleeping with her on the old brass bed under a framed poster of Gone with the Wind. But I had to be out of there before morning came.

Actually, there were not lots of rules. There was just that one rule. But it felt like a lot of rules.

‘Maybe later it will be different,’ Cyd said. ‘If we decide – you know – we want to take it further. If we want to make a proper commitment.’

As soon as I stopped looking into her wide-set brown eyes and she had turned out the light, I didn’t feel like making a proper commitment. To tell you the truth, what I really felt like was something a bit less complicated.

I wanted to be able to sleep in my girl’s arms without being woken up and told it was time to go home. I wanted the kind of relationship where you didn’t have to remember the rules. Most of all, I wanted things to be the way they were before everything got all smashed.

I was still dreaming when I felt Cyd’s mouth on mine.

‘Baby,’ she whispered. ‘Sorry. But it’s time.’

It was still dark outside, but I could hear pigeons hopping around on the roof directly above our heads, a sure sign that it was time to put on my pants and piss off before the sun came up.

‘Got it all worked out, haven’t you?’ I sighed, rolling away from her and getting out of bed.

‘I wish you could stay, Harry. I really do.’

‘So how long is it since you split up with Peggy’s dad? Three years? More? And how many men have you introduced her to?’

‘You’re the first,’ she said quietly, and I wondered if that was true.

‘I just don’t understand what harm it does if she sees me eating a bowl of Cornflakes. Jesus – the kid sees me all week long.’

‘We’ve been through all this,’ Cyd said in the darkness. ‘It’s confusing for her if you’re here in the morning. Please try to understand. She’s five – you’re not.’

‘She likes me. And I like her. We’ve always got on fine.’

‘That’s all the more reason for going now. I don’t want you to be an uncle to Peggy, okay? I want you to be more than that or less than that. But you’re not going to be an uncle. She deserves better. So do you.’

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Absolutely fine.’

‘You should love me for being like this,’ she said, more angry than hurt. ‘You should understand that I’m just trying to protect her and do what’s best for her. You’ve got a kid yourself. You know what it’s like. If anyone should understand, then you should understand.’

She was right.

I should have loved her.

For the first time in my life I could sort of understand why men of my age go out with younger women.

I never really got it before. Women in their thirties, their bodies are still springy and you can talk to them. They are still young, but they have seen something of life – probably quite a few of the same views that you have seen.

Why would any man trade that kind of equal partnership for someone with a pierced navel whose idea of a hot date is some awful nightclub and half a tab of something pretending to be Ecstasy?

If you can go out with someone who has read the same books as you, who has watched the same television programmes as you, who has loved the same music as you, then why would you want someone whose idea of a soul singer is the guy in Jamiroquai?

But now I got it. Now I could understand the attraction.

Men of my age like younger women because the younger woman has fewer reasons to be bitter.

The younger woman is less likely to have had her heart bashed around by broken homes, divorce lawyers and the sight of children who are missing a parent. The younger woman doesn’t have all those disappointments that women – and men, too, don’t forget the men – in their thirties drag around with them like so much excess luggage.

It was cruel but true. The younger woman is far less likely to have had her life fucked up by some man.

Men in their thirties and forties don’t go out with a younger woman for her bouncy body and her pierced tongue. That’s just propaganda.

They go out with her so that they can be the one who fucks up her life.

Heidi was a nanny from Munich.

Well, not exactly Munich – more Augsburg. And not exactly a nanny.

A nanny is a professional child minder who has made a career out of caring for small boys and girls. Heidi was a nineteen-year-old who was away from her parents for the very first time. She was just one economy flight on Lufthansa away from a bedroom full of stuffed toys and having her mum do her washing. She knew as much about child care as I knew about theoretical physics. Heidi was more of an au pair.

The plan was that Heidi was going to cook, clean and cover for me with Pat on the days I was working on the show. For this she would receive bed, board and pocket money while she studied English.

Pat was swaying on the sofa, listening to Sally’s tape, when I took Heidi through to meet him.

‘This is Heidi, Pat. She’s going to stay here and help us around the house.’

Pat stared blankly at the big blonde German girl, his mouth lolling open, lost in the music.

‘A lively and active boy,’ Heidi smiled.

Trying to show willing, she asked me what I would like for dinner. I told her that I would grab something in the green room at the station, but she should fix something for her and Pat. She shuffled about in the kitchen until she found a big can of tomato soup.

‘Is okay?’ she asked.

‘Fine,’ I said.

Trying to let her get on with it, I sat at the kitchen table jotting down notes on next week’s shooting script.

Pat wandered in to watch her, leaving the music still blasting from the living room, and I sent him back to turn it off. When he came back he started pulling at my sleeve.

‘Guess what?’ he said.

‘Let Daddy work, darling.’

‘But guess what Heidi’s doing?’

‘And let Heidi do her work, too.’

Elaborately sighing, he sat down at the kitchen table and idly fiddled with a couple of his little plastic men.

Heidi was clanking about by the stove, but I didn’t look up at her until I heard the bubbles of boiling water. That was strange. Why was she boiling water to heat up a can of tomato soup?

‘Heidi?’

‘Is soon ready.’

She had placed the unopened can of soup in a saucepan of water and brought it to boiling point. She gave me a hesitant smile just before the can exploded, flinging steaming red gruel all over the ceiling, the walls and us.

Wiping the tomato soup from my eyes, I saw the livid red slime slide down Heidi’s face, her eyes staring through the oozing muck, mute with shock and wonder. She looked like Sissy Spacek in the prom night scene in Carrie.

Then she burst into tears.

‘Guess what?’ Pat said, blue eyes blinking in a crimson face mask. ‘She can’t cook either.’

So Heidi found a nice family in Crouch End.

And I gave Sally a call.


Twenty-Six

Auntie Ethel was on her knees in her front garden, planting spring bulbs for next year.

Auntie Ethel wasn’t my real auntie but I had called her Auntie Ethel ever since we had moved in next door to her when I was five years old, and the habit had proved hard to break.

Auntie Ethel straightened up, squinting over her lawn mower at Cyd and Peggy and Pat and me as we climbed out of Cyd’s old VW Beetle, and for a moment I felt as though I were a little kid again, asking Auntie Ethel if I could have my ball back.

‘Harry? Is that you, Harry?’

‘Hello, Auntie Ethel,’ I said. ‘What are you planting there?’

‘Tulips, daffodils, hyacinths. And is that your Pat? I don’t believe it! Hasn’t he grown? Hello, Pat!’

Pat half-heartedly saluted her with his light sabre. We had never been able to persuade him to address Auntie Ethel by her proper title, and he clearly wasn’t going to start now. Auntie Ethel turned her attention to Peggy, a cloud of confusion drifting across her familiar old face.

‘And this little girl…’

‘This one’s mine,’ Cyd said. ‘Hi, Auntie Ethel. I’m Cyd. Harry’s friend. How you doing?’

‘Like Sid James?’

‘Like Cyd Charisse.’

Auntie Ethel’s eyes twinkled behind her glasses.

‘The dancer,’ she said. ‘With Fred Astaire in Silk Stockings. A good pair of legs.’ Auntie Ethel sized Cyd up. ‘Just like you!’

‘I like your Auntie Ethel,’ Cyd whispered, taking my arm as we came up the drive. Then I felt her grip tighten. ‘Oh God – that looks like your mother.’

My mum was standing at the door, all smiles, and Pat ran to meet her.

‘Happy birthday!’ she cried, sweeping him up in her arms. ‘Five years old! Aren’t you a big boy – ouch!’ Still holding him under one arm, she pushed his Jedi weapon away with her free hand. ‘Blooming light saver,’ she laughed, looking down at Peggy. ‘You must be Peggy. You haven’t got a light saver too, have you?’

‘No, I don’t like Star Wars very much. I just play it because he likes it.’

‘It’s a boys’ game, isn’t it?’ my mum said, never much of a one for breaking down traditional gender stereotypes.

Peggy followed Pat into the house and my mum smiled at Cyd, who was holding back, half a step behind me, still gripping my arm. I had never seen her looking shy before. My mum grabbed her and kissed her on the cheek.

‘And you must be Cyd. Come in, dear, and make yourself at home.’

‘Thank you,’ Cyd said.

Cyd went into the house where I had grown up and my mum gave me a quick smile behind her back, lifting her eyebrows like a surprised lady in one of those old saucy seaside postcards.

It had been quite a while, but I had brought home enough girls to know what that look meant.

It meant that Cyd was what my mum would call a smasher.

And in the back garden was what my mum would call quite a spread.

The kitchen table had been carried out the back and covered with a paper tablecloth splattered with images of party balloons, exploding champagne bottles and laughing rabbits.

The table had been loaded with bowls of crisps, nuts and little bright orange cheesy things, plates of sandwiches with their crusts cut off, trays of mini sausage rolls and six individual little paper dishes containing jelly and tinned fruit. In the centre of this feast was a birthday cake in the shape of Darth Vader’s helmet, with five candles.

When we were all seated around the table and had sung a few renditions of, ‘Happy birthday, dear Pat,’ my dad offered around the mini sausage rolls, looking at me shrewdly.

‘Bet you had a job all getting into that little sports car,’ he said.

From the living room I could hear one of his favourite albums on the stereo. It was the end of side two of Songs for Swingin’ Lovers!, Frank breezing his way through Cole Porter’s ‘Anything Goes’.

‘We didn’t come out in the MGF, Dad,’ I said. ‘We came in Cyd’s car.’

‘Completely impractical, a car like that,’ he continued, ignoring me. ‘Nowhere for the children, is there? A man has to think of those things when he buys a motor. Or he should do.’

‘My daddy’s got a motorbike,’ Peggy told him.

My father stared at her, chewing a mini sausage roll, lost for words. Her daddy? A motorbike?

‘That’s nice, dear,’ my mum said.

‘And a Thai girlfriend.’

‘Lovely!’

‘Her name’s Mem.’

‘What a pretty name.’

‘Mem’s a dancer.’

‘Goodness.’

We all watched in silence, waiting for further revelations, as Peggy lifted open her sandwich and examined the contents. The further revelations didn’t come. Peggy closed her sandwich and shoved it in her mouth.

I crunched my way through some bright orange cheesy things, feeling depressed.

My parents were trying as hard as they could. But this tiny little girl already had another life that they would never and could never be a part of. The all-consuming delight that they felt for their grandchild could never be felt for little Peggy. That kind of unconditional love was already impossible. She would always be too much of a stranger. I felt for them. And for Peggy too.

‘Mem’s not really a dancer,’ Cyd said, watching my face, reading my mind. ‘She’s more of a stripper.’

My old man coughed up a piece of barbecue-flavoured crisp.

‘Bit went down the wrong hole,’ he explained.

My mum turned to Cyd with a bright smile. ‘Jelly?’ she said.

Once we had Mem’s job description out of the way, the party settled down. And my parents liked Cyd. I could tell that they liked her a lot.

There were minefields to be negotiated – my dad had this thing about single mothers subsidised by the state and my mum had this thing about working mothers – but Cyd skipped through them without spilling her jelly.

‘The state can never take the place of a parent, Mr Silver – and it shouldn’t try.’

‘Call me Paddy, love,’ my dad said.

‘Some women have to work, Mrs Silver – but that doesn’t mean their children don’t come first.’

‘Call me Elizabeth, dear,’ my mum said.

She talked to Paddy and Elizabeth about all the things they wanted to talk about – the kind of films that a five-year-old should be allowed to watch with my mum, the right time to remove the stabilisers on a child’s bike with my dad.

And she made all the right noises – admiring my mum’s sausage rolls (‘Home-made they are, dear, I’ll give you the recipe if you like’) and my dad’s garden (‘Harry’s never been interested in gardens – I can’t understand that attitude myself’).

But Cyd wasn’t some little local girl who I had danced with a couple of times in a suburban club, one of the Kims and Kellys who I had brought home all the time until the day I brought home Gina.

Cyd was visibly a woman with a past – meaning a past that contained marriage, pregnancy and divorce, although not necessarily in that order. And it felt like the only way my parents could deal with that past was by ignoring it.

Their conversation lurched between her childhood in Houston to the present day in London, as if everything in between had been withdrawn by censors.

‘Texas, you say?’ my dad said. ‘Never been to Texas myself. But I met a few Texans in the war.’ He leaned towards her conspiratorially. ‘Good card players, Texans.’

‘It must be lovely having sisters,’ my mum said. ‘I had six brothers. Can you imagine that? Six brothers! Some women don’t like watching football and boxing on the telly. But it never bothered me. Because I had six brothers.’

But Cyd’s broken marriage was always there waiting to be confronted. In the end, Cyd dealt with it as casually as if it were just a stale sausage roll that had to be found and cast aside. She had never seemed more American.

‘My family is like your family,’ she said to my mother. ‘Very close. I only came over here because Jim – that’s Peggy’s father – is English. That didn’t work out, but somehow I never made it back. Now I’ve met your son, I’m glad I didn’t.’

And that was it.

My mum looked at us as if we were Ryan O’Neal and Ali MacGraw in Love Story. Even my dad seemed to be brushing away a tear from his eye. Then I realised it was just a crumb from a mini sausage roll.

By the time Pat had blown out his five candles and we had cut the cake, my parents were acting as if they had known Cyd and Peggy all their lives.

If they were put out by the fact that the girl of my dreams had chosen someone else to share her dreams with before me, then they were pretty good at hiding it. This should have pleased me more than it did.

While Cyd was helping my mum clear the table and my dad was showing Pat and Peggy how he dealt with the menace of snails, I went into the living room and over to the stereo.

Songs for Swingin’ Lovers! had stopped playing hours ago, but the cover of the record, an old vinyl LP – my father had never joined the CD revolution – was still propped up against the Sony music station.

That album cover had always been special to me. Sinatra – tie askew, snap-brim fedora on the back of his head – grins down at the perfect fifties couple, some Brylcreemed Romeo in a business suit with his suburban Juliet in pearl earrings and a little red dress.

They look like an ordinary couple – you can’t imagine them hanging out with the Rat Pack in Vegas. But they look as though they have wrung as much joy out of this world as anyone possibly could. And I always loved looking at that couple when I was a child, because I always thought they looked like my parents at the exact moment they fell in love.

Someone called my name from the garden but I stared at the cover of Songs for Swingin’ Lovers!, pretending that I hadn’t heard.

They don’t make them like that any more, I thought.

‘Everybody had a good time,’ Cyd said.

‘It seemed to go very well,’ I said.

We were back in London and up in her flat. Peggy and Pat were sitting on the sofa watching a tape of Pocahontas (Peggy’s choice). Tired from a couple of hours in Cyd’s wheezing old Beetle, they were starting to bitch at each other. I wanted to get home.

‘Everybody had a good time,’ Cyd said again. ‘Pat liked his presents. Peggy ate so much that I won’t have to feed her for a week. And I really loved meeting your mum and dad. They’re really sweet people. Yes, everybody had a good time. Except you.’

‘What are you talking about? I had a good time.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘And what hurts me – what really hurts me – is that you didn’t even try. Your mum and dad made an effort. I know they loved Gina and I know it couldn’t have been easy for them. But they really tried to make it work today. You just couldn’t be bothered, could you?’

‘What do you want me to do? Start doing the lambada after a couple of Diet Cokes? I had as good a time as I could ever have at a kid’s birthday party.’

‘I’m a grown woman and I have a child, okay? You have to learn to deal with that, Harry. Because if you can’t, we haven’t got any kind of future.’

‘I like Peggy,’ I said. ‘And I get on great with her.’

‘You liked Peggy when she was just the little girl who palled around with your son,’ she said. ‘You liked her when she was just the cute little kid who played nicely on the floor of your home. What you don’t like is what she’s become now that you’ve started going out with me.’

‘And what’s that?’ I asked her.

‘The reminder of another man’s fuck,’ she said.

The reminder of another man’s fuck? That was a bit strong. You couldn’t imagine Sinatra sticking that on one of his album covers.


Twenty-Seven

It was more than the reminder of another man’s fuck.

If living alone with Pat had taught me anything, it was that being a parent is mostly intuitive – we make it up as we go along. Nobody teaches you how to do it. You learn on the job.

When I was a kid I thought that my parents had some secret knowledge about how to keep me in line and bring me up right. I thought that there was some great master plan to make me eat my vegetables and go to my room when I was told. But I was wrong. I knew now that they were doing what every parent in the world does. Just winging it.

If Pat wanted to watch Return of the Jedi at four in the morning or listen to Puff Daddy at midnight, then I didn’t have to think about it – I could just pull the plug and send him back to bed.

And if he was down after a phone call from Gina or because of something that had happened at school, I could take him in my arms and give him a cuddle. When it’s your own flesh and blood, you don’t have to think about doing the right thing. You don’t have to think at all. You just do it.

But I would never have that luxury with Peggy.

She was on the sofa, her little bare legs stretched out on the coffee table, watching her favourite Australian soap.

I was sitting next to her, trying to shut out the background babble of dysfunctional surfers who didn’t know the true identity of their parents, as I read an article about another bank collapsing in Japan. It looked like complete chaos over there.

‘What do you mean – you’re not my mother?’ somebody said on screen, and Peggy began to stir as the theme music began.

Usually she was off and running the moment the Aussies were gone. But now she stayed right where she was, leaning forward across the coffee table and picking up Cyd’s nail polish from among the jumble of magazines and toys. I watched her as she began to unscrew the top of the small glass vial.

‘Peggy?’

‘What?’

‘Maybe you shouldn’t play with that, darling.’

‘It’s okay, Harry. Mommy lets me.’

She removed the lid with the small brush on and, very delicately, began painting crimson nail polish over her tiny, almost non-existent toenails and, I couldn’t help noticing, all over the tips of her toes.

‘Be careful with that stuff, Peggy. It’s not for playing with, okay?’

She shot me a look.

‘Mommy lets me do this.’

Globs of bright red nail polish slid down toes the size of half a matchstick. She soon looked as though she had been treading grapes or wading through an abattoir. She lifted her foot, admiring her handiwork, and a drizzle of red paint plopped on to a copy of Red.

With Pat I would have raised my voice or grabbed the nail polish or sent him to his room. I would have done something. With Peggy, I didn’t know what to do. I certainly couldn’t touch her. I certainly couldn’t raise my voice.

‘Peggy.’

‘What, Harry?’

I really wanted her to do the right thing and not get nail polish all over her feet and the carpet and the coffee table and the magazines. But, far more than all of this, I wanted her to like me. So I sat there watching her small feet turning bright red, making doubtful noises, doing nothing.

Cyd came out of the bathroom wrapped in a white robe, towelling her hair. She saw Peggy daubing her toes with nail polish and sighed.

‘How many times have I told you to leave that stuff alone?’ she asked, snatching away the nail polish. She lifted Peggy like a cat plucking up a unruly kitten. ‘Come on, miss. In the bath.’

‘But – ’

‘Now.’

What made me laugh – or rather what made me want to bury my face in my hands – is that you would never guess that so much of our time was spent dealing with the fall-out of the nuclear family. Cyd’s small flat was like a temple to romance.

The walls were covered with posters from films – films that told tales of perfect love, love that might bang its head against a few obstacles now and again, but love that was ultimately without any of the complications of the modern world.

As soon as you had come into the flat, there was a framed poster of Casablanca in the poky little hallway. There were framed posters of An Affair to Remember and Brief Encounter in the slightly less poky living room. And of course there was Gone with the Wind in the place of honour right above the bed. Even Peggy had a poster of Pocahontas on her wall looking down on all her old Ken and Barbie dolls and Spice Girls merchandise. Everywhere you looked – men smouldering, women melting and true love conquering.

These posters weren’t stuck up in the way that a student might stick them up – half-hearted and thoughtless and mostly to cover a patch of rising damp or some crumbling plaster. There was far more than Blu-tack keeping them up. Placed behind glass and encased in tasteful black frames, they were treated like works of art – which I suppose is what they were.

Cyd had bought those posters from one of those cine-head shops in Soho, taken them to the Frame Factory or somewhere similar, and then lugged them all the way home. She had to go out of her way to have those posters of Gone with the Wind and the rest up on her walls. The message was clear – this is what we are about in this place.

But it wasn’t what we were about, not really. Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman might have had their love affair cut short by the Nazi invasion of Paris, but at least Bogey didn’t have to worry about how he should treat Ingrid’s child from her relationship with Victor Laszlo. And it is open to debate if Rhett Butler would have been quite so keen on Scarlett O’Hara if she had been dragging a kid from a previous romance around Georgia.

I had never been around a little girl before, and there was an air of calm about Peggy – it was definitely calm more than sugar and spice or any of that stuff – that I had never seen in Pat or other small boys. There was a composure about her that you wouldn’t see in a boy of the same age. Maybe all little girls are like that. Maybe it was just Peggy.

What I am saying is – I liked her.

But I didn’t know if I was meant to be her friend or her father, if I was meant to be sweetness and light or firm but fair. None of it felt right. When your partner has got a child, it can never be like the movies. And anyone who can’t see that has watched a few too many MGM musicals.

Cyd came back into the room with Peggy all clean and changed and ready for her big night out at Pizza Express with her father. The little girl climbed on my lap and gave me a kiss. She smelled of soap and Junior Timotei.

Her mother ruffled my hair.

‘What are you thinking about?’ she asked me.

‘Nothing,’ I said.

Peggy’s eyes got big and wide with excitement when she heard the sound of a powerful motorbike pulling up in the street.

‘Daddy!’ she said, scrambling from my lap, and I felt a stab of jealousy that caught me by surprise.

From the window we all watched Jim Mason park the big BMW bike, swinging his legs off as if he were dismounting from a horse. Then he removed his helmet and I saw that Cyd had been right – he was a good-looking bastard, all chiselled jawline and short, thick wavy hair, like the face on a Roman coin or a male model who likes girls.

I had always kind of hoped that there was going to be something of Glenn about him – a fading pretty boy whose years of breaking hearts had come and gone. But this one looked as though he still ate all his greens.

He waved up at us. We waved back.

Meeting your partner’s ex should be awkward and embarrassing. You know the most intimate details of their life and yet you have never met them. You know they did bad things because you have been told all about them and also because, if they hadn’t done bad things, you would not be with your partner.

It should be a bumpy ride meeting the man she knew before she knew you. But meeting Jim wasn’t that much of a problem for me. I got off lightly as there was still so much unfinished business between him and Cyd.

He came into the little flat, big and handsome, all gleaming leathers and wide white smile, tickling his daughter until she howled. We shook hands and swapped some small talk about the problems of parking in this neck of the woods. And when Peggy went to collect her things, Cyd was waiting for him, her face as impassive as a clenched fist.

‘How’s Mem?’ she asked.

‘She’s fine. Sends her love.’

‘I’m sure she doesn’t. But thanks anyway. And is her job going well?’

‘Very well, thanks.’

‘Business is booming for strippers, is it?’

‘She’s not a stripper.’

‘She’s not?’

‘She’s a lap dancer.’

‘My apologies.’

Jim looked at me with a what-can-you-do? grin.

‘She always does this,’ he said, as if we had some kind of relationship, as if he could tell me a thing or two.

Peggy came back carrying a child-sized motorbike helmet, smiling from ear to ear, anxious to get going. She kissed her mother and me and took her father’s hand.

From the window we watched Jim carefully place his daughter on the bike and cover her head with the helmet. Sliding behind her, he straddled the machine, kicked it into life and took off down the narrow street. Above the throaty roar of the bike, you could just about hear Peggy squealing with delight.

‘Why do you hate him so much, Cyd?’

She thought about it for a moment.

‘I think it’s because of the way he ended it,’ she said. ‘He was home from work – hurt his leg in another accident, I think he was scraped by a cab, he was always getting scraped by a cab – and he was lying on the sofa when I got back from dropping Peggy off at her nursery school. I bent over him – just to look at his face, because I always liked looking at his face – and he said the name of a girl. Right out loud. The name of this Malaysian girl he was sleeping with. The one he left me for.’

‘He was talking in his sleep?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘He was pretending to talk in his sleep. He knew he was going to leave me and Peggy already. But he didn’t have the guts to look me in the eye and tell me. Pretending to talk in his sleep – pretending to say her name while he was sleeping – was the only way he could do it. The only way he could drop the bomb. The only way he could tell me that his bags were packed. And that just seemed so cruel, so gutless – and so typical.’

I had different reasons for hating Jim – some of them noble, some of them pitiful. I hated him because he had hurt Cyd so badly, and I hated him because he was better looking than me. I hated him because I hated any parent who breezed in and out of a kid’s life as though they were a hobby you could pick up and put down when you felt like it. Did I think that Gina was like that? Sometimes, on those odd days when she didn’t phone Pat, and I knew – just knew – that she was somewhere with Richard.

And I hated Jim because I could feel that he still mattered to Cyd – when she had said that thing about always loving his face, I knew it was still there, eating her up. Maybe she didn’t love him, maybe all that had curdled and changed into something else. But he mattered.

I suppose a little piece of my heart should have been grateful. If he had been a loyal, loving husband who knew how to keep his leather trousers on – and if he wasn’t into the bamboo – then Cyd would be with him and not me. But I wasn’t grateful at all.

As soon as he brought Peggy back safely from Pizza Express, I would have been quite happy for him to wrap his bike around a number 73 bus and get his lovely face smeared all over the Essex Road. He had treated Cyd as if she were nothing much at all. And that was reason enough for me to hate his guts.

But when Peggy came back home with a phenomenally useless stuffed toy the size of a refrigerator, and pizza all over her face, I was aware that there was another, far more selfish reason for hating him.

Without ever really trying to match him, I knew that I could never mean as much in Peggy’s life as he did. That’s what hurt most of all. Even if he saw her only when he felt like it, and fucked off somewhere else when he felt like doing that, he would always be her father.

That’s what made her giddy with joy. Not the motorbike. Or the pizza. Or the stupid stuffed toy the size of a fridge. But the fact that this was her dad.

I knew I could live with the reminder of another man’s fuck. I could even love her. And I could compete with a motorbike and a giant stuffed toy and a prettier face than my own.

But you can’t compete with blood.


Twenty-Eight

‘Who do I look like?’ Pat said when the trees in the park were bare and he had to wear his winter coat all the time and Gina had been gone for just over four months.

He tilted his head to stare up at the car’s vanity mirror, looking at his face as if seeing it for the first time, or as if it belonged to someone else.

Who did he look like? People were always telling me – and him – that he looked like me. But I knew that wasn’t quite right. He was a far prettier kid than I had ever been. Even if I had never had all my front teeth knocked out by a dog, he would still have been better looking than me. The truth was, he looked like both of us. He looked like me and he looked like Gina.

‘Your eyes are like Mummy’s eyes,’ I said.

‘They’re blue.’

‘That’s right. They’re blue. And my eyes are green. But your mouth, that’s like my mouth. We’ve got lovely big mouths. Perfect for kissing, right?’

‘Right,’ he said, not smiling along with me, not taking his eyes from the little rectangular mirror.

‘And your hair – that’s very fair. Like Mummy’s hair.’

‘She had yellow hair.’

‘She still does, baby,’ I said, wincing at that past tense. ‘She still has yellow hair. She’s still got yellow hair. Okay?’

‘Okay,’ he said, flipping up the mirror and staring out of the window. ‘Let’s go.’

And your teeth are like your mother’s – a little bit gappy, a little bit goofy, teeth that give every single smile a rakish air – but your sawn-off snub nose is like mine, although your strong, beautiful chin belongs to your mother and so does your skin – fair skin that loves the sun, fair skin that starts to tan as soon as it stops raining.

Pat didn’t look like me. And he didn’t look like Gina. He looked like both of us.

Even if we had ever wanted to, we couldn’t escape his mother. She was there in his smile and in the colour of his eyes. I was stuck with Gina’s ghost. And so was Pat.

‘I don’t understand what’s going to happen to the kids,’ my father said. ‘The kids like Pat and Peggy. I can’t imagine what growing up with just one parent around is going to do to them.’

He didn’t say it the way he would have said it in the past – angry, contemptuous and with a mocking wonder at what the world was coming to. He didn’t say it with his old loathing for single parents and all the changes they represented. He said it gently, with a small, bewildered shake of his head, as if the future were beyond his imagination.

‘You grew up with two parents around,’ he said. ‘At least you had some idea of what a marriage looked like. What a marriage could be. But they don’t have that, do they? Pat and Peggy and all the rest of them.’

‘No. They don’t.’

‘And I just worry what it’s going to do to them. If divorce is just something that everyone does, then what chance is there for their marriages? And for their children?’

We were on the wooden bench just outside the kitchen door, sitting in the three o’clock twilight watching Pat poke around with his light sabre at the far end of the garden.

‘Everything just seems so…broken up,’ my dad said. ‘Do you know what Peggy said to me? She asked me if I would be her granddad. It’s not her fault, is it? The poor little mite.’

‘No, it’s not her fault,’ I said. ‘It’s never the child’s fault. But maybe growing up with divorce will make them more careful about getting into a marriage. And more determined to make it work when they do.’

‘Do you really think so?’ my father said hopefully.

I nodded, but only because I didn’t have the heart to shake my head. What I really thought was that his generation had faced up to its responsibilities in a way that my lot never could.

His generation had looked after their children, they had lots of early nights, and if they also had their own home and a fortnight in a caravan in Frinton, they had considered themselves lucky.

But my generation had grown up with our own individual little pile of happiness at the top of our shopping list.

That’s why we fucked around, fucked off and fucked up with such alarming regularity.

My generation wanted perfect lives. Why should our children be any different? My dad had learned early on that nobody gets away with a perfect life.

‘Yes, maybe it will be all right,’ my old man said, thinking about it. ‘Because every kid has got two parents, haven’t they? Even a kid from – what do you call it? – a single-parent family. And perhaps Pat and Peggy and the rest of them won’t grow up being like the parent who went away. Perhaps they’ll be like the parent who stayed behind.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, you’re doing a good job with Pat,’ he said, not looking at me. ‘You work hard. You take care of him. He sees all that. So why shouldn’t he be like that with his children?’

I laughed with embarrassment.

‘I mean it,’ he said. ‘I don’t know that I could have coped if your mother – you know.’ His callused right hand rested lightly on my shoulder. He still wasn’t looking at me. ‘You’re doing all right with that boy, Harry.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Thanks, Dad.’

Then we heard my mother calling urgently from the living room, and when we ran inside she was standing by the window, pointing at my car.

‘I saw the little bastards,’ said my mum, who never swore. ‘I saw the little bastards do it!’

The MGF’s soft top had been repeatedly slashed with a knife. The ribbons of what was left of the roof had caved into the car, as if something had been dropped on it from a great height.

I stared at my mutilated car. But my father was already out of the front door. Auntie Ethel was on her doorstep.

‘The alley!’ she cried, pointing to the far end of our street, the rough end where there was a small cul-de-sac of council houses, like a ghetto for people who owned souped-up Ford Escorts and West Ham away shirts and didn’t give a toss about roses.

There was an alley at this end of the street that led to a tired little string of shops where you could get your Lottery ticket during the daytime and get your face smashed in after dark. Two youths – the two who had tried to burgle my parents? or two just like them? – were legging it towards the alley. My father was chasing them.

I looked at the ruined roof and felt a surge of anger rise up in me. You stupid, spiteful little gits, I thought, furious at what they had done to my car and even more furious for taking my father from his garden.

I started after them, seeing them nervously glance over their shoulders as a murderous voice called after them, threatening to fucking kill them, and I was shocked to discover that the murderous voice seemed to belong to me.

The two yobs disappeared into the alley just as my dad suddenly stopped. At first I thought he had given up, but it was worse than that, because he sank to one knee and clutched his chest, as though he were suffocating.

By the time I caught up with him he was on both knees, holding himself up with one hand pressed flat on the ground. He was making a terrible, unearthly sound, his throat rasping with short, shallow breaths.

I put my arms around him and held him, smelling his Old Holborn and Old Spice, and he gasped for air, choked for air, his lungs fighting with all their might and yet still unable to suck in what they needed. He turned his eyes towards me and I saw the fear in them.

Eventually he managed to retrieve enough air to get shakily to his feet. Still with my arm around him, I led him slowly back to the house. My mother, Pat and Auntie Ethel were all by the front gate. Pat and Auntie Ethel were white with shock. My mother was angry.

‘You must go to the doctor,’ she said, tears streaming down her face. ‘No more excuses.’

‘I will,’ he said meekly, and I knew he wouldn’t try to get out of it. He could never refuse her anything.

‘Aren’t they evil little rotters?’ Auntie Ethel said. ‘It makes your blood boil, doesn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ said Pat. ‘They’re motherfuckers.’

Black tie, it said on the invitation, and I always felt excited when I had to dig out my dinner jacket, dress shirt and black bow tie – a proper bow tie that you had to spend ages doing yourself, not the pre-tied dicky bow on a bit of elastic as worn by small boys and clowns.

I could remember my old man wearing black tie once a year for his company’s annual dinner and dance at some fancy hotel on Park Lane. There was something about the tailored formality of a tuxedo that suited his stocky, muscular frame. My mum always looked slightly amused by whatever ball gown she had climbed into that year. But my old man was born to wear black tie.

‘Wow,’ said Sally, shyly grinning up at me through a curtain of hair as I came down the stairs. ‘You look just like a bouncer. Outside a, like, really, really cool club.’

‘No,’ Pat said, pointing his index finger at me and cocking his thumb. ‘You look like James Bond. 007. Licensed to shoot all the bad people.’

But as I stood in front of the hall mirror, I knew what I really looked like in a dinner jacket.

More and more, I looked like my father.

Cyd wore a green cheongsam in Chinese silk – high-necked, tight as a second skin, the greatest dress I had ever seen in my life.

She hadn’t done anything to her hair – just pulled it back behind her head in a ponytail, and I liked it that way, because that way I could see her face all the more clearly.

Sometimes we are only aware of how happy we are when the moment has passed. But now and again, if we are very lucky, we are aware of happiness when it is actually happening. And I knew that this was what happiness felt like. Not happiness in dewy-eyed retrospect or in some imagined future but here and now, in a green dress.

‘Wait a minute,’ I said to Cyd as our cab dropped us outside the hotel. I took her hands in mine and we stood there in silence, the rush hour on Park Lane roaring behind us, a frost on Hyde Park glinting beyond the traffic.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked me.

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘That’s the point.’

I knew that I would never forget the way she looked that night, I knew that I would never forget the way she looked in her green Chinese dress. And I wanted to do more than enjoy it, I wanted to hold the moment so that I could remember it later, after the night had gone.

‘Okay?’ she said, smiling.

‘Okay.’

Then we joined the laughing throng in their dinner jackets and evening dresses, and went inside to the awards ceremony.

‘And the best newcomer is…’

The luscious weather girl fumbled with the envelope.

‘…Eamon Fish.’

Eamon stood up, drunk and grinning, looking more pleased than he would have wanted to with all the cameras watching, and he hugged me with real feeling as he walked past.

‘We did it,’ he said.

‘No,’ I said, ‘you did it. Go and get your award.’

Over his shoulder I saw Marty Mann and Siobhan at another table – Marty in one of those bright waistcoats worn by people who think that wearing black tie is like smoking a pipe or wearing carpet slippers, Siobhan slim and cool in some white diaphanous number.

She smiled. He gave me the thumbs up. Later, when all the awards had been handed out, they came across to our table.

Although Marty was a bit pissed and a bit pissed off – there were no awards for him this year – they couldn’t have been more gracious.

I introduced them to Cyd and to Eamon. If Marty remembered Cyd as the same woman who had once dropped a plate of pasta in his lap, he didn’t show it. He congratulated Eamon on his award. Siobhan congratulated Cyd on her dress.

Siobhan didn’t say – And what do you do?, she was too smart and sensitive ever to ask that question, so Cyd didn’t have to say – Oh, I’m a waitress right now, so Siobhan didn’t have to get embarrassed and neither did Cyd, they could just get on with each other in that easy, seemingly natural way that only women can manage.

They began talking to each other about not knowing what to wear at these things, and Marty put a conspiratorial arm around my shoulder. His face was far heavier than I remembered it. He had the leaden, vaguely disappointed air of a man who, after years of dreaming, had finally landed his own talk show only to discover that he couldn’t attract anyone who was worth talking to.

‘A word?’ he said, crouching down by my side.

Here it comes, I thought. Now he wants me back. Now he’s seen how well Eamon’s doing, he wants me back on the show.

‘I want you to do me a favour,’ Marty said.

‘What’s that, Marty?’

He leaned closer.

‘I want you to be my best man,’ he said.

Even Marty, I thought.

Even Marty dreams of getting it right, of finding the one, of discovering the whole world in another human being. Just like everyone else.

‘Hey, Harry,’ said Eamon, watching the weather girl cross the room, adjusting his weight as a ridge of high pressure passed through his underpants. ‘Guess who I’m shagging tonight?’

Well, perhaps not quite everyone.

* * *

There were too many lights on in the house. There were lights upstairs. There were lights downstairs. There were lights blazing everywhere at a time when there should have been just one faint glow coming from the living room.

And there was music pouring out of my home – loud, booming bass lines and those skittering drum machines that sounded like the aural equivalent of a heart attack. New music. Terrible new music blasting from my stereo.

‘What’s going on?’ I said, as if we had come to the wrong place, as if there had been some mistake.

There was someone in the darkness of the small front garden. No, there were a few of them. A boy and a girl necking just outside the open front door. And another boy lurking by the dustbin, being sick all over his Tommy Hilfiger anorak and his YSL trousers.

I went inside the house while Cyd paid the cab driver.

It was a party. A teenage party. All over my home there were youths in Polo gear snogging, shagging, drinking, dancing and being sick. Especially being sick. There was another couple puking their stupid guts up in the back garden.

In the living room Pat was in his pyjamas swaying to the music at one end of the sofa, while at the other end Sally was being groped by some fat boy. Pat grinned at me – isn’t this fun? – as I surveyed the damage – lager cans with their contents spilled on the parquet floor and cigarettes stubbed out on their rims, scraps of takeaway pizza smeared on the furniture and God knows what stains on the beds upstairs.

There were maybe a dozen of them in all. But it felt like the Mongol Hordes had moved in. Worse than that – it was like one of those grotesque commercials for crisps or soft drinks or chinos, full of young people having the time of their life. Except that they were having the time of their life in my living room.

‘Sally,’ I said, ‘what the fuck is going on?’

‘Harry,’ she said, and there were tears of joy in her eyes. ‘It’s Steve.’

She indicated the slack-jawed youth on top of her. He squinted at me with his cretinous porky eyes, eyes with nothing behind them but hormonal overload and nine cans of lager.

‘He packed it that old slapper Yasmin McGinty,’ Sally said. ‘He’s come back to me. Ain’t it fantastic?’

‘Are you crazy?’ I said. ‘Are you crazy or stupid? Which is it, Sally?’

‘Oh, Harry,’ she said, all disappointed. ‘I thought you would understand. You of all people.’

The music suddenly died. Cyd stood there with the plug in her hands.

‘Time to clean up this mess,’ she told the room. ‘Get rubbish sacks and cleaning stuff. Try looking under the sink.’

Steve climbed off Sally, adjusting his monstrous trousers, sneering at the grown-ups who had crashed his party.

‘I’m out of here,’ he said, as though he came from Beverly Hills instead of Muswell Hill.

Cyd moved swiftly across the room and clasped his nose between her thumb and forefinger.

‘You’re out of here when I tell you, elephant boy,’ she said, making him yelp as she lifted him up on his toes. ‘And it won’t be until you clean up this mess. Not until then, got it?’

‘Okay, okay!’ he bleated, his fake American bravado melting in the face of the real thing.

I took Pat up to bed, turfing out a couple mating in the bathroom, while Cyd organised the cleaning detail. By the time I had read Pat a story and got him to settle down, Sally and Steve and their spotty friends were meekly cleaning the floors and the tables.

‘Where did you learn to do that?’ I asked Cyd.

‘Texas,’ she said.

It turned out that they were quite useless at housework, just as I imagine they will be useless at everything else they attempt in their brainless, designer-labelled lives.

Some of them were too sick. The rest of them were too stupid.

Steve squirted almost the entire contents of a bottle of lemon-scented, multi-surface liquid cleaner on the floor and then spent an hour trying to remove the suds as it foamed and spumed like a car wash gone mad. Cyd and I ended up doing most of it ourselves.

We kicked them out just after dawn. I kept Sally behind and stuck her in a minicab. She didn’t apologise. She was still angry at me for not understanding that the course of true love sometimes leaves stains on the furniture.

‘I hope you’re satisfied,’ she said as she was leaving. ‘You ruined my chance with Steve, Harry. He’ll probably go back to Yasmin McGinty. That slapper.’

Cyd brought me a cup of coffee when we were finally alone.

‘Don’t you wish you were still young enough to know everything?’ she smiled.

I took her in my arms, feeling the green dress slide under my hands. I kissed her. She kissed me back. Then the telephone rang.

‘Sally,’ I said, ‘calling to give me another piece of her mind.’

‘She’ll have none left,’ Cyd laughed.

But it wasn’t Sally. It was Gina, but without the usual little transcontinental blip before she spoke. That’s how I knew immediately that Gina wasn’t in Japan any more. This was a local call. She was back in town.

‘I just realised something,’ Gina said. ‘This is the only telephone number in the whole world that I know by heart.’


Twenty-Nine

I arrived ten minutes early, but Gina was already there, sipping latte at a table for two at the rear of the café.

She was a little thinner from all that sashimi and sushi in Shinjuku and she was wearing clothes that I had never seen her in before – some kind of tailored, two-piece business suit. A woman of the working world.

She looked up and saw me and I could tell that she was still unmistakably Gina – the slightly goofy smile, the pale blue eyes – but a little bit older and far more serious than I could ever remember. The same woman, and yet changed in ways that I couldn’t imagine.

‘Harry,’ she said, standing up, and we smiled nervously at each other, wondering if the correct form was to kiss or to shake hands. Neither of them really seemed right. Instead, I patted her quickly on the arm and she flinched as if she had been given a mild electric shock. That seemed to get us over the awkward moment.

‘You look well,’ she said, sitting down, smiling with a politeness that she had never bothered with in the old days.

And so did she – in her perfect face you could see the girl she had been and the woman she was going to become. Some people grow into their good looks and others grow out of them. And then there are people like Gina, who start turning heads as a child and never stop.

But like all the beautiful ones, Gina had always disliked excessive compliments, apparently assuming that they meant her worth was only skin deep. I guessed that she still felt the same way.

‘You’re looking well, too,’ I said, not wanting to overdo it.

‘How’s Pat?’

‘He’s pretty good,’ I laughed, and she laughed along with me, waiting for more. Except a waiter came and asked if he could get us anything, so we paused while we ordered another couple of lattes, and when he had gone, we talked about our son.

‘A bit bigger now, I bet,’ she said.

‘Everyone seems to think he’s really shooting up. Maybe I don’t notice it so much because I see him every day.’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘But I bet I’ll notice a difference. I mean, I haven’t seen him for a couple of months.’

‘Four months,’ I said.

‘Surely it’s not that long.’

‘Since the summer. It’s four months, Gina. From July to October. Work it out.’

How could she imagine that it was only a couple of months? It was actually more than four. And it felt like far longer to me.

‘Whatever,’ she said, a little testy. ‘Tell me about Pat. I can’t wait to see him.’

What had changed? I looked around the café, trying to think what was different since Gina had gone away to Japan. And I was struck by the fact that the café hadn’t changed at all.

It was one of those places that try to bring a touch of the Marais backstreets to the main drags of London – there was a big zinc bar, a blackboard with names of wines scrawled on it, a rack of newspapers on big wooden poles, and a scattering of chairs and tables on the pavement outside. They even called their full English breakfast something French.

It was a fairly typical café in our neighbourhood, and you might walk past it without even looking at it twice. But this place had meaning for us. Gina and I used to come here before Pat was born, back in the days when we were so close that we didn’t even feel the need to talk to one another. And you can’t get closer than that.

‘School’s going okay,’ I said. ‘That’s changed. Nursery became a bit of a nightmare, but he’s made a good friend at school and that’s working well.’

‘Why was nursery a nightmare?’ she asked, looking all worried.

‘He didn’t like being left. It was just a phase he went through. A phase I thought might last until he was about eighteen.’

‘But he has made friends with a little boy at school?’

‘A little girl,’ I said, and it seemed so strange to be talking about Cyd’s daughter to her. ‘Peggy.’

‘Peggy,’ Gina said, trying it out.

‘She’s got an English dad,’ I said. ‘And an American mum. From Houston.’

‘And is he still crazy about Star Wars?’ she smiled. Gina wasn’t very interested in Peggy. ‘Is it still Luke Skywalker and Han Solo around the clock?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That hasn’t changed. But he’s started to like other stuff, too.’

‘Other stuff?’

‘Well, he likes music,’ I laughed. ‘He likes gangster rap. You know, where they are always boasting about how they are going to shoot you in the head with their piece.’

Her face darkened. ‘He likes listening to this music, does he?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you just let him, do you?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I just let him.’ I was a bit pissed off – she was acting as if I hadn’t thought about this, as if I were letting him watch snuff movies or something. ‘It’s just something he’s going through. It probably makes him feel tougher than he really is. Pat is a very sweet, gentle little kid, Gina. It doesn’t do any harm. I can’t see him getting involved in a drive-by shooting. He’s in bed every night by nine.’

I could tell she didn’t want to argue with me.

‘What else?’

‘He let’s me wash his hair. He washes himself in the bath. He never makes a fuss about going to bed. He can tie his own shoes. He can tell the time. And he’s started reading.’

The more I thought about it, the more I realised how much Pat had grown over the last few months. Gina smiled with what looked like a combination of pride and regret. I was embarrassed for her. She had missed all that.

‘He sounds like a real little man,’ she said.

‘You should see him in his tie.’

‘He wears a tie?’

‘To school. They brought in a uniform because some of the kids were turning up in Polo gear and all that designer stuff. They thought it was unhealthy. So he has to wear a shirt and tie.’

‘It must make him look really old.’

It didn’t make him look old – dressing him up like a salary man actually made him look younger than ever. But I didn’t feel like explaining all that to Gina.

‘But what about you?’ I asked. ‘How long are you in town for?’

‘Oh, permanently,’ she said. ‘Japan’s over. For me and for everyone else. The days when some big-nosed pinky could go out East for adventure and a six-figure salary are gone. There’s not much call for a translator when companies are going belly up. I got out before they threw me out.’ She smiled brightly. ‘So here I am,’ she said. ‘And naturally I want Pat.’

She wanted Pat? Did she mean she wanted to see him? To take him to the zoo and buy him a stuffed toy the size of a refrigerator? What did she mean?

‘So you’re not planning to live in Japan?’

‘You were right, Harry. Even if the bubble hadn’t burst, it would never have worked with Pat and me in an apartment the size of our guest room. I want to see him,’ she said. ‘As soon as possible.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’m picking him up from my mum and dad this afternoon. You can wait for him at home.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Not at home. If it’s okay with you, I’ll meet you in the park.’

Stupid of me to suggest meeting at home. Because of course it wasn’t Gina’s home any more. And as I looked at the flashy new engagement ring where her simple little wedding band used to be, I suddenly realised that I had missed the really big change in our lives since the summer.

Pat lived with me now.

My Uncle Jack was at my parents’ place.

Unlike Auntie Ethel from next door, Uncle Jack was my real uncle – my dad’s brother, a dapper, wiry man who smoked his cigarettes by cupping them in the palm of his hand, as if protecting them from a fierce wind, even when he was in your living room dipping a ginger biscuit into his tea.

Uncle Jack was always in a suit and tie with some highly polished executive wagon parked outside. And on the passenger seat of the Scorpio or five series Beemer or big Merc or whatever it was, his chauffeur’s hat would be resting.

Uncle Jack was a driver, ferrying businessmen back and forth between their homes and offices to all the London airports. He seemed to spend more of his time waiting than driving, and I always pictured him hanging around the arrivals gate at Gatwick or Heathrow, fag cupped in hand, reading the Racing Post.

Uncle Jack was a gambler, like all my dad’s side of the family, and as he grinned at me coming up the drive it seemed to me that all my memories of him revolved around betting of one kind or another.

There were the card schools at our house every Boxing Day. There were trips to the dog tracks at Southend and Romford, where my cousins and I would collect the big pink betting slips that had been discarded by all the unlucky punters. Even further back, when my grandmother was still alive, I could remember the bookie coming round to her house in the East End to collect her tiny daily bet on the horses. When did bookies stop making house calls to little old ladies?

There was another brother, the youngest, Bill, who had moved to Australia in the late seventies, but in my mind the three Silver brothers were together still – knocking back the scotch at Christmas and the brown ale at weddings, dancing the old dances with wives who they had fallen in love with as teenagers, playing nine-card brag into the early hours at Christmas with Tony Bennett singing ‘Stranger in Paradise’ on the music centre.

This was my father’s family – a family of men, shrewd, tough Londoners who were sentimental about children and their suburban gardens, men whose old photographs invariably showed them in uniform, gamblers and drinkers, although neither to the degree where it was ever more than light relief, men who loved their families and looked on work as merely an unpleasant chore undertaken to support those families, men who prided themselves on knowing how the world worked. I knew that Uncle Jack was here for a reason.

‘Saw you on telly the other night,’ Uncle Jack said. ‘At that awards do. Sitting at your table in your tux. He looks a bit of a lad, that Eamon Fish bloke.’

‘He’s a good kid,’ I said. ‘How are you, Uncle Jack?’

‘I’m all right,’ he said. ‘Mustn’t grumble.’ He took my arm and pulled me closer. ‘But what about your dad? I’ve seen him struggling for breath as soon as he gets out of his chair. But now he reckons he’s seen the quack and he’s been given the all clear.’

‘He’s okay?’

‘So he says.’

My dad was in the back garden kicking a ball around with my mum and Pat. They were both wrapped up in thick coats and scarves, but my father was in just a T-shirt, seeming to take all the old pride in his hard, muscular body with its blurred tattoos and faded scars. As he tucked his T-shirt into his trousers I caught a glimpse of the big scar, the livid starburst on his side, and I realised that it still had the power to shock me.

‘Dad? You saw the doctor?’

‘Right as rain,’ he said. ‘Fit as a fiddle.’

‘Really? What about your breathing?’

‘He shouldn’t be smoking, should he?’ my mum said, but I could tell she was relieved that the old man had apparently been let off with a slap on the wrist. ‘He wants to pack in the Old Holborn.’

‘Bit late now,’ my dad chuckled, enjoying his role as a dissenting voice in the muesli-sucking, low fat modern world. ‘Bobby Charlton,’ he said, blasting the ball into the wintry skeleton of the rose bushes. Pat went to fetch it.

‘And the doctor really reckons that’s the only thing wrong with you?’ I asked.

My dad put his arm around Pat.

‘Could go on for another twenty years,’ he said defiantly. ‘I’ll tell you what – I intend to live to see this little fellow get married.’

Pat looked at my father as if he were insane.

‘I’m never getting married,’ he said.

I had forgotten to tell Gina that he could ride his bike.

I had forgotten to tell her that the timid little four-year-old who had tottered around the swimming pool with the aid of stabilisers had become a confident five-year-old who could zip around the park with a cavalier disregard for his safety.

So when Gina saw Pat pedalling towards where she was waiting by the swings and roundabout, she laughed and clapped her hands, laughed out loud with delight and wonder.

‘You’re so big,’ she cried, her voice catching as she held her arms open to him.

Before he pulled away from me, I caught a glimpse of his face. He was smiling – but it wasn’t the smooth, practised smile that I had grown used to, it wasn’t the David Niven smile full of slick, shallow charm that he reserved for strangers and for reassuring me that everything was all right.

Pat saw Gina and he smiled without thinking about it, he smiled for real.

Then he was in his mother’s arms, the hood of his anorak falling off his head as she lifted him up out of the saddle of his bike, and she was crying and getting tears on the top of his head and you could see that their hair was exactly the same colour, exactly the same burnished yellow.

‘I’ll bring him home in a couple of hours,’ Gina called, and Pat pedalled slowly away, her arm around his shoulder, nodding at something that Gina had said to him.

‘Be careful on that bike, Pat,’ I shouted. ‘Don’t go too fast, okay?’

But they didn’t hear me.


Thirty

My father had been lying.

He had been to see the doctor. But there had been no appointment that had ended with my old man being told to put his shirt back on, he was as fit as a fiddle, in remarkable condition for a man of his age, but – slap on the back, matey wink from the quack – he might like to think about cutting down on his roll-ups.

The doctor might have told him that there was no way of knowing how long he had to live. And he might have said that these things can drag out for years. But it is highly unlikely that the GP produced his NHS crystal ball and told my old man that he would live to see his grandson’s wedding day.

The thing that was growing inside my dad had gone too far for all that.

My mother called me at work for the first time in my life.

He was in the hospital. The High Dependency Unit, she said, her voice breaking on those three clinically modern words.

He had been putting away the garden furniture that always sat in our garden until the middle of winter, storing the blue canvas deck chairs and stripy beach umbrella in the garage until next spring, as he did every year, and that’s when he suddenly had no breath, no breath at all, and it was terrifying, absolutely terrifying, she said, and she had called for the ambulance but she didn’t think they would get there in time. In time to save him.

‘But what is it?’ I said, still not understanding, still unable to comprehend that there could be a world without my father in it.

‘It’s his lungs,’ my mother said, and her voice was a sick, shaken whisper. ‘A tumour.’

A tumour in his lungs. She couldn’t say the word, she couldn’t name the thing that was stealing the very air that he breathed, and that terrible, dreaded word hung between us on the telephone line, as if it might go away if we didn’t say it.

She didn’t really have to say the word. Finally I was starting to understand.

It was a modern hospital, but in the middle of miles of farmland.

That was the thing about where I grew up, the thing about the suburbs. You could go from fly-blown concrete jungle to open rolling fields in just a short car ride. It was because of these fields – or fields just like them – that my father had brought his family out here a lifetime ago.

My mother was in the waiting room when I arrived. She hugged me and, with a kind of desperate optimism, told me that the doctor had assured her that there was lots that could be done for my father.

Then she went to get him, the Indian doctor who had given her this wonderful news, and when she came back she stood him before me. He was young enough to still look a little embarrassed at my mother’s belief in his powers.

‘This is my son, doctor,’ she said. ‘Please tell him that there’s lots that can be done for my husband, please.’

‘I was telling your mother that pain management is very sophisticated these days,’ he said.

‘Pain management?’ I said.

‘There’s much that we can do to help your father breathe more easily, to help him sleep better and to relieve the pain that he has been suffering.’

The doctor told me about the oxygen mask that my father was already using. More obliquely, he talked about the benefits of a good night’s sleep and the use of an effective painkiller.

‘You mean sleeping pills and morphine?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he said.

There was lots that could be done, but they were all just things to make my father more comfortable. They were all just controlling the symptoms of what was growing inside him. None of it was going to make him better.

They could force more air into his poor, useless lungs and they could render his exhausted body unconscious for a while and they could pump enough opiates into him to fog his brain and make it blind to the unbearable pain.

There was lots that could be done.

But there was also nothing that could be done.

My father was dying.

We sat by his side, watching him sleep.

He was propped up in his hospital bed, a transparent oxygen mask strapped over his nose and mouth, a day’s worth of stubble on his face, the face that he always liked to keep well-scrubbed and clean shaven.

There was a metal box with a button for calling for help by his side and a plastic sheet beneath him, and these little things clawed at my heart and made me feel like weeping. Already he seemed as helpless as a newborn baby.

He was in a ward with seven other beds containing men – most of them old, but two of them younger than me – who all had the same thing wrong with them.

It might be in different parts of their body and it might be at different stages of development and some of them might go home and some of them might never go home. But they all had the same thing wrong inside them, that thing that we still couldn’t say, my mother and I.

‘He knew, didn’t he?’ I asked. ‘He’s known all along, I bet.’

‘He must have known from the start,’ my mother said. ‘He went for tests when it all began, when he first started to lose his breath – I made him go – and he told me it was all fine.’

‘I never knew,’ I said, amazed that my parents could still keep a secret from me. ‘I never knew he had any tests.’

‘We didn’t tell you because there didn’t seem any point in worrying you. You had enough on your plate with Pat. And besides, he was fine. So he said.’

‘But he wasn’t fine,’ I said bitterly, sounding like a small boy whining, it’s not fair, it’s not fair. ‘He hasn’t been fine for a long time.’

‘He would have known from the start.’ My mother’s eyes never left his face as she spoke to me. ‘I was talking to one of the nurses, and she said there’s this thing called gradual disclosure – they don’t give you the bad news all at once, not unless you make them, not unless you demand to know what’s wrong.’

‘And he would have wanted to know,’ I said with total certainty. ‘He would have made them tell him.’

‘Yes,’ my mother said. ‘He would have made them tell him.’

‘Then why did he keep it a secret for so long?’ I said, already knowing the answer. ‘He must have known that we would find out eventually.’

‘He was protecting us,’ she said.

My mother took his hands in her hands and held them to her cheek, and I looked away, fearing I might unravel at the sight of how much she still loved him.

‘Protecting us,’ she repeated.

That’s right, Mum. He was shielding us from the worst this world has to offer, he was sparing his family some of the misery that was ahead, he was protecting us.

He was doing what he had always done.

‘I’m so sorry about your dad, Harry,’ Gina said. ‘I really am – he always treated me with great kindness.’

‘He was mad about you,’ I said, nearly adding that it broke his heart when we broke up – but I managed to stop myself in time.

‘I’d like to visit him at the hospital,’ she said. ‘If that’s okay with you. And your mum.’

‘Sure,’ I said, not knowing how to say that it was already clear that he didn’t like visitors, that he found it hard to deal with his own pain without witnessing everybody else’s. But I couldn’t say that to Gina without sounding as though she was being cut off.

‘Will Pat see him?’

I took a breath.

‘Pat wants to see him,’ I said. ‘But my dad’s just too sick at the moment. If there’s some improvement, maybe. But right now it would upset both of them too much.’

‘What did you tell him?’

‘Granddad’s sick. Very sick. How do you tell a five-year-old that the grandfather who thinks he’s the greatest thing in the world is dying? How do you do it? I don’t know.’

‘We need to talk about Pat,’ she said. ‘I know this isn’t the best time and I’m genuinely sorry for what you’re going through with your dad. But you should know that I want Pat back as soon as possible.’

‘You want Pat back?’

‘That’s right. We don’t need to have the arguments we had before, okay? I’m not taking him out of the country. I’m back in London. Richard and I are looking at places in the area. Pat wouldn’t even have to change schools.’

‘How the hell is old Richard?’

‘Fine.’

‘Still semi-separated?’

‘Permanently separated. His wife is back in the States. And I know it seems fast, but we’ve been talking about getting married.’

‘When?’

‘As soon as our divorces come through.’

How I laughed.

‘Fuck me,’ I said. ‘You’re getting married as soon as your divorces come through? Ain’t love grand?’

Gina and I hadn’t even started talking about the mechanics of divorce. We had talked plenty about splitting up. But we hadn’t discussed the paperwork.

‘Please, Harry,’ she said, a touch of ice coming into her voice. ‘Don’t get abusive, okay?’

I shook my head.

‘You think you can just come back into our lives and pick up where you left off, Gina? You think that you can have Pat back just because the Asian economic miracle turned out to be not all that miraculous after all?’

‘We agreed,’ she said, suddenly angrier than I had ever seen her. ‘You always knew that Pat was going to live with me. If I had stayed in Tokyo or come back here, I always intended to have him with me. What makes you think you’ve got any right to keep him?’

‘Because he’s happy with me,’ I said. ‘And because I can do it. I can do it. It wasn’t great at first but I learned, okay? It got better and now it’s pretty good. And he’s happy where he is. He doesn’t need to be with you and some guy, some fucking guy you picked up in a Roppongi bar.’

Her mouth had a set to it that I didn’t remember from before.

‘I love Richard,’ she said. ‘And I want Pat to grow up with me.’

‘We don’t own them, you know. We don’t own our children, Gina.’

‘You’re right – we don’t own our children. But my solicitor will argue that, all things being equal, a child should be with his mother.’

I got up, tossing a few coins on the table.

‘And my solicitor will argue that you and Richard can go fuck yourselves,’ I said. ‘And my solicitor – when I get one – will also argue that a child should be with the parent most capable of bringing him up. That’s me, Gina.’

‘I don’t want to hate you, Harry. Don’t teach me to hate you.’

‘I don’t want you to hate me. But can’t you see what’s happened? I’ve learned to be a real parent. You can’t just come back and take that away from me.’

‘Unbelievable,’ she said. ‘You look after him for a couple of months and you think you can take my place?’

‘Four months,’ I said. ‘And I’m not trying to take your place. It’s just that I’ve found a place of my own.’

Cyd took one look at me and told me that she was taking me out to dinner. I wasn’t hungry, but I said okay because I was too tired to argue. And also because there was something I had to ask her.

I kissed Pat and left him watching Pocahontas with Peggy. Bianca hovered gloomily in the kitchen, chain-chewing Juicy Fruit because she wasn’t allowed to smoke in the flat.

‘My car or yours?’ Cyd asked.

‘Mine,’ I said, and we drove to a little Indian restaurant between Upper Street and Liverpool Road. The tape holding together the shredded roof of the MGF had dried, cracked and started to come apart, and it flapped like a ship’s sails in a high wind.

The sight of the food repelled me and I half-heartedly pushed some chicken tikka masala around my plate, feeling as though everything was slipping out of focus.

‘Eat what you like, honey,’ she said. ‘Just what you feel like. But try to eat something, okay?’

I nodded, smiling gratefully at this incredible woman who had lost her dad when she was half my age, and I almost asked her the question then and there, but I thought I would stick to my plan and ask her at the end of the evening. Yes, best to stick to the plan.

‘We don’t have to see this film tonight if you don’t want to,’ she said. ‘It’s not important. We can skip it and do whatever you feel like. We can just talk. Or we can do nothing. We don’t even have to talk.’

‘No, let’s go and see it,’ I said, so we drove into Soho to see an Italian film called Cinema Paradiso about a young boy’s friendship with the old projectionist at the local movie house.

Cyd was usually good at choosing films she knew I would like if I gave them half a chance, films with subtitles and no star names which I wouldn’t have even considered a couple of years ago.

But I found myself cooling towards this one at the end when the gruff old projectionist, now blinded by a fire in the cinema, tells the Bambi-eyed young boy, now a teenager, to leave their village and never come back.

The boy, Toto, goes away and becomes a famous film director and doesn’t come back to his little village for thirty years, on the day that they are burying Alfredo, the old projectionist who taught him to love the cinema and then sent him away.

‘Why did Alfredo send the boy away for good?’ I asked as we walked through the crowds on Old Compton Street. ‘Why couldn’t they at least stay in touch? The way he told him to go away, this boy he had known all his life, it seemed cruel.’

‘Because Alfredo knew that Toto would never find the things he needed in that little town,’ Cyd smiled, happy to talk about it. ‘He had to break free so that he could learn what Alfredo already knew. Life is not what you see in films – life is much harder.’ She took my arm and laughed. ‘I like it when we talk about this stuff,’ she said.

The MGF was in the big carpark at the end of Gerrard Street, the one behind the fire station on Shaftesbury Avenue, Chinatown’s carpark. We got in the car but I didn’t turn on the ignition.

‘I want us to live together,’ I said. ‘You and Peggy and me and Pat.’

Those eyes that I loved looked genuinely surprised.

‘Live together?’

‘Your flat is too small for all of us,’ I said. ‘So what would work best is if you moved in with us. What do you think?’

She gave a confused shake of her gorgeous head.

‘You’ve had a really rough time,’ she said. ‘What with your dad. And Gina. You’ve really been through it.’

‘That’s got nothing to do with it,’ I said. ‘Well, maybe a bit. Maybe even a lot. But that’s not all of it. I know what I feel about you. And I think you feel pretty much the same way about me. I want us to be together.’

She smiled, shaking her head again, more firmly this time.

‘No, Harry.’

‘No?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Why not?’

It was a pointless question, the kind of question a child asks. But I had to ask it.

‘Because you want someone with a less complicated life than me,’ she said. ‘No kid. No ex-husband. No reminders of the past. You know you do. Remember how you felt on Pat’s birthday? Remember that? You and I both know there’s no future for us.’

‘I don’t know that at all,’ I said.

‘You think you want someone who can transform your life with love. But you don’t really want love, Harry. You couldn’t handle real love. You want romance.’

Her words were made worse, much worse, by the fact that they were said with enormous tenderness. There was no anger or malice in them. It was as if she felt genuinely sorry for me.

‘And that’s fine,’ she said. ‘That’s the way you are and in a lot of ways it’s a good way to be. But it would never work between us because you can’t make the hearts and flowers stuff last for a lifetime. Not with kids around. Especially when they’re not your own.’

‘We could,’ I insisted.

‘No,’ she said. ‘We would end up in exactly the same place that you and Gina ended up. And I don’t want that. I can’t go through all that – not with Peggy. Sweet nothings are fine. Romance is fine. But I want someone who is going to rub my feet when I get old and tell me they love me even when I can’t remember where I put my keys. That’s what I want. I want someone I can grow old with. And – I’m really sorry – but I don’t think that’s what you want.’

She reached out to touch my face but I turned away, wondering where I had heard all this before. We sat there in silence in that subterranean carpark, the whole weight of Chinatown above our heads.

‘I thought you didn’t want Peggy to get hurt by seeing you in a short-term relationship,’ I said.

‘I’d rather she saw that than a long-term relationship that goes wrong,’ she said. ‘And Pat and Peggy will still be friends. She will still see you. But this way you and I both get spared a lot of grief.’

‘This way?’ I said. ‘You sound like you’re ending it.’

‘Not ending it,’ she said. ‘We can still be friends, too. But I looked at you at your son’s birthday party and I realised that Peggy and I are not what you want. Not really.’

‘I know what it means when a woman says we can still be friends,’ I said. ‘It means close the door on your way out. That’s what it means, doesn’t it?’

‘Don’t feel too bad, Harry,’ she said. ‘People break up every day. It’s not the end of the world.’

The thing about cancer is that it can always exceed your worst expectations. There is something pornographic about cancer’s ability to confound your imagination. Whatever new obscenity cancer comes up with to torment and torture you, it can always do worse tomorrow.

My father was shot full of morphine and his skin no longer had the colour of living skin and, even with the oxygen mask, his lungs strained and heaved to take in a pitiful amount of air that simply wasn’t enough.

Sometimes the fog in his eyes would clear, that fog caused by the pain and the killers of pain, and when it cleared, I saw regret and fear in those eyes swimming with tears and I was convinced that this was it, this was the end, this was surely the end.

‘I love you,’ I told him, taking his hands, and saying those words that I had never said to him before.

And I told him because surely it could get no worse than this – but it did get worse, that’s the thing about cancer, it can always exceed your blackest moment.

So the next day I went back to that crowded ward, sat by his bed holding his hand, and – crying harder this time – I told my father again that I loved him.


Part Three: Guess What?


Thirty-One

Eamon froze.

You would have missed it if you were watching from the cheap seats of the studio audience, what with all the cameras and crew obscuring your view. You might even have missed it if you were tuning in from out there in TV land, what with the television being just one more voice droning away in your living room, and this particular show not being central to your life in the way that it was to mine.

But I saw him lose it on one of the monitors up in the gallery and I knew that this moment could come if you had spent sixty years in front of a camera or sixty seconds. The moment that the autocue and the script and the rehearsal all mean nothing. The moment you lose it.

‘Coming from Kilcarney, I’m shocked at all the divorce over here,’ he said, and then he blinked twice, the panic flooding into his face. ‘Very shocked…’

He stared into that unforgiving black eye with the red light above it, his mind blank, lost for words. It was more than forgetting the punch line. It was a complete failure of faith, like the tightrope walker who looks down and sees his own body smashed on the ground far, far below. In the studio audience, someone coughed. The silence seemed to hum with his fractured nerves.

‘Come on, come on, you can do it,’ I whispered, and he blinked, breathed and suddenly he was back on his rope.

‘Over here, when a woman meets a guy now, she thinks – “Is this the sort of man I want my children to spend their weekends with?”’

The audience laughed and Eamon wobbled to safety on the other side. He told his next joke, still shaking with terror, trying very hard not to look down.

‘It happens,’ I said, taking him to a quiet corner of the green room. ‘Just when you think that you’re on top of this thing and stage fright is something that happens to other people, then it happens.’

Eamon sucked on a lager.

‘I don’t know that I can do this thing, Harry. I don’t know if I can go out there every week knowing there’s the possibility that my mind is going to suddenly seize up.’

‘You just have to learn to live with the knowledge that your mind can go completely blank when a million people are watching you.’

‘Fuck me.’

‘You can do it.’

‘But the point is – I can’t. I might look confident and cocky to the folks back home, but it’s all an act. It’s not real, Harry. I throw up in my dressing room before I go on. I wake up at three in the morning dreaming that everybody’s looking at me and I’ve lost my voice. I can’t do it. I’m too nervous.’

‘You’re not nervous,’ I said. ‘You’re excited.’

‘What about when I puke my guts up before a show?’

‘You’re excited. You’re about to go out there and entertain the country. Naturally you’re excited. Who wouldn’t be?’

‘What about my bad dreams?’

‘That’s not nerves. That’s excitement. Teach yourself the presenter’s mantra and chant it again and again – I am not nervous, I am excited.’

‘I am not nervous,’ Eamon said. ‘I am excited.’

‘That’s it.’

Someone came over with a sausage roll in one hand and a glass of white wine in the other and told Eamon that was the best show he had ever done.

‘You want to get a real drink?’ he asked me.

‘Sorry, gents,’ said a black bouncer the size of a skip, making us sound like a couple of public lavatories. ‘It’s dress corporate.’

‘Dress corporate?’ I said.

‘Suits. Ties. Business garb.’

But then the other bouncer, a white guy the size of a skip, recognised Eamon’s face.

‘It’s all right, Chris,’ he said, lifting the red velvet rope. ‘How you doing, Eamon?’

Smiles all round. Come in, come in. Me and my famous mate went into the darkness of the club and suddenly I had never felt more sober.

All over the bar there were beautiful half-naked girls – no, more like three-quarters naked girls, or nine-tenths naked girls – writhing and grinding and dancing in the faces of seated businessmen whose brows were beaded with sweat and whose paunchy bodies were immobilised by longing and lager. The girls all wore garter belts halfway up their thighs. The garter belts were stuffed with ten- and twenty-pound notes.

‘Don’t get too excited,’ Eamon said. ‘The penetration is all in your wallet.’

We went downstairs where a smiling black girl in a kind of little white tutu number greeted Eamon by name. She led us to a table by the side of a stage where more girls wearing only high heels and dental floss for underwear were sliding up and down poles.

They – and their scantily clad sisters torturing middle-ranking executives all over the room – were dancing to one of those American girl singers whose name I could never remember, the one who boasts about being both a bitch and a lover. One of the new songs. I realised that most of the songs I knew were old songs.

A bottle of champagne appeared. I told Eamon that I wanted a beer, but he said we could only get champagne at these tables. The champagne was compulsory where we were.

A statuesque blonde in a kind of disposable evening dress appeared. She smiled at me as if she had been looking for me all her life.

‘I’m Venus. Would you like a dance?’

What the hell. I could probably use a dance.

‘Sure,’ I said, standing up and starting to jig around from foot to foot in that lame excuse for dancing that we have in this country. I felt good. This song about being a bitch and a lover wasn’t so bad after all.

‘No,’ said Venus impatiently. I realised that she had a Birmingham accent. ‘You don’t dance. You just sit there.’

She indicated the poleaxed businessmen lusting silently in their chairs all over the room as girls bent double and winked at them from between their legs or almost grazed the broken veins in their boozy noses with a perfect nipple. ‘I dance for you, okay? You sit there and watch. No touching. One song for £10. Minimum.’

‘Maybe later,’ I said, sitting down and gulping some champagne. Venus disappeared.

‘Relax, Harry,’ Eamon smiled. ‘You’re not nervous. You’re excited.’ He slapped me on the back and roared. ‘I love you, you fucking bastard. How the fuck are you?’

‘Brilliant,’ I said. ‘My old man’s in a cancer ward and my wife – my ex-wife – wants custody of our son.’

He looked at me with real concern. Not easy with a flute of champagne in your hand and naked dancing girls swarming all around.

‘How is your dad?’

‘He’s stabilising,’ I said. ‘That’s what the doctors call it. That means there’s no marked deterioration. If he stays like this, maybe he can come home. But he wouldn’t be coming home to get better.’

‘Can I dance for you, Eamon?’ said a young Asian girl with hair down to her waist.

She was the only Asian girl in the house. There were a few black women in here but mostly the girls were blondes, either by birth or bottle. It was a bit like flicking through Playboy. This was a place where blondes ruled the world.

‘Later,’ Eamon said, turning back to me as the Asian beauty disappeared into the gloaming. ‘I’m sorry about your dad, Harry. And it’s a drag that your ex-missus is cutting up rough. But cheer up, you miserable fucker.’ He drained his flute and filled it again. ‘At least you’ve got Cyd. She’s a grand girl.’

‘That’s finished,’ I said.

‘Would you like a dance?’ some pneumatic blonde asked me.

‘No thanks,’ I said. She went away, not taking it personally. ‘Me and Cyd – we had our problems.’

‘Problems?’ Eamon said. ‘At the award thing, you looked like you were getting on fine.’

‘We got on fine when there were just the two of us. But she’s got a kid. And I’ve got a kid. And they’re great kids. But that means she’s got an ex-husband and I’ve got an ex-wife. And it was all – I don’t know – just so crowded.’

‘And that was your problem?’

‘Well, the biggest problem was that she dumped me. But she dumped me because I sometimes got depressed at how crowded it was. And because she thought I wanted – it sounds stupid – some kind of perfect love. And maybe she was right. She could handle things the way they were. But for some reason, I couldn’t.’

‘Because you’re a romantic, Harry,’ Eamon said. ‘Because you believe in all the old songs. And the old songs don’t prepare you for real life. They make you allergic to real life.’

‘What’s wrong with the old songs? At least nobody thinks it’s clever to be a bitch and a lover in the old songs.’

‘You’re in love with love, Harry. You’re in love with the idea of love. Cyd’s a grand girl – but what’s really special about her is that you can’t have her. That’s what really grabs you.’

That wasn’t true. I missed her. I especially missed the way she put her arms around me when we slept. Most couples, they turn their backs on each other as soon as it’s time for sleep. Not her. She snuggled and cuddled and tried to make us one flesh. That’s ridiculous, I know, that’s the impossible dream. But that’s the dream she made me dream. And the thought that we would never sleep like that again was unbearable.

‘She was special,’ I said.

‘Look around,’ Eamon said, trying to fill my flute. I put my hand over the top of my glass. I’m not much of a drinker and I was pissed already. ‘There’s what? A hundred girls in here?’

I looked around. On the outskirts of the room where the girls in tutus waited with their torches and their trays, dozens of girls roamed the shallow waters of the club. Dozens more squirmed rhythmically in front of businessmen who leered and snickered when they were in their little gangs and then sat there all bashful and – yes – actually reverential when one of them bought a dance.

It’s so easy to push our buttons, I thought, unable to imagine any woman melting – while simultaneously reaching for her money – at the sight of any man’s buttocks.

Looking at the faces of the men looking at all that perfect female flesh – flesh toned by youth and gym, flesh that here and there had been enhanced by the surgeon’s hand – it was easy to believe that being a man is like being chained to the village idiot.

‘One…two…three,’ said Eamon, knocking back the champagne as he started counting the girls. ‘… eight…nine…ten…’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Maybe a hundred girls.’

‘They’re all special, Harry. So many special girls that I can’t even count them. The world is full of special girls.’

‘Not like Cyd,’ I said.

‘Bollocks,’ said Eamon. ‘Great big hairy bollocks, Harry.’ He emptied his glass, tried to fill it again and seemed surprised to discover that the bottle was empty. He ordered another and put his arm around me. ‘You love it, Harry. You love all this suffering. Because it’s so much easier than actually living with a woman.’

‘You’re drunk.’

‘I may be drunk, Harry, but I know women. You might know television – and may God love you and keep you for knowing television, for you have saved my Kilcarney hide on more than one occasion – but I know women. And I know you would change your mind about Cyd if you lived with her for the next seven years. Because we always do.’

‘Not always.’

‘Always,’ he said. ‘The old songs don’t tell you that. The old songs talk about love found and love lost. Heroic love, eternal love, sweet and sour love. But they don’t talk about love grown dull and old. They don’t write songs about that.’

‘Yes, they fucking do,’ I shouted.

‘Would you like a dance?’ said some vision in a see-through nightdress.

‘No, thank you,’ I said. ‘“Where Did Our Love Go?,” “You Don’t Send Me Flowers,” “You’ve Lost That Loving Feeling” – they write loads of songs about love going off the boil.’

‘But they make it sound heroic,’ Eamon said. ‘And it’s not. It’s boring and stupid. Look around you, Harry, just look around this room – why would any man want to settle down with just one woman? It’s not the way we’re made.’

‘It’s not the way you’re made,’ I said. ‘But that’s just because all you care about is your nasty little knob and putting it in as many places as possible.’

‘Not my knob, Harry.’

‘Sorry, Eamon. I insist. Your nasty little knob.’

‘Not my knob, Harry. My seed.’

‘Okay, your seed.’

The Asian girl with hair down to her waist came over and sat on Eamon’s lap. She placed a chaste kiss on his dark, unshaven cheek.

‘I’m Mem,’ she said to me, and I said, ‘Harry,’ and we shook hands, as though we were about to discuss some business deal. Funnily enough, in that room full of stale cigarette smoke and naked flesh and middle-aged dreams, there was a lot of formality going on, there was a lot of shaking hands and introductions and business cards quietly being handed over with the cash.

That was the genius of the place – the men were flattered into believing that they were really in with a chance, as if these girls were desperate to be bought dinner in some crap fake French restaurant when they could be in here turning every man into their own personal cashpoint machine with just a glint in their eye, a twitch of their hips and some new song about being a bitch and a lover.

Mem began to dance for Eamon, and as she pulled her dress over her head and began to slowly move her hard little body in front of his face, I could see why this small Asian girl – what was she? Indonesian? Thai? – managed to hold her own here on planet blonde.

‘It’s like the Heathrow Express,’ Eamon said.

‘What the fuck are you going on about now?’ I asked.

‘The Heathrow Express,’ Eamon said. ‘The train to the airport. Haven’t you noticed? Just outside of Paddington, you pass this enormous great yard full of shining, brand new cars. And a little bit further down the line, there’s another yard – but this one is full of rusting, rotting, burned out old cars all stacked on top of each other like the junk they are.’

‘I think I’m missing something here, Eamon,’ I said. ‘You’re saying that life is like the Heathrow Express?’

‘I’m saying that relationships are like those cars,’ he said, sliding the palm of his hand up one of Mem’s golden young thighs, even though there was a strict no touching rule. An Indonesian thigh? A Thai thigh? ‘They start off all shiny and new and looking like they’re going to last forever. And then they end up as rubbish.’

‘You’re the devil,’ I said, standing up. ‘And I’m drunk.’

‘Oh, don’t go, Harry,’ he pleaded.

‘Got to pick up my boy from my parents,’ I said. ‘I mean, my mother.’

I kissed him on the cheek and shook Mem’s hand – for some reason that seemed the right way round to do it, rather than kissing Mem and shaking Eamon’s hand – and I was halfway to the door when I remembered where I had heard that name before.

And I knew that Eamon was wrong. If you are always craving, always wanting, never satisfied, never happy with what you’ve got, you end up even more lost and lonely than you do if you are some poor sap like me who believes that all the old songs were written about just one girl.

The men who fuck around are not free. Not really. They end up more enslaved than anyone because they can never stop suspecting that the women they want are just the same as them. Just as unfettered, just as faithless, just as ready to move on or to make a quick detour as the hero of one of the new songs.

He was outside the club, waiting in the shadows with all the other boyfriends of the dancers. Somehow I knew he would be there.

And I knew he would look like all the rest of them, despite the flash cars – or in his case, the big BMW motorbike – that they had parked by the kerb. He didn’t look happy. None of the boyfriends looked very happy.

They were standing behind the taxi drivers who were touting for trade. The cabbies were talking to each other and to the men who emerged from the club – need a taxi, sir? where you going? ten quid to Islington? – but the boyfriends of the dancers were silent and still and alone. They looked as though their dreams had come true, but all it had brought them was jealousy and disgust.

I saw him waiting, although he didn’t see me, saw him stewing in the night with all the rest of the turbo-charged studs.

Jim Mason, Cyd’s handsome ex, waiting for his Mem to finish work for the night.


Thirty-Two

Visiting hours were meaningless now. My father’s waking moments were entirely dependent on the ebb and flow of pain and morphine.

You could sit with him all morning and he would sleep right through your visit – if you can dignify that drug-sodden rest in the hospital as sleep. And then as the opiates wore off, but before the tumour started to gnaw at him again, he might wake up and talk to you with eyes that were watery with suffering and an unendurable sadness. And that’s when I would be waiting for him.

Halfway to dawn he stirred, his tongue flicking at his parched lips, waking me from my own fitful rest. The ward was silent apart from the snores of the old man in the next bed but one. I helped my dad to sit up, wetting his mouth with a pitifully small amount of water.

When he started to catch his breath – he would always catch his breath now – I helped him put the oxygen mask over his face and held his hand as he desperately sucked in some air. So little air, so little water. It broke my heart to see what he was surviving on.

He took off the mask, his face twisting with agony, and I thought again about how nobody warns you about this pain. But I still couldn’t decide what was worse – seeing him in all that terrible suffering, or seeing him with his mind numbed by morphine, no longer truly himself. It was the pain, I decided. Seeing him in pain was worse.

He turned his eyes on me, shaking his head hopelessly, and then he looked away.

I took his hand in mind and held it tight, knowing his spirits were sinking. He was a brave man, but he couldn’t fight this sadness which came in the middle of the night, this sadness which made you feel that nothing could ever be any good again.

And nobody warns you about the sadness. You are half-prepared for the pain. You can guess at the agonies of dying from cancer. But with all that physical suffering came a sense of loss that no shot of morphine could smother.

‘The worst thing about it,’ my father whispered in the darkness, ‘is knowing what you will be missing. I don’t mean the things that haven’t happened yet – Pat’s wedding day, seeing you finally settle down – but the things that you take for granted. Seeing Pat ride his bike, telling him a story, kissing him goodnight. Watching him running around the garden with his bloody light sabre. All those small things that mean more than anything.’

‘You might come home soon,’ I said, still clinging to hope because that is what we do, because there is no real alternative, still clinging to life even when life is full of torment. ‘You might be doing all those things before you know it.’

But he was beyond kidding himself. Or me.

‘I’ll miss my garden. Your mother. Her cooking. Your television shows.’

I was flattered and embarrassed that he would put my work in the same league as his wife, his grandson and his garden. And I was a little ashamed too – ashamed that I hadn’t done more in the time that we had, that I hadn’t done more to impress him and win his approval. A couple of television shows and a broken marriage. That was about it.

But there was always Pat. And I knew that he loved his grandson more than he loved anything in this world. It felt as though Pat was my only real gift to him.

My father wanted to sit up. I pressed the little metal box that controlled his bed and it whirred in the silence of the ward until the back was raised. Then he leaned forward and held on to me while I placed a pillow behind his back, his unshaven face rough against the skin of my cheek.

The old smells of Old Spice and Old Holborn were gone now and they had been replaced by hospital smells, the smell of illness and chemicals. There was no tobacco or aftershave in here. That was all behind him.

It still seemed strange to be physically helping him. The undeniable fact of my father’s strength had been such a large part of my childhood and my youth that, now that his strength was gone, it felt like the world was ending, as though some immutable law of nature had been unceremoniously overturned.

And I could see for the first time that his strength wasn’t the reason I loved him.

I had always believed that his toughness – that old world toughness which was endorsed by and embodied in his medal – was why he was my hero.

Now, as I helped him to sip water or to sit up in his hospital bed, I saw that I loved him for the same reasons that my mother loved him and my son loved him.

For his gentleness, for his compassion and for a courage that had nothing to do with physical strength.

‘Don’t say anything to your mother, but I don’t think I’ll be coming home.’

‘Don’t say that, Dad.’

‘I don’t think I will be. I can feel it. And I would like to see Pat.’

‘Of course.’

He didn’t say one last time. He didn’t have to. And besides, there were some things that were too painful to say out loud. But we knew that we were talking about death.

‘If that’s all right with you,’ he said. ‘If you don’t think it would upset him too much. You have to decide. You’re his father.’

‘I’ll bring him the next time I come. But now try to sleep for a bit, Dad.’

‘I’m not tired.’

‘Just rest your eyes.’

Pat came out of school with a dark-haired boy who was swinging a battered Godzilla lunch box.

‘You want to watch Star Wars at my house?’ Pat asked him.

‘Is it widescreen or pan and scan?’ the boy said.

‘Widescreen.’

‘Okay.’

‘Can he, Dad?’

I was searching the loud, laughing hordes for the one familiar face that I knew would be solemn and composed among all the high-pitched mayhem of 3.30. One little brown-eyed girl with a Pocahontas sandwich box. But she wasn’t there.

‘Where’s Peggy?’ I asked.

‘Peggy wasn’t in today,’ Pat said. ‘Is it okay if Charlie comes back?’

No Peggy? I looked down at Charlie. Charlie looked up at me.

‘It’s fine by me,’ I said. ‘But we have to clear it with Charlie’s mum.’

Pat and Charlie began cheering and laughing and shoving each other. The sharp edge of a Godzilla lunch box smacked against my knee.

I missed Peggy already.

* * *

I opened the front door and Sally was standing there, warily peering up at me through her greasy fringe.

‘Didn’t think I’d see you again,’ I said.

‘I’ve come to say sorry.’

I let her in.

Pat and Charlie were bickering about Star Wars on the sofa. Charlie wanted to fast forward over the love scenes and moments of reflection and get straight to the combat. Pat – ever the purist – wanted to watch the film from beginning to end. Sally stuck her head around the door to say hello to Pat and then we went into the kitchen.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said. ‘And I realise how dumb it was of me to let Steve’s friends in.’

‘It would have been helpful if you’d thought about it at the time.’

‘I know,’ she said, her sheepish eyes peering at me from behind a curtain of hair. ‘Sorry. I was just – I don’t know how to put it – so happy to see him again.’

‘Well, I can understand that,’ I said. ‘My heart skips a beat whenever Steve comes into view.’

‘You don’t like him,’ she said. ‘You’re making fun.’

‘How’s it going anyway? You and Steve, I mean.’

‘That’s all over,’ she said, and, as her eyes filled with tears, I suddenly felt very sorry for this painfully shy kid. ‘He gave me the elbow again. Once he got what he wanted.’

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s true Steve’s not my favourite human being. But I know you liked him. How old are you now? Fifteen?’

‘Sixteen.’

‘You’ll meet somebody else. I’m not going to tell you that you don’t know what love is at your age, because I don’t believe that’s true. But you will meet someone else, I promise you.’

‘That’s okay,’ she said, sniffing snot up her nose. I handed her a piece of kitchen towel and she honked on it loudly. ‘Doesn’t matter. I just wanted to apologise for that night. And to tell you that if you were to give me another chance at babysitting for you, it wouldn’t happen again.’

I looked at her carefully, knowing that some extra help with Pat would be useful. The old support network had suddenly disappeared. My dad was in the hospital. Cyd was gone. I was even starting to miss Bianca. Now it was just me and my mum, and we were sometimes finding it a struggle.

‘You’re on,’ I said. ‘I could use a babysitter.’

‘Good,’ Sally smiled. ‘Because I could use the money.’

‘Still living with Glenn?’

‘Yeah. But I’m sort of, well, pregnant.’

‘Jesus, Sally. Is this Steve’s kid?’

‘There hasn’t been anybody else.’

‘And what does Steve have to say about becoming a dad?’

‘He’s not too keen. I think his exact words were – fuck off and die. He wants me to get rid of it.’

‘And you want to keep it?’

She thought about it for a moment. Just a moment.

‘I think it’ll be good,’ she said. ‘I always wanted something that was only mine. Something that I could love and that would love me back. And this baby, this baby will love me.’

‘Your dad knows about this, does he?’

She nodded. ‘That’s the one good thing about having a father who never stopped being a hippy,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t get too upset by stuff like this. He was very cool when I had my stomach pumped when I was thirteen. Teenage pregnancy doesn’t worry him. Although I think he’s a bit shocked that I don’t want an abortion.’

‘But how are you going to support this child, Sally?’

‘By babysitting for you.’

‘That’s not going to be enough.’

‘We’ll manage,’ she said, and for once I didn’t envy all the certainties of youth, I pitied them. ‘Me and my baby.’

Sally and her baby.

They would manage all right, but only with the state playing surrogate daddy because Steve wasn’t quite up to the job. I wondered why I bothered paying taxes. I could just stick the money in Sally’s pram and cut out the middleman.

Christ. Now I was really starting to sound like my old man.

‘A baby’s not the same as a teddy bear, Sally,’ I said. ‘It’s not just there to cuddle and make you feel good. Once you’ve got a kid, you’re not free any more. I don’t know how to explain it. But it’s like they own your heart.’

‘But that’s what I want,’ she said. ‘I want something to own my heart.’ She shook her head, gently chastising me. ‘You talk as though it’s a bad thing.’

Glenn came to pick her up, and they were just leaving when Marty arrived to talk about arrangements for his wedding day. I was about to make the introductions, but Glenn and Marty greeted each other like old friends. Now I remembered. They had met on my own wedding day.

So I made more coffee while they reminisced about Top of the Pops back in the glory days of the seventies, when Marty had been a fanatical viewer every Thursday night, and Glenn had briefly been a participant. Sally watched the pair of them with the smirking contempt of extreme youth. It was only when Glenn and Sally had finally gone that Marty told me he was having trouble sleeping.

‘Everybody feels like that,’ I said. ‘A few doubts are natural before you get married.’

‘I’m not worried about getting married,’ he said. ‘I’m worried about the show. Have you heard anything?’

‘Like what?’

‘Any rumours that the show isn’t going to be recommissioned next year?’

‘Your show? You’re kidding. They would never drop The Marty Mann Show. Would they?’

‘Sure they would. The word is that people shows are dying.’ Marty sadly shook his head. ‘That’s the trouble with the world today, Harry. People are getting sick of the people.’

‘Men die younger than women,’ said my new solicitor. ‘We catch cancer more often than women. We commit suicide with greater frequency than women. We are more likely to be unemployed than women.’ His smooth, pudgy face creased into a grin, as though it were all a huge joke. His teeth were small and sharp. ‘But for some reason I have never been able to fathom, Mr Silver, women are considered the victims.’

Nigel Batty was recommended to me by a couple of the boys on the show, the lighting director and the sound supervisor, who had both been through messy divorces over the last year.

A man said to have a messy divorce or two of his own behind him, Batty had a reputation for being fanatical about men’s rights. For him all this stuff about long-term male unemployment and prostate cancer and men going into the garage and letting the engine run was far more than a sales pitch – it was the one true way, a new religion waiting to be born.

Despite his lack of height, the comfortable waistline concealed by a well-cut suit, and the milk-bottle glasses, Batty looked like a bruiser. I felt better already, knowing that he was in my corner.

‘I warn you now that the law does not favour the father in cases such as this,’ he said. ‘The law should favour the child. And in theory it does. In theory, the welfare of the child should be the paramount consideration. But in practice it is not.’ He looked at me with mean, angry eyes. ‘The law favours the mother, Mr Silver. For generations of politically correct judges, the welfare of the child has been subjugated to the welfare of the mother. I warn you of this before we begin.’

‘Anything you can do,’ I said. ‘Anything you can do to get me custody of my son.’

‘It’s not called custody any more, Mr Silver. Although the media still routinely talks of custody battles, since the Children Act of 1989, a parent no longer wins custody of their child. They are granted residency. You want to be granted a residence order in your favour.’

‘I do?’

Batty nodded.

‘Residency replaced custody as a way of removing the confrontational nature of deciding where a child lives. A residence order does not deprive any other person of parental responsibility. The law was changed to make it clear that a child isn’t a possession which can be won or lost. Under the terms of a residence order, a child lives with you. But a child does not belong to you.’

‘I don’t get it,’ I said. ‘So what’s the difference between trying to get a residence order and fighting for custody?’

‘Not a damn thing,’ Batty smiled. ‘It’s just as confrontational. Unfortunately it’s far easier to change the law than it is to change human nature.’

He examined the papers on his desk, nodding approvingly.

‘The divorce is straightforward enough. And it looks to me like you’re doing a pretty good job with your young son, Mr Silver. He’s happy at school?’

‘Very happy.’

‘He sees his mother?’

‘She can see him whenever she likes. She knows that.’

‘And yet she wants him back,’ said Nigel Batty. ‘She wants residency.’

‘That’s right. She wants him to live with her.’

‘Is she cohabiting?’

‘What?’

‘Has your ex-wife got a boyfriend, Mr Silver? A boyfriend who lives with her?’

‘Yes,’ I said, grateful to him for downgrading Gina’s relationship with Richard to something as grubby as cohabiting, grateful that the big diamond ring on the third finger of her left hand meant bugger all to Nigel Batty. ‘She’s living with some guy she met in Tokyo.’

‘Let’s get this clear,’ he said. ‘She walked out and left you with your son?’

‘Well, more or less. She actually took Pat – our son – with her when she went to her father’s place. But I collected him and brought him home when she went to Japan.’

‘So, she abandoned the marital home and, to all intents and purposes, left the child in your care,’ said Nigel Batty. ‘And now she’s back in town and decides that she would like to play mother for a while.’

‘She says she realises how much she loves him.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ said my solicitor.


Thirty-Three

The weight was falling off him. My father had never been a thin man in his life, but now his cheeks were hollowing and the skin under his neck was starting to hang in loose, unshaven flaps. More and more, he was looking like someone I didn’t recognise.

Even his arms had lost their old beefy strength, and those tattoos proclaiming his loyalty to my mother and the Commandos were looking as faded as photographs from another century.

The flesh was slipping away and his bones were becoming more visible with every visit, pushing up through skin with its waning tan that I realised with a start would probably never see the sun again.

But he was smiling.

Sitting up in bed and smiling. And it was a real smile – not a being brave smile, not a smile that was forced or strained, but a smile of pure delight at the sight of his grandson.

‘Hello, darling,’ my dad said, as Pat walked up to his bed ahead of me, my mother and Uncle Jack. My father held up his right arm, the one where the intravenous drip was hooked to a vein in his wrist. ‘Look at the state your old granddad’s in.’

Pat had been full of life in Uncle Jack’s car – excited to be awarded the special treat of a day off school, thrilled to be riding in the back of an executive saloon instead of the passenger seat of a vandalised sports car. But now he fell silent, warily approaching the bed and the sight of his grandfather’s gaunt, stubbled face.

‘Come here,’ my father said, his voice gruff with emotion, holding out his free arm, and Pat climbed up on the bed and lay his head on my father’s poor broken chest. They held each other in silence.

My mother shot a look at me. She had been against this visit.

There was no way of knowing if my father would be awake when we arrived. There was a very good chance that the pain could have been so bad that they would be pumping him full of opiates while we were looking for a parking space, and all Pat would have found was his grandfather lost and unknowing in some morphine fog. Or he could have been struggling for breath, his chest heaving, the oxygen mask over his nose and mouth, and his eyes wet with pain and fear. Or, although she didn’t say it, he could have been dead.

All that was possible, even probable, and in the kitchen of her home, my mother had become angry and tearful with me at the thought of inflicting any one of those terrible things on Pat.

I had put my arms around her and assured her that it would be all right. And I was wrong. It was not all right – Pat was shocked and dismayed by the sight of his grandfather ravaged by disease, wasting away in a hospital bed in that room for dying men – the kind of dying that you never see on television or in the movies, the kind of dying that is full of agony and drugs and sadness at all that is about to be lost. I had been unprepared for the reality of death and there was no reason to believe that a five-year-old boy brought up on a diet of Star Wars would be any better prepared.

No, it wasn’t all right. But it was necessary. My father and my son needed to see each other. They needed to see that the bond between them still existed and would always exist. The love between them would always be there. They needed to know that the cancer couldn’t kill that.

And I somehow knew – I just knew – that my father wouldn’t be knocked out on narcotics or choking for breath if Pat was there.

There was no rational reason to believe that wouldn’t happen if his grandson was there. It wasn’t logical. Perhaps it was simply foolish. But I believed with all my heart that my dad would protect Pat from the very worst of it. I still believed there was a part of him that was invincible. I couldn’t stop believing.

‘Are you coming home soon?’ Pat asked.

‘Got to wait and see,’ my father said. ‘See what the doctors say. See if old Granddad gets a bit better. How’s school?’

‘Fine.’

‘And the bike? How’s old Bluebell?’

‘Good.’

‘A bit more fun without the stabilisers.’

‘Yes,’ Pat smiled. ‘But I miss you.’

‘I miss you too,’ my father said, and squeezed him tight, Pat’s blonde head pressed against his striped blue pyjamas, the kind of old man’s pyjamas that he would never wear at home.

Then he nodded at me.

‘Time to go,’ I said.

That was my father saying goodbye to his beloved grandson. Propped up in his hospital bed, surrounded by people who loved him and yet ultimately alone. Had we been there for five minutes or an hour? I couldn’t tell. But I knew he wanted us to leave him now.

And so we left my father fumbling with his oxygen mask, hunched and stubbled and looking older than I thought he would ever look, a young nurse chatting breezily at the foot of his bed.

Here, finally, was the worst thing of all. The awful and complete isolation of death, the terrible loneliness of the terminally ill. Nobody warns you about that.

With his breath going and the pain coming, we left him in that overcrowded NHS ward with winter sunlight coming through the big unwashed window and the chipmunk chatter of daytime television in the background. We left him. In the end, it was all we could do.

And as we walked back to the car Pat fought back the tears, angry – no, furious – at something that he couldn’t name. I tried to comfort him but he wasn’t interested in being comforted.

My son looked like he felt he had been cheated.

There was a removal van outside Cyd’s flat.

It wasn’t one of those huge lorries that you can load with the contents of a family’s lifetime, one of those massive trucks which can hold pianos and worn-out furniture that you like too much to throw away and all the accumulated junk of the years. It was from the kind of removal firm that advertises in the back of the listings magazines, perfect for a little family that was travelling light.

I watched two young men in T-shirts edging a child’s single bed into the back of the van. Although Cyd and Peggy lived on the top floor, the men looked as though this was one of their easier jobs.

Peggy appeared at the front door, dragging behind her a stuffed toy the size of a fridge. She looked at me with her solemn brown eyes, not surprised to see me here.

‘Look what I’ve got,’ I said, holding out a leering male doll in spangly silver trousers and what looked like a lilac tuxedo. It was a sex-change Barbie.

‘Disco Ken,’ she said, taking him.

‘You left him at my house,’ I said. ‘I thought you might want him back.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, that beautifully behaved little girl. Then Cyd was behind her, a stack of paperbacks in her arms.

‘Look what Harry brought me,’ Peggy said. ‘Disco Ken. I’ve been looking for him.’

Cyd told her to go up to her room and make sure she wasn’t leaving anything behind. Peggy left the stuffed toy the size of a fridge on the pavement and disappeared into the house still clutching Disco Ken.

‘How about you?’ I said. ‘You left anything behind?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I think I’ve got just about everything.’

The two removal guys brushed past us on their way back into the house.

‘Moving without telling me?’ I said. ‘Some friend you turned out to be.’

‘I was going to tell you. It’s just – I don’t know – it’s easier this way. For everybody.’

‘I looked for you at the café.’

‘I quit.’

‘So they told me.’

‘We’re moving across town. To Notting Hill.’

‘West London?’

‘Christ, don’t look so shocked, Harry. I’m an American. Moving from one side of a city to another isn’t quite as traumatic for me as it would be for you. Listen, I’m sorry but I’m really busy. What do you want? I can’t believe that you came here just to bring back Disco Ken.’

‘Disco Ken was part of it,’ I said. ‘But also I wanted to tell you that you’re wrong.’

‘About what?’

‘About us. You’re wrong about us. If we split up, then it’s the end of the world.’

‘Oh, Harry.’

‘It’s true. I know you don’t believe in the one, the one person for someone in the whole world, but I do. You make me believe it, Cyd. And anyway, it doesn’t matter what we believe. It’s good between us. It works. And I’ve been thinking about it. There’s not one more chance for me to get it right – you’re it, you’re my last chance for happiness, and even if there was another chance, I wouldn’t want it. As Olivia Newton John said to John Travolta, you’re the one that I want.’

‘Wasn’t it the other way round? Didn’t John Travolta say it to Olivia Newton John?’

‘Possibly.’

‘Harry,’ she said. ‘There’s something you have to know. I’m getting back with Peggy’s dad. Jim and I are going to give it another go.’

I stared at her as the removal men carried a sofabed between us. ‘Nearly done,’ one of them said. They went back inside the house.

‘Sorry,’ she told me.

‘But do you love him?’ I said.

‘He’s the father of my little girl.’

‘But do you love him?’

‘Come on, Harry, you’re the one who’s always agonising about the break-up of the family. You’re the one who is always complaining about how hard it is to compete with blood, about all the messy, broken bits of what you call the lousy modern world. You should be pleased for me. You should wish me well.’

‘But you have to love him, Cyd. None of it means a thing if you don’t love him. Do you love him?’

‘Yes. Okay? I love him. I never stopped loving him. And I want to give it a shot because he’s given up his girlfriend, the Thai stripper, and he promises me that’s all out of his system. The whole bamboo thing.’

‘She’s not a stripper. She’s a lap dancer.’

‘Whatever,’ she said. ‘But Peggy’s thrilled that we’re giving it another go. So even if you hate me, you should be pleased for her.’

‘I don’t hate you. I could never hate you.’

‘Then please wish me well.’

‘I wish you well,’ I said, and I even sort of meant it. She deserved to be happy. So did Peggy. I kissed her quickly on the cheek. ‘Just don’t tell me I don’t know you, okay?’

I let them get on with their moving. Anything I said now would have sounded empty and selfish, as if they were just weasel words designed to get her to come back to me.

Yet as she prepared to go back to her husband, at last I saw the limits of the nuclear family. Now I realised that dad and mum and the kids is all very well.

But if you don’t love each other, you might as well be shacked up with Disco Ken.

‘We’ve had a response from the other side,’ Nigel Batty said. ‘Your ex-wife says that she remained faithful to you throughout the duration of your marriage but that you committed adultery with a colleague from work.’

‘Well, that’s true,’ I said. ‘But it was just a one-night stand. I’m not saying it’s nothing, but –’

‘She also alleges that your son received a severe head injury while in your care.’

‘What does that mean? That sounds like I beat him up or something. He fell, okay? There was an accident in the local park. He fell into an empty swimming pool and split his head open. And maybe I could have done more. Maybe I should have been watching him more closely. Does she honestly believe that hasn’t crossed my mind again and again and again? But at least I was there for him. She was eating tempura with her boyfriend in Tokyo.’

The solicitor peered closely at the papers on his desk.

‘And she seems to believe that you’re not exercising proper parental control over what your son watches or listens to.’

‘That’s just crazy.’

‘He’s allowed to watch violent films unsupervised, she suggests. Videos with adult themes. And she says that on her last access visit she discovered that he had in his possession a music tape containing songs of a profane and adult nature.’

I could feel my face reddening with anger.

‘That fucking…fucking…’

I couldn’t find the word. There was no word strong enough.

Nigel Batty laughed out loud, as though I were finally starting to understand.


Thirty-Four

‘Can I see the medal?’ I asked.

‘Of course you can,’ my mother said.

She went to the cabinet where the stereo sat, and I could hear her shuffling through insurance documents, bank statements, letters, all the paperwork of a lifetime.

She came back with a small rectangular box which was coloured somewhere beyond claret, but not quite black. Inside, there was a silver medal, not that clean, resting on purple velvet. My father’s medal.

The medal’s ribbon was blue and white, two broad vertical white stripes with one thin vertical white stripe between them dissecting a blue background. ‘For Distinguished Service,’ it said on the medal, next to the image of the head of the King.

In the top of the box the maker’s name was inscribed on white silk – ‘By Appointment,’ it said above the Royal Warrant, ‘J. R. Gaunt & Son Ltd, 60 Conduit Street, London.’ And I remembered how, as a child, the name of that company – did it still exist? would it be there if I looked for it? – had seemed like another part of the citation.

I gently took it out, as surprised by the weight of my father’s DSM at thirty as I had been as a boy.

‘Pat used to love playing with Dad’s medal,’ my mother laughed.

‘You let Pat play with this?’ I said, incredulous.

‘He liked pinning it on me,’ she smiled. ‘I had to be Princess Layla at the end of that film.’

‘Leia, Mum. She’s Princess Leia.’

It was just past the middle of the night, and we were too tired to sit by his hospital bed any longer, but too restless to sleep. So we were going to have a nice cup of tea. Still my mother’s answer to everything.

And as she went off to put the kettle on, I held the medal in my fist and thought about how the games I had played as a boy had prepared me to be the man my father had been, and the man his father had been before him – a fighting man, a man who kissed some tearful woman goodbye and put on a uniform and went to war.

Looking back on the games we had played in the fields and the backstreets of my childhood, they seemed to be more than childish pastimes lauding the manly virtues – they seemed to be preparing us for the next war, for our own Normandy or Dunkirk or Monte Casino.

My generation had played games with toy guns – or sticks pretending to be guns, or fingers pretending to be guns, anything could stand in for a gun – and nobody had thought that it was unhealthy or distasteful. But the only wars we saw as young men were small wars, television wars, as real and as life-threatening to the non-combatants as a video game.

My generation, the last of the generations of small boys who played with toy guns, were luckier than we knew. We didn’t have a war waiting for us when we grew up. There were no Germans or Japanese for us to fight.

Our wives, that’s who we fought with, this generation of men blessed with peace. And the divorce courts, that’s where we fought our own grubby little wars.

I had seen the scars on my father’s body enough times to know that war was not a John Wayne movie. But the men who survived – and who came home in more or less one piece – found someone to love for a lifetime. Which was better? War and a perfect love? Or peace and love which came in instalments of five, six or seven years? Who was really the lucky man? My father or me?

‘You liked this girl, didn’t you?’ my mum said, coming back into the room with a steaming mug in each hand. ‘This woman, I mean. Cyd. You liked her a lot.’

I nodded.

‘I wish we could have held it together. Like you and Dad did. It seems impossible these days.’

‘You’re too sentimental about the past,’ she said, not unkindly. ‘You think it was all brown ale and red roses. But it was harder than that.’

‘But you and Dad were happy.’

‘Yes, we were,’ she said, her eyes drifting away to some place where I couldn’t follow her. ‘We were happy.’

And I thought – I was happy too.

When I thought of my childhood, I thought of some sunbaked August – right at the start of the month, when the long six-week holiday was still stretching gloriously out ahead of me, and I knew there would be car rides to country pubs where my dad and my uncles would play darts and bring lemonade and crisps out to me and my cousins playing on the grass, our mothers laughing over Babychams at wooden tables, as separated from the men as Muslims.

Or it was some other holiday – Christmas, late at night with my uncles and aunts smoking and drinking in a card school, with football on Boxing Day at a misty Upton Park for the men and the boys.

Or it would be a Bank Holiday run to the coast, with huge pink clouds of candyfloss on a stick and the smell of the sea and frying onions, or to the dog track where my mum always bet on the number six dog because she liked the colours, she liked the way the red number looked against the black and white stripes.

I was grateful for that suburban childhood – for those memories of car rides and modest gambling and day trips – it seemed like a childhood crowded with life and love, a good time to be growing up, when Bobby Moore was at West Ham and Miss World was on the box and my mum and my aunts wore miniskirts.

And although my son’s childhood had more material things, it also had the numbing bankruptcy of divorce.

With all the diplomatic skills and emotional armour that a five-year-old could muster, he now ricocheted between his mother and her boyfriend and his father and his badly bruised heart. A video recorder and the passenger seat of a flash car seemed like small compensation for all that.

It felt to me like Gina and I – and the million couples just like us – hadn’t left much of an inheritance for the next generation.

‘It worked between us because we made it work,’ my mother said. ‘Because we wanted it to work. Because – even when we didn’t have money, even when we couldn’t have a baby – we didn’t chuck in the towel. You have to fight for your happy ending, Harry. It doesn’t just drop in your lap.’

‘You think I didn’t fight for my happy ending? You think I haven’t got enough fight in me? Not like Dad?’

I was curious to know what she believed. There was a time, when I was young and cocky, when I felt that my parents knew nothing of life beyond their well-tended garden and their overheated living room. But I didn’t feel that way about them any more.

‘I think you’ve got a lot of fight in you, Harry. But you beat yourself up sometimes. You can’t be the same man your father was – it’s a different world. Almost a different century. You have to fight different battles and not expect anyone to pin a medal on your chest. Looking after a child alone – you think your father could have done that? I love him more than my life, but that would have been beyond him. You have to be strong in a different way. You have to be a different kind of tough guy.’

I put the medal back in its box and the telephone rang.

My mother’s eyes flicked to the clock and back to me, full of tears. It was just after four in the morning and this could only be my Uncle Jack calling from the hospital.

We both knew.

We held each other tight, the phone still ringing in the hall. Ringing and ringing.

‘We should have been there with him,’ my mother said, as she would say so many times in the days and weeks and years to come. ‘We should have been there.’

Here’s what a happy ending looks like, I thought bitterly. You spend your life with someone and then, if they go before you, you feel as though you have lost all your limbs.

At least my generation – the fuck around, fuck up and fuck off generation – would be spared the knowledge of exactly what that particular amputation feels like. Assuming that we don’t have any happy endings of our own.

I picked up the telephone and my Uncle Jack told me that my father had died.

In the morning I went up to see Pat as soon as I heard his footsteps padding across the floor to the box of toys that my parents always kept for him in their second bedroom, the room where he always slept when he was here, the room that had once been mine.

He looked up at me from the toy box, a Star Wars figure in each hand, his eyes still puffy with sleep. I picked him up, kissed his sweet face, and sat down on the bed with him on my lap.

‘Pat, your grandfather died in the night.’

He blinked at me with those blue eyes.

‘Granddad had been ill for a long time and now he doesn’t have to suffer any more,’ I said. ‘Now he’s at peace. We can be happy about that, can’t we? He’s not in pain any more. He will never feel any more pain again.’

‘Where is he now?’

This threw me.

‘Well, his body is at the hospital. Later it will be buried.’

I realised that I knew nothing about the bureaucracy of death. When would they collect his body from the hospital? Where would they keep it before his funeral? And who exactly were they?

‘We’re sad now,’ I said. ‘But one day we will be grateful for Granddad’s life. We will realise that we were lucky – I was lucky to have him as my father and you were lucky to have him as your grandfather. We were both very lucky. But we can’t feel lucky today. It’s too soon.’

Pat nodded, very businesslike. ‘He’s still at the hospital?’

‘His body is at the hospital. But his spirit has gone.’

‘What’s his spirit?’

‘That’s the spark of life that made your granddad the man he was.’

‘Where’s it gone?’

I took a breath.

‘Some people think the spirit goes to heaven and lives forever. Some people think that it just disappears and then you sleep forever.’

‘What do you believe?

‘I think that the spirit lives on,’ I said. ‘I don’t know if it’s in heaven or if it’s somewhere else, some other place that I don’t know anything about. But it doesn’t just die. It lives on. Even if it’s only in the hearts of the people we love.’ ‘That’s what I believe too,’ said my son.

With the slashed roof of the MGF cracking like a torn sail in a stiff gale, I drove slowly down the high street of the little town where I had grown up, not recognising the place.

Everywhere the shops and small cafés that I had known had become estate agents or the outlets of some big chain. No wonder the English have become so desperate to wave the flag of St George, to remind ourselves that our roots are just as deep and defined as those of the Irish or the Scots. This was my home town. But it could have been anywhere.

I didn’t see a thing I recognised until I found my Uncle Jack in the snug of the old Red Lion, this pub seemingly the one part of the high street which was protected by an unofficial preservation order. He was in a fug of cigarette smoke, fag cupped in his palm, drinking a mineral water under the oak beams and horse brasses.

‘Sorry about your dad, Harry.’

‘Thanks, Uncle Jack.’

‘You want one of these? Or shall we just do it?’

‘Let’s just do it.’

My Uncle Jack was at my side as I dealt with the bureaucracy of death. I was still numb from lack of sleep and the shock of knowing that my father was no longer in the world. But my Uncle Jack’s craggy, chain-smoking presence made it a lot easier for me.

We drove to the hospital in the MGF and collected a pitiful little bag from the front office containing my father’s belongings.

His wallet with his picture of his grandson inside, his reading glasses, his false teeth.

This was all that was left of him, handed over to me without sentiment or condolences. Why should they be sad for him? Or for me? They never knew my father. We moved on down the chain.

For some obscure administrative reason, we had to register the death in a small town that I had never been to before, although with its Burger King and Body Shop and estate agents, it looked depressingly familiar.

Part of the great procession of living and dying, we were behind a young couple registering their baby’s birth and ahead of an old woman registering the death of her husband. And I wondered why Nigel Batty complained about men dying before their partners. What a relief not to have to visit this place, what a relief not to be condemned to living on alone.

Finally, we went back to my home town to see the undertaker. Like the pub, this was another place that had never changed in my memory – getting pissed and dropping dead, the two great perennials of the English high street.

With its gloomy window display of white headstones arrayed against acres of black silk, it had always looked closed when I was growing up, this boutique for the bereaved, and it looked closed now. When I was a child just discovering that I wasn’t going to live forever, I used to walk quickly past this place. Now I went inside. And it was fine. Uncle Jack lightly rested a hand on my shoulder and I talked calmly to the undertaker about the funeral arrangements, as if this happened to me every day. With the death certificate between us, it seemed perfectly natural to be talking to this sombre old man in black about my father’s burial. The only truly strange moment was when, almost apologetically, the undertaker produced a glossy brochure. I had to choose my father’s coffin.

It was a brochure like any other – tastefully shot, beautifully presented – and the undertaker gently led me through it, starting with the cheapest, simplest pine numbers, going right up to the top of the range model, a large hardwood coffin lined with red satiny material and adorned with big brass handles.

My first instinct was to go for the most expensive one – let’s push the boat out, nothing’s too good for my old man. But my second instinct was that the top of the range coffin was just a touch too elaborate for my dad to sleep in for all eternity.

I hesitated, and told the undertaker that we would go for the second most expensive coffin. And when Uncle Jack and I were back on the street, I was pleased with my choice.

‘Your old man would have had a fit at that posh coffin,’ my Uncle Jack grinned.

‘The most expensive one?’ I smiled. ‘Yeah, I thought that was a bit much.’

‘Gold handles and a red velvet lining!’ chuckled Uncle Jack. ‘It looked more like a French knocking shop than a coffin!’

‘Talk about turning in your grave,’ I laughed. ‘I know what he would have said if we’d gone for that one – “Who do you think I am? Bloody Napoleon?”’

I could hear his voice.

I would never hear his voice again.

I would always hear him.


Thirty-Five

‘Two ducks check into a hotel,’ said Eamon. ‘Best hotel in Kilcarney. Big weekend for the ducks. But – no, listen – they get up to their room and they discover they don’t have any condoms. No problem, says the man duck – I’ll get room service to send some up. Call down to room service. Eventually the boy appears with the condoms. He says – Do you want me to put these on your bill, sir? And the duck, he says – Do I look like some kind of pervert to you?’

Eamon removed the mike from its stand in complete silence. They were going to put the laughter track on later.

‘I feel for that duck,’ he said, moving across a stage that seemed somehow brighter than usual, in front of an audience who were noticeably better-looking than normal. ‘Because there’s no real sex education in Kilcarney. My dad told me that the man goes on top and the woman goes on the bottom. So all through my first serious relationship, my girlfriend and I slept in bunk beds. You see, where I come from, sex is hereditary – if your mum and dad didn’t have it, the chances are that you won’t either.’

He placed the mike back in its stand, grinning into the lights.

‘Luckily I’m a good lover now – but that’s only because I practise a lot on my own. Thank you and goodnight!’

The audience applauded wildly as Eamon skipped to the side of the stage where a beautiful girl with a clipboard and headphones handed him a bottle of beer. Then he seemed to swoon, sinking to one knee, the bottle of beer still in his hand as he half-turned and retched into a sand bucket – a real sand bucket, not a pretend one.

‘Cut, cut,’ the director said.

I ran on to the set and crouched by Eamon’s side, my arm around his shaking shoulders. Mem stood by my side, wide-eyed with concern and unrecognisable with her clothes on.

‘Don’t be afraid, Eamon,’ I said. ‘It’s only a lager commercial.’

‘I’m not afraid,’ he said weakly. ‘I’m excited.’

I wasn’t excited. I was afraid. Very afraid.

My father – my father’s body – was at the undertaker’s. And I was going to see it.

The undertaker had mentioned the possibility of seeing the body – viewing the loved one at rest, he had said quietly, proud of this service they offered at no extra charge – and this meeting, this final meeting between my father and me, had assumed impossible proportions in my head.

How would I feel when I saw the man who gave me life lying in his coffin? Would I unravel? Could I stand the sight of my great protector waiting for his grave? I couldn’t stop myself believing that it would be too much, that I would crumple and come apart, that the years would be wiped away and I would be a sobbing child once more.

When I saw him lying there, the brutal fact of his death would be beyond all lingering doubt and disbelief. Could I take it? That’s what I wanted to know. I had learned that fathering a child didn’t make you truly adult. Does a man have to bury his father before he feels truly grown?

My Uncle Jack was waiting for me in the snug of the old Red Lion. My mother had shaken her head and turned away when I had asked her if she wanted to come with me. I didn’t blame her. But I needed to know if I could live with the knowledge that I was alone now.

Not alone, of course. There was still my mother, sleeping with the lights in her bedroom blazing all night long, bewildered to be alone for the first time in a lifetime. And there was Pat, bouncing between the joy of seeing Gina again and the suffocating grief in our own home. And there was Cyd – out there somewhere, lost in some other part of the city, sharing her life with some other man.

But with my father gone, there was a part of me that felt alone – at last and forever.

Even when relations between us had been strained, he had always been my shield, my guardian, my greatest ally. Even when we had bickered and fought, even when I had disappointed him or let him down, I had always been secure in the knowledge that he would still do anything for me. Now all that was gone.

Uncle Jack stubbed out his roll-up and drained his mineral water. We walked to the undertaker’s, not saying much, although when we went inside and a little bell jingled announcing our arrival, Uncle Jack placed his hand on my shoulder. My uncle wasn’t keen to see his brother’s body. He was doing this for me.

The undertaker was expecting us. He led us into an antechamber which looked like some kind of changing room. There were heavy curtains on both sides, divided up into maybe half a dozen individual compartments. I took a breath and held it as he pulled back one of the little curtains to reveal my father in his coffin.

Except that it wasn’t my father. Not any more. His face – the only part of him that was visible with the coffin lid opened just a shade – had an expression I had never seen before. He didn’t look peaceful, or as though he were sleeping or any of death’s soothing clichés. His face was empty. It had nothing to do with him any more, it was drained of identity as well as all pain and exhaustion. It was like knocking on a door and discovering that nobody was home. More than this – it was as though we had come to the wrong place. The spark that had made my father the man he was had gone. I knew with total certainty that his soul had flown. I had come looking for my father, to see him one last time. But I wouldn’t find him here.

I wanted to see Pat. I wanted to hold my son in my arms and tell him that everything we had both tried so hard to believe was all true.


Thirty-Six

Usually I stayed inside the house, well back from the window, watching from behind the blinds as the silver Audi snaked down the street, looking for a scrap of parking space. But today I came out when I saw them coming – the now familiar car with the familiar configuration inside.

Pat’s blond head in the back seat, looking down at some new trinket he had been given. Gina in the passenger seat, turning to talk to him. And in the driving seat, this unimaginable Richard, the semi-separated man, cool and confident at the wheel, as if ferrying Gina and Pat around town in his Audi were the natural order of things.

I had never spoken to him. I had never even seen him get out of his car when they delivered Pat back to me. He was dark, beefy and wore glasses – a suit that worked out. Good-looking in a Clark Kent kind of way. There was a tiny parking space just in front of the house, and I watched him expertly reverse the Audi into it, the bastard.

Usually Gina knocked on the door, said hello to me and quickly kissed Pat goodbye. The handover was done with minimum civility, which was about as much as either of us could muster. Still, we were trying. Not for our sakes, but for the sake of our child. But today I was waiting at the front gate for them. She didn’t seem surprised.

‘Hello, Harry.’

‘Hi.’

‘Look what I’ve got!’ Pat said, brandishing his new toy – some scowling plastic spaceman with an unfeasibly large laser gun – as he brushed past me into the house.

‘Sorry about your dad,’ Gina said, staying on the other side of the gate.

‘Thanks.’

‘I’m really sorry. He was the most gentle man I ever met.’

‘He was mad about you.’

‘I was mad about him, too.’

‘Thanks for Pat’s toy.’

‘Richard bought it for him in Hamley’s.’

‘Good old Richard.’

She shot me a look. ‘I’d better be going,’ she said.

‘I thought you didn’t like Pat playing with guns.’

She shook her head and gave a little laugh, one of those laughs that’s meant to indicate that it wasn’t funny at all. ‘If you really want to know, I believe that there’s enough violence in this world without encouraging children to think that guns are a form of light entertainment. Okay? But he wanted the gun.’

‘I’m not going to give him up, Gina.’

‘That’s for the lawyers to decide. And we’re not supposed –’

‘I’ve changed my life to look after my son. I took a part-time job. I learned to organise things in the house, stuff that I never even had to think about before. Feeding him, clothing him, getting him to bed. Answering his questions, being there for him when he was sad or frightened.’

‘All the things I did more or less alone for years.’

‘That’s my point exactly. I taught myself how to care for our child – the way you cared for him. And then you come back and tell me that’s all over.’

‘You’ve done a good job over the last few months, Harry. But what do you want? A medal?’

‘I don’t need a medal. I haven’t done anything more than I should have done. I know it’s nothing special. But you expect too much of me, Gina. I learned how to be a real father to Pat – I had to, okay? Now you want me just to act as though it never happened. And I can’t do it. How can I do it? Tell me how I can do it.’

‘Is there a problem?’ Richard said, emerging from the Audi.

So he did have legs after all.

‘Get back in the car, Richard,’ Gina said.

‘Yeah, get back in the car, Richard,’ I said.

He got back in the car, blinking behind his glasses.

‘You have to decide what you really want, Gina. All of you.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘I’m all for men taking responsibility for their children. I’m all for men doing their bit in bringing up their kids. But you can’t have it both ways. You can’t expect us to take part in the parenting and then just step aside when you want us to, as if we were just like our dads, as if it was all really women’s work. Remember that the next time you see your solicitor.’

‘And you remember something, Harry.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I love him, too.’

Pat was on the floor of his room, tipping a box full of toys on to the floor.

‘You have a good time, darling? A good time with Mummy and Richard?’

I sounded ridiculously upbeat, like a game-show host when the really big prize is up for grabs, but I was determined to make Pat feel okay about these new arrangements. I didn’t want him to feel that he was betraying me every time he went out to have a good time with his mother and her boyfriend. But I didn’t want him to have too good a time either.

‘It was all right,’ he said. ‘Richard and Mummy had a little bit of a row.’

Wonderful news.

‘Why was that, darling?’

‘I got some Magnum on the seat of his stupid car. He thought I shouldn’t eat Magnum in the car.’

‘But you like Richard?’

‘He’s all right.’

I felt a pang of sympathy for this man I had never met. Not much of a pang. Just a little one. But a pang all the same. The role he had chosen felt like an impossible part to play. If he tried to be a father to Pat, then he would surely fail. And if he decided to be just a friend, then that would be a kind of failure, too. But at least Richard had a choice.

Who asked Pat if he wanted to be eating a Magnum in the back of that silver Audi?

Cyd was working in one of those designer Asian restaurants that were starting to appear all over town, one of those places that sells Thai fishcakes, Japanese soba noodles and cold Vietnamese spring rolls as if they all come from the same place, as if that entire continent had been turned into one big kitchen for the West. It was bright and white, full of polished wood and gleaming chrome, like an art gallery or a dentist’s surgery.

From the street I watched Cyd placing two steaming plates of what looked like Malaysian king prawn curry in front of a pair of young women who smiled their thanks at her.

Like every other waitress in there, she was wearing a starched white apron, black trousers and a white shirt. Her hair was cut shorter than I had ever seen it – it was almost boyish now, she had gone from an F. Scott Fitzgerald bob to a Beatle cut in just one trip to the hairdresser’s. I knew it meant something important when a woman chopped off her hair, but I couldn’t remember what.

She headed towards the back of the place, saying something to the young black guy behind the bar that made him laugh, and disappeared into the kitchen. I took a seat near the front of the restaurant, waiting for her to appear again.

It was after three, and the place was almost empty. Apart from me and the two young women eating their spicy prawns, the only other customers were a table of three well-lunched businessmen, empty bottles of Asahi Super Dry strewn in front of them. A young waitress placed a menu on my table just as Cyd banged back out of the kitchen doors.

At head height and balanced on the palm of her hand, she was carrying a tray holding three bottles of Japanese beer. She unloaded them in front of the drunken suits, not noticing me, ignoring their red-faced leers, not really aware of any of us.

‘When do you get off?’ one of them asked.

‘Don’t you mean how?’ she said, turning away as they erupted with laughter, and seeing me at last. She slowly came over to my table.

‘What would you like?’

‘How about spending the rest of our lives together?’

‘That’s off. How about some noodles?’

‘Okay. Have you got the thick kind?’

‘Udon? Sure. We do udon noodles in broth with prawns, fish, shitake mushrooms and all that good stuff.’

‘Actually, I’m not that hungry. But this is a coincidence, isn’t it? Running into each other like this.’

‘It certainly is, Harry. How did you know I was working here?’

‘I didn’t. This is the forty-second place I’ve tried over the last few days.’

‘You really are crazy.’

‘Crazy for you.’

‘Just crazy. How’s your dad?’

‘The funeral’s tomorrow.’

‘God, I’m sorry. Is Pat all right?’

I took a breath.

‘They were very close. You know that. It’s a big loss for him. I don’t know – he’s dealing with it. Same as my mother. I’ll be glad to get the funeral behind us.’

‘After the funeral can be the worst part. Because everybody goes home and life starts to go on again. Except, for you, it doesn’t. Is there anything I can do?’

‘Yes.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You can let me walk you home.’

‘You’ve got to stop following me around,’ she said as we walked through the silent white side streets of Notting Hill. ‘It’s got to stop.’

‘I like your hair.’

She grabbed her fringe in her hand.

‘It’s no good for you and it’s no good for me,’ she said.

‘Oh, I don’t know. It doesn’t look that bad.’

‘You know what I’m talking about.’

‘I want us to be a family.’

‘I thought you hated that kind of family – the kind of family that is full of other people’s children and ex-partners. I thought you wanted an uncomplicated life.’

‘I don’t want an uncomplicated life. I want a life with you. And Peggy. And Pat. And maybe a kid of our own.’

‘One of those families? With your kid and my kid fighting our kid? You’d hate it. You would really hate it, Harry. You’d last – well, I don’t know how long you’d last.’

‘I could never hate my life if it was with you. Listen, there was a tattoo on my dad’s arm, some words written under one of those long, thin Commando knives. And it said – United We Conquer. And that’s how I feel about us.’

‘You’re getting a tattoo?’

‘No.’

‘You’re joining the army?’

‘What I’m saying is that if we’re together, then everything will be all right. I don’t know what kind of family life it will be – because there have never been families like this before. But I know that it would be better than any other family we could ever have apart. Just think about it, okay?’

‘Sure, Harry. I’ll discuss it with my husband over dinner tonight.’

We had stopped outside an old white town house that had been chopped up into flats forty years ago.

‘This is it, Harry,’ she said.

And then Jim was suddenly bursting out of the front door, his arm in a plaster cast and a sling, screaming, ‘Stay away from my wife, you bastard!’ as he smoothly swung round in a full circle and his motorcycle boot exploded in my mouth.

I reeled backwards, my gums split and bloody, my legs gone to jelly, and two things were immediately clear.

Jim knew a bit about martial arts. And he had fallen off his bike again.

I bounced off some dustbins and lifted my fists as he came at me, but Cyd had moved between us and he howled with pain as she grabbed his broken arm.

‘Leave him alone! Leave him alone!’ she shouted at him.

‘Watch my fucking arm, will you!’ he shouted back at her. But he let her lead him back to the door. He turned to growl at me.

‘If ever I see your face again,’ he said, ‘you lose all your teeth.’

‘It wouldn’t be the first time.’

I didn’t explain that a friendly dog had pushed me on my face when I was five years old. That wouldn’t have sounded quite so impressive.

He went back inside the house, holding his plaster cast.

They must have been living in the ground floor flat because I could hear what sounded a lot like Peggy crying. Cyd turned to look at me.

‘Please leave me alone now, Harry.’

‘Just think about what I said,’ I slurred through my fat and bloody lips. ‘Please consider my offer.’

She shook her head and – I know it’s dumb – but I felt that she was starting to really like me.

‘You don’t give up, do you?’ she said.

‘I get it from my father,’ I said.

Then she closed the door of the big white house and went back to her life.


Thirty-Seven

A mile from our family home, there is a small church on a hill.

As a boy, wandering where he wasn’t supposed to wander on light summer nights, I had sometimes lurked in the graveyard of this church, drinking cider and choking on a Number 6 and peering down the sights of my friend’s .22 air rifle.

We were not as cocky as we looked. At the slightest sound – the wind in the trees, the rustle of leaves across the cold stone of a grave, some ancient wood creaking inside the church – my friend and I would bolt in panic, terrified that the dead were about to reveal themselves to us. And now my father was going to be buried here.

I woke to the sound of the paper boy’s bike, the Mirror roughly shoved through the letter box, the low hum of the radio coming from the kitchen. For one moment between sleep and waking, it felt like just another day.

But after breakfast we donned our bleak uniforms of mourning, my son and I, both awkward in our black ties and white shirts, and we sat on the floor of my old bedroom, thumbing through box after box of photographs, consoling ourselves with images of my father, his grandfather.

Time ran backwards, unravelled. There were bright colour pictures of my dad with Pat – opening Christmas presents, riding his Bluebell bike with the stabilisers still attached, Pat as an impossibly blond toddler, and as a sleeping baby in the arms of his grinning grandfather.

And lots of pictures with the colours fading now – my dad and my mum with Gina and me on our wedding day, me as a smirking teenager with my dad, a fit fifty-odd, our arms around each other in our back garden – proud of his garden, proud of me – and still further back, me as a goofy eleven-year-old with my parents, still young, in the crowd shot of some cousin’s wedding.

And all the way back to the beginning of memory and beyond – a black and white shot of me as a crop-haired child with my dad and the horses on Salisbury Plain, another black and white picture of my dad laughing as he lifted me up on some windswept beach, and pictures in shades of grey of him in uniform and my parents on their wedding day.

No pictures of him as a child or a baby. I knew it was simply because they had been too poor to have a camera, but it felt as though his life had only begun with our little family.

Downstairs the flowers had started arriving. Pat and I went to the window of my parents’ room at the front of the house and watched the florist unloading them from his van. Soon the cellophane-wrapped bouquets covered all of the front lawn, and I thought of Princess Diana and the sea of flowers that had washed up against the black railings of the royal palaces. It was just another job for the florist, and the first job of the day, but he seemed genuinely moved.

‘I wish I had known this man,’ I heard him tell my mother, and I knew that he meant it.

We had a laugh when the coffin arrived at the church. It was a desperate laugh, one of those laughs that is there as a dam against tears which you are afraid will never stop if they are allowed to start, but a laugh all the same.

We were following the coffin into the old church, my mother, my son and I, but for some reason the four pallbearers stopped at the entrance. Although Pat and I had her between us, our arms around her, my mother kept going, her eyes on the ground. And she only stopped when she smacked her head hard against the end of her husband’s coffin.

She staggered backwards, holding her forehead, looking for blood on her fingertips, and then she looked at me and we both laughed out loud. We were both hearing his voice, that old London voice full of weary affection. ‘What are you doing, woman?’

Then we went inside the coolness of the church and it was like stepping into a dream, a dream where everyone you have ever known – relatives, friends of the family, neighbours from the present and the past, men in Royal Naval Commando ties who had met as teenagers and were now seventy – had gathered together for one last time, row upon row of them, some starting to cry at the sight of my father’s coffin.

The three of us were in the front pew. Once the three of us would have meant my parents and me. Now it was my mother, my son and me. Their heads were down, staring at the flagstones, the laughter all gone, but I watched the vicar as he began to quote from Isaiah – ‘They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruninghooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.’

His sermon was about the good soldier who became a man of peace – the warrior who learned to be the loving husband, the kind father, the caring neighbour. And I could tell that he had worked hard at this speech, that he had talked to my mother and my uncles and Auntie Ethel next door who wasn’t really my auntie. But the vicar had never met my father, and so he could never really capture him and his life.

It was only when the old song that my mother had chosen echoed through the crowded church that I had to get a grip of my heart, that I felt the weight of all that we had lost.

More than the hymns or the sermon or the well-meant platitudes or the faces of all the people he had ever known, it was this old song that got to me. Sinatra’s voice, very young, very pure, lacking all the swagger and cynicism of his later years. It rose and soared around that little church.

And my mother didn’t move, but I could feel her holding Pat more fiercely, as if she were afraid of being swept to some other place and time, somewhere in the lonely future when she could only sleep with the bedroom lights blazing, or somewhere in the lost, unrecoverable past.


Someday

When I’m awfully low,

When the world is cold,

I will feel a glow

Just thinking of you,

And the way you look tonight.



And I could hear my father’s voice complaining at the choice, his voice full of wonder at this woman he had shared his life with but who never ceased to amaze him.

‘Not early Sinatra, woman! Not all that swooning bobby-soxer stuff he recorded for Columbia! If you’ve got to pick Sinatra, then pick something from one of the Capitol albums of the fifties – “One For My Baby,” “Angel Eyes,” “In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning” – one of the great saloon songs. But not that early stuff! And what’s wrong with Dean Martin? I always preferred old Dino anyway.’

It was true. My father’s favourite was Dean Martin. Sinatra, as much as he liked him, was a bit too much of the smooth romantic for my old man. He far preferred Dean Martin’s hard centre. But of course the song wasn’t my father’s choice. It was my mother’s. It wasn’t about how he saw himself. It was about how she saw him, knew him, loved him.


But you’re lovely!

With your smile so warm

And your cheek so soft

There is nothing for me

But to love you

Just the way you look tonight.



The undertaker’s men carried my father’s coffin out of the church – gently, gently – and into the graveyard as we followed, dazed by the rituals of death, to the latest grave in a sloping field of headstones.

The freshly dug plot was at the end of a long line of graves, and one day, after this church had seen many more funerals, it would be difficult to find my father’s resting place because it would be in the middle of a forest of headstones, just one among the many. But not now. Not today. Today my father was the latest arrival in this eternal place. It was easy to find his grave today.

And there was his headstone – white and new, my father’s epitaph carved in gleaming black on the top half, leaving space for another inscription – for his wife, my mother, Pat’s grandmother – to one day be carved.

PATRICKWILLIAM ROBERT SILVER, DSM, it said, a name from the days when ordinary families gave their children as many names as they could remember, as many names as they could carry, and below the dates of his birth and death, BELOVED HUSBAND, FATHER AND GRANDFATHER.

The vicar was talking – ashes to ashes, dust to dust, come, ye blessed children of my Father, receive the kingdom prepared for you from the beginning of the world – but all I could hear was a scrap from one of the old songs, a song asking someone to never, ever change.

We were on the edge of the open grave, at the front of a large crowd of mourners. Some of them I didn’t know. Some of them I had known all my life. And yet the faces that I knew were changed – I remembered laughing uncles and good-looking aunts in their middle years, the good years of new cars and bright clothes and summer days on the coast, their children growing or perhaps already grown.

Now these faces I knew were older than I had ever expected them to be, and the confidence of their thirties and forties had somehow slipped away with the years. They had come to see my father buried, the first of their generation to go, and their own deaths must have suddenly seemed very real. They wept for him and also for themselves.

In the distance I could see the fields where I had roamed as a boy, dark brown in mid-winter and as rectangular as playing fields, bordered by scrawny bare trees.

Did children still play on that ragged farmland? Somehow it seemed unlikely. But I remembered every brilliant stream, every muddy ditch, the stagnant pond inside the thick spinney, and all the farmers who chased us away, me and my friends, those city children with suburban lives.

Up here there was no sign of the housing estates and shopping centres that were very close by. Up here all you could see were fields. Up here this place felt like real country.

This was why my father had escaped the city. Those fields where I had played as a boy – that was what my dad had dreamed of, and now he was going to be buried among them.

There was crying all around now – louder, uncontrolled, more stung with grief – and I looked up and saw the tears on faces that I loved. My dad’s brothers. Our neighbours. My mother and my son.

But I stood there dry-eyed as I watched them lower my father’s coffin into the freshly dug grave, one arm wrapped tightly around my mother, who had her own arms around her sobbing grandson, and my free hand stuffed deep into the pocket of my black suit, my fist holding my father’s silver medal as though I would never let it go.


Thirty-Eight

‘The world is changing,’ said Nigel Batty. ‘It’s not the seventies any more. This isn’t Kramer versus Kramer. In residency disputes, the law still favours the mother – and it always will. But there’s a growing awareness that not every lousy parent is a man.’

‘I hate the thought of my son growing up around some other guy,’ I said, more to myself than to my lawyer. ‘I hate the thought of him being in the same house as someone who hasn’t really got any interest in him at all. Someone who’s only interested in his mother.’

‘That’s not going to happen. No matter what she says – she left both of you. And you’ve done a good job while your son has been in your care. No matter what she tells her solicitor.’

‘I can’t believe she’s making me out to be negligent. If she kept it clean, I could respect her. But this – it makes my blood boil, you know what I mean, Nigel?’

‘I know.’

My lawyer was no longer Mr Batty to me. Now he was Nigel. Now he had told me his story.

Seven years ago he had married a French woman who he had met while she was working for a barrister in London. They settled here and had twin daughters within a year of their wedding. But when their marriage came apart two years ago, his wife – soon to be ex-wife – decided she wanted to return to France. And with the Court of Appeal’s approval, she had received permission to take their daughters out of the country. Nigel Batty hadn’t seen them since.

‘So my children end up losing one parent and no doubt loathing the other one,’ he said. ‘Thanks to some dumb fuck of a judge who thinks that the mother is the only parent who counts. And there’s nothing special about me – plenty of fathers lose contact with their children. Because the women they married want to punish them.’

I made sympathetic noises. It was late in the evening and the cleaning staff were shuffling around his empty office in the West End. He sat on his desk and stared down at the traffic clogged up on Hanover Square.

‘My children would certainly be better off with two parents. But working that one out – the impossible task of letting them keep both parents – that would have taken a degree of compromise. And residency disputes are not about compromise. And they are not about what’s best for the children. They should be, but they’re not. They are invariably about what the mother decides she wants.’

He took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes.

‘Although the law tries to take the sting out of a residence order, it has to end in victory for one parent and defeat for the other. It has to. The one who loses is usually the man. But – and this is what has changed over the last twenty years – not always. And we can win this one. We deserve to win this one.’

‘But she does love him.’

‘What?’

‘Gina loves Pat. I know that she loves him.’

Nigel shuffled some papers on his desk, almost embarrassed on my behalf.

‘I’m not sure that’s really relevant here, is it?’ he said.

* * *

I watched them from the window. Gina emerged from the Audi’s passenger seat and let Pat out of the back door – he had told me that Richard had fitted a child lock – and then, crouching on the pavement so that they were the same height, she wrapped her arms around him, burying his blond head against her neck, grasping her last few seconds with him before she gave him back to me.

Gina lingered by the car door – we couldn’t talk any more, but she would wait until she saw me before she got in – and as I watched Pat run up the little path to our door, his eyes shining, I knew that he deserved to be loved as much as any child in this world is loved.

Later, he was playing on the floor of his room with his toys.

‘Pat?’

‘Yes?’

‘You know Mummy and I don’t get on very well right now?’

‘You don’t talk to each other.’

‘That’s because we’re having an argument at the moment.’

He silently smacked Luke Skywalker against the side of the Millennium Falcon. I sat down on the floor next to him. He kept smacking Luke.

‘We both love you very much. You know that, don’t you?’

He didn’t speak.

‘Pat?’

‘I guess.’

‘And we both want you to live with us. Where would you prefer to live? With me?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Or with Mummy?’

‘Yeah.’

‘It can’t be both of us. You understand that, don’t you? It can’t be both. Not any more.’

He came to my arms and I cuddled him.

‘It’s difficult, isn’t it, darling?’

‘It’s difficult.’

‘But that’s what the argument is about. I want you to stay here. And Mummy wants you to stay with her. Her and Richard.’

‘Yeah, but what about my stuff?’

‘What?’

‘All my stuff. All my stuff is here. What if I went over there to live – what about my stuff?’

‘That wouldn’t be a problem, darling. We could move your things. You don’t have to worry about that. The important thing is where you live. And I want you to stay here.’

He looked up at me. They were Gina’s eyes.

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s the right thing for you,’ I said, and even as the words were forming, I wondered if that were really true.

I had changed over the last six months, my months of bringing up Pat alone. The show with Eamon was just a way to pay the mortgage, not the way to prove my worth to myself and everyone else. Work was no longer the centre of my universe. The centre of my universe was my boy.

When I felt pride or fear or wonder or anything that reminded me that I was alive, it wasn’t because of anything that happened at the studio, it was because Pat had learned to tie his laces or because he had been bullied at school or because he said something or did something which just stunned me with love, something that reminded me that my son was the most beautiful boy in the world. If he went away then I would feel that I had lost everything.

‘I just want what’s best for you,’ I said, wondering for the first time if I really wanted what was best for him, or what was best for myself.

‘Your dad and I saw her at the Palladium when she was eighteen years old,’ my mother said. ‘They called her the Girl from Tiger Bay.’ Her blue eyes became wide with excitement – why had I never noticed how blue they were in the past? In the gloaming of the Albert Hall, my mother’s eyes shone like something in the window of Tiffany.

Although they had always spent most of their evenings at home, my parents always took in a show every six months or so – Tony Bennett at the Royal Festival Hall, a revival of Oklahoma! or Guys and Dolls in the West End – and so now I was taking my mother to a show at the Albert Hall. Her personal all-time favourite – the girl from Tiger Bay.

‘Shirley Bassey!’ my mother said.

I had been dragged to a few Shirley Bassey shows before I was old enough to protest. But when I was growing up, her audience hadn’t been anywhere near as mixed as the crowd that confronted us inside the Albert Hall.

Impossibly handsome young men with little Uzbek caps and plucked eyebrows looked for their seats along with stolid elderly couples from the Home Counties, the men country-club formal in blazers, the women with that peculiarly frozen Maggie Thatcher hair-do that my mother’s generation sport on a night out.

‘I never realised that old Shirley was so big with the gay crowd,’ I said. ‘I guess it makes sense – the boys love that combination of showbiz glitz and personal tragedy. She’s our Judy Garland.’

‘The gay crowd?’ my mum said, bewildered. ‘What gay crowd?’

I gestured at the young men in Versace and Prada who stood out so obviously against the wool and polyester of the suburban set.

‘All around you, Mum.’

As if on cue, the boy next to my mother – a male model type who was simply too good-looking to be heterosexual – stood up and squealed with excitement as the orchestra struck up the opening chords to ‘Diamonds are Forever’.

‘We love you, Shirley! You’re fabulous!’

‘Well, he’s not gay,’ my mum whispered in my ear, totally serious.

I laughed and put my arm around her, kissing her on the cheek. She leaned forward excitedly as Shirley Bassey appeared at the top of the stage stairs – her evening dress sparkling with what looked like fairy lights, her hands tossed extravagantly in the air.

‘How do you do it, Mum?’

‘How do I do what?’

‘How do you manage to carry on after losing Dad? I mean, you were with him all your life. I can’t imagine what it must be like to try to fill a gap that big.’

‘Well, you don’t get over it, of course. You can never get over it. I miss him. I’m lonely. Sometimes I’m frightened. And I still have to sleep with the light on.’

She looked at me. Shirley Bassey was prowling the front of the stage to thunderous applause and showers of bouquets. Yes, she was definitely our Judy Garland.

‘But you have to learn to let go,’ my mother said. ‘That’s part of it, isn’t it?’

‘Part of what?’

‘Part of what it means to love someone. To really love someone. If you love someone then you don’t just see them as an extension of yourself. You don’t just love them for what’s in it for you.’

My mother turned back to the stage. In the darkness of the Albert Hall I could see that her blue eyes were shining with tears.

‘Love means knowing when to let go,’ she told me.


Thirty-Nine

‘You’re crazy,’ Nigel Batty said. ‘You’re going to voluntarily give up your child? You’re going to just hand him over to your ex-wife when we could fucking beat her? She’s going to love this – you know that, don’t you?’

‘I’m not doing this for her,’ I said. ‘I’m doing it for him.’

‘You know how many men would love to be in your position? You know how many men I see in this office – grown men fucking weeping, Harry – who would give everything they’ve got to keep their children? Who would give their right nuts? And you’re just walking away from him.’

‘No, I’m not walking away from him. I’m not giving up. But I know how much he loves to be with Gina, although he tries not to show it because he thinks it will hurt me or be a betrayal or something. And either they make some kind of connection again, or she’s going to become someone he just sees at weekends. I can see it happening already.’

‘Whose fault is that?’

‘I know you’re disappointed, Nigel. But I’m just thinking of my boy.’

‘You think she thought of him when she walked out? You think she thought of him when she was in the cab to Heathrow?’

‘I don’t know. I just think that a child needs two parents. Even a kid whose parents are divorced. Especially a kid whose parents are divorced. I’m doing what I can to make that happen.’

‘What about the guy she lives with? This Richard? You don’t know anything about him. You’re happy to turn your son over to him?’

‘I’m not turning Pat over to anyone. He’s my son and he will always be my son. I’m his father and I will always be his father. But I have to assume that Gina hasn’t got completely lousy taste in men.’

‘She seems to go for fucking fruitcakes, if you ask me. You know what’s going to happen, don’t you? You’re going to become one of those weekend dads – sitting in Pizza Express on a Sunday afternoon trying to think of something to say to this stranger who used to be your kid.’

‘Pat and I will never be like that.’

‘Don’t bet on it.’

‘I’m not saying it’s what I would have wanted. But don’t you see? We fuck up our lives again and again and it’s always our children who pick up the bill. We move on to new relationships, always starting over, always thinking we’ve got another chance to get it right, and it’s the kids from all these broken marriages who pay the price. They – my son, your daughters, all the millions like them – are carrying around wounds that are going to last a lifetime. It has to stop.’ I shrugged helplessly, knowing that he was disgusted with me. ‘I don’t know, Nigel. I’m just trying to be a good father.’

‘By giving up your son.’

‘It feels like the least I can do.’

‘The way it’s going to work,’ I told Pat, ‘is that you can leave as much of your stuff at our house as you want. Your room will always be your room. Nobody is ever going to touch it. And you can come back whenever you want. For a day, for a night, or forever.’

‘Forever?’ Pat said, pushing Bluebell by my side. His voice was very small.

‘You’re going to live with your mother. But nobody’s going to make you live there. We are both going to look after you. And we both want you to be happy.’

‘You’re not arguing any more?’

‘We’re trying to stop arguing. Because we both love you very much and we both want what’s best for you. I’m not saying that we will never argue again. But we’re trying, okay?’

‘Do you love each other again?’

‘No, darling. That time of our life is gone. But we both love you.’

‘Where will I sleep at Mummy’s place?’

‘She’s preparing a new room for you. And it’s going to be great – you can spread out your Star Wars toys all over the floor, turn on a bit of hip-hop, drive all the neighbours crazy.’

‘And nobody’s allowed to touch my old room?’

‘Nobody.’

‘Not even you?’

‘Not even me.’

We were at the park now. The asphalt road winding around the lake spread out before us. This was where he loved to ride Bluebell, taking off at such a speed that the swans rose up from the water’s edge when they saw him coming. But Pat made no move to get on his bike.

‘I like it now,’ he said, and it tore me up. ‘I like it the way it is.’

‘Me too,’ I said. ‘I like to make you breakfast in the morning. And I like to see you with all your toys spread out on the floor in the afternoon. And I like it when we get a Chinese takeaway or a pizza and watch a film together on the sofa. And going to the park together. I like all that stuff.’

‘Me too. I like it too.’

‘And we’re still going to do all of that, okay? Nobody can stop us. That’s never going to end. Not until you’re a very big boy who wants to go off with his friends and leave his old dad alone.’

‘That’s going to be never.’

‘But give it a good try, okay? Living with Mummy, I mean. Because she loves you very much, and I know that you love her too. That’s good. I’m glad. I’m glad that you love each other. And although it makes me sad to see you go, it’s not the end of anything. You can come back whenever you want. So try to be happy with Mummy. Okay?’

‘Okay.’

‘And Pat?’

‘What?’

‘I’m proud that you’re my son.’

He dropped his bike and came to my arms, pressing his face against me, overwhelming me with what felt like the very essence of him. He filled my senses – his unruly mop of blond hair, his impossibly smooth skin, that Pat smell of dirt and sugar. My beautiful son, I thought, tasting the salt of our tears.

There was more that I wanted to say but I couldn’t find the words. It’s not perfect, I wanted to say. It will never be perfect. I’m not so dumb that I don’t know that. But given the way that things have turned out, it’s probably the best that we can do. It’s not perfect. Because the only perfect thing in my life has always been you.

My beautiful boy.

My beautiful boy.

My beautiful boy.

Gina took Pat into his new bedroom and I stood there in the middle of their flat with a box of Star Wars toys in my arms, feeling as lost as I had ever felt in my life.

‘Here, let me take those,’ Richard said.

I gave him the box and he set it on the table.

We smiled at each other awkwardly. He was different from what I had expected – more self-effacing, gentler, less of the brash suit than I had imagined.

‘This is a big day for Gina,’ he said.

‘A big day for all of us,’ I said.

‘Sure,’ he said quickly. ‘But Gina – well, as you know, she’s a Libra. Home, family – it’s all central to her.’

‘Right.’

He wasn’t quite what I had expected. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t a bit of a dickhead, of course.

‘How about Pat?’ he asked. ‘What sign is he?’

‘Please Clean Up My Room,’ I said.

Gina came out of Pat’s new bedroom and smiled at me.

‘Thanks for helping him move.’

‘No problem.’

‘And thanks for everything,’ she said, and for just a second there I recognised the Gina who had loved me. ‘I know how much he means to you.’

‘Love means knowing when to let go,’ I told her.

I didn’t see it coming. I swung the MGF on to the main road and suddenly the black cab was swerving to avoid me, horn blaring, rubber burning, the driver’s face twisted with rage. Heads turned to look at the idiot in the sports car with the torn roof.

I pulled over to the kerb and sat there breathing deeply, trying to get my heart under some kind of control as the traffic ebbed and flowed around me. My hands were shaking. I gripped the wheel until my knuckles were white and the shaking began to stop.

Then I slowly started to make my way home, driving with exaggerated care because I knew that my mind was on some other road, that it kept wandering away to a black and white image of a father and son glimpsed once in a photograph album, and the fragment of some old song about being a stranger in paradise.

‘Anyway, Dad,’ I said out loud, really needing to talk to my old man, really needing to know what he thought. ‘Did I do the right thing?’


Forty

We heard the church before we could see it.

The big black Daimler swung left into Farringdon Road, and as we trundled down that long narrow channel to the river, the bells were ringing for Marty and Siobhan.

We turned left again into the little Clerkenwell square and the church seemed to fill the big blue sky. In the back seat of the limo, Marty shifted uneasily inside his morning suit, squinting out at the guests being handed buttonholes at the entrance to the church.

‘Should we go round a few times?’ he said. ‘Keep them waiting a bit?’

‘That’s what the bride does, Marty. Not you.’

‘And are you sure you’ve got the –’

I held out the two gold rings.

He nodded.

There was nothing else to do but to do it.

We got out of the Daimler, the bells so loud now that they were all you could think about. Marty kept buttoning and unbuttoning his morning coat as we made our way up the steep stone steps to the church, smiling and nodding at the people we knew, and even the people we didn’t know. We were halfway to the top when Marty trod on something and I had to catch his arm as he stumbled.

Marty picked up a nine-inch man made of moulded plastic. He was sporting a lavender jacket, spangly silver trousers and a white satin shirt. And he was either wearing a cummerbund or his stomach was heavily bandaged. He had lost one of his little white shoes.

‘Now who the fuck is that meant to be?’ Marty said. ‘Liberace?’

‘Not Liberace,’ I said, taking it from him. ‘That’s Disco Ken.’

With the sun streaming through the stained glass windows behind her, a small girl came flying down the aisle of the church, holding on to her hat, which was the same colour as the yellow party dress she was wearing.

‘Peggy,’ I said.

‘Disco Ken,’ she said, taking him from me. ‘I’ve been looking for him.’

Then Cyd was there, looking at me from under the brim of a big black hat. It was a little too big for her. Maybe she had bought it before she cut her hair.

‘I’ll be inside,’ Marty said. ‘On the altar.’

‘At the altar,’ I corrected him.

‘I know where I’m going to be,’ he said.

‘Good luck,’ Cyd smiled at him.

We watched him go, and then we looked at each other for a long moment.

‘I didn’t expect to see you here,’ I said.

‘I’m on the bride’s side.’

‘Of course. Siobhan really likes you. So – how’s it going?’

‘Okay, okay. Really okay. And how’s Pat?’

‘He’s living with Gina now. It seems to be working out. You’ll see him later.’

‘Pat’s coming?’ Peggy asked.

‘He’s a pageboy.’

‘Good,’ she said, and ducked back inside the church.

‘And he’s happy?’ Cyd said, and I knew it really mattered to her, and I wanted to hold her.

‘There’s a few teething problems with the boyfriend. He’s a bit alternative. He doesn’t like it when Pat hits him around the head with his light sabre. I keep telling him – no, no, Pat – if you’re going to hit him, go for his eyes.’

She shook her head and smiled.

‘Where would you be without your little jokes, Harry?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘But you see him?’

‘All the time. Every weekend and once during the week. We haven’t worked out about the school holidays yet.’

‘You must miss him.’

‘It’s like he’s still there. I can’t explain it. Even though he’s gone, I feel him all around me. There’s just this big gap where he used to be. It’s like his absence is as strong as his presence.’

‘Even when they’re gone, they still hold your heart. That’s what being a parent is all about.’

‘I guess so. And Jim’s all right?’

‘I wouldn’t know. That didn’t work out. It was a mistake to even try.’

‘Well, you tried for Peggy.’ At least I hoped she had tried for Peggy. I hoped that she hadn’t tried because she still loved him now the way she had loved him once before. ‘It was worth trying for Peggy’s sake.’

‘You think so?’

‘Definitely.’

She indicated a Daimler driving slowly past the church. In the back seat was a woman covered in white and a nervous middle-aged man. The car disappeared around the corner.

‘We’d better go inside.’

‘Well, see you later. We can share a vol-au-vent.’

‘Goodbye, Harry.’

I watched her move off to take her place on the bride’s side of the church, holding the brim of her hat as if it might fly away. Then Pat was beside me, tugging at my sleeve, dressed in some sort of sailor suit. He looked dapper in a maritime sort of way. I put my arm around him as Gina and Richard came up the church steps.

‘I told you we wouldn’t be able to park so close to the church,’ he said.

‘We did park, didn’t we?’ she said. ‘Or did I miss something?’

They stopped bitching when they saw me, silently collecting their buttonholes from one of the ushers and passing into the church.

I smiled at Pat.

‘I like your new suit. How’s it feel?’

‘Scratchy.’

‘Well, you look great.’

‘I don’t like suits. They’re too much like school.’

‘I guess you’re right. Suits are far too much like school. You still on for the weekend?’

He nodded.

‘What do you want to do?’

He thought about it for a moment. ‘Something good.’

‘Me too. Let’s do something good this weekend. But right now we’ve got a job to do, haven’t we?’

‘We’re pageboys.’

‘You might be a pageboy. But I’m the best man. Shall we go to a wedding?’

He shrugged and grinned.

My beautiful boy.

We stepped inside the church – it smelled of lilies, cool and dark apart from the shafts of honeyed light coming through the ancient windows, the women in their hats – and Pat ran ahead of me, the heels of his new shoes clicking against the flagstones.

And watching him run to where Marty was waiting for us at the altar gave me a pang that was somehow very happy and very sad all at the same time.

I don’t know. It sort of felt like he was already his own man.

The vicar was tall, young and nervous, one of those sweet-natured toffs from the Shires who the Church of England sends into the tower blocks of the inner city, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he spoke of the day of judgement when the secrets of all hearts shall be disclosed.

He was looking at Marty, fixing him with a stare, asking his questions as though he really expected honest answers – Wilt thou love her, comfort her, honour and keep her in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, keep thee only unto her, as long as ye both shall live?

And I thought of Marty with his long line of opportunistic couplings that invariably ended up in the Sunday papers when the women he quickly humped and almost as quickly dumped realised that sleeping with him was not the first rung to a career in the entertainment industry.

And I looked at Siobhan standing with her father by her side, her pale Irish face impassive behind all that white lace, and – although it wasn’t the time or the place – I couldn’t help thinking of her weakness for married men and dodgy boyfriends who chained themselves to trees. But none of it seemed to matter very much today. Not the stung former lovers who gossiped about Marty, or all the wives who had eventually beaten Siobhan into bitter second place. It was all behind them now.

Both of them seemed redeemed today, renewed by these promises of love and devotion, by pledging their troth – even though I was pretty sure that Marty had absolutely no idea what a troth was or indeed how to pledge it. I felt an enormous affection for both of them.

And I couldn’t find any cynicism left in me. Because this was what I wanted too. It was everything I wanted. To love and to cherish.

I turned to steal a look at the congregation. Cyd was staring at the vicar from under the brim of her hat. I could just about make out the top of Peggy’s head. Pat caught my eye and smiled and I thought again what a great little kid he was. I winked at him and turned back as the vicar talked about remaining in perfect love and peace.

As the vicar asked his questions, I was forced to ask some of myself. Such as – can I truly be a positive thing in Peggy’s life? And do I really think that I can make a good job of raising that little girl when I know for certain that we will never have the easy bonds of blood? Am I really man enough to bring up another man’s child? And what about Cyd? Can we stick by each other for more than the usual five or six or seven years? Can we love and cherish as long as we both shall live? Will one of us – almost certainly me – eventually fuck up, fuck around or fuck off? Do I really believe that our love is big enough and strong enough to survive in the lousy modern world? Well, do I? Do I? Do I?

‘I do,’ I said out loud, and for the first time ever Marty looked at me as though I were the fruitcake.

I tapped a silver spoon against the side of my champagne glass and rose to give my best man’s speech.

As all those relatives and friends and business colleagues looked up at me, content after the wedding breakfast and ready to be tickled, I looked down at my notes.

They were mostly jokes written by Eamon, scrawled on the back of postcards. They seemed quite useless now.

I breathed in and began.

‘One of the great thinkers once said – “You drift through the years and life seems tame, then a stranger appears and love is his name.”’ I paused dramatically. ‘Plato? Wittgenstein? Descartes? No, it was Nancy Sinatra. And she’s right, old Nancy. Life just seems so tame, so empty without the stranger. In fact, now I come to think about it, it’s worse than that.’

They didn’t know what the fuck I was talking about. I don’t think I knew myself. I rubbed my throbbing temples. My mouth was dry. I gulped down some water, but it was still dry.

‘Worse, much worse,’ I muttered, trying to work out what I was trying to say. It was something about the importance of Marty and Siobhan always remembering how they felt today. It was something about never forgetting.

I looked across the crowded room at Cyd, hoping for some sign of encouragement, but she was staring down at the remains of her dessert. Peggy and Pat were running among the tables. Someone coughed. A baby was grizzling. The crowd were getting restless. Someone went off to find the toilet. I quickly glanced down at my notes.

‘Wait, I’ve got some good stuff here,’ I said. ‘There’s the one about love beginning when you sink into someone’s arms and ending when you put your arms in someone’s sink.’

A couple of drunken uncles guffawed.

‘And there’s the one about the two inexperienced newly-weds who went to see their doctor for a demonstration of the sexual act,’ I said.

A tipsy auntie tittered.

‘The doctor made love to the woman and asked the groom if he had any questions. And the groom said – yes, how often do I have to bring her in?’

It got a laugh. Eamon smiled proudly. But I felt the postcards slipping through my trembling fingers. I didn’t really need my notes any more. I couldn’t use them.

‘But what I really want to say is that I hope – I know – that Siobhan and Marty will remember that a life without love is no life at all. Nancy Sinatra said that. And if you find someone to love, then you should never let them slip away. I said that.’

I raised a glass to Marty and Siobhan. Cyd looked up at me and then ducked backed down behind her hat.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, please charge your glasses and drink a toast to the gorgeous couple.’

Eamon grabbed me as I came off stage. ‘That was really great,’ he said. ‘But next time throw in a couple of jokes about the groom shagging sheep.’

It wasn’t until the music started that I realised I had never seen her dancing.

I had no idea if she was a brilliant dancer – like her namesake – or if she was completely yet endearingly crap.

I didn’t know if she twirled and glided with infinite grace, or if she just stood there taking those embarrassed little half-steps and wondering what to do with her arms. I didn’t know if she danced like Cyd Charisse or Sid James. But I knew I didn’t care.

Seeing Cyd dance badly would wrench my heart just as surely as seeing her dance brilliantly. I just wanted to dance with her.

The DJ was playing, ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go’ and there was something about the goofy euphoria of that old record that filled the floor.

Marty and Siobhan were doing a dangerous-looking jitterbug, the groom’s face turning coronary red as he attempted to lift his bride off the ground. Eamon was standing rooted to the spot and throwing his arms around as though he were rat-faced on Ibiza instead of half-cut in Clerkenwell. Mem slunk around him, pouting and grinding and looking dirty, doing the only dance she knew.

Gina was laughing with Pat and clapping her hands as he did this dance that he had just made up, which consisted of these strange little jumps that turned him completely around. Richard was slow-dancing with one of the bridesmaids. My mother was waltzing with the vicar.

And there was Sally, heavily pregnant now, shuffling from side to side in an ironic sort of way, because this was music to make old people feel young again.

And there was Glenn, his eyes closed and waving his arms around as if he was freaking out in the mud at Woodstock. Suddenly it seemed like a perfect party. Because Glenn danced in exactly the same way as Eamon.

But I couldn’t see Cyd and Peggy.

When Marty put Siobhan down to take a breather, I touched her arm, shouting above George Michael’s voice.

‘Siobhan, where’s Cyd?’

‘They had to leave early to catch their plane. They’re going back to America.’

‘For how long?’

‘For good. Didn’t she tell you?’

I abandoned the MGF on the hard shoulder of the motorway somewhere west of the green suburban sprawl of Osterley Park. A few days later I tried to find the place in the A to Z, but it was too far out of the city to be included. It felt as though I dumped it at the end of the world. Or maybe the start.

But it was clear that I wasn’t going to make it in time by car. The traffic on the road to Heathrow wasn’t moving. Yet every few seconds another jet as big as an ocean liner roared off into the heavens above my head. It was no good. The MGF couldn’t help me any more.

I got out of the car, realising that I didn’t know what airline they were on. Virgin Atlantic left from Terminal 3 but British Airways were at Terminal 4. There wasn’t time to go to both. What was it to be? Did I go for Richard Branson or the world’s favourite airline?

I ran by the side of the motorway, the planes screaming into the blue sky above me, the tails of my morning suit flying.

In the end it didn’t matter what flight they were on. The day’s planes to America had all gone by the time I reached the departure hall.

The crowds were thinning out now. Those travelling were in the air. Those seeing them off were on their way home. By the international departure gate, sweating heavily inside my morning suit, I hung my head and sighed. I had been too late.

Then I saw him on the ground, a little lavender party man. Disco Ken. I picked him up. His silver trousers were filthy. He had lost his remaining shoe.

And then Cyd and Peggy were standing in front of me, their boarding passes still in their hands, their suitcases at their feet. They were both still in their party dresses.

‘Great speech,’ Cyd said.

‘You don’t think that it should have been a bit more traditional? You don’t think I should have – you know – included some stuff about the groom and sheep?’

‘No, it was good.’

‘You missed your plane.’

‘We let it go.’

I shook my head with disbelief. ‘It’s you,’ I said.

‘It better be,’ she said.

Peggy took Disco Ken from me and looked up at Cyd, as if wondering what happened next.

In the early evening, the black cab headed slowly back towards the city. Cyd stared out at the first of the tower blocks along the Westway, lost in her own thoughts, and Peggy slept in my arms.

Sometimes this child could seem so grown up, so self-possessed and assured. But sitting on my lap with her head resting lightly against my chest, she felt like no weight at all. As though she were still a baby, with all her life still stretching out ahead of her, a life still waiting to find its shape.

She stirred in her sleep as she heard an ice-cream van ringing its bell somewhere in the endless streets of west London. More than any birdsong or blooming bud, this was the sign that the days of cold and dark were finally drawing to a close. Spring must be coming soon, because the ding-dong man was out there somewhere.

From the back seat of our black cab, I couldn’t see exactly where he was in those quiet suburban streets that stretched out in every direction. But the echo of those chimes rang in my head like a memory of childhood, or a dream of wedding bells.
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Part One: The Man of Her Dreams

 


The Most Beautiful Girl in the World

My son comes to my wedding.

He’s my best man. That’s what I tell him. ‘You’re my best man, Pat.’ He looks pleased. He has never been a best man before. Not that he makes a smirking speech about what I got up to with sheep during my wild youth, or tries to get off with the bridesmaid, or even gets to look after the rings. He’s only six years old.

So Pat’s best man duties are largely ceremonial. But I mean it when I tell him that he is my best man.

He’s the best of me, my son, and this special day would feel hollow if he wasn’t here.

In a few days’ time, when the wedding cake has gone and the new married life has begun, and the world starts getting back to normal, some teacher will ask Pat what he did at the weekend.

‘I went to my dad’s wedding,’ he will say.

And although he doesn’t tell me any more than that, I can guess at the knowing laughter that unguarded, innocent remark, endlessly replayed, will cause in the staff room. How they will chuckle. How they will sigh. A sign of the times, my son’s teachers will think. Children spending the weekend watching one of their parents get spliced. What a world, eh?

I know that my father would have felt the same way, although the old man wouldn’t have found it remotely funny.

Even in his last years, when he was finally becoming resigned to what modern men and women do to their lives, and to the lives of their children, I know that my dad really wouldn’t have wanted his grandson to spend his Saturday afternoon watching me get married. A nice kickabout in the park would have been all the excitement he needed.

But I think they are all wrong – my son’s teachers, my father, anyone who thinks that the first time should be considered more special than the last time.

Placing no other above thee…

What can be bad about placing no other above thee? How can another try at getting it right ever be wrong? Unless you’re Elizabeth Taylor.

As the years pass, and I start to see more of my father staring at me from the mirror, I find myself more often than not in agreement with his views on the lousy modern world.

But you were wrong about this one, Dad.

We all deserve a second chance to find the love we crave, we all warrant another go at our happy ending, one final attempt to turn our life into something from one of those songs you loved so much.

You know.

One of the old songs.

It’s a small wedding. Tiny, even. Just a few close friends, what’s left of our families – our mothers, our children, her sisters, my dad’s brothers, my mum’s brothers – and the two of us.

Me, and the most beautiful girl in the world.

And I can’t stop looking at her.

Can’t take my eyes off that fabulous face.

Can’t get over how wonderful she looks today, smiling in the back of our black cab, making our way to that little room on Rosebery Avenue where we are to be married.

I feel like I am seeing Cyd for the very first time. Does every man feel this way? Even grooms with plain brides? Does every man feel that his bride is the most beautiful girl in the world? Probably.

With all my heart, I want the best for her. I want this day to be perfect, and it chews me up because I know that it can never be perfect.

There’s no father to stand by her side, and no father to welcome her into a new family.

Our dads were both working men from the old school, strong and gentle and unsentimental, and those tough men from that tough generation had hearts and lungs that proved surprisingly fragile.

Our fathers went years before their time, and I know that we will miss them today, today more than ever.

And there are other reasons why there will be a few clouds hanging over this perfect day.

There will be no church bells for us, no hymns, no doting vicar to join us together, and tell us when we are allowed to kiss. Because no church would have us. Too many miles on the clock, you see. Too much life lived.

I thought that I would regret that too. The lack of the sanctified. I thought that would be a definite damper on the proceedings.

But when she takes my hand, somehow it doesn’t matter any more, because I can sense something sacred in the small, secular room with the women in their hats, the men in their suits, the children in what my mum would call their Sunday best.

Everybody smiling, happy for us, white lilies everywhere, their scent filling the air.

There’s no place more sacred than this place.

And if anyone is blessed, then we are blessed.

A small wedding. It’s what we both wanted. Making official what we have known from very near the start – that we are building a life together.

And to tell the world – the best is yet to come. What could be more hopeful than that? What could be more right? More sacred?

If I am honest, there’s a large chunk of me that is relieved to be avoiding the traditional wedding.

I am glad to be skipping so much of it – from the dearly beloved pieties of the church to the mildewed graveyard waiting just beyond the shower of confetti to the multi-generational disco where drunken uncles wave their arms in the air to ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go’.

Goodbye to all that.

Just a simple ceremony joining together two complicated lives.

Lives that are not just beginning, lives that already have a history. And you can see the happiest part of those lives, those histories, in the two small children who stand with their grandmothers in the front row of what passes for the congregation.

A solemn little girl in a long yellow dress, primly clutching a bouquet of white flowers to her chest, a child with her mother’s wide-set eyes, dark hair and lovely face.

And a slightly younger boy in a bow tie and frilly dress shirt, no jacket – what’s he done with his jacket? He was wearing it the last time I looked – who can’t match the girl’s show of unsmiling formality, can’t even get close to it, so he grins shyly and shuffles inside his brand-new shoes, looking as though this is his very first time out of trainers.

Peggy and Pat.

Her daughter and my son.

My beautiful boy.

Pat is holding my mother’s hand. And as the registrar asks about the rings, I notice that my boy’s face is changing.

The smooth, sweet roundness of the baby and the toddler he once was is dissolving to be replaced by sharper, more angular lines. Time is moving on, slipping by when I wasn’t looking, and my boy is starting to look handsome rather than pretty. Growing up, every day.

Cyd smiles at me as though we are the last lovers left alive. And I think – no buts. I have absolutely no reservations about this woman. She’s the one. In sorrow and in joy, from this day forward. She’s the one.

And my spirit lifts because today I feel brand new, as though the good old days are about to finally start. Although there are many things behind us, some of them wretched and sad and painful, there’s also so much ahead of us, so much to look forward to, so much yet to come.

I am certain about this woman. I want to spend the rest of my life with her. In sickness and in health. For richer, for poorer. Forsaking all others. Fine by me. I want her face to be the last thing I see at night and the first thing I see in the morning. I want to watch that face as it changes through the years. I want to know every birthmark on her body, to commit every freckle to memory. To have and to hold. Until death do us part. Count me in. Good. Great. Where do I sign up?

There’s just one tiny, tiny pang of doubt…

And I force it from my mind, refuse to acknowledge its existence. It doesn’t go away. It’s a small and distant misgiving, lurking in some secret part of my heart, but I can’t deny it’s there.

Not so much a cloud over this perfect day, more of a distant rumbling of thunder.

You see, I know that I am in this room for two reasons. Because I love her, certainly. I love my bride. I love my Cyd. But also – how can I put it? – because I want to rebuild my family.

It’s not just the husband bit that I want to get right this second time around.

It’s also being a father.

To her daughter. To any children we may have together. And to my boy. I want a family for him, too, as well as myself. A family for my boy. For both of us.

A family once more.

I am here for this incredible woman. But I am also here for my son.

Is that okay? Is it forgivable to be here for two reasons? For two people? Is it all right that our love story isn’t the full story?

Someone is talking to us so I try to ignore that sound of faraway thunder. The registrar is asking the bride if she promises to love and to cherish.

‘I do,’ says my wife.

I draw a deeper breath.

And I do, too.


One

My son has a new father.

He doesn’t actually call the guy dad – come on, he wouldn’t do that to me – but I can’t kid myself. This guy – Richard, bloody Richard – has replaced me in all the ways that matter.

Richard is there when my son eats his breakfast (Coco Pops, right? See, Pat, I still remember the Coco Pops). Richard is there when my boy plays quietly with his Star Wars toys (playing quietly because Richard is more of a Harry Potter man, not so big on light sabres and Death Stars and Jedi Knights).

And Richard is there at night sharing a bed with the mother of my son.

Let’s not forget that bit.

‘So how’s it going?’

I asked my son the same question every Sunday as we took our places in the burger bar, our Happy Meals between us, among all the dads and little boys and girls just like us. You know. The weekend families.

‘Good,’ he said.

That was all. Good? Just good? And it’s funny, and a little bit sad, because when he was smaller, you couldn’t stop him talking, he was full of questions.

How do I know when to wake up? Where do I go when I am asleep? How do I grow up? Why doesn’t the sky stop? You’re not going to die, are you? Obviously we’re not going to die, right? And is a Death Star bigger than the moon?

You couldn’t shut him up in the old days.

‘School’s okay? You get on with everyone in your class? You’re feeling all right about things, darling?’

I never asked him about Richard.

‘Good,’ he repeated, poker-faced, drawing an impenetrable veil over his life with one little word. He picked up his burger in both hands, like a baby squirrel with a taste for junk food. And I watched him, realising that he was wearing clothes that I had never seen before. What family day out were they from? Why hadn’t I noticed them before? So many questions that I couldn’t even bring myself to ask him.

‘You like your teacher?’

He nodded, biting off more Happy Meal than he could possibly chew, and making further comment impossible. We went through this routine every weekend. We had been doing it for two years, ever since he went to live with his mother.

I asked him about school, friends and home.

He gave me his name, rank and serial number.

He was still recognisably the sweet-natured child with dirty-blond hair who once rode a bike called Bluebell. The same boy who was so cute at two years of age that people stopped to stare at him in the street, who insisted his name was Luke Skywalker when he was three, who tried to be very brave when his mother left me when he was four and everything began to fall apart.

Still my Pat.

But he didn’t open his heart to me any more – what frightened him, the things that made him happy, the stuff of his dreams, the parts of the world that puzzled him – why doesn’t the sky stop? – in the same way he did when he was small.

So much changes when they start school. Everything, in fact. You lose them then and you never really get them back. But it was more than school.

There was a distance between us that I couldn’t seem to bridge, no matter how hard I tried. There were walls dividing us, and they were the walls of his new home. Not so new now. Another few years and he would have spent most of his life living away from me.

‘What’s your Happy Meal taste like, Pat?’

He rolled his eyes. ‘You ever have a Happy Meal?’

‘I’ve got one right here.’

‘Well, that’s exactly what it tastes like.’

My son at seven years old. Sometimes I got on his nerves. I could tell.

We still had a good time together. When I gave up my inept interrogations, we had fun. The way we always had. Pat was a pleasure to be around – easy-going, sunny-natured, game for a laugh. But it was different now that our time together was rationed. This time together had a sheen of desperation because I couldn’t stand to see him disappointed or sad. Any minor unhappiness, no matter how temporary, gnawed at me in a way that it really hadn’t when we still shared a home.

These Sundays were the high point of my week. Although things were going well for me at work now, nothing was as good as this day, this whole glorious day, that I got to spend with my boy.

We didn’t do anything special, just the same things we had always done, bouncing merrily between food and football, park and pictures, games arcade and shopping mall. Happily frittering away the hours.

But it felt different from when we lived together because now, at the end of all these ordinary, perfect days, we had to say goodbye.

The clock was always running.

There was a time in our lives, in that brief period when I was looking after him alone, when his mother was in Japan, trying to reclaim the life she had given up for me, when I felt Pat and I were unique.

I stood at the gates of his primary school, separate from all the mothers waiting for their children, and I felt that there was nobody like us in the world. I couldn’t feel like that any more. The world was full of people like us. Even McDonald’s was full of people like us.

On Sundays the burger bar was always packed with one-day dads making stilted small talk with their children, these wary kids who came in all sizes, from lovely little nippers to pierced, surly teens, all those fathers making the best of it, looking from their child or children to their watch, trying to make up for all the lost time and never quite succeeding.

We avoided eye contact, me and all the other one-day dads. But there was a kind of shy fraternity that existed between us. When there were unpleasant scenes – tears or raised voices, the Egg McMuffin abruptly and angrily abandoned, an overwrought demand to get Mummy on the mobile phone immediately – we felt for each other, me and all the other Sunday dads.

As Pat and I lapsed into silence, I noticed that there was one of them at the next table being tortured by his daughter, a saucer-eyed ten-year-old in an Alice band.

‘Je suis végétarienne,’ said the little girl, pushing away her untouched Big Mac.

Her father’s mouth dropped open.

‘How can you possibly be vegetarian, Louise? You weren’t a vegetarian last week. You had that hot dog before The Lion King, remember?’

‘Je ne mange pas de viande,’ insisted the little girl. ‘Je ne mange pas de boeuf.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ said her father. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you’ve turned vegetarian? Why didn’t your mother?’

Poor bastard, I thought, and I saw the man’s love life flash before my eyes.

Probably a corporate romance, the woman in from the Paris office, trailing clouds of charm, Chanel and an accent that would make any grown man melt. Then a whirlwind courtship, seeing the sights of two cities, the time of moonlight and Interflora, an early pregnancy, probably unplanned, and then the woman buying a one-way ticket back to the old country when the sex wore off.

‘Je suis allergique aux Happy Meals,’ said the girl.

Pat had stopped eating. His mouth hung open with wonder. He was clearly impressed by the girl at the next table. Everything bigger children said or did impressed him. But this was something new. This was possibly the first time he had seen a bigger child speaking a foreign language outside the movies or TV.

‘Japanese?’ he whispered to me. He assumed all foreign languages were Japanese. His mother was fluent.

‘French,’ I whispered back.

He smiled at the little girl in the Alice band. She stared straight through him.

‘Why is she talking French then?’ he asked me, suddenly perking up. And it was just like the old days – Pat bringing me one of life’s little puzzles to unravel. I leapt upon it with gratitude.

‘That little girl is French,’ I said, keeping my voice down. I looked at the poor bastard who was her father. ‘Half French.’

Pat widened his eyes. ‘That’s a long way to come. French is a long way.’

‘France, you mean. France is not as far as you think, darling.’

‘It is, though. You’re wrong. France is as far as I think. Maybe even further.’

‘No, it’s not. France – well, Paris – is just three hours in the train from London.’ ‘What train?’

‘A special train. A very fast train that runs from London to Paris. The Eurostar. It does the journey in just three hours. It goes through a tunnel under the sea.’

My son pulled a doubtful face. ‘Under the sea?’

‘That’s right.’

‘No, I don’t think so. Bernie Cooper went to French in the summer.’ Bernie Cooper – always addressed by his full name – was Pat’s best friend. The first best friend of his life. The best friend he would remember forever. Pat always quoted Bernie with all the fervour of a Red Guard citing the thoughts of Chairman Mao at the height of the Cultural Revolution. ‘Bernie Cooper went to the seaside in French. France. They got a Jumbo. So you can’t get a train to France. Bernie Cooper said.’

‘Bernie and his family must have gone to the south of France. Paris is a lot closer. I promise you, darling. You can get there from London in three hours. We’ll go there one day. You and me. Paris is a beautiful city.’

‘When will we go?’

‘When you’re a big boy.’

He looked at me shrewdly. ‘But I’m a big boy now.’

And I thought to myself – that’s right. You’re a big boy now. That baby I held in my arms has gone and I will never get him back.

I glanced at my watch. It was still early. They were still serving McBreakfasts in here.

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Let me help you with your coat. We’re going. Don’t forget your football and your mittens.’

He looked out the window at the rain-lashed streets of north London.

‘Are we going to the park?’

‘We’re going to Paris.’

We could make it. I had worked it out. You don’t think I would just rush off to Paris with him, do you? No, we could do it. Not comfortably, but just about. Three hours to Paris on Eurostar, an afternoon wandering around the sights, and then – whoosh – back home for bedtime. Pat’s bedtime not mine.

Nobody would know we had gone to Paris – that is, his mother would not know – until we were safely back in London. All we needed were our passports.

Luck was with us. At my place, Cyd and Peggy were not around. At Pat’s place, the only sign of life was Uli, the dreamy German au pair. So I didn’t have to explain to my wife why I needed my passport for a kickabout on Primrose Hill and I didn’t have to explain to my ex-wife why I needed Pat’s passport to play Sega Rally in Funland.

It was a quick run down to Waterloo and soon Pat had his face pressed against the glass as the Eurostar pulled out of the station, his breath making mist on the glass.

He looked at me slyly.

‘We’re having an adventure, aren’t we? This is an adventure, isn’t it?’

‘A big adventure.’

‘What a laugh,’ smiled my son.

Three little words, and I will never forget them. And when he said those three little words, it was worth it. Whatever happened next, it was all worth it. Paris for the day. Just the two of us.

What a laugh.

My son lived in one of those new kind of families. What do they call them?

A blended family.

As though people can be endlessly mixed and matched. Ground up and seamless. A blended family. Just like coffee beans. But it’s not so easy with men and women and children.

They only lived a mile or so away from us, but there were things about their life together that were forever hidden from me.

I could guess at what happened between Gina and our son – I could see her still, washing his hair, reading him Where the Wild Things Are, placing a bowl of green pasta before him, hugging him so fiercely that you couldn’t tell where she ended and where he began.

But I had no real idea what went on between Richard and Pat, this man in his middle thirties who I didn’t know at all, and this seven-year-old child whose skin, whose voice, whose face were more familiar to me than my own.

Did Richard kiss my son good night? I didn’t ask. Because I really didn’t know what would hurt me more. The warmth, the closeness, the caring that a good-night kiss would indicate. Or the cold distance implicit in the absence of a kiss.

Richard was not a bad guy. Even I could see that. My ex-wife wouldn’t be married to him if he was any kind of child-hater. I knew, even in my bleakest moments, that there were worse step-parents than Richard. Not that anyone says step-parent any more. Too loaded with meaning.

Pat and I had both learned to call Richard a partner –as though he were involved in an exciting business venture with the mother of my son, or possibly a game of bridge.

The thing that drove me nuts about Richard, that had me raising my voice on the phone to my ex-wife – something I would really have preferred to avoid – was that Richard just didn’t seem to understand that my son was one in a million, ten million, a billion.

Richard thought Pat needed improving. And my son didn’t need improving. He was special already.

Richard wanted my son to love Harry Potter, wooden toys and tofu. Or was it lentils? But my son loved Star Wars, plastic light sabres and pizza. My son stubbornly remained true to the cause of mindless violence and carbohydrates with extra cheese.

At first Richard was happy to play along, back in the days when he was still trying to gain entry into Gina’s pants. Before he was finally granted a multiple-entry visa into those pants, before he married my ex-wife, my son’s mum, Richard used to love pretending to be Han Solo to my son’s Luke Skywalker. Loved it. Or at least acted like he did.

And quite frankly my son would warm to Saddam Hussein if he pretended to be Han Solo for five minutes.

Now Richard was no longer trying, or he was trying in a different way. He didn’t want to be my son’s friend any more. He wanted to be more like a parent. Improving my boy.

As though improving someone is any kind of substitute for loving them.

You make all those promises to your spouse and then one day you get some lawyer to prove that they no longer mean a thing. Gina was part of my past now. But you don’t get divorced from your children. And you can never break free of your vows to them.

That’s what Paris was all about.

I was trying to keep my unspoken promises to my son. To still matter to him. To always matter. I was trying to convince him, or perhaps myself, that nothing fundamental had changed between us. Because I missed my boy.

When he was not there, that’s when I really knew how much I loved him. Loved him so much that it physically hurt, loved him so much that I was afraid some nameless harm would come to him, and afraid that he was going to forget me, that I would drift to the very edge of his life, and my love and the missing would all count for nothing.

I was terrified that I might turn up for one of my access visits and he wouldn’t be able to quite place me. Ridiculous? Maybe. But we spent most of the week apart. Most of the weekends, too, even with our legally approved trysts. I was never there to tuck him in, to read him a story, to dry his eyes when he cried, to calm his fears, to just be the man who came home to him at night. The way my old man was there for me.

Can you be a proper dad in days like these? Can you be a real father to your child if you are never around?

Already, just two years after he went to live with his mother, I was on the fast track to becoming a distant figure. Not a real dad at all. A weekend dad, at the very best. As much of a pretend dad as Richard. That was not the kind of father I wanted to be. I needed my son to be a part of my life.

My new life.

Cyd and I had been married for just over a year.

It had been a great year. The best year ever. She had become my closest friend and she hadn’t stopped being my lover. We were at that stage when you feel both familiarity and excitement, when things are getting better and nothing has worn off, that happy period when you divide your time between building a home and fucking each other’s brains out. Shopping at Habitat and Heal’s followed by wild, athletic sex. You can’t beat it.

Cyd was the nicest person I knew, and she also drove me crazy. The only reason I went to the gym was because I didn’t want her to stop fancying me. My sit-ups were all for her. I hoped it would always be that way. But if you have been badly burned once, you can never be totally sure. After you have taken a spin through the divorce courts, forever seems like a very long time. And maybe that’s a positive thing. Maybe that stops you from treating the love of your life like a piece of self-assembly furniture.

It wasn’t like that with my son. I planned to stay with Cyd until we were both old and grey. But you never know, do you? In my experience, relationships come and go but being a parent lasts a lifetime. What’s the expression?

Till death do us part.

There were lots of things we were planning to do in Paris.

Pat wanted to go up the Eiffel Tower, but the queues were dauntingly long, so we decided to save it for some other time. I contemplated taking him to the Louvre, but I decided he was too small and the museum was too big.

So what we did was take a bateau-mouche down the Seine and then grabbed a couple of croque-monsieurs in a little café in the Marais.

‘French cheese on toast,’ Pat said, tucking in. ‘This is really delicious.’

After that we went for a kickabout in the Jardin du Luxembourg, booting his plastic football around under the chestnut trees while young couples necked on park benches and pampered dogs sauntered around with their noses in the air and everybody smoked as though it was the fifties.

Apart from the boat trip down the river, and the fancy cheese on toast, it wasn’t so different from our usual Sundays. But it felt special, and I think our hearts were lighter than they ever were in London. It was one of those days that you feel like putting in a bottle, so you can keep it for the rest of your life and nobody can ever take it away from you.

It all went well until we got back to the Gare du Nord. As soon as we went up to the departure gates on the station’s first floor, you could see something was wrong. There were people everywhere. Backpackers, businessmen, groups of tourists. All stranded because there was something on the line. Leaves or refugees? Nobody knew.

But there were no trains coming in or leaving.

That’s when I knew we were in trouble.

I was glad that my own father was not alive to see all of this. The shock would have killed him, I swear to God it would.

But I knew in my heart that I didn’t spend endless hours with my own dad. My old man never took me to Paris for the day.

I may have grown up with my dad under the same roof, but he worked six days a week, long hours, and then he came home speechless with exhaustion, sitting there eating his cooked dinner in front of the TV, reflecting silently on the latest dance routine from Pan’s People.

My old man was separated from me by the need for work and money. I was separated from Pat by divorce and residency orders. Was it really so different? Yes, it was different.

Even if I rarely saw my father – and perhaps I am kidding myself, but even now I believe I can recall every kickabout I ever had with my old man, every football match we went to together, every trip to the cinema – my father was never afraid that someone would steal me away, that I might start calling some other man dad.

He went through a lot in his life, from a dirt-poor childhood to world war to terminal cancer. But he never had to go through that.

Wait until your father gets home, I was told by my mum, again and again.

And so I did. I spent my childhood waiting for my father to come home. And perhaps Pat waited too. But he knew in his heart that his father was never coming home. Not any more.

My old man thought that the worst thing in this world you can be is a bad parent to your child. But there’s something almost as bad as that, Dad.

You can be a stranger.

And of course I wanted my son to have a happy life. I wanted him to be a good boy for his mother, and to get on okay with her new husband, and to do well at school, and to realise how lucky he was to have found a friend like Bernie Cooper.

But I also wanted my son to love me the way he used to love me.

Let’s not forget that bit.


Two

By the time the black cab finally crawled into the street where he lived, Pat was fast asleep.

I rarely saw my son sleeping these days, and I was surprised how it seemed to wipe away the years. Awake, his sweet face seemed permanently on guard, glazed with the heart-tugging vigilance of a child who has had to find a place between his divorced parents. Awake, he was sharp-eyed and wary, constantly negotiating the minefield between a mother and father who at some point in his short life had grown sick of living under the same roof. But, asleep, he was round-faced and defenceless again, his flimsy shields all gone. Not a care in the world.

The lights in his home were blazing. And they were all out on the little pathway, lit up by the security light, waiting for our return.

Gina, my ex-wife, that face I had once fallen in love with now pinched with fury.

And Richard, her Clark Kent lookalike, gym-toned and bespectacled, every inch the smug second husband, offering comfort and support.

Even Uli the au pair was standing watch, her arms folded across her chest like a junior fishwife.

Only the enormous policeman who was with them looked vaguely sympathetic. Perhaps he was a Sunday dad, too.

Gina marched down the path to meet us as I paid the driver. I pushed open the cab door and gently scooped my son up in my arms. He was getting heavier by the week. Then Gina was taking him away, looking at me as though we had never met.

‘Are you clinically insane?’

‘The train –’

‘Are you completely mad? Or do you do these things to hurt me?’

‘I called as soon as I knew we weren’t going to make it home by bedtime.’

It was true. I had called them on a borrowed mobile from the Gare du Nord. Gina had been a bit hysterical to discover we were stranded in a foreign country. Lucky I had to cut it short.

‘Paris. Bloody Paris. Without even asking me. Without even thinking.’

‘Sorry, Gina. I really am.’

‘“Sorry, Gina,”’ she parroted. ‘“So sorry, Gina.”’

I might have guessed she was going to start the parrot routine. If you have been married to someone, then you know exactly how they argue. It’s like two boxers who have fought each other before. Ali and Frazier. Duran and Sugar Ray. Me and Gina. You know each other too well.

She did this when our marriage was starting to fall apart – repeating my words, holding them up and finding them wanting, throwing them back at me, along with any household items that were lying around. Making my apologies, alibis and excuses all seem empty and feeble. Below the belt, I always thought.

We actually didn’t fight all that often. It wasn’t that kind of marriage. Not until the very end. Although you would never guess that now.

‘We were worried sick. You were meant to be taking him to the park, not dragging him halfway round Europe.’

Halfway round Europe? That was a bit rich. But then wanton exaggeration was another feature of Gina’s fighting style.

I couldn’t help remembering that this was a woman who had travelled to Japan alone when she was a teenager and lived there for a year. Now that’s halfway round the world. And she loved it. And she would have gone back.

If she hadn’t met me.

If she hadn’t got pregnant.

If she hadn’t given up Japan for her boys.

For Pat and me. We used to be her boys. Both of us. It was a long time ago.

‘It was only Paris, Gina,’ I said, knowing it would infuriate her, and unable to restrain myself. We knew each other far too well to argue in a civilised manner. ‘It’s just like going down the road. Paris is practically next door.’

‘Only Paris? He’s seven years old. He has to go to school in the morning. And you say it’s only Paris? We phoned the police. I was ringing round the hospitals.’

‘I called you, didn’t I?’

‘In the end. When you had no choice. When you knew you weren’t going to get away with it.’ She hefted Pat in her arms. ‘What were you thinking of, Harry? What goes on in your head? Is there anything in there at all?’

How could she possibly understand what went on in my head? She had him every day. And I had him for one lousy day a week.

She was carrying Pat up the garden path now. I trailed behind her, avoiding eye contact with her husband and the au pair and the enormous cop. And what was that cop doing here anyway? It was almost as if someone had reported a possible kidnapping. What kind of nut job would do a thing like that?

‘Look, Gina, I really am sorry you were so worried.’ And it was true. I felt terrible that she had been phoning the hospitals, the police, thinking the worst. I could imagine how that felt. ‘It won’t happen again. Next Sunday I’ll –’

‘I’ll have to think about next Sunday.’

That stopped me in my tracks.

‘What does that mean? I can still see him next Sunday, can’t I?’

She didn’t answer. She was finished with me. Totally finished with me.

Tracked by her husband and the hired help, Gina carried our son across the threshold of her home, into that place where I could never follow.

Pat yawned, stretched, almost woke up. In a voice so soft and gentle that it did something to my insides, Gina told him to go back to sleep. Then Richard was between us, giving me an oh-how-could-you? look. Slowly shaking his head, and with this maddening little smile, he closed the door in my face.

I reached for the door bell.

I just had to get this straight about Sunday.

And that’s when I felt the cop’s hand on my shoulder.

Once I was the man of her dreams.

Not just the man who looked after her kid on Sundays. The man of her dreams, back in the years when all Gina’s dreams were of family.

Gina yearned for family life, ached for it, in the way that is unique to those who come from what were once called broken homes.

Her father had walked out just before Gina started school. He was a musician, a pretty good guitarist, who would never quite make it. Failure was waiting for him, in both the music business and the smashed families that he left in his wake. Glenn – he was Glenn to everyone and dad to no one, especially not his children – gave rock and roll the best years of his life. He gave the women and children he left behind nothing but heartache and sporadic maintenance payments.

Gina and her mother, who had given up a modestly successful modelling career for her spectacularly unsuccessful husband, were just the first of many. There would be more abandoned families like them – women who had been celebrated beauties in the sixties and seventies, and the children who were left bewildered by separation before they could ride a bike.

From her mother Gina got her looks, a perfect symmetry of features that she was always dismissive of, the way only the truly beautiful can be. From Glenn her inheritance was a hunger for a stable family life. A family of her own that nobody could ever take away. She thought she would find it with me because that was exactly where I came from. She thought I was some kind of expert on the traditional set-up of father, mother and child living in a suburban home, untouched by divorce statistics, unshakably nuclear. Until I met Gina, I always thought that my family was embarrassingly ordinary. Gina made us feel exotic – and that was true of my mum and dad, as well as me. This smiling blonde vision came into our world and up our garden path and into our living room, telling us we were special. Us.

Our friends all thought that Gina and I were too young for marriage. Gina was a student of Japanese, looking for a way to live her life in Tokyo or Yokohama or Osaka. I was a radio producer, looking for a way into television. And our friends all reckoned it was much too soon for wedding vows and a baby, monogamy and a mortgage. Ten years too soon.

They – the language students who thought the world was waiting for them, and the slightly older cynics at my radio station who thought they had seen it all before – believed that there were planes to catch, lovers to meet, drugs to be taken, music to be heard, adventures to be had, foreign flats to be rented, beaches to be danced on at dawn. And they were right. All of those things were waiting. For them. But we gave them up for each other. Then our son came along. And he was the best thing of all.

Pat was a good, sweet-natured baby, smiling for most of the day and sleeping for most of the night, as beautiful as his mother, ridiculously easy to love. But our life – already married, already parents, and still with a large chunk of our twenties to go – wasn’t perfect. Far from it.

It wasn’t just a job. Gina had given up a whole other life in Japan for her boys, and sometimes – when the money was tight, when I came home from work too tired to talk, when Pat’s brand-new teeth were painfully pushing through his shining pink gums and he could no longer sleep all night – she must have wondered what she was missing. But we had no real regrets. For years it was fine. For years it was what we had been waiting for. Both of us.

A family to replace the one that I had grown up with.

And a family to replace the one that my wife had never known.

Then I spent one night with a colleague from work. One of those pale Irish beauties who seemed a little bit smarter, and a little bit softer, than most of the women I worked with.

And it was madness. Just madness.

Because after Gina found out, we all had to start again.

I sent money every month.

The money was never late. I wanted to send it. I wanted to help bring up my son in any way I could. That was only right and proper. But sometimes I wondered about the money. Was it all being spent on Pat? Really? Every penny? How could I know that none of it was being blown on the guy my ex-wife married? Bloody Richard.

I didn’t know. I couldn’t know.

And even that was okay, but I felt like the money should give me certain basic human rights. Such as, I should be able to call my son whenever I needed to talk to him. It shouldn’t be a problem. It should be normal. And how I missed normal. A few days of normality, full board – what a welcome mini-break that would be.

But when I picked up the phone I always found I couldn’t dial the number. What if Richard – strange the way I called him by his first name, as if we were actually friends – answered? What then? Small talk? Small talk seemed inadequate for our situation. So words failed me, I replaced the receiver, and I didn’t make the call. I stuck to the schedule worked out in advance with Gina, and my only child and I might as well have been on different planets.

But I still felt like the monthly money – which my current wife, I mean my second wife, I mean my wife thought was a tad too generous, by the way, what with us wanting to move to a bigger place in a better area – should mean something.

It wasn’t as though I was some wayward bastard who didn’t want to know, who had already moved on to his new family, who was quite keen to forget all that went before. I was not like one of those scumbags. I was not like Gina’s old man. But what can you do?

I’m only his father.

My wife understood me.

My wife. That’s how I thought of her. Second wife always sounded plain awful. Like second home – something you get away to at the weekend and during the longer school holidays. Or second car – as if she was a rusty VW Beetle.

Second wife sounded like second-hand, second choice, second best – and Cyd deserved far better than all of that. All that second business wasn’t good enough for Cyd, didn’t describe her at all. And new wife – that was no good either.

Too much like trophy wife, too much like so-many-years-my-junior wife, too many images of dirty old men running off with their secretaries.

No – my wife. That’s her. That’s my Cyd.

Like Cyd Charisse. The dancer. The girl in Singin’ in the Rain who danced with Gene Kelly and never said a word. Because she didn’t have to. She had those legs, that face, that flame of pure fire. Gene Kelly looked at Cyd Charisse, and words were not necessary. I knew the feeling.

Cyd understood me. She would even understand about Sunday afternoon in Paris.

Cyd was my wife. That was it. That was all. And this life I was returning to now, it was not new, and it was second to nothing.

This was my marriage.

Before I went into our bedroom I checked on Peggy.

She was out for the count but she had kicked off her duvet and was clutching a nine-inch moulded-plastic doll to her brushed-cotton pyjamas. Peggy was a pale-faced, pretty child with an air of solemnity about her, even when she was what my mum would call soundo, meaning fast asleep.

The doll in her tiny fist was a strange-looking creature, cocoa-coloured but with long blonde hair and blue, blue eyes. Lucy Doll. Marketing slogan – I Love Lucy Doll. Made in Japan but aimed at the global market place. I was becoming an expert on this stuff.

There was nothing WASPy about Lucy Doll, nothing remotely Barbie about her. She looked a little like the blonde one in Destiny’s Child, or one of those new kind of singers, Anastacia and Alicia Keys and a few more I can’t name, who are so racially indeterminate that they look like they could come from anywhere in the world. Lucy Doll. She had fully poseable arms and legs. Peggy was crazy about her. I covered them both up with an official Lucy Doll duvet.

Peggy was Cyd’s child from her previous marriage to a handsome waste of space called Jim. This good-looking loser who did one right thing in his life when he helped to make little Peggy. Jim with his weakness for Asian girls. Jim with his weakness for big motorbikes that he kept crashing. He came round to our house now and then to see his daughter, although he was not on a fixed schedule like me with Pat. Peggy’s dad turned up more or less when he felt like it.

And his daughter was crazy about him.

The bastard.

I had met Peggy before I met Cyd. Back then Peggy was just the little girl who looked after my son, in those awful months when he was still fragile and frightened after I had split up with his mother. Peggy looked after Pat in his early days at school, spent so much time with him that they sometimes seemed like brother and sister. That bond was fading now that their lives were increasingly separate, now that Pat had Bernie Cooper and Peggy had a best friend of her own sex who also loved Lucy Doll, but Peggy still felt like more than my stepdaughter. It felt like I had watched her grow up.

I left Peggy clutching Lucy Doll and went quietly into our bedroom. Cyd was sleeping on her half of the bed, the sleep of a married woman.

As I got undressed she stirred, came half-awake and sleepily listened to my story about Pat and Paris and broken trains. She took my hands in hers and nodded encouragement. She got it immediately.

‘You poor guys. You and Pat will be fine. I promise you, okay? Gina will calm down. She’ll see you didn’t mean it. So how’s the weather in Paris?’

‘It was sort of cloudy. And Gina says she has to think about next Sunday.’

‘Give her a few days. She’s got a right to be mad. But you’ve got a right to take your boy to Paris. Jump in bed. Come on.’

I slipped between the sheets, feeling an enormous surge of gratitude. What Gina saw as an unthinking, reckless act of neglect Cyd saw as a good idea that went badly wrong. An act of love that missed the train home. She was biased, of course. But I said a prayer of thanks that I was married to this woman.

And I knew it wasn’t the wedding band that made her my wife, or the certificate they gave us in that sacred place, or even the promises we had made. It was the fact that she was on my side, that her love and support were there for me, and would always be there.

I talked on in the darkness, feeling the warmth of my wife next to me, trying to reassure myself that this mess could be fixed.

I would call Gina in the morning, I said. I had to get it straight about next Sunday and if I should pick Pat up at the usual time. And I had to apologise for worrying her sick. I hadn’t meant to cause all this trouble. We only went to Paris because I didn’t want Pat to be like the other kids with their part-time dads. The half-French girl who had turned vegetarian, and the countless millions like her. I wanted Pat to feel he had a real father, who did special things with him, adventures that he would remember forever. Like my dad did with me.

My wife kissed me to cheer me up, and no doubt to shut me up, and then she kissed me some more.

It soon became a different kind of kissing. It became the kind of kissing that has nothing to do with soothing and cuddles and reassurance. The kind of kissing that had started everything. I’ll say this for our marriage – it hadn’t changed the quality of the kissing.

Then she was waiting for me, her black hair fanning out across the pillow, her face lit only by the glow of a streetlamp coming through the slats of the blinds. This woman I was still mad about. My wife.

I moved towards her without reaching for the little wooden box in the bedside drawer that contained our family planning.

Then I heard her sigh in the darkness.

‘Don’t make me go through this every time, Harry. Please, darling. Come on. You already have a kid. Didn’t we agree on all that?’

I had been reading a lot about baby hunger recently. It was regularly featured in the ‘You and Yours’ pages of our Sunday paper. Women desperate to give birth. It was supposed to be all the rage. But my wife didn’t have baby hunger. She acted like she had already eaten.

We had discussed having a child of our own, of course. I wanted it now, because it would make us a family. Cyd wanted it one day, because there were other things she had to do first. Work things. Business things. We both had a vision of a happy life. But no matter how much I loved my wife’s adorable bum, I couldn’t kid myself that they were the same vision.

So I reached for the little box of condoms, wondering what she meant about already having a kid. Did she mean Pat? Or Peggy? Or whichever one I happened to be with at the time?

That was the trouble with being a guy like me. It got complicated. All these parts of your life that never seemed to fit together. Sometimes you couldn’t even recognise your own family.

But after we made love I slept facing the same way as my wife, our bodies tucked tight together, my right arm lightly curled around her waist.

And for all those sweet hours that we slept like that, making spoons and dreaming, she was the only one for me, and it wasn’t complicated at all.


Three

‘You can’t make an omelette by keeping your dick in your trousers,’ Marty Mann told me. ‘That’s the trouble with you, Harry. You’re a born romantic. You’re going to get your foolish heart broken. You’re going to get butt-fucked by fate. What other way can it end?’

We were sitting in his well-appointed office at Mad Mann Productions, talking about work. Only work. But Marty was one of those go-getting, self-made businessmen who always made work sound like something else. Like the rougher end of jailhouse sex, in fact.

Marty was always promising male, middle-aged commissioning editors that he would ‘make you my bitch’. He didn’t get merely excited about the TV programmes he produced, he ‘got a boner’. He was never let down in a business deal, he was ‘humped and dumped’. He didn’t just work hard, he ‘fucked like a rattlesnake’.

It made me wonder what his married life was like. After a couple of drinks on a Saturday night, I could imagine him asking his wife if she would consider a co-production deal.

I had known Marty a very long time. Siobhan, his wife of about two years, had once been my kind of girlfriend, of about two hours. Just before my first marriage broke up.

Marty and I had started out together, on late-night talk radio, working the nut shift. I produced, and Marty made sad, lonely people sound wildly entertaining. Then we went into TV together and I thought that our partnership was my meal ticket for life. Right up until the lunch where he sacked me.

We eventually made it up. Because I bounced back with a younger, hotter talk-show host, while Marty lost his bounce altogether. When he had been suitably humbled by the grim realities of zero-rated daytime television, trying to sell jewellery that would make your skin turn green, we found that we could be friends again.

These days we were on the same side of the camera. Mad Mann Productions no longer produced shows featuring the dyed-blonde shock jock who caused so much controversy back in the nineties. Now Marty was a programme maker. He was always on my case because my production company made just one show, Fish on Friday. You might have seen it. The one with Eamon Fish, that young Irish comic? Eamon was famous for dating weather girls. It was said he knew more about warm fronts than any man in the country. Marty would never put his faith in one young stand-up comic pretending to be a talk-show host. Marty had a whole raft of programmes.

‘Six Pissed Students in a Flat,’ he said, hitting a button on the remote. One wall of his office was covered with TV screens and every one of them switched to his latest concept. Beautiful young people in minimal clothing raising their voices in rented accommodation. ‘It’s got the lot – sex, youth, drama, low overheads, pierced nipples. Six Pissed Students in a Flat, Harry. The advertisers are weeping with gratitude.’

He hit another button. The screens switched to a weird-angle black-and-white shot of two young men struggling with the owner of a convenience store. ‘Ah, this bit is great,’ Marty chuckled as the man behind the counter produced a baseball bat and began wildly lashing out. One of the young men pulled out a gun.

‘You’ve Been Robbed!’ Marty said. ‘Hilarious – and sometimes tragic – real-life footage of violent robbery. A, er, savage indictment of, you know, our violent society.’ Another button. Footage of Vietnam villages exploding into orange flames, hippies fornicating in the mud at Woodstock, students confronting the National Guard, all given a coating of melancholy by the Kinks singing ‘Waterloo Sunset’. ‘All Your Yesteryears. Making the past funky. One for the baby boomers – and their children. Show the spoilt little bastards what they missed.’

Our production companies couldn’t have been more different. I worked out of a back room in Soho with a couple of part-timers, Marty had a big office full of staff. I had Eamon Fish on the midnight shift, Marty had Six Pissed Students in a Flat on prime time.

‘You can’t have just one show,’ Marty insisted. ‘It’s no good having all of your eggs in one chicken. And Eamon’s not going to be hot forever.’

‘But I like working with just one production. That means I can really focus on Eamon. Get the most out of him.’

‘What if it all goes wrong? What happens then? You know what TV programmes are like, don’t you?’

‘Women?’

He slapped his desk. ‘Exactly. TV programmes are just like women. You’ve got to have your chicken in a number of pies. Diversify, dude. You’ve got to spread your seed.’

Marty had a wife at home who was expecting their second child. Siobhan was a former programme maker who had made the switch to homemaker. She was a smart, beautiful Irish redhead who I sometimes saw at launch parties and screenings but I had no idea if she was happy or not. I couldn’t help noticing that Mad Mann contained a greater proportion of attractive young women than you would expect in a production company of this size.

But I listened to Marty. He knew his stuff. And I listened to him because work was increasingly important to me. Not just because I was self-employed now. Not just because the number of bills I had to pay seemed to be growing every year. The real reason I worked so hard was because I was good at it. This was what I did best.

Dealing with commissioning editors, production coordinators, and the talent. I could talk to these people, I could get them to do what needed to be done. Tearful make-up girls, surly floor managers, drunken lighting technicians. I had seen it all before. Guests with stage fright, guests who turned up drunk, guests who froze when the red light above the camera came on. That was nothing new. This was my world, and I spent time here because there was nowhere else that I felt so comfortable.

Even if you have just the one show, television demands that you work long days. Early mornings and late nights, script meetings and full rehearsals, too much coffee and not enough daylight. Sometimes I lost sight of why I worked so hard. And then I remembered.

I worked hard for Pat, of course. For Cyd and Peggy too. Also for my mum, now that my dad had gone. And whatever my wife said, I couldn’t stop myself feeling that I was also working for my child. Not the little boy who lived with his mother, or the little girl who lived with me. My other child. The one who hadn’t been born yet.

A young woman came into Marty’s office without knocking. She was one of several slim young redheads who worked at Mad Mann, women who looked a lot like Siobhan did when she was single. This one bent over Marty’s CEO-sized desk, rummaging in one of his drawers.

‘What’s the matter, darling?’ Marty smiled. ‘Lost your stapler?’

‘I need the pilot of Six Pissed Students in a Flat. For your Hungarians.’

Marty pulled out a battered-looking VHS and gave it to her.

‘We’re selling the concept all over,’ he told me. ‘There’s going to be Six Pissed Chinese Students in a Flat, Six Pissed Polish Students in a Flat. The world is sporting a stiff one.’

We watched the redhead go.

‘We’re going for a couple of drinks at the Merry Leper,’ Marty said. ‘Want to come, Harry? She’s got a friend.’

‘I’ve got to get home. There’s a bit of a party.’

‘Sounds good.’

‘Well, it’s a party for seven-year-old girls.’

‘Some other time then.’ Marty saw me to the door of his office. ‘Don’t forget what I said about keeping your eggs in more than one chicken.’

‘I’ll remember.’

He embraced me.

‘You know the trouble with you, Harry?’

‘What’s that?’

‘You believe in true love.’ My old friend smiled sadly. ‘That stuff always ends in tears.’

It should have been a happy moment.

The four of us were eating cake. Cyd and me and Peggy and Pat. Our newly blended family, enjoying their pudding. But when Pat had finished wolfing down his cake, my son – at an age when he was highly amused by all bodily functions – accidentally let out a surprisingly resonant belch.

‘Ha!’ he said, grinning sheepishly. ‘Now that’s funny!’

Peggy daintily dabbed her lips with a napkin. ‘No, actually, it’s not remotely funny, Pat. It’s just disgusting. Isn’t it, Mummy?’

Cyd smiled at the pair of them. ‘It’s just – well, it’s not very nice. But I’m sure Pat’s not going to do it again.’

‘Well, I don’t find it funny,’ said Peggy, who for a little girl could already do a convincing impersonation of minor royalty.

‘And I’m sure a big boy like Pat doesn’t find it funny,’ said Cyd, ‘not when he thinks about it.’

My son was devastated.

I knew that the belch had just slipped out, and that he had only drawn attention to it because he was certain it would be a source of general hilarity and rejoicing. And for the first time, but not the last, I was torn. Torn between loyalty to my son and loyalty to my wife.

To be honest, I didn’t particularly want him burping and farting and belching around me either – he could save the gas-orientated gags for his leering little friends at school, who would no doubt reward every windy emission with a standing ovation, and tears of helpless mirth, and much thigh-slapping. But when I saw his cheeks burning with humiliation and his eyes filling up with tears, I could feel my blood rising.

He didn’t deserve to be shamed. Not for one lousy burp.

‘He’s only a kid,’ I said to Cyd. ‘What do you expect? Oscar Wilde? Let him eat his cake in peace, will you?’

Peggy and Cyd stared at me. My wife said nothing, just sort of widened her beautiful eyes in surprise. But her daughter smirked knowingly.

‘Well, goodness me, somebody got out of sleep the wrong side today. May I please have some more cake, Mummy, please?’

Cyd reached for the cake. It had a little bride and groom on top. Because this was at our wedding reception. We had been married for just under two hours. And although I didn’t realise it yet, the honeymoon was over.

When my wife was still my girlfriend, she was wonderful with my son.

Cyd would talk to him about school, ask his expert opinion on how The Phantom Menace compared with the first three Star Wars films, wonder if he would like some more ice cream.

He grinned shyly at this tall stranger with the Texan accent, and I could tell he shared his old man’s feelings for this woman. He was nuts about her.

Cyd acted like she had known him all his life, this little boy who she didn’t actually meet until he was ready to start school. She didn’t try to be his mother, because he already had a mother, and she didn’t try to be his best friend, because he soon had Bernie Cooper. She didn’t force her relationship with Pat – and that’s why it worked. It all seemed to come naturally to her. There was genuine warmth and real affection between them, and it was more than I could have hoped for.

Cyd was as easy with Pat as she was with her own daughter, caring and sweet but not afraid to administer some gentle discipline when he got out of hand. Getting out of hand didn’t happen very often – Pat was an engaging, even-tempered boy of four when Cyd met him, and any infringements were mostly because he was overexcited about some Star Wars-related game. Bouncing on a sofa while wearing muddy trainers and brandishing his plastic light sabre. These were his most heinous crimes.

And when she talked to my son, this girlfriend who would become my wife, when I heard the fondness in her voice, the warm, casual familiarity that she bestowed on him, I felt almost giddy with happiness and gratitude.

But after we were married, I needed more than that. I knew it wasn’t fair, it wasn’t fair at all, but this need came from some secret chamber in my heart, and I just couldn’t deny it.

From the moment we were pronounced man and wife, I needed her to love him.

I came home to loud music, wild dancing and a house full of three-foot-high females in their party clothes. Peggy was eight years old today.

The walls of her bedroom were covered in the moody images of the latest hunky, hairless boy bands, papering over the Pocahontas posters of a few years ago, and many of her games featured Brucie Doll – Lucy Doll’s official, moulded-plastic constant companion.

But at all of Peggy’s social gatherings, the sexes were now separated by a strict apartheid. A couple of years ago Pat would have been invited to this party. Not any more.

I picked my way across a living room full of little girls trying to move like Kylie Minogue in her latest video. There was a wrapped present from Hamleys under my arm. Peggy’s eyes widened with theatrical glee as I handed it over.

‘Happy birthday, darling.’

She tore off the wrapper and gasped with wonder.

‘Lucy Doll Ballerina!’ she read, hungrily devouring the words on the pink cardboard box. ‘You’ll love her! Marvel at her elegance! Not suitable for children under three years of age! Small parts may pose a choking hazard! All rights reserved!’ Peggy threw her arms around my neck. ‘Thank you, Harry!’ She handed the doll back to me. ‘Make her dance! Make Lucy Doll dance to Kylie!’

So I jigged around with Lucy Doll Ballerina for a bit. You couldn’t do much with her arms, they either stayed stiffly at her side or had to be raised into a vaguely Fascist salute, but she could do the splits with alarming ease, her plastic pelvis as flexible as any porn star’s.

Peggy snatched her back from me to show to one of her little friends.

‘Look at this, Agnes,’ she said. ‘Lucy Doll Ballerina. Small parts may cause choking! Fantastic.’

Cyd was in the kitchen with the mothers. I don’t know what had happened to the fathers, but they were all somewhere else. My wife was covering a tray of tapas with clingfilm. She ran her own catering business, so our house was always full of food that someone else was going to eat. She came over and kissed me on the mouth. ‘Did you get her Ibiza DJ Brucie Doll?’

‘Sold out. No more Ibiza DJ Brucie Dolls until next week. So I got her Lucy Doll Ballerina instead.’

‘They’ve never got any of the Brucie Doll merchandise in stock,’ said one of the mothers. ‘It gets right on my tits.’

‘Maybe we shouldn’t be encouraging the Lucy Doll thing,’ I said.

The mothers all stared at me in silence. Most of them were a good few years older than Cyd. My wife became a parent when she was in her middle twenties. Like me. A lot of these mothers had left it until the biological clock was nearing midnight.

‘Why on earth not?’ one of them demanded in the tone of voice that had once frozen an entire boardroom of middle-aged male executives with bollock-shrivelling fear.

‘Well,’ I said, looking nervously at their disapproving faces. ‘Doesn’t the whole Lucy–Brucie thing reinforce unhealthy sexual stereotypes?’

‘I think Lucy Doll is a great role model,’ one of the mothers said.

‘Me too,’ said another mother. ‘She’s in a long-term relationship with Brucie Doll.’

‘She works,’ said yet another. ‘She has fun. She travels. She has lots of friends.’

‘She’s a musician, a dancer, a princess.’

‘She lives a very well-rounded and fulfilled life,’ said my wife. ‘I wish I could be Lucy Doll.’

‘But-but,’ I stammered, ‘doesn’t she dress like a bimbo? Just to please men? Isn’t she a bit of a tart?’

The silence before the storm.

‘A bit of a tart?’

‘Lucy Doll?’

‘She’s in touch with her sexuality!’ they all said at once.

I made my excuses and retreated to my study at the top of the house.

There was something about the mothers that baffled me. They were all well-educated, intelligent women who had grown up reading their Germaine Greer and Naomi Wolf, women who had gone out into the world and made serious money from high-powered careers, often raising their children alone.

But inside their Lucy Doll Playhouses, their little girls pretended to be women who were nothing like them. They cooked, cleaned and fretted about when Ibiza DJ Brucie Doll might deign to come home.

Peggy and her friends, all these children born in the nineties, were confident, self-possessed little girls who spent what felt like every waking hour parodying old-fashioned female virtues. They loved fashion, adored dressing up, knew all about the singers and supermodels of the moment. They had an obsession with shoes that would have shamed Imelda Marcos. For hours on end, they preened, they posed, got lost in the mirror. They constantly practised putting on make-up – seven, eight years old and they were addicted to cosmetics, two years at school and already they put cheap creams and potions on their brand-new, perfect skin. They aspired to be all that their mothers had fled from. They dreamed of being fifties housewives. Perhaps that was why the mothers often seemed on the verge of losing their temper.

My wife had the balance right. She was a great mother, but she also had this business that was really starting to take off. She could make money, make a home, and make it all seem like the most natural thing in the world.

I was so proud of her.

When I ventured back downstairs the mothers had all gone, and their children with them. Cyd and Peggy were plucking party streamers from the carpet.

‘Poor Harry,’ my wife laughed. ‘Did they give you a rough time?’

Peggy looked up and smiled. ‘What’s wrong with Harry?’

‘He’s just not used to a world run by women,’ my wife said.

It was true. For the first thirty years of my life I had lived in homes where males outnumbered females by two to one. First with my dad, my mum and me, then later with Gina and Pat. Now I was in the minority.

Cyd held out hands that were covered in multi-coloured paper streamers.

‘Come on, handsome, dance with your two girls.’

Sometimes my world felt like one of those warnings on a box – the bit about small parts causing choking.

But when Cyd and Peggy and I danced to Kylie Minogue in the remains of the party, burst balloons and coloured streamers underfoot, bits of birthday cake trodden into the parquet floor, then we laughed out loud, laughed with pure, undiluted joy, laughed so much that we could hardly sing along to ‘Can’t Get You Out of My Head’.

And for once my life seemed as well-rounded and fulfilled as the one lived by Lucy Doll herself.


Four

My mother still slept with the lights on.

In the house where she had spent most of her married life, where she was a young wife and mother, the house that had been her home for so long, she attempted to sleep at night with all the bedroom lights blazing.

‘I can’t seem to nod off, Harry. I lie there with my Hello! and Radio 2 on low – next door have got a new baby, did I tell you? She’s a little smasher – and as soon as I drop off, I wake up again. Funny, isn’t it? Isn’t it strange?’

‘It’s not strange at all, Mum. The reason you can’t sleep is because you’ve got a hundred-watt bulb burning right above your head. It’s a sleep deprivation technique. A form of torture.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that, love.’

‘Of course you can’t sleep. You can’t sleep because you don’t turn your light off. Can’t you try sleeping with the light off? Can’t you try it just once, Mum? Please?’

‘Oh, I couldn’t do that,’ she said, smoothing my son’s golden bell of hair as he sat on the floor between us, consulting the TV listings in the Radio Times. ‘I couldn’t lie there all night in the dark. Not without your dad.’

My father had been dead for two years.

It was already two years since my father lay in that hospital bed, his brain fogged by pain and the killers of pain, the sickness overwhelming him. And I thought that the old man’s lung cancer would surely kill both of them. I didn’t think that my mother could live without my father. But they were tougher than they looked, women like my mum, those forever wives, the dutiful homemakers whose one act of rebellion was wearing miniskirts for a brief period as the sixties became the seventies. Women like my mum were built to survive anything. Even their hard man husbands. She couldn’t sleep without leaving the lights on, it was true. But she could live without him. She had proved that by now.

My parents had seemed like one living organism for so long – Paddy and Elizabeth, who made the long journey from teenage sweethearts to doting grandparents, the grand tour that so few married couples still get to make – and I could never imagine one of them without the other.

I knew that my father couldn’t live without my mother. Her going first would have killed him, it would have robbed him of his main reason for living. And I always assumed that she could not survive without him.

I was wrong.

My mother was from the last generation of women who expected to be taken care of by the men they married. She saw nothing strange in letting my dad do the driving, make the money, sit in the big chair, coming back from work and scoffing his dinner – his ‘tea’ – like a tribal chieftain home from the wars.

But in old age, in widowhood, it turned out that my mum’s generation of women had an independent streak that they were never given credit for. All those housewives from the fifties and sixties, all those brides of austerity, the last generation of women who made clothes for their children – inside their sensible pastel-coloured cardigans, they were made of steel.

My mum didn’t die. My dad’s death didn’t kill her. She refused to let his death be her death too.

She saw her friends for coffee and cake, exchanged gossip with a floating social forum known simply as ‘the girls on the bus’, she knitted chunky jumpers for the neighbour’s baby, the little smasher next door – my mum thought that all babies were little smashers – she played Dolly Parton at full volume on her Sony mini stereo system.

‘Lovely voice,’ she said of Dolly Parton. ‘Lovely figure.’

She called her pack of brothers every day – it was almost impossible to reach her on the phone, she was always engaged – she fretted about their jobs, their children, their health.

My mum was living without my father, the man she built her world around. She was living her life without him. That seemed incredible to me. And, I suspected, to her too.

My dad’s death had left her maddened with grief. She cried in supermarkets, on the bus, at all the wrong times. She couldn’t help herself. She cried until the tears were all gone. But she coped. More than that, she learned to engage with life, to fend for herself, to laugh again.

‘I’m not dead yet,’ she was fond of pointing out.

Apart from the lights burning all night long – what did she think would happen to her in the darkness? – my mum carried on. Not as normal, because normal was gone now, but in a world that had changed, a world without her beloved Paddy. And she did it because my mother was a woman who didn’t just love my father. She loved people. All kinds of people.

The young neighbours and their new baby. The old woman on the other side, my Auntie Ethel, who wasn’t really my auntie at all, who was a young wife and mother with my mum, more than half a lifetime ago.

She loved those old friends who met her in the new Starbucks in the high street of the suburban town where she had made a life. And her family. All her brothers, their numbers only now starting to dwindle. The women they married. Their grown-up children, now with children of their own. And then there was me, her only child.

But above and beyond all the rest of us, my mum loved her grandson. Her Pat. My son was the best reason she had for carrying on with my old man gone.

‘He’s the love of my life, aren’t you, gorgeous? He’s my little darling.’

My son smiled patiently, reaching for the remote.

There was a kind of genius about my mother, and it was a genius for making you feel loved. Not just because her conversation was peppered with terms of endearment, all these sweethearts, loves, darlings, beautifuls and angels that seemed second nature to her and to women of her background and generation. She had a way of making you feel as though you were more important than anything else in her world, even if she was only making you a cup of tea, or smoothing your hair, or knitting you something that you would only wear when you saw her.

She was not exactly a merry widow – she spent too many days at the graveyard, and I feared that she would sleep with the lights on forever – but my mum had learned to go on living. My father’s clothes were still in the wardrobe, still not ready for the charity shops, but his spirit did not haunt this house.

My mum had finally filled it with her own spirit.

The smell of Old Holborn and Old Spice was gone. There was no longer brown ale sitting on top of the fridge and a bottle of Irish whiskey standing on top of a little chest of drawers that was known as the drinks cabinet. And the music had changed. That was what I noticed most of all. That was how I really knew that my father’s ghost had flown.

I walked into the house where I was a boy and I no longer heard Sinatra and Dean Martin and Nat King Cole. There were none of the old songs playing – Sammy Davis Junior moaning ‘What Kind of Fool Am I?’, Frank during the Capitol years, Tony Bennett’s 16 Most Requested Songs, soundtrack albums that spanned the years between Oklahoma! and West Side Story.

My mum gave all of my dad’s music to me. She had her own records to play.

My mother loved country and western. Songs with stories and tunes, songs that let you know exactly where they stood. Happy songs. Sad songs. Songs for dancing, drinking, mourning the man you had lost. She was wild for all that twangy, tear-stained stuff, although I had no idea if she had always loved it or if Dolly Parton, Tammy Wynette and Patsy Cline were new tastes. It was my old man who was the DJ in this house. MC Paddy Silver and his swinging vinyl. Not any more.

My mother had been dealt two terrible blows in recent years. She lost my father, the man she had loved ever since he came back to her East End home with one of her brothers after they had sparred together at the local boxing club. She lost the man she spent a lifetime loving, that roaring boy, that strong man who learned to be gentle. Lost him to lung cancer, lost him to time.

And although I could hardly stand to admit it to myself, let alone to her, in some crucial way she had also lost her grandson.

It was just not so easy now I was divorced. Now that Pat was living with his mother, and I was not living with either of them, it was not so easy for my son to spend endless hours with his grandmother.

With all my heart, I wished it were different. I wished it was as simple as the old days, when I was still with Gina and my mum saw Pat all the time, or even later, when Gina was trying her luck in Japan, attempting to get her life back, and I was looking after Pat alone, that time when my mum was like a mother to both of us. I wished it was as straightforward as it used to be, because I knew that Pat was the centre of my mum’s universe. But it would never be like that again. The centre of the universe had shifted.

That’s who gets forgotten in a divorce. The grandparents. These old people who worship the little boys and girls who are produced by their own grown-up, messed-up children, the fallible somehow begetting the perfect. Divorce makes grandparents feel as though all that unconditional love they have to give is suddenly surplus to requirements.

So I made an effort. I did everything to pretend that the centre of the universe was where it had always been. Half of my time with Pat was time spent with my mum. We jumped in my car and drove out to Essex, on roads that I had known all my life.

I remembered those roads when I was a child coming back from my nan’s house in the East End, asleep on the back seat of my old man’s Morris Minor. And I knew those roads as a teenager, zipping around in my Escort trying to impress the big-haired girl by my side. And later still, on those roads as a young husband and father, driving my little family out to see my proud parents. And much later, driving on those roads in my little two-seater sports car, Pat by my side, struggling against sleep, missing his mother, not wanting to talk about it.

I knew those roads. I remembered driving on them to see my dad getting sicker, my dad dying, the day of his funeral. All those car rides from London to Essex, from the edge of the city to the edge of the sea, measuring out my life, never imagining what would be coming next, never dreaming.

Now once more it was Pat and me driving out on those Essex roads to see my mum in the house where she slept with the lights on.

Gina gone. My old man gone. Cyd and Peggy not really a part of these rides out to Essex, to this old established part of our lives. My new wife and her child had their lives in London, and we left them there without even having to discuss it.

Growing up, growing old. You expect all of that. But my little family was growing smaller and more fragile. And you are never ready for that.

Pat was comfortable in the house where I grew up. Something wound tight inside him seemed to relax out here. He spent the best part of his childhood in the old house. No parents fighting, crying, going their separate ways. No great upheavals or infidelities or thrown mobile phones out here in the sprawl where the town finally gives way to the countryside. Just Star Wars videos and cups of tea, and going to the fridge without having to ask anyone’s permission. Sweet, simple hours spent sitting on the floor listening to familiar voices singing old songs in the back garden. And every moment of those easy days filled with an uncomplicated, unconditional love. First from both of my parents, and now from just my mother. The love remained.

‘He’s the man of my dreams. Aren’t you, gorgeous?’

My son smiled patiently, and wandered off to rummage around upstairs. His oldest toys were out here, many of them too young for him now. A collection of Star Wars videos of course, and plenty of stuff he would no longer watch, wrestling tapes and cartoons from Disney, gathering dust, marking the years. He had a bedroom here, stacks of clothes, and a life. He could have followed the path from television to fridge and back again with his eyes closed.

Everything was easy out here. The stilted conversations we often had over our Sunday Happy Meals were not needed. We slumped in front of the TV, my son and I, while my mum made lunch, which she called dinner, or dinner, which she called tea, or a cup of tea, which she called a nice cup of tea.

She refused our help with used cups, cutlery and dishes. Pat and I had been well trained by the women in our lives, and we did our bit around the houses we lived in without even thinking about it, without being asked.

But my mum would not hear of it. In her own home, she laid down the rules and one rule said that she did the lot. She was the boss who served. Her word was law, her way of doing things was not negotiable. Sometimes I watched her through the little serving hatch, singing a Dolly Parton song, clanging about in the kitchen, and I wanted to hug her in that fierce, unembarrassed way that my son sometimes hugged her.

We loved her, and we loved it out here because we did not have to think about anything. What a relief – to just switch off brains that had been taught to negotiate the marshland of divorce, remarriage and blended families. Can he have a Coke? Can he watch a video? Can he leave the table and does he really have to eat all of those lentils? How good it is to not have to think about what is good for you. But it never lasts.

After our star-crossed trip to Paris, my timekeeping became meticulous. Getting back to London, getting Pat back to his mother, I always allowed for road works on the A127, pile-ups on the M25, Sunday afternoon football in north London. We just couldn’t be late again.

‘Time to go home, darling,’ I told my son. And he gave me a look that you should never see on the face of a seven-year-old. More than anywhere, said the look on my son’s face, this place feels like my home.

So what’s that other place?

We left my mum just as it was getting dark, and I knew that soon the lights would be on and would stay on all night long, while my mum lay in bed humming Dolly Parton songs to keep her spirits up, and my father’s old suits waited in the wardrobe, far too precious to be given away to Oxfam.


Five

Gina was waiting for me in the school car park.

She must have come straight from the office because she was in a two-piece business suit, wearing heels and carrying a battered old briefcase. She looked great, like some fashion editor’s idea of a working woman, although thinner than I ever remembered her being. My ex-wife was still beautiful, still a woman who turned heads in the street. But she looked more serious than she ever did in her twenties.

‘Sorry I’m late, Gina.’

‘It’s okay. We’re both early.’ She gave me a peck on the cheek, squeezing my arm. She had forgiven me for Paris, I guess. ‘Let’s go and see teacher, shall we?’

We went into the main school building and walked down corridors that seemed unchanged from the ones I remembered from all those years ago. Children’s paintings on the wall, the aroma of institutional cooking, distant shouts of physical exercise. Echoes and laughter, the smell of disinfectant and dirt. We made our way to the office of the headmistress without having to ask for directions. This was not the first time we had been summoned to our son’s school.

Pat’s headmistress, Miss Wilkins, was a pale-faced young woman with a white-blonde crop. With her Eminem haircut and funky trainers, she didn’t look old enough for the top job, she just about looked old enough to be out of school herself. But promotion came fast around here. Pat’s school was ringed by tough estates, and many teachers just couldn’t stand the pace.

‘Mr and Mrs Silver. Come in.’

‘Actually it’s Mr Silver and Mrs McRae,’ Gina said. ‘Thank you.’

Miss Wilkins softened us up with the usual comforting preamble – our son was a lovely boy, such a sweet nature, adored by teachers and children alike. And then came the reason why we were here.

He was completely and totally out of control.

‘Pat is never rude or violent,’ said Miss Wilkins. ‘He’s not like some of them. He does everything with a smile.’

‘He sounds like Mr Popularity,’ I said. I could never stop myself defending him. I always felt the need to put in a good word.

‘He would be. If only he could stay in his seat for an entire lesson.’

‘He goes walkabout,’ Gina said, nervously biting her thumbnail, and for a second it was as if she had been brought here because of her own misbehaviour. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? He just wanders around the class. Chatting to other children. Chatting away while they are trying to do their work.’ She looked at me. ‘We’ve been here before. More than once.’

‘May I ask you a personal question?’ Miss Wilkins said. She may have had a different kind of haircut, but she still sounded like every teacher I ever knew.

‘Of course,’ said Gina.

A beat.

‘Was it a very stressful divorce?’

‘Aren’t they all?’ I said.

We followed Miss Wilkins down the corridor. There was a small square pane of glass in the thick slab of every classroom door. Like the spyhole in a prison cell. The albino head of Miss Wilkins bobbed in front of one of them for a moment and then she stood back, smiling grimly, raising an index finger to her lips. Gina and I peered through the window into our son’s classroom.

I spotted him immediately. Even surrounded by thirty other six- and seven-year-olds, some of them with the same shaggy mop top, all of them in the same green sweater that passed for a uniform in these parts, I couldn’t miss him.

Pat was in the middle of the class, bent over a drawing, just like all the other children. And I thought about how shiny his hair always looked, like something from a conditioner commercial, even when it needed what my mum would call a good old wash.

On the blackboard the teacher had sketched a cartoon of planet earth, a chalky globe lost in all that black space, the blurry lines of the continents just about recognisable. She was writing something above it. Our World, it said.

The children were all drawing intently. Even Pat. And for a moment I could kid myself that everything was all right. There was something moving about the scene. Because of course these inner-city children came from every ethnic group on the planet. But the trouble was the drawing my son was bent over belonged to someone else. He was helping a little girl to colour it in.

‘Pat?’ the teacher said, turning from the blackboard. ‘Excuse me. I’ve asked you before to stay at your own desk, haven’t I?’

He ignored her. Still radiating that rakish charm, peering out shyly from under that golden fringe, he eased between the desks, peering over the shoulders of his classmates, flashing smiles and muttering comments to children who were all concentrating on planet earth.

‘Yes,’ Gina said, and I didn’t need to look at her to know that she was holding back the tears. ‘In answer to your question. It was a very stressful divorce.’

We did these things together.

There was no question that only one of us would go to the school, get lectured to by the surprisingly prim punk headmistress, and have to fret about our son all alone.

We were both his parents, no matter where he lived, and nothing could ever change that fact. That was our attitude.

Gina was miles better at all of this stuff than me – not feeling the need to be defensive about Pat, always communicating with the staff, opening up about our personal problems, giving anyone who was vaguely curious a guided tour of our dirty laundry, which was surely getting a bit threadbare and old by now. And I took it to heart a lot more than she did. Or at least I let it depress me more. Because deep down, I also blamed the divorce for Pat’s problems at school.

‘Cheer up, Harry, he’ll grow out of it,’ Gina told me over coffee. This is what we did. After being dragged along to the school every few weeks or so we went to a small café on Upper Street. We used to come here in the old days, before we had Pat. Now these mid-morning cappuccinos were the extent of our social life together. ‘He’s a good kid. Everybody likes him, he’s smart. He just has difficulty settling. He finds it hard to settle to things. It’s not attention deficiency syndrome, or whatever they call it. It’s just a problem settling.’

‘Miss Wilkins thinks it’s our fault. She thinks we’ve messed him up. And maybe she’s right, Gina.’

‘It doesn’t matter what Miss bloody Wilkins thinks. Pat’s happiness – that’s all that matters.’

‘But he’s not happy, Gina.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He hasn’t been happy since – you know. Since we split up.’

‘Change the record, Harry.’

‘I mean it. He’s lost that glow he had. Remember that beautiful glow? Listen, I’m not blaming you or Richard.’

‘Richard’s a very good stepfather.’ She always got touchy if I suggested that perhaps divorce had not been an unalloyed blessing in our child’s life. ‘Pat’s lucky to have a stepfather like Richard who cares about his education, who doesn’t want him to spend all his time with a light sabre and a football, who wants him to take an interest in museums.’

‘And Harry Potter.’

‘What’s wrong with Harry Potter? Harry Potter’s great. All children love Harry Potter.’

‘But he has to fit in, the poor little bastard. Pat, I mean. Not Harry Potter. He has to fit in everywhere he goes. Can’t you see that? When he’s with you and Richard. When he’s with me and Cyd. He always has to tread carefully. You can admit that, can’t you?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘The only time he’s relaxed is with my mum. Children shouldn’t have to fit in. Our little drama has given Pat a walk-on part in his own childhood. No child deserves that.’

She didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t blame her. I would like to have thought that our son’s trouble at school was nothing to do with us, and everything to do with the fact that he was a lazy git. But I just couldn’t believe it. The reason he had ants in his pants at school was because he wanted to be liked, he needed to be loved. And I knew that had something to do with me and my ex-wife. Maybe it had everything to do with us. How could I not wonder what it would have been like if we had stayed together?

‘Do you ever think about the past?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Do you ever miss us?’ I said, crossing the line between what was acceptable and what was not. ‘Just now and again? Just a tiny bit?’

She smiled wearily at me over her abandoned cappuccino. There was no warmth left in either the coffee or her smile.

‘Miss us? You mean staying home alone while you were playing the big shot out in the glamorous world of television?’

‘No, that wasn’t really –’

‘You mean going to your launches, and your parties, and your functions and being treated like the invisible woman because I looked after our son, instead of presenting some crappy little TV show?’

‘Well, what I was actually –’

‘People thinking I was second-rate because I was bringing up a child – when what I was doing was the most important job in the world. Telling people I was a homemaker and some of them actually smiling, Harry, some of them actually thinking it was funny, that it was a joke.’

Not all this again.

‘I’ll get the bill, shall I?’

‘When what was really funny was that I had the kind of degree that these career morons could only dream about. When what was funny was that I was bilingual while most of those cretins hadn’t quite mastered English. Miss any of that? No, not really, Harry, not now you come to mention it. And I don’t miss sleeping in our bed with our little boy sleeping in the next room while you were out banging one of the office juniors.’

‘You know what I mean. Just the lack of complication. That’s all. There’s no need to drag up all that old –’

‘No, I can’t say I miss it. And you shouldn’t either. You shouldn’t miss that old life, because it was built on a lie. I like it now, if you really want to know. That’s the difference between you and me. I like it now. I like my life with Richard. To me, these are the good old days. And you should be grateful, Harry.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because Pat has a stepfather who cares about him deeply. Some step-parents are abusive. Some are violent. Many of them are indifferent.’

‘I should be grateful that my son is not being abused? Give me a break, Gina.’

‘You should be grateful that Richard is a wonderful, caring man who wants what’s best for Pat.’

‘Richard tries to change him. He doesn’t need changing. He’s fine the way he is now.’

‘Pat’s not perfect, Harry.’

‘Me neither.’

‘Oh, Harry. We all know that.’

We glared at each other for a few moments and then Gina called for the bill. I knew her well enough not to try to pay it.

We always did this – supported each other, tried to be friends, and then for an encore drove each other nuts. We couldn’t seem to stop ourselves. In the end we maddened each other by picking at old wounds, we turned the closeness between us into an infuriating claustrophobia.

I knew that I had angered her today. And that’s why the news she told me as we were walking back to our cars sounded like an act of supreme cruelty and spite.

‘None of this matters,’ she said. ‘The trouble at school. All that tired old crap we keep dragging around the block. None of it matters any more, Harry.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘We’re going to America.’

I just stared at her.

‘I’ve been meaning to tell you. But it wasn’t definite. Not until this week.’

I thought about it for a while. But I didn’t understand. Not yet.

‘How long would you be gone? I’m not saying taking Pat out of school for a couple of weeks is a bad idea. Might do him some good. A break might be what he needs. It’s not as though he’s learning very much right now.’

My ex-wife shook her head. She couldn’t believe that I could be so slow.

‘Come on, Harry.’

And as we stood in that deserted school car park, I finally started to get it. I finally started to understand that my ex-wife could do whatever she liked. What a sucker I had been.

‘Hold on. Tell me you mean a vacation, Gina. Tell me you’re talking about Disneyland and Florida?’

‘I’m talking about leaving London, Harry. And leaving the country. I’m talking about us moving there for good. To live, Harry. Richard and me and Pat. Richard’s contract is ending, and he’s never really settled here –’

‘Richard hasn’t settled here? Richard? What about Pat? What about Pat being allowed to fucking settle?’

‘Would you like to watch your language? He’s seven years old. Children are very adaptable. They get used to anything.’

‘But his school is here. And his grandmother is here. And Bernie Cooper is here.’

‘Who the hell is – oh, little Bernie. God, Harry, he can make some new friends. It’s a work thing, okay? Richard can get a better position in the States.’

‘But your job is here. Look at you, Gina. You finally got your life back. Why would you throw that away?’

‘My job’s not quite what I wanted. I don’t even get to use my Japanese. What’s the point in working for a Japanese company if I don’t even get to use my Japanese? Don’t worry, we’re not talking about a place in the city. From Connecticut the train into Manhattan only takes –’

‘Don’t worry? But when would I see him? What about his grandmother?’

‘You would see him all the time. The school holidays go on for ages. You could come over. London to New York is nothing. What is it? Six hours?’

‘Have you talked to Pat about this? Does he know it’s not going to be a quick tour round Minnie Mouse and then back home?’

‘Not yet.’

I shook my head, trying to get my breathing under control.

‘I can’t believe you’re thinking of dragging him to the other side of the world,’ I said, although that really wasn’t true. I could believe it very easily. I began to see that she had always had this thing inside her, this belief that life would be better at the other end of a long-haul flight.

For years Gina had felt this way – when she was single, after we split up. And she still did. In the past Japan was the Promised Land. Now it was America. It was completely in character, this desire to start again on the other side of the world. Oh, I could believe it too easily.

‘What’s wrong with London? This is where he belongs. His family and friends – Gina, he’s happy here.’

She lifted her hands, palms raised to the heavens, taking it all in – Miss Wilkins, the trouble at school, the impossibility of our son sitting still for an entire lesson, Paris and the broken Eurostar, life in north London.

‘Well, obviously not. It will be a better life over there. For all of us. I don’t want Pat’s childhood to be like mine – always different homes, always different people around. I want his childhood to be like yours, Harry.’ She placed her hand on my arm. ‘You have to trust me. I only want what’s best for the boy.’

I angrily shook her off.

‘You don’t want what’s best for the boy. You don’t even want what’s best for yourself. Or that loser dickhead you married.’

‘Why don’t you watch your mouth?’

‘You just want revenge.’

‘Believe what you want, Harry. It really doesn’t matter to me what you think.’

‘You can’t do this to me, Gina.’

She was suddenly furious. And I saw again that we could never recreate what had once existed between us. We could be polite, affectionate even, concerned about Pat, but the love we had lost was impossible to duplicate now. Because it was all used up. What do they say? Married for years, divorced forever. That was us. Gina and I were divorced forever.

‘You broke the promises – not me, Harry. You fucked around – not me. You were the one who got bored with the marital bed, Harry. Not me.’

She shook her head and laughed. I looked at the face of this familiar stranger. From his mother my son got his Tiffany-blue eyes, his dirty-blond hair, those slightly gappy teeth. She was definitely his mother, and I no longer recognised her.

‘And now you tell me what I can and can’t do, Harry? You’ve got some nerve. I am taking my son out of the country. Start living with it.’

Then she pressed her car key, and the double flash of lights as the central locking came off seemed to glint on her wedding ring.

Not the one she had when she was with me.

The new one.


Six

Richard was one of those pumped-up business types that were starting to show up all over town. The bespectacled hunk. The six-pack nerd.

Ten years ago a man like Richard – who does things with other people’s money – would have been all spindly legs and narrow shoulders. But you have to be tough to live in the city these days, or look like you are. I didn’t know what he was doing – a lot of weights, some cardiovascular stuff, maybe a few boxercise classes – but when I barged into the restaurant where he was having lunch with some business colleagues, for once he looked more like Superman than his mild-mannered alter ego.

Richard was the last one to look up at me. The other three saw me coming. Maybe it was my clothes – the kind of jacket that my mum would call a car coat, old chinos and boots. Pretty much standard uniform for a TV producer, although those clothes stood out in a swanky restaurant where they served hearty Tuscan peasant food for executives on six figures a year.

Richard’s companions saw me all right – the young Armani hotshot, the older, silvery geezer and the fat guy – but they were not quite sure what to make of me. I swear that one of them – the fat guy – was about to ask me for another bottle of sparkling mineral water. But when I opened my mouth, he realised I wasn’t there to pour the Perrier.

‘You’re not taking Pat away from me, you bastard,’ I said. ‘Don’t you even think about taking Pat out of the country.’

His dining companions stared from Richard to me and back again, uncertain what to make of this scene. A cuckolded husband? A homosexual love spat? I could see that they didn’t know Richard well enough to get it immediately. So he spelled it out for them, never taking his eyes off me.

‘This gentleman is the father of my stepson,’ Richard explained. ‘The poor little bastard.’

And that’s when I lost it, lurching across the table, scattering bread rolls and little silver dishes of olive oil, which I am almost certain the peasants don’t have in their Tuscan farmhouses. Richard’s dining companions recoiled, half rising from their chairs, shrinking from the trouble, but two waiters were on me before I could reach him. They started pulling me away, one of them trapping my arms to my side in a bear hug, the other trying to get a grip on the collar of my car coat.

‘You leave us alone,’ I said, digging my heels into the sawdust-strewn floorboards, managing to reach out and grab a fistful of linen tablecloth, despite my pinned arms. ‘You just leave my son alone, Richard.’

The waiters were too strong for me. Unlike Richard, I hadn’t spent hours pumping iron and running on the treadmill. I felt all the strength go out of me as they easily pulled me away. But because I still had hold of the tablecloth, I took it with me, and it all came crashing down: the glasses, the plates of robust pasta dishes, the rough-hewn chunks of bread, the little silver dishes of olive oil.

On to the floor and into their laps.

And Richard was on his feet, angry at last, ready to try out his new biceps and eager to punch my lights out, seafood linguini dripping down the front of his trousers.

‘You’re not taking my son away just because you can’t cut it in this city, Richard.’

‘That’s for Gina and me to decide.’

‘I’m his father, you bastard. And I’ll always be his father. You can’t change that.’

‘One question, Harry.’

‘What’s that, dickhead?’

I watched him wipe a prawn from his tomato-stained flies.

‘What the hell did she ever see in you?’

It was Eamon Fish who first told me about the blended family. Which is ironic, because Eamon was the most single man I knew. The sap was still rising in Eamon, but it hadn’t quite reached his head yet.

Although he was a modern boy about town, Eamon was painfully old-fashioned when it came to love, marriage and all of that. Blame it on his Kilcarney background. He had a single man’s view of wedlock, simultaneously wary and romantic. But I’ll say this for Eamon – he was the only one who warned me about what I was walking into.

‘Harry, good man you are,’ he called to me across my wedding reception. ‘I want a word with you.’

I watched him weave his way through the crowd, nodding and smiling as he went, polite and friendly to people who recognised him, grateful to the ones who didn’t. He was holding his champagne flute aloft to prevent spillage, looking even more dishevelled than usual, all shirt tails and floppy fringe and droopy eyelids, but he had those dark Irish good looks that belonged to a young Jack Kennedy, so even in his cups he resembled a rake rather than a slob. He put his arm around me, clinked our glasses.

‘Here’s to you. And your lovely bride. And your – what do they call it? – blended family.’

‘My what?’ I was still laughing.

‘Your blended family. You know. Your blended family.’

‘What’s a blended family?’

‘You know. It’s like The Brady Bunch. When a man and a woman put their old families together to make a new family. You know, Harry. A man living with kids that are not his own. A woman becoming a mammy to children she didn’t give birth to. A blended family. Like The Brady Bunch. And you, Harry. You and The Brady Bunch. God bless you, one and all.’ He put his face next to mine, and pulled me close. ‘Good on you, pal. Here, let’s sit for a minute.’

We found a quiet table in the corner and Eamon immediately produced a small cellophane bag from out of a jacket that was still sporting a beat-up carnation. This was new. The Charles was new. When I first met him, he had never taken anything stronger than draught Guinness and a packet of pork scratchings.

I looked anxiously around the room as Eamon carefully tipped a mound of white powder on to the back of our wedding invitation and began chopping out chunky white lines with his black Am Ex.

‘Jesus, Eamon. Not in here. You can’t take this stuff when there are kids around. At least take it to the toilets. This is not the time or the place.’ Then I came out with one of my father’s lines, almost as though the old man was speaking through me. ‘Moderation in all things, Eamon.’

That gave him a chuckle. He started rolling up a ten-pound note.

‘Moderation? You’re – what? Thirty-three now? Thirty-two? You’re already on your second marriage. You’ve got a son who doesn’t live with you and a stepdaughter who does. So don’t lecture me about moderation, Harry. There’s nothing moderate about you.’

‘There are children around. And my mum. And my Auntie Ethel.’

‘Your Auntie Ethel doesn’t mind, Harry.’ The chopped white lines were deftly hoovered up his nose. ‘She was the one who sold it to me.’ He held out the rolled-up, slightly damp tenner to me. I shook my head and he put his drugs away. ‘Anyway – congratulations to you, mate.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Just don’t ruin it this time.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Keep your head out of the clouds and your dick in your trousers.’

‘Oh yes, that’s one of the traditional wedding vows, isn’t it? Church of England, I believe.’

‘I mean it. Don’t get restless when the fever wears off. Don’t start thinking about the grass being greener next door, because it’s not. Remember that your knob is attached to you, rather than the other way round.’

We watched Cyd coming towards us across the crowded room. She was smiling, and I don’t think I’d ever seen her looking lovelier than at that moment.

‘And don’t forget how you feel today,’ Eamon said. ‘That above all. I know what you are like, because all men are the same. We forget what’s in our hearts.’

But I wasn’t listening to him any more. I thought that the day I needed marital advice from a coked-up comedian would be a black day indeed. I got up to talk to my wife.

‘You look happy,’ she said.

‘I’m better than happy.’

‘Wow. Better than happy. Then I hope I don’t disappoint you.’

‘You could never disappoint me. As long as you do one thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Dance with me.’

‘You’re easy to please.’

So I took her in my arms, feeling that long, slim body in her wedding dress, and as Ella Fitzgerald sang ‘Every Time We Say Goodbye’ we moved in perfect harmony and, although there were friends and family all around, for as long as the music played my wife’s face was all I could see.

The police finally let me go.

Richard and the restaurant both decided not to press charges. So I drove home, thinking about all the things that Cyd and I had talked about before we were married. We had spent hours discussing all the big stuff. It was what our relationship was built on. That and our desire to fuck the arse off each other, of course.

We talked about our parents, those old-fashioned husbands and wives who married young, stayed together all their lives and were parted by death too soon. We talked about our parents, not simply because we loved them, but because that was the kind of marriage we intended to have.

And we talked about our own wrecked relationships – hers worn down by Jim’s constant tom-catting, mine blown up by a stupid one-night stand that crawled into the daylight. And we talked about our children, the lives we wanted for them, and our fears that the divorces would leave scars that lasted for a lifetime.

We talked about how my son would fit into our new family, how we would make him feel like a full member, even though he lived with his mother, even if he was only visiting. And we talked about my relationship with Peggy, how I was going to be some kind of father to her, even though she had a dad of her own. When we looked at our lives it sometimes all seemed convoluted and scary, but we thought that being crazy about each other would be enough to get us through. And it was, for a while. Because we loved each other. Because we could talk about anything. Almost anything.

The only thing we kind of edged around was having a child of our own. The baby subject – the biggest subject of all – was put on hold. We blamed work. What else does anyone ever blame?

‘I just want to get Food Glorious Food up and running before we start trying for a baby,’ Cyd had said. ‘It’s really important to me, Harry. Please try to understand.’

Cyd’s company was named after the Lionel Bart song from Oliver! Serving sushi, baked ziti, spring rolls, chicken satay and mini-pizzas all over the West End and the City.

‘But you never know with a baby,’ I said. ‘Sometimes people try for a baby and it takes time. My parents waited years for me.’

‘And you were worth waiting for. And our baby will be worth waiting for. She’ll be a beautiful baby.’

‘Might be another boy.’

‘Then he will be a beautiful baby. But this isn’t the time. Look, I want a child as much as you do.’

I wondered if that was true.

‘Just not now. Just let me get this thing off the ground. One day, okay? Definitely one day. There are things I want to happen first.’

Food Glorious Food was good, and growing really fast. Launches, openings and promotions were all asking Food Glorious Food to feed the faces of their partygoers. It took up a lot of Cyd’s time, but this was something she had always dreamed of doing. Her own business. So she rushed from fashionable new hotel to first night, while I queued for condoms in Boots like a teenager from the dawn of time. Anything else, sir? Well, yes – I’d quite like a baby, now you come to mention it. Got any in stock?

‘I want to build something of my own,’ she said. ‘I’ve never done that in my life. I’ve always worked for other people in little jobs that didn’t mean a thing to me. For most of Peggy’s life I’ve been a waitress. But I’ve got this thing I’m good at, Harry. This thing I can do really well. I can cook anything, and I’m not afraid of hard work, and I’m smart enough to understand what my clients want. I’m not useless. I’ve got skills.’

‘I know you do, I know you do.’

‘I want to make something of my own, make some money, make you and Peggy proud of me.’

‘I’m proud of you already.’

‘But you understand? Please try to understand. I want this marriage to work. And of course children are one of the things that marriage is all about. But so is understanding each other.’

‘I understand.’

And I smiled when I said it, to show her it was true. I understood. At least, I think I did. I wanted her business to do well. I knew it was important to her. I could see Cyd wasn’t like the mothers of Peggy’s friends who had retired from high-octane careers to have children. My wife was doing it the other way around. And she was at least as smart as those other mothers. Why shouldn’t she have it all, too?

But I guessed it wasn’t just her catering business that was staving off baby hunger. She had been worn out by Jim, and maybe she just wanted to give our marriage time to grow before adding any more complications to the mix. And in my heart I suspected that there was some other reason, a reason that could never be spoken, that Cyd wanted to defer pregnancy.

I had a hunch that my wife didn’t completely believe that I could keep all those wedding vows, that in the end I would turn out to be nothing special. Just another Jim. She didn’t want a baby with someone who wouldn’t stay with her. Not a second time. And I could understand that. Because I felt the same way.

But as I drove home from the restaurant, I saw that having a baby wouldn’t make things more complicated for us. It would make everything a lot simpler. A baby of our own was just what we needed. To hold it all together. To create a home that would find room for all of us. Including Pat.

As I felt the muscles in my upper arms throb, still sore from the grappling techniques of the waiters, I realised we needed a baby to make our blended family into a proper family.

I needed to be a real father again. To Peggy. To the baby that Cyd and I would have together.

And to the boy they wanted to take away.

‘Can you give me a hand with this stuff, honey?’

Cyd was getting ready to go out to a gig. The kitchen was full of silver trays covered in clingfilm. Tonight it was antipasti – fat tomatoes stuffed with rice, prosciutto served with figs, thick slices of mozzarella decorated with sprigs of basil, pane alle olive, and tiny pizza marinara the size of compact discs.

So I helped my wife to carry it all out to the car, while she told me about the event. The business was still new enough for her to be excited.

‘First night. Off-Shaftesbury Avenue. Some Hollywood star who wants to do theatre. Ibsen, I think. I don’t know. Something Scandinavian. We’re catering for 200 at the after-show party.’

When her station wagon was loaded with Italian delicacies she slammed it shut and looked at me. And that’s when she knew that something was wrong.

‘What is it?’

‘Gina. And that loser she married. They want to leave the country. Taking Pat with them.’

‘For good?’

I nodded. ‘Bastards, the pair of them.’

‘What’s caused all this?’

‘Richard. London hasn’t worked out for him. He wants to try his luck in New York. As if his little career is the only thing that matters. As if Pat hasn’t got any rights.’

She put her arms around me. She knew what this meant.

‘How would you feel about Pat coming to live with us?’ I said.

‘Gina wouldn’t agree to it, would she?’

‘What if she did? Would it be okay with you?’

‘Whatever makes you happy, babe.’

‘Thanks.’

I felt a stab of sadness. Because she didn’t say that having Pat come to live with us would make her equally happy. Of course she didn’t say that. How could she? She said that she wouldn’t object – and I knew that my wife was a kind-hearted, generous woman, and that she loved me, and that she meant it.

So why wasn’t that enough?

Because I wanted him to matter as much to her as he did to me. Even though marriage had changed everything, and being the wife of Pat’s dad was very different from being the girlfriend of Pat’s dad. But I wanted her to see him with my eyes – how unique he was, how special, how beautiful. I wanted Cyd to look at Pat with the eyes of a parent. But only blood can make you feel like that. And with the best will in the world, you can’t fake blood.

‘Jesus,’ she said, looking at her watch. ‘I’ve got to run. Can we talk about this when I get home?’

‘Sure.’

She squeezed my hand, kissed my cheek. ‘It’ll all work out, babe, I promise you. Got to run now. Don’t forget that Jim’s picking up Peg.’

How could I forget?

Jim’s sporadic outings to see his daughter had taken on the importance of a state visit. Excitement mounted in our house days before the event. I should have been sympathetic to Jim – another part-time dad, separated from his flesh and blood. But I was resentful, bitter and jealous. For all the usual reasons—that my wife loved him first (definitely) and best (probably). And there were reasons that had nothing to do with my jealous heart.

Jim turned up when he felt like it. He stayed away when it suited him. This should have reduced his stock in our house, but somehow it didn’t. He got away with murder. No matter what he did, Peggy was mad about him, was delirious with excitement when he came to call on his Norton.

And from Jim and Peggy I learned that children want to love their parents, want to love them with all their heart.

Even when they don’t deserve it.

Jim was late. Very late.

Peggy was perched on the back of a chair by the window, her face pressed against the glass, waiting for the appearance of her father’s motorbike.

But Jim wasn’t coming. I could sense it, because it had happened before. There would be no night out with Peggy’s old man. Not this time.

The phone rang and Peggy rushed to get it. I knelt on the floor, picking up the accessories of Air Pilot Lucy Doll and her high-flying friends. It’s so easy for a kid to lose these fiddly bits, and then they go crazy because they can’t find them. I carefully replaced a male flight attendant’s drinks tray.

Peggy came back into the room with the phone, trying to be brave, sucking in her bottom lip to stop it shaking.

‘It’s Daddy. He wants to talk to you.’

I took the phone. ‘Jim?’

In the background I could hear the music. ‘Baby, pull my love pump/ Baby, pull my love pump/ Baby, pull my love pump/ But not so hard next time.’

‘I’m at the dentist,’ Jim said, raising his voice above the music. ‘I can’t make it this time. Bloody shame. Try to explain it to her, will you, Harry? I feel really bad, but I’ve found something that urgently needs filling.’

I hung up the phone.

Peggy had disappeared.

I found her in her bedroom, hiding under her duvet. On the walls were posters of boy bands and Lucy Doll in all her incarnations, their fixed grins and perfect worlds shining down on one sad little girl.

I stroked her head. ‘Your dad will see you next time, darling. You know he loves you.’

‘He’s got a bad tooth.’

‘I know.’

‘And it hurts him.’

She sat up and I dried her eyes with an official Lucy Doll tissue, thinking what a great kid she was, and how she deserved better than her feckless father. But then every child in the world deserved a better father than Jim.

‘Tell a story, Harry. Not from a book. Tell a story from your head. A real one.’

‘A real one?’

‘Um.’

‘Okay, Peg.’ I thought about it for a minute. ‘Once upon a time, there was an old man called Geppetto.’

‘That’s a funny name.’

‘And Geppetto found a magical piece of wood that – guess what? – could laugh and cry.’

She gave me a dubious smile.

‘Really?’

‘Honestly.’

‘You’re making this up, Harry,’ she said, her smile growing.

‘I’m not, Peg,’ I said, smiling back at her. ‘Every single word is true. And from that piece of magic wood – guess what? – Geppetto made Pinocchio.’

‘Who was Pinocchio?’

‘He was a puppet, Peg. Just this piece of wood that could act like a human. He could laugh and cry and everything. But what he wanted, more than anything in the world, was to be a real dad.’

Did I say dad?

I meant boy.

Pinocchio wanted to be a real boy.


Seven

‘Only twice in your life do they pronounce you anything,’ Eamon said. ‘The first is man and wife. The second is dead.’

There was always work. Even when my mother was sleeping with the lights on, and my wife was directing me to the condoms and my son was packing for a new life on the other side of the ocean, there was always work.

Work is far easier than family. It is easier to feel like you are some kind of successful human being at work. Whatever you do, don’t try that at home.

‘I come from one of those huge Irish families,’ Eamon said, moving across a TV studio floor that was set and lit to look like one of those clubs where he honed his stand-up routine. ‘Ten kids.’

Whistles from the audience, who were encouraged to act as though they were in some intimate Soho basement, rather than an antiseptic television studio in White City.

‘Yeah, I know. Can you believe it? Ten of us. But after the tenth my parents had this great method of contraception. Never failed. Every night before they went to bed, they would spend a couple of hours with me and my brothers and sisters.’

Even when my ex-wife was accusing me of harassing her husband, and talking about restraining orders, when there was really no need because soon I would be restrained by the Atlantic Ocean, there was still work. And when every hour with my son felt like another hour gone – that’s what the absent dad feels most acutely, not the being with, but the countdown to the being apart – there was still work, with its cold crumbs of comfort, with its quick fix of fulfilment, and Eamon and his brilliant career.

‘One day my dad came home early and found me mam in bed with the milkman,’ Eamon said. ‘She was naturally horrified. “Oh God!” she says. “Don’t tell the postman!”’

Eamon Fish had come a long way since he first showed up at my door two years ago, dark-eyed and good-looking and scared, fresh off the stand-up circuit, wondering if TV was going to make him famous or swallow him alive. Now he had all the trappings of success – a show that was in its fourth series, three National Television Awards, two undecorated flats in fashionable neighbourhoods (Temple Bar, Dublin and Docklands, London) and – oh yes – a £200-a-day cocaine habit.

Despite coming so far from the green fields of Kilcarney, and despite making such a splash in London, Eamon still enjoyed playing the wide-eyed Irish boy, fresh off the farm and the early Aer Lingus flight from Cork. He clung to the myths of his past life like a drowning man with a wonky lifebelt.

I had produced Eamon’s late-night talk show from the start. Fish on Friday worked because we played to Eamon’s strengths. Despite those two years on the box, he was still a stand-up at heart. He could talk to the guests, banter with all the bit players of the showbiz whirl, but he was never so good as when he was talking to himself.

‘Most of the babies in Kilcarney are very beautiful. It’s true, I tell you.’ The little nervous cough he used for punctuation. Stolen from his hero, Woody Allen, although Eamon had made that cough his own. ‘But I was so ugly when I was born that the midwife said, “He’s not done yet,” and shoved me back in. I don’t know. It’s so different over here – all the gynaecologists are men. What’s that about? That’s like getting a mechanic who has never owned a car.’

His monologues about the men and women back in his home town of Kilcarney were always the best segments, with the biggest laughs, and when he was most at ease. And he was young enough to still be getting better. After two years in front of the cameras, Eamon had a confidence that wasn’t there before. These days Eamon wasn’t quite so desperate to be liked, he could relax into his material, knowing that he still had control over his audience. Like other people I had worked with in television, his audience was the one thing in his life that he could actually control.

‘I’m thinking of getting back together with my girlfriend. Mem. She’s Thai. A dancer. Well, not really a dancer.’ Cough. ‘More of a stripper.’ Cackles all round. The studio audience were eating out of his hand. They laughed even when he wasn’t joking. ‘Great, great girl. And I look at all these photographs of when we were together – on holiday in Koh Samui, at Christmas in Kilcarney, the lap dance she gave me for my birthday – and it just feels like we should be together. But those photographs are a warped record of our relationship. I know that. Where are all the bad times? We didn’t take photos of those. And I wonder why we only take pictures of the good times. Why didn’t I take a photograph of Mem when she had cystitis? Her PMT – where’s that in the photo album?’ Rueful laughter. Mocking catcalls from the girls. ‘We broke up because we disagreed about marriage. Single men actually know more about marriage than married men. If we didn’t, we would be married too. Personally I think that marriage consists of overestimating the difference between one woman and all the other women. And my ex-girlfriend thinks – oh, Jesus, Jesus.’

Suddenly there was blood everywhere. The blood was over Eamon’s hands and face, splashing on the microphone. So much blood that you couldn’t see where it was coming from.

The floor manager stared at me, as Eamon reeled backwards, covering his face with his hands, and the audience gasped – shocked, appalled, but laughing a little, wondering if this was all part of the act. I was making cut-it, cut-it, cut-it gestures across my throat to the director up in the gallery when it dawned on me that the blood was coming from Eamon’s nose.

There was always work. No matter how bad things got at home, there was always that.

Then Eamon’s nose almost fell off on live television.

And then there wasn’t even work.

Pat didn’t talk about moving.

I knew Gina had discussed it with him, had tried to explain why it was happening and what it would mean. She had spoken of Richard’s job in Manhattan, the family home in Connecticut – names that were as remote to Pat as Mars and Venus. She had attempted to reassure him that although he wouldn’t see me every Sunday, like now, there would be long, long holidays where he could stay with me and see his grandmother and Bernie Cooper and all the things he loved in London. She had told our son that he would be happy.

All that old bullshit.

And in the end – I could imagine his pale face staring at her, giving nothing away, not even his fear – she played her trump card.

When they left London and moved to their new home in Connecticut, surrounded by all those fresh green pastures on the far side of the hill, she would buy him the one thing that he had always wanted.

A dog.

That’s what my ex-wife promised her son, that was his compensation for giving up London, his grandmother, his father, his best friend, his life. When he moved to another country, she would buy him a dog. A magical mutt who would make everything all right.

I cursed Gina, and the way her decisions, her choices, could still tear my world apart. After all this time I still wasn’t free of her. Fragments of Gina were embedded in every part of my life, like a grenade that had exploded long ago, like the black shards of shrapnel that wormed their way out of my father’s body for fifty years. The past never setting you free, long gone and there forever. I would never be free, because she had my son. And now she was planning to take him away.

Only the lawyers could stop her.

When I raised the subject of moving – always with a breeziness I did not feel – that little face I loved so much seemed to turn into a mask.

‘You going to send me a postcard, Pat? You going to send your dad a postcard as soon as you get to America?’

‘I’ll text you. Or email. Or phone on the telephone, maybe.’

‘You don’t want to send me a postcard? I like getting postcards. Postcards are great.’

‘But I don’t know how.’

‘Mummy will show you.’

‘Will she? Then I might post a card to you. I might.’

‘The important thing is – come home soon. Come and stay with me. In your holiday. That’s what matters. Okay, darling?’

‘Okay.’

‘And Pat?’

‘What?’

‘I’ll miss you.’

‘Miss you too,’ he said, and I got down on my knees and held him in my arms, my face buried in his dirty-blond hair, smelling the hot chocolate on his breath, and choked with love for him.

‘America will be lovely,’ my mum said, and I felt she was trying to cheer up both her grandson and her son. ‘New York, New York – my word! So good they named it twice! What a lucky boy.’

‘It’s over the water,’ Pat said, tilting his face to her. ‘Like France. In Paris. Only a bit further. You can’t get a train, you know. You have to go on the plane.’

‘You’ll have a lovely time in America, sweetheart.’

And the funny thing about my mum is that she probably meant it. She loved her grandson so much, and with such a purity of love, that what she cared about most was his happiness.

And if she thought that it was barking madness – Gina dragging him around the globe, leaving his friends and school, abandoning his father, and his grandmother, and a life that was finally starting to settle into some kind of routine – then my mum said nothing.

We were at my father’s grave.

Both my mother and my son considered a trip to the cemetery to be an ideal way to spend a Sunday afternoon. They were both big grave visitors. I was less keen. I had seen my dad’s body in the back room of the funeral director’s office, and I had no doubt that the spark that had made him the man he was had flown. I didn’t believe that we would find him in the graveyard of the old church on the hill, that church that looked down on the fields where I had roamed with my air rifle as a boy. My father was somewhere else now. But coming to this place didn’t make me sad any more.

I can’t remember when visiting my father’s grave stopped being sad. It was after the first year or so, when we were all starting to be grateful for his life, rather than shattered by his death. Now the visits didn’t really feel like acts of mourning. They were more practical in nature – to change the flowers, to wipe the headstone clean, to remove the odd cigarette butt or beer can left by some local punk who was trying to be a man.

These visits were also ceremonial. We came here to remember my dad, to state that he still mattered, that he was still loved. We came to this place because otherwise there was nowhere else to go. Only into memory, and into dreams, and all the photos that were starting to fade.

And there was something else.

With the packing for America already begun, I felt the need to bring my boy to his grandfather’s grave today, just as –against all advice – I had felt the need to bring him to see his granddad when the old man was dying in hospital. They worshipped each other, that hard old soldier and that sweet-faced child, and then, as now, I believed I owed it to them both to give them a chance to say goodbye.

Later we went back to my mum’s place and she put on her carpet slippers to kick a ball around with Pat in the back garden.

She seemed to be in high spirits, blasting a plastic football in the rose bush, singing snatches of Dolly Parton, claiming against all the evidence that she was Pele, and it was only when her grandson got bored and mooched off to watch a video that the mask slipped.

‘He’s in a right old pickle,’ she said, shaking her head, furiously cleaning her gleaming sink. ‘My darling boy is in a right old pickle.’

She was right. And her words made me think about how momentous this move would be, how unimaginably huge in my son’s life. Pat leaving London. Pat leaving one half of his parents, his best friend Bernie Cooper, his school, his home, the only life he had ever known. I still couldn’t begin to comprehend how all this could happen.

My mum was right. Pat was in a right old pickle. Her boy was in a right old pickle.

It took me quite a while longer to realise that my mother was talking about me.

We sat in my car outside Gina’s house, both of us reluctant to go inside.

We sat there for ages – Pat fiddling with the radio, trying to find some Kylie Minogue, and me just staring at him – his uncombed hair, his grass-stained clothes, and all his careless beauty.

Eamon reckoned that I would get him back when he grew up. But I knew by then my son would be someone else, and the child I loved so much would be gone forever. So we sat in the car, silenced by all that was about to be lost. Then lights started coming on in Gina’s house, and I knew it was time to go inside.

Usually Pat was handed over like a Cold War hostage at Checkpoint Charlie. I escorted him to the gate, Gina waited at her front door. And the pair of us watched him cross no-man’s-land – the garden path – that marked the gap between one world and another.

Tonight was different. Tonight Gina came out and approached the car. I lowered the window, expecting to get an earful for assaulting her husband or getting back late or ruining her life or something. But she smiled at me with what looked a little like the old warmth.

‘Come inside for a bit, Harry. Don’t look like that. It’s okay. Richard’s playing golf.’

Pat was suddenly excited, Kylie forgotten. ‘Yeah, come inside, Daddy, and you can see my room where I live!’

I had never been inside their home before. Ironic that I should be shown around now that there was a For Sale sign outside. I made half-hearted attempts to cry off, but they both insisted. I admit I was curious. So with my son taking my hand and my ex-wife following me, I was escorted into a real metropolitan home, a temple to urban affluence, lots of light and glass and open space, all polished floors and Asian knick-knacks and tasteful black-and-white photos on the walls.

‘Nice place, Gina.’

‘The mortgage is a killer. That’s one of the reasons…’

Her words trailed off. She knew I wasn’t interested in their financial woes.

You would never guess that a child lived in this house. Where were the toys, the mess, the clutter? Pat took my hand and dragged me up a flight of stairs. Gina followed us, her arms folded across her chest, still smiling.

Pat’s room was the one thing that looked familiar. There were ancient Star Wars toys everywhere – a couple of plastic light sabres, lots of eight-inch action figures, the grubby grey wrecks of the Millennium Falcon and X-Wing fighters that he had played with a few years ago. And there were the books I knew from bedtimes past, books that I had read until he was sleeping – Where the Wild Things Are, The Tiger Who Came to Tea, The Snowman, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and of course all the Star Wars movie tie-ins and picture books. And there were really old toys – a cracked Speak and Spell, a battered stuffed simian who went by the name of George the Monkey, Pat’s one excursion into the comforting world of cuddly toys. There was some new stuff too – a Phantom Menace duvet and pillowcases, books from school, Harry Potter paperbacks on his little desk.

It was a bigger room than he had slept in when we were living together, and it was also a lot tidier. Either he had changed his laid-back ways or he was living in a far more disciplined household.

‘What do you think of my room, Daddy?’ ‘I think it’s fantastic, darling. I can see that you’ve got all your stuff here.’

‘That’s right. I do.’

Gina touched his hair. ‘Pat, why don’t you go downstairs and watch a video for a bit?’

Our boy looked stunned. ‘Can I? Isn’t it bedtime yet?’

‘This is a special night. Why don’t you go and watch the first film?’ When Gina talked to Pat about the first film, she meant the first Star Wars film. ‘Not all of it – just until the ’droids get taken prisoner, okay?’ That was the old deal, wasn’t it? That was what she always used to say – just until the ’droids get taken prisoner. I had heard that one before. I had even used that one myself. ‘Then brush your teeth and put your pyjamas on. I want to talk to your daddy.’

Pat rushed downstairs, not believing his luck, and Gina smiled at me in our son’s bedroom.

‘Harry,’ she said.

‘Gina,’ I said. She was so thin and pretty. My ex-wife.

‘I just wanted to say something to you.’

‘Go ahead.’

‘I don’t know how to put it into words. I guess I just want to tell you – I’m not trying to steal him away from you.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Whatever happens – wherever we are – you’ll always be his father. And nothing will ever change that.’

I said nothing. I didn’t tell her that I was seeing a lawyer in the morning. I didn’t tell her that Pat would be making his way to the departure gate over my dead body. I knew she was trying to be kind. But she wasn’t telling me anything that I didn’t know already.

‘Life can’t always be about the past, Harry. We’re only thinking of the future, Richard and me. The future of our family. That’s what the move is about. I want you to try to understand. We’re just thinking about the future. That’s what a family does, Harry.’ Then she laughed. ‘Can I show you something?’ Suddenly she looked all anxious, as though we were newly introduced strangers, paralysed by politeness. ‘Are you okay for time?’

‘I’ve got all the time in the world, Gina.’

So I followed her from Pat’s bedroom to a room one flight up. It was some kind of small study. There was a blue iMac, filing cabinets, a bookcase. A photo of Pat on the desk, two years old, naked and grinning in a paddling pool. Gina’s room.

She opened a large flat cardboard box and took out a sheaf of photographs. They were all of Pat. There must have been two dozen of them. Eight by ten, black and white, professional quality.

And they were beautiful.

They must have been taken a couple of months ago, when the summer was holding on, because Pat’s hair was still long and shaggy, before he had it cut, and his skin had a light tan. He was bare-chested, happy, glowing with life. He was laughing in most of the photographs, smiling with a shy kind of amusement in the others. They had all been taken on the same sunny afternoon. He was fooling around for the camera in a garden I didn’t recognise. Probably Gina’s garden. The garden of this house.

And these black-and-white pictures of my son took my breath away. Because the photographer had captured him to perfection.

In the pictures Pat kicked up a glistening sheet of water in a paddling pool, he slid across wet grass, almost exploding with delight, he smashed a plastic football into the garden fence, he rocked with laughter. His eyes, his face, his shy limbs – the photographer hadn’t missed a thing. I was stunned that anyone could catch him so absolutely.

‘You take these?’

Gina shook her head. ‘Only this one,’ she said.

And she showed me another picture. Clearly taken on the same day, with the same camera, but not by the same photographer. In the picture Pat was standing still, smiling bashfully at the camera. With him was a young woman – exotic, smiling, one arm draped around my son’s bare shoulders. She looked beautiful. And sexy. And nice. All the things that anyone could ever want.

‘You never met my friend Kazumi, did you?’ Gina said. ‘We shared a flat in Tokyo for a year. She’s in London now. Trying to make it as a photographer. She fell in love with Pat. As you can see.’

And all at once I wanted to meet her. This photographer who looked at my son and saw with total clarity his gentle, laughing spirit. This stranger who saw through the careful, unsmiling mask he had learned to wear. This woman who could see my son with exactly the same eyes as me.

It was suddenly alive in my head, the thought that was the very beginning of betrayal, the most dangerous thought that a married man could ever have.

She is out there. She exists.

I just haven’t met her yet.


Eight

I had thought that my lawyer would help me to keep my son. I had assumed he would tell me Gina was planning to break some inviolable law of nature, and that justice wouldn’t allow her to get away with it.

And I was dead wrong.

‘But parents have certain rights. Don’t they?’

‘Depends what you mean by parent,’ said Nigel Batty. ‘There are all kinds of parents, aren’t there? Married parents. Unmarried parents. Adoptive parents, step-parents, foster parents. Define parent, Mr Silver.’

‘You know what I mean, Nigel. Love-and-marriage parent. Sperm-and-egg parent. A birds-and-bees parent. A biological parent. The old-fashioned kind.’

‘Oh, the old-fashioned kind. That kind of parent.’

Nigel Batty was a small, pugnacious man with a reputation for fighting for the rights of husbands and fathers who were being shafted in the divorce courts.

When I had first met him, when he had acted for me during my divorce from Gina, and our subsequent scrap over where Pat would live, Nigel’s beady eyes had been hidden behind milk-bottle glasses. Laser vision had corrected his myopia and dispensed with the spectacles. But he still squinted out at the world from force of habit, and it made him seem distrustful and wary and hostile, looking for trouble.

I had never really let him off the leash with Gina. He had wanted to make her look like the Whore of Babylon, destroy her in court, and I just didn’t have the heart for it. Whatever had happened between us, Gina didn’t deserve that kind of fight. And neither did my son.

I had thrown in the towel in the fight for custody, believing that it was the best thing for Pat. I had tried to do the decent thing. And now I felt like the biggest sucker of all time.

Batty had his own reasons for being fanatical about the rights of men. In his past there was an international marriage, twin daughters and a messy divorce. I knew that he never saw his daughters. But for some reason I imagined that he could make it all work out differently for me.

‘My wife can’t do this, can she? She can’t just take my son to live in another country. I mean – can she?’

‘Is the residential parent preventing contact?’

‘Speak English, Nigel, will you?’

He sighed.

‘If this move takes place, will your ex-wife stop you from seeing your child?’

‘It’s the Atlantic Ocean that will stop me seeing my son.’

‘But your ex-wife is not intending to deny you access to your child?’

‘She’s denying me access by moving to another country.’

‘I see.’

‘Look – what can we do? How can we stop her? I don’t care what it takes, Nigel. I don’t care what you have to say or do. It’s all fine.’

‘I hate to say I told you so. But you were the one who wanted to play by Marquess of Queensberry rules.’

‘Bottom line, Nigel – can she just take my boy out of the country?’

‘Bottom line? Not without your consent.’

‘My consent?’

He nodded. ‘If she takes your son out of the country without your consent, then she is doing something very naughty.’ He smiled nastily. ‘We call it abduction.’

‘She needs my okay?’

‘Exactly.’

‘But that’s great news! Isn’t it? That’s terrific news, Nigel. And what can she do if I don’t give my consent?’

‘She would have to make an application to court for leave to remove the child permanently from jurisdiction.’

‘So just by withholding consent, I can’t be sure I’d stop her?’

‘If you wanted to deny consent, and she wanted to fight, then the court would decide. That’s what it comes down to. Would it be difficult for you to visit your child if the move went ahead?’

‘Well, it’s Connecticut. I can’t nip round on a Sunday afternoon, can I?’

‘No, but her side would no doubt argue that there are plenty of cheap flights from London to the East Coast. And you’re in gainful employment, as I recall.’ He glanced at his notes. ‘Television producer. Of course. That must be interesting. Anything that I might have seen?’

‘I started out on The Marty Mann Show. Now I do Fish on Friday.’

‘Ah, excellent. Why do Kilcarney girls close their eyes during sex?’ Little Woody Allen cough. He did it very well. ‘Because they hate to see a man enjoying himself. Most amusing.’

Which reminded me that Barry Twist, the show’s commissioning editor, had been leaving messages for me to call him all week. The station was suddenly worried about Eamon just as I had other things to worry about. But for the first time it really dawned on me what Marty meant about not keeping all your eggs in one chicken. If Eamon went down, I would go with him.

‘If this move to America goes ahead, is your ex-wife denying you reasonable access?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Would you ever see your son again?’

‘Well, she says I could come over. And see him in the holidays. Or he could come back here. But it’s not the same, is it? It’s not the same as being in London together. It’s not the same as having a life together.’ I shook my head. ‘I can feel him…slipping away.’

‘I know the feeling.’

‘I don’t know how we can explain it to him. Moving to America, I mean.’

‘Oh, you can sell a seven-year-old anything. The question is – why should you? Listen, Mr Silver. We can make her seek permission to take the child out of the country. Convince the court that your child would be at risk in some way if the move goes ahead. Letting it go to court would be time-consuming, traumatic and expensive though. I have to warn you – it would also be unpredictable.’

I made an effort not to look at the photograph of two smiling small girls on his desk. Because I knew that Nigel Batty had fought exactly this same fight and lost.

‘What happened to me wouldn’t necessarily happen to you,’ he said, reading my mind. ‘Your wife would need to give details of the proposed arrangements for your child. Accommodation, education, health, maintenance, childcare, contact. Then the court would decide if it needed to exercise any of its powers.’

‘What are the chances?’

I could hear him breathing in the silence.

‘Not good. There’s something called the maternal preference factor. Do you understand that term?’

‘No.’

‘It means that, ninety-nine times out of a hundred, the father gets fucked.’

‘But that’s not fair.’

‘Post-divorce parenting is almost always the prerogative of the mother. The law is meant to care about the welfare of the child. In reality, the law cares about the wishes of the mother. Spot the difference? Not the welfare of the child, but the wishes of the mother. If your ex-wife can convince the court that she has no intention of denying you contact, and that your child’s wellbeing would not suffer because of the change of residence, then she can pretty much take your child where she wants. And if I may get personal for a moment – that is exactly what happened to me.’

He picked up the photograph on his desk, studied it for a moment, and then placed it down again, now facing me. I saw two smiling children, lost forever to their father.

‘Then there’s no hope.’

‘There’s always hope, Mr Silver. You can withhold consent. We can apply for a contact order. At the very least, that would slow her down. Make her go to the airport the long way round. Who knows? It might even stop her leaving the country.’

‘And the order would say that I must be allowed to see my boy? She couldn’t stop me seeing Pat?’

‘Well, not exactly. You would have contact as the named person in the contact order.’

The named person. Once I was a father. Now I was a named person.

‘We hear a lot about absent fathers in our society, Mr Silver. We don’t hear so much about decent fathers who are denied contact with their children because of the whim of a judge. I have seen men destroyed by losing contact with their children. And I mean quite literally destroyed. Nervous breakdowns. Suicides. Alcoholics. Heart attacks. Blood pressure so high that a stroke was inevitable. Men killed by the loss of their children. Men who had done nothing wrong.’

‘But I did.’

‘What?’

‘I did something wrong. I’m not like those other men. My first marriage. The break-up. It was all my fault.’

‘What was your fault?’

‘Our divorce. The break-up of our marriage. It was my fault. I slept with someone else.’

My lawyer laughed out loud. ‘Mr Silver. Harry. That’s completely irrelevant. You don’t have to be true to your wife. Goodness me, that’s what this country is all about.’ His face became serious again. ‘There’s something else you have to consider, Mr Silver, and it’s the most important thing of all.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You have to ask yourself what happens if you win.’

‘That’s all good, isn’t it? That’s nothing but good. If I win, then Pat stays in the country and Gina has no choice. That’s just what we want to happen, isn’t it?’

‘Well – how’s your ex-wife going to feel if you stop her moving to America?’

‘I guess…she will start to hate me. Really and truly hate my guts.’

Not for the first time, I remembered Gina’s dream of living in Japan that I stole on our wedding day. Now I would be stealing her dream of living in America. I would have denied her two shots at happiness.

‘That’s right, Mr Silver. You will be preventing her from living her life where she chooses to live it. And that is highly likely to have some impact on your son. In fact, you can count on it. Frankly, if you stopped her leaving, then she could poison him against you. Make it harder to visit. Make it harder all round. That’s what usually happens.’

‘So you think I should give her my consent to take Pat out of the country?’

‘I didn’t say that. But you have to understand something about family law, Mr Silver. We don’t get involved. The lawyers, I mean. As long as the parents agree, we leave you to it. If you can’t agree, then we come in. And it can be very hard to get rid of us.’

I thought of what my life would be like with Pat in America. How empty it would feel. And I thought about what my life with Cyd and Peggy would be like with Pat gone. The three of us had had some great times together, and we would do again. I remembered mostly silly things like dancing to Kylie, mucking about with Lucy Doll, and all of those still, quiet moments when we closed the door on the world and didn’t even feel the need to talk. But with Pat in another time zone, there would always be a shadow hanging over even the best of times. I looked forward to watching Peggy grow up. Yet at the same time I wondered how well you could bring up someone else’s kid when you couldn’t even bring up your own. And I thought of my life if Gina and Pat stayed. I could see her loathing me, resenting me for her husband’s stalled career, blaming me for everything that was wrong in her life. I tried to think about what was best for my son – I really did – but I was consumed by the knowledge of how much I was going to miss him.

‘Whatever I do, I lose him,’ I said. ‘I can’t win, can I? Because if I give my consent or withhold it, the same thing happens. I lose him for a second time.’

Nigel Batty watched me carefully.

‘Make the most of your family,’ said Nigel Batty. ‘That’s my advice. Not as a lawyer, but as a man. Count your blessings, Mr Silver. Love your family. Not the family you once had. But the family that you have now.’


Nine

At the entrance to the supermarket, Peggy and I had our way barred by a fat young mother stooping to shout at a small, grizzling boy of about five.

‘And I’m telling you, Ronan, for the last time – bloody no!’

‘But I want,’ sobbed Ronan, snot and tears all over his trembling chin. ‘But I want, Mum. I want, I want, I want.’

‘You can’t have any more, Ronan. You might want but you can’t have, okay? You’ve had enough, all right? You’ll be sick if you have any more today. You can have some more tomorrow, if you’re a good boy and eat up all your dinner.’

‘But I want now, Mum, I want right now.’

‘You’re not getting any more and that’s final. So shut it, Ronan.’

‘Want, want, want!’

‘This is what you want, Ronan,’ said the woman, suddenly losing it, and she grabbed Ronan’s arm, spun him around and slapped him hard across the top of his legs. Once, twice, three times. And I realised the woman wasn’t fat at all. She was pregnant.

Ronan was silent for a split second, his eyes widening with shock, and then the real howling began. The pregnant young woman dragged him away, his screams echoing all the way from cooked meats to household goods.

Peggy and I exchanged a knowing look.

She was sitting in the supermarket trolley, facing me, her legs dangling, and I could tell that we were thinking the same thing.

Thank God we are not like that.

The pair of us often felt a bit superior in the supermarket. We looked in mute horror at all those frazzled, frequently pregnant young mums dragging their sobbing brats past another sugar counter, and all those ominously silent, red-faced fathers ready to explode at the first wrong word from their sulking, surly children, and we thought – we are better than that.

I think Peggy thought that it was just a question of good manners. For an eight-year-old child, she had a sense of decorum worthy of Nancy Mitford. These dreadful people clearly didn’t know how to act in a supermarket. Common as muck, most of them. But for me it was about more than correct supermarket etiquette.

When Cyd was working, out catering for a conference in the City or a launch party in the West End, and Peggy and I did the supermarket run alone, I often looked at those real mums and dads shopping with their real sons and daughters, and I thought – what’s to envy?

When you looked at the bickering reality of genuine parents and their genuine children, what was so great about it? In a crowded supermarket near closing time, it was easy to believe that the real thing wasn’t all that it was cracked up to be.

Peggy and I had fun. Perhaps it was because going to the supermarket together was still a rare enough event to feel like a minor adventure, although it was happening more and more now that Food Glorious Food was taking off, but we always zipped happily up and down the aisles, Peggy holding our list in her snug trolley chair, laughing appreciatively as I casually disregarded the aisle speed limit. And although to the world we must have looked like just another dad out with his daughter, there was none of the petty squabbling that we saw among many of the real parents and their real children.

We were better than that.

Peggy and I always had a laugh in the supermarket.

At least we did until today.

It was Tony the Tiger’s fault. If Peggy hadn’t had a hopeless three-bowls-a-day addiction to Frosties, then this trip to the supermarket would have been just as painless and uneventful as all the rest.

But Tony the Tiger spoilt everything.

‘Bread,’ Peggy said, frowning as she read her mother’s shopping list.

‘Got it,’ I said.

‘Milk?’

I held up a plastic pint of semi-skinned. ‘Da-da!’

Peggy laughed, then scrunched up her eyes. ‘To…to-i…er.’

‘Toilet rolls. Check! That’s it, Peg. We got the lot. Let’s rock and roll.’

‘Just my breakfast then.’ We were in the aisle next to all the cereals. The brightly coloured boxes and leering cartoon characters were all around. ‘Frosties. They’re grrreat!’

‘Don’t need any, Peg. There’s lots of cereal at home.’

‘Not Frosties, Harry. Not Tony the Tiger. They’re grrreat!’

Peggy liked her Frosties. Or perhaps she just liked Tony the Tiger and his catch phrase. But I had seen her have this exact confrontation with her mother a few times before.

Peggy liked Frosties, but Cyd always bought multi-packs of cereal. And the unwritten rule in our house clearly stated that Peggy had to eat the lot – including Coco Pops, Wheaties and the dreaded Special K – before we bought another multi-pack. We couldn’t get another multi-pack just because she had noshed all the Frosties.

When the Frosties controversy had arisen in the past, Cyd simply moved on down the aisle, and the subject was dropped. But with me, Peggy sensed that victory and extra Frosties were in her grasp.

‘Mummy said, Harry.’ She reached out and pulled a jumbo pack of Frosties from the shelf. Tony the Tiger grinned at me. He kept grinning even when I took the box from her and put it back on the shelf. ‘Oh, Harry. You disappoint me, you really do.’

‘No, Peg. Listen, we’ll get some more Frosties when you’ve eaten all the other stuff. I promise, okay?’

A dark cloud passed over her face. ‘We will get some now. This very minute. I mean it, Harry. I’m not kidding.’

‘No, Peg.’

She started climbing out of the supermarket trolley. She was getting a bit too big to ride in there, and suddenly the trolley lurched to one side and I had to catch her.

‘Jesus Christ, Peg, you’ll split your head open.’

‘Don’t swear, Harry. It’s very vulgar.’ She pulled a pack of Frosties from the shelf. I took them from her and threw them back. People were starting to stare. The way we stared when Ronan was getting smacked for his whining and his wanting.

‘Now stop making a fuss, Peg, and let’s go home.’

I went to pick her up and place her back in the trolley, but she wriggled and shook. ‘Don’t touch me, Harry. You’re not my father.’

‘What did you say?’

‘You heard me, I believe.’

I went to pick her up again but she took two steps backwards and raised her voice.

‘I want my mummy. You are not my daddy. Stop acting like you are.’

An old lady with a basket containing two tins of cat food and a packet of Maltesers stopped to investigate.

‘Are you all right, dear?’

‘She’s fine,’ I said.

‘Excuse me,’ said the cat lady. ‘I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to the little girl.’

‘He acts like he’s my daddy but he’s not,’ Peggy said, her eyes suddenly filling with self-pity. ‘He’s really not. He’s just pretending.’

‘Oh, here we go,’ I said. ‘Here come the tears.’

‘What an awful man you are,’ said the old girl.

The young pregnant mother and Ronan happened to be passing. Ronan had cheered up considerably. He was just finishing off a bag of California Roll-flavour crisps. ‘Are you all right, darling?’ said his mum.

‘She’s upset,’ said the old cat lady. ‘She wants her mummy.’

‘Who’s he when he’s at home?’ said the young mum, indicating me.

‘I don’t think he’s anyone,’ said the old girl. ‘Are you anyone? Are you her daddy?’

‘Well, not exactly.’

‘No, he’s certainly not,’ said Peggy, hugging the leg of Ronan’s mum. ‘My daddy has a motorbike.’

The old lady smoothed her hair. Ronan stared at me with wary curiosity. Flakes of crisps were all around his mouth. Saving them for later, my mum would have said.

Then suddenly there was a store detective, all brown shirt and shaven head and biceps. ‘What’s going on here then?’

‘This is ridiculous,’ I said. ‘We’re going home now.’

I made to pick up Peggy, but she recoiled as if I was approaching her with a bloodstained chainsaw in my hands.

‘Don’t let him touch me!’

‘He’ll never get you,’ said the old lady.

‘I’d like to see him try it,’ said Ronan’s mum.

‘Mum?’ said Ronan, starting to cry. You could see the masticated chunks of crisps in his mouth.

‘I’ll sort this out,’ said the store detective.

Then he was in my face, this crop-haired white boy with a sprinkling of acne running down his thick pink neck. His meaty hands pressed lightly against my chest. Over his shoulder I could see the old lady and the young mum with their arms around Peggy, all of them glowering at me.

‘I need to have a word with you, sir,’ said the detective, taking my arm. ‘In the supervisor’s office. Then we’ll see if the police need to be involved.’

I furiously shook him off. ‘The police? This is nuts.’

‘Are you this child’s father?’

‘I’m her mother’s husband.’

‘We’ll see about that.’

‘I’m not going anywhere with you. We’re going home right now.’

The thin veil of politeness slipped from his eyes. I got the impression he was glad to let it go.

‘You’re coming with me, pal,’ he said, his voice a little lower now but somehow more convincing. ‘We can do it nicely or the other way, but you’re coming with me.’

‘Crazy,’ I said. ‘It’s plain crazy.’

But I let the store detective lead me away, leaving Peggy with her new protectors.

‘Mum,’ I heard Ronan say. ‘Can I have –’

‘No, you fucking well can’t,’ said his mum.

I spent two hours in a little room set aside for shoplifters, the perpetrators of trolley rage and other assorted crazies. Just me and the spotty detective. In the end, they didn’t call the police. They called my wife.

I heard them before I could see them as their footsteps echoed through the warren of storerooms and offices in the bowels of the supermarket. The door opened and there they were, my wife and my stepdaughter, escorted by some sort of white-coated manager.

‘Hello, Harry,’ Peggy said. ‘What’s this room then?’

‘Madam?’ said the man in the white coat. ‘Is that him?’

‘That’s him,’ Cyd said. ‘That’s my husband.’

She didn’t sound too happy about it.

‘Try to have a good time,’ Cyd said, as our black cab crawled through the early-evening traffic of the West End. ‘I know you’re not in the mood for going out. Not after being arrested.’

‘I wasn’t arrested.’

‘No?’

‘I was only taken in for questioning.’

‘Oh.’

‘There’s a difference.’

‘Of course. But please try to have a good time. For me.’

‘I will,’ I said. ‘For you.’

And I meant it. I knew that this was a big night for her.

Cyd was always accompanying me to work-related functions. Start-of-series dinners, end-of-series dinners, award ceremonies galore, and all the other compulsory fun that we had to endure as part of my working life as the producer of Fish on Friday. She never complained.

Unlike Gina, who usually came home from these things in tears of rage after someone had treated her like a moron because she was a homemaker. Unlike Gina, Cyd actually seemed to have a good time at these things. Or at least pretended she did, for my sake.

And tonight it was my turn to stand by Cyd. We were going to a dinner organised by the Caterers Guild. It was the first year that the chief executive of Food Glorious Food had been invited. I was her plus one.

‘Are you sure I shouldn’t have put on a tie?’ I said. I was still in the sweatshirt and chinos that I had been apprehended in. ‘They’re not all going to be in suits and ties, are they?’

Cyd stared at me doubtfully. She had been so wrapped up in what she was going to wear – in the end she slid into this little black number that showed off those legs that I loved so much, dancer’s legs, legs that could have belonged to Cyd Charisse herself – that she hadn’t taken a lot of notice of me.

‘Well, what do you wear at one of your dinners? You know, the ones we have to go to when Fish on Friday comes to the end of a series?’

‘You come as you are. You wear what you like. But that’s TV.’

‘Oh, you’ll be fine. I was told it’s only an informal thing.’

The do was in a restaurant called Deng’s that I had been to with Eamon and a couple of executives from the station. A great big barn of a place that served Modern Asian – which meant immaculately presented variations of what you would get in the restaurants of Soho and Chinatown, but served under ironic Andy Warhol-style pictures of Deng Xiaoping, and in much smaller portions. The waiters at Deng’s wore beautiful Mao suits from Shanghai Tang. The clientele usually wore the expensive-casual that we sported in my game.

But not tonight.

As our taxi pulled up, my stomach lurched when I saw that tonight the men were all in black tie.

Apart from me, of course.

‘Oh, Christ,’ said Cyd. ‘I’m so sorry, Harry.’

‘Whoops.’

‘Do you want to go home?’

‘I’ll butch it out.’

‘You don’t have to, babe. This is my fault.’

‘I want to support you tonight. What’s the worst that can happen?’

‘You’ll feel like a complete dickhead?’

‘Exactly.’

We went inside. I moved through the black-tie crowd like a nun in a knocking shop, conscious of stares and sniggers, but ignoring them all.

I wasn’t going to let a bunch of chicken satay merchants stop me accompanying my wife on her big night. Sally, Cyd’s assistant, waved like mad from the other side of the room, and started forcing her way over to us. Sally was a kind of relation – Gina’s half-sister, and my former babysitter. She was wearing some kind of elaborate ball gown, silky and strapless, like something Lucy Doll would sport on a big date with Brucie Doll. It was the first time I had ever seen her looking like a grown-up woman. She was very excited, but calmed down when she saw me.

‘What’s wrong with Harry?’

‘He didn’t know,’ said Cyd.

‘Luke Moore wants to meet you,’ Sally said, taking Cyd’s arm.

‘Luke Moore? He’s here?’

‘And he wants to meet you.’ Sally was babbling now. ‘He told me he’s heard lots of good things about Food Glorious Food and might put some business our way.’

‘Who’s Luke Moore?’ I said.

‘He’s only, like, the biggest thing in the world,’ Sally said. ‘He runs Cakehole, Inc.’

‘Luke Moore does most of the blue-chip catering in the financial district,’ Cyd said. ‘If you put something in your gob in the City, chances are Luke Moore and Cakehole, Inc. did the catering.’

‘Come on,’ Sally said, dragging my wife away. I followed close behind.

Luke Moore was a big man. Tall, stocky, built like a former athlete who was only just starting to pile on the pounds. His hair was a little too long for someone who wasn’t Rod Stewart. About forty, I guessed, but looking good in that tuxedo.

I disliked him immediately.

He was surrounded by chortling sycophants who were hanging on to his every word.

‘Apparently scientists have discovered a food that reduces the female sex drive by ninety-nine per cent,’ he said. ‘It’s called wedding cake.’

While his flunkies howled with laughter and wiped away their tears of mirth, Luke Moore saw Sally, who was pushing Cyd forward.

And then he saw Cyd. Then he saw my wife.

‘You must be the woman behind the best little catering firm in town,’ he said, taking her hand and not letting it go.

‘And you must be a smooth-talking devil.’ Cyd smiled.

‘It’s true – I have heard so many good things about your company. We must get together. See if we can’t help each other.’

‘Sounds good,’ said Cyd, and I noticed that she wasn’t exactly breaking her arm trying to free her hand from this old rake. ‘This is my husband.’

Luke Moore looked at me for the first time. ‘I thought he was your janitor.’

The sycophants started splitting their sides. But, as my cheeks burned, my wife stuck up for me.

‘Actually my husband is a very important man, Mr Moore. He’s the TV producer, Harry Silver.’

‘Of course,’ said Luke Moore, who had clearly never heard of me. ‘I am an enormous fan of your work.’

‘Right.’

‘Marty Mann was really something special when you were working together. Rather sad, what’s happened to him, don’t you think? All these dreary little programmes with low overheads and high impact. Six Pissed Students and all the rest. I’ve nothing against making money. Far from it. But I am so glad you’re working with Eamon Fish now.’

I was impressed. And flattered.

‘Eamon Fish,’ said one of the sycophants. ‘He’s bloody good.’

‘Yes,’ said Luke Moore. ‘He has a sort of B-list style about him.’

I smiled, biting my tongue. Why is it the only people who talk about the B-list are people on the C, D and E-lists?

‘Plus,’ said Luke Moore, ‘junkies always have a certain appeal, don’t they? You always wonder what’s going to happen next.’

‘He’s not a junkie,’ I said. ‘He’s suffering from exhaustion.’

But Luke Moore had finished with me. He bowed forward slightly, lifted Cyd’s hand and – right there in front of everyone – gave it a kiss.

I nearly puked.

‘I always need good people,’ he said. ‘My business needs a woman like you, Cyd. We really must try to do something together.’

‘I’d like that,’ said my wife. Then they exchanged cards, and I knew it wasn’t just trying to be polite.

These two would see each other again.

‘Maybe you should get Luke Moore to go to the supermarket with Peggy,’ I said in the cab going home. It had been a rotten evening, and I was drunk and jealous and tired of people looking at me as if I should have used the tradesmen’s entrance. ‘Maybe Luke bloody Moore could explain to her why she can’t have Frosties every time she wants them. Maybe Luke Moore could explain to Peggy why her useless bastard father only turns up when he feels like it. Maybe good old Luke Moore –’

‘Harry,’ Cyd said, taking my hand. ‘Calm down, babe. Luke Moore doesn’t want to marry me. He doesn’t want to care for me and read to Peggy and help us to cook Christmas dinner.’ She stroked my face with all of the old tenderness. ‘He just wants to fuck me.’

‘Oh,’ I said, starting to sober up.

‘Do you know how many times a day a woman sees that look?’

‘Once or twice?’

She chuckled. ‘Maybe even more. But I’m a married woman. So shut up and kiss me, stupid.’

So I kissed her, feeling stupid, but also feeling grateful, and lucky, and as much in love as I had ever been. There was no way I was going to lose this incredible woman. Not to Luke Moore or anyone else. Not unless I did something crazy.

And why would I ever do a thing like that?


Ten

Emblazoned diagonally across the For Sale sign outside Gina’s home – SOLD. When she came to the door, I could see packing crates stretching the length of the hall. It was really happening.

I wanted to do something different with Pat. The usual Sunday trinity of pictures, park and pizza didn’t seem like quite enough. I wanted him to have a great time. I wanted to see his face lit up with joy. I wanted him to remember today.

So we drove down to Somerset House on the Strand. It’s a grand old building but we weren’t going inside. We were here for the fountains.

They gave us coloured umbrellas to cover ourselves and we began racing through the forest of fountains in the courtyard, my son’s face screwed up with delight as the water bounced off his brolly.

Gene Kelly, I thought. Singin’ in the Rain. Just singing and dancing in the rain.

The courtyard was crowded when we arrived, but after a while the other children and their parents wandered off for drier, more sedate entertainment. But Pat couldn’t get enough of the mini-fountains that some genius had installed in the courtyard of that beautiful old building. So we stayed at Somerset House all afternoon, running through the water with our umbrellas above our heads. Soaked to the skin, our hearts pumping, and almost bursting with happiness.

Then as it started to get dark, we drove out to my mum’s place and went to the old park. Just the three of us. My mother and my son and me, walking by the lake in the dusk of a November afternoon. The park was empty. Everyone gone. Last year’s leaves underfoot, and that winter smell in the air, fireworks and mist and another year slipping away.

And it reminded me of another day in this same park. The day we took the stabilisers off Bluebell, Pat’s bike.

I remembered my old man, the cancer already growing inside him, although we didn’t know it yet, running behind Bluebell, always losing ground, but saying those three words again and again.

I’ve got you.

I’ve got you.

I’ve got you.

Then, when it was dark, I took Pat home to his mother. I walked him to the door, and knelt in front of him, so that we were the same height.

Kissed him, told him to be a good boy, and squeezed him like I would never let him go.

And the next morning Pat, and his mother, and her new husband, all caught the plane to their new life in another country.

There was still no sign of Eamon.

The warm-up man had come and gone and the studio audience were getting restless. Their mood was darkening by the minute. They were here to have a good time and, as my mum would have put it, would laugh to see a pudding roll. But waiting for the star to show up was starting to feel too much like hard work. The cameramen looked bored. The autocue lady sat behind her monitor and did her knitting. The floor manager pressed his headphones and muttered something to the director up in the gallery. He looked over at me and shrugged.

‘I’ll get him,’ I said.

The dressing-room door was locked. I banged on it and called Eamon’s name. No reply. I banged harder this time, called him a little gobshite, and told him to open up. Silence. And then, finally, the patter of classic trainers.

Eamon unlocked the door and as I went inside he sank to his knees and began searching for something under his dressing table. I cursed him, assuming he was looking for a few misplaced grains of cocaine. But it wasn’t that.

‘She’s here somewhere,’ he said. ‘I know she is – ah!’

He got up, a few grubby scraps of paper in his hand. He began spreading them on his dressing table, and putting them together like a jigsaw puzzle for the under-fives. It was a photograph of a girl. An East Asian woman. Dark. Lovely. Someone I had met.

‘Mem,’ he said. ‘My beautiful Mem. Oh, how could you be so cruel? I loved you so much, you dirty little bitch.’

I watched him assemble the photograph he had torn to pieces. It was a Polaroid, one of those pictures taken for lovers at tourist spots. A man and a woman on a summer’s day, squinting into the camera in front of Notre Dame. Eamon and his Mem in Paris.

‘What happened, Eamon?’

‘She’s married. Turns out she’s fucking married.’

‘Mem’s married?’ I remembered Mem pulling off her dress in the table-dancing club where she worked. She didn’t look married. ‘But she always seemed so…single.’

‘Got a husband and a kid back in Bangkok. A little boy. Pat’s age. Turns out she’s been sending money to them all this time.’

‘Jesus.’ I put my arm around him. ‘I’m sorry, Eamon.’

‘We met up. To talk about getting back together. She seemed keen. Missing me. And I had bought her a ring. An engagement ring from Tiffany. A real one. Isn’t that a laugh? When she went to do whatever it is they do in the toilet, I tried to hide it in her wallet. Thought it would be a surprise. And that’s when I found the picture of her and the husband and the little kid. Bitch. I thought she meant it when she said she wanted to come back to me, Harry. But I was just a fucking cash-point machine.’

We both stared at the destroyed picture he was trying to put back together.

‘Do you think if I sellotaped it up it would look okay, Harry? What do you reckon? Or should I try superglue?’

‘Listen, Eamon. You have to worry about that later. There’s a few hundred people out there waiting for you to do Fish on Friday.’

‘The show? How can I think about the show when Mem’s got a husband and kid?’

‘You have to. That’s what it’s all about. Going on when you don’t feel like it. Doing a great show when you’re down. This is the life you chose. You can’t take a night off because your heart got kicked around.’

‘Kicked around? It’s been mashed and mangled. The girl I wanted to be my wife can’t marry me because her husband wouldn’t like it. I need a line, Harry. It’s in my coat. I’ve been saving it for an emergency. And here it is. Chop a couple out, would you?’

Now it was my turn to be angry. I took the small packet of cocaine from his coat and flung it in his face.

‘Is she the reason you’re falling to pieces? Some girl? She’s got a husband and kid back in Thailand so you reach for the magic dust? Are you nuts? You’re going to throw it all away for one girl?’

‘Not one girl – the girl. Don’t you understand anything about love, you miserable bastard, Harry?’

‘Plenty, pal. Look, I know Mem’s a lovely-looking woman. But there are plenty more fish in the sea.’

‘And all of them so slippery, Harry.’

He picked up the cocaine and stuffed it in his pocket, followed by the scraps of torn-up photograph. Then he brushed past me, pausing at the dressing-room door.

‘Ah, but how could you ever understand, Harry? Sure, you’re a married man. What would you know about romance?’

The Sundays were the worst.

With Pat gone, the day of rest was never-ending.

I wandered around the house feeling lost, unable to recognise my life, while in the kitchen Peggy was helping Cyd to make her special recipe for dumplings.

I could tell that the dumplings were for Food Glorious Food rather than our dinner because there must have been about six hundred of them. They were on silver trays all over the kitchen, these little packets of dough that my wife and her daughter were carefully stuffing with meat, chopped garlic and herbs, getting them ready for grilling.

‘Texan dumplings,’ Cyd said.

‘Like the cowgirls eat,’ Peggy said.

I stood in the doorway, watching the pair of them working. They were both bare-armed, wearing matching aprons, their black hair pulled back off their lovely faces. They looked as though they were having a great time.

‘Lonesome without him, huh?’ Cyd said.

I nodded, and she rubbed my arm. I didn’t have to explain how I felt on Sundays. She loved me enough to understand.

‘Need any help?’ I said.

‘What – from you?’ Peggy said.

Cyd smiled. ‘Sure.’

Peggy showed me what to do.

You had to get a circle of dough, put some meat in the middle, sprinkle on the herbs and garlic, and then fold it shut, pinching the top together so that you got this pattern of indentations.

Surprisingly enough, I was completely crap at it. My overstuffed dumpling fell apart before it could even be placed on one of the silver trays. At first it was highly amusing to all three of us that my dumplings were rubbish. But after a while, as they continued to collapse, the joke wore thin.

‘Not like that, Harry,’ Peggy sighed. ‘You’re putting too much stuff inside.’

She showed me how to do it with her nimble fingers and soon my technique improved. I could tell that Peggy got a kick out of being the teacher, and for a while we were all working in happy dumpling-making harmony. Then from somewhere, I felt a kind of restlessness.

‘You know what?’ I said. ‘Maybe I’ll go and see my mum.’

‘Why don’t you?’ Cyd said. ‘She’d like that.’

‘Think you can manage here without me?’

They were both far too kind to answer such a silly question.

I wasn’t the only one who was missing Pat. There was a small boy outside our house. A good-looking, dirty-faced kid whose beat-up old bike was slightly too big for him.

‘Where’s Patrick then?’ he said.

‘Pat? Pat’s gone. He went last week. To America.’

The boy nodded.

‘I knew he was going. But I didn’t know if he was goned yet.’

‘Yes, he’s goned. Gone, I mean. Were you at school with him?’

But the kid had gone. Pedalling off on that bike that looked as though it had belonged to an older brother or sister. That small boy, wondering how he was going to fill his day without my son.

Bernie Cooper. Pat’s first best friend.

When I was a boy there were lots of people I could go to visit without warning.

All those friends whose doorsteps I could just turn up on, and know I would receive a warm welcome. Now the friends were all grown, and I was a man, and the only person in the world I could visit unannounced was my mum.

‘Harry,’ she said, letting me in. ‘Hello, love. I was just about to go out.’

I was dumbfounded.

‘On a Sunday? You’re going out on a Sunday?’

‘I’m going to the Union Hall with your Auntie Ethel. We’re going line dancing.’

‘Line dancing? What, that cowboy dancing? But I thought we could watch a bit of telly.’

‘Oh, Harry,’ laughed my mum. ‘I can watch telly when I’m dead.’

The door bell rang and a seventy-year-old cowgirl came inside. Instead of her usual sensible cardigan, floral skirt and chunky Scholl sandals, Auntie Ethel from next door, who wasn’t really my auntie at all, was wearing a stetson, a fringed, spangly jacket and cowboy boots.

‘Hello, Harry love. Coming line dancing with us?’

‘You look great, Ethel,’ said my mum. ‘Annie get your gun.’

‘Granny get your gun, more like,’ said Auntie Ethel, and they both laughed like overflowing drains.

‘Ethel’s been before. She’s already a bit of an expert. Aren’t you, Ethel?’

Auntie Ethel smiled modestly. ‘I can do the Sleazy Slide, the Hardwood Stomp and the Crazy Legs. I’m still having problems with my Dime A Dance Cha Cha and my Shamrock Shuffle.’ She began to jerk stiffly around the living room, almost colliding with a lime-green pouffe. ‘Step forward on left, stomping weight on to it – hitch right knee slightly whilst swinging foot side to side – hitch right knee a little higher.’

‘Is that your Dime A Dance Cha Cha, Ethel?’

‘No, love, that’s my Shamrock Shuffle. And I’ll tell you what – it’s doing wonders for my lumbago.’

I looked at Auntie Ethel and then at my mum.

‘You’re not going out dressed like that,’ I told her.

But I needn’t have worried. My mum was going to see if she liked it before she bought any of the cowboy kit. I saw them off. And it was only when my mum was waiting for Auntie Ethel to edge her Nissan Micra out of the drive that she turned to me.

‘You’ll get him back, love. Don’t worry. We’ll get him back.’

‘Will we? I’m not so sure, Mum.’

‘Children need their dads.’

‘Dads don’t matter the way they used to in your day.’ ‘Every kid needs both of its parents, love. They do. It takes two to tango.’

I didn’t have the heart to point out to my mum that nobody did the tango any more.

Not even her.

Auntie Ethel beeped her horn and rolled down the window of her Nissan.

‘Wagons roll,’ she said.

It was after midnight when I got home.

The bed was full. Peggy was sleeping in her mother’s arms, sucking methodically on her thumb, her dark hair plastered to her bulging baby’s forehead, as if she was fighting a fever.

‘Bad dream,’ Cyd whispered. ‘Something about her dad falling off his motorbike. I’ll make sure she’s off and then take her back to her room.’

‘It’s okay. Keep her here.’

‘Do you mind, babe?’

‘No problem.’

So I kissed my wife and went to sleep on the sofa. And I truly didn’t mind. Peggy needed her mum tonight. And alone on the sofa I didn’t have to worry about Peggy waking up, or Cyd feeling too tired for sex, or if I was taking up too much of the duvet. There was nobody to cuddle downstairs, but also nobody to spoil my sleep.

That’s the thing about sleeping on sofas. You get used to it.

‘You need to get some romance back in your life,’ Eamon told me. He pushed some pasta from one side of the plate to the other. He wasn’t eating much these days. ‘Some excitement, Harry. Some passion. Nights when you don’t go to sleep because you can’t bear to be apart. You must remember all that. Think back, think hard.’

‘You think I should get my wife some flowers?’

He rolled his eyes. ‘I think you should get yourself a mistress.’

‘I love my wife.’

‘So what? Romance is a basic human right. Like food, water and shelter.’

‘You don’t mean romance. You mean getting your end away. You’re thinking about your nasty little knob. As usual.’

‘Call it what you will, Harry,’ eyeing up one of the waitresses as she took his uneaten food away. ‘But if you got a bit on the side, you wouldn’t be harming your marriage. You would be keeping it together.’

‘Try explaining that to my wife.’

‘Ah, your wife wouldn’t know.’

‘But I would. You don’t understand. I don’t want a new woman. I just want my wife back. The way we were.’

‘You married men make me laugh,’ Eamon chuckled. ‘You complain about a lack of excitement under the old marital duvet. But you don’t have the nerve to go out and look for some. You know exactly what you want, but you don’t have the guts to get it.’

‘That’s what being married is all about.’

‘What – frustration? Disappointment? Disillusion? Sleeping with someone you don’t fancy? Sounds fucking great, Harry. Sounds terrific. Remind me to stay single.’

‘I still fancy Cyd,’ I said, and I meant it.

Sometimes I watched her face when she didn’t know I was looking and I was shocked at how lovely she was, shocked at the emotion she could stir in me without doing a thing.

‘And I think she still fancies me. When she remembers to, that is.’

Eamon had a laugh at that.

‘What I mean is – a marriage can’t end just because the honeymoon is over,’ I said.

‘But the honeymoon is the best bit.’

‘Don’t worry about our sex life – it’s fine. When we can work up the energy. It’s just – I don’t know. The spark seems to have gone out. She’s always busy with work. Or she comes home tired. Or the boiler has burst. It never used to be this way.’

‘Women change, Harry,’ Eamon said, leaning back, getting expansive. ‘What you have to understand is that at different times in her life, a woman is like the world.’

‘How’s that?’

‘Well, from thirteen to eighteen, she’s like Africa – virgin territory. From eighteen to thirty, she’s like Asia – hot and exotic. From thirty to forty-five, she’s like America – fully explored but generous with her resources. From forty-five to fifty-five, she’s like Europe – a bit exhausted, a bit knackered, but still with many places of interest. And from fifty-five onwards, she’s like Australia – everybody knows it’s down there somewhere, but very few will make the effort to find it.’

‘You’re going to need some better material than that when you come back.’

‘Yeah,’ Eamon said dryly. ‘When I come back. Excuse me.’

He went off to the bathroom. We had agreed with the station that Eamon would take a sabbatical for however long it took to pull himself together. I knew he was depressed about taking a break from the show. But the station was demanding that he cleaned up his habit before he went back on air. That’s why we were having this lunch. So I could convince Eamon that he needed professional help.

Eamon came back to the table, his eyes glazed and watery, his skin parchment pale. Not again, I thought. I tapped my nose and he dabbed his linen napkin at a flake of white powder by his nostril.

‘Whoops,’ he giggled.

‘Listen, there’s a doctor in Harley Street. She treats…exhaustion. The station wants you to see her. I’ll come with you.’

‘Oh, great big hairy bollocks. What am I? A kid? I don’t need any help.’

‘Listen to me, Eamon. You’ve got an enormous talent and right now you’re in danger of pissing it away.’

‘I don’t need help, Harry.’

‘If you don’t see this doctor, you will eventually lose your show.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘You will certainly ruin your health.’

‘That’s my business.’

‘You will probably get in trouble with the police.’ ‘Fuck ’em.’

‘You will definitely put all your hard-earned money right up your nose and straight down the toilet.’

‘I can do what I like with it.’

‘And you will also shrink your penis.’

‘What?’

‘You heard me.’

He stared at me for a moment. ‘What’s this doctor’s name then?’

His mobile phone began to vibrate. Not ring, just convulse. He picked it up and started talking, even though phones were not allowed in here. It was his ex-girlfriend. It was Mem. He was immediately on the verge of tears, running agonised fingers through his floppy black hair.

‘I’m not harassing you…was it twenty messages? Surely not quite that many? Anyway, I just want to see you, my little lemon-flavoured Popsicle…Why? Just to talk to you, to explain…Mem, we can have it all again…I want to be the only man you lap-dance for…please, baby…’

Two businessmen at the next table stared at him with contempt.

‘Who’s the comedian with the mobile?’ one said. ‘There are supposed to be no phones in here.’

‘Duh,’ said the other, impersonating a dumb mobile phone user. ‘I’m on the train…’

Eamon wheeled on the pair of them.

‘It didn’t ring, did it?’ he demanded. ‘I’ve got it on vibrating alert and no ring, right? So there’s no fucking difference between me talking into this fucking phone and you two dickheads talking to each other about the financial markets or Tiger Woods or whatever floats your pathetic boats, is there?’

Good point, I thought, indicating that we would like our bill. He should incorporate that into the act, too. But Jesus – he was ready to explode.

And as they threatened to punch our lights out, I thought about what Eamon had said about a woman being like the world. If his theory was correct, then that made my wife America. But after a year and a bit of marriage, she still didn’t feel fully explored.

Sometimes I felt I didn’t know her at all.

*   *   *

I don’t know why I started driving by Gina’s place. I knew there was nobody home. The new people weren’t moving in for a while, and even the dreamy au pair had buggered off back to Bavaria. But I found it – I don’t know – soothing.

Even though it was not my house, and it was no longer Pat’s home, and I had no warm memories of the place. Driving past my son’s old place, thinking of how only last week his things were waiting for him up in his room – his clothes in the wardrobe, some of them too small for him now, his bed, his Phantom Menace duvet cover, the pillow that he slept on – somehow made me feel a little less lonely.

So I circled the house like an old lover, filled with longing, worn down by time.

And that’s when I saw Pat’s bike.

It had been left in their front garden. He was always doing that – parking his bike on the little front lawn after returning from the park and then just forgetting it, or trusting that the entire world was as innocent as him.

The only reason nobody had nicked it already was because it was almost completely hidden behind a scrubby bush. I parked my car, climbed over the token garden wall and picked up the bike. I would take care of it until my son came home. Or maybe they would want me to send it over.

‘Is she in?’

I looked up. He was a very thin young man with dyed yellow hair. Asian. One of those fashionable young Japanese men that you sometimes see in the artier parts of London, haunting galleries and specialist record shops. This one looked as though he had been crying. I stared at him over the small garden wall.

‘Who are you talking about? Do you mean Gina?’

He looked up at the house. ‘Kazumi.’

The name rang no bells. ‘Wrong house, mate. Try next door.’

‘No. This is the place she’s staying.’ His English was good. ‘I’m sure of it.’ He scanned the street, shaking his head. ‘I know this is the place. There she is!’

A young Asian woman was slowly coming down the street on a bicycle. She had that glossy, swinging Japanese hair, but it seemed just a shade lighter than normal. She stopped in front of Gina’s house and pushed the hair out of her eyes. I saw her face. Pale, serious, slightly older than I had first thought. Not a girl, but a woman. Maybe around the same age as me.

And she was the most attractive woman I had seen for a long time. Since – well, since I first saw my wife.

She looked at the young man. Not pleased to see him. The hair swung back in front of her strikingly special face. She left it there, a veil between her and the world.

‘Kazu-chan,’ he said, and I suddenly thought – of course.

Gina’s friend from Japan.

The one who looked at Pat through her camera and really saw him.

Kazumi.

He spoke to her in soft, urgent Japanese, his head slightly bowed, the dyed blond hair masking his grief.

She shook her head, telling him no, wheeling her bike up the garden path. The young man sat on my ex-wife’s garden wall and began to sob, burying his face in his hands.

She shook her head again, this time with a kind of exasperated disbelief, and struggled with a big set of keys to open the front door. She was having trouble finding the right two. Then she finally opened it up and the burglar alarm began to sound its warning.

Just before she closed the front door, she glanced at me for the first time – standing in the middle of the little lawn, holding my son’s abandoned bike, watching her tap in the code to the alarm.

I caught the expression on her face, saw how she was looking at me.

As if I was just another lovesick madman.


Eleven

A postcard from New York.

On the front, a shot of Central Park with the seasons changing. Silvery skyscrapers peek over a thousand trees of rust, green and gold. Fluffy white clouds in a bright-blue sky.

On the back, a message from my son, each letter meticulously printed.


DEAR DADDY

WE WENT TO THIS PARK. THEY GOT DUCK. I LOVE YOU. LOVE YOUR SON.

PAT xxx



‘Drunk goes into a confession booth in Kilcarney,’ Eamon said. ‘The priest goes, “What do you need, my son?” Drunk goes, “You got any paper on your side, mate?”’

We were in a waiting room in Harley Street. There were deep sofas, an elderly lady at a small reception desk and real-estate brochures on lacquered tables. Money and ill health filled the air. Eamon’s fingernails were chewed down and bloody.

‘You’ll be okay,’ I told him.

‘School bus in Kilcarney. There’s this old drunk – swallowing his tongue, singing rebel songs, puking up. Completely out of it. The little kids have to help him off. Then one of them says, “Fuck, now who’s going to drive?”’

‘She’s a really good doctor. She has seen models, musicians, everybody.’

‘Man walks into a Kilcarney bar. “Give me a fucking drink.” Bartender goes, “First perform three tasks. Knock out the bouncer. Pull a loose tooth out of the guard dog. And give the local whore the shag of her life.” Guy knocks out the bouncer with a sweet left hook. Guy goes into the backroom and soon the guard dog starts barking and yelping. Guy walks back into the bar, doing up his flies. “Right,” he says. “Where’s the dog with the loose tooth?”’

‘Try to relax.’

‘This is bollocks. I don’t need any help. Those bastards at the station.’

‘Mr Fish?’ the receptionist said. ‘Dr Baggio will see you now.’

Eamon was shaking. I put my arm around him as we stood up. And that’s when the room seemed to blur at the edges. That’s when my legs suddenly felt as if there was no strength in them, and as my vision slipped and smeared, my legs went to nothing and I saw the deep, lush Harley Street carpet rushing towards my face.

When I awoke I was on Dr Baggio’s couch and Eamon was sitting by my side, his face creased with concern. Dr Baggio had wrapped something around my arm.

I realised she was taking my blood pressure.

‘Did your father suffer from hypertension?’

My dad’s face swam before my eyes. ‘What?’

‘Your blood pressure is 195 over 100.’

‘Fuck me, Harry,’ said Eamon. ‘You’re the sick one, not me.’

‘Do you understand what that means?’ asked Dr Baggio. ‘It’s very serious. The first number is the systolic pressure – the pressure in the arteries when your blood is pumping – and the second number is the diastolic pressure – when the heart is resting, filling with blood before its next contraction. Your blood pressure is dangerously high. You could have a stroke. Did your father have high blood pressure, Mr Silver?’

I shook my head, trying to take it all in.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘He didn’t even tell us when he had lung cancer.’

I knocked on Gina’s door, even though I knew she wasn’t home. And I wondered what I was doing here. I knew it was for something that I couldn’t find at home. But I didn’t know what. Not yet.

Kazumi’s almond-eyed face appeared above the safety latch. She pushed back that torrent of swinging black hair. ‘Yes?’

‘Is Gina around?’

‘Gina is gone.’ I was surprised how little accent her English had. Just a soft burr that sounded almost Scottish. ‘Gina not here any more.’

‘Ah, of course.’ I looked up and down the street, shaking my head, as if suddenly remembering something. Then I looked back at Kazumi and smiled. ‘I’m Harry.’

‘Harry? Not – Gina-san’s Harry?’

Gina-san. Honourable, respected Gina. I hadn’t learned a lot of Japanese in five years of marriage to a Nihon-obsessed wife, but I knew this much.

‘That’s me.’

For the first time I saw her smile. It was like some magic light coming on in the world.

‘I’ve heard about you. Of course. Gina-san’s former – I mean, Pat’s father, yes?’

‘The very same.’

‘Sakamoto Kazumi,’ she said. Wherever she learned to speak English with a Scottish accent, she was still Japanese enough to give me her family name first. ‘Staying here. Until the new people move in. Keeping eye on the place. And very convenient for me. Very lucky.’

‘Kazumi? Did you take those pictures of my son?’

She smiled again. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. ‘The very same,’ she said. Funny, too.

‘I loved them. I mean it. Incredible. You really caught him.’

‘No, no. Just taken quickly in the garden.’ Japanese modesty, despite the Scottish accent and good English. She nodded briefly, emphatically, a gesture that seemed so Japanese to me. ‘He’s a beautiful boy,’ she said, and I knew she wasn’t being polite. She meant it. You could see it in those photographs.

This stranger thought my son was beautiful.

‘But you must know that Gina-san is in America with her – with Richard. And with Pat-kun.’

Pat-kun. The affectionate honorific touched my heart. Dear, sweet, little Pat, she was saying. My first wife had taught me more than I realised.

‘I forgot,’ I said. ‘Sometimes I forget things.’

That was a lie, of course. But everything else was true, all that stuff about the brilliance of her photographs. And it was also true that she had a way of making me forget things.

Like where I was meant to be, and who I was meant to call, and the fact that I was married.

Kazumi took me in and gave me tea. She didn’t have to do any of that, but she said she felt like she knew me already.

Kazumi had been Gina’s best friend in Japan. They had shared a tiny flat in Tokyo for a year. Gina was planning to return to Japan, to make the move permanent. And then she met me. Kazumi knew all about that. If she also knew about the reasons we didn’t live happily ever after, and she must have done, she was far too polite to mention it.

‘Her boys,’ Kazumi said. ‘That’s what she always called you and Pat. Her boys.’

Not any more, I thought. But I felt a rush of gratitude that we could sit in Richard and Gina’s house, sipping green tea, and Kazumi could say out loud that once upon a time I had mattered to her friend.

And she told me her story. Not all of it. But enough for me to know that she had been an interior designer in Japan who had always dreamed of being a photographer. Western photography obsessed her. Weber, Newton, Cartier-Bresson, Avedon, Bailey. For as long as she could remember, that was what she wanted to do with her life, to look at the world and record what she saw. And then something happened in Tokyo – she didn’t say what, but I guessed it had something to do with a man – so she caught a plane to Heathrow, left the old life behind.

It turned out that the Scottish accent came from three years at university in Edinburgh when she was in her late teens and early twenties, not long after sharing noodles, an apartment and a life in Tokyo with Gina for a year.

‘Always wanted to study in Edinburgh,’ Kazumi said. ‘Ever since I was little children size.’ The perfect English had only tiny fault lines in the language, making it sound impossibly charming. ‘Very beautiful. Very ancient.’

Her stay there must have overlapped with the early years of my marriage to Gina, and I expressed surprise that we hadn’t met back then.

‘Gina-san was very busy in those days. Very busy with her two boys.’

But I knew it was more than that. In the early part of our relationship, Gina and I thought that we were completely self-sufficient. We honestly believed that we didn’t need anyone else. Not even our oldest and dearest friends. We let everyone drift away. It was only when everything fell apart that we saw how wrong we had been.

‘Who was that man, Kazumi? The man in the garden? The one who was crying?’

I knew I was pushing it. But I was curious about this beautiful, self-contained woman who could inspire nervous breakdowns on her garden path.

‘Ah. Crying man? That was my husband.’ She thought about it. ‘Ex-husband.’

Then she was on her feet. She had told me enough. Too much, perhaps.

‘You want to see more photo of Pat? Just had contact sheet develop.’

We went up to Gina’s old study. The house was almost empty now. The only things that were here belonged to Kazumi.

She spread a sheaf of eight by tens out on the floor. She was technically brilliant. Composition, clarity, her choices all seemed sublime to my layman’s eyes. The monochrome images of my son goofing around in the garden perfectly captured the fleeting moments of his childhood. And although the photos were all black and white, they were infused with real warmth. I felt again that she liked my son.

‘Why did you leave Tokyo?’

Strangely, I want to know more. I want to know why she is so far from home, a story that I suspect has nothing much to do with Henri Cartier-Bresson or Robert Capa.

‘I was like Gina.’

‘How’s that?’

‘Shufu.’

I had picked up scraps of Japanese over the years. But not enough. I was guessing now.

‘A…mother?’

‘No, no. That’s okasan. Shufu means literally Mrs Interior.’

‘Mrs Interior?’

‘Housewife, they say England. Homemaker, they say America. In Japan – shufu. But Gina wanted to be shufu. No?’

‘Yes, I guess. For a while.’

Until she decided she wanted her life back.

‘My husband wants me to be shufu. I don’t want it so much!’

She seemed to find it highly amusing. But I didn’t know if it was the very idea of her being a housewife that tickled her funny bone, or if it was the job description of Mrs Interior. Or perhaps she was just covering her embarrassment.

‘And it didn’t work out?’

Obviously it didn’t work out, Harry, you bloody idiot. Otherwise she wouldn’t be here with her husband crying in her front garden and other strange men knocking on her door and lying through their teeth.

But she had told me enough for one day.

‘Married,’ she said, and I didn’t immediately realise that she was talking about me now.

She was looking at the thick gold ring wrapped around the third finger of my left hand. ‘Married again. Married now. To some other lady. Not Gina-san.’

I looked at my wedding ring, as if noticing it for the first time, as if it had been planted there. I hadn’t contemplated removing it before I came to see Kazumi. It hadn’t even occurred to me.

Because I couldn’t get it off these days. Something had happened to that ring. It got stuck.

‘Didn’t work out,’ Kazumi said to herself, as if this was a new phrase that she would quite like to take for a test drive. ‘It just didn’t work out.’

Gina sent me a photograph.

And I saw that my son had a new smile.

It was gappy and gummy and pulled at my heart. Two teeth were gone. On the top, right in the middle. The missing teeth gave him a ludicrously jaunty air – he looked like a drunken sailor returning from shore leave, or a raffish prize fighter out on the town.

In the picture he was all dressed up, kitted out for the camera, head to toe in official New York Yankees merchandise. Baseball cap, sweats, and what my mum would call an anorak. All dark blue, all carrying that white Yankees logo. Under that anorak, he was wearing a stripy blue-and-white Yankees shirt that was a few sizes too big.

He looked like a little American. I phoned him immediately, not reading the letter from Gina, not caring what else was in the envelope.

Gina picked up but went to get him immediately.

‘What happened to your teeth?’ I asked him.

‘They falled out.’

He sounded surprisingly calm.

‘Did it hurt?’

‘No.’

‘You’ll get new ones, Pat. You’ll get grown-up teeth to replace the ones you’ve lost.’

‘Meat teeth for my milk teeth. I know. Mummy told me.’

Those two front teeth had been wobbling for ages. For some reason, I had assumed that I would be around when they fell out. Now they were gone, and they reminded me of all I was missing.

I realised there was a matchbox in the envelope. It said: Il Fornaio – 132a Mulberry Street – between Hester and Grand.

‘You having a good time in America?’

‘New York is very big. Bigger than London, even. And the taxis, right? They’re yellow, and not black at all. But where we live, they got fields. It’s not the city, where we live.’

‘You go to this restaurant with Mummy and Richard? You like II Fornaio, darling?’

‘They got pizza. Did you look inside?’

Inside the matchbox were two jagged pearls. My son’s missing front teeth.

‘Are these for me? Can I keep them?’

‘You can sell ’em to the Tooth Fairy.’

‘Maybe I’ll just keep them for myself. Maybe I’ll just keep them. How does that sound?’

‘That sounds okay.’

‘You okay, darling?’

‘I’m very busy.’

‘I bet you are.’

‘Still unpacking.’

‘Is there much left to unpack?’

‘I don’t know. I’m only seven.’

‘That’s right. I forgot. Well, no more of our Sundays for a while.’

‘I know. Connecky – connacky—’

‘Connecticut.’

‘Yes. Connecticut is too far for you to come. On a Sunday.’

‘But we can talk all the time on the phone. And I’ll come out to see you. And you can come back here and stay with me during the holidays. Soon. Very soon.’

‘But where will I stay?’

‘I’ll find you somewhere good. In my house.’

‘What about my stuff? Where will all my stuff go?’

‘We’ll make sure there’s room for your stuff. Plenty of room.’

‘That’s all right then.’

‘America’s going to be great. You’ll love it. Where you’re living, there’s lots of space.’

‘I can have a dog. Mummy said. We’re going to get a dog as soon as the unpacking is done and we’re not quite so busy.’

‘A dog? That’s great. What are you going to call him?’

‘I don’t know yet. Because he might be a girl dog. So it’s different.’

‘And Pat?’

‘What?’

‘Don’t forget me, okay? Don’t forget your old dad who loves you so much.’

‘I don’t never forget you.’

Then Gina was on the line, wanting to talk. I didn’t want to ask her how it was going. As long as Pat was all right, I didn’t want to know. I didn’t care. But she wanted to tell me all about it.

‘We’re staying with Richard’s family in Connecticut. He’s been catching the train into Manhattan every day, looking for a job in the city.’

‘Wait a minute. I thought he had a job to go to. I thought it was all arranged.’

‘He did, but he quit.’

‘He quit already? You’ve only just got there. How could he have quit already?’

‘It wasn’t what he expected. He thought he could walk into something better, but the economy’s rough all over. Not many jobs around for someone like Richard. And accommodation is a nightmare. Do you want to commute for three hours every day? Or walk to work and live in a shoebox? That’s the choice.’

‘So it’s not what you expected?’

‘Overqualified. That’s what they’re calling Richard. How can somebody be overqualified? How can you be too smart for a job?’

‘Beats me. I guess that’s the price of genius. But Pat’s okay?’

‘I think he loves it, Harry. Richard’s family make a big fuss of him. Treat him – I don’t know. Like one of their own.’

Decent of them, I thought. But I said nothing.

‘Richard’s sister has got a little boy a year younger than Pat. They hit it off. Spent a lot of time together. They’re out in Connecticut too. All of his family.’

‘But it’s not what you expected?’

‘There’s no Promised Land, is there? I am starting to realise that now.’

‘So when are you coming home?’

She sighed. ‘This is home now, Harry. Richard’s been offered another job, at Bridle-Worthington.’

‘What’s that? I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘They’re brokers, Harry. Bridle-Worthington are brokers on Wall Street.’

‘I thought he was overqualified.’

‘It’s not exactly what he was looking for. A lot less money. But they’ve offered Richard a job. As I say, not the salary he would have liked, but for now—’

‘I thought you either commuted for hours or lived in a shoebox. I thought that’s what you said.’

‘Nowhere’s perfect. But Connecticut is beautiful. An hour on the train to New York, maybe a little more. We’re looking at schools in Hartford and New Haven. They are a million times better than what he would be in if we were still in London. London is finished.’

‘Not for me, Gina. London’s not finished for me. Look, why are you telling me all this?’

‘Because I want you to know it’s not about taking Pat away from you, Harry. It’s about getting a better life. For our family.’

‘What about me?’

‘You’ve got your own family.’

‘Not since you stole my son.’

She was silent for a moment. I could hear her seething, across all those thousands of miles.

‘What a relief to be away from you, Harry. How great it will be to have you out of my life. That’s what I’m looking forward to most of all. Making you a stranger.’

Then she was gone.

And in one hand I had the dead phone, and in the other, those two priceless little pearls.


Twelve

Some nights we put Peggy to bed and one of us would read to her until she was sleeping and then we would watch TV and make love on the sofa and our little family seemed to be thriving.

Some other nights Peggy stayed over at her dad’s place, and things were never as good. Jim Mason had a new girlfriend, and the woman was clearly making every effort to show how wonderful she was – making space in their relationship for Peggy, lavishing her with attention and presents, acting as if it would be like this forever. It was on these nights when Peggy was absent that Cyd always seemed to work late.

Everything took a little longer when Peggy wasn’t around. The launch parties in the West End, the conferences in the City – maybe it was just a coincidence, but there were no early nights for Cyd when there was no Peggy to come home to. Yes, maybe it was just coincidence. That’s what I thought. Until I started to recognise his car.

I waited by the window until I saw the Porsche 911 come into view. It was always late by now, the early hours, and the familiar 911 came down our street with the menacing grace of a shark moving through shallow water.

The 911 parked. I could see their shadows. I could watch the silhouettes of my wife and Luke Moore as she sat in his Porsche, just talking. That’s all. Just talking.

But by the time I heard her key in the lock I was in bed, lying very still on my side, eyes closed, my breathing even.

My wife tiptoed into our bedroom and began taking off her clothes as quietly as she could.

Pretending to be coming home late from work, while her husband lay there in the darkness, pretending to be asleep.

There was some old man sitting in my father’s chair.

It made me feel like I had come to the wrong place. None of us ever sat in my dad’s chair – not my mum, not Pat, not me. The old armchair by the fireplace was not the best seat in the house – it faced the TV at an awkward angle, and its soft cushions were sunken with the ages – but it was always my dad’s chair, a suburban throne in his pebble-dash palace, and although he had been dead for two years now, it was still my dad’s chair. So who was this old man?

‘Howdy, pardner,’ he said to me.

Howdy, pardner?

What was he going on about?

The old man was practically the exact physical opposite of my father. Where my dad was gleaming, chrome-smooth bald, this geezer had a luxuriant head of silvery hair, elaborately brushed back. Where my father was stocky, thickset and muscular, this character was as wasp-waisted as an elderly gigolo. And at home my old man always wore his Marks & Spencer mufti – carpet slippers, baggy gardening trousers, and cardigans in any colour, as long as it was forgettable. A real suburban dad, despite the horrific war wounds that I knew were hidden under his sensible sweaters.

This impostor was dressed like a cowboy.

A fringed shirt. Pointy-toed, stack-heeled boots. Tight, skinny Levi’s with a big buckled belt. You could almost see the bulge of his ageing meat and two veg. Glen Campbell’s granddad.

‘Howdy, pardner,’ he repeated, slowly getting up out of my dad’s chair. Taking his time about it. ‘Tex is the name. You must be Harry. Mighty pleased to meet you, stranger. Elizabeth has told me all about you.’

Nanci Griffith was singing ‘Lone Star State of Mind’. My mum came into the living room carrying a tray of tea and biscuits, humming to herself.

‘I see you’ve met Graham, dear,’ she said.

‘Graham? I thought—’

‘Tex is my line-dancing name,’ he said, without a trace of shame. ‘Graham – I don’t know. It just doesn’t sound right when you’re doing the Walkin’ Wazi, does it?’

‘Ooh, you should see Graham – I mean Tex – doing the Walkin’ Wazi,’ my mum chuckled, passing around the ginger nuts. ‘He really kicks his old legs in the air.’

A line-dancing friend. So that was it. Perfectly innocent. Nothing suspicious. Two sprightly OAPs having a bit of a boogie in the autumn of their years. Completely natural. But I couldn’t help it. I was still stunned by the presence of Tex.

My mother – who had six brothers, who had no daughters or sisters, who had spent her entire life surrounded by men – had always been strictly homosexual in her friendships. Every friend she ever had was a woman. Apart from my dad. He was her best friend of all.

‘Met your mother when we were doing the Four-Star Boogie,’ he said, as if reading my mind. ‘Gave her a few tips. Her and—Elsie?’

‘Ethel,’ my mum said. ‘The Four-Star Boogie.’ She tutted at the memory. ‘That’s such a tough one. All that turning.’

‘Pivoting,’ Tex gently corrected her. ‘The Four-Star Boogie is a four-wall line dance,’ he informed me, as if I gave a toss. ‘As opposed to something like the Wild, Wild West, which of course, as you probably know, is only a two-wall line dance.’

‘You from round these parts, Tex?’

‘Southend. Straight down the A127, take a right at the old Fortune of War.’

‘Graham was an insurance salesman,’ my mum said. ‘Retired now, of course.’

Tex poured the tea. ‘One lump or two?’ he asked me. ‘I’m sweet enough already.’

My mum guffawed at this as though it was Noël Coward at his pithy best. When she went back into the kitchen for the milk chocolate digestives, I excused myself to Tex and followed her.

‘I thought you went line dancing with Auntie Ethel?’

‘Ethel’s dropped out. It’s her arthritis, Harry. All that stomping gives her gyp. Poor old thing.’

‘What’s John Wayne doing in our front room? What’s he doing in Dad’s chair?’

‘He’s all right, old Graham. Don’t worry about him. He’s harmless. He gives me a lift home in his car. He’s a bit full of himself, I grant you. All the old girls have got a soft spot for him.’

‘What about you?’

‘Me?’ My mum laughed with genuine amusement. ‘Don’t worry, Harry, I’m past all that. When I ask a man in for tea and biscuits, that’s exactly what I mean. All he’s being offered is a custard cream.’

‘Does Tex know that?’ I thought of the obscene rise in the old gent’s Levi’s. Although my mum was in her seventies, I could see how she might catch the eye of some randy old git. She was still a lovely-looking woman. ‘He’s not going to start reaching for his six-gun, is he?’

I said it with a grin, to pretend that I already knew the answer.

But my mum wasn’t smiling now.

‘I had a husband,’ she said. ‘That’ll do me for one lifetime.’

‘Your mother needs to express her sexuality,’ my wife said. ‘She’s still a woman.’

‘She’s a little old lady! She should be expressing – I don’t know – her knitting.’

We were getting undressed for bed. Something we had done perhaps one thousand times before. It still excited me to see my wife taking off her clothes. The long limbs, casually revealing themselves. I don’t think she felt quite the same way about watching me put on my stripy pyjamas.

‘I think it’s great she’s got a male friend, Harry. You know how much she misses your father. You don’t want her to sleep with the light on for the rest of her life, do you?’

‘She was with my old man forever. She’s bound to miss him. And it’s right she misses him.’

‘Am I supposed to be faithful to you when you’re dead?’

I snorted. ‘I’ll be happy if you’re faithful to me when I’m alive.’

She froze inside the T-shirt she was pulling over her head. Then her face appeared, her eyes narrowing. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Come on.’

‘You just seem a bit too friendly with that guy.’

‘Luke?’

‘Is that his name?’

‘Jesus Christ, Harry. I’m not interested in Luke. Not that way.’

‘You said he wants—’

‘I don’t care what he wants. Wanting is not the same as getting. He’s smart enough to see what I’m doing with the company. He knows I can help his business. I think he can help mine. I admire him, okay?’

‘You admire a sandwich merchant?’

‘He’s a brilliant businessman. He’s worked hard for everything he’s got. I know he’s a bit flash. I know you didn’t like what he said about Eamon. I didn’t like it either, okay? But this is strictly business. Do you honestly believe I would think about him in that way? I don’t go around shagging anything that moves, Harry. I’m not a man. I’m not you.’

‘So how does it work? You and old Luke? I’m just curious about your relationship.’

‘His company has more work than it can handle. If something comes up and they’re fully stretched, he calls me.’

‘No – I mean how does it work with you and him? On that other level. Does he know you’re not interested in him that way? Is he cool about that? Or is still hoping to get his hands on your canapés? Don’t tell me, because I know the answer.’

I knew I should have shut up by now but I couldn’t stop myself. I was afraid that I was losing her. Which was kind of ironic, as I was the one who went knocking on Gina’s door when I knew she wasn’t home.

‘Shall I tell you what makes me sad, Harry? You think he’s only interested in me for one thing. Maybe – just maybe – he’s interested in me for two or three reasons. Did that ever cross your mind? Why do you find it so hard to believe that someone could like me for what I can do? Not for what I look like? Why is that so hard?’

Because I am still crazy about you, I thought. Because I can’t imagine any man looking at you and not feeling exactly what I feel. But I said nothing.

‘I don’t even want to talk to you.’ She turned on her side, angrily killing the light. I turned on my side, reached for the light.

We lay in the darkness for a while and when she spoke there were no tears in her voice, no anger. Just a kind of bewilderment.

‘Harry?’

‘What?’

‘Why do you find it so hard to believe that you’re loved?’

She had me there.

Kazumi had told me she took a photography class in Soho every morning. After a couple of practice runs, I found that if I timed it just right, I could catch her on the short walk from Gina’s home to the tube station. I couldn’t believe that I was doing this thing. But I did it just the same.

I pulled up to the kerb beside her, sounding my horn, the stalled rush-hour traffic howling with protest behind me. I tried to look surprised.

‘Kazumi. I thought it was you. Listen, do you want a lift into town? It’s not out of my way or anything.’

She got in, a little reluctantly, not as pleased to see me as I’d hoped she would be. She was struggling with a large cardboard box with ‘Ilford photographic paper’ written on the front. She had a couple of cameras with her. But she didn’t look anything like a tourist.

I asked her how she liked London, what techniques she was studying right now, if she missed Japan. I talked too much, babbling mindlessly, my cheeks burning, too excited to see her. Eventually she managed to get a word in.

‘Harry,’ she said.

Not Harry-san? Not honourable, respected Harry? I admit I was a little disappointed.

‘You’re married, Harry. With a beautiful wife. A wife you love very much.’ It was all true. She stared out at the paralysed, angry traffic, shaking her head. ‘Or am I missing something?’

No, I thought. It’s me. It’s me who’s missing something. And suddenly I knew exactly what it was.

The smell of Cajun cooking.

Cyd was in the kitchen experimenting with red beans, rice and what was probably a catfish when I dumped the pile of glossy brochures on her chopping board.

‘What’s that?’

I picked one up at random, showed her the palm trees, blue seas and white sand, like a street trader showing off his wares. ‘Barbados, darling.’ I began flicking through the brochures. ‘Antigua. St Lucia. The Cayman Islands.’

‘Are you crazy? We can’t go to the Caribbean. Not now.’

‘Then what about the Maldives? The Red Sea? Koh Samui?’

‘I’m not going to Thailand, Harry. I have to work.’

I took her hands in mine. ‘Run away with me.’

‘Don’t touch me. I smell all fishy.’

‘I don’t care. You’re the love of my life. I want to take you to some tropical paradise.’

‘What about Peggy?’

‘Peg comes too. The Indian Ocean. Florida. Anywhere in the world. For a couple of weeks. For a week. She can snorkel. Get a tan. Ride the banana boats. She’ll love it.’

‘I can’t take her out of school.’

‘Gina took Pat out of school.’

‘I’m not Gina. And we can’t go away for two weeks.’

There were other brochures. Skinny ones, with glittering urban landscapes on the cover instead of sun-drenched beaches.

‘Then what about a mini-break? Just for a few days? Prague. Venice. Or Paris – Pat loved Paris.’

‘I’m too busy at the moment, Harry. Work’s really taking off. Sally and I can hardly handle it. We’re thinking of taking someone else on.’

‘Barcelona? Madrid? Stockholm?’

‘Sorry.’

I sighed. ‘Do you want to see a movie? Maybe we could get something to eat in Chinatown. Sally can babysit.’

‘When did you have in mind? Sundays are good for me.’

So my wife and I took out our diaries and, surrounded by her experimental Cajun cooking, we tried to find a window for romance.


Part Two: Your Heart is a Small Miracle


Thirteen

My wife.

I could always spot her across a crowded room. Something about the curve of her face, the tilt of her head, the way she pushed her hair out of her eyes. Just a glimpse was all it took. I couldn’t mistake my wife for anyone else. Even when I wasn’t expecting to see her.

It was a party at the station to launch the new season of programmes. Wine and canapés, gossip and flattery, a speech from Barry Twist about forthcoming attractions. An evening of compulsory fun. There was a lot of that in my game. And even though Eamon was officially resting and there was no Fish on Friday in the spring schedule, I thought I should be there. Marty Mann’s advice had been nagging at me more than I cared to admit. Maybe I should be searching around for new talent, looking to diversify. Maybe only a fool pinned all of their hopes on just one person. But right now I couldn’t think about any of that because my wife was here. I pushed my way through the crowd. Cyd was not surprised to see me.

‘Harry. What are you up to?’

‘Working.’ If you could call it working, these few hours of small talk and Chardonnay. My old man would have considered it a big night out. For me it was another day toiling at the coalface. ‘How about you?’ Although of course I had guessed by now.

‘Working, too.’ For the first time I noticed she was holding a silver tray by her side, empty apart from a few crumbs of fish cakes or satay. ‘Sally’s babysitting for me. I mean – us. I got a call this afternoon. Luke and his people usually cater for this do, but they’re snowed under right now. It’s a good job for me to get.’

Luke. Wanker.

We smiled at each other. I was so glad to see her. I was feeling party-lonesome until her face was suddenly there. Cyd had been to quite a few of these evenings with me, although not recently. And although she never ducked these dos, this wasn’t really her thing at all – too much smoke, too much alcohol, and too much meaningless chitchat with people she would never see again, people who were always looking over your shoulder for someone more famous. Too much like hard work. But she had been with me in this room before, so it didn’t seem that strange to see her here. Even with a silver tray in her hands.

I touched her arm. ‘Can I get you a drink?’

She laughed. ‘Got to work, babe. I’ll see you later, okay? We can go home together, if you can stick around until I’ve cleared up.’

She gave me a peck on the cheek and went back to the kitchen to load up with more satay and fish cakes, while I wandered around the party trying to avoid people who would want to talk about Eamon and his nervous exhaustion. There was a bank of TV sets in the middle of the room, repeating a loop of trailers for the new season’s shows. A lot of Marty Mann shows. Six Pissed Students in a Flat was coming back, so was the CCTV programme, You’ve Been Robbed! I stood there nursing my beer, watching the tasters for irreverent game shows, irreverent talk shows and irreverent dramas.

Tired old irreverence, I thought. It’s killing television.

A couple of suited and booted business types appeared by my side, tossing peanuts into their mouths and gawping at the screens as though they had never seen a television before. They couldn’t be from the TV station or any of the production companies that made the shows, because they were far too formally dressed. We had a strict dress code at the station – you had to be fashionably scruffy at all times. Maybe they were advertisers, invited to give them a taste of cut-price glamour.

Cyd brushed past me carrying two silver trays piled high with sashimi. She gave me a wink, and bent to place one of the trays on a table. The men turned away from the bank of screens, their jaws working furiously on their peanuts.

‘Look at the legs on that,’ one of them said.

‘They go all the way up to her neck,’ said the other.

‘No arse, though.’

‘Flat as a pancake.’

‘And no tits.’

‘You don’t get tits with legs like that.’

‘You need a nice arse though.’

‘I’ll give you that.’

‘You need either tits or arse, right, even with legs like that. Because you need something to hold on to when you start your ascent.’

‘Great legs, though.’

‘Get those wrapped around your neck, mate, you’ll never want to come up for air.’

They chortled in perfect harmony, watching my wife walk away.

I stared at the pair of them, my face burning. I kept staring, wanting them to notice me.

They didn’t notice me.

Then all the peanuts were gone and, after rifling in the salty bowls for a bit, they sloped off, looking for more tasty snacks. I went looking for my wife. When I caught up with her she was handing out her sashimi to a bunch of women I vaguely recognised. They were helping themselves to raw fish while simultaneously managing to ignore Cyd completely. These bloody people. Who did they think she was? Nobody?

Cyd smiled at me. She had a lovely face. She was always going to have a lovely face, no matter how many years went by. But I couldn’t smile back at her.

‘Get your coat. We’re leaving.’

‘Leaving? I can’t leave. Not yet, babe. What’s wrong? You look all—’

‘I want to go.’

‘But I’ve got to work. You know that.’

The women were starting to stare at us. They were holding slivers of salmon and tuna in their podgy fingers. I took Cyd’s arm and pulled her aside. Her silver tray banged into someone’s back. The sashimi wobbled precariously.

‘I mean it, Cyd. I’m going home. Right now. And I want you to come with me. Please?’

She wasn’t smiling any more.

‘You might be going home, Harry, but I’m working. What happened? Come on. Tell me. Did someone say something about Eamon? Is that why you’re upset? Forget about Eamon. Marty’s right – get something new going for yourself.’

I wanted to tell her – don’t waste your time here. I know exactly what these men are like, because I’m one of the bastards myself. But she wouldn’t have known what I was talking about. She was all innocence, she thought it was all about raw fish and chicken on a stick and people appreciating you for doing a good job.

‘Please, Cyd. Come with me.’

‘No, Harry.’

‘Then do what you want.’

‘I will.’

So I left her at the party, left her feeding all those hard, empty faces, and went out to look for a cab. I left her there, all by herself, even though I knew she was too good for that place, and too good for those people.

When I got home Peggy had been in bed for hours. Sally was on the sofa, idly channel-surfing with one hand and soothing her baby in her carrycot with the other. Soothing Precious. That was the baby’s name. Precious. Sally asked me how the evening had gone – she meant for Food Glorious Food, not the station – and I told her that everything was fine. Then I got her a minicab.

Luke Moore drove my wife home. By then I was pretending to be asleep, lying on my side, breathing easily, trying to fake the soft rhythms of sleep. I listened to my wife quietly undressing in the dark, heard her clothes slipping from her long, slim body, and inside my Marks & Spencer pyjamas, my heart ached for her. Then we lay in the darkness for a long time, trying hard not to disturb each other.

Back to back in the marital bed, and never quite touching.

‘Your heart is a small miracle, Mr Silver,’ said Dr Baggio. ‘A small miracle.’

My wife is having an affair, I thought. She’s fucking this guy. I just know it.

‘The heart is a pump about the size of a fist,’ said my doctor, inflating the strap she had wrapped around my arm. I could feel it tightening against my skin. ‘We all have blood pressure. It’s simply the pressure created by the constant pumping of blood around the body. In a healthy adult a normal blood pressure is 120 over 80. Yours is…goodness.’

It happens. You promise to love each other forever. You really mean it. You plan to sleep with no one else for the rest of your life. Then time wears away at your love, as the tide wears away a rock. And in the end your feelings – her feelings – are not what they were once upon a time. Other people are let in, like light in a darkened room. You can’t get them out again. Not once you have let them in. What can you do once you have let them in?

‘You can put your shirt back on,’ my doctor said.

She didn’t want sex any more. Not with me. Not even with one of my magic condoms. Oh, we still had our Saturday night shag, which was sometimes postponed to Sunday or Monday if the catering business was booming. But I felt as if she was just doing it to keep me quiet. That it was easier to lie back and think of nothing than argue about it. Too tired, she always said. Yeah, right. Tired of me. It wasn’t even the sex I missed most.

It was all the other stuff. It was the being loved.

‘There are lots of things you can do to control your blood pressure,’ my doctor said. ‘You can reduce your intake of alcohol. Lose weight. Increase physical activity. Most important of all, you can change your wife.’

Change my wife?

Things weren’t that bad. I wanted my marriage to last. I wanted to get it right this time. Get it right once and forever. ‘But I love my wife.’

‘Not your wife. Your life. Don’t let things get to you. Find time for yourself. Control your anxieties. You need to change your life, Mr Silver. You only get one of them.’

Life. Not wife.

You obviously get more than one of those.

The heart is a small miracle.

‘I liked the way it made me feel,’ Eamon said. ‘Once upon a time. And I wanted to have that feeling again.’

We were walking in the grounds of a private hospital an hour’s drive south of London. Eamon talked about cocaine as we kicked our way through the leaves. He was only halfway through a 28-day detox programme, but he was already looking fitter than I had seen him since he was fresh from the Edinburgh Festival. He was meant to be playing football this afternoon – substance abusers versus the manic depressives – but the match had been cancelled. The manic depressives were too depressed.

‘We have these group sessions. Such stories, Harry. You’d love it. All these alcoholics and cokeheads and junkies telling you where it all went wrong. Every kind of addict under the sun. Some of them are very articulate. And do you know what I heard someone say this morning? Alcohol gave me wings to fly—and then it took away the sky. Isn’t that great? That’s exactly how I feel about coke.’

‘But that still doesn’t explain it. You’ve got this great life—money, fame, weather girls. And you screw it all up for a feeling. Not even a feeling – the memory of a feeling.’

‘Come on, Harry. I know you’re not a drinking man. And I know that drugs are not your thing. But it’s the same for you.’

‘How’s that?’

‘It’s the same for you with women.’

And I saw that he was right. That’s why I wanted Cyd to be the woman I first met, that’s why I had gone to Kazumi’s door. I was hooked on a feeling too.

The remembrance of the greatest feeling in the world.

It wasn’t the rush of cocaine or the fog of alcohol, it was the feeling I got when I was starting with a woman. Passion, sex, romance, feeling alive, feeling wanted – it was all of those things, wrapped up in a fleeting moment of time.

I liked the way it made me feel.

And I couldn’t help it. I wanted that feeling again.

Even if it meant trouble galore.


Fourteen

Jim Mason resembled a male model just starting to go to seed.

The chiselled features were beginning to show signs of a double chin, and under the leather jacket the beer paunch was developing like a promising marrow. But he still looked capable of causing trouble. Cyd’s ex-husband arrived to pick up his daughter.

‘Hello, Harry. How you doing, mate? Peggy ready to rock and roll?’

It was one of those scenes that I had never imagined playing, an event where I would love to have known the correct etiquette. This man had broken the heart of the woman I loved. But if he hadn’t broken her heart, my wife and I wouldn’t be together. Should I thank him or thump him? Or both?

Cyd was once crazy about this guy, and behind her back he had jumped on the bones of every Asian woman who would let him from Houston to Hoxton. My true love had done everything to make it work with this creep. She had followed him to London when it was clear that America was indifferent to his existence, she had supported him when he fell off his motorbike and mangled his stupid leg, and she even gave him a second chance after she had met me. And of course she had given birth to his child, and then raised her alone. I should have hated Jim Mason. But I found that I just couldn’t quite manage hate. Only the dull ache of jealousy.

The real reason he made my flesh crawl wasn’t because he had treated Cyd so badly. It was because he had won her heart without even trying, and shattered it so casually. But I couldn’t loathe him, this man who was my wife’s other husband.

He was always so nice to me.

‘Cyd out working? A woman’s work is never started, right? Only kidding, mate, only kidding. Give her my best. My little princess ready?’

‘Daddy!’

Peggy threw aside her Lucy Doll Ballerina and charged her dad. Jim scooped her up and placed a loud kiss on the top of her dark hair as she wrapped her legs around his waist, her arms around his neck, hugging him with theatrical abandon. They saw each other so sporadically, this dad and daughter, that their reunions were always emotional affairs, resembling a prisoner of the Vietcong being reunited with his family. But I was never quite sure if the emotion was forced or not. Prolonged separation can sometimes make a parent and child act with the self-consciousness of strangers.

I saw them to the door. Their routine was always the same. A ride on Jim’s motorbike to KFC or Pizza Express. At Peggy’s age, I don’t know if it was even legal. Jim wasn’t the kind to care. Once Cyd had protested that Peggy was a bit too young for motorbikes, and Jim had stormed out, leaving his daughter in bitter tears. He didn’t see her for three months. After that, the joy rides were never questioned.

Jim’s visits traditionally involved the purchase of a large, inappropriate, stupendously useless toy. Stuffed bears that were bigger than Peggy herself were a favourite.

When Peggy had gone I realised with a jolt of alarm that she had forgotten her child-sized helmet. Cyd had laid down strict rules for motorbike riding.

Always wear a helmet.

Hold on tight to Daddy.

No riding in the rain.

No long journeys.

No motorways.

I dashed out to the street but the bike – a huge brute of a Norton – was already roaring away, Peggy clinging on to her dad’s leather-clad back, the hair on her bare head flying.

I chased down the middle of the street, shouting their names, the kid’s helmet in my hands. But they didn’t hear me. It was a long straight road and I watched Jim’s taillights receding, cursing him for being so thoughtless.

And then at the last moment they turned back.

I stood in the street as the bike barrelled towards me, my heart filling my chest with that boiling feeling you get when your child has been placed in unnecessary danger. The Norton skidded to a halt in front of me, Jim and Peggy grinning, their faces flushed with excitement. I jammed the helmet down on her head.

‘You fucking idiot, Jim.’

He shook his handsome head in disbelief.

‘What did you call me?’

‘You heard. And what did your mum tell you, Peggy? What’s the most important rule about the bike? What’s rule number one?’

Neither of them was smiling now, and the way they were looking at me from under their helmets made their faces seem almost identical. I always thought that Peggy resembled Cyd. But I saw now that she was just as much Jim’s child.

‘Come on. What did Mummy say, Peggy? What did Mummy tell you again and again? What must you always remember?’

‘Hold on tight to Daddy,’ my stepdaughter said.

It’s so difficult for the step-parent to strike a balance between caring too much and caring too little.

The horror step-parents – the ones who end up in court, or in newspapers, or in jail – don’t think about it. They don’t care. The child of their partner is a pain, a chore, and a living reminder of a dead relationship. But what about the rest of us? The ones who are desperate to do the right thing?

There’s nothing special about us. We are not better human beings because we have taken on the parenting of a kid who is not our biological child. You get into these things without thinking about them, or if you think about it at all, you imagine that it will work itself out somehow. Love and the blended family will find a way. That’s what you think.

But the blended family has all the problems of the old family, and problems that are all its own. You can’t give your stepchild nothing but kindness and approval, because no parent can ever do that. And yet you do not have the right to reproach a stepchild the way a real parent does.

I had never raised a hand to Pat.

But I couldn’t even raise my voice to Peggy.

Step-parents – the ones who are trying their best – want to be liked. Parents – real parents – don’t need to be liked.

Because they know they are loved.

It is a love that is given unconditionally and without reservation. A parent has to do very bad things to squander the love of their child. A step-parent just doesn’t get that kind of love.

And, increasingly, I believed that there was nothing you could do to earn it.

I was either too soft – desperate to be liked, starving for a few scraps of Peggy’s approval – or I tried to pass myself off as the real thing. Passing, that was the step-parent’s major crime. Pretending to be something I wasn’t, and could never be.

I knew, in my calmer moments, that it was not easy for Richard. I knew that the things he wanted for my son – museums, Harry Potter, tofu, even the new life in another country – were not meant as punishments. I didn’t hate Richard because of those things. I hated him because he had taken my son away from me. Who did he think he was? He wasn’t Pat’s father.

The step-parent has a thankless job. The step-parent can’t win. You are either involved with this pint-sized stranger too much or not enough. But there’s one thing that the step-parent should always remember. It is even worse for the child.

Grown-ups can always get a new husband or wife. But the children of divorce can’t get a new father or mother, no more than they can get a new heart, new lungs, new eyes. For better for worse, for richer for poorer, you are trapped with the parents you are born with.

Peggy was lumbered with me, this man in her mother’s bed who was neither fish nor fowl, friend nor father, just a male parent impersonator.

Uncle Dad.

A night that was just like the old days. That was the idea. There was a new print of Annie Hall showing at the Curzon Mayfair. Then we were going for Peking duck in Chinatown. And maybe we would end the evening with a shot of espresso in some small Soho dive before returning home for slow, lazy sex and a good night’s sleep.

Film, duck, coffee, fuck.

Then making spoons, and sharing the same pillow for a good eight hours.

The perfect date.

Our night on the town wasn’t exactly hanging out at the Met Bar with the Gallaghers, but I knew that it would make us happy. It had many times before. But maybe I tried a little too hard to make it like the old days.

The movie was good. And we walked through the narrow streets of Soho hand in hand, laughing about Alvy Singer and his Annie Hall, lost in the film and each other, just like it was in our once upon a time.

It only started to go wrong in Chinatown.

The Shenyang Tiger was crowded. There was an entire Chinese family at the next table – nan, granddad, a few young husbands and wives and their flock of beautiful kids, including a brand-new baby, a fat-faced Buddha with a startling shock of jet-black Elvis hair.

Cyd and I stared at the baby, then smiled at each other.

‘Isn’t he gorgeous?’ she said. ‘All that hair.’

‘Would you like one? It’s not too late to change your order. I can have the duck and you can have the baby.’

I was only kidding – wasn’t I? – but her smile vanished instantly.

‘Oh, come on. Not the baby thing again, Harry. You never shut up about it, do you?’

‘What are you talking about? It wasn’t the baby thing again. I’m just pulling your leg, darling. You used to have a sense of humour.’

‘And you used to let me have a life.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I know you want me to give up the business. It’s true, isn’t it? You want me pregnant and in the kitchen. I know you do.’

I said nothing. How could I deny that I would prefer her to make dinner for her family rather than half of fashionable London? How could I deny that I wanted a baby, a family, and all the old-fashioned dreams?

I wanted us to be the way we were. But it wasn’t because I wanted to imprison her. It was because I loved her.

The waiter arrived with our Peking duck, and plates of cucumber, spring onion and plum sauce. I waited until he had shredded the duck and gone.

‘I just want you to be happy, Cyd.’

‘Then leave me alone, Harry. Let me run my business. Let me try to do something for myself for just once in my life. Stop trying to make me give it all up to be – I don’t even know what it is you want. Doris Day, is it? Mary Tyler Moore? Your mother? Some fifties housewife who doesn’t go out at night.’

My mother was actually out all the time. Doing the Four-Star Boogie and the Get In Line and the I Like It I Love It and the Walkin’ Wazi. But I let it pass.

‘I don’t mind you going out at night. I’m happy your business is going so well. I just wish that there were more nights like this. When you were spending the night with me.’

But her blood was up now.

‘You really want to be the sole breadwinner, don’t you? The big man. Are you going to spend the rest of your life trying to be your father?’

‘Probably. I can think of worse things to be than my old man.’ I pushed my plate away. Suddenly I didn’t have much of an appetite. ‘And are you going to spend the rest of your life sucking up to creeps?’

‘Luke Moore is not a creep. He’s a brilliant businessman.’

‘Who said anything about Luke bloody Moore? I’m talking about all those drunken City boys who think they can get into your thong because you give them a bit of chicken on a stick.’

A mobile phone began to ring from deep inside her handbag. She fished it out and immediately recognised the number calling. Because it was our number.

‘Sally?’ She was babysitting for us. Cyd didn’t like anyone outside our little family looking after Peggy. ‘Well, how long has she been vomiting?’

Oh great, I thought. Now the kid’s puking all over the babysitter.

‘Everything fine?’ said the waiter.

‘Wonderful, thanks.’ I smiled.

‘And is it solid or liquid?’ Cyd said. ‘Okay, okay. Well, can’t you get her to be sick down the toilet? Right, right. Look, we’ll be home in half an hour, Sally. What? Well, just change her pyjamas and stick the dirty ones in the washing machine. We’re going to jump in a cab. See you.’

‘Something wrong?’

‘Peggy. You know she doesn’t like it when we’re both out at the same time. She gets an upset tummy.’ She beckoned a passing waitress. ‘Can we get the bill, please?’ Then she looked at my stony face. ‘Are you sulking because Peggy is sick?’

‘We should stay. You should eat your lovely duck. There’s nothing wrong with Peggy.’

‘She’s just brought up her Mister Milano pizza. How can you say there’s nothing wrong with her?’

‘This always happens.’ It was true. Every time we had one of our rare nights out, it was as if Peggy was sticking her fingers down her throat. ‘Look, if she was really sick, I’d be as worried as you.’

‘Really? As worried as me? I don’t think so, Harry.’

‘Can’t you see? It’s a kind of blackmail. She only does it to get you to come home. Eat your dinner, Cyd.’

‘I don’t want my dinner. And you should understand how she feels, Harry. If anyone should understand, it’s you. You know what it’s like to be a single parent.’

‘Is that what you think? That you’re a single parent?’ I shook my head. ‘You’re married, Cyd. You stopped being a single parent on our wedding day.’

‘Then why do I still feel like a single parent? Why do I feel so alone?’

‘It’s not because there’s something wrong with Peggy.’ A waiter placed a bill and a quartered orange in front of us. ‘It’s because there’s something wrong with us.’

Outside the night had soured.

The good-natured, slow-moving crowds of early evening had been replaced by mobs of noisy drunks. The tourists were coming out of Mamma Mia! and Les Misérables, desperately hailing cabs that were already occupied. The streets were full of yobs in from the suburbs and beggars in from faraway towns. A scrappy, half-hearted fight was starting outside a packed pub. You could hear the sound of broken glass and sirens.

Then I saw her.

Kazumi.

She was in the queue outside that church on Shaftesbury Avenue that they had turned into a club almost twenty years ago. Limelight. Gina and I had gone there a couple of times. I didn’t even know that Limelight was still open.

Kazumi was with a bunch of men and women, slightly younger than herself, all locals by the look of them. She was at the centre of the crowd, the boys trying to impress her, the girls wanting to be her friend. She smiled patiently, caught my eye and stared straight through me, not recognising the man from her friend’s past, or just not caring.

Kazumi was going dancing.

I was going home just as she was going out.

It wasn’t a different kind of night out.

It was a different kind of life.


Fifteen

Another postcard from America. On the front, under the words Connecticut – the Nutmeg state, New England, a rural wilderness ablaze with the colours of fall. On the back, in joined-up writing, a message from my son.


Dear Daddy. We have a dog. His name is Britney. We love him. Goodbye.



‘Britney’s a funny old name for a dog,’ said my mother. ‘I suppose that was Gina’s idea.’

My mum had once loved Gina. I always said that when they first met, my mum thought Gina was a Home Counties version of Grace Kelly, a perfect combination of blue-eyed beauty, old-fashioned decency and regal bearing. Since our divorce my mum had slowly revised her opinion. Now Gina was less the Princess of Monaco and more the Whore of Babylon.

‘Maybe Britney is a bitch, Mum.’

‘There’s no need for talk like that,’ said my mother.

We were at my dad’s grave. It was the first time I had been here since Christmas Day after picking up my mum to take her to our place for the holiday. Three months ago now. It had been a surprisingly good Christmas – my mum and Cyd amusing each other greatly as they stuffed a giant turkey, Peggy on the phone to Pat for an hour comparing gifts, and the look on Peggy’s face when she opened her surprise present – an Ibiza DJ Brucie Doll, including his own little turntables.

With Pat gone, I was expecting Christmas to be steeped in feelings of sadness and loss, and in fact it was more of a respite from those things. But time was grinding on, and I saw that my dad’s headstone was no longer as white and pristine as it had seemed a few months ago. It was now stained by the winter, tilted by time. Things were wearing out without me even noticing.

‘Is Pat all right?’ my mum said. ‘Does he like his school? Has he made friends? There was trouble here, wasn’t there? You and Gina had to see his teacher, I remember. Is he all right now?’

‘He’s fine, Mum,’ I said, although in truth I had no idea if Pat was a straight-A student or wandering his new classroom at will. It didn’t feel like my son was thousands of miles away. It felt like light years.

‘I miss him, you know.’

‘I know you do, Mum. I miss him too.’

‘Will he come back for the holidays?’

‘The summer vacation. He’ll be back for that.’

‘That’s a long time. Summer’s a long way away. What about Easter? Couldn’t he come over for Easter?’

‘I’ll talk about it with Gina, Mum.’

‘I hope he comes back for his Easter holidays.’

‘I’ll try, Mum.’

‘Because you never know what’s going to happen, do you? You never know.’

‘Mum, nothing is going to happen to him,’ I said, trying to keep the exasperation out of my voice. ‘Pat’s fine.’

She looked up at me, briskly rubbing her hands together, wiping off the dirt from my father’s grave.

‘I’m not talking about Pat, Harry,’ she said. ‘I’m talking about me.’

And I just stared at her, as I felt the world turn and change.

I had always believed that my dad was the tough one. My mum didn’t drive, she wouldn’t open her front door after dark, and she hated confrontation of every kind. And because she didn’t have a driving licence, because she was polite to rude waiters, because she slept with the light on, I was stupid enough to believe that my mother was a timid woman. Now I was about to learn that my mother had her own well of courage.

‘What happened, Mum?’

She took another breath.

‘Found a lump, Harry. When I was in the shower. In my breast.’

I could feel my heart.

‘Oh God, Mum. Oh Jesus.’

‘It’s small. And very hard. I went to see the doctor. You know how much I hate seeing the doctor. A bit like your dad, really. Now I’ve got to go for tests. Graham’s going to take me in his car.’

This is how it happens, I thought. You lose one parent, and then you lose the other. Selfishly, I thought – I went through all this with Dad, and I don’t know if I can do it again. But I knew I would have to. It was the most natural thing in the world.

I could imagine her in the shower. I could see her washing herself with the Body Shop soap in the shape of a dolphin that her grandson had bought her for Christmas. I could see my mother’s face, her kind and irreplaceable face, as she discovered something that had never been there before.

A small, hard lump.

That lump the size of a planet.

When I came home I found Peggy sitting cross-legged on the carpet, studying a book on Lucy Doll.

‘Look what I’ve got, Harry.’

I sat on the floor with her and looked at the book. I Love Lucy Doll: The World’s Favourite Dolly was a serious coffee-table job, full of social analysis and cultural deconstruction. First article – ‘Where Is Lucy Doll From?’ I skimmed the article, because I had always wondered that myself. It turned out that Lucy Doll was born in Paris of a part-Thai, part-Brazilian mother and an Anglo-Zulu father. The book revealed that Brucie Doll was from Ibiza.

There were more scholarly articles. Lucy Doll as modern icon. Lucy Doll as a feminist role model. Lucy Doll as a repository for traditional values. Lucy Doll as a radical of the sexual revolution. Lucy Doll was the perfect doll – you could get her to be anything you wanted her to be.

‘Where did you get this, darling?’

‘Uncle Luke gave it to me.’

‘Uncle Luke?’

‘He came home with Mummy in his racing car.’

‘Did Uncle Luke come in?’

‘No. But he gave Mummy this book for me. It’s for big girls.’

I wondered why these creeps always gave this little girl the wrong presents. Her dad with those useless huge stuffed animals that were no good to man or beast. And now a coffee-table book from Uncle Luke. Peggy was at least a decade too young for I Love Lucy Doll: The World’s Favourite Dolly. But what did I know? She loved poring over the pictures, and there were page after page of reproductions from all the Lucy Doll catalogues down the ages.

‘All the different Lucy Dolls,’ Peggy said.

There they were in all their glory. Office Lady Lucy Doll (Lucy Doll when she was working for a giant Japanese corporation before the bubble burst). Rio Dancer Lucy Doll (Carmen Miranda feathers and tails). And Working Girl Lucy Doll (the blonde locks dyed brunette to denote career-girl seriousness, Working Girl Lucy Doll carried a briefcase and wore spectacles with no lenses).

There was also Space Shuttle Lucy Doll. Funky Diva Lucy Doll. Left Bank Lucy Doll. Hippy Chick Lucy Doll. Chanteuse Lucy Doll. Bungee Jump Lucy Doll. Fighter Pilot Lucy Doll.

Lucy Doll as singer, shopper, housewife, commuter, cook, warrior, adventurer and tourist. Home and career, love and sex, domesticity and glamour, work and fun.

‘Which Lucy Doll do you like best of all, Harry?’

I looked at Night-Night-Baby Lucy Doll, who wore a see-through white negligee that just about came down to her navel.

‘I like Working Girl Lucy Doll,’ I said.

‘Why’s that?’

‘Reminds me of your mum.’

‘Me too.’

Cyd was upstairs getting changed. She was sitting at the dressing table in her bra and pants, staring into the mirror. She looked up at me, already defensive, waiting for me to start complaining about the book, the lift home, Uncle Luke.

I shook my head, biting my lip.

‘My mum,’ I said.

‘What happened?’

‘She found a lump in her breast,’ I said, my voice catching on those words and all they could mean. And my wife was across the room, taking me in her arms, and holding me in a way that she had only held me twice before.

When we knew my dad was dying.

And when my son went to live with his mother.

The really bad times, the worst times of all.

She held me. My wife held me. She put her arms around me and squeezed me tight, as if she would never let go, smoothing my hair, whispering words that were as soft as a prayer.

Gently rocking me as I cried, and cried, and cried.

My doctor had me swimming. Most mornings I went to the local public pool as soon as it opened, and joined the office workers doing their lengths.

I swam up and down, chanting my mantra: my heart is a small miracle, my heart is a small miracle. I swam until failure. That was a new expression I had recently learned. It meant doing something until you just couldn’t do it any more. Until failure.

When I came out of the pool, the rush hour was in full booming flow. The people in the park were all hurrying to the tube station.

Apart from her.

Kazumi was crouching on the grass, peering into her camera, the office workers swarming either side of her. A squirrel and I stopped to watch her.

She was wearing a black parka, boots, and a short beige-coloured kilt. Even I could tell it was from Burberry. Black tights. Good legs. Hair falling in front of her face, getting pushed out again. She looked too good for the rush hour.

‘What are you taking a picture of?’

She looked up at me. Recognised me this time. Smiled. ‘The leaves. All the new leaves. They’re beautiful but they just stay a moment. Like sakura in Japan. You know sakura?’

I nodded. ‘Cherry blossom, right? The Japanese go to the park to look at the cherry blossom in full bloom for a few days every year. School kids, salary men, office ladies, old people. All watching the cherry blossom before it dies.’

She stood up, smoothed her Burberry kilt and pushed more hair out of her eyes. ‘You know sakura because of Gina?’

‘Yes, because of Gina.’ All those years with my first wife had given me a crash course in Japanese culture. I knew my sakura traditions. ‘I’m not sure a few leaves in north London are in quite the same league.’

She laughed. ‘Beautiful colours. All the different greens. Not so obvious. You just have to look with different eyes. Are you interested in photography?’

‘Me? Absolutely.’

‘Really?’

‘Sure. For me it’s not just about getting the holiday snaps developed at the chemist. Photography is, you know, a twentieth-century art form. A, er, genuinely modern medium that hasn’t been fully explored yet.’

What was I going on about? What was all this rubbish? She must have thought I was a complete jerk.

‘Plead the fleeting moment to remain,’ she said.

I must have looked baffled.

‘Someone once said that about photography. A poet, I think. It’s like watching sakura. The moment is interesting, because it is only a moment. Plead the fleeting moment to remain.’ She smiled. ‘I love that. It’s so beautiful.’

Plead the fleeting moment to remain, I thought.

‘I love it too,’ I said. And I meant it.

She put the lens cap on her camera, smoothed her kilt again. She was getting ready to go. I scrambled to keep the conversation afloat.

‘Everything okay with you, Kazumi? You working here?’

‘Trying. Looking.’

‘You found a place to live?’

She nodded. ‘Still in Primrose Hill. A few blocks from Gina’s old place.’

‘That’s nice. Primrose Hill is great.’

‘Saw Jude Law in shop. With baby.’

‘Lucky old you.’ Although what I really thought was – lucky old Jude Law. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you – can I order some more of those pictures of Pat? If you’re not too busy? I’ve marked the contact sheet. I know exactly what I want.’

She nodded. These small, encouraging nods. ‘I post to you.’

‘Or I could come to your place and collect them.’

‘Or I post.’

‘It’s no trouble. Really.’

She stared at me for a moment, thinking about it.

‘You want a cup of tea, Kazumi? There’s a café over by the tennis courts.’

‘Sure. British always want a cup of tea.’

‘Just like the Japanese.’

We walked over to the small café by the tennis courts, moving against the scuttling tide of office workers. And as we ordered our drinks, I could picture myself in her flat in Primrose Hill, see her pulling off her boots and stepping out of her Burberry kilt. I could see it, and it felt like the best thing in the world. It was that old, dangerous feeling of something about to start.

‘How’s Pat?’ she said, and I adored her for that. I would have adored anyone who cared enough to ask me about my boy.

‘He’s fine, I guess,’ I said. ‘Started school. Got a dog called Britney. He’s coming over for his holidays. Soon, I hope. We have to work it out. What about you? Happy in London?’

‘Happier than Tokyo. Happier than when I was married.’

I thought of the crying man in Gina’s garden. Part of me didn’t want to know. I hate it when they tell you about the old days. It just puts a crimp in everything for me. But she wanted me to hear. I was too curious to try stopping her.

‘He’s a photographer. Famous, sort of. At least in Tokyo. He loved lots of European photographers. Horst, Robert Doisneau, Alan Brooking. Magnum photographers. You know? Magnum agency? He was very brilliant. I was his assistant. First job after college. I – how to say? – looked up for him.’

‘Looked up to him.’

‘He was very encouraged. Encouraging. Then we got married and he changed. Wanted me to stay home. Have a baby.’

‘What kind of man does a thing like that?’

‘Didn’t want me to work.’ She sipped her tea. ‘Like you and Gina.’

I couldn’t let her get away with that.

‘Nothing like me and Gina. She wanted to stay home and raise our son. At least at first.’

‘Married men,’ she said, as if that explained everything. She stood up, pulled out a little Prada purse. For all her talk about Magnum photographers, she was a classic Japanese girl. Prada and Burberry mad.

‘Put your money away. I’ll get these. You can get them next time.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘No next time. I post those pictures of Pat.’

Then she was leaving, watched by our squirrel and me as she disappeared among the office workers. An Asian girl in a Burberry kilt. I called after her.

‘But when will I see you again?’

She raised her left hand, without turning round. ‘When your finger gets better.’

I looked down at my hand and saw the gold band glinting on my third finger. It felt like there was something wrong with it today.

It was cutting into me.

I knew that deep down inside Gina still had a soft spot for me.

‘You bloody imbecile,’ she said when I called. ‘You dickhead. You klutz. You 24-carat fool. Do you have any idea what time it is here? Gone one. Pat went to bed hours ago. You moron, Harry.’

‘It’s not Pat I want to talk to. It’s you.’

‘Make it snappy. I’m just about to floss and go to bed.’

‘I want Pat to come back. For a week or so. Seven days. Anything. Easter. How’s Easter?’

I could hear her putting her hand over the receiver, telling Richard that it was me. And I heard him sigh, slam a door, go into a sulk.

‘That’s not possible, Harry.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s too expensive to keep flying him back and forth across the Atlantic. It’s too disruptive. And he’s too young. Who do you think he is? Tony Blair? He’s only seven.’

‘He’ll be fine. It will be an adventure. I have to see him. I can’t wait until summer. And the money’s not a problem.’

‘Oh really?’ She could be dead sarcastic. ‘It might not be a problem for you. But Richard’s job at Bridle-Worthington has not turned out too well.’ A beat. ‘He quit.’

‘Jesus, he can’t keep changing jobs. He’s just going to have to buckle down and start remembering he has some responsibilities.’

A long silence in reply. And I guessed that my ex-wife had said almost those very words to fussy old Richard. ‘So he’s unemployed?’

‘No – he’s looking round. But we don’t have money to go—’

‘I’ll pay. Don’t worry about that, Gina. I just want to see my son. I just want him to remember he has a life here. He has holidays, doesn’t he? Send him over at Easter. Send him any time.’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘Please.’ Begging her to let me see my son. But for some reason I felt no anger. For some reason I couldn’t quite fathom, it was something far closer to pity. ‘How’s it going over there?’

‘Oh, the New England coast is beautiful. Very historic. Lots of little antique shops and fishing villages. And all these names that remind you of being a kid in England – Yarmouth, Portsmouth. I think there’s even a Little Hampton. All these English names, Harry.’

‘Sounds great. I’m happy for you, Gina.’

‘But…’

‘What?’

Her voice was just above a whisper. As if she was talking to herself, not me. ‘Well, it’s not really like that where we live. It’s not so quaint and lovely in Hartford. See, Hartford is a big ugly town. There’s crime. And I’m a bit – I don’t know what you would call it. Lonely, I guess. I think I’m lonely. Richard’s off to the city every day looking for a job. Pat’s at school.’

‘Doing well?’

‘He’s doing very well. He’s not wandering around in the middle of lessons any more.’

‘That’s fantastic, Gina.’

‘But I don’t know anyone. Everybody’s gone in the daytime, and locked up at home at night. It’s not quite what I expected.’ She recovered, remembered who she was talking to. ‘But we’ll be fine, we’ll be fine.’

‘Listen, let Pat come over for a week. He can spend some time with my mum. He’d love that. So would she.’ I didn’t tell Gina about my mum, about the lump the size of a planet. Those days were long gone. ‘Because you never know what’s going to happen in life, do you?’

‘That’s right,’ said my ex-wife. ‘You never know what’s going to happen in life.’


Sixteen

If you saw my mum walking down the street, you might think she was just another little old lady on her way to buy some cat food. But you would be wrong.

She can’t stand cats for a start, because she claims they leave a terrible mess everywhere (although strangely she always stoops to pet and coo over even the most flea-bitten moggy she encounters on her travels). Looking at my mum, you might think you knew all about her. But you would not know her at all.

Some things I know about my mother.

She thinks Dolly Parton is the greatest singer in the world and that people shouldn’t make fun of Dolly’s figure all the time. She will watch any kind of sport on TV but prefers the more violent games (boxing, rugby, the NFL). She believes that her grandson was the most beautiful baby in the history of the world. She reckons that is a completely objective opinion, and she is not remotely biased.

Some more things I know about my mum. She gets unimaginably lonely since my dad died. It doesn’t matter how many people are around her. She worshipped my father, and talks to his photographs when she thinks nobody is listening. A visit to his grave is my mum’s idea of a good day out.

I know she inspires an incredible love in her family and friends – young neighbours repair her guttering for a cup of tea, her army of silver-haired friends are constantly asking her to hang out at the new shopping mall, and her brothers call her every day.

My mum is kind, funny and brave. Very brave. Although she doesn’t open her front door after dark, she is always ready to stand up to any passing bully. When Pat was very small she threatened to punch out a gang of youths who were getting what she called wild in the local General Lee’s Tasty Tennessee Kitchen.

I was angry with her at the time – I thought they might stab her, because even little old ladies are not safe in the lousy modern world – but now I am glad she did it. That’s her. That’s my mum. That’s what she’s like. I am proud of her.

She doesn’t have the short fuse that my father had. She is tolerant of other ways of life, believing in the essential goodness of mankind. But when she loses her temper, she goes…well, wild is what she would call it.

Her favourite brother, the one who is closest to her in age, likes reminding her about the scar she put in the upright piano in the East End home they grew up in. My mum, enraged at some teasing from her brother, threw a knife at his head. It missed him by inches and stuck in the piano, quivering the way knives only do in cartoons. The attempted murder of her brother was out of character. She was a quiet, shy girl, bullied at school for a slight speech impediment (not bullied by her schoolmates, bullied by teachers, for that East End school was as brutal as a workhouse in Dickens). She always claimed the knife had slipped. Her brother insisted she had aimed the blade to perfection.

In a house full of boys, she was as distant and regal as a Virgin Queen. Doted on by her parents, encouraged to think of herself as special, she was as indulged as an only child.

I know my mum was always loved – as the only girl in a large family of boys, and as the only female in the small family that I grew up in – and I believe that is why she is so good at giving love. I know that Pat and I would be lost without her. I can’t even imagine what the world would be like without my mum in it.

She is full of life. She has more life in her than anyone I’ve ever known. She likes to sing and dance. I know she likes a laugh, even at the worst of times, especially at the worst of times. We still smile about when she slammed her head against my father’s coffin at his funeral.

Only someone who loves people as much as my mum could ever get so lonely. She carefully plans her evening viewing. She likes the news, real-people documentaries, but she raises an eyebrow at all the pierced tongues and nipples on Six Pissed Students in a Flat. I know she sneers at soap operas, although back in the eighties she liked JR in Dallas. Cartoon villainy amuses her.

What else? Oh yes.

I know my mother hates going to the doctor.

In the end Tex didn’t take my mum to the hospital. Apparently his car was having trouble with its big end, although I suspected that the real problem was Tex having trouble with his nerve.

My mum told me she would get the bus. I said that I would come to the hospital with her. She said the bus was fine. She didn’t want to make a fuss. That was always one of her big things – not making a fuss. If the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse appeared in her back garden, rampaging through her rose bushes, my mum would try not to make a fuss.

Having a laugh and not making a fuss. That was her way. That was her philosophy. A kind of light-hearted stoicism that pulled at my heart, and made me feel like putting my arm around her.

But it was difficult to laugh today. It was difficult to grin and bear it on days like these.

When she came out from seeing the specialist I could tell the news was bad.

She was struggling to understand the diagnosis, trying to understand the language, trying to understand how a hardened piece of flesh could change your world so completely.

She didn’t want to talk about it in the overcrowded waiting room. She didn’t want to talk about it until we were back in my car.

We sat in the hospital’s endless car park. Other cars circled like sharks, looking for a precious parking space. It was a busy day for the hospital. They were probably all busy days.

‘Look – I’ve written it down.’ She showed me a scrap of paper. She had written invasive carcinoma in her shaky hand.

‘What does it mean?’ I said, sort of knowing what it meant, but unable to believe it.

‘Breast cancer,’ said my mum.

Of course, I thought. First one parent and then the other. The most natural thing in the world, as natural as the birth of a child. Then why did it feel like the world was coming apart?

‘The doctor at the breast unit says they don’t know what they’re going to do yet. How to treat it. Nice bloke. Some sort of Mediterranean. Spoke English better than me. They do, don’t they? Gave it to me straight. Says there’s something called staging. It means they have to assess the risk of it spreading. And, you know. How far it’s spread already.’

I was speechless.

‘I met the breast care nurse. She was nice. Lovely girl. Her nose was – what do you call it? Pierced. Specially trained to deal with my kind of case. I’ve got to go back, Harry. I can get the bus. Don’t worry. I know you’re busy.’

I stared at her profile as she looked across at the hospital, I watched that soft, kind face that I had known longer than any other, and saw all the emotions churning inside her.

Shock. Fear. Bewilderment. Anger. Even the darkest kind of amusement.

‘Graham didn’t stick around long, did he? Old Tex. Cowboy Joe from the Rio Southend. Soon buggered off when the music stopped. Your dad would have been here. Your dad would have been here for me, Harry. That man would have walked through fire for me. That’s a marriage, Harry. That’s what a marriage is all about.’

‘There’s lots they can do, isn’t there?’

She was silent, lost in her own thoughts.

‘Mum? I said, there’s plenty they can do, isn’t there?’

‘Oh yes. Oh yes. Lots they can do. I’m going to beat this thing. I mean it, Harry. People live with breast cancer. They do. People live. It’s not like your dad. Can’t fight lung cancer. Can’t fight that. Bloody lung cancer. Bloody cancer. Took your dad. It’s not going to take me. Bloody, bloody cancer. It’s a right…bastard.’ She glanced at me. ‘Excuse my language.’

‘Mum?’

‘What, love?’

‘I’m really proud that you’re my mum.’

She nodded, took my hand and held it. Held it so tight in her own small hand that I could feel that piece of precious metal pressing into my palm, that sliver of gold, burnished by a lifetime.

My mother’s wedding ring.

It fit her perfectly.

My parents met through her brother. The one she threw the knife at and tried to kill. He was always her favourite.

My mum’s brother and my dad went to the same boxing club for boys. This was back when boxing was as popular among schoolboys as football. That’s all changed now, of course, and the only men in television I know who boxed at school all went to Eton.

But this was back when boxing was considered a healthy pastime for growing boys. And after sparring together – my uncle and my father were exactly the same weight and age, both one year older than my mum – my mum’s brother brought my dad home to that house in an East End banjo, which was what they called their little dead-end street, a banjo, because that’s exactly what it was shaped like. And growing up in that banjo, a house full of boys. And one girl.

At seventeen, my dad had already been at work for three years. He was cocky and wild, his pride primed with an explosive temper – after one of his army of cousins had sworn at him, he had tied her to a lamppost and washed her mouth out with soap. There was an anger in him. He would fight anyone. He seemed to enjoy it. Then he saw my mother, just sixteen years old, the spoilt princess of the banjo, and he found his reason to stop fighting and start living.

She taught him to be gentle – her and the unimaginable things he did and saw in the war. He taught her to be strong. Or maybe it was all there already – the roaring boy was more sensitive than he dared to let on. And perhaps she was always harder than she seemed. The reserved sixteen-year-old girl had been toughened up by poverty, life in the banjo and all those brothers.

But they had a deliriously happy marriage. Even up to the day my father died, they were mad about each other. For an entire lifetime, they never really stopped courting.

He sent her red roses, she brought him breakfast in bed. He stared at her, unable to believe his luck. She wrote him poems. Put them in his lunch box. I saw his cards to her – Mother’s Day, birthday, Christmas. His angel, he called her. The love of his life. He seemed like the least romantic man in the world, and she inspired him to write sonnets.

The products of close-knit, crowded communities, they were content in the company of each other. The only real trauma in their union was all those years at the start when a baby just would not come. And later, after I finally arrived, when she suffered a heartbreaking string of miscarriages. One of my clearest memories of childhood is my mum sitting on the floor of our rented flat above a greengrocer’s shop, inconsolable as my father tried to comfort her, his broken-hearted angel, his devastated true love, crying for another lost child.

My first look at married life.

When I became a parent, I found myself imitating them, trying to strike their balance between being strict and being gentle. They seemed like perfect parents to me. Loving and tough.

My father never lifted a finger to either of us – he reserved his violence for strangers who were dumb enough to cross him. My mum was not averse to aiming a shoe at me – at least it wasn’t a knife – when I drove her to distraction with my daydreaming and solitary games, the comforts of the only child that frequently prevented me from coming when I was called. But she had waited too long for a baby to ever be mad at me for long.

‘Wait until your father gets home,’ she would tell me, and it was her ultimate threat.

It never frightened me, though. Because I knew they loved me, and I knew that it was a love that was unconditional and everlasting, a love that was built to last a lifetime and beyond.

No, what frightened me as a child was the thought of losing my mother. Small, curly-haired, five foot and a bit, she would disappear up to the row of shops near our home on black, blustery winter evenings, the kind of November and December nights that we no longer seem to get, off to buy something for our tea. Those were the years when it snowed in winter and, in my memory at least, the streets were shrouded in the fog of countless open fires. She would be on an errand for mince, pork chops or baked beans, or on Fridays fish and chips wrapped in newspaper – the menu of my childhood.

And I would be anxious, unbearably anxious for the return of this woman, my mum, who had just nipped down the shops. Still in my school uniform of grey flannel trousers, grey shirt and stripy tie, that old man’s drag they made us wear, I would stand on the back of the sofa and press my face against a window streaming with condensation, scanning the dark, empty streets.

Searching for the irreplaceable sight of my mother, and tortured by the thought that she was never coming home again.

Cyd and I took my mum to a show.

My father had always taken my mother to shows. Every six months or so they would put on their best clothes and head for the bright lights of London. For two people who spent most evenings in front of the television set, they were connoisseurs of musical theatre.

When the film versions of Oklahoma!, West Side Story or My Fair Lady came on TV, they would both sing along, word perfect. My mum would also dance – she did a particularly good imitation of the cool-daddy-o ballet of the Sharks and the Jets in West Side Story. For my mum, musicals were not a passive experience. She had been going to the West End for fifty years, and there were few tunes being banged out nightly on Shaftesbury Avenue, the Strand and Haymarket that she didn’t know better than the people singing them.

Now she decided she wanted to catch Les Misérables again.

‘I love that one,’ she told Cyd. ‘I like the little girl. And I like the prostitutes. And I like it when all the students get shot. It’s very sad and there are some lovely melodies in it.’

She wore a white two-piece suit from Bloomingdale’s that I had brought her back from a trip to New York. She looked lovely but frail, and older, far older, than I had ever thought she would be.

Cyd took her hand when we picked her up, and never let it go as we made our way to the Palace Theatre in Cambridge Circus. Cyd held her hand on the drive into town, held it as we made our way through the teeming early-evening crowds, my mum looking too easily broken for the city, too delicate to be surrounded by all the traffic and bustle and hordes.

The audience inside the Palace was the usual mixture of foreign tourists, coach trips in from the suburbs and locals on a big night out. Directly in front of us there was a young man in a pinstripe suit, some well-scrubbed junior hotshot from the City, with what looked like his mother on one side and his grandmother on the other side. I didn’t like him from the start.

He made a big deal about turning round and shaking his head just because my mum clipped him around the ear a few times with her coat as she was struggling to take it off. Then he tutted elaborately when she whistled through the overture. And then, when the show began, he kept on loudly clearing his throat when my mum sang along to Fantine’s big dying number, ‘I Dreamed a Dream’. Finally, as my mum joined in for the cast’s stirring rendition of ‘Do You Hear the People Sing?’, he turned around angrily.

‘Will you please shut up?’ he hissed.

‘Leave her alone, pal,’ said Cyd, and I loved her for it. ‘We’ve paid for our tickets too.’

‘We can’t enjoy the show if she acts like she’s part of the chorus!’

‘Who’s she?’ I demanded.

Behind us people started going, ‘Ssssh!’ Bald and permed heads were turning. Well-fed faces creased with irritation.

‘Do you hear the people sing, singing the song of angry men?’ sang my mum, happily oblivious. ‘It is the music of a people who will not be slaves again!’

The young suit’s posh old granny stuck her oar in. ‘We’ve paid for our seats, too, you know.’

‘We can’t concentrate on the performance,’ whined her frumpy daughter.

‘You don’t need to concentrate, lady,’ said Cyd. ‘You just need to lie back and enjoy it. You know how to lie back and enjoy it, don’t you?’

‘Well, really!’

‘I’m getting help,’ said her son, and went off to find a young woman with a torch.

Then they threw us out.

They were very nice about it. Told us that if we couldn’t silence my mum then the management reserved the right to ask us to leave. And there was no way of shutting up my mum when we still had the deaths of Valjean, Javert, Eponine and all those nice students to look forward to.

So we went. My wife and my mother and me. Laughing about it already, as though getting thrown out of a musical was actually much more fun than watching one. Making our way through the funky crowds to the Bar Italia where my mum was promised a lovely cup of tea.

The three of us, my wife and my mother and me, arm in arm in the streets of Soho.

Singing ‘Empty Chairs at Empty Tables’ at the top of our voices.


Seventeen

I met my son at the airport.

He came through the arrival gate holding the hand of a young British Airways stewardess. There was some sort of identification tag around his neck, as worn by child evacuees in old black-and-white wars, or Paddington Bear.

Please look after this child.

‘Pat! Over here! Pat!’

The stewardess spotted me before he did. He was chatting away to her, his face pale and serious, and then he saw me through the legs of all those arriving tourists and business types. He broke away from the BA girl and ran to my arms, and I was on my knees, holding him tight and kissing his mop of blond hair.

‘Let me look at you, darling.’

He grinned and yawned, and I saw that the gummy gap that had existed at the front of his mouth had changed. There were now two uneven fragments of pure white bone pushing through. The teeth that would have to last him a lifetime.

There were other changes. He was taller, and his hair was maybe slightly darker, and I didn’t recognise any of his clothes.

‘Are you all right? How was the flight? It’s so good to see you, darling!’

‘You can’t sleep on planes because they keep coming round making you try to eat things,’ he reflected, blinking his tired blue eyes. ‘You have to choose between fish and chicken.’

‘He’s a little bit jet-lagged, aren’t you, Pat?’ said the BA girl. Then she gave me a dazzling white smile. ‘He’s such a lovely boy.’

It was true. He was a lovely boy. Smart, funny and beautiful. And independent and brave – flying across the Atlantic all by himself. A terrific kid.

My son, when he was seven years old.

We thanked the girl from BA and caught a cab back into town. My heart felt lighter than it had in months.

‘Everything okay in Connecticut?’

‘Fine.’

‘You like your new school? Making friends?’

‘Good.’

‘Mummy all right?’

‘She’s okay.’ He paused, frowning at the slow-moving traffic heading for the motorway. ‘But she argues with Richard. They had a little bit of a row about Britney.’

So that was the trouble with Gina. For a moment I wondered who Britney was – some hot little babysitter? Or some cute secretary looking for love? But Britney couldn’t be a secretary. Richard didn’t have a job. It had all fallen through at Bridle-Worthington. So who was this mystery woman?

‘Britney was sick in the living room,’ Pat said. ‘Richard was very angry. Then Britney wet the Indian rug and had to have an operation and Richard said it was disgusting the way Britney kept biting at the stitches.’

I was thinking that Britney must be one hell of a babysitter, and then I remembered. Of course. My son had a dog now.

A slow smile spread across Pat’s face.

‘Guess what? At dinner he sits right by the table and licks his, you know, willie.’

I raised my eyebrows.

‘Richard or Britney?’ My son thought about it for a moment.

‘You must be joking,’ he said.

‘Come here, you.’

Then he slid across the seat and climbed on to my lap. I could smell that old Pat smell of sugar and dirt, sense his exhaustion. Within minutes he was fast asleep.

The cab driver had pictures of three small children on his dashboard. He looked at us in his rear-view mirror and smiled.

‘You two boys come far?’ he said.

I held my son close.

‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘We’ve come a very long way.’

Cyd had hung balloons on the front door, and it filled me with gratitude and love.

She was waiting for us as I paid the driver, wreathed in smiles. As I dragged Pat’s suitcase up our garden path she crouched down and threw her arms around him and I felt like we were becoming a real family at last.

Peggy was in the living room watching a Lucy Doll video. It was a film that Peggy and I had watched before, an animated double bill featuring a cheapo cartoon version of ‘Lucy Doll Rock and Roll and her blank-faced band getting stranded in a fifties time warp.

Lucy Doll Rock and Roll and her friends can’t wait to join the hep teens down at the soda shop for a bebopping, finger-licking good time,’ said Peggy. ‘Strap yourself in for action, because the countdown to fun has begun!’

Pat smiled shyly at his oldest friend.

‘Hello, Pat,’ Peggy said with the brisk formality of minor royalty. ‘So how’s America?’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a dog. His name’s Britney. He’s not allowed in the house because he licks his willie right in front of everybody.’

‘Sorry to disappoint you, Pat,’ sniffed Peggy. ‘But he can’t be a boy dog if his name is Britney. Because Britney is a girl’s name, stupid.’

Pat looked up at me for support. ‘Britney is a boy dog, isn’t he?’

I thought of Britney licking his enormous great penis at the dinner table.

‘I would say so, darling.’

‘Do you want to watch Lucy Doll’s American Graffiti with me?’ said Peggy. ‘Lucy Doll Rock and Roll magically comes to life in this stunning adaptation of the much loved classic.’

Cyd and I smiled at each other. She gave my arm a little squeeze. She knew how much this meant to me.

Pat considered the vision in pink doing a Chuck Berry duck-walk across the TV screen.

‘Lucy Doll sucks,’ he said.

‘Pat,’ I said.

‘Lucy Doll sucks big time.’

‘Pat.’

‘Lucy Doll can kiss my royal ass.’

‘Pat, I’m warning you.’

‘Lucy Doll can go fuck herself.’

And it sort of went downhill from there.

I had never seen my mother so happy in my life.

This was more than happiness. Seeing her grandson again provoked a kind of ecstasy, a kind of delirious abandon. My mum lost herself in her grandson.

Before I had the handbrake on she had picked him up and squeezed the air out of him. She held him at arm’s length and stared with wonder at his gorgeous face. She shook her head, unable to believe that he was back.

If only for a week.

We went inside. Pink and purple leaflets were strewn across her coffee table. My mother quickly began to gather them up. But not before I caught sight of some of the titles.

Here for You. Coping with a Diagnosis. Breast Reconstruction. Friends of Breast Cancer Care. Going into Hospital. Zoladex. Taxol. Taxotere. Arimidex. Chemotherapy. Radiotherapy.

I didn’t even understand half of the titles. But I knew what they all meant.

‘You okay, Mum?’ I asked, the most useless question of all, but one I couldn’t stop myself asking. Because I wanted so much for her to tell me that everything was going to be all right, and that she would always be in this world.

‘Oh, I’m fine,’ she said, not wanting to make a fuss, seeking to avoid self-pity and melodrama at all costs. ‘They sent me this stuff. I don’t know how they expect me to read it all.’

She gathered up her cancer leaflets and stuffed them into a drawer.

Then she clapped her hands.

‘I’m going to make a nice cup of tea for my two boys,’ she said. ‘How about that?’

‘I can’t have caffeine,’ Pat said, picking up the television remote. ‘Mummy said.’

‘And I’ve already had a few cappuccinos,’ I said. ‘My doctor doesn’t want me to have more than three shots of caffeine a day. Bad for blood pressure, you see.’

‘Oh,’ said my mum, bewildered. ‘Oh, all right. I’ll just make one for myself then, shall I?’

So Pat and I slumped on that sagging old sofa that seemed to know every last nook and curve in our bodies and my mum went off to the kitchen, humming Dolly Parton’s ‘Jolene’, and contemplating this strange new world where her son and grandson were both forbidden from having a nice cup of tea.

Later we were in the park watching Pat tackle the upper regions of a rusty climbing frame. He wasn’t the tentative small boy he had been only a couple of years earlier. Now he was as fearless as a mountain goat.

Two bigger boys were clambering around the very top like monkeys in Tommy Hilfiger. Every now and again Pat would pause, hold on tight, and gaze up at them with adoration. He still loved bigger boys. They ignored him completely.

‘It’s good to have him back,’ I said. ‘Feels more like a proper family again. Especially when we are out here with you. Just a regular family where you don’t have to think too much about anything. Where it all seems – I don’t know – normal. Like you and Dad.’

My father would have happily concurred with my yearning for normality. The old man would have bemoaned the death of the family, the rise in the divorce rate, the generation of children who were being brought up with one of their parents missing. He would have done all that while rolling himself a cigarette.

My dad was all for normality.

But my mum was made of different stuff.

‘What’s normal?’ she said. ‘Your dad and I were married for ten years before you came along. You call us normal? We felt like anything but normal. We felt like freaks.’

The two bigger boys jumped off the climbing frame and ran to the swings. Pat smiled at them with undiluted affection.

‘All our friends were having children,’ my mum said. ‘Like a bunch of rabbits, they were. One of them always had a bun in the oven. Up the spout, in the club, knocked up. But it didn’t happen for us.’ She gave a smile. ‘And you call us normal, Harry. Bless you. We didn’t feel very normal, I can tell you.’

I watched my son laboriously edging his way up the climbing frame, his face stern with concentration, and rosy-cheeked from the cold.

‘You know what I mean. We were normal. You, me and Dad.’

And I thought of Christmas with all the aunts and uncles, caravan holidays in Cornwall, the smell of the Sunday roast cooking while my old man washed his car in the little driveway. I remembered runs to Southend, not for the pier or the beach, but for the dog track. And I remembered lying on the back seat of the car, the yellow lights of the Essex A-roads streaming about my head, coming home from seeing my nan or, once a year, a pantomime at the London Palladium, telling my mum that I couldn’t sleep, I wasn’t tired, not tired at all. Just rest your eyes, she would tell me. Just rest your eyes. There was a simplicity and a goodness about my childhood, and already it seemed too late for my son to have the same thing. ‘You couldn’t get more normal than us,’ I said.

‘So we became normal when you came along? And if you hadn’t come along, we would have stayed freaks?’

‘I don’t know. I just know it felt sort of easy. In a way that it doesn’t feel easy any more. Pat and Peggy are not talking. Cyd’s angry with me because she thinks I’m spoiling Pat. I’m mad at Cyd because I think she resents Pat coming over for just one lousy week.’

‘Why aren’t Pat and Peggy talking?’

‘They had a bit of a bust-up. He called Lucy Doll a two-dollar crack whore. You know how Peggy feels about Lucy Doll.’

‘Brothers and sisters fight all the time. I nearly stabbed one of my brothers.’

‘Yes, but they’re not brother and sister, are they? That’s the point. So it can never be normal. Not really. If it falls to pieces, then what happens? We never see each other again. You’re telling me that’s what you call normal? Come on, Mum. Not even you’re that broad-minded.’

We watched Pat climb to the summit of the frame. He stood there silhouetted against the big blue sky, the smell of spring in the air despite the chill, grinning at us, all wrapped up in his padded anorak. He held on tight with both hands. Golden strands of hair stuck out from inside the bobble hat that his grandmother had knitted him.

‘I just don’t like all this talk about normal,’ said my mum. ‘Because for years I felt anything but normal. Ten years we tried for you. Every month was another heartbreak. Times that by ten, Harry. You’re the smart one. You work it out.’

One of Pat’s trainers seemed to slip and I watched the expression on his face change from pride to alarm as he suddenly lurched backwards into thin air. But then he recovered, found his footing and gripped the climbing frame with his tiny fists.

‘There’s no such thing as a normal family,’ said my mum.

Gina called.

It was close to midnight. The kids had been asleep for hours – Peggy in her room, Pat on an old futon in the guest room – and Cyd was out catering for the launch of one of those trendy hotels that were springing up all over town. After the slurs on Lucy Doll’s morality, we were all talking again, although it was with a strained politeness that sometimes seemed even worse than angry silence. I was glad that nobody was around when my ex-wife called.

‘Is he okay, Harry?’

‘He’s fine.’

‘You’re not letting him have sugar, are you? Or caffeine? Or British beef?’

‘He hasn’t had a Happy Meal since he’s been here.’

‘I want you to take him to see my dad.’

‘Your dad? Take him to see Glenn?’

‘That’s right. Pat’s grandfather.’

It was always difficult for me to remember that Pat had two sets of grandparents. Gina’s mother had died before our son was born, and although her old man was still out there and Pat had seen him sporadically down the years, he had never been a traditional grandfather figure.

Glenn was what he had always been – a mullet-haired musician who had never quite made it out of the minor leagues. There had been the odd appearance on Top of the Pops at the cusp of the sixties and seventies, but Glenn had spent almost three decades as a sales assistant in a guitar shop on Denmark Street, playing ‘Stairway to Heaven’ for teenage NME readers. The best part of his energies had gone into forming a new band every few years, not to mention a new family. Gina and her mother had been left behind a lifetime ago. Musical differences, probably.

‘I want him to see my dad. I want him to know that he has another grandfather. It wasn’t just your dad, Harry.’

‘Okay. I’ll take Pat to see Glenn.’

‘Thank you.’

‘How’s everything over there? Britney still upsetting Richard? Pat’s told me all about it. Is he still licking his penis at the dinner table? The dog, I mean. Not Richard.’

‘That dog is the least of our troubles,’ said my ex-wife.

My son cried out in the middle of the night. I slipped out of bed, feeling Cyd stir beside me, and I went to him, treading carefully as I was more asleep than awake.

And it was as if we had never been apart.

His long fair hair was stuck to his head with perspiration. I sat him up and gave him some water, rubbing his back the way I’d done when he was a baby and needed winding.

‘You can’t sleep on planes,’ he said in the darkness, talking in a dream. ‘It’s very difficult, right, because you’re moving and there’s all this food all the time and a little telly too. Isn’t it difficult, Daddy?’

‘But it’s okay now. Everything’s okay now.’

I held my boy close and rocked him, feeling the warmth of him through the brushed-cotton pyjamas, sensing his little chest rise and fall with each passing breath, feeling all the love I had for him rise up inside me.

It was four in the morning. The house slept on. But now I was awake, and remembering some words from long ago.

‘Just rest your eyes,’ I told my boy.


Eighteen

Peggy surveyed the crowds swarming around the giant Ferris wheel.

‘There’s lots of people,’ she said, taking my hand.

I looked up at the London Eye towering above us, and down at her worried face. I smiled and gave her hand a squeeze.

‘We’ll be up there soon.’

She nodded, holding my hand tighter. Sometimes Peggy put her hand in mine and I thought that everything was going to be all right.

She was so small, so smart, so wise, so trusting and so beautiful that all she had to do was take my hand and I wanted to protect her for the rest of my life. I held that warm hand in mine and nothing else mattered. Not the sporadic visits from her useless father. Not the running battle she was currently having with Pat about their early-evening DVD entertainment. And not even the fact that her mother looked at her in a way she could never look at my son. Peggy took my hand and something chemical happened inside me. I felt like her father.

High above us the great wheel revolved in the clear April sky. It was turning so slowly that from where we were you could hardly tell that it was moving at all. But new people kept pouring in and out of the steel and glass capsules, so something was happening up there.

The crowd edged towards the departure gate. Pat was excitedly darting between the barriers, checking on our progress. Cyd was reading a brochure about the London Eye, occasionally saying, ‘Now this is interesting…’ before reading us some fact about the big wheel’s architects, construction or size. But while Pat ran around and Cyd read aloud, Peggy just held my hand as we slowly moved forward.

She was far more self-possessed than Pat, but that was not the reason she was being quiet today. My son was giddy with the fairground excitement of the London Eye, but something about all these people unnerved Peggy.

‘We’ll be able to see where we live, Peg,’ I told her. ‘And we’ll be able to see Parliament and all the parks and all the way to Docklands.’

‘And Big Ben?’ In a very small voice.

‘And Big Ben too.’ I gave her hand another squeeze. ‘We’ll be all right, Peg.’

She didn’t look so certain. Pat dashed back, happy and breathless. Cyd tucked her brochure under her arm. She put her other arm around my waist and rested her head on my shoulder. When she lifted her face to look at me we smiled at each other, the kind of smiles that you can only really get after loving each other for a long time, smiles that somehow contained both a question and its answer.

Happy?

Thanks to you.

Then my wife slapped my arm with her London Eye brochure.

‘Hey, don’t forget,’ she said. ‘Peggy’s school play is next week. It’s really important that you guys are there. I’ll slap your asses if you don’t come.’

‘We wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

I really meant it. We felt like a family today. And I wanted this feeling to last.

We were so close to the giant wheel that now you had to crane your neck to see the top of it. You could see that it was definitely moving.

‘Nearly there,’ gasped Pat.

So I held Peggy’s hand in mine as the big wheel kept turning and, everywhere she looked, the adult world towered above her.

*   *   *

‘Hello, boys,’ said Gina’s dad. ‘Cool. Sweet. How about a cup of tea? Herbal all right?’

Glenn. Pat’s other grandfather. Easy to remember him as my ex-wife’s useless bastard father, the sorry excuse for a man who made all men suspect, who made all men seem capable of terrible betrayal. Less easy to remember that he was my son’s grandfather.

My parents had been such a large part of Pat’s life, a source of stability and unconditional love during what sometimes seemed like unbroken years of domestic mayhem, that it was hard for me to think of Gina’s wayward old man in quite the same way. Glenn wasn’t my idea of a grandfather. He was more my idea of an ageing hippy who believed his withered old dick was the centre of the known universe. If Glenn wasn’t there for his daughter, why should we expect any more for his grandson?

Yet it was difficult for me to hate him, despite all the sadness he had caused in his lifetime. On the odd occasions when we met, this elderly groover in his cracked leather trousers seemed like a lonely, pathetic figure. After all the big dreams and great loves and hysterical scenes in his life, he had ended up in a rented one-bedroom flat in Hadley Wood. Because he had mistaken hedonism for happiness.

And there was an undeniable sweetness about him. I knew that he was a selfish old git who had sacrificed everyone he had ever loved for his knob and his guitar, and I knew that Gina still carried the wounds that he had inflicted by walking out and casually starting again. But he appeared genuinely glad to see Pat and me, and there was something in the way that he looked at my son that seemed infinitely gentle. Given the chance, the pair of them got on very well. Maybe it was wishful thinking on my part, but when Glenn looked at Pat, I believed I saw love in his eyes.

While Glenn laboured with our drinks – the smallest act of domesticity was beyond him – I sat on a sofa that was made out of the same cracked leather material as his trousers. Pat wandered the flat. There wasn’t a lot of space to stroll around, and everywhere you looked there was music.

Dad rock magazines on the coffee table. An acoustic and an electric guitar leaning back in their stands. A good sound system, although like Glenn himself, the material on the speakers was fraying with age. Shining towers of CDs. And fat stacks of old twelve-inch vinyl LPs. Pat picked one of them up.

‘What’s this then?’ he said, brandishing a dark, twelve-inch cardboard square at me.

‘That’s a long-playing record, Pat.’

‘What’s it do then?’

‘It plays music.’

Pat looked doubtful. ‘It’s too big,’ he said.

On the cover of the album he was holding, a beautiful young man stared moodily out of the darkness. In the background three less lovely young men hovered like ugly sisters waiting to be invited to the ball.

Glenn came back into the room carrying our mugs of camomile.

‘Good choice, man,’ he said. ‘That’s the first Doors album. Considered by many to be the greatest debut album of all time.’

‘Pat’s not curious about Jim Morrison, Glenn,’ I said. ‘He’s just never seen an LP before.’

Glenn almost dropped the herbal tea. ‘You’re kidding me!’

And then he was away. Sitting with Pat on the floor of his rented flat, sifting through half a century of music while the Doors belted out ‘Break On Through (to the Other Side)’.

It was all there, from Elvis and Little Richard to the Beatles and the Stones, Hendrix and the Who, the Pistols and the Clash, the Smiths and the Stone Roses, Nirvana and the Strokes, and every side road, every detour, from country rock to glam to grunge to nu metal, the greats, the has-beens and – his speciality – the one-hit wonders. Glenn led his charmed, bewildered grandson on a guided tour through a rock and roll wonderland.

‘Now these guys are interesting,’ Glenn chuckled, producing a sleeve that showed five boys in psychedelic trousers frolicking in a children’s park. ‘Ah yes, the Trollies. Started out as a basic Mod covers band called the Trolley Boys. Got into the whole psychedelic thing as the Trollies. Wandering around the council flats having a bit of a cosmic vision – you know the sort of thing, Pat. And later recorded some rather interesting, hugely underrated concept albums as Maximum Troll.’ Glenn handed the sleeve to Pat. ‘See anyone you recognise?’

I peered over their shoulders. And I saw him immediately – the face of a drug-ravaged choirboy, the Robert Plant bubble cut tumbling over his velvet jacket, leering at the camera with his mates. The Glenn of thirty years ago, when Gina was a baby, the Glenn who was as close as he would ever be to having his dreams come true.

‘That’s your granddad, Pat,’ I said, resisting the urge to say – your other granddad. ‘He was on Top of the Pops once, isn’t that right, Glenn?’

Pat’s mouth dropped open. ‘You were on Top Pops?’

He had always called it Top Pops. I had given up trying to correct him. I sort of liked his mistake anyway.

‘With this very line-up. Oh, apart from Chalky Brown on drums. By the time we did “Roundhouse Lady,” we had Sniffer Penge on the skins.’

Pat was enchanted. He had never imagined his errant grandfather to be capable of such glory. And Glenn was humbled and happy, perhaps happier than I had ever seen him.

My father hated talking about his past – the poverty in the East End, the service with the Royal Naval Commandos, the death and destruction of the war, the nineteen-year-old friends who never came home. But Glenn didn’t feel the same way about his past – playing the Scene as the Trolley Boys with Pete Townshend and Roger Daltry in the audience, getting a big hit as the Trollies with ‘Roundhouse Lady’, moving out to the country with Maximum Troll to record double concept albums. Glenn could hardly shut up about it.

And I saw for the first time that Glenn was as much a grandfather to Pat as my own dad.

It was certainly an alternative version of manhood that Gina’s dad offered. Instead of the soldier, father and husband that my father had been, Glenn was musician, free man and artist.

If you can call a former member of Maximum Troll an artist.

We were late leaving Glenn’s place.

The pair of them had been so wrapped up in talking about music – or rather Glenn talked about music while Pat stared in wonder, sometimes saying, ‘You were on Top Pops, Granddad?’ – that by the time we got to the car, we were in the middle of the rush hour.

The car crawled south on the Finchley Road. In the end we decided to park, sit out the traffic for a while and get something to eat. We had an important date later that evening – Peggy’s school play was tonight – but we had plenty of time.

At least that’s the way it seemed.

There was a little Japanese place in Camden Town. Thanks to his mother, Pat was an expert on Japanese food, adept with chopsticks and capable of putting away sashimi and tempura the way most seven-year-olds polish off a Big Mac. It was only when we went inside that we discovered we were in a tepenyaki restaurant. This place wasn’t about food so much as theatre.

All the seating was at big tables arranged around large metal grills with a space for a chef to do his stuff. These cooks strutted the restaurant like culinary gunslingers, bandy-legged as if they had just done ten days in the saddle, big white hats perched on the back of their heads, and huge knives in low-slung holsters hanging by the side of their aprons.

These chefs didn’t just cook for you, they put on a show. All over the restaurant they were dealing prawns and slivers of meat or vegetables on to the sizzling grills, slicing them up, mixing them with rice, then flamboyantly throwing jars of spices and herbs in the air and catching them behind their back. And all of it executed in a lightning blur of speed, just like Tom Cruise in Cocktail, but done with an extremely large chopper.

But it took ages to even get started. We had to wait for our table to fill up with other customers before the show could begin. I looked at my watch, calculating how late we could leave this place and still make it to Peggy’s play. Finally, when our table was fully occupied, a young Filipino chef greeted us, melodramatically whipped out his knife and started tossing foodstuffs into the air. He must have been new because he kept dropping things – a wayward prawn nearly took out the eye of a German tourist – but Pat smiled encouragement. The time ebbed away, and Pat kept ordering more food to be thrown, sliced and sizzled.

‘We really should make a move, Pat,’ I said, knowing that I didn’t have the heart to stop his fun.

The young tepenyaki chef threw a jar of cinnamon into the air and came really, really close to catching it. I half-heartedly joined in the sympathetic applause.

‘I’m very hungry,’ Pat said, his eyes sparkling with wonder.

What was it with my family and the theatre?

Pat was green around the gills by the time we reached the school.

‘I told you not to have that third helping of squid,’ I said.

The play had already begun. All around the assembly hall, proud parents were filming a multicultural celebration of diversity called The Egg. What did it have to do with Easter? As little as possible.

Children representing the religions of the world were in a stable where a papier-mâché dove of peace had just been born. On the tiny stage, there was a little boy in a white sheet and a black beret, possibly representing a Shinto priest, a little girl in an orange beach towel with a pink swimming cap on her head, denoting baldness, who was definitely meant to be a Buddhist monk, and a child of indeterminate sex with a cotton-wool beard and sandals meant to represent either Islam or Judaism or both.

And then there was Peggy, her arms and legs sticking out of an old Pocahontas duvet, with a Habitat scarf around her head, probably representing the Virgin Mary.

I could see Cyd in the middle of a row, two empty seats beside her. I grabbed Pat’s hand and we began inching our way towards her. Proud parents with digicams cried out in pain and tutted disapprovingly as we trod on their toes and banged against their knees.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ I whispered, as Pat moaned and groaned and clutched his stomach. On stage the play was reaching its climax.

‘What-is-this-strange-creature?’ said the Shinto priest.

‘Where-has-it-come-from?’ said the Buddhist monk.

‘What-does-it-mean-for-the-people-of-the-world?’ said the child with the cotton-wool beard.

‘Where the hell have you two been?’ demanded my wife. ‘

Sssh!’ One of the parents with a camera.

‘Sorry. I couldn’t get him away from Glenn.’

‘Glenn? That disgusting old punk?’

‘And then we got stuck in a tepenyaki restaurant.’

‘SSSH!’

We turned our attention to the stage.

Cyd hissed at me out of the corner of her mouth. ‘You knew this was Peggy’s special night. You knew it.’

‘WILL YOU PLEASE STOP TALKING, PLEASE?’ Some old granny in the row directly behind us.

Pat opened his mouth, leaned forward and quietly began to retch.

Everyone on stage was looking at Peggy. The Buddhist monk in the orange beach towel and swimming cap. The Shinto priest in the white sheet and black beret. The bearded elder with cotton-wool facial hair and sandals. All waiting for Peggy to say her line.

‘What-does-it-mean-for-the-people-of-the-world?’ repeated the elder.

‘You’re so selfish,’ Cyd told me, hardly bothering to keep her voice down. ‘All you care about is your son. Nobody else means a thing to you.’

‘WILL YOU PLEASE—’

Cyd swivelled in her seat. ‘Oh, change the record, Granny.’

Peggy was staring out into the crowd, as if waiting for a prompt. Her mouth opened but nothing came out. Unlike Pat, who chose this moment to vomit elaborately over my lap.

The voice of a kindly teacher came from the wings.

‘This bird means that all persons must live as one and…’

‘And-love-one-another,’ mumbled the actors on the stage, gathering around their cardboard dove. Apart from Peggy, who was looking imploringly at her mother. As I cleaned up Pat and myself with a lone Kleenex, Peggy moved towards the edge of the stage, the scarf around her head starting to unravel.

I called out to her but it was too late. She raised her hand to shield her eyes from the footlights and, to the gasps of the audience, promptly fell off the stage.

‘I’ll never forgive you for this,’ said Cyd.

Nobody was seriously hurt.

Peggy’s fall was broken by a group of first years sitting cross-legged in the front row. Pat immediately felt better after throwing up his tepenyaki squid. Proud, happy parents and grandparents enjoyed tea, biscuits and after-show analysis. But Cyd and I decided that we didn’t need to stick around for the social stuff.

As soon as Pat had been cleaned up a bit and Peggy’s tears had dried, we apologised once again to the first years, their parents and the teachers and headed for the car park, my wife and I almost dragging our children out of there.

‘You just don’t care, do you?’ said Cyd. ‘If it’s nothing to do with you and Pat, you don’t give a damn.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘It was the squid what did it,’ said Pat, like a hopeless drunk blaming it all on a bad pint.

‘Let’s just go home,’ I said, although the thought of another night in my blended home filled me with despair.

‘It would have been all right if you had been here,’ Cyd said, her eyes all wet. ‘If only you had cared enough to be here.’

‘Harry?’ A little voice at my side.

‘Yes, Peggy?’

I bent down beside her.

She whispered in my ear.

‘I fucking hate you, Harry.’

An old lady with a camera around her neck smiled at us.

‘What a lovely little family,’ she said.


Nineteen

We lay in the darkness, not touching, waiting for sleep to come, although it was a very long way off.

‘You spoil him,’ she said. She didn’t say it in a spiteful way. It was almost gentle, the way she said it. ‘If you didn’t spoil him so much, these things wouldn’t happen.’

‘Someone’s got to spoil him. Who else is going to do it? You?’

‘There was no need to stay so long with his granddad.’

‘They haven’t seen each other for ages. I don’t know when they’ll see each other again. They were having a good time.’

‘I really wanted the pair of you to be there tonight. For Peggy. And me.’

‘You don’t want him around. One lousy week he’s with us. And it’s too much for you.’

‘That’s not true. And it’s not fair.’

‘Do you know why I got married? Do you have any idea, Cyd? I got married so that my son could have a family. Isn’t that a laugh? Isn’t that the funniest thing in the world? Some family this turned out to be.’

She didn’t say anything. As though she was thinking it over.

‘I thought you got married because you wanted a family, Harry. You. A family for yourself. Not a family for Pat.’

‘One rotten week, that’s all. And it’s too much for you.’

We lay there for a while in silence. We had already said too much. After a bit I thought she was asleep.

But she wasn’t sleeping at all.

‘We used to be crazy about each other. It wasn’t long ago. We were going to give each other so much. Remember all that, Harry? I don’t know what’s happening to us. We used to be happy together.’

I thought she was going to reach out and touch me. But she didn’t. And I didn’t reach out for her. We just lay there in the darkness, my wife and I, wondering how it ever had come to this.

‘Sometimes I wonder why you married me,’ I said.

It was true. I knew that the sex was good, and we could talk to each other, and that on most days she was a joy to be around. But so what? She could have picked almost anyone. Out of all the guys in the world, why did she choose me?

‘I fell in love with you,’ she said.

‘But why? That’s the bit I don’t get, Cyd. I mean it. Falling in love doesn’t explain it. If you had looked around a bit, you could have found someone with more money, a bigger dick and a much nicer personality.’

‘I didn’t want anyone else. I wanted you.’

‘But why?’

‘Because you’re a good father.’

In the garden of the old house, there was an air of real excitement.

We were excited because Pat was flying back to America in the morning, and my mother and I were desperate to make every hour special.

And we were excited because it was the first really hot day of the year, and I had stretched a long piece of plastic sheeting down the length of the garden, which my mum hosed down until it was as slippery as an ice rink.

But mostly the excitement was because of our very special guest.

Bernie Cooper was with us.

As I heard the pair of them happily jabbering upstairs as they changed into their swimming trunks, I realised that I should have arranged this earlier in the week. Bernie Cooper and Pat should have spent more than one day together. But I was so anxious for Pat to see my mum, and Cyd, and Peggy, and even old Glenn, that I almost forgot to schedule time for the person he wanted to see most of all. So on the night before the last day, I called Bernie’s parents, and got permission to take him out to my mum’s place. We were going to see a movie, have a kickabout in the park, and go for a pizza. But the sun shone as if it was already summer, and the two boys never left my mum’s back garden.

They spent the long hot afternoon skidding across a water-soaked piece of plastic. Bernie as dark as Pat was fair, fearless where Pat was careful – Bernie sliding on his stomach, hurtling down the strip of plastic and into the rose bushes – and loud where Pat was quiet. So different, and yet somehow perfect together.

My mother and I watched them for hours, their thin, wet limbs skidding across the garden, my mum occasionally hosing down the sheet of plastic, telling them to be careful when they clattered to the ground while running across the wet grass to do it all over again, smiling to herself as the boys almost exploded with laughter. Bernie Cooper and Pat, seven years old, and a day that they wished could last for the rest of their lives.

And I knew that my son would make other friends. In Connecticut. In the new neighbourhood. At big school. At college. He was a likeable boy, and he would always make new friends. Maybe never quite as good as this one, maybe never quite as good as Bernie Cooper, but they would still be real friends. No matter how much it hurt, Bernie would have to let him go.

And so would I.

My mum came with us to the airport.

Pat took her hand when we got off the Heathrow Express, the tourists and businessmen swarming all around us, and it was almost as if he was taking care of her, rather than the other way around. When had that changed? When had my mum become old?

We found the British Airways desk and handed Pat over to a smiling stewardess. She seemed genuinely happy to see him. People were like that with Pat. They were always happy to see him. An easy child to love.

I crouched by his side at the departure gate and kissed his face, telling him we would see each other again soon. He nodded curtly. He wasn’t afraid, he wasn’t sad. But he seemed a long way away, as if he was already back in his other life.

My mum gave him a hug that squeezed the breath out of him. The young woman from British Airways took his hand. It was only then that my son seemed concerned.

‘It’s a long way to go,’ he said. ‘It will take me all night to get there.’

‘Just rest your eyes,’ said my mum.

I remembered the day that I took Pat to see his grandfather in the hospital, when it was near the end and the breath wouldn’t come any more and I thought that my father and my son should see each other one last time. The loss of our grandparents, I thought, that’s usually the first time we understand that life is a series of goodbyes.

And as my son took the hand of the girl from British Airways, I wondered if my mum and Pat would ever see each other again.

‘As you know, the station has the highest regard for Eamon Fish,’ Barry Twist told me in the snug of the Merry Leper.

That sounded like trouble.

‘He’s funky. He’s spunky. He’s cutting edge,’ gushed Barry. ‘He’s hot. He’s cool. Research shows that, among ABC males in the eighteen to thirty club, he’s the comedian of choice.’

‘You wait until Eamon’s back in Ireland to tell me all this?’

Eamon was resting. I thought of him on a farm in County Kerry. He had been there for weeks now, where the mountains met the sea, and where there was no chance of Eamon meeting his cocaine dealer.

The waiter came.

‘Glass of champagne. Two, Harry? Two. And some nibbles. Peanuts, rice crackers, crisps.’

‘Not for me.’

Too much salt in those things. Poison for your blood pressure. I had to worry about all that old-man stuff these days. And losing my job. I had to worry about that, too.

‘We want to come back,’ I said, switching into producer mode. ‘Eamon Fish is the most important comic of his generation. Keeping him off air is a crime against broadcasting.’

‘It’s not quite that simple,’ said Barry Twist.

‘Why not?’

‘Well, our research shows us also that a majority of AB males between twenty and forty in the south-east quite like the fact that Eamon has been – you know – resting. The advertisers are not quite so keen. The Big Six – beer, cars, soft drinks, sporting equipment, personal grooming and finance – don’t want to be associated with someone who was so recently…exhausted.’

‘Speak English, damn you.’

‘The Colombian marching powder. The Charlie. The hokey-cokey. It’s changed Eamon’s image, kid. He used to be this loveable Irish rogue with a taste for weather girls. Now he’s not quite so loveable. And not quite so hot.’

He tossed a paper on the table between us. ‘You seen this thing in the Trumpet? Evelyn Blunt on Eamon Fish. Actually it’s a piece about the death of the new comedy.’

‘Evelyn Blunt’s a wanker. A bitter, twisted hack who hates the world because he never quite made it as a – what was it he wanted to be? A novelist? A human being?’

‘I quite like Evelyn Blunt. He’s waspish, he’s irreverent, he’s controversial.’

He foraged around in a bowl of nibbles.

‘Any tosspot with a PC can make a minor splash and six figures by being waspish, irreverent and controversial.’

‘Six figures? Really? That’s not bad. I mean, his column can’t take him very long, can it?’

‘He’s always had it in for Eamon. Jealous twat. What did the fat, oily bastard write this time?’

Barry Twist wiped the crumbs from his fingers and put on his reading glasses.

‘For a generation of comedians whose careers are receding faster than their hairlines—’

‘That’s rich. Evelyn Blunt is no oil painting. It’s always the ugliest fuckers who are always going on about someone’s physical appearance.’

‘– Eamon Fish was the poster-boy of cutting-edge, stand-up comedy. But now Fish is “resting”. The edge is dull. And the roaring boys of open-mike night just can’t make it stand up the way they did way back in the nineties. Then he starts getting personal. Headline – Waiter, There’s a Fish in a Stew.’

‘Those that can, do,’ I said. ‘Those that can’t, become irreverent critics.’

‘How is the lad? Doing well? Chilling out?’

‘He’s anxious to get back to work. To get back to his show.’

‘The show.’ Barry’s eyes roamed the Merry Leper. He waved half-heartedly at someone he knew. ‘Of course, of course.’

‘Is there a problem?’

‘No problem. Just a slight change of plan.’ He let the words hang between us. ‘You’re dropping Fish on Friday?’

Barry laughed at the very idea. ‘No, no, no, no, no,’ he said. Then he looked sheepish. ‘Yes.’

‘Christ, Barry. That show is Eamon’s life.’

I also thought – and my livelihood. I thought of the money I sent to Gina, the money for Pat, the bills at home, and wondered what I would do if our show went down the pan. Perhaps Marty Mann had been right. I was stupid to trust so much in just one person. When it all goes wrong, what have you got left? Monogamy breaks your fucking heart.

‘We remain committed to Eamon. But after recent events, all to do with his ravenous little nose, we no longer see Eamon as talk-show material. We see him as something a bit more…street. Slightly more…youth. Bringing the drama, as it were. Busting a cap and so on. We want him to host Wicked World.’

‘What’s Wicked World when it’s at home?’

‘Well, co-host, actually. With Hermione Gates.’

‘That airhead with the tattoos who’s always at some launch party showing her drawers?’

Barry nodded enthusiastically. ‘That’s Hermione. Isn’t she great? Very hip. Spunky. With a post-girl power sort of vibe.’ He stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘She does show her drawers a lot, doesn’t she?’

‘And Wicked World? What is it? Some harebrained mix of inane chat and bad music for pissed students who are just back from the uni bar and want to gorge themselves on borderline obscenity for an hour before they collapse in a stupor?’

‘That’s the general idea,’ said Barry. ‘It’s made by Mad Mann Productions. Your old pal, Marty Mann. Their star is in the ascendant, Harry. Marty’s got a whole raft of programmes on air this season. The reality TV thing, Six Pissed Students in a Flat, is back with a bang. And he’s got that new dating game, Dude, Where’s My Trousers? And that quiz show, Sorry, I’m a Complete Git. Marty’s also doing our new late-night cultural review – Art? My Arse!’

‘Up my arse? What kind of a title is that?’

‘Not up my arse. Art? My Arse! Harry. Art? My Arse! It’s irreverent, topical, cutting edge.’

He saw the look on my face.

‘Just run it past him, will you? The Wicked World thing. Time moves on. I know young men like Eamon – and you, Harry – imagine that TV is always going to be there for them. But it doesn’t work like that. The world keeps turning. New faces are coming up all the time. Television is a good mistress but a bad wife.’

I was about to launch into my defence of Eamon – he had cleaned up his act, he was far too good to present late-night rubbish designed to ingratiate itself to drunken thickos – when over Barry’s shoulder I saw Cyd come into the Merry Leper. She was not alone.

Luke Moore had a proprietorial arm around my wife’s waist as he steered her through the bar and into the restaurant at the back. There was something different about her, I thought. And then I realised.

She looked happy.

I felt a stab of pain when I remembered she used to look like that when she was by my side. The mixture of pride and happiness you feel when you have found the one you have been looking for. And suddenly I knew that I didn’t marry her just for the sake of my son. I married Cyd because I was crazy about her. Because I loved her.

The man from the TV station stifled a yawn.

‘That’s the thing about the modern world,’ he told me. ‘Sooner or later, we all get dropped.’

When I got home Sally was sleeping on the sofa.

A mop of dyed blonde hair, baggy jeans, and a discreet navel ring just visible under her cropped T-shirt. The girl next door. What made Sally slightly different from the average babysitter was that her own baby was sleeping on the rug in front of the fire.

Precious was on her back, wearing Gap Kid pyjamas, her arms raised level with her ears, like a pint-sized weightlifter. She looked a lot bigger than I remembered, but then she must have been two years old already. And I realised that soon I would be exactly like one of those old wrinklies who got on my nerves all the time when I was growing up, saying aren’t you getting big? And the kid will think – stupid old git, that Uncle Harry.

Sally woke up, rubbing her eyes and smiling.

‘Peggy went down well,’ she said. ‘It’s very quiet without Pat.’

‘How do you do it, Sally?’

She scooped up her sleeping daughter, started fussing with her wispy hair. ‘How do I do what?’

‘Precious. Bringing her up on your own. How do you manage it?’

‘Well, my parents are great. Like your mum with Pat. And you know what it’s like. You looked after Pat by yourself for a bit, didn’t you? It’s not so bad.’

‘I did it for a while. You’re doing it for life. It must be hard without – what’s his name? Steve? – pulling his weight.’

‘I’d rather be on my own than with some useless bastard of a man,’ said Sally, rocking Precious in her arms. ‘Like her fat-arsed father. No arguments. No bitching about who does what. Just me and my girl. The single parent answers to no one. Tell you what I like about it, Harry.’ She kissed the fluff on Precious’s head. ‘It’s uncomplicated.’

I remembered the time Pat and I had been on our own, after Gina had gone to Japan to find herself, to get her life back, but before Cyd and I had begun. For all the support I had received from my parents, I had often felt like the last line of defence between my son and all the dark stuff in the world. Sometimes I felt lonely and afraid. And yet I remembered it as a happy time in my life. Pat and me together, just the two of us – I sort of missed those days.

Because Sally was right. It was uncomplicated.

I was taking a shower when Cyd came home.

She stuck her head around the shower curtain and gave me her goofy grin.

‘Room for one more inside?’

She looked as though she’d had a drink or two. I thought of my wife with Luke Moore at the back of the Merry Leper. Why hadn’t she told me that she was meeting that creep? What was she trying to hide?

I could hear her humming to herself as she slipped out of her clothes. She seemed happy and playful, a slightly drunk woman coming home to her husband with a clear conscience. I turned my face to the shower head and let the hot water beat against my face.

Cyd stepped into the shower with me, her long, slim body pressing against me. I felt myself respond immediately. I couldn’t deny it to myself. I still fancied her like mad.

‘Ho ho ho,’ she said. Boy, she was really tipsy. ‘Are you just pleased to see me or is that a large erection? Come on, give me that soap.’

She worked up some suds and started lathering her limbs. Then she turned her attention to me, soaping my back. It was diligent rather than sexy – the work of a woman used to cleaning a child – but I was soon bone hard. I turned to face her, her wide-set eyes squinting in the spray, black hair plastered to her shoulders.

‘In the shower,’ she laughed. ‘We haven’t done this for ages, have we?’

‘How was your evening?’

‘Fine.’

‘Sorry, who did you say you were seeing?’

‘Oh, just these two women who do the catering for some of the blue-chip corporations in the City. We had a couple of drinks and grabbed some supper in the Merry Leper. Pat get off okay?’

‘A couple of women, you say?’

She closed her eyes and moaned, gripping me like a handbrake about to be released.

I broke away from her, pushing the shower curtain aside and grabbing the nearest towel.

‘What’s wrong? Harry?’

I furiously dried myself, soap all over my back, my wife’s face all wet and confused. I wished I didn’t want her so badly. I wanted it to be over, so that all this feeling would stop.

‘There’s not enough room in there for me,’ I told her, tossing the towel at the laundry basket and leaving her to shower alone.

And I saw that our marriage was a lot like the London Eye, that giant Ferris wheel on the south bank of the Thames.

Even when everything appeared to be perfectly still, even when nothing at all seemed to be happening, it was up there in the darkness, turning, turning, in motion all the time.
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‘Keep it simple,’ Eamon said. ‘That’s the first thing they tell you in AA. All the lying and the running around will never do you any good. If you’re ever going to get well, you have to keep it simple, Harry.’

Before us the land stretched out like a postcard of County Kerry. A still silver lake was the only break in miles of moorland that ran all the way to where the rocks of the mountains finally met the sea. That sea looked enormous, as though it went on not to America, but to the end of the world.

Eamon had warned me that the tourists were trampling all over his homeland, seeking the craic in every pub, a bit of Celtic mysticism around every corner, and girls who looked like the Corrs at every bed and breakfast. But the only sign of life I saw in all of this wild, rugged landscape was a comedian who had put on a few pounds since the last time I saw him.

‘They want to drop the show, Eamon. I know this isn’t the best time to tell you, but I can’t help it. The drugs scared them. If you had just been pissed out of your skull it would be another matter. They could have passed that off as jack-the-lad antics. They think that alcohol abuse is cute. It would have gone down well with all the booze advertisers. But drugs are something else.’

‘I’m out? Just like that?’

‘They’re not going to recommission Fish on Friday. They want you to co-present some late-night zoo. Wicked World, it’s called. You and Hermione Gates.’

‘Her who’s always showing her drawers?’

‘That’s the one.’

He thought about it for a while. The sweet-smelling grass scrunched under my brand-new Timberland boots.

‘And what about you, Harry? Are you coming with me? I’m not doing it if they don’t want you.’

I was touched that Eamon would think of me. But it hadn’t crossed my mind that the makers of a funky, spunky show like Wicked World would want an unfunky, unspunky producer like me. I assumed that they would want some young hotshot with jeans so low that you could see his pierced scrotum.

‘Don’t worry about me.’ I thought of the money that I sent to Gina for Pat, the money that Cyd and I relied on for our mortgage. ‘I’ll be fine.’

We walked down into a shadowy dip in the land and came up into sunlight on a small rise. In the distance, just before the bracken gave way to the rocks by the sea, there was a small farmhouse. It hadn’t been anyone’s home since the potato famine, but it had been an authentically rustic holiday home ever since Ireland had become a place that people came to rather than left. This had been Eamon’s home the last month. And now a taxi was approaching it on the winding peninsula road.

‘That’ll be him,’ Eamon said. ‘Evelyn Blunt.’

We watched the taxi.

‘Are you sure you want to do this, Eamon? You don’t have to talk to this guy.’

‘I trust Blunt about as far as I can ejaculate.’

‘That far?’

‘But he’s already called me every dirty name under the sun. What else can he do to me?’

The interview had been Barry Twist’s brainwave.

Twist believed that the public loved the idea of a sinner eventually seeing the error of his ways. The folks out there would forgive you anything, Barry reckoned, as long as you didn’t look as though you had actually enjoyed any of it in the first place. It was no longer enough for someone to dry out, they had to be seen to have dried out. The world had a taste for public repentance.

Evelyn Blunt, the poison pen in Eamon’s side for so long, had been invited to do the interview because his paper was thought to have an influential circulation – that is, people in the media read it, the opinion formers who would decide if this comeback was a success – while Blunt himself was writing longer, more thoughtful features these days, as he attempted to make the transition from his spiteful little hatchet jobs to something more like real writing. Blunt had failed as a TV presenter, novelist and talk-radio jock. It was inevitable that sooner or later he would have a go at being a journalist.

We came down the hill to the farmhouse as the taxi deposited its passengers next to my hire car. Blunt got out and looked at all that wild grandeur with his sour, crumpled face. There was something sweaty about him, as though he was still recovering from the dipso he had been in his debauched youth. He wasn’t alone. There was a young woman with him. The photographer.

I couldn’t see her face as the taxi driver helped her haul out black nylon bags full of lights, film and tripod from the boot of his cab. Then she straightened up, looking at the land as she pushed a veil of black hair out of her face. And I saw her.

Kazumi.

We were at the farmhouse now. Blunt took Eamon’s hand and pumped it as though he hadn’t really been using my friend as a punch bag for the last two years. Kazumi and I stared at each other. Then she nodded at the Atlantic.

‘Look.’

Many miles out to sea, a storm was coming in. Huge black rolling clouds were sweeping towards the coast, but they seemed so far away that it felt like weather seen in a dream.

‘Ah, that’s a long ways out,’ said Eamon. His Kerry accent was always a lot thicker once you got him out of Soho. ‘We don’t run for cover round here. We have a nap and then we run for cover.’

But Kazumi had already gone, clambering over the jagged rocks with a camera swinging around her neck. We watched her crouch on the rocks and start taking pictures of the coming storm.

‘Sweet little Kazumi,’ said Evelyn Blunt. ‘I’m in there tonight.’

It wasn’t until Eamon had been cornered in the toilets by a gang of English tourists in Manchester United shirts and Evelyn Blunt had climbed on the table to show us his Riverdance routine that Kazumi and I had a chance to be alone.

‘So did London work out for you?’ I shouted over the pub band’s spirited version of Van Morrison’s ‘Real Real Gone’.

She tapped her ears. I liked the way they stuck out a bit. I liked it quite a lot.

‘Can’t hear,’ she said, sipping her Guinness.

‘Are you getting much freelance work? Have you worked for the Trumpet before?’

She smiled, shook her head, and touched those sticky-out ears. It was true. The noise in here was deafening. I realised I could say what I liked to her.

‘I said – I’m so happy to see you. You look gorgeous. I think you’re lovely. I am so glad you walked into my life. I think I’m losing my mind.’

She smiled politely.

A laughing German tourist in a Glasgow Celtic shirt smashed into our table. He was clapping his hands and stamping his feet as Blunt jigged around with his arms so stiff by his side that they could have been tied there.

‘These crazy Irish,’ said the German. ‘They have such a good time, no?’

‘He lives in Hampstead,’ I said. ‘Hampstead in London.’

‘Crazy, crazy Irish.’

A cheer went up as the band, a bunch of crusty-looking hippies who resembled extras from Braveheart, tore into Van Morrison’s ‘One Irish Rover’.

Blunt went up a gear.

A coach party of Italians arrived, swelling the pub to overload. They placed their orders for Guinness with the red-haired student behind the bar. Blunt stubbed his toe on a large glass ashtray and began hopping around on one leg, grimacing in agony. The tourists applauded excitedly, mistaking his injury for part of the official floorshow.

The German tourist nodded knowledgably. ‘Music is very important to the Irish. Boomtown Rats. Thin Lizzy. U2. It’s in their soul.’

He climbed on to the table with Blunt.

Eamon came back. He looked up at Blunt and the German, shaking his head. ‘Will you look what happens when they watch Titanic one time too many?’

A tray of pints was placed on the table and, trying to upstage the German, who was doing a basic acid house dance – arms waving, feet planted, the antithesis of the common or garden Riverdance – Blunt attempted to execute an advanced Lord of the Dance leap across the stout. That’s when he fell off the table and landed face first in an Australian tourist’s cheese and tomato toastie.

Eamon sipped his mineral water and smiled at Kazumi. My spirits dipped. Eamon wasn’t going to try to sleep with her, was he? The drugs had replaced the girls in his life. But now the drugs were gone.

Then the band got stuck into ‘Brown-Eyed Girl’ and the whole place was up on its feet. A handsome young Italian approached Kazumi and asked her if she wanted to dance. Suddenly Evelyn Blunt was between them, his red face scowling, and a slice of tomato hanging from one sweaty eyebrow.

‘She’s taken, mate.’

They eventually threw us out.

The visitors were willing to go right through till dawn, but the young red-haired bartender had to get up for his IT course at college in the morning.

So the four of us walked back along a rutted country road where the only light was the twinkling canopy of stars and the only sound was the roaring boom of the sea.

That and the tourists throwing up in the coach car park.

It was hard to sleep in that farmhouse by the bay.

The night winds whipped off the Atlantic and made the ancient timbers of the farmhouse creak and groan like a ship tossed on a stormy sea. And it was freezing – my M&S pyjamas were supplemented with an old Fish on Friday T-shirt and thermal socks, and I still shivered under the wafer-thin duvet that was there for the summer trade.

But tonight it wasn’t the cold or the noise that kept me awake. It was the thought of Kazumi huddled beneath the sheets of the room at the top of the house. That’s what truly kept me from sleeping. And that’s why I was awake when she knocked on my door at three in the morning.

She was wearing tartan pyjamas. That girl liked her tartan more than any Scot I ever knew. She was also wearing chunky socks and a woollen hat. It must have been even colder at the top of the building. I blinked at her, uncertain if this was a dream. Then she spoke. In a whisper, as if afraid of waking the house.

‘Sorry,’ she said.

‘It’s okay. What’s wrong?’

‘Problem in room.’

I followed her across the darkened living room and, carefully, up a short ladder to the top of the farmhouse. Evelyn Blunt was lying on his stomach across her bed, mouth agape and drooling, snoring loudly.

‘Said he went to toilet and got the wrong room coming back,’ she said.

We looked from the drunken hack to the rickety ladder that you needed to climb to enter this room. Nobody gets as drunk as that, I thought.

‘Big fat liar,’ Kazumi said.

‘Did he – did he hurt you at all?’

She shook her pretty head. ‘Grabbed my hot-water bottle and then fell asleep. I can’t wake him up.’

‘I’ll try.’ I shook his shoulder. ‘Wake up, Blunt, you’re in the wrong room. Wake up, you sweaty fat bastard.’

He moaned a bit and held my hand to his cheek, a look of inebriated ecstasy passing across his bloated features. It was no use. I couldn’t stir him.

‘You can have my room,’ I told her. ‘I’ll sleep on the couch.’

‘No, no, no.’

‘It’s not a problem. Really. Go on. You take my room.’

She looked at me for a moment. ‘Or we could – you know – share your room.’

In the silence you could hear the sea smashing against the shore.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘We could always do that.’

As shy as two five-year-olds on our first day at school, we made our way back to my room. Then we quickly jumped into opposite sides of the bed, and my hopeful heart soared, although I knew that she was driven not by passion, but by the possibility of hypothermia.

I lay on my back, with Kazumi turned away from me. I could hear my breathing, feel her body warmth, and when I couldn’t stand it any more I reached out and lightly touched her ribs, feeling the brushed cotton of her tartan pyjamas on the palm of my hand.

‘No, Harry,’ she said, a bit sad, but not moving.

I took my hand away. I didn’t want to be like Blunt. Whatever else I was, I didn’t want to be that kind of man.

‘Why not?’

‘You’ve got a wife and son.’

‘It’s a bit more complicated than that.’

‘And other reasons.’

‘Like what?’ I tried out a little laugh. ‘Because you’re not that kind of girl? I know you’re not that kind of girl. That’s why I like you so much.’

‘I like you too. You’re nice.’

‘You do?’

‘Yes. You’re funny and kind. And lonely.’

‘Lonely? Am I?’

‘I think so, yes.’

‘Then what’s wrong?’

‘You’re not that kind of man.’ She rolled on to her back and looked at me, her brown eyes shining in the moonlight, like a girl in a song by Van Morrison.

I rolled on to my side, loving the way her black hair fell across her face. I touched her foot with mine, woolly sock against woolly sock. She placed the palm of her hand against my chest and it made me catch my breath. Our voices in the dark were as soft as prayers.

‘I want to sleep with you,’ I said.

‘Then close your eyes and go to sleep.’ Unsmiling.

‘You know what I mean. I want to make love to you.’

She shook her head. ‘You’re not free.’

‘The world wouldn’t care. It’s just you and me. We’re not hurting anyone. Nobody would know, Kazumi.’

‘We would know.’

She had me there.

‘I don’t want to be the kind of woman who sleeps with a married man. And you don’t want to be that kind of married man.’

‘I do.’

‘No, Harry. You’re better than that.’ She stroked my face. ‘Just hold me,’ she said, rolling on to her side. I pushed up against her, two layers of pyjamas between her bottom and my erection. I put my free arm around her waist and pulled her close. She lifted my arm, placed a chaste kiss on my wrist, and squeezed my hand. We stopped talking, and for a long time I listened to the winds whipping off the Atlantic, the old farmhouse creaking in the night and the soft sound of her breathing.

And as Kazumi slept in my arms, I wondered how you keep a life simple. Do you keep it simple by staying where you are?

Or by starting all over again?


Twenty-One

She was gone when I awoke.

I could hear voices down on the rocky beach. From the window I saw Kazumi already up and taking her pictures of Eamon.

Huddled up inside a red fleece, he struck his carefully casual poses – staring moodily out to sea, staring moodily straight at the camera, staring moodily at nothing in particular – while she moved around him, briskly click-clicking her way through another roll, changing film, murmuring instructions and encouragement.

A Japanese person with a camera, I thought. One of the clichés of the modern world. The snapping hordes mindlessly documenting every tourist site, and then getting back on the bus. But as I watched Kazumi taking her photographs of Eamon on the wind-lashed beach by Dingle Bay, it seemed to me that this young woman with her camera was possessed by an insatiable curiosity for this world and everything in it, and I felt an enormous surge of tenderness for her and her camera. Plead the fleeting moment to remain, she had told me some poet said of photography. And that’s what she was doing. Pleading the fleeting moment to remain.

By the time I was washed and dressed, Eamon and Kazumi had moved further down the beach. She must have thought that she had the images she needed, because now they were working more slowly, trying things out. She crouched on the kelp-strewn rocks while Eamon slowly strolled towards her, hands stuffed inside his pockets, staring – I guess you would call it moodily – at a point just above her head.

And although it filled me with regret to admit it, I thought that perhaps she was right after all. Sex last night would not have been wise. A one-night stand with Kazumi would have been a big mistake. Because one night with this woman would never be enough.

And what did that mean? What did it mean when one night was not enough?

It meant an affair.

I had worked with enough married men who were conducting affairs to know that they were hard work.

The one-way telephone communications, the constant fear of discovery, the guilt, the anxiety, the tears at Christmas and New Year when home and hearth were calling, the feeling of being constantly and forever torn. And the lying. It couldn’t be done without the lying.

I wasn’t the man for all of that. I didn’t have the heart. I couldn’t do it to Cyd. Or myself. Or Kazumi. At least that’s how I felt in the light of day with Kazumi fifty metres away, not wrapped up in tartan pyjamas and my arms.

I had been true to my wife.

I had done the right thing.

So why did I feel so miserable?

There was a low, mournful mooing by my side. It was Blunt, green around the gills and still buttoning his shirt. A muted belch escaped his lips. His face was covered in a thin film of sweat.

‘Must have got a bad pint,’ he said, wandering off down to the beach where Kazumi was taking a final few shots of Eamon.

And I didn’t want to be so stuck on this young woman I hardly knew. Cyd was more than my wife and my lover. She was my best friend. At least until the other man came into our lives.

I remembered the moments that measured out our love. Cyd and I had had our share of good times. Looking at the lights by the Thames, the first night we ever spent together, last Christmas Day when everything struck us as hilarious, from Ibiza DJ Brucie Doll’s tiny turntables to my mum’s appalled expression as she inserted the stuffing up the turkey’s rear end.

But what had really forged the bond between us were the other times, the bad times. My son in the hospital, his head split open from a fall in the park. The wrenching sadness of my divorce from Gina. Cyd was there for me through all of that, and I knew she cared about me in a way that nobody else in the world did.

But now it felt like I was losing my wife, and finding a gap in my life that Kazumi was filling, even if she didn’t want to.

That gap the size of a family, and the shape of a heart.

One night I had cooked dinner for the four of us. Cyd and me, Peggy and Pat. Since I married Cyd, my cooking skills had atrophied. But I thought I would do it one night. Do it for the family.

The four of us were sitting around the table’s points of the compass. At the start Cyd and Pat had made a good job of feigning enthusiasm for my cooking, even if what Peggy said sounded spiced with sarcasm.

‘Spaghetti Bolognese, Harry. Mmmm, I can’t wait!’

‘Hah! You might have to, Peg!’

There was sometimes a sickening jollity in the exchanges between my stepdaughter and myself.

‘Make sure the pasta is al dente, will you?’ she advised imperiously. ‘I don’t like it too soft. You do know what I mean by al dente, don’t you?’

I stirred my bubbling meat and tomato sauce at the stove, my smile stiff with tension.

‘You know you have to essentially treat it like a stew, don’t you?’ Cyd said gently. ‘It takes a long, long time simmering that amount of meat.’

‘Please,’ I said, trying to keep it friendly. ‘My turn to cook tonight, okay?’

I cooked spaghetti Bolognese. Spag Bog. Can’t go wrong. I used to cook this stuff all the time when Pat and I were living alone. But for some reason I had it in my head that spaghetti Bolognese was a quick dish to prepare. I thought it took as long as – I don’t know. As long as it takes them to bring it to you in a restaurant. But I was wrong about spaghetti Bolognese, just as I have been wrong about so many things.

After an hour or so, Peggy was impatiently tapping Lucy Doll Secret Agent against the table. Pat was gawping at the remote control in his fist, as if waiting for a sign. And Cyd – after asking me really nicely if I minded – was doing her tax return. And still I stood at the stove, stirring the sauce that was taking inexplicably longer than any restaurant. I thought that maybe it wasn’t spaghetti Bolognese that I cooked so quickly and so easily for Pat and myself. Maybe it was spaghetti pesto. Yes, that was it. Spaghetti pesto was the one that was done in minutes. You just opened the can and chucked it on the pasta. It was simple and tasty. Green spaghetti, my son had called it.

Now, two years on from the days of green spaghetti, he dropped the remote control. It clattered against the wooden floor. ‘Whoops,’ he said, smirking around the table, looking for supportive laughter. Peggy and Cyd ignored him.

I picked up the remote and angrily stuffed it inside my apron pocket.

‘Stop thinking about TV for five minutes of your life, will you?’

My son’s chin began to tremble, a sure sign that he was fighting back tears. Peggy sighed elaborately.

‘Please may I leave the table now?’ she said. ‘I am very busy tonight.’

‘Wait a little while longer,’ Cyd said, not looking up from her accounts. ‘You can go and get Brucie Doll Secret Agent if you want. He can talk to Lucy Doll about their mission while we’re waiting for Harry.’

‘Yeah, everybody just wait a little while longer,’ I said, furiously stirring my meat sauce. ‘Lucy Doll’s costume change can wait until after dinner.’

‘Well!’ said Peggy. ‘Someone got out of bed the wrong day.’

Cyd looked up from her accounts. ‘It’s okay, Harry. I’ve spoken to her. You don’t have to put your five cents in, darling.’

‘If you did it more often, I wouldn’t have to, darling.’

My wife put down her calculator and sighed. ‘How much longer anyway?’

‘I don’t know. It’s this minced beef. It’s taking ages.’

‘Beef?’ Peggy said. ‘Did you say – beef? I can’t eat beef.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because meat is murder.’ She paused dramatically. ‘Didn’t I tell you? I am not eating meat any more. I’ve decided to become a vegetarian.’

‘Me too,’ said Pat. ‘I’m a vegetable, too. Can I watch TV now? Dude, Where’s My Trousers? is on soon.’

I wanted a meal that would make us feel like a real family. That’s all. Not much to ask for. And maybe that’s exactly what I achieved.

Because by the time my spaghetti Bolognese was ready, none of us were talking to each other.

Eamon was walking towards me. Blunt and Kazumi were still down on the beach. He was saying something to her while scratching his distended belly. She was shaking her head and packing away her equipment. They began making their way back to the farmhouse, Blunt making no attempt to help Kazumi carry her gear.

‘Good night last night?’ Eamon said.

‘Nothing happened.’

‘Hey, who am I to cast the first stone? What you get up to on a business trip is none of my business.’

‘I mean it, Eamon. Nothing happened.’

‘Sort of like Tantric sex, you mean?’

‘Nothing happened.’

Nothing happened and everything happened. Because for the first time it had occurred to me that, if I couldn’t have a family with my wife, then perhaps I could have one with someone else.

‘I love a bit of the old Tantric sex, me,’ Eamon said. ‘Lasts for hours, doesn’t it? You know my favourite position in Tantric sex? The plumber. You stay in all day and nobody comes.’

If we had slept together – or rather, if we had not just slept together – there would have been a shyness between us now. Or, far worse, a false intimacy that we hadn’t really earned. But we walked on the beach, away from the farmhouse where Blunt was interviewing Eamon, and there was no postcoital awkwardness between us. We had spent the night in each other’s arms, but that was all we had done. Walking on that rocky beach, the clouds whipping in off the sea, the first of the day’s tourist coaches creeping around Dingle Bay, felt like the most natural thing in the world.

‘I hope the pictures are okay,’ Kazumi said. ‘This is my first job for them. The photo editor is – how to say? – a tough old bitch. She doesn’t give you second chances.’

‘The pictures will be fine. You’re a brilliant photographer.’

She gave me a smile. ‘Smooth talk.’

‘No, not smooth talk. I’ve seen your photographs. You took pictures of my son.’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Pat.’

I liked it that she could see my boy’s spark. That she could tell he was special. I really liked it quite a lot. ‘Will I see you in London?’

She stopped and stared out to sea. Another storm was coming in, the clouds bigger and blacker than they had been yesterday, rolling and tumbling low above the surf-skimmed Atlantic towards the shore. It was coming in quickly. Eamon’s folk wisdom – that you could have a pint of Guinness and listen to the Corrs’ greatest hits before a storm arrived – looked increasingly like a load of old bollocks.

‘Kazumi?’

‘What’s the point?’

‘The point?’

‘If we see each other in London, what’s the point?’ She abruptly took my left hand and pulled at my wedding ring. ‘Doesn’t come off. You see? Not so easy.’

‘We haven’t done anything wrong.’

‘Not yet.’

‘I’ll meet you on Primrose Hill. Right on the top where you can see the entire city. Sunday morning. About ten?’

The rain started to fall. We were a long way down the beach now. The farmhouse was disappearing in a sudden shroud of sea mist.

‘This way,’ she said, breaking into a run.

I followed her to a broken-down shed with a rotting rowing boat outside. The door was unlocked. Inside it was dark. It smelled of tobacco and kelp. It was some kind of abandoned fisherman’s hut. Either that, or a holiday home for a family of affluent Bavarians.

We were both soaked through to the skin. I thought perhaps that this was the bit where we would take off our sodden clothes and fall into each other’s arms. But she just sat shivering on the kitchen table and fussed over the camera that she had slung around her neck, examining it for damage.

I stood at the window, watching the fog come in, hearing but no longer seeing the waves crash against the rocks. I was cold inside my damp clothes but then a pair of arms were wrapping around me from behind, hugging me hard, bringing the warmth that I needed.

This is what it is, I thought. Nothing more. Just two animals, huddling together on the west coast of Ireland. Looking for a little comfort. Doing nothing wrong.

‘I’m not going to Primrose Hill.’

‘Okay.’

‘Not on Sunday morning.’

‘Fine.’

‘Not ever.’

‘All right then.’

Somehow I had turned around and faced her, and she was tilting her head, lifting it towards me. Then I kissed her, and I saw her brown eyes close, and open, shining in the misty twilight, the rattle of the rain on the roof, and I felt the heat of her body through the dampness of her clothes, and I tasted the sea on her lips.

This is what it is, I thought. Two cold, wet creatures shivering in the fog. That’s all. Don’t turn it into something that it’s not, Harry.

And I thought of Gina, and also of Cyd. I had lost the two best friends I ever had by having sex with them, by marrying them, by trying to make it last forever. Kazumi and I were never going to get that far, and it was probably just as well.

But I knew that I would keep this moment. I would lock it away and take it out when the world was hard and lonely. This was enough.

Primrose Hill was too much to hope for.


Twenty-Two

When I arrived home there was an airmail envelope on the welcome mat. My name and address in Gina’s neat, elegant handwriting.

And inside, a photograph – a man, woman and child, standing by a white picket fence in dazzling sunshine. Pat was at the front of the picture, in faded Phantom Menace T-shirt and shorts, squinting in the light, that half-filled gap in the middle of his smile. Gina was right behind him, one hand raised against the sun, the other lightly resting on our son’s shoulder. She was thinner than I had ever seen her, wearing some worn sweatshirt with the sleeves pulled up. But for all the years and whatever her troubles in her new life, she still had that radiant beauty that I had fallen in love with, she still had those looks that she didn’t really like you to talk about.

Then there was Richard, this man my ex-wife had married, standing to one side, unsmiling, half lost in the shadows of a white clapboard house. He didn’t look happy. He had the look of an expatriate who had returned home, but not in triumph. But what did I know? He had married my former wife, he lived with my only son. I couldn’t think of him as a loser. There was a piece of paper still in the envelope.

A note from Gina.


Harry—

We are coming back to London for a few weeks. Just the two of us. Pat and me. My dad has something wrong with his leg. He needs some help around the house. We are not staying with him – I have a flat. Will call you when we get in. Pat seems to have had a good time with you. But you know Pat – he doesn’t say much. Please thank Cyd. I hope your mum is okay. Got to go.

Gina



‘Hello, Harry.’

Peggy was at the top of the stairs. She was dressed in a long white lacy dress with short puffed-up sleeves. She looked like a bride. Or an angel.

‘You look lovely, Peg.’

‘My daddy’s getting married. To his girlfriend Liberty. She’s a nurse. From Manila. I’m going to be their bridesmaid.’

‘Come on,’ Cyd said, appearing on the landing next to her. ‘You go and take off that dress. Watch the pins on the hem, okay? I’ll be right in.’

My wife came down the stairs.

‘Good trip? How’s Eamon? Is he all right?’

I didn’t reply. I left my bags in the hall and went into the kitchen. The work surfaces were covered with dishes of guacamole, chilli sauce and Tabasco, bottles of Cantonese plum sauce and Caribbean banana ketchup. Sweet and sharp.

‘Experimenting with my dips,’ Cyd said. ‘I spoke to your mum. She’s not feeling so good.’

My wife held out her arms to me but I just stared at her.

‘You lied to me,’ I said.

‘What?’

‘Before I went away. You told me some story about going out with two women. Two women, you said. But I saw you with him. Luke Moore. In the Merry Leper. I saw you, Cyd.’

‘Harry.’

‘I saw the pair of you.’

‘Harry?’

‘What?’

‘It’s not what it seems. He wants to buy the company. That’s why I met him. I couldn’t tell you because I knew you would – do this.’

For the first time since I had come home, I looked my wife in the eye.

‘And what did you tell him?’

‘I told him what I have told him all along, Harry.’ We stared at each other. ‘I told him no.’

‘What else did he try to buy? Don’t tell me. I can fucking guess.’

I tried to brush past her but she grabbed my arm. ‘I don’t want anyone else, okay? That’s it. You should know that already. I don’t want anyone else, Harry. Never have done. But you can wear out someone’s love, Harry, just like you can wear out anything else. So you either stop all this or…’

‘Or what?’

‘Or I don’t know what’s going to happen to us.’ She touched my face, and then saw the photograph I was holding. She took my hand and held it.

‘Is that a picture of Pat?’

‘What do you care?’

‘Oh Harry.’ She released my hand. ‘That’s not fair. If I don’t love your son in exactly the same way as you, that’s not some kind of betrayal.’

She had me there, of course.

Eamon cracked.

Perhaps it was Evelyn Blunt’s hatchet job. The journalist had pulled off the oldest party trick known to hacks – acting as Eamon’s best friend in the flesh, and then his public executioner in print. Under the headline No Laughing Matter, Blunt devoted 3,000 words to explaining why Eamon Fish was unimportant and the readers of his newspaper should take absolutely no interest in him. The photos were good, though – Eamon wild-eyed and windswept, his dark good looks almost a part of the Kerry landscape. And very, very moody.

Or perhaps it was the celebrity chef that made him crack. Eamon’s first chore on Wicked World was interviewing Wee Willie Hiscock, the loveable Geordie cook. All through the big English breakfast Hiscock blatantly plugged his new book, Right in Your Gobhole, Too, Bonnie Lad, the sequel to his bestseller, Right in Your Gobhole, Bonnie Lad. Eamon had always been averse to such blatant promotion, but where he had happily slapped it down on Fish on Friday, now he seemed unable to stem the flow of plugs.

Or perhaps it was the boy group that pushed him over the edge. Hermione Gates made no secret of the fact that she was a huge fan of Lads Unlimited, five young, handsome, hairless men who could carry a tune, but not very far, and who performed a series of dance steps that looked like gentle exercises for sufferers of arthritis.

The studio monitor clearly showed Hermione flashing her drawers in excitement during Lads Unlimited’s rendition of ‘Our Funky Love Will Live Forever’. The monitor also clearly showed Eamon (favourite albums: Nevermind by Nirvana, Physical Graffiti by Led Zeppelin and Is This It? by the Strokes) looking at his watch.

But probably Eamon would still be presenting Wicked World to this very day if he hadn’t been asked to interview the winner of Six Pissed Students in a Flat.

The winner was Warren, a tanned, pierced, pumped-up plumber with a fashionably shaven head who was hoping that the success of Six Pissed Students in a Flat would allow him to put down his tool box and become something really useful, like a game-show host or a DJ in Ibiza.

Warren sat between Hermione and a dazed-looking Eamon. The retired plumber idly lifted up his pastel-blue vest, revealing his rippling six-pack and a diamond stud in his navel.

‘For me the, like, turning point? Was in week six? When I discovered Darren had taken me milk out of the fridge. Without asking, innit?’

‘Hermione frowned at the memory. You were very angry, weren’t you, babes?’

Eamon’s head was hanging.

‘Well, for me, asking before you use someone’s milk is what it’s all about.’

‘Absolutely, babes. I’m, like – have a word with yourself, Darren, you muppet.’

Eamon had buried his face in his hands.

‘Chloe and Zoë, right, they wanted to stop me confronting, Darren, innit? Who I could always relate to because we both have issues because of not being properly parented?’

Suddenly Eamon was on his feet, addressing camera two with its little red light shining above it. I felt a surge of pride. Even at moments of supreme stress, he never looked into the wrong camera.

‘Turn it off,’ he said. ‘Turn it off right now!’

‘Babes?’ said Hermione Gates.

‘You’re poisoning your mind with this rubbish. We all are. What’s wrong with us? We used to fill our screens with heroes. Now we want people we can look down on. People we can look down on.’ He looked with real sadness at Hermione and Warren. ‘I want no part of it.’ He tore off his microphone, pulled out the clear wax earplug that linked him to the gallery, threw them at the feet of the stunned floor manager. ‘I’m going outside now. I may be a while.’

Then he was gone. In the gloaming of the studio wings, Barry Twist and I watched him go.

‘You know he’ll never read an autocue in this town again, don’t you?’ said Barry.

‘Sometimes you have to start again,’ I said. ‘It’s painful and it’s messy. But sometimes you just have to make the break and start again.’

My mother was going into hospital in the morning.

I would pick her up first thing, and I knew already she would be wearing what she called her Sunday best, and then I would drive her to the hospital in the next town. And that’s where a surgeon would perform what they called a simple mastectomy.

One of her breasts, the one with the tumour, would be lost so that her life could be saved. That breast – one of the curves my father had fallen in love with when she was a young girl, and never stopped loving as they grew old together, the breast that had sustained me as a baby – would be gone, cut off to separate my mother from the tumour that wanted to kill her. This thing that had given me life, that had made my father gasp with wonder and gratitude, would be cut off and – what? – thrown away? Burned? Preserved for medical science?

I couldn’t think about these things, and none of the brochures—not Talking with Your Children about Breast Cancer, or Living with Lymphoedema, or Exercises after Breast Surgery – gave any hint as to the fate of the amputated breast. They didn’t want you to think about it.

I sat in the living room of the old house, drinking cup after cup of strong sweet tea, feeling that my mother had been thrust into some kind of war. Everything suddenly seemed uncertain, unbalanced, in opposition. The breast and the tumour, love and sickness, life and death.

My mother was happy. She was happy because the old house was full of people, and this woman – one of seven children, mother of an only child who took years to arrive, widow of two years – seemed to feel that she was fulfilling her destiny again. The tea and biscuits, the sandwiches in the kitchen, the occasional beer produced for one of her brothers. It didn’t feel like the house was full because of cancer surgery. It felt more like Christmas.

The family is dying off now, that old family I knew as a child. All the aunts and uncles, the brothers of my parents, and the matches they made, beloved wives found in the same few streets, and then kept for a lifetime.

I knew these people better than I knew anyone. I knew their generosity, their resilience and their loyalty.

I was thankful that they fussed around my mother now – ‘Anything we can do, love, anything at all, let us know,’ I was told, time after time – but I wasn’t surprised.

My uncles and my aunts. Retired now, for the most part, or getting there. But I remembered them from the years when I was a child. Their aches and pains, the pills that now had to be taken, the unsettling visits to the doctor – they couldn’t cloud my memory of lean, hard men and their small, pretty wives, the men all factory workers and printers and shopkeepers at first, and later the shops being replaced by supermarkets, back when supermarkets were modern and new, and the women homemakers decades before the term was invented, homemakers the lot of them, even the ones who worked. And how they worked.

These women, my aunts, would never have thought of themselves as career women, but they worked in school kitchens, on the buses, doing the books in a wholesale warehouse, in shops and supermarkets. They worked because they had to.

They didn’t work to be fulfilled or to discover themselves. They worked to pay the rent, they worked because there were always children – my army of cousins – and never much money.

That old family rallied around my mother the night before she had a date with the surgeon. And even though their numbers were diminishing – my old man had been the first to go, but my mother had already lost two of her brothers since then, their hearts giving out on them just when they were ready to enjoy their gardens and their grandchildren – there was still something indomitable about these old Londoners who moved out to the suburbs a lifetime ago.

The house was full of cowboy music and laughter. I was sent to the local shop for more milk and sugar. The cancer leaflets with their terrible drawings of women who had had a breast surgically removed were ignored, lying on the coffee table next to the TV listings and a biography of Shirley Bassey.

When I was growing up, dreaming of escape, plotting a career in television, I believed that my family had lived small lives – never thinking of what was out there beyond their few suburban towns, never caring, never dreaming. But now I saw that they had lived better lives than me – fuller, happier lives, lives with more meaning, where loyalty and decency were taken for granted, where you reacted to cancer by putting on the kettle and a Dolly Parton record. How I envied them now, now that I saw that old dying family as my mother fought for her life, now that it was all too late.

My Aunt Doll talked softly with my mother in the kitchen. Sometimes this old family seemed as segregated as Muslims. There were things that my mother would never dream of discussing with me, or with her brothers. Things that I only read about in the cancer literature.

Total mastectomy can be the better option when – the tumour is in the centre of the breast or directly behind the nipple; the breast is small and would be distorted by a partial mastectomy; there are several cancerous or precancerous areas in the breast; the woman would rather have the whole breast removed.

I had to read about these things. Perhaps I was glad my mother would not talk to me about them.

In the garden my Uncle Jack, my dad’s brother, Aunt Doll’s small, dark, nattily dressed husband, was smoking a roll-up. Smoking outside the house. A new thing. A small concession to the new century, or perhaps my father’s lung cancer. Cigarettes, once consumed as freely as tea and chocolate digestives in this house, now had to be smoked in the garden. I watched my Uncle Jack smoke, and I saw the ghost of my father’s face in his face.

Uncle Jack’s big black Merc was parked outside the house, a superior set of wheels on a street full of light vans and old Fords. Uncle Jack was a driver – taking businessmen to the airport, waiting for them with his sign at arrivals, smoking his roll-ups outside the car so that the air inside was daisy fresh. Uncle Jack came with me when I went to see my father’s body at the undertaker’s. I wondered if we would have to look at my mother’s body soon.

When the family had all gone, my Aunt Doll and Uncle Jack the last ones to leave, my mum made some tea for the two of us. The light was failing and there would be no more visitors tonight. No more visitors before the operation. Somehow the years had slipped away, and aunts and uncles who once stayed up playing poker until dawn – smoking their cigarettes, drinking their beer and sherry, their laughter ringing all night long – now liked to be home behind locked doors before it was too dark.

‘How are you, Mum?’

‘I’m all right, love. Don’t worry about me. How are you?’

‘Me?’

‘You and Cyd.’

‘Things are not so good right now, Mum.’ I didn’t want to upset her, tonight of all nights. Yet I felt her bravery deserved some of my own. ‘I’ve met someone else. Someone I like a lot. And I think Cyd has too.’

I expected my mother – half of that great double act, my parents, the first husband-and-wife team I knew, the pair who cast their giant shadow on every relationship I’d ever had with a woman – to give me a lecture about the sanctity of the wedding vows, the importance of marriage, the horror of divorce.

But she didn’t do any of these things.

‘Life is very short,’ my mum said. ‘You have to take your pleasures where you can.’

My mum stood at the window, watching the street, as if waiting for someone. But everyone had been. There was nobody left to visit. And then I realised.

My dad.

She was waiting for my dad.

My mother stood at the window of the house that I had grown up in, the house that she had grown old in, and when I saw her waiting for a husband who would never come home, I loved her more than I could bear.

Waiting. The night before going into hospital for her simple mastectomy, although there was nothing simple about it, nothing simple at all, my mother standing at the window of the old house, looking out at the empty street beyond the net curtains, waiting for my old man.

Waiting to see him come around that bend in the road in his company car, and take her in his hard old tattooed arms one more time, my father come home to tell her she is beautiful – her face, her body, all of her – and that he loves her as he has always done, and that everything is going to be all right.

Or maybe just to take her in his arms.

I saw Tex.

I had left my mother at the hospital, left her unpacking her small suitcase in a ward where no bed was empty, a ward full of mostly elderly women in their prim nightdresses, with orange squash, boxes of Quality Street and romantic novels on their bedside tables. My father had died in this hospital and I was surprised how familiar it all was to me – the rank smell of hospital cooking in the corridors, the queues everywhere, the defiant crowds of smokers sucking their cigarettes outside the main doors. The smell of food, disease and medicine seemed to have seeped into every brick. What was different now was that I was visiting a ward full of women – women who laughed, women who talked and complained and commiserated in a way that didn’t happen in the ward full of men.

There was a lot to do. A nurse to take my mum’s blood pressure. A chat with the anaesthetist. The surgeon was on his way. And my mum had to change, from her Sunday best two-piece suit into her own Marks & Spencer nightdress. My mum acted as if she was on a day trip to the seaside. She was being too breezy, too jokey, overdoing the jollity, always her defence in the face of crisis.

I kissed her, much too hard, and left. And when I was filling up my car at the local petrol station, that’s when I saw Tex.

Or rather Graham the insurance salesman from Southend, dressed up for his weekly line dancing, drawing amused glances from pale Essex teenagers in their souped-up Escorts as he filled his battered old estate with diesel. And he wasn’t alone. In the passenger seat, there was an elderly cowgirl – some game old dear in rhinestone and buckskin, a ten-gallon hat sitting on top of her Maggie Thatcher perm. My mother’s line-dancing replacement. Or maybe there had been a few since Tex dumped my mum because he found out that she was ill.

I watched him cross the forecourt and enter the garage. When he came out he was carrying a box of After Eight mints and a cheap bouquet of flowers, the kind you can only buy in petrol stations. Maggie Thatcher saw him coming with his gifts and smiled shyly. What a guy. And I moved to go over to him, to take his arm and make him listen while I told him about what was happening to my mum in the hospital down the road that morning, to tell him about the surgery, and to use words like mastectomy, chemotherapy, radiotherapy, lymphoedema, until I saw him squirm with shame at his cowardice.

But I didn’t do it. I finished filling my tank as he was making a great play of giving Maggie Thatcher the chocolates and flowers, and that’s when I caught a glimpse of myself in my car window, and the image held me. By the time I had recovered, Tex and his dancing partner had gone.

And I knew I could not approach him because I was afraid that I was that kind of man too – a pretender, conning a woman out of her love by appearing to be nice, terminating all emotion when the first bill arrived. What Tex did to my mum – was it really so different from what I was doing to Cyd?

With all my heart, I wanted to be the other sort of man, a man like my father. Loyal, true, a keeper of promises. A forever and ever man. But I suspected that I was much more like this toy cowboy than I was ever like my dad.

All smooth talk and empty promises, all milk chocolates and flowers, then running a country mile as soon as the going got rough.

Gina called me on the day she arrived in London, but it wasn’t the call I’d been expecting – cursory, formal, and anxious to get me off the line and out of her life.

Instead, the call, when it came, was at midnight, with Gina in tears, a hard-core soundtrack booming in the background.

‘Harry?’

One word and I could tell it was her, even if the word was all choked up with emotion.

‘Gina, what’s wrong?’

Cyd stirred beside me as I sat up in bed. She’d had a late night, catering for some launch, and she had fallen asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow.

‘Harry, it’s awful.’

‘You’re in London? Speak up, I can’t hear you.’

‘We’re in our flat. Pat and me. In Belsize Park. I thought it would be nice around here. But the people next door – they’ve got So Solid Crew going at full blast.’

‘You want me – what? You want me to come around?’

I felt my wife – my current wife, that is – pick up her alarm clock and slam it back down.

‘Do you know what time it is, Harry?’ Cyd said.

‘Could you, Harry?’ Gina said. ‘It’s driving me nuts and it sounds like there are a lot of them. Some sort of party. I’m afraid to knock on the door.’

I put my hand over the mouthpiece. ‘Gina’s in town. There’s a problem with the flat. Noisy neighbours.’

‘Tell her to call the police.’ Cyd sat up in bed. She was wearing this old Tom Petty T-shirt. When we first started, even when we were first married, she used to wear the kind of nightdresses that drove me wild. Short, silky, see-through. Pants like dental floss at the top of her dancer’s legs. Now it was Tom Petty T-shirts. ‘Give me the phone, and I’ll tell her myself.’

‘Pat can’t sleep either,’ Gina said.

That was enough for me.

‘Give me the address,’ I said. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ As I was pulling on my clothes in the darkness, Cyd turned on her bedside light.

‘She’s not your problem any more, Harry. You’re divorced. That relationship is over. Let her husband sort it out. Let the cops.’

I didn’t reply. I didn’t want to fight. But I knew that I couldn’t just ignore Gina’s call and go back to sleep. The old saying was right.

Our marriage had lasted for seven years.

But our divorce would last forever.

It was a big white house in Belsize Park. A good house, in an affluent neighbourhood. Lots of trees and builders’ skips, and the two kinds of cars that you always saw in neighbourhoods like this, the cars that were serious – Mercedes-Benz SLKs, Audi TTs, 3-series BMWs – and the cars that were just for fun – original Beetles and Minis, and the new nostalgia versions, rusty Morris Minors, prehistoric Citroëns. I paid the minicab, already looking up at the house that contained my son and my former wife. I didn’t need to look at the numbers. I could hear the music coming from the second floor.

I pressed the button for the top floor and Gina buzzed me through the front door. The music thundered above my head. Once you got inside, the big white house reeked of rented property. Stacks of mail addressed to former tenants were piled on the worn carpet like autumn leaves. This place would not be cheap, probably two grand a month, but it didn’t feel like anyone’s home. The owners of the flats inside the big white house all lived somewhere else.

I walked up past the party on the second floor, hearing their laughter and screams, a smashing glass. The music they were playing sounded like a never-ending burglar alarm.

Getting old, Harry.

Gina opened her door, pale and tearful, wrapped up in some kimono-style dressing gown that looked a few sizes too big. Or maybe it was meant to be like that. Underneath she had her pyjamas on, and I thought how unfair it was of Cyd to expect Gina to break up a drunken party in her pyjamas.

‘I’ll go and have a word with them, okay?’

‘Thanks, Harry.’

‘Pat?’

‘He’s all right. Sleeping, the last time I looked. Although God knows how.’

I felt my heart beating as I went down a flight of stairs and knocked on the door. No response. I knocked harder. Finally a gawky white kid with a retro Beatle cut opened the door. Students, I thought. Unlikely to knife me. But what was I expecting in Belsize Park? The Bloods and the Crips?

‘You should have four American Hots, two Garlic Love-ins, and a Capricciosa,’ the gawky kid said. ‘And a Vesuvio with extra pepperoni. Plus, you know, some coleslaw, garlic bread and stuff.’

‘Actually I’m not delivering pizza. I’m from upstairs. Your music is keeping my son and my…wife awake.’

Over his high, bony shoulder I could see a flat full of young people laughing and dancing and trying to convince themselves that they were in a vodka commercial. A shorter, fatter youth appeared by his side.

‘Has he got the Belgian chocolate ice cream?’

I could smell the sickly-sweet aroma of puff. Would that affect my son one flight up? Could my boy get passively stoned?

‘He’s not from Mister Milano,’ said the gawky kid. ‘He’s from upstairs.’

‘Upstairs?’ said fatty.

‘Wants us to keep the noise down.’

‘Disturbing him, is it?’

‘Apparently.’

They were laughing at me. I had been expecting threats to my person. I hadn’t expected them to laugh at me.

‘No problem, mate,’ the fat one said. ‘We’ll be quiet as a rat.’

‘You won’t hear us – what is it rats do? – squeak,’ said the gawky one.

They held on to each other, rocking with laughter.

‘Appreciate it,’ I said. ‘Because my son, he’s seven, he—’

‘No problem, mate.’

They closed the door in my face. And as I climbed the stairs to Gina’s place, the music miraculously decreased to a level that didn’t rattle the fillings in my teeth.

‘Well done, Harry.’

I gave my ex-wife an it-was-nothing smile. And immediately the music was turned up to a volume that was louder than ever.

‘Little bastards,’ I said, making for the door. ‘Don’t go.’

I looked at her. She pulled the kimono thing tighter, as if trying to hide inside it.

‘Gina? It’s not just those idiots downstairs, is it?’

‘No.’

I put my arm around her and we went inside her flat. It was clearly expensive, but clearly on a lease. The heavy olde-English furniture, the blood-red leather sofa, the Gustav Klimt prints on the wall – none of these things could have been chosen by Gina, who loved all that was light and modern and Japanese. This place looked as though it had been decorated by Queen Victoria.

We sat on the blood-red leather sofa.

‘Is it your dad?’ I hadn’t asked what was actually wrong with him. Since my own father had died, I fatalistically assumed that any illness an old person contracted was terminal.

‘My dad’s okay.’ She smiled for the first time, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. ‘He’s a silly old bugger. He put his hip out snowboarding.’

‘Snowboarding? I thought there was something wrong with him.’

‘Only the thing that’s been wrong with him all his life. He can’t grow up.’

I had slipped my shoes off at the door – even in these rented rooms, I didn’t need to be told that Gina liked you to take your shoes off at the door, Japanese style – and now I could feel my feet quivering with the vibrations coming through the floor.

‘I’m going to go and talk to those morons.’

‘Don’t, Harry.’

‘Don’t worry, they’re not going to hurt me. They’re all middle-class kiddies from safe, rich homes.’

‘Not like us, then.’

‘No, nothing like us.’

I looked at her. Despite her tiredness and the tears, and all the years, she had the same glow about her that had left me breathless and speechless the first time I ever saw her. But something had happened to Gina, something terrible.

‘Go and look in on Pat, will you? I’ll make us some tea. Is jasmine okay? It’s all I’ve got.’

‘Jasmine’s fine.’

Gina went into the small kitchen and I tried a few doors until I saw the familiar tousle-haired figure sleeping flat on his back.

My son, at seven years of age, sleeping in the second bedroom of a rented flat in Belsize Park. While I lived a few miles away with another woman, another child. As always, I was shocked by the love I felt for my boy. The hip-hop from below was shaking his windows. He didn’t seem to care. I pulled his Phantom Menace duvet up over his shoulders and closed his door as quietly as I could.

Gina was placing two cups of pale-green tea on the coffee table.

‘Sleeping,’ I said.

‘He could sleep through anything, that kid. You should have seen him on the plane. Turbulence all the way across the Atlantic. Didn’t even stir.’

‘What is it, Gina? What’s really wrong?’

‘It’s Richard. I’ve left him.’

It took a moment for this to sink in. ‘You’ve left Richard? So this trip to London—’

‘Permanent. We’re not going back.’

‘So when you said it was for a few weeks…’

‘That was the original plan. But there’s no point in going back. Oh fuck, Harry, my life is such a mess. What am I doing in this bloody flat with these stupid students and their awful music? I’m going to end up on Jerry Springer, I swear I am.’

‘You’re not going to end up on Jerry Springer. What happened?’

‘Children.’

I thought she meant Pat. I thought she meant that her life didn’t fit with both Richard and Pat. But that wasn’t it.

‘We couldn’t have any,’ she said. ‘We tried and tried. I couldn’t get pregnant. And it broke us up, Harry. It just broke us up.’

I sipped my tea. Even though it was scalding hot. I didn’t know if I should be hearing this. I didn’t know if I wanted to.

‘I think a marriage needs children, Harry. It’s hard enough to keep together even if you have a kid. Without them – I don’t know if it’s possible. We had all the tests. Richard and me. It was okay at first. We even laughed about it – him masturbating into a little plastic container, me with my legs up in the air getting prodded and probed. They couldn’t find anything. But there’s something wrong somewhere. In the end, it was too much of a strain. Maybe it would have been easier, maybe we could have stood it, if Pat wasn’t there. But it was hard for Richard. It’s hard loving someone else’s child when you can’t have one of your own.’

‘So Richard blamed Pat?’

‘I didn’t say that, Harry. But it’s such a thankless task, being a step-parent. I think in the end Richard felt he couldn’t win.’ She sighed. ‘Then I saw his credit card bill. Flowers, hotel rooms, restaurants.’ She looked at me. ‘Flowers I didn’t receive. Hotel rooms I had never stayed in. Restaurants I had only read about.’

‘Who was she?’

‘A neighbour. Some bored housewife with three kids, funnily enough. No doubt it would have been some woman at work if he’d had a job. Because he’s still unemployed, he had to find what he was looking for in Safeway. She probably thought she was missing out on something too.’

‘He must be crazy. Cheating on you.’

That gave her a laugh. ‘You did, Harry. You did.’

‘I’m sorry, Gina. Sorry about you and Richard. About you and me. About the students downstairs. About everything.’

‘What happened to us, Harry? What happened to the boy and girl who were going to stay together forever?’

‘I don’t know what happened. Time, I guess. Just time, Gina.’

‘Don’t you ever wish that it could be like that again? That innocent? That straightforward?’

I finished my Japanese tea and stood up. I was ready to face the music.

‘Now and then,’ I said.

My mother slept.

White with exhaustion and pumped full of painkillers and medicine to kill the sickness, oblivious to the echoing, malodorous life of the hospital going on all around her, she was tucked into bed in her own little post-operation room, an IV drip attached to a pale-blue vein in her hand, and she lay on her back and slept.

Sleeping at noon on a Sunday. Something she had never done in her life. If you could call it sleep, that drugged unconsciousness that was the aftermath of her operation.

I sat by her side, afraid to touch her.

Her kind face, her smallness, and the thought of the dressing on her wound under that hospital nightdress – these things tore at my heart, and made me hold my head and almost choke on all that was inside me.

There were no visitors, not yet, and the doctors and nurses had all gone away. They had cut off the breast with the tumour and they were confident that the operation had been a success.

They talked me through what happened next. Chemotherapy. Then radiotherapy. The chemotherapy would most likely cause my mother’s hair to fall out and make her sick to her stomach. The radiotherapy would feel itchy, sore, like bad sunburn. Before all of that, when she awoke, she would feel a pain in her arm, and pins and needles, and sickness, the sickness would never be far away now. The wound, the cut that had been made to remove the thing that was killing her, that would be sore and tender and tight for months.

The doctors told me something that my mother would never tell me. That she wouldn’t be able to wear a bra. Not yet. The wound was too fresh. It seemed as if everything about this illness was painstakingly designed to make my mother feel less like a woman.

When they had all gone, the optimistic doctors and the cheerful nurses, the affable oncologist and the genial surgeon and the easy-going anaesthetist, I cried for what my mother had gone through, and all that she still had to go through.

Even if she beat this thing, even if she lived.

‘I love you so much,’ I whispered, telling her things that we would both have been too shy and embarrassed to hear if she was awake. ‘You don’t deserve this, Mum. Not you. Not anyone.’

I sat there for hours. All that Sunday she didn’t wake up. It felt like the kind of sleep that would last for decades, like something from a fairy tale. By the time I left, the spring afternoon was fading behind the drawn curtains of that tiny room. It was only when I was looking for my car in the hospital’s vast parking lot that I remembered the appointment I had missed.

I liked the lights on Primrose Hill.

They were, and still are, those old kind of Victorian street-lamps. Tall and black with a chunky glass casing at the top. Those lamps look like throwbacks to some older, lost city, the London of Sherlock Holmes and Watson, peasouper fogs and tugs on the Thames.

The lamps had not been illuminated when I arrived at Primrose Hill. The days were getting longer. But night was falling at last and they would be turned on soon.

The crowds were thinning. It was becoming too dark for ball games, the pampered dogs of the neighbourhood were almost exhausted, and the young lovers were strolling off arm-in-arm to dinner in Camden Town or Hampstead or Swiss Cottage. I decided to take a quick walk to the top, and then go home.

The park on Primrose Hill is built upon one high, grassy peak. From up there you can see for miles. Down to London Zoo and the lush expanse of Regent’s Park. The West End and the City and Docklands in the distance. And, on the hill behind you, the wild woods of Hampstead Heath. I watched my city as day turned to night. The stars came out. The great metropolis was starting to twinkle.

And that’s when I saw her walking up the hill towards me. Her pretty face was flushed with exertion. She looked as though she had been walking all day. Ever since we had been supposed to meet, in fact.

‘Sorry I’m a bit late, Kazumi.’

She reached the top of the hill, breathing heavily. She shook her head, and I didn’t know if she was telling me that she didn’t care or that she was speechless with rage. Then she sort of looked at me in a way that I understood completely.

Because it said – kiss me, stupid.

So I did.

And just at that moment, from Prince Albert Road in the south, to King Henry’s Road in the north, from St John’s Wood in the west, to Grand Union Canal in the east, all over the length and breadth of Primrose Hill, the lights came on.


Part Three: The Greatest Girl
in the History of the World


Twenty-Three

‘Viagra,’ Eamon suggested, without me even asking him. ‘Just the thing for a man with both a wife and a girlfriend. That’s what you need, Harry. Viagra. Amazing stuff. Although of course you know you’re getting a bit old when you can’t get it down.’

But it wasn’t Viagra that I needed. Because for a man with both a wife and a girlfriend, it was amazing how little sex I was getting.

You might think that my seed would have been spread thin and wide as I bounced from the marital bed to the girlfriend’s futon and back again. But Cyd had moved into the spare bedroom. The world my parents knew had finally turned inside out. For them there was no sex before marriage. For me there was none after.

We had separate rooms because I usually went to bed long after midnight, while suddenly Cyd was tucked up with a camomile tea just after the ten o’clock news. Cyd and I were both blaming work, because it was just too sad to admit that our problems went far deeper than mere scheduling.

Now she had turned down the offer to sell him Food Glorious Food, Cyd’s freelance work with Luke Moore was really taking off. She suddenly had a spate of early-morning breakfast meetings to cater, all these jobs in the City and the West End where businessmen ate croissants, pains au raisin and six kinds of bagel. And while my wife got her early nights, I was often out into the early hours, supervising Eamon’s return to stand-up.

Now that the TV was over, Eamon was going back to his roots, doing stand-up for the first time in years, even some open-mike stuff, and thinking about taking his act on the road. There was no money in it at this stage, and my savings account was steadily shrinking, but we both felt it was the only way back. He performed in small clubs, not much more than basements, where all we had to do was turn up. And I saw that the comedian dreams of stand-up the way the clown yearns to play Hamlet.

This was the heart of his craft, this was where he was truly tested. By nerves, by drunks, by all his limitations. So we spent our nights in sweaty cellars, where he was sometimes good and sometimes not so good but he was always funnier than his hecklers – ‘Don’t I remember you from medical school? You were the one in the jar’ – and I wondered if he could really still do it without re-takes, an autocue, a full production crew and the Dutch courage of cocaine.

Eamon’s comeback took up a lot of my time, but in truth not all of it. Sometimes I told Cyd I was seeing Eamon when the person I was really seeing was Kazumi. And when I told her nothing at all, she didn’t seem to care.

I was out late and my wife was out early. And we both knew it was more than work. There were now long calls to her sisters and her mother in the States, as – I was guessing here, but I believed it was a good guess – the possibility of moving back home finally took shape in her mind. Our problem, this problem my wife and I had, was that we just couldn’t imagine our future together. We still loved each other, but there was a politeness and formality to our dealings that broke my heart. And we just couldn’t see how this thing between us was ever going to work out.

‘Let’s see how it goes, shall we?’ Cyd said, making up her bed in the guest room.

So we see how it goes. Just another man and wife having trouble. But it seemed like the saddest thing in the world, this feeling that what we had right now was not good enough to stay for, and not bad enough to leave.

And although there was no sex after marriage, there was none in Primrose Hill in the flat that Kazumi shared with a Swedish woman who was a second-year student at the Royal Academy of Music. It felt like our kiss in the dusk above London had opened a door for me, but now I was faced by a locked gate.

As Kazumi and I lay on her single bed, our clothes on and the curtains drawn, we heard the flatmate practising her cello in the next room. She was so good that the music, just the other side of the wall, was never intrusive. It was strangely soothing to have Chopin and Elgar and Haydn seeping through the thin wall, great swirling sounds of romance, all the passion that felt just out of reach. The flatmate played music that I somehow knew, although I couldn’t say where from, and also things that I had never heard before in my life. One piece that she played again and again – an exam was coming up – turned out to be ‘Song Without Words’ by Mendelssohn.

The flatmate could have been studying accountancy or tree surgery, but romance is a series of happy accidents, and the fact that she played the most beautiful music ever written as Kazumi lay chastely in my arms seemed predestined, written in the stars, and made me certain that I was in the right place.

That music would have been the perfect accompaniment to a few hours of passion. But that was not what Kazumi wanted. Kazumi didn’t want to sleep with me. Just like my wife, in fact.

‘I don’t want to be your dirty little secret,’ Kazumi said. ‘It never works. Afraid to be seen together. Afraid of bumping against someone you know. What kind of life is that? You can call me but I can’t call you. And all the questions I would have to ask you. Such as, do you still have sex with your wife?’

‘I can tell you the answer to that now.’

‘No.’ She pressed a finger to my lips. ‘Because I don’t want you to start lying to me. And even if they leave their wife, it never works. I don’t know why. Price too high, maybe.’

And I was torn. I wanted to look after both of them. To love both of them. Kazumi and Cyd. In the way that they both deserved. And already I knew that was impossible.

You can love two women at once, but not in the way they deserve.

So I was constantly looking for the exit sign, trying doors, seeking a way out of this chaos. And I did it with Kazumi as well as Cyd. In my mad moments, when it all became too much, and the music stopped, I wanted someone – Cyd, Kazumi, one of them, either of them – to reveal something so painful that it would drive me away, that it would settle things once and forever.

‘You seem to know a lot about sex with a married man, Kazumi. How come you’re such an expert?’

‘Doesn’t matter.’

‘I want to know.’

‘Not me. Friend.’

‘A friend. Sure.’

‘Really.’

‘So who was this secret friend? Someone here?’

‘No. Japan. A close friend in Japan.’ And then the yen finally dropped.

‘What was her name, this friend with the married man?’

On the other side of the wall, the sound of a cello pouring out a kind of stately melancholy. ‘Song Without Words’ again. The exam must be soon.

‘Gina,’ Kazumi said. ‘My friend’s name was Gina.’

My doctor thought that I had something called White Coat Syndrome.

‘You see a doctor’ – she smiled, her adorable Italian accent adding unexpected vowels to the ends of nouns – ‘and your blood pressure goes through the roof-a.’

She was sort of right. When I first entered her surgery, my systolic pressure was usually around 180 and my diastolic pressure around 95. My doctor made me lie down for ten or fifteen minutes, then took another reading. This was always a vast improvement – around 150 over 90. That was not great, but it meant I was unlikely to have a stroke any time soon.

White Coat Syndrome. Well, maybe. I knew it had something to do with my heart. But what my doctor never factored into her diagnosis was that I came to her surgery from home. So when she took my blood pressure, at least part of it was a judgement on my life with my wife – that bleak, stagnated life of separate beds, blended families and an ex-husband who was getting married next week. Of course my blood pressure was sky high. Where else would it be?

When I lay there on the couch for a while, listening to the distant traffic rumble down Harley Street, my mind drifted away to the happier part of my life. The first reading was my life with Cyd. And the second reading was my other life, my secret life, my life with Kazumi.

I knew her now. She was not just a pretty young woman who had caught my eye. I knew about her childhood, the salary man father who drank himself senseless after work, the mother who gave up her dreams of travelling the world for a man who didn’t love her. I knew about Kazumi’s broken marriage, and the courage it took to come to London to start again, and I knew how her face, often seriously dreaming, lost in her thoughts, could suddenly light up with happiness, light up totally without warning, like the old-fashioned lamps on Primrose Hill.

I knew it wasn’t the same as building a real life with someone. It wasn’t the same as dealing with the grind of all the things that can break down – washing machines, boilers, cars, families, marriages – but she was still the sweetest thing in my world, and that was real too, more real than anything. We talked to each other, Kazumi and I. We talked about everything. Apart from my wife, of course. We never talked about her.

‘We need to be more aggressive in treating you,’ said my doctor.

She adjusted my prescription. Instead of taking 40 mg of Zestril once a day, I would now take 20 mg of Zestril and 20 mg of Zestoretic.

But in my heart – my mad, pumping, lovesick heart – I felt that for what ailed me now, pills would never be enough.

*   *   *

How many girls and women had I taken home to meet my mum?

It was not every girl I ever took to the pictures, and not every woman I ever took to bed. But, what with the teenage girlfriends and the two wives, we must have been in double figures by now. And as Kazumi and I drove deeper into the suburbs, the urban sprawl finally giving way to the fields of summer, I realised the criteria for bringing a woman to meet my mum had always been the same – this one, this special one, would be the last girl that I ever brought home. Why do we place so much importance on the first? It’s the last one that counts.

At this time in her life, I would like to have spared my mum my latest domestic upheaval. But there was no point in telling her that Kazumi was just a friend.

My mum knew that for a man whose marriage was in trouble, there was no such thing.

The old house on a Sunday afternoon.

Pat let us in, smiling at Kazumi, not quite able to work out what she was doing here. In the living room my mum was sitting on the carpet, rotating her shoulders with a look of quiet concentration on her face. She got up, a little embarrassed to be discovered like this, but kissed Kazumi as if she had known her forever.

‘Hello, love, just doing my exercises.’

My mother had been through hell, and she acted as if it had been a stroll in the park.

After surgery and radiotherapy, the muscles in her right arm were stiff and tight. She had exercises to control the pain, and different exercises to regain the use of her right arm. She did these exercises with a good grace, never complaining, and I knew now that she was actually tougher than all of us men in her life.

‘Two years I have to do them for, sweetheart,’ she told Kazumi. My mum only needed to know you for five seconds before she started calling you love, darling and sweetheart. ‘That’s what they told me.’

Kazumi, Pat and I watched my mum run through her exercise programme for our benefit. She demonstrated Shoulder Circling. Hair Brushing. Assisted Lift. Back Scratching. Bent Arm. Proudly tossing out the names of her exercises the way she had once mentioned the Walkin’ Wazi, the Lost in Austin and the Four-Star Boogie.

And I knew that these exercises were the least of it. She would not put this thing behind her with a bit of stretching. Even after the monstrous surgery that was necessary to save her life, she would never really be over this thing. The monitoring, the exercises, the drugs, fear that the cancer would come back—it was all measured in years.

My mum got pins and needles in her arm, an agonising pain in her chest. And as we had our tea and biscuits, I noticed that she had developed this habit of examining her hand.

Some of the lymph nodes under her arm had been removed, and my mum had been told that this could cause lymphoedema—a build-up of fluid in the tissues of her arm. She had been told to watch out for swelling on the affected side, her right side, and she watched all the time. Perhaps she would always watch now. Every few minutes or so, she examined her hand, looking for signs of the beginning of the end.

Chemotherapy had left her feeling as though she had the worst hangover in the world, a hangover that would not get better. Mercifully her hair did not fall out. Radiotherapy left her tired and sore, feeling like she had fallen asleep in a burning sun. She laughed about things that would have grown men – me, for example – weeping in a darkened room.

‘I was looking forward to my hair falling out,’ she said, smiling mischievously. ‘I could have worn my Dolly Parton wig.’

Pat laughed appreciatively. He didn’t understand too much of this, even though my mum and I had both pored over every word in the leaflet Talking with Your Children about Breast Cancer. (If you are able to talk honestly and openly with your family at each step, you will hopefully find that families can be a great source of love and support.) But he knew the signals that indicated a joke was being made – the breezy tilt in the voice, the raised eyebrows, the rolled eyes – and he was always delighted to respond enthusiastically.

I found it much harder to smile, because I knew my son would be fully grown before we could say this thing inside my mother was truly beaten. Years and years, it would all take years. The best that could happen would take years. The worst that could happen would be there in a moment.

There were 20 mg of Tamoxifen, a hormone treatment, every day, which made my mum feel like she was having another menopause. She would take it for five years. After two years, perhaps she would no longer have to do exercises. Perhaps. See what the doctors say. Have to wait and see.

And there were still many things she would not talk to me about, things that I had to guess at, to wheedle out of surgeons and her female friends and all those pink and purple leaflets. What my mum would call – women things.

She still couldn’t wear a bra because of the scar, because it was still so raw and sore. This seemed insultingly cruel. Again I was reminded that this cancer seemed sadistically committed to making my mum feel like less of a woman than she was before.

But she dealt with all the indignity, pain and terror without complaint, with the kind of good-natured, mocking pragmatism that she had shown all her life. She went to make more tea, and she smiled at me over Kazumi’s shoulder, raising her eyebrows while giving a little nod. I knew that look. I had seen it when I brought Gina home for the first time. And Cyd, too. That look meant – she’s a smasher.

Kazumi was on the living-room floor with Pat. They had met before, of course, when she took his photograph in Gina’s garden, and I was both happy and worried that my son remembered her so clearly.

Would he mention Kazumi to Gina? Or, worse still, to Cyd? How would I get out of that one? Kazumi was patient and kind, playing with one of his video games, while he regarded her with a kind of delighted curiosity. I feared that my son understood more than I would wish. Not yet eight years old, he was already wise to the ways of the world. Or at least the ways of his old man.

Is this what it would be like for Pat and me at the other end of our lives? In thirty years or so, would I be old and fighting illness, with my son all grown-up and divorced and ready to try again? And when I was fighting for my life, would my adult son still be bringing home some young woman for my approval, acting like he’d never been in love before?

Kazumi was good with Pat. They laughed together, they played together, and although I knew it was unfair to compare her to Cyd, who had the permanently thankless role of step-parent, I couldn’t help it. This just felt easier.

Maybe it would have been different if we were living together. No, definitely it would have been different. But as Kazumi and Pat played Nuke Universe Two I dreamed of running off with the pair of them. To Paris or County Kerry or anywhere far from here. I looked at my son with Kazumi and I believed that it was not too late to start again. And as I thought of the infinite kindness in my mother’s face, I also desperately wanted to travel with her, to see some other things while we still could and before it was too late. I wanted to get us all away from this place.

My mum returned with tea and biscuits and I showed her the brochures that I had brought with me. She handled them carefully, as if she had to give them back to their rightful owner.

‘Nashville, Mum. The home of country. Listen to this, Mum. We can go together. Pat, too. In one of the holidays. Kazumi, if she’s not busy with her work. A real holiday for you. Listen, Mum: Six million people a year travel to Nashville, Tennessee, the home of country music. Enjoy the rhinestone glitter of the Grand Ole Opry, Music Row and the Country Music Hall of Fame. Experience the Nashville Sound of Hank Williams, Patsy Cline, Jim Reeves, Kenny Rogers and Shania Twain. Sounds great, doesn’t it? Mum?’

But my mum was different from me. She didn’t dream of escape. She wanted to stay here.

‘Sounds lovely, darling, but I’m happy in my own home.’

She put the brochure down. And I saw that my mum was never going to make it to Nashville. This is where we were so different. Unlike me, my mother didn’t believe that happiness was always somewhere else.

‘I like holidays,’ she said to Kazumi. ‘My husband and I, we used to go somewhere every year. Cornwall and Dorset when Harry was young. We even went to Norway a few times – I’ve got a brother who settled there after the war, met a lovely girl. I had six brothers, did Harry tell you that?’

Kazumi made suitably impressed noises. She was getting the hang of this very quickly.

‘Then Spain later, when Harry didn’t want to come with us any more,’ continued my mum. ‘But I like it here. Do you know what I mean? I like that feeling you get, that feeling you don’t get on holiday, when you’re away from everything familiar. You know, that feeling you get when you’re part of a family.’

Then my mum looked at her hands, as if admiring her bright-red nail polish, or searching for signs of lymphoedema, or maybe just looking at her wedding ring, a modest band of burnished gold that somehow contained an entire world.


Twenty-Four

You never saw anyone so happy to be having a baby.

When I came back from running in the park, she was on the stairs, laughing and crying at the same time.

‘I’m pregnant,’ she said, like it was the best thing in the world. Then she was in my arms and later, when we had untangled our limbs, and stared at each other, laughing out loud, unable to believe our luck, after all of that she showed me the blue line on the pregnancy test – that thin, blue, indisputable line.

And in the days and weeks ahead, she kept taking more pregnancy tests, looking for that blue line again and again, as if it was too good to be true. Maybe there are other pregnant women whose favourite pastime is taking pregnancy tests, even though they already know the answer, even though they have already had the happy result confirmed dozens of times.

But Gina was the first woman that I ever really knew.

The first woman I lived with, the first woman I married. She found a source of endless wonder in her daily pregnancy tests, and I found a source of wonder in her.

That was almost nine years ago now. The world turned, and kept turning, and not only was my wife now my ex-wife, but she was about to become the ex-wife of another man. They talk about the divorce statistics, and the fluctuating failure rate of the modern marriage, but for my ex-wife and me the rate seemed to be 100 per cent.

That thin blue line represented a little heartbeat inside her, and that glimmer of life was now a boy, almost eight years old, changing every week, growing teeth that would have to last him until his dying day, and this life he was leading – bouncing from one home to another, one school to another, one country to another, seeing marriages crumble, learning that the adult world was fragile and weak and fallible – seemed to be robbing him of his – well, I don’t know what you would call it.

Robbing him of his halo of innocence. The aura of light that was all around him as a little boy, the light that made strangers stop and smile at him in the street.

Pat is still a boy in a million. He still shines. To me he still looks like the most beautiful child in the world. But this life has robbed him of that angel glow. It has gone, and it will never come back, and while it is possible that we all lose that angel glow in the end, I can’t help feeling that Gina and I – who held that very first pregnancy test as if it was as precious as our baby himself – share most of the blame. We could have done better for our boy. But Gina’s mood was such that right now she blamed her latest ex-husband for everything.

‘Easter, right? Shouldn’t be a problem, should it? You would think that Easter doesn’t present too many possibilities for domestic strife.’

We were in the tiny kitchen of her flat, drinking some jasmine tea. This love of Japan, this yearning for the life she had given up for marriage and me and Pat – she was never going to grow out of it now, she was never going to stop missing that life she had never known.

‘But Richard objected to the Easter egg that I bought Pat. Can you believe it?’

Pat appeared in the doorway.

‘Can I watch The Phantom Menace on DVD?’ This to Gina.

‘No, you’re going out with your father.’

‘Just some of the special features. A few of the deleted scenes. The interview with the director. Production notes.’

‘Go on then.’ Pat disappeared. Stirring orchestral music swelled from the living room. ‘This Easter egg I bought – it was bloody lovely, Harry. Milk chocolate and covered with little hearts in red icing. A big purple bow around it. And Richard – get this – said it was the kind of egg you buy for a lover, not a child. For a lover! An Easter egg for a lover! That’s what he said! He said it was the kind of egg you buy for your husband or wife. I mean, can you believe the pettiness of the man? As if I can’t buy my son whatever Easter egg I bloody well like…’

‘Are you talking to him?’

She smiled. ‘You’ve heard of the old cow syndrome?’

‘Don’t think so.’

‘When a bull has mated with a cow once, he’s not interested any more. Doesn’t matter if the cow is really cute. The bull couldn’t care less. It’s called the old cow syndrome.’

‘Is that true?’

She nodded. ‘Once is enough for the bull. No matter how attractive the cow is, he’s just not interested. Well, it works the other way around for this old cow. When I’ve finished with them, I’ve finished with them.’

She made me laugh. I could hear the bitterness in her voice, and I knew that this new life was hard for her too. Because it was hard for any single parent. And – incredibly, it seemed to me – that’s what Gina was now. She was angry, sour and sad. But I felt an enormous affection for this woman who had once been closer to me than anyone in the world. A woman who would almost certainly be my best friend if we hadn’t ruined it by getting married.

And for the first time I started to think that our marriage hadn’t been a failure. Not really. We could have done better for Pat. We could have been kinder to each other. All this was true. But we were together for seven years, we produced a sweet, caring kid whose existence will make this world a better place, and we could still talk to each other. Most of the time. When she was not being an old cow and I was not full of too much old bull. So who is to say that our marriage failed? A few good years and a great kid – maybe that’s the best anyone can hope for.

Gina and I had been through the mill, and we could still sit in a room together, drinking jasmine tea while she bitched about her future ex-husband. Deep in our history, Gina and I had something that Cyd and I lacked.

It went back to that blue line.

It went back to that day I came home from running in the park and, through laughter and tears, Gina told me that she was having our baby.

We had missed that, Cyd and I, the hope and joy and optimism that Gina saw in that blue line, that thin blue line leading to all our tomorrows, and our stake in the future.

‘Ah, sure, there’s nothing like it,’ Eamon said. ‘To love pure and chaste from afar. Nothing like it – except, perhaps, wild unprotected sex as you take her roughly from behind. Sure, that’s even slightly better.’

I was beginning to wish that I had lied. I was beginning to wish that I had never told him that Kazumi and I hadn’t consummated our relationship.

‘She understands me.’ It was true. Kazumi knew what I was going through with my mum. And my son. Even, although we didn’t like to put it into so many words, with my wife.

‘She understands you too well, Harry.’ Eamon took a slug of his mineral water, ran a hand through his thick black locks. ‘She’s playing you, man. Don’t be fooled by that sweet act. All that hello-flowers, hello-sky stuff.’

‘Hello-flowers, hello-sky?’

‘Kazumi understands that when a man gets what he wants, he never wants it again.’

We were in Eamon’s dressing room in a comedy club in the East End. The dressing room was more of a broom cupboard compared with what we were used to in television, and the club was actually an old-fashioned, pints-and-pork-scratchings, tobacco-stained pub that had belatedly tried to hitch a ride on the comedy bandwagon.

It was not a million miles away from the kind of place that Eamon had appeared in before TV came calling. What had changed was his attitude to women. The cavalier shag merchant of old was now urging caution, doing everything he could to get me to go back to my wife and stop the madness. Addiction had done to Eamon what it does to a lot of people.

It had made him long for stability.

‘You’re messed up, Harry. You’ve screwed too many of the wrong women and screwed over too many of the right women. Like your wife.’

He had always had a soft spot for Cyd.

‘You’re on in five minutes.’

But he would not let it go. Eamon – the only one who knew anything about us, apart from the cello-playing flatmate – thought that it would be different if I could sleep with Kazumi. Get it out of my system. If Kazumi and I had sex, Eamon told me, then I would see her as just another girl. Because right now that was the one thing Kazumi was not – just another girl. But I didn’t think that sex, when it finally happened, would make any difference. Except to make it impossible to live without her.

‘Can’t you see what you’re doing, Harry? You’re making the best bit go on and on.’

‘The best bit?’

‘The chase. The pursuit. The fever of anticipation. It’s the best bit, isn’t it? If we own up, it’s much better than anything that comes later.’

‘Remind me never to have sex with you.’

‘You don’t want the good stuff to die, Harry. Like it died with Gina. And with Cyd. Your wife. And every other woman you ever knew. You want the best to last. So what do you do? You get this platonic thing going. You make the chase, the pursuit, the delay of pleasure last forever.’

‘Is that what I am doing? I don’t think so. I’ve slept with plenty of women that I didn’t love. Why can’t I love a woman that I haven’t slept with?’

Slept with – I couldn’t stop using that inaccurate euphemism. Everything else just sounded too mechanical.

‘Look at it this way. What is it all about? The whole thing – sex and romance, men and women? It’s about delaying the moment of release. It’s about postponing pleasure. It’s about putting ecstasy on hold. Relax, don’t do it. Frankie Goes to Hollywood knew what they were talking about, Harry. And what are you doing with this woman you haven’t slept with?’

‘Tell me.’

‘It’s obvious. By falling so hard for someone you haven’t shagged, you’re delaying the moment of release – permanently. Of course you’re mad about her. Why wouldn’t you be? You’ll be mad about her until you see that she’s flesh and blood. Just like your wife.’

‘You think I’d stop caring about Kazumi if we had sex?’

‘No. I think you would be able to think more clearly. At the moment you’re falling in love with a fantasy, and that’s the most dangerous thing in the world.’

‘You really think you can’t care about someone until you’ve exchanged bodily fluids?’

‘Hey, don’t knock it, Harry. It breaks the ice.’

I looked at my watch. ‘You’re on in one minute.’

‘No man can think clearly until he’s been despunked, Harry.’

Maybe. I could see that a platonic relationship made everything seem hopelessly romantic. A mid-afternoon cappuccino with Kazumi in some sun-dappled little café became something I’d remember forever. A Polaroid we took of ourselves on Primrose Hill – Kazumi laughing as we banged our heads together, trying to get in shot – became the highlight of my week. She squeezed my hand in the back row of the Swiss Cottage Odeon and it was more exciting than most of the blow jobs I’d had in my brief career as a boy about town. She just did it for me.

And, yes, I could see that this thing was getting out of control. But it was more than a fantasy. I was starting to measure the practicalities of a life with Kazumi. Dismantling one home, setting up another home, giving Kazumi and me the chance to get to that point that all couples, even the ones that are crazy about each other, have to reach eventually. That point where ‘you don’t even feel the need to talk to each other.

It could work. I knew it could work. And maybe she was the one that I had needed all along. And perhaps it would make Cyd happier if she was with someone else. She certainly didn’t seem too thrilled by her life with me right now. So maybe it would be better all round. One harsh, painful tearing asunder – of a marriage, a house, a home – and then everybody would get a chance to have their happy ending.

You don’t even know her,’ Eamon said, interrupting my plans for a new life. ‘You’ve spent – what? – a hundred hours around each other? If that.’

‘How long do you think it takes? How long before you know?’

He shook his head, exasperated. Outside, surprisingly close, we could hear hecklers shouting down the female comedian on stage.

‘You fucking idiot, Harry. You’re really going to leave your wife, your terrific wife, who you do not fucking deserve, for some slip of a girl you hardly know?’

He was genuinely angry with me.

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Well, where do you think this thing is heading?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You better start knowing, pal. You have started it now, and sooner or later – probably sooner – it will all end in tears.’

‘Why should it end in tears?’

‘Because you have to choose, you dumb bastard. Once you get into one of these things, you always have to choose.’

‘And what if I make my choice, and I choose Kazumi? How do you know it would be a disaster? How can you be so sure?’

He held up his hands, a mocking surrender.

‘I don’t know, Harry. Neither do you. But have sex with Kazumi. Have lots of sex. Then see how you feel the first time she says something negative about your son.’

‘What if she never does? What if she’s great with him?’

‘Then pack your bags and go.’

He pressed a silver key in my hand. I stared at it. He didn’t have to tell me that it was the key to his flat.

‘Kazumi’s great,’ Eamon said. ‘But the world is full of great women. That’s what romantic fools like you never admit. There are a million great women out there. Ten million. You could be in love with any one of them. Given the right circumstances, given timing. Sooner or later you have to stop tormenting yourself with the thought that there’s just one out there with your name on. You have to be happy with what you’ve got. You have to love the one you’re with. You have to say – this is my home now, this is my wife, and this is where I’m staying. Stop looking, Harry. Just stop looking, will you?’

From long ago, I heard the voices of my parents. Just rest your eyes, my mum and dad would tell me. Just rest your eyes.

But Eamon held out the silver key.

And I took it.

‘I started using these sensitive condoms,’ Eamon said, prowling across the tiny stage. ‘Sensitive condoms – yeah, they’re great. What they do is, after you have had sex and fallen asleep, the sensitive condom cuddles the girl and talks to her about her feelings. Sensitive condoms send flowers the next day. Never forget to call…’

A swell of laughter in the audience, mixed with a few groans. There wasn’t the easy willingness to laugh that you found in a TV audience. There was a kind of punter who came to these things for the pleasure of baiting the poor sap on stage. Out in the smoky darkness, some of them were restless.

‘Got any coke, Eamon?’

‘Ah, I don’t do that any more,’ Eamon said mildly. ‘The doctor gave me suppositories for my addiction. I told him they weren’t working. He said, “Well, have you been taking them regularly?” I said, “What do you think I’ve been doing, doc? Shoving them up my arse?”’

More laughter. And some boos.

‘Yeah, sensitive condoms. People say wearing a condom during sex is like wearing a raincoat in the shower. They’ve got to be kidding. With all these new diseases, not wearing a condom during sex is like wearing a live fuse box in the bath…’

Laughter and a smattering of increasingly vitriolic abuse.

‘You loser, Eamon, you has-been!’

‘Fuck off back to the detox clinic!’

‘Waiter, this fish is off!’

‘Condoms, yeah.’ The little Woody Allen cough. ‘These days you get packs of condoms for all different nationalities. You get the six-pack for Italians. That’s Monday to Saturday with a day of rest on Sunday. And you get the eight-pack for the French. That’s Monday to Saturday, and twice on Sunday. And you get the twelve-pack for the British.’ A pause. His timing was always good. ‘January, February, March…’

A belligerent voice from the back, hoarse with cigarettes and loathing.

‘Come in, Eamon Fish – your fifteen minutes is up!’

‘My parents didn’t have to worry about condoms. Buy me and stop one – no, they didn’t have to worry about any of that. Not that their sex life was very happy. One night I heard them through the bedroom wall. They were trying to have sex and it just wasn’t working. My mother said, “What’s the matter? Can’t you think of anyone either?”’

‘You’re not funny!’ the voice shouted.

‘It’s not that kind of comedy,’ Eamon said.

It was a big city but a small world. Sooner or later we were going to be seen together.

Naturally we avoided the danger zones of north and central London, that surprisingly large swathe of the city where Cyd could be working, or Gina could be lurking. But eventually we would be spotted. I knew it.

When it happened it was worse than I had imagined – and it was not my wife, or even my ex-wife, but someone from the outer suburbs of my life. He saw me as soon as he walked into the club, and took it all in.

The married man, the girl by his side who wasn’t his wife. In a quiet corner of the pub above the comedy club, having a drink, holding hands like they had done it before.

And I felt a sickening guilt that this man knew, this stranger, and my wife didn’t. I was ashamed of myself. It seemed like the worst betrayal imaginable.

‘Harry,’ Richard said, looking at Kazumi.

What the hell was he doing here? What possible reason could this man have to be in a comedy club in Hackney?

‘Richard. I thought you were still in the States.’

‘Came over to see Gina.’ He finally took his eyes off Kazumi. ‘To be honest, I want her to come back.’

‘This is Kazumi,’ I said, for a cowardly moment thinking about passing her off as a work colleague, or a business associate.

But the truth is that Richard didn’t care. He was in a state that was beyond caring about the romantic tangles of others – no job, no wife, and a life that had reached a point that he had never imagined. I knew the feeling.

‘I’m staying with some friends,’ he said. ‘They’ve got a house around here. It’s becoming quite popular with the City people, isn’t it?’

‘Them and the crack dealers. Listen, Richard, we have to go. Good luck with…everything.’

I watched Kazumi and Richard smiling and shaking hands and I thought of Gina’s old bull theory, knowing he didn’t have a chance in hell of getting her back.

Then we left him, our drinks abruptly abandoned, my guilt herding us out of the door.

And that’s when I remembered the key in my pocket.

We let ourselves into Eamon’s flat.

It had been bought during the boom years of Fish on Friday, lucrative personal appearances and beer endorsements – a waterfront loft overlooking Tower Bridge, the Thames and the colonised docks, all lit up like a tourist postcard of London at night. Kazumi went to the wall-high windows and stared out at the inky-black river, the illuminated bridge, the glittering city.

Then she faced me.

‘Kazumi—’

‘No more talk.’

Lit only by the moonlight and the lights of the waterfront, we struggled to undress while kissing each other at the same time. We were half dressed and grappling on the sofa like teenagers in heat when Eamon came home.

Kazumi heard the key in the door before I did, and she was off the sofa and into the bathroom before Eamon and his companion were even in the living room.

I recognised the woman – a TV producer who had once worked as a runner on The Marty Mann Show. Eamon waved from the doorway, and then they disappeared into his bedroom. I heard laughter and music from behind the closed door. It shouldn’t have mattered, but the spell had been broken. Kazumi came back from the bathroom fully dressed and ready to go.

‘Ah, not yet,’ I said. ‘Please, Kazumi. Come here. Nobody’s going to disturb us again. Look at the view.’

She shook her head. ‘It’s not my view.’

I didn’t try to argue with her. I wearily did up the buttons of my shirt. We quietly let ourselves out of the flat.

‘It can’t go on like this,’ she said as I flagged down a taxi. ‘I mean it, Harry. It can’t go on.’

And it didn’t.

Because after dropping Kazumi off I went home, where my wife told me that she was leaving me.


Twenty-Five

I had been left before, of course.

But this time was different.

When Gina left me, she went in a fury – not caring what she took and what she left behind, just wanting to be out of our home, just wanting to be away from me and our life.

I remembered a half-shut suitcase spilling Pat’s socks, betrayed tears smudging her mascara and a throbbing pain just above my heart, where she had thrown my mobile phone at me.

Despite all of that, when Gina left there still felt like the faint chance that she would one day change her mind, that she would come back home, and that the rage would eventually pass.

It wasn’t like that with Cyd.

Cyd’s leaving was calm and methodical.

No tears, no raised voices, nothing done in haste. A grown-up, rational leaving, that somehow felt even worse. She wasn’t leaving tonight. She wasn’t leaving tomorrow. But she was leaving soon.

In our little guest room my wife had suitcases and overnight bags open on the single bed, and covering what looked like every spare square inch of the parquet floor. Some of the cases were almost empty. Others were already filling up with books, toys, CDs and winter clothes belonging to both her and Peggy. By the time the season changed, Cyd planned to be somewhere else.

With Gina I had felt that I still had a chance.

With Cyd there was no doubt at all.

She was never coming back.

‘Going somewhere?’

She turned to face me. ‘Sorry. I didn’t hear you come in.’ She turned back to the suitcase she was packing, stacking a pile of Peggy’s thick woollen sweaters, shaking her head. ‘Sorry.’

‘What is this?’ I said, coming slowly into the room.

‘What does it look like?’

‘Looks like you’re moving out.’

She nodded. ‘Like I said – sorry.’

‘Why?’

She turned and faced me, and I saw the hurt and anger under the calm. ‘Because you’ve left me already. I can feel it. I don’t know why you stay, Harry. And you know the sad thing? Neither do you. You can’t work out what you are doing with me. You can’t remember.’

I shook my head, although I knew every word was true. Somewhere along the line I had forgotten why we were together, and that’s why it had been so easy to fall for someone else.

‘I can’t mess around, Harry. I told you that from the start. It’s not just me. I’ve got a daughter. I have to think about her. And I know that, with things the way they are between us, sooner or later you’re going to meet some little fuck buddy.’

‘A fucky buddy?’

‘Fuck buddy. Someone you can have uncomplicated sex with – you’ll meet her sooner or later. Maybe you already have, I don’t know. I don’t think I want to know. Come on, Harry – we don’t even sleep in the same bed any more. There’s a fuck buddy out there with your name on.’

Blended families and fuck buddies. It was a whole new world out there. My father wouldn’t have recognised it. I didn’t recognise it myself.

‘Cyd, the last thing I’m looking for is a fuck buddy.’

She studied me for a bit. And perhaps she could see that this was true too.

‘Then you’ll find somebody you love, and that will be even messier. Not messier for you. But for me and my daughter. Remember her? And that’s who I have to worry about now. You’ll meet some young woman, and you’ll do what you always do, Harry – tell her that she is the greatest girl in the history of the world.’

‘Is that what I do?’

My wife nodded. ‘And you will believe every word of it, Harry. And so will she. Or maybe it’s happened already. Has it, Harry? Have you met the greatest girl in the history of the world? Or just the latest in a long line of them?’

I looked from Cyd to her open cases and back again. She had packed her photo albums. The ones of Peggy growing up. The one of our wedding day. The ones that recorded our holidays over the years. She had stored them all away.

‘Please don’t leave.’ I didn’t want it to end this way. Not any way. Something inside me recoiled from making the final, necessary break.

‘Why not? This isn’t working, Harry. Not for you. And not for me.’

‘Please…’

I made a move towards her, but she held up her hand like a traffic cop.

‘You’re not a bad guy, Harry. You’ve got a good heart. I really believe that. But we could waste our lives being kind to each other. Twenty years could go by, and we still wouldn’t know why we were together. I know you want what your parents had, Harry. I know you want a marriage like that. Well, guess what? You’re not the only one.’

‘It’s been a tough time. With my mum, with our kids, with work.’

‘The tough times should bring us closer together. I wasn’t expecting nothing but fun-packed adventure. This is a marriage, not Club Med. Sticking together through the bad times, growing stronger and closer through them – that’s what it’s all about. But not our marriage, Harry. And not us.’

I knew I had no right to feel as bad as I felt. But I couldn’t help it. Seeing Cyd packing her bags seemed like the greatest failure of my life. And what pulled at the wound was that I knew she was right. She deserved more than she was getting in this marriage.

‘I’m leaving because you can’t, Harry. Because you’re not cruel enough to go. But don’t do me any favours, okay? Don’t stay because you pity me. Don’t stay because you feel guilty. Don’t stay just because you’re not strong enough to go.’

‘I stay because I care about you.’

She smiled gently, placing her hand on my face. ‘If you really care about me, you’ll help me get out of this thing.’

‘But where will you go?’

‘Back home. To Houston. To my mother and my sisters. There’s nothing for me here any more.’

‘When?’

‘After Jim’s wedding. Peggy is looking forward to being his bridesmaid. I’m not going to take that away from her.’

I picked up a leather photo album from the suitcase on the bed, opening it at a picture that felt like it was taken a lifetime ago. Pat’s fifth birthday party, in the back garden of my parents’ house. Pat fresh-faced and gorgeous. Peggy, that crucial bit older, grave and serious as she examined the strawberry jelly in front of her. And my mum and dad, healthy and grinning for the camera and relieved that the day was going well. And Cyd – smiling, waving a fish-paste sandwich at me as I took the picture. A tall, slim, beautiful woman, a single mother who had just realised that she was not only going to get through this ordeal – meeting her boyfriend’s parents for the first time – but she was actually going to enjoy it. How young we all seemed.

‘Remember this? Remember Pat’s fifth birthday party?’

She laughed.

‘What I remember is your dad choking on a sausage roll when I told him my ex-husband was going out with a Thai stripper.’

I smiled at the memory. ‘A bit went down the wrong hole. That was one of my old man’s favourite expressions.’

I closed the photo album and placed it back in the suitcase. ‘I’m sorry too, Cyd. I’m sorry I didn’t make you happy.’

I meant it.

‘Come here,’ she said, and I went to her, and we held each other for the longest time.

‘Still friends then?’ I said.

‘Always friends, Harry.’ She gently released me and turned back to her packing. ‘But I’d rather get out while there’s still a little love left.’

My mum had taken to wearing her Dolly Parton wig.

Losing her hair during chemo was about the only indignity that she had been spared, but the big, golden wig was now seeing active service. It framed her still-pretty face as she let Pat and me into her home, and it glinted and glistened in the sunlight like a knight’s suit of armour.

‘But what happened to your head?’ Pat asked.

‘This is my Dolly Parton hair, darling.’

‘You’re okay, are you?’ I asked. ‘Your hair hasn’t started – you know.’

‘Not at all. Fifty pounds this was in Harrods. Shame to waste it. Besides, blondes have more fun. As Rod Stewart said.’

She actually looked terrific in her wig. But as Pat busied himself with the DVD player, I sat in the back garden with my mum while she told me that wearing it had nothing to do with wanting to be blonde.

‘I’m different now,’ she said. ‘People think you’re over it. But you’re never over it. Every ache, every pain – you wonder if it’s coming back, if this is it. You get a cold and you wonder if it’s the cancer. Listen to me. I sound so sorry for myself.’

‘No, you don’t, Mum.’

‘My Dolly Parton wig,’ she said, touching the spun-gold locks. ‘It’s a way of showing the world I’m not the same. I’m different now, okay? People say to me – back to normal, Liz?’ My mum shook her head. ‘I get so mad. I can’t pretend that this thing hasn’t happened to me. How can you tell them? How can you make them understand? Life will never be normal again. Normal has changed.’

I knew what she meant. At least, I think I did. Getting sick again was always going to be a possibility. And now it was going to be like this forever.

‘But I’m stronger too,’ my mum said. ‘Look at me in my big hair – I go down the shops and I don’t care who looks at me. What people say – that’s the least of our problems, isn’t it? I’m living for now. Trying to live life to the full. In my own quiet way. I don’t plan ten years ahead. If you want a guarantee, buy a toaster. Now I try to appreciate what I’ve got.’ She took my hand. ‘And appreciate how much I’m loved.’

‘You’re going to be around for years, Mum. You’ve beaten this thing. You’ll see Pat grow up.’

I really wanted to believe it.

‘It’s hard for people,’ she said, as if she hadn’t heard a word I had said. ‘I think your dad felt this way. When he came back from the war. Who could he talk to – really talk to – about what he’d been through? Only men who had been through the same thing. The ones who knew.’

She showed me a leaflet. It was one of those pink and purple breast cancer leaflets. But this was a new one.

‘You can get training,’ my mum said, opening the leaflet. ‘They train you to be a counsellor. So you can talk to women who are going through the same thing you went through. And I know now that’s what I want to do. I want to help women who are fighting breast cancer. See, Harry? I can actually say it now. I couldn’t even say it before. Cancer. As if I had something to be ashamed of, as if it was my fault. Do you remember a young blonde girl at the hospital? A pretty thing? A bit younger than you. Two little boys, she had. Little smashers. About Pat’s age.’

I had a vague memory of a pale young woman who was in my mother’s ward.

‘Well, she died,’ my mum said, her eyes suddenly welling up.

‘You’re not going to die.’

‘I want to talk to girls like that. Women, I mean. You have to call them women now, don’t you? Well, she was just a girl to me.’

Pat came into the garden, bored with the DVD. He hadn’t wanted to come to his grandmother’s house today. Bernie Cooper had asked him over to play. I felt guilty doing it, but I had persuaded my son that we had to be with his grandmother now. Because my mum was right. Normal had changed. And I had no way of knowing how long we had left.

‘My two beautiful boys,’ she said, throwing open her arms. ‘Hug me. The pair of you. Come on, I’m not going to break.’

So we hugged her, and we laughed as we buried our faces in that Dolly Parton wig, and we knew that at that moment we loved her more than anyone on the face of the earth.

Pat wandered back to the living room, and my mum smiled with sadness and happiness all at once, patting my shoulder.

‘Your dad would be proud of you.’

I laughed. ‘I don’t know why.’

‘Because you’ve taken good care of me through all this. Because you love your son. Because you’re a good man. You always compare yourself to your dad and find yourself lacking. And you’re wrong, Harry. No matter how tall your father is, you still have to do your own growing.’

‘But how did you and Dad do it, Mum? How do you love someone for a lifetime? How do you make a marriage work for all that time?’

My mum didn’t even have to think about it.

‘You have to keep falling in love,’ she said. ‘You just have to keep falling in love with the same person.’

You always took your shoes off at Gina’s, so the moment Pat let us in with his own personal key, I saw them immediately – great big size tens forcing everything else off the WELCOME mat, a bit down at heel and in need of a good polish, more like landing craft than shoes.

A new boyfriend, I guessed. No surprise there. She was never going to be alone for very long. Not looking like that. Still.

And as I helped Pat out of his coat, I thought what I so often thought when I was around my ex-wife.

What about my boy?

If Gina starts seeing someone new, then what does that mean for Pat? Will the guy like my son? Or will he see him as an irritation?

Gina appeared by our side, looking red-faced and flustered. I felt a flash of irritation at my ex-wife. What the hell was she doing in there with that big-foot guy?

‘Granny’s got new hair,’ Pat told her.

‘That’s nice, darling,’ she said, not listening to him, looking at me looking at the landing craft.

‘It’s yellow,’ Pat said.

‘Lovely.’

Pat was out of his coat and kicking off his shoes.

‘You go inside. Someone in there wants to see you. I want to talk to your daddy.’

Pat ran up the stairs to the living area of the flat. I could hear a man’s baritone talking to him, and Pat responding with his sweet, high voice.

‘Richard,’ Gina said.

‘Richard?’

‘Looks like we’re going to have another crack at it.’

Upstairs I could hear Richard and Pat exchanging stilted small talk.

What about my boy?

‘You surprise me, Gina.’

‘Do I?’

‘Yes. What about the old cow theory?’

‘The old bull theory.’

‘Whatever it was. I thought that when you were finished with them, you were really finished with them.’

She laughed. ‘Maybe I was thinking of you, Harry.’

I took a breath, let it pass.

‘What happened?’

She shrugged. ‘I guess I felt isolated. And a little bit scared, maybe. You know what it’s like when you’re living on your own with a child.’

‘Yes, I know what it’s like.’

‘You get lonesome. You do. No matter how much you love them, you get lonesome. And it’s hard to meet new people. It’s really hard, Harry. And I’m not even sure I want to go through all that crap. Dates – God, spare me from dates. Who’s got the energy for all that crap at our age?’

‘I bumped into Richard. Did he tell you?’

She nodded, but there was nothing in her eyes to indicate that she knew about Kazumi and me. So Richard had kept my secret. Or perhaps he truly didn’t care.

All he wanted was his wife back.

‘It wasn’t so bad between us,’ Gina said. ‘The move was tough. And trying for a baby and not getting one – that was even tougher. But we’re going to have a crack at IVF.’

‘Fertility treatment?’

She nodded. ‘They give me drugs to produce a large number of eggs. Richard has to – you know – masturbate.’

Shouldn’t be too much of a stretch for Richard.

I stared at her. One minute she was finished with this guy, and the next minute her ovaries were working overtime to have his baby. I didn’t understand her at all. Is who we share our life with really so random? Is it so easily torn down, and then put back together?

Gina mistook my silence for doubts about fertility treatment.

‘It’s all the rage these days, Harry. In some fertility clinics, the really good ones, you have a better chance of conception with IVF than you have with regular old-fashioned shagging. It’s true.’

‘I don’t know, Gina. I heard IVF treatment is expensive. And doesn’t always work.’

‘Maybe going through it will make us stronger. Make us a real husband and wife. Isn’t that what we all want?’

‘But you don’t love him any more, Gina. You can’t just be with someone – be married to them, have a baby with them – because you’re feeling a bit lonesome.’

‘Can’t you? What am I supposed to do? Wait for Mr Right to come along? Not enough time, Harry, not enough energy. Sometimes this is what I think – the person you’re with is just the person you’re with. That’s all. End of story. It’s no more than that.’

‘You old romantic.’

‘It’s not so bad. You’re partners. You stick together. You support each other. So it’s not like one of the old songs – so what? A grown-up can’t go around falling in love all the time like some dumb-ass teenager. What kind of mess would that make of your life?’

‘You don’t choose who you fall in love with.’

‘How naïve you sound. Of course you choose, Harry. Of course you do.’

I liked to think that we were friends. And I liked to think that I still cared about her. That I would always care about her. But this caring for my ex-wife, it only went so far. In the end, my thoughts always came back to the same place.

‘What about my boy?’

‘Your boy?’ she said. ‘Your boy, Harry? You should have thought of your boy before you banged some little slut from your office, shouldn’t you?’

And all at once I saw that there’s no one on this planet more distant than someone you were once married to.


Twenty-Six

‘Man gets on a crowded flight,’ said Eamon, roaming through the smoky gloaming. ‘Plane’s totally full. But the seat next to him, the seat next to him is empty.’ Hand to mouth, little Woody Allen cough. ‘Thinks – wonder who I’m going to be sitting next to? As you do, right? Then the most beautiful woman he ever saw in his life comes down the aisle. The face of an angel and legs up to her neck. Sure enough, she sits right down in the seat next to our man.’ Hunched in the spotlight. The crowd paying attention. ‘The guy finally works up the courage to talk to her. “Excuse me? Excuse me? Where are you headed?” “Oh,” says she, “I’m off to the Kilcarney Sex Convention. I lecture on the subject. Dispel some of the myths surrounding sex.” “Like what?” “Well, for example,” says she, “many people believe that black men are more generously endowed than other men. And in fact it is Native American men who are more likely to reveal that physiological trait. And then popular wisdom has it that French men make the best lovers. Whereas statistics show that Greek men are far more likely to give sexual pleasure to their partners.” Then she blushed. “But I’m telling you all this, and I don’t even know your name.” The guy reached out his hand. “Tonto,” he said. “Tonto Papadopolous.”’

And as the crowd laughed, I could see myself in that man, and in that punch line.

It had never been in my plans to become the kind of man who lies without even having to think about it. That had never been the kind of man I wanted to be. My father had never been that kind of man.

But by now I found I needed to lie just to balance the demands on my time. It was madness.

Just call me Tonto. Tonto Papadopolous.

As Cyd helped Peggy into her bridesmaid’s dress upstairs, and Pat sat on the carpet watching the horse racing on Channel 4 – that kid would watch anything, I swear – I sneaked down to the bottom of the garden to call Kazumi on my mobile.

We were meeting for dinner. That was the schedule. And this simple thing – a man having dinner with a woman – had to be planned in utmost secrecy, as though we were doing something illegal, or incredibly dangerous. And I was sick of it, to tell the truth. I would be glad when all the sneaking around was over. Not long now.

When I went back into the house Peggy was standing at the top of the stairs, grinning from ear to ear, wearing her bridesmaid’s dress.

‘How do I look, Harry?’

‘Like an angel.’

And she did. Just like a little angel. And I felt a stab of regret that this child who I had watched grow up would soon be out of my life forever.

She ran back into the bedroom with some instructions for her mother about the flowers she was wearing in her hair while I went into the living room and sat next to my son. He was still staring blankly at the race meeting on the box. Sometimes I worried about this kid.

‘You want to see what else is on, Pat?’

He grunted a negative, not looking at me.

Pat had come home with me because his mother had things to discuss with his – what was Richard these days? His ex-stepfather? His future stepdad? The designated sperm donor to his half-siblings? I was finding it increasingly difficult to keep up with my ex-wife’s soap opera. But then who was I to feel superior?

At least everything that Gina did was out in the open.

‘I didn’t know you were a gambling man, Pat,’ Cyd said, coming into the room.

‘Horses,’ Pat said, turning his face to look up at Cyd. ‘Horses are so beautiful.’

I felt a stab of guilt. So he wasn’t gawping mindlessly at the box. The horses enchanted him. Why hadn’t he told me that? Why had he saved this revelation for Cyd? Was it perhaps because I hadn’t asked him?

She smiled and sat down on the floor with him. ‘Horses are beautiful, aren’t they?’ she said. ‘There’s a – what would you call it? – nobility, I guess. Yes, there’s a nobility about horses.’

‘A what?’

‘Nobility.’ She turned to look at me. ‘How would you define nobility, Harry?’

‘Dignity,’ I said. ‘Decency. Goodness.’

Like you, I thought, looking at the woman I had married. Dignity, decency and goodness. Just like you.

Not that Cyd resembled a horse.

She put her arm around my boy’s shoulder and watched the horses with him and I realised that she had always been good with him – kind, patient, loving even. So what had been the problem? The problem had been me, and not being satisfied with her kindness, patience and love.

The problem had been me all along, and wanting Cyd to be something that she could never ever be.

His mother.

I had never seen Peggy so excited.

She was in her bridesmaid’s outfit for hours before she was due to be picked up, posing and preening in front of every available reflecting surface in the house, then running to the window to check the street for her father.

Finally we heard the sound of a bike revving its engine in the street.

‘He’s here!’ Peggy shouted, tearing herself away from the mirror in the hall.

‘Don’t forget your crash helmet,’ her mother called from upstairs.

It was a themed wedding. The bride and groom were arriving at the registrar’s office on motorbikes. Even the priest who was giving their union a blessing at a nearby church was turning up on his Honda and conducting the service in his leathers. The reception was at the historic Ton Up Café on the Ml.

Peggy was at the door waving to Jim when Cyd came down the stairs.

And the sight of her stunned me.

She was wearing a dress I hadn’t seen for years. Her old green silk cheongsam. The dress she had been wearing the night I fell in love with her.

She saw me looking at her, but ignored me, as if it was perfectly natural to walk around in this special dress. She helped Peggy into her crash helmet. ‘Hold Daddy tight, okay?’

Together we escorted Peggy to the kerb. There were two bikes, Jim on his Norton with Liberty, the happy bride, perched on the back in her wedding dress, and the best man on an ancient Triumph with a sidecar. Jim and his best man were both wearing leathers over their wedding tails. Liberty’s only concession to road safety was a snow-white helmet. I stiffly congratulated Jim. It was not an easy situation. His ex-wife’s estranged husband wishing her first husband well on his most recent wedding day. So we did what adults always do at a time like this – we concentrated on the child. Cyd fussed with Peggy’s frills as she placed her in the sidecar, and I made sure her crash helmet was secure.

Then they were gone, roaring off down the street, wedding tails and bride’s dress flying.

‘You going out somewhere?’ I said.

Cyd replied without looking at me. ‘Just doing some packing,’ she said. ‘Deciding what I want to take and what I want to throw away.’

‘And are you taking that dress with you?’

‘No. I just wanted to see if it still fits.’ The bikes were gone now. She looked at me. ‘Before I throw it away.’

She had worn that dress on what was probably the happiest night of my life. That happiness just came upon me, the way true happiness does, and it was caused by the joy of simply standing by her side. We were at an awards ceremony at one of the big hotels on Park Lane, the kind of long, drunken, back-slapping shindig that I usually despised.

But that night I was so glad to be alive as the soft blue light faded over Hyde Park, and I was so grateful to be with this incredible woman in her green silk dress that I honestly believed I would never be sad again.

‘It still fits,’ I told her.

Cyd took herself upstairs to pack.

I went into the living room and sat next to my son on the carpet. The beautiful horses had gone and he was channel-surfing through the mind-numbing doldrums of mid-afternoon television. The snatched images flashed before his blue eyes. Dude, Where’s My Trousers?, snowboarding, Six Pissed Students in a Flat, old music videos, Wicked World, Russian fashion models, Art? My Arse!, the baking channel, Sorry, I’m a Complete Git. I gently took the remote from his hot little hand, and switched off the TV.

‘Are you okay, Pat?’

He nodded, noncommittal.

‘Didn’t Peggy look lovely in her bridesmaid’s dress?’

He thought about it. ‘She looked like a lady.’

‘Didn’t she?’ I put my arm around him. He snuggled close to me. ‘And what about you? How are you feeling?’

‘I’m a little bit worried.’

‘What about, darling?’

‘Bernie Cooper,’ he said. ‘Bernie Cooper says that dogs need a passport.’

‘Well, I guess that’s true. If a dog is going to be moved from one country to another, it needs some form of ID. Bernie’s right there.’

‘Well, then, this is what I want to know – does Britney have a passport?’

‘Britney?’

‘My dog Britney. Because, if Britney doesn’t have a passport, then how is Richard going to get him into London, where we all live now?’

‘I’m sure Richard can work that one out. And what about Richard? How do you feel about seeing him again?’

He shrugged. I believe he was genuinely more concerned about his dog than his stepfather. Britney meant infinitely more to Pat than Richard ever could. And of course a dog is for life, whereas a step-parent could be for any length of time.

‘Mummy and Richard – they might live together again.’

My son nodded, biting his bottom lip thoughtfully as he eyed the remote control in my hand.

‘Are you happy about that, darling? It doesn’t just affect Mummy and Richard. It affects you too. I want you to – I don’t know – tell me if anything worries you. That’s what I’m here for, okay? You can always talk to me. Did Mummy talk to you about any of this stuff? About what she’s planning to do with Richard?’

Another nod.

‘They’re going to try to make it work, Daddy.’ They’re going to try to make it work.

When I was a kid, a seven-year-old talking about trying to make it work meant a wonky train set on your birthday or a new Scalextric on Christmas Day. We put the TV back on in silence.

Now when a kid talked about making it work, he meant a marriage.

There was a howl of motorbikes in the street.

Peggy was back from her wedding.

Cyd came downstairs, still in her green dress. I felt a surge of something that might have been hope, or maybe only nostalgia. But I was glad she hadn’t thrown the dress out yet.

We went out to the street where a dozen bikes were idling. All these men in tails and women in party dresses, leathers and helmets on top of their wedding kit, sitting proudly astride their big BMWs and Nortons and Harleys and Triumphs. The bride was riding pillion on Jim’s bike while Peggy was sitting primly in the only sidecar in the convoy. Her mother fished her out.

‘Good wedding?’ Cyd said.

Peggy began to babble with excitement. ‘I held the flowers and walked right behind Liberty as she walked up the aisle of the registration office.’

Jim laughed. ‘That’s my girl. Come here, princess, give your daddy a big kiss.’

Cyd and I watched awkwardly while father and daughter embraced. Peggy’s part in the celebrations was over. She wasn’t joining the happy couple for their wedding reception at the Ton Up Café. Then they would be off to Manila for their honeymoon. Jim placed his daughter on his lap, facing him, both of them wreathed in smiles.

Pat had joined us on the pavement. He covered his ears against the noise of the bikes.

‘Well,’ Cyd said. ‘Congratulations.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Congratulations.’

Jim just grinned and then they were gone. I couldn’t believe it. Jim’s bike roaring off down the street with his bride behind him and his daughter in front. You could hear the bride and the bridesmaid shrieking with delight. I thought it was a kidnapping. I thought he was stealing her.

‘She should have her helmet,’ Cyd said. ‘I know it’s just a bit of fun, but I don’t like this.’

Jim turned at the end of the street and headed back towards us, his daughter laughing in his arms, his bride’s wedding dress streaming behind them. The bike flared up on its back wheel, and all three of them cried out with that sound of appalled pleasure you hear on a roller-coaster ride. Jim’s bike squealed to a halt. The other wedding guests applauded and revved their engines.

‘More,’ said Peggy.

‘Just once more,’ said Jim.

‘No more,’ said Cyd, lifting Peggy from the bike.

‘Oh, Mum !’

Jim sighed elaborately. ‘Same old Cyd.’

‘Enough,’ I told him.

The groom looked at me, his smile all gone, and I realised that it was the first time that day he had actually looked me in the eye.

‘Enough?’ he said. ‘Enough, did you say? Who are you to tell me enough, pal? She’s my daughter.’

‘I live with her,’ I said.

He sneered at me. ‘Yeah, but not for much longer, right?’

I looked at Cyd and she looked away. So she had told her ex-husband about us. And I suspected that this show of happiness – the themed wedding, the crowd of friends on our doorstep, the Evel Knievel routine with Peggy – had less to do with his daughter than with his first wife.

We can resist every temptation with our old partners, apart from telling them how happy we are now.

‘I know about you, Harry,’ Jim said. ‘You’re no parent to Peggy. You’re not even a father to your own son, are you?’

I looked at Pat. He was covering his ears. I didn’t know if it was because of the bikes or Jim.

First Luke Moore, now Jim. The world was full of people who thought they had a better claim on my wife than me. And maybe what made me so angry was that I knew it was my own fault they felt that way.

‘You’re a jerk, Jim. You’ve always been a jerk and you always will be. You love your daughter, do you? You’re a good dad, are you? It takes more than inviting her to your latest wedding.’

‘Stop it, you two!’ Cyd shouted, putting Peggy on the ground. She began shoving Jim away. ‘Just go, will you? Just go. Liberty, tell him to go.’

But Jim wouldn’t budge. He was acting all indignant, as if he had restrained himself with me for years, but was finally going to tell me what was on his mind.

‘I’ll be glad when you’re out of Peggy’s life,’ he told me.

I pushed my face close to his. I could smell cheap champagne and Calvin Klein. ‘You think you’re in her life, do you? Coming round when you feel like it and then not a word for weeks? You call that being in a child’s life?’

Cyd was screaming now. ‘Go! Go!’

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Peggy and Pat backing away. They were holding hands. Both of them were crying. A couple of the wedding guests were dismounting their bikes and giving me meaningful looks. It was getting nasty.

And that was when Peggy stumbled from the pavement, let go of Pat’s hand and fell into the road.

She was immediately hit by a car.

The impact spun her around and dumped her back on the pavement, her legs still sprawling in the road. There was dirt all over the top of her bridesmaid’s dress. Christ no, not again, I thought, remembering Pat with his head split open at four years old, sprawled at the bottom of an empty swimming pool. I stood there stunned as Cyd rushed to her daughter. Somebody was screaming. Then Liberty was on her knees, pushing Cyd aside. A nurse, I thought. She’s a nurse.

I looked at the white-faced driver of the car. He was about my age, but in a suit and tie, driving a brand-new BMW. He hadn’t been going fast – just crawling past the unbroken lines of cars, looking for a precious parking space – but he must have been doing something with his mobile phone, because it was still in his hand, playing a speeded-up version of ‘Waltzing Matilda’. Not watching the road well enough to avoid hitting a little girl who fell right in front of him without warning. There was a slight dent in his nearside bumper.

‘Cyd was screaming and crying, trying to hold her daughter while Liberty pushed her away with one hand, and cradled Peggy with the other. Jim was pulling at me – trying to get me out of the way, trying to hit me, I couldn’t tell. And Liberty was shouting at someone, but I couldn’t work out who, and then I got it. It seemed strange to me that, out of all the people she could be addressing, Liberty was talking to the BMW driver with the mobile playing Waltzing Matilda’.

‘Ambulance,’ she said. ‘Call an ambulance!’

I wondered what had been so important. A text message from his girlfriend, I thought. He’s just like me.

In his own little dream world, hurting everyone around him.

Peggy fractured her leg.

That was it. That was all. And that was bad enough – I hope I never see a child in that much pain again – but we sat in the back of the ambulance knowing that she could have been killed.

A greenstick fracture, the doctor at the hospital called it, meaning an incomplete break of the bone. The outer shell of the bone was intact, and the fracture was inside. The doctor said that a greenstick fracture is what children get, because their bones are so flexible. The bones of adults just break in two. Give them a hard enough knock, and adults just fall to pieces.

They gave her a CT scan even though her head wasn’t bruised, and it was clear. They gave her junior painkillers, put her in plaster and hiked up her leg in a kind of hammock that sat on top of her hospital bed. She was soon sitting up and gazing imperiously at the other residents of the children’s ward.

It wasn’t like Pat’s accident. She was never in any life-threatening danger. But I still glimpsed a vision of a world where something unspeakable had happened, and it made my blood run cold.

There were five of us sitting by her bed. Jim and Liberty. Cyd and Pat. And me. Drinking bad tea from Styrofoam cups, not talking much, still numb with shock. After screaming at each other in the street, we might have felt embarrassed to be here together, if relief had not overwhelmed every other emotion. When the doctor came to the bedside, we all jumped to our feet.

‘We’ll keep her with us for a while,’ he said. ‘What we’ve done is reduce the fracture, meaning the broken ends have been restored to their natural position, and now we just have to hold the reduced fracture in place while it heals.’ He patted Peggy on the head. ‘Do you like dancing, little lady?’

‘I dance very well, actually,’ Peggy said.

‘Well, you’ll soon be dancing as well as ever.’

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jim glance at his watch. He and Liberty had a plane to catch. When the doctor had gone, the bride and groom said their goodbyes and rushed off to the airport. Then there were just the three of us.

We stayed by Peggy’s bed until night had fallen and she had slipped into sleep. Cyd put her arms around Pat and me, and that somehow seemed to be the signal to release all the pent-up tension of the day.

Keeping the noise down so we wouldn’t disturb Peggy and her sleeping neighbours, Cyd and Pat and I held on to each other as we all cried with relief.

And for the very first time in my entire life, I couldn’t tell where my family ended, and where it began.


Twenty-Seven

I still went to see Kazumi.

Despite everything that had happened.

And as she buzzed me through the front door, I wondered – how can you do it? How can you come to see this girl when Peggy is in the hospital? And, not for the first time, I wondered what my father would have thought of me.

But I knew I was there simply because it was easier than not being there. I had taken Pat to my mum’s, wanting to spare him from Gina and Richard’s latest reconciliation, and cancelling Kazumi would have been harder – more excuses, more lies – than just turning up late for this appointment with my secret life.

There was nothing I could do at the hospital. Once the initial shock had passed, Cyd even seemed a little embarrassed to have me touching her – holding her, cuddling her, trying to comfort her. Inappropriate, she seemed to feel, what with all those half-packed suitcases waiting for her in the guest room. We had come too far apart for all that. What good would I have done at the hospital? I couldn’t even hold my wife’s hand.

So I went to see Kazumi. I came up the stairs, still sick to my stomach from the trauma of the accident and the rush to the hospital, still numb from the hours of waiting around and then more hours crawling on the motorway out to my mum’s place. I had spent the day watching a child in trouble and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. The worst feeling in the world.

Kazumi looked down over the banisters. And when I saw her, the long black hair pulled back from her smiling, lovely face, it occurred to me that this was meant to be our special night. And when she kissed me I was certain. She was ready to take that final step. All my old wedding vows had been declared null and void. We were going to cross the line, and make promises of our own.

Inside the flat the sound of a cello running through its scales came from the second bedroom. The flatmate was home, but Kazumi smiled conspiratorially.

‘Staying in room,’ she said. ‘Has to practise. Don’t worry.’

The table was set for two, a special dinner for two – champagne flutes, linen napkins, a single white candle in a silver candlestick, already lit, the flame dancing in the twilight. And my heart throbbed like an old, fading bruise when I saw all the trouble she had gone to.

‘Pat okay? Mum okay?’

‘They’re fine.’

She was in my life. She knew my son and my mother. She cared about them, they liked her. In time, if you gave it years to grow, they could love her. And she could love them. I knew it. This was all true. She was in my blood now. She was part of it all. Well, not quite all of it. For just as she was locked away from Cyd, so Cyd was locked away from her. And I couldn’t tell Kazumi about Peggy, I wouldn’t know where to start.

In the middle of the table was a large pan sitting on top of some kind of small gas cooker. Like something you would use for camping, if you were a gourmet chef with a taste for the great outdoors. There were plates of thinly sliced beef, white chunks of tofu and piles of uncooked vegetables, some of which I recognised.

‘Sukiyaki,’ I said. ‘Lovely.’

She was delighted. ‘All westerner love sukiyaki. Began in Japan when Meiji Emperor started eating meat. Start of twentieth century. Until then – fish only.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ I said, sinking into a chair. ‘I didn’t know any of that.’

A champagne cork popped, and she filled our glasses.

‘Kampai,’ I said.

‘Cheers,’ she said.

She came around the table, placed a quick kiss on my lips and then, smiling, threw some thin slices of beef and some raw vegetables into the sizzling pan, covering them with some kind of sauce. In the bedroom the flatmate had stopped practising her scales and started playing ‘Song Without Words’. And with all its sadness and stillness and sense of things being lost forever, that music was like a fist around my throat.

‘Sauce called warashita. Made of soy sauce, sweet rice wine and sugar. You know what happens next?’

There were two eggs on the table next to a pair of lacquered bowls.

‘We whip up the raw eggs, and then dip in the beef and vegetables,’ I said, struggling against the fist around my throat.

‘Hah!’ she said. ‘Big sukiyaki expert, I can see.’

And I saw something too. All at once I saw that the dream I’d had would never come true, not in a million years. I had dreamed of starting again – running away with Kazumi, taking my son with us. That’s what I wanted. Not merely a new woman. Not just that. But a world made whole and a family restored. A new wife. A new life.

I don’t know where I honestly thought we were going to go. The west of Ireland. Paris. Maybe some other corner of north London would have been enough. Maybe Primrose Hill would have been far enough. Anywhere. But we were going, and in my dream we were already on our way.

Now I saw that the dream would never come true. It wasn’t Kazumi’s fault. It was because the price was too high to pay. Too much that was precious would have to be discarded, too much life thrown away, before I could start again.

I thought that my feeling for her – love, romance, you can call it what you like – was the only thing that mattered.

And that just wasn’t true.

Other things mattered too.

I know I could have done the traditional thing. I could have tried to keep Cyd halfway happy, while stringing Kazumi along, keeping her halfway happy too. Screwing the pair of them, in every way possible. And I could have got away with it by lying to everyone, to Cyd, to Kazumi, but mostly myself – telling myself that I genuinely loved both of them. In my own sweet way.

But try loving two women and you end up loving nobody at all, not in the way they warrant.

Try loving two of them and this is what it does – it breaks you in half.

You need a heart of stone to lead one of those double lives. And so does she. The other woman. I knew Kazumi wasn’t built for that kind of life. I knew that Kazumi wasn’t cut out to be my mistress. She wasn’t cold enough, old enough, tough enough. All the reasons that I loved her were all the reasons she could never be a bit on the side. She had the sweetest, gentlest heart in the world. I still believe that. Even now.

In the end, I knew her so well. And I could see glimpses of myself in her, or at least the best of me. She believed, really believed, that she could find a love that would transform her world. And perhaps she was right. But I knew now she was never going to find it with me.

It was all or nothing with this woman. That’s why I loved her – and I can say that now. I loved her. But she wasn’t cut out for an affair. The right girl in so many ways, she was the wrong girl to play that role. She was a romantic. Say what you like about those starry-eyed souls, about the upheaval and destruction they always leave in their wake, but there is one thing about romantics that nobody can deny. They never settle for second best.

‘Kazumi,’ I said, standing up.

Her face fell. ‘Problem – with egg? You don’t like raw egg?’

I carefully placed my champagne flute on the table. ‘Raw egg is fine. It’s just that…I can’t do this. I am so, so sorry. I have to go.’

She nodded, taking it all in, the anger flaring.

‘Go on, then. Go back to your wife.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

She picked up the silver candlestick and threw it at me, a wild throw that made it fly past my head and left a splash of white candle wax on the tablecloth. She lashed out at our special meal with furious fists, and it all went crashing. Glasses and vegetables, silver cutlery and chopsticks, pretty napkins splashed with soy sauce. Across the table, to the floor, fragments of our special meal smashing against my legs. Just ruined, the lot of it.

Kazumi with her head hanging. Hair like a long, black veil.

‘Kazumi.’

‘Go back to your home.’

I left her then, with the smell of burning beef in the air and the flatmate’s cello coming through the walls and the unwanted champagne in my gut. It was not easy to leave her. But in the end, Cyd’s claim on me was stronger. Cyd had home advantage.

Whatever happened next, I had to be with my wife.

Even if the only thing left to say was goodbye.

Cyd was still at the hospital.

Peggy looked tiny in the hospital bed, a kind of protective tent above her plastered leg, her sleeping face grave and frowning. She was sitting up in bed, her head tilted to one side, as if she had only just nodded off.

At first I didn’t see Cyd. Then I noticed her on the far side of the bed, sleeping on the floor, between a couple of blue hospital blankets. It was after midnight now. I crouched by her side and she stirred.

‘She woke up. In a lot of pain. They gave her a shot of something and it’s knocked her out. The nurse says she should be all right until morning.’ We both watched the sleeping child. She didn’t move. ‘Not much is going to happen until then. Apart from, you know. All this. The waiting.’

‘Come home for a bit, Cyd.’

‘No, I couldn’t leave her.’

‘Come home. Shower. Get some sleep. In your own bed. Some tea and toast, maybe. Come on. You’ll be stronger for tomorrow.’

She smiled wearily, and touched my arm.

‘Thanks for sticking by me, Harry,’ she said, and I felt my face flush with shame.

‘You were there for me,’ I said. ‘When Pat was hurt. Remember?’

It was almost three years ago now. I could still see my son falling into that empty swimming pool, the dark halo of blood growing around his dirty-blond hair. That’s when I learned. That’s when I discovered that this world could take your children away from you. And Cyd was there for me. With Gina in Japan, getting her life back or discovering her true self or looking for love or whatever the fuck she was doing, there was nobody for me here. Apart from my parents, who would always be there. And Cyd, who could have been somewhere else. Somewhere a lot easier.

‘Seems like a long time ago now,’ she said.

‘Let’s go home, Cyd. Just for a few hours. Come on, you’re out on your feet.’

But there was something she wanted to say to me.

‘I know you want to be free, Harry.’

‘Not now. Not all this talk now. Please.’

‘No, listen. I know you want to be free. Because all men want to be free, but you more than most. Maybe because you were such a young dad, such a young husband. And it all went wrong for you so young. I don’t know exactly why you want it so bad. But I know you dream of freedom – you wonder what it would be like with no wife, no kids, no responsibility. But what would happen if you were free, Harry? Do you know?’

‘Let’s go home now.’

She smiled triumphantly. ‘Because I know, Harry. I do. I know what would happen if you were free.’

‘Cyd—’

‘Listen to me. This is what would happen if you were free, Harry. You’d meet some girl, some sweet young thing, and you’d fall for her. You’d be crazy about her. And you’d end up somewhere not so different from where you are with me, where you were with Gina, where you were with every woman you ever loved. Can’t you see, Harry? If you’re capable of loving someone, then there’s never total freedom. There can’t be. You give it up. You give up your freedom. For something that’s better.’

I picked up her coat and helped her into it. We both stared at the sleeping child, reluctant to leave her. White on white, Peggy’s face almost seemed to disappear into the pillow.

‘It wasn’t meant to trap you, Harry,’ Cyd said. ‘The marriage, the wedding ring, me and Peggy. I know that’s how it made you feel, but it wasn’t meant to be like that. You and me – it wasn’t meant to make you feel trapped, Harry.’

‘Let’s go home now, okay?’

‘It was meant to set you free.’

I lay in my bed in the darkness, listening to the sound of the shower, then later her footsteps leading to the guest room. I didn’t notice she had come into our bedroom until she was standing by the bed. Her black hair wet and shining, her long legs bare, shivering a little in the chill of the night. And still wearing her green dress.

‘It still fits, Harry,’ she said, and then she was in my arms. And then, as so often happens when illness and death are at the door, the urge for life never greater than when the alternative makes itself known, we made love as if we were an endangered species.

There are really only two kinds of sex in the world. Unmarried and married. Desire and duty. Passionate and compassionate. Hot and lukewarm. Fucking and making love.

Usually, in time, you lose one kind for the other. It happens. But you can always get the other kind back.

It’s like my mum said.

You just have to fall in love again.


Twenty-Eight

On Primrose Hill we said goodbye.

I would hardly have been surprised if she had never wanted to talk to me again. But there was something in her, a kind of generous formality – perhaps it was something Japanese – which let her come back just this once.

It was one of those clear bright summer days when London goes on forever. From Primrose Hill you could see the entire city, and yet the soft boom of the traffic seemed very distant. The real world felt a long way away. But I knew it was getting closer.

It was still very early. There were dogs and joggers everywhere, people rushing to work with a cappuccino in their hand, and the lights, those old-fashioned lamps that recalled some other lost city, another London, still shining weakly in the morning light all over Primrose Hill.

‘Will you stay here or go back to Japan?’

‘You can’t ask me that. You don’t have the right to ask me that.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Stop saying that. Don’t say that again. Please.’

She held something out to me. It was the Polaroid we had taken ourselves, holding the camera at arm’s length, laughing as though none of this would ever have to end.

‘I used to think that if you took someone’s photograph, then you could never lose them,’ Kazumi said. ‘But now I see it’s the other way round. That our pictures show us all that we have lost.’

‘We’re not losing each other,’ I said. ‘When two people care for each other, they don’t lose each other.’

‘That’s a bollock,’ she said, her temper flaring. I couldn’t help smiling. She always mangled the language just enough to make it special. ‘That’s a complete bollock.’

I shook my head. ‘You’ll always matter to me, Kazumi. I’ll always care about you. I won’t stop caring about you if you’re with some other man. How can two people who have loved each other ever really lose each other?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I can’t explain it, but that’s what happens.’

‘I don’t want you out of my life.’

‘Me neither.’

‘Four billion people in the world, and I care about a handful of them. Including you. Especially you. So don’t talk as though we are throwing each other away.’

‘Okay, Harry.’

‘Together forever?’

She smiled. ‘Together forever, Harry.’

‘See you, Kazumi.’

‘See you.’

I watched her walking down Primrose Hill, on one of those strange little paths that abruptly crisscross the park, pointing off in completely different directions, just like the impossible choices you are forced to make as you move through your life.

I watched her until she was gone, knowing that I would never stop wondering how it would have been if we were together, never stop caring about her, and never stop meeting her in dreams.

And just as she walked from the park and I finally lost sight of her, something happened, although I might have imagined it. It felt like the lights went out all over Primrose Hill.

I never saw her again.

My mum put on her Dolly Parton wig and went shopping.

The little neighbourhood store where she had bought her food for decades had recently closed down after the owner retired, and now she had to go to a huge hypermarket miles away. My mum actually preferred the hypermarket – ‘Much more choice, love’ – but the bus service out there was almost non-existent, so once a week Pat and I would go with her in the car.

We were steering our trolley to the fresh meat counter when an old man with a solitary tin of cat food in his wonky wire basket collided with us. He had grey, three-day-old stubble on his sagging old-geezer chin and a cardigan that looked as though it had been feeding a good-sized family of moths. As I dusted down the shabby old man, I realised we had met before.

‘Elizabeth!’ he cried.

It was Tex, although he definitely looked more like Graham today.

My mum nonchalantly tossed some organic bacon into her sleek bulging trolley. ‘Oh, hello,’ she said, not deigning to call him by his cowboy name, or indeed any name at all. ‘How’s the line dancing going?’

Tex exhaled with a grimace on his wrinkled face, rubbing his hip. ‘Cracked me femur, Liz. Doing the Hardwood Stomp in Wickford. Had to lay off the old line dancing for a bit.’

He was staring at my mum as if she was Joan Collins on a good day. And it was true – she looked great.

It wasn’t just the big blonde country and western hair, or the weight she had lost. There was a confidence about my mum now, a hard-earned inner force that put a glint in her eye that had never been there before. Being unceremoniously dumped by this little old man was the least of it. She had survived far bigger blows than that.

‘Well, you look…lovely,’ Tex said.

‘Thanks.’ My mum smiled politely, looking at the wizened old man before her as if she couldn’t quite place him. ‘Nice seeing you.’ My mum turned to Pat and me. ‘Let’s roll, boys.’

‘Maybe, maybe we could have a cup of tea some time,’ Tex stammered. ‘If you’re not too busy.’

My mum affected not to have heard. So we left Graham and his lonely can of cat food by the frozen meat counter.

‘You could have a cup of tea with him,’ I told my mum, although secretly I was proud of the way she had cut him down to size. ‘He’s a harmless old man.’

‘But he’s not my man, Harry. I forgot that for a while. Then I remembered. There’s only one man for me. And that’s the way it has always been.’

Pat and I struggled to keep up with her as her blonde head bobbed towards the checkout desk. And I thought – Dolly Parton would be proud of my mum. No matter what horrific surgery she had undergone, there was something inside her that was untouchable.

And as my car was pulling out of the parking lot, we saw Tex waiting for a bus in the drizzling rain. I knew better than to suggest we give him a lift.

My mum stared straight at him without expression, and for just a moment I thought she was going to stick up a finger or two. I knew in my heart she was far too polite for that. But if she had given Graham also-known-as-Tex the finger, I knew it wouldn’t have been the middle one.

It would have been the one right next to it, the third finger left hand, the one where she had never stopped wearing her wedding ring.

There were already three women waiting outside my mum’s house. One of them was in her forties, but the other two were younger than me. They all looked as though they had a world pressing down on them.

My mum let us all into the house. She didn’t have to tell me that these were some of the women that she counselled about breast cancer. They went into the living room with Pat while my mum and I made tea. I could hear the sound of the women laughing at something my boy had said. It felt as though they hadn’t laughed for quite a while.

‘See that young one, Harry? She had the same operation as me. Same breast removed too. Scared to look at herself now. Imagine that. Afraid of the mirror. You can’t let that happen. You can’t be scared to look at yourself. They can talk to me. Because their family – the husband, the daughters, the sons – they want to be reassured. They don’t want the truth – they want reassurance. And they don’t have to reassure me. And they don’t have to be ashamed in front of me. Because I’m the same. And what have we got to be ashamed of? It’s not so bad. They’re shy. I’m older than they are, Harry, and I’m stronger than I’ve ever been. It’s made me stronger. It’s given me a funny kind of power. I’m not scared of this world any more. These girls – and I know I’m meant to say women, but they’re girls to me – they can’t tell their husbands how they feel. That’s okay. There’s no such thing as an uncomplicated life. I see that now. I loved your dad more than life itself. But we don’t need to tell everything to the person we’re married to. There’s no shame in that.’

‘But maybe their husbands would understand,’ I said. ‘You should try to understand each other, shouldn’t you? And if they really love them, then maybe they would understand.’

‘Maybe,’ said my mum. ‘If they really love them.’

‘Can I ask you something? About you and Dad?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘Does it change? As the years go by, I mean. Should I expect my marriage to be something different from what it was at the start?’

My mother smiled.

‘It changes all the time, it never stops changing. When you’re young you say – I love you because I need you. When you’re old it’s – I need you because I love you. Big difference. And I’m not saying that one is better than the other, although the second one tends to last a bit longer. But you never stop loving each other, Harry. Not if it’s real.’ She took my hands. ‘Look, Harry. Talk to her if you want to. Talk to Cyd. Tell her what’s been happening. Talk to your wife if you think it will help.’

‘But I don’t know if I can. See, I want her to be proud of me, Mum. The way you were proud of Dad.’ I squeezed her hands. ‘And I want you to be proud of me, too.’

‘I’m proud of you already,’ said my mum.

Peggy came home, her plaster cast signed by every child on her ward. There was a way to go before she would be well enough to go back to school. But the fracture was mending and we went to bed that night weak with relief. Peggy was healing. And in a way that I couldn’t quite explain, so was I.

‘I’ve got something to tell you, Cyd.’

‘You don’t have to tell me anything. Just as I don’t have to tell you anything about Luke. Because there’s nothing to tell.’

‘But I want to say something. It’s about what happened. How we lost each other for a while.’

‘You don’t have to tell me a thing. Just rest your eyes.’ I felt my wife touch my arm in the darkness. ‘You’re home now,’ she said.


Twenty-Nine

Life holds hostage all those we love.

That’s why it was so tough for my wife after Peggy came back home. Once you have seen your child in a hospital, you are never truly free again. Never really free the way you were in the past, not once you know how it feels to love a sick child, not once you realise how hard it is out there. Because you are never free from the fear that it could happen again, and next time be even worse.

And it was not just her daughter. There were late-night calls from Texas, where her sisters were worried about their mother, who had been found wandering around a parking lot in downtown Houston with a DVD of Gone With the Wind in her hand, no money in her purse and no memory of how she got there. ‘Sounds like the start of old-timer’s disease,’ my mum said, and it was terrifying, one more thing for my wife to worry about.

So when we turned out the light one night and Cyd idly mentioned that she had missed her period, I thought to myself – stress.

It does strange things to your body.

And when my wife woke up the next morning, running to the bathroom and retching although nothing came up, I thought to myself – poor kid. Worried sick about her daughter, and now worried sick about her mother.

And even then, standing outside the bathroom door, listening to my wife trying to throw up, even then I still didn’t get it. I still didn’t understand that it was happening all over again.

The best thing in the world.

I had seen one of these things before.

In fact, when Gina first found out about Pat, I saw dozens of them. There was nothing much to it. Just a white plastic handle. It looked as though it had something missing, like a toothbrush without the bristles.

I picked up the pregnancy test. It felt surprisingly light. And so did my head.

There were two tiny windows on the thing. In one of them, the little round window, there was a thin blue line. And in the other one, the little square window – which I somehow understood was the important one, the crucial one, the window that would change everything – there was another thin blue line.

And finally I understood. Not just the missed period and the sickness, but everything. I finally got it. I understood why I had to stay, and why I would always stay.

That’s when I sensed rather than heard Cyd in the doorway of the bathroom. She was laughing and crying all at once – I guess that must be standard procedure – wiping her eyes on the sleeve of her Gap T-shirt.

‘Is this okay with you?’ she asked me.

I took her in my arms. ‘It’s more than okay. This is great. This is the very best.’

Then my wife looked at me and smiled and, for perhaps the second time in my life, I knew why I was alive.

‘Wait a minute,’ Eamon said. ‘You’re staying with your wife because of some stupid wanker in a BMW? Is that what you’re saying?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘You said the accident changed everything. That she was packing her bags before that happened. She was leaving you, Harry, and you were ready to begin again with someone else.’

Would Cyd and I have split up if Peggy hadn’t had her accident? In my heart, I didn’t see what could have stopped us.

That’s how fragile all this is, as gossamer thin as a spider’s web, as intricate and fragile as that, meticulously built but easily torn apart by a few cruel, casual blows. My parents’ marriage looked like it was made of sterner stuff. My mum and dad genuinely believed that they couldn’t be happy with anyone else. And I knew that wasn’t true for me. I could have been happy with Kazumi. Just as Kazumi could find the human bond we all seek with some other man. And just as Cyd could have found someone else to love her. That didn’t make what I had with my wife feel like nothing. In some ways the knowledge that either of us could survive without the other made what we had seem even more precious. We stayed together because we chose to stay together.

In a world full of choices, we chose each other.

‘There’s the baby,’ I told Eamon. ‘That’s the thing that really brought us back together. This baby we’re bringing into the world. We are going to be a real family. Maybe we were already.’

He didn’t look convinced. I knew he wanted certainty from me, cast-iron guarantees that love would last and marriage would endure.

But like my mum says – if you want guarantees, kid, buy a toaster.

‘Listen, Eamon, the reason I’m still with my wife is not complicated. I’m with her because I love her.’

‘Like you loved Kazumi? Or in a different way? A different kind of love, or exactly the same kind of love? I need to know. What if it had been the other way round, Harry? What if you had actually slept with Kazumi in Ireland? And you hadn’t slept with your wife back in London? What – and this is the big one – what if the other woman was the woman carrying your baby?’

‘Well, then—’

But I can’t answer.

The chaos that lurks just beyond all of our front doors is sometimes best ignored.

All the other women I could love, all the other lives I could lead, all the babies waiting to be born – I just can’t think about all of that today.

After all, I’m a married man.

The blood pressure was down. The hypertension was easing. The blood supply to my brain was not going to be cut off any time soon.

Good news, I thought. I want to see this baby grow up. I want to be around for long enough for this coming child to think that I am an old fool who doesn’t know anything about life. I want to live long enough to see my youngest child become an adult. That was the plan now. That was my new ambition.

Increasingly, it felt like the only ambition really worth having.

‘It’s 135 over 75,’ my doctor said. ‘Not bad. Not bad at all. You’re keeping your weight down…you don’t smoke…Getting plenty of exercise?’

‘Thirty minutes of cardiovascular, three times a week.’

‘That’s just about right. You don’t want to overdo it. These days the gym is killing as many middle-aged men as cancer and heart disease. How’s your salt intake?’

‘Never touch the stuff.’

‘Caffeine?’

‘Well. Difficult to give up those cappuccinos. But I’ve cut right back.’

‘Sometimes we have to stay away from the things we love, and learn to appreciate the things we need.’

And I saw my wife’s face before me. The black hair cut in a China chop, the wide-set brown eyes, and the toothy smile, the little nicks of laughter lines that were starting to appear around her small, sweet mouth. That face so familiar, that face so loved.

‘But what if they’re the same thing? What if we realise that the things we love are the same as the things we need?’

My doctor grinned, packing her blood pressure kit away.

‘Then you don’t need me any more,’ she said.

*   *   *

Peggy and I came through the gilded doors of the department store and were immediately assaulted by the perfume of a thousand different scents. The store was crowded, and we instinctively reached out and took each other’s hand.

‘Look, Harry – free manicure! They do your nails and you don’t even pay nothing at all!’

‘Maybe later, darling.’

We caught an escalator up to the department for children and babies.

So much had changed since the last time I became a father. Or perhaps Gina and I didn’t have the money to go shopping for every baby aid on the market. But a lot of this stuff was completely new to me.

A baby bouncer – okay, I recognised that, and vividly recalled Pat bouncing up and down like a little toothless Buddha, baring his gums with delight. But a cot-rail teether to stop a baby gnawing its crib – when did they start selling that? And a car toy tidy – surely toys were still just chucked all over the back seat? And look at all this other gear – a Nature’s Lullaby Baby Soother (plays four relaxing sounds to soothe baby to sleep), a Baby Bath Float (a soft cocoon shape to keep baby’s head out of the water and its body floating safely near the surface).

And shampoo eye shields – protective glasses for hair washing. Now that’s clever, now that’s a brilliant idea. Pat could have done with some of those. And look at this – a suction bowl. A strong suction base to prevent spillage at mealtime. The twenty-first century baby doesn’t even get to throw its food around.

‘What will they think of next, Peg? Peggy?’

And that’s when I realised she was gone.

The fear ran through me like a fever.

I searched all over the children’s department, but she wasn’t there. And I thought of her father, who had gone on honeymoon and never come back, who had broken Peggy’s heart by going to live in Manila, to try his luck again on some other foreign shore, abandoning his child like she was nothing more than a bad debt.

Jim had deserted his daughter once and for all, and although it made life easier for me with him not around, his leaving had inflicted a wound on Peggy that she would carry for the rest of her life, a wound that would never heal, this beautiful child who deserved only to be loved.

And I wondered if I was really any different from him, any better than Jim, who always put his child way down on his list of priorities. Was I really a better man than that? Or so wrapped up in dreams of the new baby that I had forgotten about the reality of the living child by my side.

I searched the entire floor, doing frantic deals with God, praying for a second chance, desperately asking staff and shoppers if they had seen a small girl with a pink Lucy Doll backpack.

Then all at once I knew where I would find her.

She was on the ground floor, near those gilded doors, among the perfume of a thousand scents, patiently having her nails done for free in the make-up department.

‘Hello, Harry,’ she said. ‘Did you find what you were looking for?’

‘Hello, gorgeous. Yes, I think we’ve got everything now.’

The white-coated sales assistant beamed at the pair of us.

‘What a beautiful daughter you have,’ she said.

Peggy and I just smiled at each other.

There was a problem.

After eight weeks of the pregnancy, Cyd had some bleeding in the morning. And suddenly we didn’t know if our stake in the future was going to be taken away from us.

When Cyd went for her scan, there was a silver bowl of condoms by the door, as delicately arranged as potpourri. Seeing the question mark hovering above my head, Cyd said that the condoms were for the instrument the obstetrician put inside her, so we could see the baby. To see if it was okay. To see if our baby was still alive.

‘My word, you’ve had some strange things inside you, girl,’ I said to my wife, taking her hand.

‘But nothing quite as strange as your penis, Harry,’ my wife said to me.

Later, when the obstetrician arrived, Cyd sat in this complicated chair, like something British Airways might have in First Class, and on the TV screen by her side the doctor showed us the small pulsating light that was the heartbeat of our unborn child. The baby was fine. The baby was still there. The baby was going to live. Nothing could stop this baby being born.

Cyd squeezed my hand without looking at me – we couldn’t take our eyes from the screen – as the obstetrician showed us the head, comically large, like a light bulb made in heaven, and the tiny arms and legs, which the baby seemed to be crossing and uncrossing.

We laughed out loud, laughed with the purest joy at this miracle, this tiny miracle, the greatest miracle of all.

And I knew that this child would be loved like every child deserves to be loved, this baby who was our connection to the great unspoilt future, and our bond, our unbreakable bond, to what it means to be alive in this world, and – above and beyond it all – to each other.


Thirty

When the weather was good and the sky was clear, my son and I lay on our backs in the garden of the old house, side by side, staring straight up, watching the stars come out.

Pat loved the stars now. Children change, they change so fast, they change even when you are looking at them. After watching a documentary that held him spellbound every Wednesday night for six weeks, Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader and Han Solo finally had to make some room in his expanding imagination for the Pole Star and Sirius and Vega.

‘Dad?’

‘What is it, darling?’

‘Bernie Cooper says that the stars are all dead people looking down on us. And guess what? One of them, right? One of them is Bernie Cooper’s granddad.’ A pause. We kept staring up at infinity. Inside the house I could hear soft, female voices – my mother and one of the women who came to visit, wanting to talk, looking for their future. ‘Is that true, Dad?’

‘I’d like to think so, Pat.’

‘Then what I’d like to know is – which one is my granddad?’

And I knew that my father would have loved this boy.

My dad would have loved watching Pat’s new teeth coming through, loved his obsession with the stars, loved his devotion to his grandmother and Bernie Cooper and Britney the dog – newly arrived in the country, and settling in very nicely, amiably roaming around all those big London parks – loved the curious, open-hearted kid that my son was growing to be. Horses and stars. My son was enchanted by horses and stars, and my father would have been enchanted by that.

A hard man for as long as I could remember, the hardest man in the world, my dad had never seemed quite so hard after Pat was born. Perhaps that’s what grandchildren are for – to allow you to give unconditional, unchanging love one last time. Something frozen deep inside my father began to thaw on the morning that Pat was born, and I knew that my dad would have continued to soften with the passing of the years, and with the coming of the new baby.

We just ran out of time, that’s all.

‘Pick the biggest star you can see,’ I told Pat. ‘Pick the brightest one. And that’s your grandfather watching over you. And that’s how you will always know.’

The stars are like photographs. You can read into them what you will. You can believe that they measure all you have lost, or you can believe that they represent all you have loved, and continue to love.

I guess I’m with young Bernie Cooper on that one.

As we watched the stars I thought of the twin babies that Gina had lost at ten weeks, the unborn children who would be with her always, the poor, tiny ghosts of her marriage.

And I thought of my own ghosts.

‘Do you remember my friend Kazu?’ Gina said one morning when I went to pick up Pat, Britney enthusiastically sniffing at my crutch, Gina still pale and drawn from her loss, and finally ready to tell me that she had known all along. ‘She got married, Harry. Back in Japan. Kazu met the man of her dreams. She got stuck in an elevator with him in the Ginza. Just going for dinner, and there he was. Never can tell, can you? Never can tell when it’s going to strike.’

It was a postcard from another life, a map of a road not taken. And I knew that I wanted for Kazumi exactly what my ex-wife wanted for me, what we all want for our former partners.

Happiness, but maybe not too much of it.

As I heard my son breathing by my side, watching the stars above, I thought of my three children.

The boy, the girl, the baby.

The two born, the one unborn.

I looked at the stars and thought of Peggy and Pat forming an orderly queue to feel Cyd’s gently expanding belly, Peggy open-mouthed with awe as she tried to feel the baby’s tiny, miraculous movements, and then, when it was his turn, Pat smiling secretly and murmuring to himself, ‘Oh, the Force is strong in this one.’

Soon this modern family would be even more complicated, full of half-brothers and stepsisters and stepbrothers and half-sisters and step-parents and blood parents.

But now I finally saw that it was up to us if we felt like a real family or not. Nobody else mattered. The labels they stuck on us meant nothing at all.

There was a real family here if we wanted it. Anything else, well – as an old friend of mine used to say, it’s all a bollock.

‘Look at you two layabouts,’ laughed my mum, padding into the garden, her last visitor gone home to her family. My mum swung a pink carpet slipper at a plastic football and sent it flying into my dad’s rose bushes.

Our cosmic reverie broken, Pat and I got up to play three-goals-and-you’re-in with my mum. It was getting quite dark now, one of the last days of an Indian summer, but the suburban night was soft and warm and starry, so we were reluctant to go inside.

And so we stayed out in the garden of the old house until we couldn’t see to kick a ball, laughing in the gathering twilight, making the most of the good weather and all the days that were left, our little game watched only by next door’s cat, and every star in the heavens.
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For my son.
And for my daughter, too.







 

 

‘I remember everything!’ cried Pinocchio. ‘Tell me quickly, dear snail, where did you leave my good fairy? What is she doing? Has she pardoned me? Does she still remember me? Does she love me still?’

Carlo Collodi, Pinocchio
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Part one: autumn term – the secret
language of girls







One

September. The first day of school. New blue blazers everywhere, leaves and conkers underfoot, but an untouched sky and summer clinging on. And now I thought I understood why my son had been so quiet and preoccupied all through the long holiday. I should have guessed, shouldn’t I? Sooner or later, there was going to be a girl.

I had wanted to believe it was just because he was almost fifteen.

I watched my son watching the girl. His face got red just looking at her.

‘You could talk to her,’ I said. ‘You could just walk right up to her and – you know. Talk to her.’

Pat laughed. He watched the girl dawdling by the school gates. Black haired, brown eyed. Laughing, swinging a rucksack stuffed with books. Tall for her age. Radiant in the blue blazer of Ramsay MacDonald Comprehensive School. Surrounded by admirers.

‘Talk to her?’ he muttered, all polite disbelief, as though I had said, Levitate, why don’t you? The ladies love a bit of levitation. The chicks go crazy when they see a lad who can levitate. ‘Probably not,’ he said.

‘Is she in your year?’ I said.

He shook his head, and a matted veil of blond hair fell over his eyes. He pushed it away with a sigh, the love-sick Hamlet of the local comp.

‘No, she’s in the year above me.’

 So she was fifteen. Or maybe already sixteen. An older woman. I should have guessed he would fall for an older woman.

I watched him fumbling nervously with the Predator football boots that were resting on his lap.

‘Do you know her name?’ I asked. He took a breath. He swallowed. He brushed some flakes of dried mud from his Ramsay Mac blazer. He did not look at me. He kept looking at her. He was afraid he might miss something.

‘Elizabeth Montgomery,’ he said.

The eight syllables tripped off his tongue. The way he said them, it was infinitely more than a name. It was a sigh, a prayer, a kiss, a love song. He slumped back in the passenger seat, weak with exhaustion. It had taken a lot out of him, saying Elizabeth Montgomery’s name.

‘Just talk to her,’ I said, and his face burned again at the very thought of it.

He looked at me. ‘But what would I say?’

‘What do you want to say?’

‘I want to tell her…’ He shook his head, struck dumb, but then it came in a barely audible torrent. ‘I want to tell her that she is the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. That her eyes – they shine. They just shine, that’s all. Like…black fire or something.’

I shifted uneasily in my seat.

‘Well, Pat, some of that stuff you might want to save for the second date.’

He was that age where he still believed in the secret language of girls.

The age where you believe that girls speak in an Esperanto that is alien to you – a mere boy, consumed with longing and unworthiness, tongue-tied by youth and yearning.

And I wanted to help him. I really did. I wanted to be the Yoda of love he could turn to. And even if it did not work out with him and Elizabeth Montgomery – if they never fell in love, if he was not the millionaire who shared her wedding day, if she never became the one the angels asked him to recall – then at least I thought I might be able to help him have a conversation with the girl. That did not seem too much to ask.

A distant bell began to ring. Elizabeth Montgomery moved off, the centre of attention in a blue-blazered crowd of boys and girls. It was not just Pat. Everybody loved Elizabeth Montgomery.

I drove him to school every morning. Although by the time they are pushing fifteen you no longer really drive them to school. You drive them close to school and let them walk the rest of the way before you have a chance to embarrass them with kisses, hugs or words of sage advice on the mysteries of attraction. He opened the passenger door.

‘You around tonight?’ I said.

He pushed his hair out of his eyes. It had grown long over the summer. ‘I’ve got my Lateral Thinking Club after school and then I’m around,’ he said. ‘What about you?’

‘I’m around,’ I said. ‘But late – there’s some black-tie thing. The show’s up for an award. Lateral Thinking?’

‘You know. Thinking outside the box. Creative thinking. Edward de Bono.’

‘Oh right – Edward de Bono. Used to be married to Cher. No, that was Sonny Bono. Before your time.’

‘Everybody was before my time,’ he laughed, getting out of the car. ‘I haven’t had my time yet.’

He slammed the door shut and looked at me through the window.

‘Enjoy your Lateral Thinking,’ I said. ‘And talk to her, kiddo. Talk to Elizabeth Montgomery.’

He waved and went. That was my son. Some kids his age were out mugging old ladies for their iPods. But he had his Lateral Thinking Club and his one-way love for Elizabeth Montgomery. I watched him go as the bell faded away.

Parents were still milling around, so I did not look twice at the woman parked directly across from the school gates. In fact, I didn’t really look at her once. But then she got out of her car and I saw that she was watching Pat too.

And now I looked.

 She was tall, blonde, and a little too thin. Dressed for serious exercise – a dark tracksuit, proper trainers – and a raincoat thrown over the top of her running clothes. Looking a touch unkempt and exhausted, but who doesn’t in the aftermath of the school run? Despite the blue September sky, the morning was cold enough for me to see her breath.

I stared straight at her, and straight through her and then we both watched Pat go through the gates, the tail of his white shirt already coming out of his trousers, unfurling like a flag of surrender.

And then I looked at her again and something deep inside me fell away.

Because I always think that it is bizarre – no, I always think that it is unbelievable – that you can love someone, really and truly love someone, and then one day you do not recognise their face.

If you have loved someone, you would think that you would know that face always and forever – wouldn’t you? Shouldn’t every line of that face be stamped on your heart?

But it is not. Your heart forgets.

Especially after – what? Seven years? Could it really be seven years since I had seen her? Where did seven years go?

She got into her car and as she pulled away she looked at me with a kind of wary interest.

So she felt it too. Who is this stranger?

And by then it was all coming back to me. All of it. Oh yes. She had changed – older, thinner and many miles travelled in worlds that had nothing to do with me – but I remembered Gina.

I remembered loving her more than I had ever loved anyone, and I remembered our marriage and the birth of our son, and I remembered how it felt to sleep by her side. And I remembered how all that was good had gone bad, and how it had hurt so much that I truly believed nothing could ever be good again.

So, yes, now that I came to think of it, she did look vaguely familiar.

 We envied families who had had a good divorce.

Families where the love was still intact, despite everything. Families where they remembered every birthday – on the actual day. Families that did not let entire years slip by, entire years just wasted. Families where the absent parent turned up at the weekend on time, stone-cold sober and eager to prove the wise old saying, ‘You don’t divorce your children.’

But some people do.

So we – my son and I – looked longingly on the families that had had a good divorce.

To us, they were like the family in a commercial for breakfast cereal, an impossible ideal that we could never truly aspire to, a wonderful dream that we could only gawp at with our noses pressed up against the windowpane.

Families that had had a good divorce – they were the Waltons to us. They were the Jacksons. They were the Little Broken Home on the Prairie. They were what we would have loved to have been and what we would never be.

Families that had had a good divorce – we could hardly stand to look at them. Because it was nothing like that for us. Me and my boy.

It never felt like much to ask. A life like other lives. A divorce that could hold its head up high. Some love to remain after the love had flown.

Dream on, kiddo.



Home at midnight. And in a bit of a state.

I had not really touched dinner – rubber chicken for five hundred – so now my stomach was growling and my head was reeling and I was a shade drunker than I had planned to be. My bow tie was coming undone. There was a smear of crème brûlée on the black satin collar of my dinner jacket. Now how the hell did that happen?

It was a school night and Pat should have been tucked up in bed like the rest of the family. But he was sitting at the dining-room table, Japanese homework scattered around him, pushing a fistful of hair out of his eyes as I came into the room with the exaggerated care of the accidental drunk.

He was always mad at me if he thought I had drunk more than I could take.

‘Celebrating, are you?’ he said, tapping an impatient biro.

I suddenly realised that I was carrying a bag containing a magnum of champagne and – something else. I looked inside. The something else was a shiny gold ear set on a base of glass and chrome. My award. The show’s award. I placed both the bottle and the award on the table, careful to avoid Pat’s homework.

‘Congratulations,’ he said, softening a little. ‘The show won. You won.’ But then he scowled again when he saw me fumbling with the foil on the bottle. Just a nightcap, I thought.

‘No show tomorrow?’ he said. ‘I thought you had a show tomorrow.’

‘I’ll be all right.’

‘And I thought recovering from hangovers became harder as you got older.’

I had removed the foil and now I was easing off the wire. ‘So they say.’

‘They must be getting really hard for you then,’ he said. ‘Now you’re forty.’

I stopped and looked at him. He had this infuriating smirk on his face. ‘But I’m not forty, am I?’ I said. ‘I’m only thirtynine and three-quarters.’

He got up from the table. ‘You’re almost forty,’ he said, and exhaled the endlessly exasperated sigh that only a teenager can make. He went off to the kitchen and I put the champagne unopened on the table. It was true. We were on air tomorrow. Opening a bottle at midnight was possibly not the best idea I ever had.

Pat came back with a pint glass of water and gave it to me.

‘Dehydration,’ I said, trying to worm my way back into his good books. ‘My body’s dehydrated.’

‘And your brain,’ he said dryly, and he began collecting his books. I saw that he had been waiting up for me. Then he thought of something. ‘Someone called. He wanted you. An old man. He didn’t leave a message.’

‘That’s strange,’ I said. ‘We don’t know any old people, do we?’

‘Apart from you, you mean?’

I chugged down some water and followed him as he went around turning off lights, and checking locked doors.

I watched him making sure we were safe, and with my wife and our daughters sound asleep upstairs, for a few moments it felt as though the family had once again boiled down to just the two of us. The last light went out.

I did not mention his mother.



The next day, when he was back from school, we walked to the large expanse of grass at the end of our street.

The recreation ground, it was called with no apparent irony. There was a patch of concrete where some lost civilisation had once built an adventure playground, brimming with swings and slides and seesaws and all manner of wonders. But that was all long gone, destroyed by vandals and health and safety officers, and now the recreation ground was just a place to boot your ball, or take your dog for a dump, or get your head kicked in after dark.

‘Three and in?’ I said, balancing the football on my forehead, feeling some flakes of dried mud fall away.

Pat was sitting on the grass, lacing his Predator boots. ‘Just take shots at me,’ he said.

We took off our tracksuit tops, threw them down for goalposts and I smiled as Pat went through some stretching exercises. He was tall for his age, all long-limbed awkwardness, and he always seemed surprised at how far and how fast he had grown. But he looked like what he wanted to be. He looked like a goalkeeper. And I really thought he would make the school team this year but I knew better than to mention it.

Some things are too big to talk about.

 I curled a shot at him and he leapt up and snatched it from the air. There was a round of mocking applause and we turned and saw a group of teenagers who had annexed the two benches that were the highlight of the recreation ground. They were maybe a bit older than Pat. Or perhaps just wilder. A couple of girls among a group of boys. One of them was a lot bigger than the rest, built more like a man than a boy, and the shadow of his beard looked all wrong above his Ramsay Mac blazer. They leered at us, roosting on the back of the benches with their feet where their baggy-arsed trousers were meant to go.

Pat rolled the ball out to me and I drove it back at him, low and hard. He got down quickly, his body behind the ball. More applause, and I turned to look at them again. In the fading light, their cigarettes glowed like fireflies.

‘That’s William Fly,’ he said. ‘The big one.’

‘Just ignore them,’ I said. ‘Come on.’

Pat threw the ball out to me and I trapped it, took another touch, and banged it back. Pat skipped across his goalmouth and hugged the ball to his midriff. No applause this time, and I looked up to see the little group had wandered off to the knackered strip of shops that lay beyond the recreation ground.

‘William Fly,’ Pat said. ‘He nearly got expelled for putting something down the toilet.’

‘What did he put down the toilet?’

‘The physics teacher,’ he said, bouncing the ball at his feet. ‘William Fly is famous.’

He kicked the ball back to me.

‘No,’ I said, watching it coming. ‘Winston Churchill is famous. Dickens. Beckham. David Frost. Justin Timberlake is famous. This guy is not famous. He’s just a hard nut.’

‘Same thing,’ Pat said. ‘Same thing when you’re at school.’

He was on the balls of his feet, springing around the goalmouth because he saw me flicking up the ball, getting ready to unload my legendary volley. I laughed, happy to be here, and happy to be alone with my son.

 The ball came off my instep with a crisp smack. Pat threw himself sideways, stretched at his full length, but he couldn’t get to it.

Then he went to get the ball while I ran round in circles in the fading light, trying to avoid what irresponsible dog owners had left behind, my arms held aloft in triumph.



Cyd went to the foot of the stairs and called their names. All three of them. Pat. Peggy. Joni. My kid. Her kid. Our kid. Although after ten years we thought of them all as our kids.

From the kitchen I heard chairs being shoved back from computers, doors slamming, laughter. A high, tiny voice struggling to make its point amid two bigger voices. And then a small herd of elephants – our mob coming down for dinner. Cyd came back and watched me trying to chop up parsley without removing a few fingers.

‘Did you tell him yet?’ Cyd said.

I shook my head. ‘Not yet,’ I said. ‘The time wasn’t right.’

‘He has to see her,’ she said. ‘He has to know she’s back. He has to see his mother.’

I nodded. I wanted him to see her. I wanted it to be great.

Cyd poured the pasta into a colander and looked at me through the steam.

‘Are you afraid of him getting hurt, Harry? Or are you afraid of losing him?’

‘Can’t I be afraid of both?’

Our mob came into the dining room. Pat. Peggy. Joni. This was a bit of an event because we rarely ate dinner together.

My radio show, Marty Mann’s Clip Round the Ear, went on air at ten, four nights a week, so I was usually around for dinner. But at seven Joni had the social life of Paris Hilton, a constant round of playdates and dance lessons. Peggy had a best friend – the kind of giddy, isolationist, all-consuming friendship you have at fifteen – and was often at the friend’s house, which wasn’t a problem just as long as she observed the curfew. Pat had Lateral Thinking and football. And Cyd’s catering business, Food Glorious Food, meant she was sometimes going out to work when everyone else was coming home.

So often, only bits and pieces of the family sat down for dinner together. But not tonight. Tonight we were eating together, and Cyd had made spaghetti meatballs, because it always felt like celebration food. So I naturally felt a spike of irritation when the doorbell rang just as I was about to take off my apron.

Here’s one for the show, I thought, as my family began without me. Reasons to be angry, number ninety-three. Someone ringing your doorbell when you never asked them to.

There was an old man on my doorstep, eyes bright behind his glasses.

He was short but too broad in the shoulder to be thought of as small. And immaculate – everything about him was smart, in an old-fashioned, Sunday-best sort of way. He was wearing a shirt and tie with a dark blazer and lighter trousers. Clean-shaven and smelling of things that I thought that they had stopped making years ago. Old Spice and Old Holborn.

The neatness of this old man – that’s what I noticed most of all. Even at that first moment of seeing him, that was what I saw above everything – that military bearing, tidy and trim and ship-shape to the point of fanaticism.

As though he was on parade, and he would always be on parade.

He blinked at me through his glasses.

‘Good evening,’ he said, his voice thick with formality and old London, and I wondered what he could possibly be selling that I could conceivably wish to buy. ‘I’m looking for Mr Silver.’

‘You found him,’ I said coldly. I could hear my family eating dinner behind me.

And then the old man laughed at me.

He took me in – the white Ted Baker shoes that I wore to stave off the black day that I bought a pair of slippers, the frayed black jeans from Boss Homme, the floral Cath Kidston apron – and the cheeky old git looked at me as if I was some kind of transsexual.

 I felt like saying, It’s an apron, not a frilly pink dress. What do you wear when you’re chopping parsley? But he probably never chopped parsley in his life.

‘But you’re not Pat Silver,’ he said, bristling slightly, and despite the effort to be polite, I could see he had a temper on him. It happens as you get older. You just get grumpier and grumpier. By the time that Marty Mann is that age, he will probably be on the roof of some public building with a high-velocity rifle.

‘Pat’s my son,’ I said, and I could see no connection that this belligerent old hobbit could possibly have to my boy. And then I got it. ‘And my dad,’ I said, as the ship came out of the mist. ‘You’re looking for my father, aren’t you?’ We stared at each other. ‘You better come inside,’ I said.

‘Kenneth Grimwood,’ he said, and we shook hands. ‘I was in the same mob as your dad.’

He called their outfit his mob – the same word I used to describe my family, and I remembered that they were as close as a family, that diminishing band of brothers, those old men who had been Royal Naval Commandos before they were out of their teens.

‘We served together,’ Ken Grimwood said, as we came down the hall. My family looked up at us from their pasta, as I wondered – do people do that any more? Talk about serving? These days everyone wants to be served.

He stared at them and gave no sign of embarrassment, no sense that he even saw them. ‘Your dad and me were in Italy together,’ he said. ‘Sicily. Salerno. Anzio. Monte Cassino.’

And suddenly I felt a mounting excitement. Because this old man must have been with my father at Elba. Where he won his medal. Where he nearly died.

I remembered my dad taking his shirt off on summer days on English beaches and in our back garden, and people who did not know him staring with horror at the starburst of scar tissue that completely covered his torso. That was from Elba.

I wanted to know all about it. So much had been lost, so much that I would never know. Here was my last link to the past.

‘And Operation Brassard,’ I said. Oh, I knew all about it. I had read books. I knew everything apart from what had actually happened. What it was like. ‘The raid on Elba. You must have been with him at Elba.’

But the old man shook his head. ‘No, I didn’t make it as far as Elba,’ he said, and he stared at my youngest daughter. She had a loose front tooth and was working it with her tongue as she stared back at the old man.

I felt the disappointment flood me. He wasn’t at Elba? Then I would never know.

Cyd was on her feet and smiling. She came over to us and shook his hand. Introductions were made. She pointed at our children, told him their names.

‘You’re having your tea,’ Ken said, and I hadn’t heard that for years. It was a word from my childhood – when your lunch was your dinner and your dinner was your tea.

Cyd asked him to join us and he took one look at what we were eating and recoiled. For a moment I thought he was going to say something about, ‘Foreign muck,’ which I also had not heard for a while. But instead he looked at Pat – really looked at him – with a sly smile.

‘You’re the grandson,’ Ken said. ‘You’re the apple of his eye.’ The old man nodded emphatically. ‘Named after him, you are. He thinks the sun shines out of your arse.’

A silence settled across the dining room. Not total silence – I realised that Bach’s ‘Sheep May Safely Graze’ was playing on the Bose. Joni covered her face with her hands.

‘Arse,’ she guffawed. ‘The man said arse.’

‘No need for you to repeat it, young lady,’ Cyd snapped, and our daughter looked at her plate of pasta with wry raised eyebrows.

Ken Grimwood looked at me appraisingly. I was still wearing my Cath Kidston. I quickly pulled it off and tossed it aside. I did not want him to see me in an apron. Even if he wasn’t at Elba.

 ‘Our mob are marching,’ he said, ‘that’s why I’m here.’

Then I watched in horror as he took out a pack of cigarettes with a death’s head covering most of the packet. Perhaps I imagined it, but I think I heard Cyd’s intake of breath.

‘Didn’t have any Old Holborn in your newsagent,’ he told me, as if I was personally to blame. ‘The geezer didn’t seem to know what I was talking about. Foreign chap.’

The children were all staring at him, their dinner forgotten. They had never seen someone taking out a pack of fags in our house – or any house – before. That twenty-pack of Silk Cuts had the exotic danger of an Uzi, or a gram of crack cocaine, or a ton of bootleg plutonium.

‘You know,’ Ken said. ‘At the Cenotaph. The eleventh hour of the eleventh month of the eleventh day.’ He stuck a Silk Cut in his mouth. ‘Nearest Sunday, anyway,’ he said, fumbling in his blazer for a light. ‘What did I do with those Swan Vestas?’ he muttered.

My wife looked at me as if she would tear out my heart and liver if I did not stop him immediately. So I took his arm and gently steered him to the back garden.

I sat him down at the little table at the back, just beyond the Wendy House. Through the glass I could see my family eating their dinner. Joni was still laughing at the hilarity of someone saying ‘arse’ and thinking they could smoke in our house.

And I realised that Ken Grimwood talked about my father in the present tense.

‘But he died ten years ago,’ I said, afraid he might unravel. ‘More than ten years. Lung cancer.’

Ken just looked thoughtful. Then he struck a match, lit up and sucked hungrily on his Silk Cut. I had brought a saucer out with me – we hadn’t owned an ashtray since the last century – and I pushed it towards him.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Someone should have told you.’

He took it surprisingly well. Perhaps he had seen enough death – as a young man, as an old man – to vaccinate him against the shock. I had seen a few of them over the years – those old men from my dad’s mob. I remembered their green berets at the funeral of my father, and later my mother, although there were less of them by then. But Ken Grimwood was new to me.

‘You lose touch over the years,’ he said, by way of explanation. ‘Some of our mob – well, they liked the reunions, the marching, putting on the old medals.’ He considered his Silk Cut and coughed for a bit. ‘That wasn’t for me.’ He looked at me shrewdly. ‘Or your old man.’

It was true. For most of his life, my father never gave me the impression that he wanted to remember the war. Forgetting seemed like more his thing. It was only towards the end, when the time was running out, that he talked about going back to Elba, and seeing the graves of boys that he had known and loved and lost before they were twenty. But he never got around to it. No time.

And it turned out that Ken Grimwood’s time was running out too.

‘Lung cancer,’ he said casually. ‘Yeah, that’s what I’ve got.’

He stubbed out his Silk Cut, lit up another and saw me looking at him, and his cigarette, and his fag packet with a skull. ‘You’ve got to go sometime, son,’ he chuckled, dry-eyed and enjoying my shock. ‘I reckon I’ve had a good innings.’

And we sat there in the twilight until he could not force any more smoke into his dying lungs, and my meatballs had gone stone cold.



I walked him to the bus stop at the end of our road.

It took some time. I had not noticed until we were out on the street that he had a slow, strange walk – this laborious, rolling gait. When we finally got there I shook his hand and went back home.

Cyd was watching the bus stop from the window. She’s a kind person, and I knew she would not approve of me abandoning him on the mean streets of Holloway.

‘But you can’t just leave him out there, Harry,’ she said. ‘It’s dangerous.’

 ‘He’s a former Commando,’ I said. ‘If he’s anything like my dad, he’s probably killed dozens of Nazis and he’s probably had bits of old shrapnel worming its way out of his body for the last sixty years. He can catch a bus by himself. He’s only going to the Angel.’

She started to follow me into the kitchen. And then she stopped. And I heard it too.

A smack of air, then breaking glass, and then laughter. And again. The crack of air, the breaking glass, and laughter. We went back to the window and saw the two men standing in front of the house across the street.

No, not men – boys.

A security light came on – the kind of blinding floodlight that was becoming increasingly popular on our street – and illuminated William Fly and his mate, a spud-faced youth who cackled by his side, every inch the bully’s apprentice.

Fly lifted his hand, pointing it at the light, and I heard my wife gasp beside me as the air pistol fired.

The security light went dark in a tinkle of glass and a ripple of laughter.

They moved on down the street, letting the next security light come on, and I was glad that we had decided against getting one. Fly shot out that light too, and they sauntered on, down to the bus stop where the old man was sitting.

My wife looked at me, but I just kept staring out the window, willing the bloody bus to come.

The two boys looked down at the old man.

He stared at them curiously. They were saying something to him. He shook his head. I saw the air pistol being brandished in the right hand of William Fly.

Then my wife said my name.

And we both saw the glint of the blade.

I was out of the house and running down the street, a diminished number of the security lights coming on as I went past them, and I was almost upon them when I realised that the knife was in the hand of the old man.

And they were laughing at him.

 And as I watched, Ken Grimwood jammed the blade deep into his left leg.

As hard as he could, just below the knee, half of the blade disappearing into those neatly pressed trousers and the flesh beneath. And he did not even flinch.

There was a long moment when we stood and stared at the knife sticking out of the old man’s leg.

Me. And the boys. And then William Fly and Spud Face were gone, and I was approaching Ken Grimwood as if in a dream.

Still sitting at the bus stop, still showing no sign of pain, he pulled out his knife and rolled up his trousers.

His prosthetic leg was pink and hairless – that’s what struck me, the lack of hair – and it was like a photograph of a limb rather than the thing of flesh and blood and nerves that it had replaced.

And all at once I understood why this old man had not been at Elba with my father.







Two

By the time I came down the dishes from last night were clean and drying, and there was tea and juice on the table.

Pat was shuffling about the kitchen. I could smell toast. I went to pull the newspaper from the letterbox and when I came back he was putting breakfast on the table.

The girls were still upstairs. Pat was Mister Breakfast. He had been Mister Breakfast since the time he had been old enough to boil a kettle. That was the thing about the pair of us – it worked. And it had always worked.

The thing that used to get on my nerves was when people said to me, ‘Oh, so you’re his mother as well as his father?’ I could never work that one out.

I was his father. And if his mother wasn’t around, then I could still only be his father. If you lose your right arm, does your left arm become both your right and left arm? No, it doesn’t. It’s still just your left arm. And you get on with it. Both his mother and his father? Hardly. It took everything I had to pull off being his dad.

‘You all right?’ he said, wiping his hands on the dishcloth, looking at me sideways.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘All good.’

And still I did not mention his mother.

Joni appeared. At seven, her footsteps were so light that, if she was not rushing somewhere, or talking, or singing, you often did not hear her coming. You turned around and she was just there. She shuffled slowly towards the table, dressed for school but still more asleep than awake.

She yawned widely. ‘I don’t want to eat anything today,’ she said.

‘You have to eat something,’ I said.

She cocked a leg and hauled herself up on her chair, like a cowboy getting on his horse.

‘But look,’ she said.

She opened her mouth and as Pat and I bent to peer inside, she began to manoeuvre one of her front teeth with her tongue. It was so loose that she could get it horizontal.

She closed her mouth. Her eyes shone with tears. Her chin wobbled.

Pat went off to the kitchen and I sat down at the table. ‘Joni,’ I said, but she held up her hands, cutting me off, pleading for understanding.

‘Cereal hurts my gums,’ she said, waving her hands. ‘Not just Cookie Crisps. All of them.’

I touched her arm. Upstairs I could hear Cyd and Peggy laughing outside the bathroom door. I groped for the correct parental soundbite.

‘Breakfast is, er, the most important meal of the morning,’ I reminded her, but my daughter looked away with frosty contempt, furiously worrying at her wonky tooth with the tip of her tongue.

‘There you go,’ Pat said.

He placed a sandwich in front of Joni. Two slices of lightly toasted white bread with the crusts removed, the chemical yellow of processed cheese sticking out of the sides like a toxic spill. Cut into triangles.

Her favourite.

Pat returned to the kitchen. I picked up the newspaper. Joni lifted the sandwich in both hands and began to eat.



Here’s a good one for the Lateral Thinking Club – if a marriage produces a great child, then can that marriage ever be said to have failed?

 If the marriage produces some girl or boy who just by existing makes this world a better place, then has that marriage failed just because Mum and Dad have split up? Is the only criterion of a successful marriage staying together? Is that really all it takes? Hanging in there? Butching it out?

Does my friend Marty Mann have a successful marriage because it has lasted for years? Does it matter that he likes his Latvian lap dancers two at a time before going home to his wife? Has he got a successful marriage because it remained untouched by the divorce courts?

If a woman and a man abandon their wedding vows and run eagerly through all the usual hateful clichés – saying hurtful things, sleeping with other people, cutting up clothes, running off with the milkman – then is that a failed marriage?

Well, obviously. It’s a bloody disaster.

But still – I could not bring myself to call my union with my first wife a failed marriage. Despite everything. Despite crossing the border between love and hate and then going so far into alien territory that we could not even recognise each other.

Gina and I were young and in love. And then we were young and stupid, and getting everything wrong.

First me. Then both of us.

But a failed marriage? Never.

Not while there was the boy.



As the record came to an end, I looked at Marty’s eyes through the studio’s glass wall.

‘Line two,’ I said into the microphone, ‘Chris from Croydon.’ Marty’s fingers flew across the board, as natural as a fish in water, and the light on the mic in front of him went red.

Marty adjusted himself in his chair, and leaned into the mic as if he might snog it.

‘You’re with Marty Mann’s Clip Round the Ear live here on BBC Radio Two,’ Marty said, half-smiling. ‘Enjoying good sounds in bad times. Mmmm, I’m enjoying this ginger nut. Chris from Croydon – what’s on your mind, mate?’

 ‘I can’t go to the pictures any more, Marty. I just get too angry – angry at the sound of some dopey kid munching his lunch, and angry at the silly little gits – can I say gits? – who think they will disappear into a puff of smoke if they turn their Nokias off for ninety minutes, and angry at the yak-yak-yak of gibbering idiots – ’

‘Know what you mean, mate,’ Marty said, cutting him off. ‘They should be shot.’

‘Whitney Houston,’ I said, leaning forward. ‘“I Will Always Love You”.’

‘And now a song written by the great Dolly Parton,’ Marty said. He knew music. He was from that generation that had music at the centre of its universe. This wasn’t just a hit song from a Kevin Costner film to him. ‘Before all music started sounding like it was made from monosodium glutamate.’

This was the starting point for our show – nothing was as good as it used to be. You know, stuff like pop music, and the human race.

Whitney’s cut-glass yearning began and Marty gave me a thumbs-up as he whipped off his headphones. He barged open the door. ‘Four minutes thirty-seconds on Whitney,’ I said.

‘Great, I can pee slowly,’ he said. ‘What’s next?’

I consulted my notes. ‘Let’s broaden it out,’ I said. ‘Nonspecific anger. Rap about being angry about everything. Being angry with people who litter. Yet also angry with people who make you recycle. Angry about people who swear in front of children, angry at traffic wardens, angry at drivers who want to kill your kids.’

‘Those bastards in Smart cars,’ Marty said, as he kept moving.

‘People, really,’ I said, calling after him. ‘Feeling angry at people. Any kind of rudeness, finger wagging or ignorance. And then maybe go to a bit of Spandau Ballet.’

‘I can do that,’ he said, and then he was gone.

‘Two minutes forty on and we’re back live,’ said Josh, the Oxford graduate who ran our errands – the BBC was full of them, all these Oxbridge double-firsts chasing up wayward mini-cabs – and I could hear the nerves in his voice. But I just nodded. I knew that Marty would be back just as Whitney was disappearing from Kevin Costner’s life forever. We were not new to this.

Marty and I were back on radio now – a couple of old radio hams who had taken a beating on telly and crawled back to where we had begun. It happens to guys like us. In fact, I have often thought that it is the only thing that happens to guys like us. One day the telly ends. But we were making a go of it. A Clip Round the Ear was doing well – we had that glass ear awarded by our peers to prove it. Ratings were rising for a show that played baby boomer standards and boldly proclaimed that everything was getting worse.

Music. Manners. Mankind.

I watched Marty come out of the gents, clumsily fumbling with the buttons on his jeans – I know he was angry about there never being zips on jeans – and saw a couple of guests for the show next door do a double take. Since his golden years as the presenter of late-night, post-pub TV, he had put on a little weight and lost some of that famous carrot-topped thatch. But people still expected him to look as he did when he was interviewing Kurt Cobain.

‘What?’ he said.

‘Nothing,’ I said, and I felt an enormous pang of tenderness for him.

Being on television is a lot like dying young. You stay fixed in the public imagination as that earlier incarnation. Someone who interviews the young and thin Simon Le Bon – they do not grow old as we grow old. But every TV show comes to an end. And, as Marty was always quick to point out, even the true greats – David Frost, Michael Parkinson, Jonathan Ross – have their wilderness years, the time spent working in Australia or getting rat-faced in the Groucho Club, waiting for the call to come again.

Marty settled himself in front of the mic, and pulled on his headphones. I didn’t know if Marty – and by extension, his producer: me – would ever get that call. For every great who comes again there are a thousand half-forgotten faces who never do come again. As much as I loved him, I suspected that Marty Mann was more of a Simon Dee than a David Frost.

‘You are angry because you know how things should be,’ Marty was saying to his constituency, as he teed up Morrissey. ‘Anger comes with experience, anger comes with wisdom. This is A Clip Round the Ear saying embrace your anger, friends. Love your anger. It is proof that you are alive. And – how about a bit of English seaside melancholia: “Everyday Is Like Sunday”.’

Then the two hours were up and we gathered our things and got ready to go home. That was a sign of the times. When we worked on The Marty Mann Show – when he was television’s Marty Mann – we always hung around for hours when we were off air, working our way through the wine, beer and cheese and onion crisps in our lavish green-room banquet, coming down off of that incredible rush you only get from live TV – even if you are behind the cameras. When we were doing The Marty Mann Show ten years ago, we could carouse in the green room until the milkman was on his way. But that was telly then and this was Radio Two now.

Broadcasting House was a bit of a dump when it came to post-gig entertainment. The place did not encourage loitering, or hospitality, or lavish entertaining. There wasn’t a sausage roll in sight. You did your gig and then you buggered off. There was nothing there – just a couple of smelly sofas and some tragic vending machines.

The green room. That was another thing that wasn’t as good as it used to be.



Gina was waiting for me when I came out of work.

Standing across the street from Broadcasting House, in the shadow of the Langham Hotel, just where the creamy calm of Portland Place curves down to the cheapo bustle of Oxford Circus.

She looked more like herself now – or at least I could recognise the woman I had loved. Tall, radiant Gina. Loving someone is a bit like being on TV. A face gets locked in a memory vault, and it is a shock to see it has changed when you were not looking. We both took a step towards each other and there were these long awkward moments as the cars whizzed between us. Then I shouldered my bag and made it across.

‘I couldn’t remember if you were live or not,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘The show,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know if you recorded it earlier. Or if it really was ten till midnight.’

I nodded. ‘A bit late for you, isn’t it?’

‘My body’s still on Tokyo time,’ she said. ‘Or somewhere between there and here.’ She attempted a smile. ‘I’m not sleeping much.’

We stared at each other.

‘Hello, Harry.’

‘Gina.’

We didn’t kiss. We went for coffee. I knew a Never Too Latte just off Carnaby Street that stayed open until two. She took a seat in the window and I went to the counter and ordered a cappuccino with extra chocolate for her and a double macchiato for myself. Then I had to take it back because she had stopped drinking coffee during her years in Tokyo and only drank tea now.

‘How well you know me,’ she said after I had persuaded some Lithuanian girl to exchange a coffee for tea. Was she that sharp when we were together? I don’t think so. She was another one who had got angrier with the years.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Stupid of me not to read your mind.’

And we took it from there.

‘Japan’s over,’ she said. ‘The economy is worse than here.’

‘Nowhere is worse than here,’ I said. ‘Ah, Gina. You could have called.’

‘Yes, I could have called. I could have phoned home and had to be polite to your second wife.’

‘She’s not my second wife,’ I said. ‘She’s my wife.’

 My first wife wasn’t listening.

‘Or I could have phoned your PA at work and asked her if you had a window for me next week. I could have done all of that but I didn’t, did I? And why should I?’ She leaned forward and smiled. ‘Because he’s my child just as much as he’s your child.’

I stared at her, wondering if there ever came a point where that was simply no longer true.

And I wondered if we had reached that point years ago.

‘What’s with the keep-fit routine?’ I said, changing the subject. She was in terrific shape.

‘It’s not a routine.’ She flexed her arms self-consciously. ‘I just want to look after myself as I get older.’

I smiled. ‘I can’t see you on the yoga mat.’

She didn’t smile back. ‘I had a scare a couple of years back. A health scare. That was something you missed.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Please don’t apologise.’

‘Jesus Christ – why can’t you just let me say I’m sorry?’

‘And why can’t you just drop dead?’

We stared at our drinks.

We had started out with good intentions. Difficult to believe now, I know, but when we divorced back then we were a couple of idealistic young kids. We really thought that we could have a happy break-up. Or at least a divorce that always did the right thing.

But Gina had blown in and out of our lives. And gradually other things got in the way of good intentions. In my experience it is so easy to push good intentions to the back of the queue – or to have them quietly escorted from the building.

Gina wanted to be a good mother. I know she did. I know she loved Pat. I never doubted that. But she was always one step from fulfilment, and life got in the way, and everything let her down. Her second husband. Working abroad. And me, of course. Me first and worst of all.

We sat in silence for a bit.

‘Is this the way we are going to do it?’ I said.

 ‘What way?’

‘You know what way, Gina.’

‘What way do you want to do it? Shall we be nice to each other? First time for everything, I guess.’

‘I don’t want us to be this way,’ I said. ‘How long are we going to spit poison at each other?’

‘I don’t know, Harry. Until we get tired of the taste.’

‘I was tired years ago.’

We sat in silence as if the people we had once been no longer existed. As if there was nothing between us. And it wasn’t true.

‘He’s my son too,’ she said.

‘Biologically,’ I said.

‘What else is there?’

‘Are you kidding me? Look, Gina – I think it’s great you’re back.’

‘Liar.’

‘But I don’t want him hurt.’

‘How could he be hurt?’

‘I don’t know. New man. New job. New country. You tell me.’

‘You don’t break up with your children.’

‘I love it when people say that to me. Because it’s just not true. Plenty of people break up with their children, Gina. Mostly, they’re men. But not all of them.’

‘Do you want me to draw you a diagram, Harry?’

‘Hold on – I’ll get you a pen.’

I lifted my hand for the waitress. Gina pushed it down. It was the first time we had touched in years and years, and it was like getting an electric shock.

‘I broke up with you, Harry – not him. I went off you – not him. I stopped loving you – not him. Sorry to break this to you, Harry.’

‘I’ll get over it.’

‘But I never stopped loving him. Even when I was busy. Preoccupied. Absent.’ She sipped at her tea and looked at me. ‘How is he?’

 ‘Fine. He’s fine, Gina.’

‘He’s so tall. And his face – he has such a lovely face, Harry. He was always a beautiful kid, wasn’t he?’

I smiled. It was true. He was always the most beautiful boy in the world. I felt myself softening towards her.

‘He’s in the Lateral Thinking Club,’ I said, warming up to the theme, happy to talk about the wonder of our son, and we both laughed about that.

‘Bright boy,’ she said. ‘I don’t even know what Lateral Thinking is – thinking outside the box? Training the mind to work better?’

‘Something like that,’ I said. ‘He can explain it better than me.’ I had finished my coffee. I wanted to go home to my family. ‘What do you want, Gina?’

‘I want my son,’ she said. ‘I want to know him. I want him to know me. I know we – I – have wasted so much time. That’s why I want it now. Before it’s too late.’

And I thought it would never be too late. There was a Gina-sized hole in Pat’s life, had been for years, but I thought that it could never be too late to fill it. For both of them – I thought that there would always be time to put things right. That’s how dumb I am. Already my mind was turning to the practicalities of shipping Pat around town.

‘Where you living, Gina?’

‘I’ve got a two-bedroom flat on Old Compton Street,’ she said. ‘Top floor. Plenty of space. Nice light.’ She looked out the window. ‘Five minutes from here.’

I was amused. ‘Soho?’ I said. ‘That’s an interesting choice. What you trying to do – recapture your youth?’

Her mouth tightened at that.

‘I didn’t have any youth, Harry,’ she said. ‘I was married to you.’

Then my phone began to vibrate. I took the call as Gina looked away and a woman with a Jamaican accent told me that they had Ken Grimwood at the hospital.

 When he was seven years old my son almost drowned. We were in a quiet corner of Crete called Agios Stephanos – years before the island was claimed by the boys in football shirts – and the last thing we were expecting on our mini-break was death and tragedy. We could get all that at home.

These were the years after I split up with Gina, and then my dad died and then my mum got sick – and it felt like every time you turned around someone was either walking out or dying. We were not really in Crete for sun, sea and Retsina. We just wanted to catch our breath.

In my mind I see a windy, rocky beach. And I see Pat – all skinny limbs and tangled blond mop and baggy trunks, splashing out with a float while I settled down with a paperback.

My son at seven.

He made me smile, because he was wearing a pair of sunglasses that were way too big for him, purchased at the airport and proudly worn ever since, even at night. He would squint at his moussaka and chips in the Cretan twilight.

The waves were whipping up, but it did not cross my mind to be worried. He did not go far. But sometimes you do not have to go far to get into more trouble than you can handle. He had settled down on his float, got all dreamy in the sunlight and then he must have drifted. And by the time he noticed, it was more than drifting.

‘Dad!’

You know your child’s voice. Even on a crowded beach, with small children shouting and calling out on all sides, you know it instantly.

He was trying to stand up, although you couldn’t really stand up on that float, and he kept sinking to one knee as it threatened to pitch him into the sea. And he was scared. Face pale with fear behind those oversized sunglasses. Calling for me.

And I was on my feet and running, my heart a hammer as I ran to the water, suddenly aware of the speed of the clouds, suddenly noticing the swell of the waves, suddenly remembering that it can all fall apart at any moment.

 He was a good swimmer. Even at seven. Maybe that’s why it happened, why I was too relaxed about letting him go out with a float. But suddenly it wasn’t enough that he could rescue a plastic brick while wearing his pyjamas.

I crashed through waves that seemed to be at once taking Pat out to open sea and smashing me back to the shore, switching between breaststroke and crawl and back again, getting a sickening gutful of water every time I called his name.

Finally I got to him. One hand on a corner of the float, another wrapped tight round a skinny limb. It was like trying to hold a fish.

And that was when he went into the water.

Flailing white limbs in the foggy depths. Silence, apart from the rushing sound in my ears. And then one of my arms wrapped around his waist as I kicked for the surface. The float was above our heads and somehow I got him on it and I made him lie flat on his belly, while I lumbered back to the beach, telling him that everything was all right. He clung on, somehow still wearing those oversized sunglasses and too numb to cry.

Then finally we were on the beach.

How bad was it? The parental mind has this endless ability to vault to the absolute worst-case scenario. No trouble at all. A parent panics not because of what is happening but because of what might.

But this was bad enough for everyone on the beach to put down their suntan lotion and copies of Captain Corelli’s Mandolin and stare at us even when it was clear that nobody was going to die, even as we staggered off to our shared hotel room, both salty with tears and regurgitated Aegean. Bad enough for me to remember for the rest of my life.

And what I remember most is the feeling of trying to reach my son as the sea and the wind and tide combined to push me back to the shore while they tried to carry Pat out to the open sea. That’s what I remember the most. Because sometimes it felt like that was the story of us, the story of me and my boy. Trying to reach each other, wanting to reach each other, but forever kept apart by forces that were bigger than both of us.

And the funny thing about calling your child’s name is that it doesn’t do a blind bit of good.

But you do it anyway.



Ken Grimwood sat propped up in his hospital bed in a robe that enveloped his small body like a circus tent, and when he grinned at me he was gummy as a newborn baby. On the bedside table, his false teeth sat in a glass of water.

‘They found him at the bus depot,’ a Filipina nurse told me. ‘He was unconscious. He couldn’t breathe. And he had a cigarette in his hand. We found this in his pocket.’

She handed me a BBC business card with my name on, as if I might want it back. And I remembered giving it to him before he left my house only because I wanted to get rid of him. And here he was, bounced back into my life because he had my card.

‘I hardly know him,’ I said, keeping my voice down. ‘He’s not actually anything to do with me.’

Ken laughed and we watched him produce a tin of Old Holborn and a packet of Rizlas from somewhere inside his giant robe. He must have been the only person left who wasn’t using roll-ups to smoke illegal substances. He flashed his toothless grin and as the nurse advanced towards him he stuck his smoking paraphernalia under the sheet.

‘Just pulling your leg, sweetheart,’ he said.

She took his blood pressure, shaking her head.

But when she left he produced his baccy tin and his papers. He winked at me slyly.

I walked down to the nurses’ station. The Filipina was there with a large Jamaican duty nurse. They looked at me as if I had done something wrong.

‘Your father is a very sick man,’ the duty nurse said. ‘There’s fluid on his lungs and I don’t know how much longer he can breathe unaided, okay? And of course you are aware that the cancer is at an advanced stage.’

 ‘He’s not my father,’ I said.

‘Friend of the family?’ the duty nurse asked.

‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ I said.

It was clear they wanted the bed. They wanted him out of there. But they would not discharge him without someone to take care of him. And I realised that just because I had been dumb enough to give him my business card, the National Health Service were nominating me.

‘I hardly know him,’ I told them. ‘He was a friend of my father’s. I’ve only met him once. I think he has children. Do his children know? Can’t his children come?’

The nurse looked at me as though I had suggested putting him in a plastic bag and leaving him on the pavement. But she talked to Ken and got a couple of telephone numbers from the old boy. There was a daughter in Essex and a son in Brighton. I quickly took out my phone and began calling.

I got through to an answer machine. And then another answer machine. I left messages on both – telling them what had happened to their father, telling them to come quick, telling them to call me back. Then I held my phone, expecting it to vibrate at any moment. But it did not stir, as if his children were reluctant to claim him too.

Down the hall I could hear a Jamaican accent telling Ken Grimwood that there was no smoking on hospital premises.

And as I stared at the silent phone in my fist, I could hear the mocking sound of the old man’s laughter.







Three

Joni grinned at me with her vampire smile.

Her two front teeth were both gone now. The wonky one had come out in her sandwich and the one next to it had quickly come out in sympathy. It must have been looser than she knew when she was focusing all her attention on the wonky one. So now when she smiled the milk teeth that remained at the sides of her mouth appeared like fangs.

‘I’ll brush my teeth,’ she said, and her gummy grin gave her a jaunty air, like a sailor on shore leave. ‘You get the book.’

‘Okay.’

She had strict bedtime rituals. When she was in her pyjamas and her remaining teeth had been cleaned, she hugged everyone who was in the house and told them she loved them. But she didn’t kiss anyone, because kissing was gross this year. Then she trooped up to her room and I read her a story. As she settled herself under the duvet, I looked at her bookcase for something suitable.

Joni was at that awkward age when she was getting too old for princesses and fairies but was still too young for anything to do with having a crush on boys. My wife and I had made half-hearted attempts to interest her in the Hannah Montana industry and the High School Musical business but when Joni watched the TV shows, or saw the DVDs, she was unmoved by all those white teeth, all that canned laughter and all those teenage children trying to talk like they were in a Neil Simon play. Joni was never going to go for cheesy American rubbish. So I stuck with the classics.

Terrible curses. Murderous adults. Wicked stepmothers. Beautiful maidens being taken to the woods for slaughter. Girls drugged and placed in glass coffins. All the stuff to give a seven-year-old a good night’s sleep.

Tonight it was Aurora.

We settled down. I had just got to the bit where Briar Rose had realised that the nice peasant boy and Prince Philip were – conveniently enough – one and the same when Joni yawned, lay back on her pillow and raised her hand, bidding me stop.

For a long time – years – Joni had been afraid of Maleficent, and at first I thought that she wanted me to stop before I reached the wicked witch losing her rag.

But it wasn’t that.

‘They all end the same way, don’t they?’ said my daughter. ‘The princess stories. They start off a bit different but they all end the same way. The prince saves them and they get married and they live happily ever after.’

I smiled and closed the book. ‘Well, it’s true,’ I said. ‘It’s always the same ending.’ I felt like kissing her on the cheek but I knew that wasn’t allowed. So I just touched her hair. ‘You’re getting a bit old for these stories now.’

She snuggled down and I pulled the duvet up to her chin.

‘It’s a load of arse,’ said my seven-year-old, and I cursed the day that Ken Grimwood had come to our door.



Elizabeth Montgomery was being dropped off at school.

She was in the car in front of us as I pulled up to let Pat out. And I know he saw her too, because he was perfectly still yet poised for flight, like a rabbit who suddenly realises that he is loitering in the fast lane of a motorway.

Elizabeth Montgomery wasn’t being dropped off by her dad. Not unless her dad had a barbed-wire tattoo at the top of his arm, and played the Killers at full volume at eight thirty in the morning in his souped-up BMW. Which I suppose was entirely possible in the lousy modern world.

 In the passenger seat, Pat sat petrified.

‘Probably her brother,’ I said, but before the words were out the driver in front had his tongue in Elizabeth Montgomery’s ear, and she was laughing and squirming away. ‘More likely a cousin,’ I said.

And I felt like saying, Ah, don’t care so much, kiddo. Don’t be so quick to say, Here’s my heart. Why not have a game of five-a-side football with it? Go ahead. And I felt like saying, You will meet a dozen like Elizabeth Montgomery. A hundred.

But I didn’t, because I knew it was not true.

My son was almost fifteen years old and there would only ever be one Elizabeth Montgomery.

And I felt it again – I wanted to give him some sage advice. I wanted to say something meaningful about the fleeting nature of desire, or the way the person who cares the most is always the person who gets hurt the most.

I wanted to talk about love. But everything I could have said would have been about forgetting Elizabeth Montgomery. And I knew he could not do that.

So what I said was, ‘I saw Gina.’

He started at his mother’s name. A physical flinch, as if he had been struck. That is what it had come to.

He turned away from Elizabeth Montgomery in the car in front of us and looked at me. And I saw that his eyes were exactly the same colour as his mother’s eyes. This Pacific Ocean blue. The blue you see on a Tiffany catalogue. It is a special blue.

‘What do you mean – you saw her?’

‘She’s back from Japan,’ I said.

‘A holiday?’ he said.

‘Back for good. Back in London. She wants to see you.’

I have this theory about divorce. I have this theory that it is never a tragedy for adults and always a tragedy for children. Adults can lose weight, find someone nicer, get their life back. Divorce gives grown-ups a get-out-of-jail-free card. It is the children who pay the price, and pay it for the rest of their lives. But we can’t admit that, all us scarred veterans of the divorce court, because it would mean admitting that we have inflicted wounds on our children that they will carry for the rest of their lives.

Pat was looking back at Elizabeth Montgomery. But I don’t think he was seeing her any more.

‘How long…’

‘I saw her last week,’ I said. ‘She’s been back for about a month. She wants to see you.’

I watched the fury flush his face. ‘And you tell me now? You get round to telling me now?’

The children of divorced parents hold something back. They get so used to shuttling between warring homes when they are little that it stays with them. This restraint, this pragmatic reserve, this need to be a pint-sized Kofi Annan diplomat. So when they lose it, they really lose it.

He was out of the car, hauling out his rucksack, furious with me. I wasn’t so naïve that I thought it was just me that he was angry about. It was divorce, separation, the absent parent – it was the whole sorry package that he had been handed without ever asking for it.

‘You around tonight?’ I said.

‘I don’t know,’ he said, and he slammed the passenger door.

I watched him walk through the school gates, his rucksack slung over his shoulder, his shirt miraculously unfurling from his trousers, the swatch of white cloth that appeared as if from a magician’s hat. Then he was gone, but still I sat there, boxed in by the car in front and the car behind.

Watching Elizabeth Montgomery snog the boy with the barbed-wire tattoo, as the bell rang for registration.



Riddle me this, Lateral Thinking Club – she is my daughter but I am not her father: who am I?

I am a step-parent. Ah, but I don’t really believe in the term step-parent. I don’t think the role exists. Not really. For in the end you are either a child’s parent or you are not. And blood does not have a lot to do with it. At least, that is what I would like to believe.

 Cyd and I watched Peggy coming down the stairs. She was almost exactly the same age as Pat and yet she seemed to be effortlessly gliding on air to adulthood. Peggy went to stage school, and every day of her life she danced and she sang, and she studied the performing arts and wrestled with the sub-text of difficult plays while other girls her age were snogging older boys with cars and barbed-wire tattoos. While other kids wore blazers, Peggy donned a black leotard and learned to dance jazz, ballet and tap. Above all, she wanted to act, following in the footsteps of Italia Emily Stella Conti, her school’s founder, and her father, a TV cop.

Peggy made life look easy.

Now she was all dressed up for going out – a cowboy hat, and cowboy boots, a retro Motorhead-London T-shirt and a skirt that was way too short. She kissed both of us on the cheek and glided off to the mirror in the hall. We could hear her humming a popular tune.

Cyd was looking at me and smiling. ‘Don’t say it,’ she said.

I looked dumb.

‘You know,’ she said. ‘“You’re not going out dressed like that.”’

What women forget is that men know boys. We know what is in their heads and in their hearts. We are all poachers turned gamekeepers. Every single one of us. And I knew that no boy was going to look at Peggy and think, Yeah, Motorhead, Lemmy and all that, yeah, they were a pretty good band. I knew exactly what they would be thinking, the dirty little bastards. And I didn’t like it.

‘It’s only her dad,’ Cyd said.

We heard a motorbike outside and Peggy ran to the door with a happy, ‘I’ll get it!’

Cyd gave me a look and drifted off to the kitchen. I went to the door and looked out at Peggy’s dad sitting astride his Harley.

Jim Mason. Ten years ago he was the bad boy. The deserter, the fornicator, the runaway. The absent father. But in recent years I had to admit Jim’s stock had risen. After a long, disorderly line of Asian girlfriends in the wake of his marriage to Cyd, he had been married to a nurse from Manila for years – but there had been no more children. And I suspected that must have been a relief for Peggy.

I never really spoke to the guy, beyond platitudes about what the latest weather meant for motorbikes. A couple of years ago, when his TV show was taking off – you might have seen him, he was the divorced, alcoholic detective on PC Filth: An Unfair Cop – he had offered to start paying Peggy’s school fees. I had brushed him off, told him that Cyd and I had it covered. But I felt that he could teach Gina and me a few lessons about how to conduct yourself after a divorce. Despite his inappropriately long hair, and Lewis Leathers, and past crimes, Peggy’s dad was living proof that you could be an absent parent and still be some kind of presence in your child’s life.

An absent parent but a parent still.

Peggy pulled on her helmet and climbed on to the pillion. They both raised their hands and I waved as they shot off, the throaty roar of the Harley ringing through the neighbourhood. The group of kids loitering at the end of the road watched them go. Long after they had disappeared, I could hear the growl of the motorbike.

And I felt a dull ache of resentment towards him. I could not help it. Because although the guy did his best to be a good dad to Peggy, there was so much he had missed. She was my daughter although I would never be her dad. We did not have the unbreakable bonds of blood, but we had something else.

I was the one who was there when, aged ten, she split her head open on the ice rink at Somerset House, foolishly attempting a complicated leap. And I was the one who was there when she endured two terms of bullying at her old school before we got her into Italia Conti. And I was there for other stuff – no blood, no tears. But meals shared together, and TV watched together, and holidays, and walking to school, and a good-night hug. Sometimes I think that stuff is more important than the times of high drama, when there is blood on the ice rink and a mad dash to Accident and Emergency.

She was not my daughter but we had been part of the same family for ten years. And I was more of a father to her than her real dad would ever be – wasn’t I?

Sometimes I thought so. But when she went off once a week on the Harley, looking so happy on that pillion, with her dad the big-shot actor, well, then I wasn’t so sure. And mostly I tried not to think about it at all.

Because it’s like someone says in The Terminator when cyborgs are coming back in time to murder children yet unborn:

You could go crazy thinking about this stuff.



Marty and I sat in the Pizza Express next to Broadcasting House and nobody looked at him twice.

TV fame is like youth or money. It just runs out when you are not looking. Ten years ago, Marty walked into a room and everybody stared at him. But the years on radio had eroded that recognition factor, and we were left unmolested by the early evening crowd.

Next to us was a table full of ageing lads in business suits. Their banter was of a sexual nature – birds and blow-jobs. Effing and blinding. Taking the front way and the back way. The usual stuff. Little did they know that they were next door to Marty Mann, the presenter formerly known as edgy and controversial.

And even less did they care.

It was the usual crowd. BBC worker bees grabbing some carbs before the evening shift. Office workers dawdling before they caught the train home. And revellers off to frolic in the tawdry lights of the West End.

The demographic skewed to a younger crowd – probably too young to listen to A Clip Round the Ear on Radio Two – but looking for a table among the funsters were a pair of old ladies who had big night out written all over them. I wondered what musical they were going to see, and I thought of my mum happily singing along to Chicago and Les Misérables and Guys and Dolls. It seemed like a lifetime ago now.

The old ladies carefully parked themselves two tables away from us. The lads in their suits were next door. And suddenly they seemed louder than ever.

‘No, fuck it, this is a true story,’ one of them said, holding his hands up at the derisive profanities of his chums. ‘Guy goes to a whore and says, “How much for a hand-job? One hundred quid? That’s a lot.” But the whore says, “Listen, see this Rolex, I bought it by giving hand-jobs.”’

Marty looked up at me from his Four Seasons. He glanced quickly at the old ladies and looked away. You would think that a man with Marty’s CV would not care about profanity in the pizza parlour. But, like all transgressors, he understood that context is everything.

The old ladies were staring at each other. The suits were in uproar. The comedian took a bite of garlic bread and ploughed on.

‘Next day he goes back and says to the whore, “How much for a blow-job?” She says, “Five hundred quid.” “Five hundred quid! Fuck me, that’s a lot of dough.” She says, “Listen, you see that Mercedes? I bought it by giving blow-jobs.”’

Marty pushed his pizza away.

‘We should say something,’ I said, my voice pathetically low. ‘We should say something to these creeps.’

Marty nodded. But he kept staring at his pizza. ‘Except there’s five of them,’ he said. ‘Except they might not like it. Except they might have knives.’

‘You kidding? These guys haven’t got knives. They’ve got BlackBerrys. What do you think they are going to do? Slash you with their iPhones?’

But for all my big talk, I sat there just like Marty, useless in my disapproval.

There was bedlam at the next table. Red faces. Drunken voices. The joke coming to its punchline. The old ladies were getting up to go. They were telling a confused waitress that they were not so hungry after all.

 ‘And then he goes to the whore and says, “How much for the lot?” And she says, “One thousand quid.” And he says, “Fuck my old boots, that’s a lot.” And she says, “See that big house over there?”’

‘She says, “If I had a pussy,”’ Marty muttered to himself, ‘“I bet I could buy that.”’

‘I feel like saying something,’ I said, staring at the suits as I watched the old ladies heading for the door, their big night out already violated.

But I just sat there, and I said nothing.







Four

I drove Pat to Soho. He was still not really speaking to me. We were on grunting terms.

I walked him to the door and found the bell with her surname. The name she had before me, the name she had after me. I looked at Pat as I rang it. He was impassive, neutral – the inscrutable offspring of divorced parents.

‘Hello?’

It was strange that I had not recognised her face. Because the voice could not belong to anyone else. Pat and I leaned towards the metal grille.

‘It’s us,’ I said.

‘It’s me,’ Pat said.

Gina laughed with delight – a sound that I had not heard in, oh, about a thousand years. ‘Great, come up,’ she said, and she buzzed the front door open. Pat gave me a blank look and went inside. I stood there for just a moment after the door swung shut.

I don’t know what I had been expecting. But I had driven him across town with a mounting sense of dread. And nothing had happened. Had it? I walked back to the car. But I did not get in. I just kept walking. And the reasons that we stay together or come apart just seemed so heartbreakingly random that I could have sat down in Old Compton Street and wept.

Would she take him out to dinner? Or would it be easier for both of them if they stayed home? They would talk, wouldn’t they? Or would Gina – would both of them – want to avoid too much talking, and just try to rack up some together time?

It’s their thing, I thought. And I was totally lost. I felt flat. And suddenly older.

If I had not slept with someone else, if she had given me another chance, if she had not been so quick to try again with another man…not much had to happen to keep us together, I thought.

But I was the child of a nuclear family, and growing up in a family that never comes apart makes you believe in the inevitability of staying together. And I could see that there was a banality about my expectations – like the predictability of the princess stories that my seven-year-old daughter had suddenly grown out of.

Gina came from a family where the father walked out. She did not expect happy endings. She did not expect families to stay together. She expected them to fall apart. I walked out of Soho and into Chinatown, reluctant to start the drive back across town in case it all went wrong, and there were accusations and raised voices and slammed doors and the call to come quick. I kept my phone in my hand in case it suddenly began to vibrate. But I walked all over Chinatown, and it never did.



Five good things about being a single parent.

You are alone now, so you can make all decisions concerning your kid without consultation.

You know, with total certainty, that a child only needs one good parent.

You know that your child is loved, and will always be loved.

There is no need to feel like a freak at the school gates, because the world is overflowing with single parents now.

And your ex is out of your life.



Five bad things about being a single parent.

You are alone now, so you constantly feel like you are the last line of defence between your kid and the lousy modern world.

You know, with total certainty, that a child is always better off with two good parents.

You know your child is scarred by his parents breaking up, and will carry those scars forever.

You feel like a freak at the school gates, because the world is full of happy, unbroken families.

And our ex can come barging back into your life whenever they feel like it, just by uttering the magic words – ‘This is my child too.’

But what did I know about it?

I had not been a single parent for years.

What made me such an expert?

It had been ten years since Pat and I had lived alone – that strange, messy period between my first marriage and my second. A time of raw pain all round, and being unable to wash his hair without both of us having a nervous breakdown, and the slow realisation of how much I had relied on Gina to give shape to my life, and form to our family, and to wash our child’s hair and put him to bed while I heard their laughter through the walls.

And what I remembered most of all about that time was the feeling that I had failed. I could still taste it, ten years down the line. The feeling of failure, as undeniable as a broken arm – failed as a father, failed as a husband, failed as a man. Lugging that feeling of failure to the supermarket, to the school gates, to the house of my parents – that’s what I remembered most of all. Failed as a son.

But it was all years ago. And although I still noticed the single parents at the school gates – their time much tighter, their love somehow fiercer and more protective and more evident – I could not pretend that I was one of their number.

I had a wife and three children. And they were our children. And if you wanted to be picky, and prissy, and small-hearted, then you could say that the boy was my son and the older girl was her daughter and the seven-year-old was our daughter together.

But we did not think that way.

The whole menagerie had been mixed up for so long – for most of the lives of the elder two, and for all of the life of the youngest – so that we did not think in those terms. Sociologists and commentators and politicians – they think in terms of blended families. In the real world, you just get on with it, and it either works or it doesn’t.

It worked for us.

This little post-nuclear family where the females out-numbered the males. It was home. But seeing Gina again had prised open some secret chamber in my heart where I still felt like the father I had been so long ago.

A card-carrying single parent.

Gina made me see that bitter truth.

Once a single parent, always a single parent.



‘The whites are worse than the darkies,’ Ken Grimwood said, and I did not know where to begin.

He was a time capsule containing everything that was rotten about the country I grew up in. Yet I found myself feeling curiously grateful that he was enlightened enough to see that the morality had little to do with the colour of your skin. But the casual talk of darkies – it gave me exactly the feeling of dread that I felt when I saw him producing his tin of tobacco and packet of Rizlas, which he was doing right at this moment. I felt like opening all the windows.

‘Please, could you save it until I’ve got you home?’ I said. His home was only in another corner of North London. But it felt like another planet, another century.

‘At least the darkies have God and church,’ he said, carrying on as if an audience had asked him to elaborate on his feelings about race relations in modern Britain. The roll-ups and the baccy tin sat in his lap, apparently forgotten. ‘God and church keep them in line. Nothing wrong with a fear of hell. Nothing wrong with believing you’re going to burn in the eternal fires of hell if you step out of line.’

‘I agree,’ I said. ‘It’s very healthy.’

‘As long as their God doesn’t tell them to stick a rucksack full of Semtex on the Circle Line,’ he said.

I looked at him and shook my head. ‘How can you talk like that?’

‘Like what?’

‘All this stuff about darkies,’ I said. ‘You fought against all of that, didn’t you? When the Nazis were building factories to kill people. You were fighting for tolerance. For freedom.’

He smiled. ‘I fought for your dad,’ he said. ‘I fought for my mates. For them. Not for King and country or anything else. We fought for each other.’

I kept my eyes on the road. Where was his son? Where was his daughter? They had never called back. Didn’t they love their father? Shouldn’t they be doing this chore, instead of Harry’s Magic Taxis?

He was looking out the window. The twenty-four-hour shops were lit up like prison camps. And I remembered how my mother and father would look at those same streets, the streets of London where they grew up. The look that said, There must be something out there I still recognise. ‘But the whites – what have they got? Cheap booze and talent shows and benefits,’ the old man said, looking at me sternly, as if I had just disagreed with him.

‘What’s the knife for?’ I said. ‘I can’t believe it’s just for sticking in your leg.’

‘Dogs,’ he said. ‘The knife is for dogs. Where I live, there’s a lot of big dumb animals – and some of them own very large dogs. The kind of dog that gets a kiddy in its cakehole and doesn’t let go. You can’t pull them off. Do you think you can pull them off? You can’t. That’s what the knife is for, smart arse. If a dog gets a kiddy.’

‘What did you do?’ I said. ‘What was your job?’

‘Print,’ he said, cramming sixty years of working life into one syllable. ‘That ended.’ He laughed. ‘The welfare state was built for men like your father,’ he said, and then his eyes shone with a sudden flare of anger. ‘Gift of a grateful nation. It was meant to be an effing safety net for the needy – not an effing comfy sofa for the effing feckless. Men – like your dad and me.’

Except that my dad would never have said effing three times in the same sentence. That was the big difference between my old man and this old man. I glanced at him and saw him staring out at the city streets, shaking his head.

‘Where did England go?’ said Ken Grimwood.

‘You’re looking at it,’ I replied.

‘This country’s finished,’ he said. ‘Land fit for heroes? They told us we were heroes and then they made us crawl. Told us we were heroes and then they made us crawl! More like a land fit for yobs and scroungers and anyone who just jumped off the banana boat…’

‘Then why stay?’ I said, cheerfully rising to the bait. I had argued like this before. It was like Sunday dinner with Dad.

‘I wanted to go,’ the old man said, with that same hard, resentful certainty that my father could summon up so easily. ‘Fifty year ago. To Australia. That’s the place. Got a son out there. Wanted to go myself. We were going to be ten-pound Poms. You went on the boat. Took bloody ages. We had been down to Australia House. Filled in all the forms and everything.’

‘What happened?’

‘My wife,’ he said. ‘My Dot.’ He smiled, thinking about his dead wife. ‘In the end she wouldn’t leave her mum.’ Then his voice went flat and hard. ‘So we stayed.’

‘I think they may have one or two immigrants in Australia,’ I said. ‘In fact, now I come to think of it, the entire country is made up of immigrants.’

‘That’s just where you’re wrong,’ he said, and he looked out at the grimy streets of King’s Cross but he was seeing Bondi Beach. ‘And I fancied seeing the penguins. I always wanted to see that. The penguins on Phillip Island near Melbourne. Thousands and thousands of the little buggers. They come out of the sea when it gets dark. On Summerland Beach. Every night of the year. I always fancied seeing that. What a sight it must be – all the penguins on Summerland Beach.’

‘Penguins?’ I said. ‘In Australia?’

He stared at me thoughtfully.

‘Exactly how little do you know?’ he said.



The dog was on me as soon as I got out of my car.

A rocket of muscle and teeth and bulging eyes, bounding up on my chest, pushing me back against the car, growling as though it had a human bone lodged somewhere deep in its throat.

Two men were milling around outside the flats. They were not kids with hooded tops that covered their faces and baggy jeans that did not cover their backsides. They were men around my age who had been losing hair and gaining weight for twenty years, so that now they resembled a pair of giant boiled eggs. I could see them tearing up the terraces in their number one crops two decades ago. They were old but they were not exactly adult. They were Old Lads. They looked up at me with their blank white faces. And they smiled.

Ken was ambling across the courtyard, fumbling with his keys. I tried to follow him and the dog shoved me back against the car with an outraged snarl. I looked up at the Old Lads.

‘He likes you,’ one of them said, and they both had a giggle at that. ‘Tyson likes you, mate. If Tyson didn’t like you he would have ripped your face off by now. You should be flattered, mate.’

And he did like me. I could tell by the way he suddenly settled down with his hindquarters wrapped around one of my legs. The growling subsided to a romantic moan.

I tore myself away, the vicious creature whimpering with frustration, and ran after Ken. He had paused halfway up the stairs.

‘Just taking a breather,’ he said, and I remembered how, near the end of his life, every breath my father took had been an effort. I stared down at the courtyard that the low-rise council flats overlooked. The Old Lads were shuffling off, the dog snarling and snorting around their snow-white trainers.

‘They should keep that thing on a lead,’ I said.

Ken began to get up. I took his arm and helped him the rest of the way.

‘They love their dogs round here,’ he said. ‘Big animal lovers, they are. Those two charmers are in the flat above me. With their old mum. They love their mum and their mutt, but not much else, as far as I can fathom.’

We had reached the first-floor landing. He had his keys in his hand, outside a green door that appeared to be made of cardboard. I could hear what sounded like a hundred television sets. I wasn’t used to it. All these people living on top of you.

‘Thanks for the lift,’ he said. ‘Fancy a cup of tea before you shoot off?’

I wanted to get out of here. But I looked down at the courtyard and the Old Lads were still mooching around with their killer dog. They strolled around the double-parked cars as if they owned all they surveyed, their giant bald noggins like twin moons. It looked like a car park in hell.

So I found myself following Ken inside. His flat seemed far too tiny to be the final stop in a lifetime. On the wall was a framed poster of a blonde girl on a white beach. Australia, it said. What are you waiting for?

There were photos on the mantelpiece. In black and white, a sailor and his bride. Also in black and white, a boxer posing for the camera, trying not to smile. The young Ken Grimwood, fists in a southpaw stance, a glint in his eye, his stomach like a washboard. And in faded colour, three smiling children in the sixties. Two boys and a girl, grinning on the doorstep of a caravan.

‘Good to be home,’ coughed Ken. ‘Take a pew while I put the kettle on.’

I sank into an orange sofa made of some synthetic material that must have seemed modern in the 1950s and now was just a fire hazard. On the coffee table was a copy of the Racing Post. The sofa seemed to suck me into its polyester heart.

The telephone rang. Ken was banging around in a kitchen the size of a coffin, busy with our tea. The phone kept ringing. I picked it up.

‘Dad?’

A woman’s voice. The daughter in Brighton. Tracey.

‘I’ll get him,’ I said, and when she wanted to know who I was, I told her. No apology for not calling me back. No thanks to Harry’s Magic Taxis for bringing him home from the hospital.

‘Is he all right?’ she said.

I looked at the phone. ‘He’s dying,’ I said.

Ken came back into the room with two mugs of tea on a tray. There was the damp squib of a roll-up glowing between his lips.

‘I know he’s dying,’ she snapped, as if I was the idiot home help. ‘I mean, apart from that.’

‘Apart from the dying? Oh, apart from that, he’s great.’

I heard the woman bristling with irritation. ‘He’s not still smoking, is he?’ Then her voice choked and broke. ‘Oh, that impossible old man.’

Ken smiled at me and bent to place the tea on the coffee table. When he had straightened up – it took a while – he took the phone from me. I could hear the voice of his daughter. He didn’t say much.

‘Yes…no…yes, as it happens…no, as it happens.’

He winked at me as he took a long toke on his cigarette and I looked away. I had already decided that I didn’t like her very much.

But she was right.

He was an impossible old man.

‘She wants a word,’ Ken said, handing me back the phone. The daughter’s voice was shrill with hysteria in my ear.

‘I just can’t believe you’re letting him smoke,’ she said. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

 Then she hung up. Ken was laughing to himself.

‘I was married to her mother for near on fifty year,’ he said. ‘Her and that useless git she married managed about forty-five minutes. And they had a couple of kiddies too. So how come she’s the one dishing out advice?’

I sipped my tea. It was scalding hot, but I tried to bolt it down, despite the third-degree burns. I wanted to get out of there.

Ken took off his glasses, picked up the Racing Post and squinted at it with his mole-like eyes while patting the pockets of his blazer. He peered blindly around the room and for the first time I thought I saw a touch of fear on Ken Grimwood’s face.

‘Me reading glasses,’ he said. ‘Didn’t leave them at the hospital, did I?’

He made a move to rise but I held up a hand. Life’s too short, I thought, and began searching for his missing reading glasses. The dead air of old smoke stung my eyes and made me want to go home. The doorbell rang and I let him get it. I would find his glasses and then I would leave.

‘Try the chest of drawers,’ he advised, lumbering to the door.

I opened the drawer and rifled through old bills, a pension book, curling postcards from Down Under.

And a rectangular, claret-coloured box that I recognised from long ago and far away. It was about the size of a palm-held phone. The reading glasses were next to it, on top of a stack of prehistoric betting slips. There were voices at the door.

I looked up and saw Ken letting in another old man. Even smaller than him, and some kind of Asian. His skin was the colour of gold. He was old, maybe only slightly younger than Ken, but his face was curiously unlined by time.

I looked back at the box. I picked it up. As the two old men shuffled into the flat, Ken doing all the muttering, I opened it.

And I looked at Ken Grimwood’s Victoria Cross.

 I felt a stab of – what? Jealousy certainly – my dad’s DSM was the second highest award for bravery. The VC trumped that, and the lot. And I felt shock. And shame. It all hit me at once, as real as a kick in the stomach.

I had never seen one before. I had held my father’s Distinguished Service Medal a million times, but I had never seen one of these. FOR VALOUR it said on a semi-circular scroll, under the lion and the crown. The medal was suspended by a ring from a suspension bar of laurel leaves. The ribbon was pale pink, but I suppose it could have faded with time. I closed the box and shut the drawer. Then I opened it again and took out the reading glasses.

‘This is Paddy Silver’s boy,’ Ken was saying to the golden old man. Ken was smiling. The other old boy watched me without expression. ‘He passed away,’ Ken said, and his friend looked at him quickly. Ken smiled and nodded. ‘Ten year ago. More. Same as I’ve got. Cancer of the lung.’

The other old man nodded once, and looked back at me.

‘This here’s Singe Rana,’ Ken said. ‘His mob were at Monte Cassino with our mob. Did you know that? Did you know the Gurkhas were with our lot in Italy?’

I shook my head.

‘I didn’t know that,’ I said, and I held out my hand to Singe Rana.

He shook it, a handshake as soft as a child’s.

‘Nobody knows anything these days,’ Ken said. ‘Nobody knows bugger all. That’s the problem with this country.’ He looked at his friend. ‘Wanted him to march with us, didn’t we? Paddy Silver. March at the Cenotaph.’

Singe Rana confirmed this with a curt nod. If he was upset about my father’s death, he gave no sign. But of course it was all a long time ago. All of it.

‘But he was never much of a marcher, your old man,’ Ken said. ‘He was never one for wearing the beret and doing the marching and putting on the medals. But we thought he could come down there. And if he didn’t fancy a march, well, then he could just watch.’

 He looked at Singe Rana.

The old Gurkha shrugged.

I handed Ken his reading glasses.

‘I’ll come,’ I said. ‘I’ll come with my son.’



When I was twenty-five years old, and about to become a father for the first time, my mother told me the same thing again and again.

‘As soon as you’re a parent,’ she said, ‘your life is not your own.’

What she meant was, Put away those records by The Smiths. What she meant was, Wake up. The careless freedom of your life before there was a pushchair in the hall is about to come to an end.

But I never really felt that way. Yes, of course everything was changed by the birth of our baby boy – but I never felt as though I had surrendered my life. I never felt as though parenthood was holding me hostage. I never felt that my life was not my own.

Not until that night I waited for Pat to come home from Gina’s place in Soho. Not until he was absent and I was waiting. Then I really felt it, manifesting itself as a low-level nausea in the pit of my stomach, and nerve ends that jangled at every passing car. Finally, I understood.

My life was not my own.

The sound of Joni came down the child monitor and Cyd tossed aside her Vogue. ‘I knew it,’ she said. ‘Dr Who always gives her nightmares.’

‘It’s the Weeping Angels,’ I said. ‘They give me nightmares, those Weeping Angels.’

‘I’ll lie down with her for a bit,’ Cyd said. ‘Until she settles.’ She stroked the top of my arm. ‘I’m sure he’s fine,’ she said.

It was near midnight when Gina’s taxi pulled up outside. She didn’t get out but waited until he had opened the front door before driving away. He came into the living room, his face a mask.

‘You all right?’ I said, keeping it as light as I could.

 He nodded. ‘Fine.’ Not looking at me.

‘Everything go okay?’

He was fussing with his school rucksack, checking for something inside.

‘I’m going back next week,’ he said evenly. ‘Gina asked me to go back next week.’

He still wasn’t looking at me. ‘Well, that’s good. That’s great.’ Then I thought of something else. ‘You take your pills?’

He shot me a furious look. ‘You don’t have to remind me,’ he said. ‘I’m not a baby.’

He had to take these pills.

A few years ago, just at the start of big school, he had been laid flat by what looked like flu at first and, after he had missed most of the first half-term, began to look horribly like ME. We found out, just after one of the less fun-packed Christmas celebrations, that he had a thyroid condition. So he took these pills and they made him well. But he would have to take them every day for the rest of his life. There are children all over the world who have to deal with a lot worse than that.

But I went to bed knowing that I would be wound too tight to sleep tonight, or at least until it was nearly time to get up.

Because that was another thing that Gina had missed.







Five

Tyson saw me as soon as I got out of the car.

At first he just stared – ears back, teeth bared, a long stream of drool coming out of the corner of his vicious maw. As if he couldn’t quite believe his luck. The object of his base lust had returned.

Then suddenly he left the side of his Old Lad masters, their huge boiled-egg heads leaning together in hideous fraternity, and bounded across the courtyard, weaving between the brand-new Mercs and rusty jalopies with Polish plates.

Too late.

By then I was halfway up the concrete staircase, already hearing the whine of the dusty wind that whistled down the corridors of Nelson Mansions.

I banged on the old man’s door.

It took him an agonisingly long time to open, but I was inside the trapped air of his flat before Tyson arrived. We could hear his meaty paws slapping against the thin door as he howled of his unnatural love.

Singe Rana was sitting on the orange sofa, watching the racing. He glanced over at me, made a small gesture with his impassive face and turned back to the 2.20 at Chepstow.

‘I brought you these,’ I said, and gave Ken the A4 envelope I was carrying.

He reached inside and took out a handful of black-and-white photographs, pushing his face against them. I found his reading glasses and gave them to him. He took the photographs over to the sofa and I stood behind the two old men as they leafed through them. They picked up the first one.

It could have been a holiday photograph. There were perhaps a dozen young men, tanned and hard, posing in the sunshine on the deck of a ship.

‘On the way to North Africa,’ Ken said.

‘That was lovely trip,’ said Singe, and his Nepalese accent had a soft Indian lilt to it. He smiled at the memory. ‘There were dolphins swimming and flying fish used to flap about on the deck of our landing craft. We saw a whale and her children.’

And another photograph of men in uniform. Maybe twenty of them. Less smiles here, and less sunshine. But still the shy grins as they stood for the camera recording the moment before they went to war.

Most of the photographs were posed. As formal as a school photograph, and as determined to hold that fleeting moment. Ken muttered the names and nicknames of long ago. Lofty and Albert. Tubby and Fred. Chalky and Sid. And sometimes he would remember where they had died.

Salerno. Dieppe. Elba. Names that I learned in childhood. Anzio. Sicily. Normandy.

Ken tapped the face of a thin boy with slick black hair. He smiled at me.

‘Who’s that then?’ he said.

My old man. Dark-eyed and cocky. A wild boy. The uniform too big, proud of the flash on his shoulder. R.N. Commando. Eighteen years old. A boy I never knew. Not much older than my son was now.

‘In Italy,’ said Singe Rana, ‘we passed fields of wheat and many grapes. We drank wine. The women and children stared at us. The men looked away. We did not speak to the girls until they spoke to us.’

I wanted to take them out for lunch. But they said they already had some dinner prepared. Singe Rana collected a plate of potato cakes from the kitchen. I took a bite and stuffed inside the potato I tasted chilli and ginger, turmeric and cayenne pepper. It was like something my wife would have served to a room full of investment bankers.

‘Aloo Chop,’ Ken told me. ‘Spicy potato cakes. Gurkha nosh.’

But both of them ate like my seven-year-old daughter. Taking a bite and making it last forever. I got the impression that eating was something the pair of them had largely given up years ago.

‘Keep some of this Aloo Chop for your tea,’ Ken told Singe Rana. ‘When you’re at work.’

I must have looked surprised.

‘Got a little job, haven’t you?’ Ken said to his friend, and Singe Rana confirmed his employment with a curt nod. ‘Security job,’ Ken elaborated. ‘Night watchman. At that firework factory on the City Road.’ He turned to me. ‘Know it, do you?’

I nodded, vaguely remembering some ugly concrete block surrounded by council flats around Old Street. What I remembered most were the faded images on its windowless walls. Cheery cartoons of rockets, roman candles, sparklers, jumping jacks and bangers, all joyfully exploding, and all so worn away by time that they looked as though they had been painted there by cavemen.

Ken grinned at Singe Rana with boundless amusement. ‘Keeps him off the streets,’ he cackled. ‘Keeps him out of trouble.’

‘Gurkha people,’ said Singe Rana seriously. ‘Always trusted for security position.’

‘You don’t want to nick a packet of sparklers when he’s on guard duty,’ Ken chortled. ‘He’ll slit your throat soon as look at you!’ Then he looked at his friend with affection. ‘And the money comes in handy. Minimum wage. But it helps when you’re having a flutter. And we do like a little flutter, don’t we, Singe Rana?’

While we ate the Aloo Chop they consulted the racing pages of their newspapers, and when we had finished they were ready to go to the betting shop.

 Ken Grimwood lived at the sharp end of the Angel, where Islington fell away to the borders of King’s Cross. We walked slowly past a sad little strip of shops. Everywhere was crowded, everything was worn out. Nail parlours and junk food and mobile phones. Cheap neon on a grey day, some of the lights burned out, as glaring as missing teeth.

Then suddenly the women with pushchairs crowded with children and shopping were jumping out of the way. Something was stampeding towards us – big kids on small bikes, as multi-racial as a Benetton marketing campaign, whooping with joy as the crowd scattered.

I quickly stepped into the gutter, with that easy middle-class cowardice that comes so naturally these days.

But Ken Grimwood dipped his right shoulder, tucked in his chin and stood his ground. They hurtled towards him and it seemed certain they would run him down. He did not budge. And as the lead cyclist reached the old man it was as if he leaned into him, putting the full weight of his short, broad body into the boy on the bike.

It didn’t seem like much, but the kid went sprawling.

I stooped to help him up, anxious to avoid an unpleasant scene, and he bared his fangs, backing me off.

His friends had pulled up and they stared at Ken Grimwood in disbelief. We all stared at him. Only Singe Rana looked unimpressed, as though he had seen it all a thousand times before.

‘Fool!’ shrieked the biggest one. ‘Who you think you are, old man?’

And Ken Grimwood just smiled to himself, as though his mind was somewhere far away, with his mob in the sunshine off the coast of Africa, and the flying fish falling into the landing craft.



Gina and I walked out of Soho, turned south down the Charing Cross Road, strolled along the Strand for a bit, and then turned right to the Victoria Embankment and the river.

There was stuff to sort out. In the end, it always comes down to practicalities with children. Times for pick-ups and drop-offs. Homework assignments and meal requirements. The endless vigilance of the search for nits. That sort of thing.

We were being nice to each other. For the sake of our son. We were trying to be mature grown-ups and keep the party polite.

If you had glanced at us on the street, then you would have taken us for a couple. But it was as if there was somebody walking between us, keeping us almost ludicrously apart, making accidental physical contact impossible.

For we walked the way that old lovers do.

‘It’s so beautiful, this city,’ she said, smiling at the gypsy glamour of the barges and the tugs on the Thames. ‘You forget how beautiful. Why is that? Why do we forget? I walked down here with Pat last weekend. And he got it. A lot of boys his age – they wouldn’t get it, would they? But he definitely got it.’

I was used to the way she looked now. I had got my head around it. It wasn’t complicated. She was a good-looking woman in her forties and everything we had lost was so long ago that it hardly even hurt. It wasn’t pain any more. It was more like a memory of pain. I was relieved that we would never have to go through it again.

Besides, when she had suggested meeting, I had been expecting this kind of stuff. The forgotten beauty of our city. The remembered beauty of our son. Philosophical Gina, who had somehow achieved enlightenment while she was working as a translator in Tokyo. That is what I had been expecting. Reflective Gina – sighing at the tugs and the barges and something our son had said.

Maybe even an apology or two. Why not? That would be nice, I thought. For the years wasted on useless men and pointless jobs and faraway places with strange-sounding names. An apology on behalf of her – and all absent parents just like her – for the time when their child wasn’t top of the list. It was a good job I wasn’t bitter.

But she surprised me. She could do that now, because we no longer really knew each other. It wasn’t like when we were married and you pretty much knew what was coming next.

‘I don’t like him taking this medication,’ she said. ‘It’s not right. A teenage boy taking pills every day of his life.’

‘Thyroxine,’ I said. And I actually laughed. ‘You make it sound as though he’s raiding the medicine cabinet. You make it sound as though the kid lives for chemical kicks.’

She frowned at me. ‘No need to get excited,’ she said, with a disapproving pout of her lips. Did she used to do that? I didn’t remember that move. Someone had taught her that gesture. It was nothing to do with me.

I took a breath. I could do this thing. I could get through this conversation without my head exploding. Probably. We were mature grown-ups. If we were any more mature, we would be fossilised.

‘Pat was sick, Gina,’ I said quietly. ‘As soon as he started big school. He was flattened by – whatever it was. Just exhausted.’

‘We spoke, remember?’ she said coldly. ‘I knew all about it.’

‘But you didn’t really,’ I said. ‘Because you weren’t here. You were in Tokyo. You were busy with your new job or the new guy in Shibuya.’

‘You can’t argue, can you?’ she said, turning to face me. She had forgotten about the beauty of the eternal river. ‘You never learned to argue in a civilised fashion. And it was Shinjuku not Shibuya. And it wasn’t some new guy – it was exactly the same useless bastard that I was with in London.’

‘My apologies,’ I said. And then I was quiet, because I thought about the school year slipping away as Pat stayed in his room, only emerging to haul himself into a cab to see yet another doctor or paediatrician. And I remembered almost sobbing with gratitude when we discovered that he had a thyroid condition that was easily rectified, and that he wasn’t going to die. And I understood that there is nothing in this world that has the power to slaughter your heart like having a sick child. Sorry, Gina, but no woman can kill you like that.

 ‘The pills make him well,’ I said, very quietly, because I felt so very much like shouting. ‘The pills are nothing. I appreciate your concern, Gina. But he needs them.’

She touched my arm. Patted it twice, and then sort of stroked it with the middle joint of her index finger. That was new too. I quite liked it. We smiled at each other, and turned to look at a barge floating by as if on air. She was right. It was beautiful.

‘Harry?’

‘What?’

‘Why are you so angry?’ she said.

‘Because you didn’t put him first,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t matter what else was going on. New man, new job, new life. He should have been top of your list. And he wasn’t.’

A kind of laugh. ‘Was he top of your list when you were on top of that little slut from work?’

‘One night, Gina.’

‘One night is plenty.’ She shook her head and looked at all the painted barges. ‘Don’t act as though you were burned at the stake, Harry. You were the one who fucked around.’

Ah yes.

There would always be that.



After the show I was in the studio with Marty talking about airport security. I sat on the desk among the dead microphones, all of them a different primary colour. Like the Teletubbies. Marty swung in his chair, his hands stuffed deep inside his combat trousers.

‘When they stop some little old lady who looks like your granny,’ I said.

Marty grimaced. ‘When they stop some little old lady who looks like your granny but they don’t stop the guy who looks like Osama bin Laden.’

I laughed bitterly. ‘The way they don’t let you carry a pair of nail scissors on board in case you burst into the cockpit and give the pilot a quick pedicure.’

Marty laughed at the insanity of the lousy modern world. ‘The way they don’t let you carry a pair of nail scissors on board but they will flog you a bottle of duty-free booze and nobody bats an eyelid.’

‘And what would you rather be attacked with?’ I asked. ‘A dinky pair of nail scissors or a broken bottle of Johnny Walker Blue Label?’

‘Let me think about it for a bit,’ Marty said. He swung in his chair. ‘Shouldn’t we be writing some of this down? It’s all good stuff.’

‘You’ll remember it,’ I said.

Marty looked over at the gallery. Josh had gone home. The sound engineer had gone home. But through the big glass window we could see some young guy with glasses staring at us. He had a rockabilly haircut and his quiff stood up like a shark’s fin.

I didn’t recognise him. But that was the BBC for you. There were always new kids fresh from their firsts at Oxford and Cambridge turning up to fetch us a sausage roll.

‘Fancy a cup of char?’ Marty asked me, and made a ‘T’ sign with his hands towards the booth. The young guy with glasses and the shark’s fin quiff just stared at us. Marty impatiently banged the top part of the ‘T’ down on the bottom part. The sap on the other side of the glass just smiled weakly, shaking his head. He held up a hand – please wait, o mighty one – and came through to us, his cheeks a rosy glow.

‘Come on, you thick bastard,’ Marty barked at him, swinging his feet up on the desk. ‘You’re not taking a punt down the River Cam now. There’s no Bollinger on the lawn with the rowdies from the Bullingdon Club.’ Marty had dropped out of a comprehensive in Croydon. ‘This is the real world. Tea for two and be sharp about it.’

The young man laughed. ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ he said. They were all posh boys. And even the ones who weren’t posh boys had mastered the accent, if nothing else. ‘I should have introduced myself but I didn’t want to interrupt your editorial meeting.’ He glanced at me, as if I might help him out. ‘Blunt,’ he said. ‘Giles Blunt. Controller of Editorial Guidelines.’

 I shook his hand. It was soft and wet as the River Cam. Marty was fabulously unmoved.

‘And what?’ he said, his pale features set in stone. ‘Some fancy title makes you too important to get a cup of tea for the talent?’

The silence of the mortuary lab. And then Marty laughed. And Blunt and I smiled, relieved to hear something, anything, to break that awful silence.

‘Just pulling your chain,’ Marty laughed, standing up to offer his hand. He could ingratiate himself with management when he felt like it.

‘We need to talk about the direction of A Clip Round the Ear,’ said Blunt, regaining his composure, remembering his power. ‘If you can find a window for me.’

Marty nodded briskly.

‘Let me get my coat and I’ll see you in my office,’ he said.

The young man looked startled. ‘Now?’ he said, glancing at the big old-fashioned clock. It was way after midnight. Marty and I smiled at each other.

‘Son,’ he told Blunt, ‘this is not a nine-to-five job.’



The three of us left Broadcasting House and walked down to Mayfair through empty city streets that I had known all my adult life. The streets around here never seemed to change. But I knew that I was changing.

‘When you’re thirty you want to be free,’ I told Marty as we crossed Berkeley Square. ‘But when you’re forty you want to belong.’

Marty nodded. ‘There’s a little minx from Vilnius that I’ve been seeing,’ he guffawed. ‘I wouldn’t mind belonging to her for an hour or two.’

Then he slapped me on the back, and turned to bark at Blunt, who was trailing behind us, worried about what he was getting into.

But I really believed it.

Ten years ago I longed for a life that was limitless and free, even though – or perhaps because – I knew I would never have it. But now, on the edge of forty, I just wanted my family, and roots, and to belong. And I thought that was typical. But Marty was the kind of man who, even at the edge of forty, wanted to belong to a Lithuanian pole dancer.

We came through the door of the Pussy Galore and a young woman in a nightdress took Blunt’s arm.

‘Want to party?’ she said, her accent curiously American, yet ripe with some former Communist hell. ‘Where you stay? Want to dance? Want to party?’ She leaned in, all close and conspiratorial. ‘We party at my place…’

Blunt stepped back as if she had a gun.

‘Maybe later,’ I told her, and put my arm around him, steering him away from the hungry eyes at the bar.

Marty had gone on ahead of us. He had a girl clinging on to each arm and some manager was whisking him off to the VIP area. His office.

‘What is this place?’ Blunt said, his voice quivering with a heady cocktail of fear and distaste.

‘It’s not what it was,’ I said. ‘Nothing like. Come on.’

We hurried downstairs into the blackness of Hades and Marty’s office – a cosy VIP cubbyhole behind a red velvet rope. There was a former heavyweight boxer in black tie guarding the rope. He lifted it gently to allow Marty and the girls to enter. We quickly followed him, as if it was the last lifeboat on the Titanic.

Marty sat smothered in girls.

A song was playing that sounded like a beautiful heartbeat. It was the one where he says to the girl that he is not loving her the way he wanted to. That one. It’s good, I like it.

Blunt and I perched on the end of the curved sofa like maiden aunts at a Roman orgy. Blunt stared at Marty Mann with appalled eyes.

‘Ten years ago this place was quite chaste,’ I told him, because I felt I should say something. ‘Full of local girls who wanted to be models and actresses. Doing a bit of lap dancing so they could pay the rent until they became Dame Judi Dench.’

 We turned our heads tracking a burst of hysterical laughter. The two blondes had removed their nightwear and were unfurling themselves all over Marty’s grateful face in nothing more than a little strategic dental floss.

‘Now it’s full of girls who are from out of the neighbourhood,’ I said. ‘That’s one of the things the EU has done for these places. Allowed freedom of movement for prostitutes.’

A waitress in a tutu brought a bottle of Pol Roger in a bucket of ice. She poured five glasses. Blunt shook his head at Marty.

‘Relax,’ I said. ‘Have a drink. The sex is not compulsory. You can still leave these places with your virtue intact.’

‘It’s exploitative,’ he said. ‘Degrading. And it treats half the human race as cattle.’

Then he reached for his champagne.

And by the time I left them, Blunt had lipstick all over his gurning face, half of the Baltic hanging on his fragile frame and his BBC credit card in his hand, waving it wildly as he howled for more, more, more.

Outside the Pussy Galore I let the friendly gorilla on the door hail me a cab. And I saw that there was something else that had not changed about these places over the last ten years.

Standing by the taxi drivers waiting for a fare, there were the boyfriends of the dancers. They were as silent and still and alone as they ever were – the fun-loving studs whose dreams had come true, who had landed the girl with the face and the body and the perfect, rock-hard breasts, and it had done nothing but bring them jealousy and despair.

Those men had not changed at all over the last ten years.

But now there were more of them.



Pat removed a crushed cider can from the grave of his grandparents.

I looked at the headstone – the name of my father above my mother, four middle names between the pair of them, a relic from the days when the children of the working class were loaded with as many names as a duke or duchess. I looked at their names, and I watched Pat removing the dead flowers, and I felt nothing.

My parents were not here. I didn’t know and it did not matter if the divine spark of life that made them who they were had gone to heaven or oblivion. But it had gone, and all that was left were those husks that I kissed, and touched once, and choked over even though I knew they had nothing to do with my mother and father. My mum and dad never looked like that.

I wasn’t the grave visitor. Part of me – perhaps a big part of me – wanted to keep the grave clean, but only in theory. The crushed cider can had not been tossed on my parents. I couldn’t take it personally. Not the way my son did.

I stared out over the fields beyond. When my parents had been buried – years apart but the same spring month claimed both of them – those fields were bright yellow. Now they were brown and bare.

‘But why do we have to go?’ Pat said, and I turned to watch him arranging the little bunch of flowers we had bought at a petrol station on the way out of town. ‘Why do we have to go to – what’s it called?’

‘The Cenotaph,’ I said. ‘It’s called the Cenotaph. And we have to go because…we owe these old men.’

And because I never talked to my father as much as I should have. And because I never went to the pub with him because I was too busy with work and girls and life. And because I loved him but I didn’t really know him at all. I did not even know what had happened on Elba. And then it was too late.

‘Pat,’ I said, and saying my son’s name in this place gave me a good feeling. ‘We have to go to the Cenotaph for this one Sunday of the year because this is who we are.’

He straightened up from the grave. I have to admit the kid did a good job of keeping it nice. And although my parents were not here, I was grateful for that.

 ‘But Gina and I were going to go ice skating on Sunday,’ he said.

He was about to say more but I did that thing that my father could always do with me.

I silenced him with a look.







Six

Joni sat reading the latest copy of Go Girl as her mother ran the fine-toothed nit comb through her long brown hair.

‘And what do you say if someone says that you have nits?’ Cyd asked, not for the first time.

Joni didn’t look up from her magazine.

‘I say, “Please, miss, but I don’t have any nits,”’ she said. ‘I say, “Please, miss, we used the special cream and then the special comb and my mummy checked. She looked all over for the nits, miss, but they had all gone.”’

‘Very good,’ Cyd said.

She began to collect her head-lice equipment – the Nitty Gritty Nit-Free Head Lice comb, the Wild Child hair cream – and stared thoughtfully at Joni’s hair. Under the lights of our living room, it looked impossibly glossy, ridiculously clean.

Our little Holloway home wasn’t big but we had torn down a separating wall on the ground floor and there was a large open space where we all rattled around – eating, reading, watching TV, hanging out, hunting for head lice.

A small keyboard was shoved up against a wall, and Peggy sat playing. You would think a piano would get in the way, but somehow it seemed natural to us. Pat and I were reading at opposite ends of the sofa – Broadcast for me, Edward de Bono’s Lateral Thinking for him – as Peggy carefully picked out the same snatch of melody.

‘Joni?’ Peggy said, not lifting her eyes from the keys.

 Joni put down Go Girl. ‘What, Peg?’

‘Have you got nits?’ Peggy asked.

Cyd shook her head at the general laughter. ‘Don’t make fun of her,’ she said, kissing Joni on the back of her bugfree head. But our youngest was proudly flashing her vampire smile.

‘I have no nits,’ she said. ‘I am a nit-free girl. There are no nits on me.’

She jumped down from the table and got herself a banana. Pat and I went back to our reading. Peggy carried on producing the same little ribbon of notes.

‘Oh, that’s nice, Peg,’ Pat said. ‘Mariah Carey?’

Peggy snorted. ‘Mariah Carey? This is Mendelssohn, sunshine.’ She delicately picked out the same few haunting notes. ‘Lieder ohne Worte. “Songs Without Words” to you.’

‘Sounds like Mariah Carey,’ Pat said good-naturedly, grinning at me.

‘What do they teach you at Ramsay Mac?’ Peggy said.

‘Not much,’ he said, returning to his Lateral Thinking.

Joni appeared before me with a banana in her hand. She bared her fangs at me. ‘Don’t forget,’ she told me, ‘the Tooth Fairy still hasn’t been yet.’

Pat and Peggy were watching me, poker-faced and unsmiling.

I nodded. ‘I’m on it,’ I said. Joni went off to sit next to her sister on the piano stool.

‘Give me your hands,’ Peggy said. ‘I’ll show you how to do it.’

‘Joni,’ Cyd said, ‘don’t play the piano when you’re eating a banana.’

I followed my wife to the kitchen. She was experimenting with some dips. All these different little pots of something between red and orange. It looked like Thai sweet chilli sauce to me.

‘This Tooth Fairy stuff,’ I said.

Cyd’s eyes widened. ‘You didn’t lose her teeth, did you?’

I held up my hands. ‘Got them in a matchbox up in my room,’ I said. ‘But I remember how scathing she was about Father Christmas in Selfridge’s. I thought she was going to tear down Santa’s Grotto. And that was – what? Nine months ago.’

‘Ah,’ Cyd said. ‘But that’s because it wasn’t the real Father Christmas. Don’t you get it? She believes but she doesn’t believe,’ my wife said. ‘Don’t you ever feel that way?’



Marty had sunk three Red Bulls and he was ready to take on the most powerful nation on the planet.

‘Obama removing Churchill’s bust from the Oval Office,’ he said, shaking his script at the mic. ‘What’s all that about?’ He crumpled an empty Red Bull can in his fist. ‘You heard about this?’ he said. ‘Bronze bust of Winston Churchill by Sir Jacob Epstein – worth hundreds of thousands of pounds, as it happens – loaned to the Americans after 9/11 – and this guy Obama decides he doesn’t want it in the White House…’

He looked up at me through the glass. He was waiting for calls from outraged listeners eager to give the American President a clip round the ear. I shook my head. The subject wasn’t making the lights come on. Marty continued with his riff.

‘Who does Obama think is out there dodging the roadside bombs in Afghanistan? The French? The Germans? The Belgians? No – it’s our boys. Standing side by side with Uncle Sam, just as we always do, in good wars and in bad. And then Obama has the brass neck to leave a bust of Churchill out for the bin men.’

This wasn’t strictly true. Obama had given the bust back to the British Ambassador and replaced it with one of Lincoln. But Marty was so steeped in American culture that he could not fail to be hurt. He felt rejected. He took the return of the Churchill bust as a snub, and that was good – good for the show. What was bad was that his listeners apparently did not care what the American President had sitting on his mantelpiece. When he went to Mariah’s ‘I Stay In Love’, I hit the button.

 ‘They’re not going for it,’ I said. ‘We’ve got a guy on line one who wants to talk about inconsiderate parking. Sid from Surbiton.’

Marty cursed. ‘Our nation is publicly humiliated by the American President and this guy wants to talk about Mr Jones from next door parking his Vauxhall Fiasco over his drive?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Line one, after Mariah Carey. Coming back in ninety seconds.’

Marty tore the final can from his Red Bull four-pack, popped it and took a swig. Then he meticulously tore the cardboard packing to little pieces as Sid from Surbiton told us about his next-door neighbour parking across his drive.

‘I’ll tell you what we should do with someone like that, Sid,’ Marty broke in. ‘He should be shot.’

Then he reached for the switch to cut off Surbiton Sid, but somehow backhanded the last can of Red Bull. It clunked against the live mic and toppled over, its contents spreading over the script before him.

Like blood sitting on a pavement, I thought.



I reached for my wife and she did not even turn away. She did not have to. It was as if I had not touched her, and so I retreated to my side of the bed. I was just sliding into sleep when she started talking.

‘How did stepmothers get such a rotten reputation?’ Cyd said in the darkness. ‘How did that happen? For years and years you cook fish fingers and do the laundry and sew the name-tags on for someone else’s kid and it’s never enough. And it’s never appreciated. And you do it all for a child who is not your own, and even after you learn to love them, you can never be number one. You can never be good enough. You wipe their nose and treat their nits – their nits, Harry, remember the nit comb, when it was Pat and Peggy who were giving a home to the nits? – and yet you still get treated as if you just dumped Hansel and Gretel in the forest.’

I turned on the light.

‘You’re right, baby.’

 ‘Don’t “baby” me, Harry. And turn that light off, will you?’

I turned the light off and lay on my side, one hand stroking her arm, but ready to withdraw at the first sign of hostility.

‘You think you’ve got it hard, Harry? Try being a stepmother for ten years. Try being the wicked witch whose only crime is not being the mother of the kid she’s trying to raise.’

Cyd was great with Pat. She had never forced it. They had been friends and, over the years, it had become more than that. The only thing missing was the blood. If you ask me, the blood is overrated. It’s the fish fingers and the name-tags and the nit comb that count.

‘You think it’s easy for me, having Gina come back and start playing happy families? And seeing Pat torn between his mother and his father? And me as the meaningless bit player in the family drama. You think I like it?’

‘We appreciate it,’ I said. ‘All of it. Everything you’ve done. Just being here.’

It was true. We appreciated it. But we also took it for granted. Especially now that Gina was back. The fish fingers and the name-tags and the nits were being consigned to history. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘You don’t have to be sorry. Just a little less self-absorbed would be good. Would be nice. Would be appreciated. And have a word with Pat. He’s started bringing his phone to the dinner table just in case she calls or texts or deigns to get in touch. He never did that before. You think you’re the only one. And it’s hard for all of us.’ Her pillow rustled as she shook it. ‘Gina,’ she said. ‘That bloody…’

But she couldn’t find the words. There were no words. And then she let me take her in my arms and I loved my wife. And that was the way I always thought of her – my wife. I never thought of Cyd as my second wife, because that made her sound like some kind of consolation prize, or runnerup, or second best, and she was never that. Cyd was not my second wife. She was my wife. Although where exactly that left my son, I never really knew.

 But wherever it was, I could see that it wasn’t a great place to be.



‘You can’t smoke in pubs?’ Ken Grimwood said, the glowing roll-up halfway to his incredulous mouth. ‘Since when can’t you smoke in pubs?’

‘It’s been a while,’ I said, and I looked up at the barmaid as if she might make an exception for someone who had lost a leg freeing the world from tyranny.

But she just stood there staring blankly at the offending fag until the old man holding it had stubbed it out. Then she turned away.

And I realised that Ken Grimwood was having me on. He knew very well that there was no smoking in pubs.

The old men in their green berets all chuckled. On their chests their medals glinted in the twilight of the little brown pub. There were six of them plus Singe Rana. They all wore shirt, tie and blazer, making me feel ludicrously underdressed in my leather jacket and black jeans. They all wore the green beret of the Royal Naval Commandos, apart from the old Gurkha who wore a bush hat with a cotton hatband, the rim pinned up on one side. It had a square patch of green felt with a silver badge – two crossed kukri knives under a crown.

‘Careful, Ken,’ one of them said in a Glasgow accent, ‘you’ll have the Health and Safety inspector down on us.’

They were having a good time. They had not seen each other for a while.

A few years before smoking had been banned in public houses, and everywhere else, the Royal Naval Commando Association had been disbanded, due to the toll of the years. There were not many of them left. The youngest of them – the ones who were teenagers in the war – had to be in their eighties now. They sipped their half-pints of mild and bitter and laughed together in the Trafalgar Square tourist pub.

I looked at Pat sipping his lemonade. He was smiling.

‘Singe Rana,’ Ken said. ‘Tell us the one about the three Germans at Monte Cassino.’

 The old Gurkha frowned at his orange juice. He was the only one of them who wasn’t drinking beer for breakfast. I had tried to buy some food but they had little interest in eating. I had tempted a couple of them with a bag of cheese-and-onion crisps, and I had a feeling they would call it a meal.

‘That story is worn out from the telling,’ Singe Rana said in his quiet sing-song, and the other old men protested in their voices from the Clyde and the Taff and the Tyne, and the Trent and the Mersey and the Thames. Tourists at the bar turned to look at the noisy band, and then looked away. They were just a bunch of old men in their Sunday best. If the tourists saw the green berets and the medals, they gave no sign.

‘Go on, Singe, one more time, for your old mates,’ Ken said, getting out his tin of Old Holborn. Had he forgotten that there was no nicotine in here? No, I think it was simply that he did not care. The pathetic, semi-skimmed little rule-makers of the lousy modern world – he genuinely did not give a toss about them. He made a small gesture at Pat and me. ‘And for some new mates, too. They haven’t heard it.’

Singe Rana held his glass of orange juice and looked at it as he began talking. The old soldiers smiled and nudged each other with delight. But they let him tell his story without interruption.

‘We were on night patrol at Monte Cassino,’ he said. ‘Our colonel liked to use us for night patrol. He knew the Gurkhas were good mountain troops and that the night held no fear for us.’ He peered with interest at his orange juice. I looked at Pat. He was holding his lemonade and staring at the old man with a fixed smile. Ken Grimwood was chuckling to himself as he made himself a roll-up.

‘On our first night patrol at Cassino we found three Germans asleep in a slit trench,’ Singe said. ‘We took the two men on the outside and cut off their heads.’ His voice was very quiet. ‘The one in the middle we let sleep on. So that when he awoke, he would find his friends sitting with him.’ Singe allowed himself a small smile at this point. ‘And tell the others.’

The Gurkha sipped his orange juice as the old Commandos fell about laughing. I saw Pat still wearing his frozen grin, uncertain how to react, a little white around the gills. As if he thought he was missing something, as if the old men might be having him on. He looked at me for guidance then quickly stared down at his drink, suddenly knowing that every word of Singe Rana’s story was true.



We stood among the silent crowds on Whitehall and squinted against the bright November sunshine as the soldiers came marching past.

THE GLORIOUS DEAD, it said on the Cenotaph, and the poppies and the flags were bright splashes of colour against the pale Portland stone, and the three words burned my eyes.

I looked at my son’s face and I wanted to believe that he felt it too. All of it. The sacrifice, the courage. How ridiculously easy it would have been for my father to have died at Anzio or Elba or Monte Cassino, shot in a ditch or bleeding out in a landing craft or drowning in a dock choked with smashed men and machinery, how easy it would have been for my dad to die aged eighteen, and for neither of us to ever be born.

Pat felt it too, I thought, despite not growing up with it the way I did, despite not being taught about it at school. He got it. The heroism, the wild reckless courage. The armies of boys who never came home, or who came home with their bodies in shreds. And all that we would forever owe to these old men.

He leaned towards me. ‘It feels a bit like being in church,’ he whispered, with a little half-smile, and I felt a flash of irritation. But then I nodded and touched his shoulder. Because he was right.

Despite the light breeze on our faces, and the dazzling winter sunlight in our eyes, it was exactly like being in church. The quiet awe, the reverence of the crowd. The sense of being in the presence of something monumental, the way that being in this sacred place did something to your breathing, and to your heart. My father felt very close.

The soldiers were old now – more than old. And surprisingly small. Almost like a different species of man. They reminded me of school field-trips and dinky suits of medieval armour gawped at inside glass cases. A race of pint-sized warriors.

They were stiff-limbed, self-conscious. It was more than old age. It was more than the memory of military bearing; it was as if they were self-conscious at being watched. Not by us, not by the crowds on Whitehall. But by the others. The ghosts of that Sunday morning. All of their fallen brothers.

I looked at Pat’s face. He had loved his grandfather more than he loved anyone in the world, but he had lost him when he was too young to understand. And I wanted him to understand. Because I could see that it was fading among his generation. All that priceless knowledge. The memory of what they did, and the awareness of our debt. Did he remember the way his grandfather looked when he took off his shirt in his back garden? Did Pat remember that terrible starburst of scar tissue that almost covered my father’s upper body?

‘Here they come,’ he said, and I turned back to the serried ranks of soldiers, scanning the row upon row upon row for the green berets.

I could see them too, and I felt my heart beat faster at the sight of what my dad called ‘my mob’. The Royal Naval Commandos. The bravest of the brave. In primo exulto. Rejoice in being first.

They were almost level with us when Pat’s phone began to ring.

Playing more than ringing.

It was that song again.

The song that sounds like a heartbeat. ‘Love Lockdown’ by Kanye West. Dun-dun-dun, it went, and the heads of the crowds turned towards us. Dun-dun-dun. Just like a piercing electronic heartbeat. And as Pat fumbled in his pocket, the people around us shook their heads and went tch-tch-tch and snorted with disgust. And someone behind us commented, ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ as if we knew nothing, my son and I.

He had the phone out of his pocket, so it was suddenly louder, but in his rush to turn it off it squirted out of his fingers and fell to the pavement. You would think that might shut up old Kanye West, but it didn’t. The phone went on as if it was what in the old days we used to call the twelveinch disco mix. Dun-dun-dun, it went, as Pat fell to his knees – not easy in those packed crowds at the Cenotaph. Dun-dun-dun. Pat’s face burning like my blood.

I looked back at the old soldiers just in time to see Ken Grimwood and the others from the pub marching past. Pat picked up his phone and squirmed through the crowds, getting away. I called his name but he did not stop. I looked back at the Commandos, hoping that their hearing might have faded to the point where they could not hear Kanye West’s ‘Love Lockdown’ at the Cenotaph. But their hearing was not that bad.

And I could read their faces, the faces of the old men, those beloved, unforgiving old soldiers, just as I could read my father’s face when I broke a window, or dropped out of school, or got divorced.

For this?

For this?

We did it all for this?



Somewhere beyond the Remembrance Day crowds, and where the idling tourists began, I caught up with my son.

‘Give me that thing,’ I said. He did not move. I turned up the volume. ‘Just give it to me,’ I demanded, my voice way too loud, and tourists gawped as if we were a Covent Garden mime act.

The tears welling up, Pat gave me his phone.

I looked at it.

ONE MISSED CALL FROM GINA, it said.

My fist tightened on the bloody thing as if to crush it, and I held my hand above my head, truly meaning to bring it down on the pigeon-flecked pavement and smash the phone beyond all repair.

Then I looked at my son and he looked at me.

I watched him wipe his nose on the back of his sleeve and choke down the tears. I looked at the poppy sticking awkwardly out of the buttonhole of his school blazer. I sighed and shook my head.

Still white with fury, I slowly lowered my hand and gave him back his phone.

‘Come on, kiddo,’ I said, putting my arm around his shoulders, not wanting him to start crying, and suddenly, desperately, wanting to be away from this place. ‘Let’s go home.’

But as we walked in silence to the tube station, I could feel it between us.

It did not really matter that I had given him his phone back.

Something had been broken.







Seven

I sat in the kitchen hunched over the glow of the laptop’s screen as my wife moved through the house locking up, checking windows and turning off the lights. She hovered in the doorway, tomorrow’s school satchel in her hands.

‘You coming up then?’ Cyd said.

‘I’ll be right up,’ I smiled, and she nodded and moved away. Then I could hear her out the back, the recycled bottles clinking like wind chimes. She came back inside, and I heard the key in the lock.

I typed ‘Commando’ into the search engine and waited.

And then I sighed.

Type ‘Commando’ into a search engine and what you get is old Arnold Schwarzenegger product, violent video games and cheerleaders with no pants.

Going Commando once meant risking your life to save the free world. Now it means dispensing with your under-wear.

Cyd came back and stared at me. I pressed quit and the cheerleaders were instantly gone. My wife folded her arms and leaned against the doorjamb.

‘Interesting?’ she said.

‘Not really,’ I said. Then we both looked at the child monitor as Joni began to call out in her sleep.

‘I’ll get her,’ my wife said. ‘Don’t worry, Harry. You just carry on with what you’re doing.’

When she was gone I typed ‘Beach Parties’ into the search engine. I was offered just over 30,000 sites featuring people with no pants.

And soon I could hear the sound of my wife soothing our daughter on the child monitor, the little green lights rising and falling with the sound of their voices.

But long after their voices had faded to silence, and the house was still, I sat in the kitchen, looking for the ghost of my father.



‘We love edgy,’ Blunt said, speaking for the station, for the corporation, for the entire BBC. He gave Marty a professional smile. ‘We love controversial. We love danger. We love all those things.’ Another smile that glittered with frosty familiarity. Then he looked down with some distaste at the newspapers spread across his desk. ‘But we don’t like trouble. We don’t like anti-BBC leaders in national newspapers. We don’t like the media ripping out our liver and feeding it to the dogs.’

Sid from Surbiton had taken Marty’s advice. He had attempted to solve the parking dispute with his neighbour by shooting him in the face with a starting pistol.

Sid blamed Marty. SHOOT THY NEIGHBOUR, SHOCK JOCK TOLD ME, a tabloid screamed. The papers blamed Marty. The broadsheets had debates about the licence fee being used to promote gun crime. The tabloids just went bananas, absolutely ape-shit with righteous rage, choosing us as this week’s telling vignette from badly mangled Britain.

Pictures of Sid being hauled off to the cells shared front pages with Marty photos from the archives. He picked up a copy of the Daily Mirror that had a picture of him arriving at some forgotten premiere. He shook his head and looked at me with desperation in his eyes.

‘Am I losing my hair?’ he asked. ‘Have I put on a few pounds?’

I ignored him.

‘How bad is it?’ I said to Blunt.

‘The neighbour has a damaged retina,’ Blunt said. ‘It gets worse if he loses the eye. If he keeps the eye – that would be helpful. So we want him to keep the eye.’

I placed my hands on the pile of papers, fighting the rising tide of panic. The car was still parked across Sid’s driveway. So a fat lot of good shooting his neighbour had done.

‘Some of these reporters talked to other residents,’ I said. ‘Nobody liked this guy. The guy that got shot. They call him a neighbour from hell.’ There was a photograph of a front yard with a refrigerator dumped on a shabby lawn, and a pack of unwashed, unsupervised, sugar-crazed children clambering all over it. ‘Inconsiderate parking was just the start. He has kids running wild. One of those amusing signs saying, Beware of the Children, which is never funny if you actually live next door to the little bastards. Music turned up to eleven. A dog that had apparently been trained to pee through your letterbox.’

‘The usual,’ Marty said, making no attempt to stifle a yawn. ‘Chav scum.’

‘Popular opinion is definitely with Sid from Surbiton,’ Blunt conceded. ‘But I am not sure the response was commensurate with the crime. After all, the show is called A Clip Round the Ear. Not A Gun Blast to the Face.’

‘It’s a – what do you call it?’ Marty said. ‘An aphorism. A maxim. If you want to start getting all literal-minded then we could call it Hanging’s too Good for the Chav Scum.’

We both ignored him.

‘So it doesn’t help us,’ I said to Blunt. ‘It doesn’t help us that everyone hated this guy.’

‘It doesn’t help you,’ he corrected.

And we stared at each other across a BBC desk covered with the morning papers, and we understood each other perfectly.



I stood in the newsagent’s looking up at the shelves of tobacco. SMOKING KILLS, it said under a leering skull. SMOKING HARMS YOURSELF AND OTHERS. YOU ARE GOING TO DIE NOW. DEATH. DEATH. CERTAIN DEATH. PUFF, PUFF – YOU’RE DEAD.

‘Is it for yourself?’ said the boy behind the counter.

‘No, it’s a gift,’ I said.

I thought that I would buy Ken a tin of Old Holborn. The kind of tin that he carried, and that I could clearly remember my father having – yellow and white, with a drawing of a Ye Olde Georgian street on the front, and ‘Old Holborn Blended Virginia’ written in that fake fountain-pen font, as if nothing in this universe was more tasteful and sophisticated and classy than rolling your own soggy little man-made snout.

I thought that I might be purchasing the last loose tobacco in captivity. But the newsagent’s was full of the stuff. Just not in tins.

‘You could try eBay,’ the kid behind the counter told me. ‘They sell them on eBay. But we got these.’

The kid made a gracious gesture with his hand, like a proud sommelier presenting me with his extensive wine list. Amber Leaf. Golden Virginia. Van Nelle. Samson. Domingo. Drum. And Old Holborn itself – still going strong but in small packs rather than big tins now, and given new brave new world colours of orange, black and blue, kin to a lovely pack of Jaffa cakes.

‘You want some skins with that?’ said the kid behind the counter.

I stared at him, struck dumb by the fact that the baton dropped by my father’s generation had been picked up by what my dad would have called the pot heads – the kind of people he despised above all others. Apart from men who wore dresses. And Germans.

I got a 500-gram pack containing ten convenient grow-your-own-tumour sachets. It wouldn’t make up for Pat’s phone going off at the Cenotaph. It would not make up for smashing the silence with ‘Love Lockdown’ by Kanye West.

But I didn’t know how else to say I was sorry.

 At Nelson Mansions, Tyson dozed at the foot of the concrete staircase, his enormous front paws clamped possessively on some hideously chewed object, possibly a human bone.

I stepped over him and skipped up the stairs, passing a couple of children huddled in their elf-like hoods, like some Tolkien nightmare. It felt much colder than November, but that might have been just the ceaseless wind that always whipped through Nelson Mansions, whatever the weather.

I rang the doorbell and a man in his early fifties answered. He looked soft and rich, like a banker enjoying his day off in lime-green Lacoste, a man whose life had treated him well. His thin lips and little eyes made three slits of his face, and he could be nobody else’s son. I held out my hand and introduced myself.

‘Ian Grimwood,’ he said, and his accent was different to his father’s – a classless modern drawl. ‘Thank you for – you know. Everything.’

I saw him looking at the Old Holborn in my hands. ‘No problem,’ I said.

Singe Rana was just leaving. He turned his soft golden face towards me. ‘I’ll come back when it’s over,’ he said.

‘I wanted to say I was sorry,’ I told him. ‘My son’s phone – it rang as you were marching. And – I felt bad. I felt terrible. About all the old soldiers.’

Singe Rana smiled gently. ‘Don’t be so fretful,’ he said. ‘Half of them are so deaf they couldn’t hear a bomb go off. And the other half don’t care.’ He tapped my arm fondly with his rolled-up copy of the Racing Post. ‘They have seen worse things.’

Then he slipped away.

Voices were being raised in the kitchen. Ken’s unmoving, old man quaver and, much louder, the voice of a woman. She had the same accent as her brother. One of those accents that sound as though you come from nowhere.

‘I don’t know how you can even think such things,’ she said, coming out of the kitchen. She was a bit younger and in much better shape than the man. A good-looking fifty-year-old woman. But she had the same small slash of a mouth, and the same slightly squinty eyes as her brother, and her father, who followed her out of the kitchen with a bread knife in his hand.

‘Go on,’ Ken invited her. ‘Stick it in me. Right there, girl.’ He gestured at the crest on his blazer pocket. ‘Then you’ll all be happy.’

The son held up his hands. ‘Come on now, let’s all calm down,’ he said, and I could see that it was the daughter who shared her father’s temper.

Ken leaned against the television set for a breather. The woman was looking at me.

‘Tracey,’ her brother said, ‘this is Mr Silver, who brought Dad back from the hospital.’

She was shaking her head. ‘Please don’t tell me this is for him,’ she said, snatching the 500-gram pack from my hand. ‘Don’t tell me that.’

I felt a flare of resentment. ‘Well,’ I began.

‘He’s got cancer,’ she said, very slowly, as if English was not my first language. ‘Lung cancer. Caused by this stuff.’ She threw the pack back at me. It hit me on the chest but I caught it.

‘I know,’ I said.

‘What’s going on in there?’ Tracey Grimwood said. She tapped her temple with an impatient index finger. ‘Are you as stupid as he is? You give Old bloody Holborn to a man who is dying of lung cancer? What are you thinking?’

I took a breath.

‘I was thinking that it wouldn’t make much difference,’ I said, more calmly than I felt. I remembered my own parents giving up their Bogart-and-Bacall smoking fantasy before they died. And a lot of good it did them.

She threw up her hands and went into the kitchen, where I could see her putting the kettle on. Ken took the tobacco from me and winked.

‘Just go easy with it, Dad,’ Ian said, gazing anxiously at the kitchen.

‘A little of what you fancy does you good,’ Ken said, settling himself on the sofa. He expertly cracked open the 500-gram pack and began emptying the sachets into his battered tin, the kind you can only find on eBay. He turned towards the kitchen. ‘I deserve a few small pleasures.’

Tracey’s head appeared from the kitchen.

‘If you wanted pleasure, then you could have been a real grandfather to your grandchildren,’ she said. Then she looked at me. ‘Do you see any photos of my kids? Or Ian’s children?’

I looked up at the mantelpiece. There was the young boxer. And the three children in the faded colours of the sixties. And in the middle, the one of Ken Grimwood’s wedding day. I looked at it now. He wore his naval uniform and stood proudly in his bandy-legged gait, his shy bride almost covered by the waves of her white wedding dress.

Tracey came into the living room. ‘Beautiful grandchildren, he has,’ she said. ‘Beautiful, they are. Or were – they’re grown-ups themselves now. But did he ever take them to the park or read them a story? Did he ever do all the normal granddad things? No, he was too wrapped up in himself. Horses. And greyhounds. And gambling.’

Ken was frowning at his tobacco. ‘Punk rockers, they were,’ he said. ‘Punk rockers and skinheads.’

Tracey exploded. ‘That was years ago!’

‘I’ll make the tea,’ Ian said, scuttling off to the kitchen.

‘And Suzy was a Goth, not a punk rocker,’ Tracey said. ‘Now she’s married with a kid of her own. And does he show a blind bit of interest?’ She watched him unloading the sachets into his tin and sighed – a lifetime of frustration in one long breath. ‘And why are you here, Mr Silver? Apart from encouraging this silly old goat to smoke himself to death.’

I thought about it.

I didn’t know how to explain it.

‘He – Ken – was with my father,’ I said, and he didn’t look at me but I thought he was listening. ‘In the war, I mean. They fought together.’ I looked at her. ‘My dad was a Royal Naval Commando too,’ I said.

 She nodded, calmer than I had seen her. She picked up the bread knife from where it was sitting on top of the TV.

‘And your father passed away, I presume?’

I was watching that knife.

‘Ten years ago,’ I said. ‘From lung cancer, as it happens. And he had stopped smoking in the final years. Not that it did him any good.’

‘Paddy Silver,’ Ken chuckled. ‘Hard as teak, that boy. A very good boy, old Paddy.’

‘Then you are one of those,’ Tracey said, tapping the bread knife in her palm. ‘I’ve seen a few of your type over the years.’

‘And what’s my type?’ I asked. I didn’t want to argue with her. But I felt I was going to.

She looked at her father.

‘Men who think the old medal he’s got stuck at the back of some drawer holds the meaning of the universe.’ She smiled with vicious amusement. ‘Well, thanks for stopping by, Mr Silver, and thank you for your inappropriate gift, which I am sure is given with the best intentions. But let me tell you something about my dad, so that you do not leave here under any illusions.’

‘Ian!’ Ken barked. ‘That bleeding tea ready yet?’

A plaintive voice from the kitchen. ‘Coming, Dad,’ the son said.

Tracey took a step closer to me, the bread knife hanging by her side. I wanted to step back but I stood my ground.

‘He’s not a hero,’ said the old man’s daughter. ‘And he’s not your father. So if you are here looking for a hero, or you’re here looking for your father, then you have come to the wrong place. He’s just a stupid, selfish old man who is waiting for death.’ She pointed at me with the bread knife. ‘And you can have him.’



I stood in the doorway of my son’s bedroom and I didn’t turn on the light. Everything was Star Wars. Everything was still Star Wars. Shouldn’t it be something else by now?

But grey plastic X-wing fighters and a big Millennium Falcon hung from the ceiling. The classic poster was above his single bed. Luke aiming his gun at the camera, flanked by Han Solo wielding a pink-beamed light sabre – when did Han Solo ever use a light sabre? I didn’t remember that – and Princess Leia blasting away. And the glorious bit players – Obi-Wan Kenobi, and the two droids, and Chewbacca. And looming above them all, the patron saint of lousy fathers – Darth Vader, gazing blankly at the Death Star.

Something had been arrested in this room. A clock had stopped. It was as if time had stood still at the point in my son’s childhood when things had still been uncomplicated.

He had started sleeping over at Gina’s. On a school night, it was just about do-able, the run from Soho to Islington. If he skipped breakfast, or stuffed down an almond croissant on the tube, then he could make it to school on time. There were no lifts to school from his mother. Gina did not own a car. As far as I could tell, there were multiple reasons for the lack of a car – because you could walk most places if you lived in Soho, because she had a bit of a phobia about driving, and an even bigger phobia about parking. And so I kept my mouth shut. And he started to make himself at home at Gina’s place.

Cyd appeared at my side and put her arm around me. A moment later, Joni squirmed between us, wearing her pyjamas and brushing her teeth.

‘You should do that in the bathroom,’ Cyd said.

Joni looked at her brother’s Star Wars bedroom, still brushing her teeth. Then she lifted her face. There was toothpaste all around her mouth. It looked like ice cream.

‘But why can’t Pat’s mummy come and see him here?’ she said. And we didn’t have an answer. Joni wandered back to the bathroom. Soon we could hear her elaborately spitting into the sink as she rinsed out her mouth.

‘He’s fine,’ Cyd told me. ‘You know he’s fine, you good man. And you are a good man. And you are a loving father. And that beautiful boy will be all right. And it’s good that he knows his mother, Harry. And it is very necessary.’

 I swallowed.

I should have done something, I know. Or said something. Showed her that I was happy and grateful she was on my side. But I just kept staring at Luke Skywalker pointing his gun at me. I could feel my wife’s patience being tested.

‘Is it going to be like this every time he sees her?’ Cyd said. ‘Don’t you want her to know him? She didn’t leave him, you know.’ I knew what was coming next. ‘She left you.’

That was true.

But there were times when it felt like she had left both of us.

And sometimes they lasted for years.







Eight

We were at a Lee Marvin double bill at the NFT when he told me.

The Dirty Dozen and Hell in the Pacific. Lee Marvin in Nazioccupied France on a suicide mission with a bunch of doomed misfits and psychopaths. And then, after a twenty-minute break, Lee Marvin stranded on a desert island with a fanatical Japanese soldier. A perfect Saturday afternoon for a father and son. We could spend hours together without hardly ever being required to actually talk.

‘We got enough here to blow up the whole world!’ I quoted as we came out of The Dirty Dozen, and Pat smiled shyly.

The booksellers were packing up their stalls. It was getting dark early now and the lights were coming on all along the Thames. The dome of St Paul’s shone dully in the last light of the day. Ancient brown barges drifted down the river. I bought hot chocolate for Pat and a tea for me. The giddiness from the film started to wear off. We looked at the river rolling towards the night.

Pat sipped his drink and stared back at the cinema, a white moustache of cream on his upper lip.

‘We’ve got a break before Hell in the Pacific,’ I said, and he nodded. There were a few blond hairs on the side of his face, like the fuzzy fluff you get on a new tennis ball. He would have to start shaving one day. Give it a year, I thought. He wiped the foam from his lip and looked at me.

I saw him draw a breath.

 ‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said.

‘You’ve been thinking?’ I said, all startled.

Pat nodded. ‘I might move in with Gina for a while,’ he said, giving a little nod as if the idea had just occurred to him. ‘See how that goes.’

I stared at him for a bit and then I looked away. ‘What about school?’ I said. ‘You going to make that journey every day?’

‘I’ve done it already,’ he said quickly. He had thought this out, anticipated my questions.

‘But not every day of the week,’ I said, aware that I was somehow getting this all wrong. My son, who would clearly carry the weight of his parents’ divorce to his dying day, was telling me that he wanted to live with his mother.

And I was talking about bus timetables.

‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘I want to know her, properly know her. Not just the bits and pieces of her that I’ve had over the years. But properly know her. Like normal people.’

‘If it makes you happy,’ I said, and all those wasted years made my heart feel like lead. I never felt more like holding him. But I didn’t touch him. ‘Of course you should know each other. And she loves you. Of course she does. I just worry, that’s all.’

His face furrowed in a sort of babyish scowl. ‘What do you worry about?’

I shook my head. ‘Exams,’ I said, feebly. ‘School. Just – all the disruption, Pat.’

‘I don’t want disruption,’ he said. ‘I want the opposite of disruption. Whatever the opposite of disruption is, that’s what I want.’

The opposite of disruption, I thought. Stability? Normality? Happiness? A quiet life.

‘When’s all this going to happen?’ I said.

He looked hopeful. ‘Next weekend?’ he suggested.

Then I exploded. ‘But that’s our weekend for the Clint Eastwood double bill! Where Eagles Dare and Kelly’s Heroes!’

‘To be honest,’ he said, ‘I’m not really that crazy about war films.’

 I was dumbfounded. ‘You don’t like war films?’

‘Not really. I mean, they’re okay. From Here to Eternity was all right.’

‘All right? All right? From Here to Eternity was all right?’

He shrugged. He drained his hot chocolate. ‘Pretty good, then. The bits with Frank Sinatra in his Hawaiian shirt. And the bits with James Dean when he refuses to join the boxing team.’

‘That’s not James Dean,’ I shuddered. ‘That’s Montgomery Clift. Then what are we doing here, if you don’t like war films?’

‘We go because you like them,’ he said. ‘And because it’s a way for us to – you know – do stuff. We can’t just kick a ball around forever, can we?’

We stared at the river in silence.

Pat cleared his throat. ‘Lee Marvin starts in a bit,’ he said.

‘Bugger Lee Marvin,’ I said. But he was right. Faces that I recognised from the audience of The Dirty Dozen were necking their skinny lattes and going back inside. But still I watched the river flow.

‘I’m sorry it wasn’t more settled,’ I said, and I meant it, and I could feel it sticking at the back of my throat. ‘I wish – I don’t know. I wish it had all been more settled for you when you were growing up.’ I felt a quick sting in the eyes and then it was gone. So I looked at him. ‘I’m sorry, Pat. I really am.’

He laughed. ‘That’s okay,’ he said. ‘I’m fine. It’s just…I don’t remember that much. Of me and Gina, I mean. I think a lot of what I remember is just photographs I’ve seen. Sitting on a horse when I was four. Climbing over the back of a brown sofa with a light sabre. On a trampoline in the back garden. But I don’t think I really remember that stuff. I’ve just seen the photographs.’ Then he touched my arm lightly. ‘Come on,’ he said, his ludicrously blue eyes under his dirty blond fringe, his slow, all-knowing smile creeping across his face. ‘Let’s go and see Lee Marvin. You know you want to.’

‘What about Elizabeth Montgomery?’ I said, playing my trump card. ‘You’ll be living further away from Elizabeth Montgomery. I mean, I know you’ll still see her at school, but you’ll be living in different parts of town.’

I didn’t want him to get hurt. It was just that, wasn’t it? That’s what I was worried about.

But now he really laughed.

‘Elizabeth Montgomery?’ he said. ‘She’s not interested in me, Dad.’



Sid’s neighbour did not lose his eye and we did not lose our jobs.

Marty and I sat across from Blunt, but the tension was gone. There were papers on the desk but they contained think pieces and leaders hailing Sid from Surbiton as a defender of decency, an honest man pushed too far by the feckless, a lonely dissident voice armed with nothing but a starting pistol, standing against the yob values of mangled Britain.

‘We could get Sid into the studio,’ Marty said. ‘He’s a have-a-go hero. Let him choose his top ten tracks from the eighties and talk about what’s wrong with the lousy modern world.’

Blunt laughed. ‘Let’s not push our luck,’ he said, and he smiled at us. It looked like a real smile. ‘I wanted to invite the pair of you to the conference in Glasgow this weekend,’ he said. ‘It’s the largest digital media industry event in the country.’ We looked blank. ‘I’ll be making a speech about the next generation of video and audio content across multiple platforms,’ Blunt said.

But still we looked blank.

Then Marty leaned forward, straining to decipher what Blunt was saying. Was it something to do with telly? And I thought of my son’s bedroom. Would he take everything – just clean it out? Would he want me to help him move? Why hadn’t he told me that he didn’t like war films?

My phone began to vibrate and I looked at it. UNKNOWN NUMBER, it said, and I rose from my chair.

‘I have to take this,’ I said.

 ‘This is Singe Rana,’ he said, and it took me a long moment to connect the old Gurkha with the voice on the phone. ‘You have to come. I can’t talk to him today. You have to come. They have taken everything.’

When I hung up, Blunt was looking at me.

‘This weekend?’ he said, waiting.

‘What about it?’ I said. This weekend was when it all happened. This weekend was when my son moved from my life to his mother’s life.

‘Will you come?’ Blunt said, testier now. ‘It’s the world’s largest digital media industry event, attended by leading media, entertainment and communications professionals.’ He visibly preened. ‘I’m giving the keynote speech.’

‘This weekend?’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Can’t make it. Sorry.’

The BBC man looked at Marty. He shrugged and laughed. ‘I can’t make it either,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why. But I’ll think of something.’

When we were out of his office, Marty took my arm and snarled. ‘They want you to open up a vein these days,’ he said. ‘They want to own your life. We do the show and then we go home. That’s enough, isn’t it?’

The phone in my pocket began to vibrate again.

‘That’s more than enough,’ I said.



I called his daughter on the way over.

‘What does he expect?’ she said. The phone was removed from her mouth and I could hear her encouraging a grandchild to take just one more bite. Then she came back. ‘He should have moved out of that dump and into a home years ago.’

The door was open when I arrived.

Not so much open as shattered.

Hanging off its hinges at a sick angle, the smashed wood below the frosted glass bearing the imprint of a large trainer. US size 12. It looked like a pitifully inadequate door to keep out the wicked world. I could see figures moving about inside. Singe Rana. A young policewoman with a notepad. I rang the doorbell. Nobody responded so I went inside.

They had made a mess of the place.

Everything was spilling out of itself. The guts of the slashed sofa where Ken was slumped, small and unmoving, staring off into nothing. The contents of the drawers, their ancient gas and electricity bills and postcards from Australia covering the carpet like propaganda leaflets. And the life that had been lived here. That felt as though it had been dragged out into some harsher light, and smashed to pieces.

Singe Rana acknowledged me with a nod of his head.

There was a rolled-up Racing Post in his hand, and he held it like a sword. The policewoman carried on taking her notes. I picked up the photo of his wedding day, the glass a broken spider’s web, and as I replaced it on the mantelpiece I saw the TV set.

It was one of those old-fashioned televisions that I had not seen in years – as deep as it was wide. They had not bothered to steal it, just rammed a pink figurine of a ballet dancer through the screen. She lay surrounded by shards of broken glass, one of her thin legs snapped off below the knee.

I sat down next to Ken. His breathing was more laboured than I had seen it. For the first time he looked like what he was – an old man with a tumour that was killing him. He looked beat.

‘It’s not as though there’s even anything worth nicking,’ he said. His fingers toyed with the tobacco tin on his lap but he made no attempt to roll a cigarette.

And my stomach fell away. Because I remembered that there was something worth stealing.

I quickly crossed the room to where the little chest of drawers had been ravaged. The remains of old age were still there. His reading glasses. More utility bills, preserved for posterity. Curled postcards, fading photographs of grandchildren who were grown up now. It was all there.

But the medal was gone.

 In the end it wasn’t much. Pat just went.

I brought down two suitcases from the attic and he stuffed them and his school rucksack with all the clothes and books they could carry. He was leaving behind more than he was taking. I stood in the doorway of his bedroom and watched him hefting the bags. On the wall, Luke Skywalker and Han Solo and Darth Vader looked down, as forgotten as the toys of childhood.

A taxi pulled up outside and sat there with its engine idling, ready for a quick getaway. I went to the window and Gina was in the back of a black cab, dressed for the gym and frowning as she tapped out a text message. Waiting. Our front door opened and Cyd appeared, coming down the path to the waiting cab. I heard the voices of the two women, but not their words.

‘I guess that’s it then,’ I said, a breezy note in my borrowed voice. ‘Ready?’

He nodded, all business, and I took one of the suitcases and followed him out of the room, the eyes of the Jedi Knights upon us.

His sisters were waiting at the foot of the stairs. The big one and the little one. Peggy and Joni were both crying, and I felt my heart slide, wanting it to be over. Peggy threw her arms around his neck and Joni wrapped her arms around his thighs.

Pat smiled, dry-eyed but touched.

‘I’m just down the road,’ he said.

Then Cyd was there, standing in front of him and doing the things that it would never cross my mind to do. Pushing the hair off his face, untwisting the strap on his rucksack. Why couldn’t I do that stuff?

‘You take care, Pat,’ she said, and she kissed his face, and she gave him a squeeze. And I knew her well enough to know that she wasn’t thinking of the things she shouted at me about, she wasn’t thinking about nits and fish fingers and dirty laundry. She was just thinking what a lovely kid he was and how we were all going to miss him.

 He turned to look at me. I smiled and nodded encouragement, and for want of anything else to do, I held out my right hand. He gave it a soft little shake and then we let go of each other. We had never shaken hands before.

The front door was open. His mother was waiting. His sisters wiped their eyes, and said his name, and Joni was suddenly babbling something about Christmas, and we all had to reassure her that nothing had changed. Even though everything had changed.

‘Okay,’ I said, and we carried his bags out to the waiting car. And my son left home, and I watched him go, my throat all choked up because I had absolutely nothing to say.



I went into Joni’s room and found her sitting up in bed waiting for me, hugging her knees, glowing from her bath, all smiley and smelling brand new. I sat on the edge of her bed and she snuggled down as I opened the book in my hands.

‘Are you sitting comfortably?’

‘Not really,’ she said. That vampire smile. ‘Just kidding.’

I laughed for the first time that day. And we began where we had left off.

‘Fancy the happiness of Pinocchio on finding himself free,’ I read. ‘Without saying yes or no, he fled from the city and set out on the road that was to take him back to the house of the lovely Fairy.’

This is what we had settled for, in the time between princesses and hot vampire boys. This is the way we chose to go – back to the good stuff, the ones that had lasted. The princesses – and the mice in tutus, and the crocodiles on tractors, and all the animals who had the power of speech – were over, and there would be time enough later for the hot undead boys.

For now we would stick with books that we thought we knew because we had seen the Walt Disney movie, but that we didn’t really know at all.

‘Pinocchio, spurred on by the hope of finding his father and of being in time to save him, swam all night long.’

 This was better than all those princesses and their chiseljawed princes with a private income. This was the real thing.

Wanting to be a real boy. Wanting to be like all the other real boys. Carlo Collodi made that simple wish feel like an impossible dream.

And my daughter stared up at me, her eyes shining, as our heads struggled with the knowledge that not all stories have the same happy ending.







Nine

My father’s medal sat at the back of my desk.

I could not remember the last time I had looked inside the claret-coloured box. Long enough ago for me to forget that there were also three rings in there. My mother’s engagement ring, her wedding ring and her eternity ring. They were very small, like trinkets for a child’s hand. They were all made of low-grade wartime gold, hardly metal at all, and the cheapness of them made something stick in the back of my throat, and block my chest, and burn my eyes.

Yet my mum and dad were together from school to the grave. So who was I to put a value on those rings?

I took out the rings and stored them carefully in the back of the desk. Then I looked at the medal.

There was a blue ribbon with two parallel white stripes that had been darkened by the sixty years that had passed since it was pinned on my father’s chest by the King. The worn silver had the face of the king on one side and on the back there was a crown, and laurel leaves around the tiny words FOR DISTINGUISHED SERVICE.

I closed the box and slipped it into the pocket of my jeans.

I wanted to give it to Ken Grimwood. It felt like the least I could do.



Downstairs, Joni was hunched over the coffee table, pens scattered all around. She was in her school uniform, ready to go, but busy working on a card that said – It’s your birthday! – Don’t be sad! – Eat cake! On the front of the card was a cartoon cake and a sad-looking little cartoon man. She was adding dozens of multi-coloured candles to the cake, making it look like a fire hazard, and she was making the sad little cartoon man smile by turning his mouth around. She saw me coming and hurriedly threw an arm around the card.

‘Nothing, nothing, nothing,’ she said breezily, as her mother called her name.

And I thought – Oh, yeah. Now I remember.

Tomorrow is my birthday.

The thing about turning forty is that you are looking your life right in the eye. You are still young, but you are too old to kid yourself. It is when you know what you have made of your life.

It didn’t bother me. There were things I would have liked more of, and things I would have liked less of. More money. Less weight. More hair. Less work. But I didn’t believe in the mid-life crisis. I thought it was a myth. When I was barely thirty, my life fell apart around me. What could be more of a crisis than that?

‘Daddy, you didn’t look, did you?’ said my daughter.

I smiled and shook my head. ‘Didn’t see a thing, angel.’

‘Good.’

I went to work.



‘You know we love you,’ Blunt said, his soft mouth twisting in a grotesque parody of affection. I could not imagine him loving anyone.

‘I think I might have the shark and pumpkin ravioli,’ Marty said, looking around for the waiter. Totally oblivious. But I knew. At the BBC they never tell you they love you until the day that you are dumped.

I love you. So now you must die.

And I suddenly took in the venue – a wood-panelled Italian fish restaurant in Mayfair that was inexplicably popular with the movers and shakers of our business – and realised that making any kind of scene would be self-defeating. We would look like sore losers. And nobody is going to give a gig to sore losers.

There was bread on the table. It was not sliced. It was torn by hand, and meant to represent the way the Italian peasants would eat their bread.

‘Could we get this bread torn a little smaller?’ Marty asked a passing waitress, and she took it back to the kitchen.

‘The post-watershed demographic is changing,’ Blunt was saying. ‘A Clip Round the Ear does what it says on the tin – but should we really be pandering to baby boomers who want to kill someone they see using a mobile behind the wheel of a car?’

‘Definitely,’ I said, even though in my bones I suspected it was too late.

‘Are you going to have a starter?’ Marty said. He patted the growing equator of his trouser line. ‘I might skip the starter.’

‘Marty,’ I said, looking at Blunt. ‘Marty – we’re being sacked.’

It was a loud restaurant. The places we went to were all like that. It was as though nobody was actually using their mouth for anything but talk. But Marty continued to wave his menu at harassed young East Europeans in white aprons. I stared at Blunt.

‘Because we didn’t come to your crummy speech?’ I said. ‘Your big-swinging-media-dick speech? Because we weren’t available around the clock? Because we have lives? Because we have families?’

Blunt flushed. ‘Oh, that’s not it.’

‘But it didn’t help, right?’

‘We just want to make a few changes.’

‘Why is it when people say that, the changes are never to your advantage?’ I said. ‘Why do changes always make life worse? Why can’t things ever just stay the same?’

It would have been a good item on our show. Our audience would have loved that.

 At Pussy Galore there was a problem with Marty’s card.

A waitress in a tutu brought it back with an embarrassed smile and a bouncer. He hovered behind her, waiting to see which way this thing was going to go.

‘Do you know who I am?’ Marty said, staring down at the card on the silver tray, and the brute lifted his enormous head, as if sniffing prey. Then I was by Marty’s side, laying a soothing hand on his arm and reaching for my wallet. We had only had one bottle. I would pay cash.

‘Come quick,’ called the bouncer to a brace of his Neanderthal mates. ‘There’s a man here who doesn’t know who he is…’

‘How much is it?’ I said, and the waitress in the tutu helpfully shone her torch on the bill. Marty and I stared at it blindly. The truth was we both needed reading glasses in the Pussy Galore but we did not want to admit it. The Pussy Galore would be the last place we would wear any reading glasses.

But I didn’t have enough cash. Nowhere near it. A bottle of fizz at Pussy Galore was surprisingly steep. So I pulled out my own card, already with a sinking feeling, and laid it next to Marty’s.

The waitress went away. She returned with both our cards cut in two.

‘Company cards,’ I said to Marty, as the bouncer reached out with huge meaty hands and seized our collars. ‘They stop those pretty quick.’

He dragged us through the crowds of almost naked girls asking men in suits if they wanted to party. He did it alone. That was humiliating. I think it would have been much better if we had had a bouncer each. And it would have been better still if Marty hadn’t picked up that ice bucket and swung it in his face.

They all came running.

And then they took us out the back way. It was dark, but only just. We could hear the traffic going mental in the surrounding streets as the rush hour kicked off.

A chef from the restaurant next door was smoking a quiet spliff in the alley. He took one look at us and scarpered. I watched the bouncer who had been hit in the ear with the ice bucket knee Marty between the legs. He went down hard.

Another bouncer appeared in the doorway carrying two brown boxes. The contents of our desks. We had left them in the club. That was thoughtful, I thought, bringing those for us. Then I watched the bouncer empty the boxes into the rubbish-strewn alley. That wasn’t very nice. Then someone hit me once in the ribs and I never knew it was possible to feel such pain.

‘Not in the head,’ somebody said. ‘Kick them anywhere but the head.’



I stood outside Ken’s front door, trying to stop myself from being sick.

The day had somehow slipped away. How long had we been in Pussy Galore? And how many hours had we waited to be patched up in Accident and Emergency? The day had dwindled down to next to nothing. There was hardly any day left.

And I felt the same way. I was worn out, weak from drink and the beating. My nose, my throat – full of gunk. One side of my rib cage felt like it was on fire. I wiped a patch of something wet from my chin and gingerly touched my front teeth with the tip of my tongue, feeling all sorts of strange new peaks and valleys.

But I still had the medal. Somehow I still carried my father’s medal. Everything had been lost – my job, my dignity, my tooth – but the medal remained. And I believed that some good could yet come out of this rotten day if I could only give my dad’s DSM to his old friend.

And so I rang the doorbell. Then I rang it again. And only then did I notice that the flat was in darkness. It looked abandoned, because the council had taken away the smashed door and put up a thick slab of wood enmeshed in a metal grille. The place looked like a derelict prison. I turned away, the eternal wind of those flats bringing tears to my eyes, and I wondered if I would ever see Ken Grimwood again.

For once the concrete stairs were empty of all life forms. I increased my pace, hearing distant cries and laughter. The flats were sometimes empty but never silent. Then I saw him at the bottom of the steps, flat on his belly, chewing on a dead tennis ball.

Tyson.

‘Good dog,’ I said, stepping over him and simultaneously pressing my car key. The car beeped and the orange lights flashed twice. Oh, let’s get out of here right now, they seemed to say.

But Tyson growled from the back of his throat, leapt up and wrapped his mighty front legs around my thigh. His hind legs began pumping furiously. I looked down at his blank features, the tongue lolling hideously from his wet mouth, the dull gleam of lust in his eyes.

‘Bad dog,’ I told him and I kept walking.

Tyson held on to my leg as if he would never allow us to be parted.



I came home as a distant church bell began to measure midnight.

I stood there for a moment with the key in the lock, controlling my breathing, feeling my forties begin.

My head spun with questions. Did I have more years behind me than in front of me? Would I ever get another job? And what was I going to say to my wife? And my dry cleaner?

The house was black. Not the forsaken, vacant blackness of Ken’s home. The blackness of sleep, and rest, and peace, and children tucked up for the night. I was glad and grateful, and I let myself inside as quietly as I could.

I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror in the hall. Even with all the lights off, I could make out the scuffed, misshapen look of my face, as though I had been shaving with a bread knife. One eye was closing. There was blood on the front of my shirt. There was a love token from Tyson staining the leg of my jeans. I shook my leg, grimacing with disgust. My cardboard box was falling to bits. I stared at it with numb disbelief. I could not understand why I had not thrown it away.

I listened to the sleeping house, hearing the rasping sound of my breath, and I felt like a creature of the night.

Then I went into the living room and turned on the light.

And there they all were, waiting for me with champagne and big smiles and presents. Waiting for me to come home from work. Waiting to celebrate the day I was born.

My wife. My beautiful wife. My big daughter, looking like a young woman. My little daughter, struggling to stay awake so far past her bedtime. Ken Grimwood, in his striped tie and blazer. Singe Rana. And even Gina, with a smile that I remembered, a smile that I knew, as though our marriage had been an honourable defeat, and no worse than that. And my son, by his mother’s side, instinctively tipping his head forward so that his flaxen fringe would shield his eyes.

But they were all smiling. I watched their smiles freeze at the terrible sight of me.

And Cyd advanced with the cake in her hands, the candles flickering as if they might expire at any moment, as the church bell in the distance tolled one last time.

I am forty years old, I thought to myself. How did that happen?

‘Surprise,’ said my wife.







Part two: spring term – 
if i were a boy






Ten

They stared straight through me. That was fine by me. I did not want them to look at me. I wanted to be invisible. I preferred it that way.

The party was on the thirtieth floor of some shining glass tower high above the river. These were the last of the fat years, before the area would be decimated by the money meltdown. Before too long many of these men – and they were mostly men – would be carrying their belongings out of this building in an old champagne box from Berry Brothers. But that was all in the unimaginable future. Tonight they were celebrating their bonuses. And my wife was doing the catering.

Cyd appeared at my side, smiling as she gave my arm a squeeze.

‘Do you want me to get some more vegetable samosas out here?’ I said.

She patted my bum. ‘First clear up the empties,’ she said.

They were used to being served, these people, and they did not even notice me as I moved among them, collecting the plates scattered with the picked-clean sticks of yakitori and the rice crumbs of sushi. Some guy in an apron. Nothing special. Not like them.

I piled up the dirty plates and headed for the kitchen. You would not think that there was a kitchen on the thirtieth floor of one of Babylon’s shining towers. But apparently they had lunches and dinners in the boardrooms up here. Sometimes these big shots just couldn’t be bothered to make it down to a restaurant. It was another world.

I shouldered my way through the door and then I just stood there, the plates still in my arms, because I had caught my reflection in the window. It was an incredible view of London from up there, one of those views to make you believe that there is nothing more beautiful and romantic in this world than a big city at night. London shone like God’s own jewel box.

But I did not see any of it. Not now. All I saw was myself.

And I got that feeling – the feeling you get when you look down at the city, and it seems to be calling you, and providing all the answers as it tells you to step out the window and just do it, just fall through the air, just jump. That feeling we all get when we look down at the pavement from a great height.

Or is that just me?

I felt the air leaving me. All of it, all at once. Like a man drowning in his own life. Oh bugger, I thought. Just what I need. A panic attack.

Cyd came into the kitchen and stared at me as she picked up a tray of samosas.

‘Harry,’ she said. ‘Are you all right?’

But I didn’t reply.

I just stood there, the dishes in my arms, looking at the man in the glass, and trying to get my breath under control, and wondering if I was going to have a heart attack. She left, looking concerned. But, slick with sweat and breathless, I did not move.

The man in the glass looked back at me, like a shadow of my former self.

Because of the boy I was a better man, I thought. Because of the boy I was more patient, and less selfish, and a kinder human being. Because of the boy I had grown up. Because of the boy I had learned how to put someone above myself. Because of the boy I had learned how to love.

And then the boy was taken away from me. It had been two months since he had moved in with Gina. Almost two weeks since I had last seen him – his Christmas Day with us, and then back to Gina on Boxing Day.

It was a different life now, and a different way of being a father and a son. It is not the things you do with them that count – the Lee Marvin double bills, the trips to football and the theme parks, all the fun family outings that are so much fun that you never have to actually talk to each other – it is the day-to-day confluence of everyday life that matters, the unadorned fact of living together, that is what makes your souls stick to each other.

And now all that was gone and I wondered where did that leave me? What did that make me? What was the good of me? What was I for? Losing my job hadn’t helped fight this feeling of being lost. But it was not the work thing. I could always find another job. But the boy was irreplaceable. My sense of myself was wrapped up in the boy. My measure of my worth. And with the boy not around, what was I worth? What was the point of me?

I stared at my mirror image for a moment longer and then I felt the stack of dirty dishes slipping from my fingers. No paper plates in here, so the noise was shattering, followed by appalled silence. A ripple of nervous laughter, and then the rest of the hired hands went back to work. It was just a waiter having a nervous breakdown.

I slumped over the sink and after an unknowable stretch of time I felt my wife at my side.

‘That’s one way of doing it,’ Cyd said. ‘Or you could just put them in the dishwasher. That works, too. Come on, let’s get you outside.’

And the bankers or brokers or whatever they were stared at us and moved aside as we walked through them to the lift. Cyd took my hand and smiled as we went down to the ground level, and she kept telling me that it was okay, it was all okay. I wasn’t so sure. There was nowhere really to sit when we reached the lobby so we went outside and stood looking out at the river as we had long ago, as we had on our very first date, when we were just starting out. The river made me feel better. The river and the way she would not let go of my hand.

‘Pat will be all right,’ she said.

‘I know,’ I said, very quickly, almost before it was out of her mouth.

‘It’s just hard,’ she said. She smiled, shrugged. Trying to explain. ‘All of it, I mean. Always. The way we build our lives. Work. Home. Having a career. Raising kids. Doing the lot. Like the song says – caught between the longing for love and the struggle for the legal tender.’

‘I know that song,’ I said. ‘That’s a good song.’

‘I mean, our parents and grandparents had it hard, but it was a different kind of hard.’

‘You mean the possibility of nuclear holocaust? The Great Depression? Hitler and Stalin? All that twentieth-century stuff?’

‘All that twentieth-century stuff,’ she said. ‘War. The Bomb. Buddy, can you spare a dime? I am not minimising it. But things were simple. For men and women. Nobody thought they had to do it all.’ She put her arm around me, and it was as if there was nobody left in the city but us. ‘It’s hard,’ my wife said. ‘It’s just hard, having it all.’

And I thought – having it all?

I wouldn’t mind having just a bit of it.



Marty held up his hands, anxious to share his vision with the commissioning editor.

‘Whose Tattoo Are You?’ Marty said excitedly. ‘Panel game. I chair two teams of comedians. You know the sort. Smug, edgy comedians who dance on the borderline of good taste. But who desperately need the work.’

The commissioning editor frowned, not really getting it. ‘And they…get tattooed?’

Marty laughed like a maniac. ‘No, no, no,’ he said. ‘They have to identify the owner of a tattoo.’

I cleared my throat. ‘So you would see a close-up shot of a bar code on somebody’s neck,’ I said. ‘Or a butterfly. Or one of those, you know, Chinese symbols.’

‘It could be live!’ Marty said. ‘Doesn’t need to be a photograph! Could be a live feed from the green room!’

‘Put people in masks,’ I suggested.

‘Masks are good!’ Marty said. ‘Those sort of Venetian masks – you know what I mean? The masks they wear in Venice. At the festival. Spooky, sexy masks. Then after some witty exchanges from the two panels we pull back the curtain to reveal…David Beckham. Or Amy Winehouse. Or Cheryl Cole. Or Samantha Cameron. The great thing is – everyone has a tattoo these days.’

The commissioning editor looked doubtful. ‘I don’t,’ he said. ‘And do you really think you can get Beckham?’

‘Well, Beckham might be a booking too far,’ I said. ‘But all these Premiership footballers have got bar codes and barbed wire and Chinese dragons tattooed somewhere. So if we can’t get Becks, we can at least get someone who wants to be him.’

Marty smiled at me. ‘It’s a gap in the game-show market,’ he said. ‘A yawning chasm.’

The commissioning editor touched his watch. ‘Or perhaps a bottomless abyss,’ he muttered.

‘My So-Called Teeth,’ Marty suggested. ‘I go undercover to investigate why the British have the worst teeth in the world. Posing as a dental hygienist, I infiltrate – ’

‘Don’t like it,’ the man from the BBC said.

I sipped my tea. It had gone cold.

‘Or, or, or – Marty Mann’s Binge Britain,’ Marty said. ‘I go undercover to expose Binge Britain – but I do it while drunk…absolutely rat-faced…while binged out of my brilliant mind…’

The commissioning editor looked as if he was in pain.

‘Or animals,’ Marty said, his voice rising high with panic. ‘How Clean is Your Hamster Cage? Britain’s Most Embarrassing Animals…’

The commissioning editor frowned. ‘What – you mean a dachshund called Darcy who has developed a taste for his own excrement? And an oversexed corgi called Colin?’

‘Exactly!’

‘We did that already,’ said the man from the BBC. ‘And we did Help Me, Anthea, I’m Infested and we did Dog Borstal and we did My Life as a Pig, where celebrities that only their mothers have ever heard of sleep among pigs, eat like pigs and even learn to converse like pigs.’

‘I remember that show,’ I said. ‘It was pretty good.’

‘So the animal thing,’ said the man from the BBC, ‘has been pretty well covered.’

‘Then – let’s take it to the next level,’ said Marty. ‘The new generation. A talent show – but for dogs. We are talking post-Simon Cowell – broadcasting that has assimilated the lessons the Einstein of light entertainment has taught us. Dogs! Skilful dogs! And rubbish dogs that – you know. We can laugh at it. They can pee on me! I don’t mind! Really! The audience will love it!’ Marty shot a sideways look at me with the eyes of a seal that is cowering under a baseball bat. ‘Monkeys?’

I felt like hugging him. Instead I smiled and nodded. ‘Monkeys,’ I said with slightly more enthusiasm than I felt. ‘Monkeys are good. Monkeys are classic.’

‘Britain’s Monkeys Got Talent,’ Marty said, and the idea immediately evaporated in the thin air of the commissioning editor’s office.

‘Or something else,’ I suggested.

‘We were programme makers,’ Marty said. ‘Mad Mann Productions.’ There was defiance in his eyes now. ‘Ever heard of Six Pissed Students in a Flat?’ He tapped his chest. ‘We invented that format. We sold that format all over the world. Six Pissed Norwegian Students in a Flat. Six Pissed Australian Students in a Flat. Six Pissed Poles…That show went around the world!’

‘Reality TV,’ said the man with the power to change our lives, parroting this week’s party line, ‘has peaked.’

‘Ah,’ I said, ‘there will always be a place on the schedules for cheap programming full of people who are willing to make complete idiots of themselves.’

‘We did one of the first CCTV shows,’ Marty said.

I nodded. ‘You’ve Been Robbed!’

Marty got misty-eyed at the memory. ‘Just edited highlights of crime caught on camera,’ he said. ‘But it was – you know – a savage indictment of our, er, violent society.’

‘But you’re talking about twentieth-century television,’ said the man. ‘You’re talking about ancient history.’

‘No, I’m trying to show you how broad our range is,’ Marty said. ‘You can’t have all your eggs in one chicken, right? We did the irreverent late-night arts show, Art? My Arse! The quiz show, Sorry, I’m a Complete Git. We did Wicked World.’

The man looked interested. ‘Was that the one with Terry Christian and Dani Behr?’

‘You’re thinking of The Word,’ I said. ‘Our one had Eamon Fish and Hermione Gates and Wee Willie Hiscock, the loveable Geordie cook.’

Wee Willie Hiscock clearly did not ring any bells.

‘Don’t you remember us?’ Marty said, begging now, all defiance gone. ‘We won BAFTAs. Back in the day.’

The commissioning editor stood up, and I realised that it was a new day. I stood up too. The meeting was over. Marty remained in his seat.

‘Just give us a job,’ he pleaded. ‘We’re dying here.’

And that was the problem.

They only wanted you when you did not need them.



We came up the steps and when we got to the top the greyhound stadium was spread out before us.

I remembered Thursday nights as a kid, at the dog track out at Southend, collecting armfuls of losing tickets with my cousins while my dad and my uncles studied form, and my mum and my aunts bet on their lucky numbers. Did we really do that on a school night? We must have done. A lot of it was shockingly unchanged. The smells of tobacco and perfume and beer, the accents and the laughter. Hard men in their day-off clothes and pretty women done up to the nines. Aftershave and dog shit. The working class at play.

‘I thought this world was gone,’ I laughed. ‘I thought it went years ago.’

‘No, this world is still here,’ Ken said sharply. ‘It’s you that buggered off, sunshine.’

What was different was that we were here in daylight hours. They called it a BAGS meeting – Bookmakers Afternoon Greyhound Service – and entrance was free, designed to entice the real hard core.

We picked up Singe Rana after his shift as a security guard at the firework factory on the City Road, and I took them to the Badham Cross dog track. There wasn’t a lot else I could do with them.

They did not like restaurants because they did not really eat – even when they had personally selected some greasy café in their own neighbourhood, they only picked at their food like fussy toddlers. They preferred staying in Ken’s flat and grazing on Aloo Chop potato cakes, or Nepalese curries called Mitho Chat and Aloo Dum.

Gurkha food. Lots of potatoes. And spices.

They did not like pubs because Singe Rana did not drink alcohol and Ken could not smoke. They did not like walking. They had no interest in movies. It was all rubbish after Casablanca, according to Ken. Television bored them, apart from the horses on Channel 4.

But they liked gambling.

So I took them to this dog track out on the borders of the East End and Essex that I remembered from my childhood. I thought it might have disappeared around the same time as the New Romantics, but when I Googled Badham Cross Greyhound Stadium it was still there.

In a bar that smelled of fish and chips, Ken removed one of those tiny biros that builders use from behind his ear. He licked the tip of it and bent over his racecard. As always, he was immaculate in his blazer, shirt and tie. I believe he may have slept like that. Singe Rana stared out at the track, and then up at the sky. His bets were placed on form, weather conditions and a meticulously calculated weighing of risk and reward. Ken was more superstitious. He chose his runners on the basis of names, portents, hidden omens. Ken rarely won and Singe Rana won all the time. But the amounts they gambled were so tiny that it did not make much difference.

‘Lonesome Traveller,’ Ken said, watching the dogs as they were paraded past. ‘Number five. Look at him.’

Number five was sniffing the air, but apart from that he looked exactly like the other greyhounds. They were built more like missiles than dogs.

Singe Rana shook his head. ‘The going is too soft for Lonesome Traveller,’ he said. ‘He likes the ground to be hard. But there was morning rain.’

‘He smells the blood,’ Ken insisted. He turned to me. ‘Some of them train with real rabbits, see. Makes them run a lot faster, because a real rabbit tastes a bit better than a metal rabbit. When they’ve trained with real rabbits, we say they can smell the blood.’

Again Singe Rana shook his head. ‘Not that one,’ he said. ‘Not after the morning rain.’

‘I came here with your dad once,’ Ken told me. ‘Before you were born. We bumped into Alf Ramsay. Before he was Sir Alf Ramsay. You heard of him, have you?’

I was slightly offended. ‘Manager of the England team that won the World Cup in 1966,’ I said. ‘I know my dad was at school with him.’

Ken nodded. ‘Alf had started to change his accent. What do you call it? Evolution lessons. He was very keen on his evolution lessons, old Alf. So he could natter like the toffs.’ Ken chuckled at the memory. ‘Your dad thought that was priceless.’

I thought of my father in this place. How old would he have been? Younger than I was now. A metallic parody of a rabbit rattled past. A cry went up as the dogs burst from their traps.

‘I never told him I loved him,’ I said.

 Ken looked askance. ‘Alf Ramsay?’

‘My dad,’ I said. ‘Apart from the once. At the end. In the hospital. When I knew he was dying. I told him then. But I only ever told him the once. And I regret that.’

Ken Grimwood grimaced, straightening up inside his blazer. He looked a little nauseous.

‘I wouldn’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘Your father wasn’t the kind that needed a hug. He wouldn’t have thanked you for slobbering all over him every second of the day.’

Voices were raised. The metallic rabbit came rattling past, followed by the soft thunder of the greyhounds after it. Number five, Lonesome Traveller, was nowhere to be seen. Ken began ripping his betting slip into tiny shreds. Singe Rana laughed. The dog at the front of the pack wore black and white stripes with a red number six.

‘Six!’ cried Singe Rana, bouncing up and down. ‘Come on, you number six!’

Ken Grimwood sniffed, not looking at me.

‘You told him you loved him once,’ he said, his builder’s biro flitting across his betting slip, ready for the next race. ‘And for a man like your dad, believe me – once is plenty.’



There was a pack of them, methodically destroying the bus stop.

Hooded and beanie-capped in deference to the CCTV cameras on every corner, but beyond that quite brazen as they skimmed lumps of concrete through the panes of glass. It smashed like an explosion of diamonds under the yellow streetlights, and they whooped with pure joy.

I had dropped Ken and Singe Rana off at Nelson Mansions, and I was glad they were not with me. That was one good thing. They would have done something stupid. Like trying to stop them.

They seemed to be multiplying before my eyes. They were spilling out into the road, ducking and shrieking with delight as the glass sprayed around them. I put my foot on the brake, and I could feel my breathing. I wanted to turn around and find another way. But it was too late. My headlights caught them, trapped them in the accusing glare. And, as if they had one mind among them, they turned to look at me. And then I saw him.

In the middle of the pack.

A thick wedge of blond hair sticking out from his beanie cap.

A lump of concrete the size of a pizza in his hands.

He bit his bottom lip as he tossed the concrete through the last of the glass. Then they were gone. Back into the warren of flats. And I sat there with a million diamonds in my headlights, thinking, It was a boy who looked just like him. That’s all. A white kid in his mid-teens with long fair hair and a face that was young for his age.

There must be a million kids who look like that.







Eleven

There was the full-throated rumble of a Harley-Davidson outside our house, and then the immediate sound of footsteps on the stairs. Peggy gave me a quick hug and the motorbike helmet she was carrying pressed against my ribs.

‘He’s here,’ she said, giving me a peck on the cheek, and a smile that looked as though it was trying to hold itself back. ‘My dad’s here.’

‘Have a good time,’ I said, but what I thought was, You can’t compete with blood. Well, you can compete, but you will always lose. Straight sets. TKO. Ten – nil. Take on blood and you do not even make it to a penalty shoot-out.

I went to the window and gazed down at Jim’s face, so familiar from his leading role on the hit TV show, PC Filth: An Unfair Cop. Jim Mason, heroically beautiful in black Belstaff leather from tousled hair to the adorably scuffed toes of his biker boots, sat astride his mighty steed, leathery legs spread wide, smiling at his daughter. And her mother. He had removed his helmet and his face was red and sweaty but still dead gorgeous.

And more than that – instantly recognisable. I mean, I am not one of the millions who tune in to watch his clichéd cop show (alcoholism – check, divorced – check, dead partner – check, long-running feud with a genius serial killer – check) but even I knew every contour of his high-cheekboned face.

And as the three of them stood there – Jim and Peggy in their leathers, Cyd with her arms folded across her chest – I felt a hard lump form in my throat. They looked like a real family.

Cyd and Jim had had a traditional divorce – casual infidelity (his), bitter recriminations (hers) and a growing sense of bafflement (his and hers) that they had ever managed to be in the same room together, let alone have a crack at the marriage game.

And they had fought for their love. They had met in her hometown of Houston, Texas, where Jim was working as a despatch rider and seemed to young, impressionable Cyd as if he was an incredibly glamorous postman.

They married, but when he failed to make the kind of impact on America that he made on the tall, leggy brunette he danced with at the Yucatan Liquor Store, Jim came home to England with his leather tail between his legs and she came with him, facing poverty, rain and the ritual humiliation of immigration officers who refused to believe they were really in love.

But it was the real thing. Until Jim, after an unhappy spell delivering takeaways for the Double Fortune restaurant on the Holloway Road, began having a thing with the manageress, a nubile Kowloon lass. And then one of the waitresses, a native of Kuala Lumpur. And then her younger sister.

‘He’s into the bamboo,’ Cyd told me when explaining why her marriage had broken up.

But now I watched Cyd with Jim and there was clearly a restored affection between them. It was as though they were engaged in a second courtship – the relationship that is formed after you go your separate ways. He was grinning at her, wiping sweat from his forehead in a gesture that was almost shy. She reached out and rubbed his arm. Softly, twice. Blink and you would have missed it. The gesture was so shocking that I almost looked away. But I couldn’t.

Because I could see what was happening.

There was a secret chamber in my wife’s heart that longed for her old life. When she was with the only man that she had ever married. When they had a baby girl that shared their blood. When there was nobody else around – refugees from broken homes, wounded stragglers from the divorce courts dragging their confused, wounded children behind.

I watched them down in the street and I knew.

Cyd – or at least a part of her – wanted a family without any sharp, jagged edges. It did not seem like much to ask for.

And between you and me, I could see the appeal.

There was a rustle by my side and suddenly Joni was there, clambering up on the sofa to look out the window. She took my hand.

‘Looks dangerous,’ Joni said thoughtfully. ‘This motorbike lark.’

We watched Jim and Peggy ride away. Cyd stood in the street until they were out of sight, and when she turned back to the house Joni slammed the palms of her hands against the window.

But Cyd didn’t look up.



‘It was easy in your day,’ I told the old men, not looking them in the eye, but studying the form for the afternoon’s racing at Goodwood. ‘The men and women thing. The parents and children thing. It was all so much easier.’

Singe Rana stared at me with those kind, soulful eyes that revealed absolutely nothing. Ken gave no indication that he had even heard.

‘What do you fancy for the three thirty, me old china?’ he said, narrowing his eyes at his Racing Post. ‘Only Boy?’

Singe Rana turned his face towards the open door of the bookmakers. A grey drizzle was falling on Essex Road.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Because Only Boy likes the going soft.’

Ken nodded thoughtfully at this sage advice. He tapped the little pen he was holding against the rim of his glasses. I had always thought of those small, child-sized biros as builder’s pens. But I saw now that they were bookmaker’s pens. The builders just nicked them from the bookies.

‘Easier?’ Ken reflected, smiling at his Racing Post. ‘Don’t know about easier. Simpler? I would give you simpler. I would grant you that. All those women stuck in marriages where they were knocked about from their wedding night to their dying day. We didn’t have domestic abuse. We had the wife getting knocked about because the old man was back from the boozer, or there had been a bad day at the races, or the boss had treated him like dirt. Or just because he felt like it. Just because he wanted to remind her of her place – under his boot heel. And all those men – the ones who got married to someone they knocked up at seventeen and still didn’t know fifty years later. The ones who made a bad choice and lived with it because they didn’t know what else to do.’

He looked at me and then up at the TV suspended high above our heads. Horses were being led to the starting line, or whatever they called it. This was all still quite new to me.

‘I can see why you’re sorry you missed it,’ Ken said. ‘Marriages that were a life sentence. Marriages that were like prisons. Children who got knocked about or worse.’

‘But the children,’ I insisted, ‘the children were better off. Even if the adults were trapped and miserable. The kids were the great benefactors of those old families.’

‘Sometimes,’ Ken said. ‘In the good homes. Not in the bad ones. We didn’t have sexual abuse in our day. We had fiddling about. Brothers. Uncles. Dads. Fiddling about, some of them. And nowhere to run. Nowhere to go. No way out until they carted you off in a wooden box.’ He jabbed his baby biro in my face, momentarily lost for words, and I wondered if it had happened to him. His childhood was beyond my imagination. Then suddenly he grinned at me, his false teeth as white as bone.

‘Oh yeah, I remember,’ said Ken Grimwood, nudging Singe Rana as Long Shot appeared on screen, a faint mist rising from his sleek, chestnut-coloured shanks. Ken began to laugh, and the laughter became a cough, and I could hear the fluid clogging his lungs.

‘The good old days,’ he said.

 In the film we had somehow found ourselves watching, the seas rose and the cities fell. In a peculiarly photogenic manner.

The dome of the White House was carried off like a pingpong ball. The Eiffel Tower collapsing like a reed breaking in a stream. The Taj Mahal, Big Ben, the Sydney Opera House – all washed away like flecks of dandruff.

And the fires came, burning like the ovens of hell. And the smoke billowed through the canyons of skyscrapers like clouds at the end of the world. And the earth cracked. And the human race perished in their millions. And the rains lashed the ravished earth.

‘They’ve been unlucky with the weather,’ I whispered in the darkness, but Pat did not laugh.

I could feel him stir in the seat beside me, half-heartedly rifling his mega-bucket of sweet popcorn. After a while the glow of his mobile phone appeared in his palm.

‘Why don’t you watch the bloody film?’ I snapped, still keeping my voice down, although it seemed a spectacularly old-fashioned convention, like giving up your seat on public transport, or opening the door for a woman. All around the cinema there were phones glowing in the dark, and people enjoying their main meal of the day, and engaging in animated conversation. Not even the end of life on Earth could distract them.

‘You know why?’ Pat said, and he glanced at me. ‘Because it’s just – I don’t know – 9/11 porn or something. All these images – people jumping from buildings, the buildings collapsing, clouds of smoke coming down the street – it’s all lifted from the news, innit?’

‘Don’t say innit,’ I said.

‘To give some moron his kicks,’ he continued. ‘To give some popcorn-chomping thicko his cheap thrills. Know what I mean? It makes me sick to my stomach, if you want to know the truth.’

‘But apart from that,’ I said. ‘Do you think it’s quite good?’

‘An instant classic,’ he said with contempt.

 I got up and started working my way down the aisle. There was a time when this would have caused mild outrage among my fellow cinemagoers. Like talking too loud in a library. This shower did not even lower their kebabs.

I stood outside, looking out at Leicester Square, waiting to see if Pat would join me. We had never walked out of a picture before.

And we had always had the movies. When Gina left, back when Pat was four, his Star Wars obsession turned into something else. Something more. Another world he could retreat into when the real one was too much. There were the toys – eight-inch Han Solos and Luke Skywalkers and Darth Vaders, battle-grey models of the Millennium Falcon and X-wing fighters, and plastic light sabres that were dented forever if you stood on them.

But above all there were the films, which he would watch on video until he was dragged away, and which we went to see in double and even triple bills. Once a year you could catch the entire trilogy in some mad corner of the West End. Star Wars. The Empire Strikes Back. Return of the Jedi. And at an age when other fathers were taking their sons to the football or fishing – other pastimes where there is not much call for conversation – Pat was building up an enormous capacity to spend hours sitting in the darkness, sustained by Fanta and milk-chocolate-coated raisins and some $100-million fantasy. The cinema had been our thing. And now, it felt like it was all coming to an end.

Then he was there by my side, both of us embarrassed, anxious to avoid a fight. Because what exactly would we be fighting about? A distant voice told me that we should be laughing about this end-of-days, Book of Revelations rubbish. But neither of us was smiling.

‘Chinatown?’ I said.

He grimaced. ‘Not really hungry,’ he said, his hair over his eyes. He looked at his wrist. He was not wearing a watch. ‘School night. Getting late.’

I nodded, as if all things were settled.

 ‘Then home,’ I said, and the word tasted toxic in my mouth.



Gina opened the door.

She smiled and hugged him and kissed him even as he was brushing past her. He did not say goodbye. She transferred her smile to me as she half-closed the front door, obscuring my view.

‘What’s wrong with him?’ I said.

The smile faded. I could hear him banging about in the kitchen. It sounded like he was getting something to eat. So the not-really-hungry thing was a big fat fib for a start. He just did not want to go to Chinatown. He did not want to be with me.

‘There’s nothing wrong with him,’ she said, and there was sudden frost in her voice. Oh I remember you, I thought. ‘Pat’s fine,’ she said. ‘He’s settled in very well. He’s become great friends with Peter.’

‘Peter? Peter? Who the fucking fuck is Peter?’

‘Can you watch your language? Peter is my boyfriend.’

I sighed. ‘Funny, isn’t it? Someone in their forties having a boyfriend. And are you and Peter dating? Or are you just going steady? Do you neck – or do you just make out? How’s the heavy petting going? Jesus Christ, Gina – come up with some new terms. You’re not a teenager.’

She erupted. ‘Even now!’ she said. ‘It never ends with you, does it?’

‘It ends, it ends,’ I said, suddenly afraid the door would slam in my face before I had the chance to tell her what I had realised in the sad, silent walk back to Soho. But she had something to tell me first.

‘Do you know what your trouble is, Harry?’

‘Enlighten me.’

She stepped outside the door, not wanting Pat to hear. I gave her credit for that. It would probably not have occurred to me.

‘It’s straightforward when there’s just one parent,’ she said, lowering her voice but spitting out every word. ‘For all your Olympic-standard hand-wringing.’ She did an imitation of my voice that sounded nothing like me. ‘Oh, poor little me. Oh, poor little Pat.’

‘Olympic-standard hand-wringing,’ I said. ‘I like that, Gina. That’s good. I’m going to write that down.’

‘So glad you approve, Harry. I live to make you happy.’ She took a half-step beyond her door. ‘But for all the self-pity, Harry, you actually loved it when it was just you. It’s simpler when there’s just one parent. You can play the Great Dictator. What you say goes. The single parent is God.’

‘Yeah, single parents,’ I said. ‘What a bunch of selfish bastards.’

‘Goodnight, Harry.’

She stepped back inside and began to close the door. I stuck my foot in it, like some psycho door-to-door salesman. Gina looked at it and laughed with disbelief.

‘I don’t want to fight, Gina,’ I said, and I searched for the words. I knew how I felt but I had trouble turning it into words. That seemed to happen all the time these days. ‘I just – I don’t want his life to be about us.’

She waited. I took my foot away. It actually hurt quite a bit.

‘I want Pat to have his own life,’ I said. ‘I don’t want his life to be about his mother or his father or what happened between them. Our divorce. All the rest of that mess. We have to let him have his own life, Gina. We owe him that much.’

She smiled and drew back and then I was staring at the closed door. I could hear her double-locking it, and then her footsteps as she went inside. And she didn’t get it. Or perhaps the thought was too unbearable to contemplate.

That Pat’s life would be forever shaped by our failure, stamped on his heart for the rest of his life, as indelible as a teardrop tattoo.







Twelve

I began to fear the postman’s step.

It turned my guts to clay. That heavy-footed shuffle down our garden path, the metallic clack of the letterbox, and then there they were, my problem now, the red bills in brown envelopes, sitting among the restaurant menus and junk mail, as conspicuous as a rash. Symptoms of a sudden outbreak of poverty.

But worst of all was the white envelope containing a letter from the mortgage company. And the language – so stilted, so tired, the mechanical response of a database that had seen losers like me many times before.

If you are encountering difficulties in paying your mortgage…

Cyd came down the stairs, watching me, and I quickly folded the letter.

‘Harry,’ she said. ‘We need to talk about money.’

I laughed and took her in my arms. ‘No, we don’t,’ I said. ‘Because something will turn up. Something always turns up.’

She slipped her arms around my waist. She laid her head on my shoulder. But she wasn’t smiling.

‘It’s not the way it was before,’ she said. ‘I can feel it in the City. Something is coming. You can’t just walk into a job. A man your age…’

Oh, that was low. I let her go. Now neither of us was smiling.

The phone in my pocket began to vibrate and I took it out. Usually any call on my mobile caused a frisson of irritation – good item for A Clip Round the Ear, I thought, momentarily forgetting that our little show was history – but now I flipped it open with gratitude, because it meant I did not have to think about money.

UNKNOWN CALLER, my phone told me, and it wasn’t kidding.

‘You don’t know me,’ said a cool, middle-class male voice. ‘But my name is Peter Groves. I am the, uh, boyfriend of Gina.’

Cyd was watching me. I headed down the hall.

‘Hello?’ I said.

It creeped me out. All of it. The fact that this guy could just pick up the phone and call me in my home. The fact that he could refer to himself as Gina’s boyfriend without any apparent shame or embarrassment. The fact that he must have met my son by now. The boyfriend had probably spent the night with the girlfriend – with the son asleep in the room next door. What did the boyfriend and the girlfriend call that? A sleepover? A playdate?

‘My name – ’

‘Yeah, I got that bit,’ I said, heading out to the garden. I dipped my head under the eaves of the Wendy House. I wanted to keep this conversation out of my home. ‘What do you want?’ I said.

‘What do I want?’ He seemed taken aback. ‘Well, if it is possible, I would like to meet you. To talk. To discuss where we are and how we may resolve any issues.’

This was another language to me. One I didn’t speak. I felt the blood rising. My mouth was dry. I realised that this calm, reasonable man filled me with a murderous rage.

‘I don’t want to meet,’ I said, and it came out a bit more sulky than I would have liked. Cyd was at the kitchen door, watching me with concern. Her arms were folded across her chest. That gesture always tugged at my heart a bit, to tell you the truth. It was as if she was trying to protect herself.

I could hear him sighing. I loved that. The sound of him sighing in my earhole.

 ‘I think it would be beneficial for Gina,’ he said – the voice of reason. ‘And for her son, too.’

Her son. Not Pat. Not your son. Everything this guy said annoyed the hell out of me. But I knew that I would meet him. I knew I had to.

‘Okay,’ I said, and I thought of a dozen cafés that I knew around my old place of work. Just north of Oxford Street, the great civilised sweep of Marylebone from Portland Place to Baker Street. The area was full of them, and I suddenly missed being in gainful employment more than ever. I named a café on Marylebone High Street and a day and a time.

‘It’s all fine apart from the time,’ he said. ‘Could we make – ?’

‘No, we couldn’t,’ I said. I looked at Joni’s Wendy House. The door had swung open in the night and some dead leaves had blown inside. I began kicking them out. ‘You called me, remember?’ I told the guy, the Peter guy. ‘Can you do it or not?’

A beat of silence.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I will see you there.’

‘And come unarmed and alone,’ I said. ‘Or your girlfriend will never see you again.’ More silence. ‘Just kidding,’ I said, and I hung up on the creep.

Then I went back inside the house, where my wife was waiting for me with the mail.



Pat was standing at the bus stop on the Tottenham Court Road.

There were other kids there, but none of them were wearing the uniform of Ramsay Mac. It was quite a hike he had to do every morning.

‘Hey,’ I said, reaching across to open the passenger door. He slid inside, the rucksack between his long, coltish legs. He got those from his mother. He half-smiled and dipped his head. I stuck the car in gear and laughed.

‘I was just passing,’ I said.

‘Just passing?’ he said. He looked as though he hadn’t combed his hair. I felt like hugging him, but instead I just pointed the car north and turned on the radio.

‘Yeah, I had a breakfast meeting. It went very well. Marty and I have a lot of projects we’re excited about. These people – the people we saw for breakfast – they seemed pretty interested.’

He touched the wrist where a watch should have gone.

‘It must have been a very early breakfast,’ he said, seeing right through me.

I glanced at him. ‘What’s this?’ I said. ‘The Lateral Thinking Club in action? It was coffee more than breakfast, smart arse. Aren’t you happy to have your old dad drive you to school?’

‘Sure,’ he said, and he smiled, leaning back with a sigh. It was a drag catching that bus every day. He was way outside the catchment area.

The traffic was very light. I was driving against the big commute to the city. And still early. We passed the Abbey Road Studio in St John’s Wood and there were no tourists walking across the zebra crossing, pretending to be John, Paul, George and Ringo. That’s how early it was.

‘So how’s it going?’ I said, one of those meaningless parental questions that usually provoke a non-committal grunt. But Pat’s slow, shy smile began spreading across his beautiful face. And he was still beautiful. Even now, with a lone spot on his forehead and a few white whiskers on his upper lip. He was still my beautiful boy.

‘I made the team,’ he said. ‘The Ramsay Mac football team.’

I began pounding my steering wheel with joy. I whooped. I slapped his thigh. He shouted out in protest, but he was laughing too.

‘I knew you would,’ I said. ‘I knew you could.’

And then he was off – telling me how the usual first team goalkeeper tore a cruciate ligament on a skiing trip, and that had given Pat the chance that he had been waiting for. And I nodded enthusiastically, asking him the odd question – the date of the next fixture, if he was all right for boots and gloves, all that stuff – but mostly just letting him talk. And that lasted all the way to the gates of Ramsay Mac.

‘Thanks for the ride,’ he said, and I got out of the car with him. We stood facing each other and the blue blazers swirled around us. I knew I was not allowed to embrace him. I wasn’t that stupid. But I loved him so much.

‘I’m proud of you, kiddo,’ I said. ‘You made it in the end.’

He shrugged, the hair tumbling over his eyes. But he pushed it back with a grin. ‘Just one game,’ he said. ‘There’s someone else the coach is looking at.’

A couple of big lads brushed by. One of them caught Pat with his shoulder and knocked him sideways. My boy was tall but a strong wind could blow him away.

‘Hey,’ said the big lad, and I saw it was William Fly. He had a six o’clock shadow at eight thirty in the morning. ‘Watch where you’re going, Sick Note,’ he said.

Sick Note? Is that what they called him? Because he had been sick? They gave him that name? I stared at William Fly, but I knew I was not allowed to say anything. The other lad – it was Spud Face – was chuckling away as though Fly was a comic genius. And I saw now that they were not both big lads. Only William Fly. Spud Face was the kind of little weasel who becomes big by association.

And I sized up this William Fly. Despite his freakish bulk, and the bluebeard stain on his chops, he was nothing special. There was one just like him in every school in the country. And hanging around every strip of shops, and in every playground, and in every park. They all had their William Fly.

We watched them go. Maybe ten seconds had passed. But it felt like the world had changed. Pat brushed at his blazer and did not look at me. And my rage knew no bounds. I was even angry with him.

‘Stand up for yourself,’ I said. ‘Can’t you do that?’

He shook his head. ‘Stand up for myself?’ he said, and he laughed, but the sound of the laughter was different now.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘When they call you names. When they bang into you. Just stand up to them.’

 Pat picked up his rucksack and swung it on his back. ‘What do you expect me to do?’ he said. ‘Beat them up?’

I took a step closer to him. I didn’t want to make a scene. Kids were looking at us. But this mattered to me. I found that this mattered to me more than anything.

‘Just stand up for yourself,’ I said.

‘But I’m not a tough guy,’ my son said, and the bell began to ring. ‘That’s Granddad. That’s Clint Eastwood. It might even be you. But it’s not me, and it never will be.’

He walked away. I watched him go. I was still standing there when I saw the tears come and the boy making every effort to fight them back. Angry with me and angry with the wicked world. But angry with the tears most of all.

‘And I don’t need a lift in the morning,’ he said. ‘I can get the bus, thank you very much.’

Thank you very much.

It was the thank-you-very-much that killed me.



I spotted him as soon as he came through the door.

He was tall, and looked like he worked out, but the glasses softened the effect. He was dressed for the office, suited and booted under a winter coat, but not wearing a tie. He looked like he probably had one in his pocket.

Peter.

For a few seconds I did nothing, just watched him, tempted to leave without talking to him. But then he was looking at me, sitting by myself at a table in the back, and raising his paper in acknowledgement. He came across and I stood up as we shook hands.

‘Thanks for coming,’ he said, but then we had to pause as a waitress appeared. He ordered his complicated coffee and then held his hand out to me, as if he was an attentive host. I shook my head and sipped my tea. The waiter went away and Peter laid the palms of his hands on the table. He was ready to call the meeting to order. I grinned stupidly at him, wondering what would happen if I flung my English Breakfast Tea in his face.

 ‘It has not been easy for Gina,’ he said. ‘Having her son – having Pat – move in. Attempting to establish a relationship.’ He looked at me meaningfully. ‘Not easy.’

I laughed. ‘Gina’s not my problem,’ I said. ‘Not any more. I just care about my boy.’

Peter looked as though he was seeing me for the first time. ‘But you care about Gina? Presumably. You want her to be happy…’

I thought about it. Do we want our old loves to be happy? Do we really?

‘I guess so,’ I said, and then I smiled. ‘But not too happy, of course.’

He wasn’t smiling. This wasn’t going how he had planned. ‘She told me about you,’ he said.

I nodded. ‘I bet she did.’

‘She struggled for years to find happiness after your marriage broke up,’ he said. ‘Obviously I only hear her side of events. But as I understand it, you were the one who was unfaithful in that relationship. She was never anything less than a loyal, loving wife.’

He had wiped the smile off my face. Good for you, I thought, and then came the first flash of real anger. Who was this guy anyway?

‘I don’t want to be rude,’ I said.

‘Really?’ he said.

‘But what do you want?’ I said.

‘Just to talk,’ he said, holding up his hands. ‘Just to have a quick word, mate.’

I laughed at that. ‘I’m not your mate.’

He shook his head. ‘Why are you so hostile to me? Because I have a relationship with your ex-wife? Because she has introduced me to your son?’

I had an image of him strolling around the kitchen in the morning, all bleary-eyed from Gina’s bed, and my son packing his rucksack for school.

‘I think you’re a prince,’ I said. ‘A fucking prince, all right?’

He leaned forward. I sipped my tea. It was tepid now. I drank it anyway. But I preferred it when it was so hot that it scalded my throat.

‘I just want you to please try to be a little more understanding,’ he said. ‘Gina has so many issues she is working through.’

‘Issues? What are you? Her shrink?’

‘Do you have something against therapy?’ he snapped. ‘Because I think it would be a very good idea for Gina.’ The waitress brought his complicated coffee. He did not say thank you. He did not even look at her. I hate it when people treat waitresses like that. ‘And Pat, too,’ he added.

‘There’s nothing wrong with my son,’ I said, and he chuckled, and I felt like breaking his neck.

‘Both Gina and Pat have serious abandonment issues,’ he said.

‘Then she shouldn’t have abandoned him, should she? She shouldn’t have wasted so many years trying to find fulfilment – or whatever the crap expression is this week.’ He waited. I went on. A bit more slow and measured now. Harry Silver – the voice of reason. ‘After the marriage came apart – and, yes, I carry the can for that – there was always something more important than our little boy. Japan. Career. The latest guy. Some guy who looked a lot like you.’

I must have raised my voice towards the end there, because people were starting to stare at us.

‘Can we be polite?’ Peter asked.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Can we? You call me at home and ask me to meet you, and then you sit there talking in your soft, reasonable voice about Gina and Pat as if you know them better than I ever will. Can we be polite, Peter? I don’t think so.’

‘I just want you to understand what Gina is going through,’ he said. ‘I would appreciate it if you could be a bit more understanding. I know how much it upsets her when you argue.’

‘Poor thing.’

‘Yes,’ he hissed, and I saw that I had got to him. Somewhere deep inside – beyond the sensitive specs and the business suit – there was a temper wanting to get out. ‘You’re right. Poor thing. Abandoned by her father when she was a little girl. And then her husband cheats on her because he is having some pathetic, premature mid-life crisis.’

I grinned at him. ‘Keep going. You’re doing good.’

He pushed his coffee cup aside. ‘Look, I don’t actually care about you. Or your son.’

I nodded. I put down my teacup. ‘Okay,’ I said.

‘But I love Gina and I want her to be happy. Your son is clearly a very troubled boy – ’

That’s when I reached across the table and grabbed him by the collar of his open-necked shirt. A tie would have made it easier. But I got a good fistful of blue-and-white striped cotton from Paul Smith. There was a crash as something hit the floor. A milk jug. We were both on our feet, our chairs scraping back and everybody staring now. I didn’t let go.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘All right now.’

I could feel my anger for him closing my throat. The feeling was a black, bitter chunk that made speech impossible. I wanted to tell him so much but I couldn’t get the words out. So I let him go. Then I picked up the sugar bowl and hurled it as hard as I could at the wall behind his head. It exploded and he cowered beneath the shrapnel of sugar lumps.

‘Watch your mouth,’ I said, and I did not recognise my voice. I pulled some notes out of my pocket and threw them on the table. ‘Say what you like about my ex-wife. And say what you like about me. But when you talk about my son, you just watch your fucking mouth.’



When I got home the street where I lived looked strange to me. The years spent toiling at the coal face of TV and radio meant that I was used to seeing it at all hours of the day and night. But I was accustomed to seeing it from the perspective of someone in work. The street in the middle of a mid-week morning, with no work that day, or the next day – it was like another planet.

 Or perhaps that was just because Jim Mason was parked outside our house. Sitting astride his bike, the engine throbbing between his legs. Did he ever get off that thing?

He was part-man, part-Harley.

Cyd was with him. Her arms folded across her chest. Longlimbed and coatless, the laces of her trainers undone. I loved the dimensions of her. Just the way she was – the heavenly engineering of her body. It knocked me out. Still.

They did not see me. Jim’s bike was pointing in the opposite direction and they both had their backs to me. And so I stopped, conscious that I was interrupting something. This is the way to do it, I thought. When love has flown but you have a child together, this is how you do it. Not like me and Gina, who had happily danced across the thin cliché separating love from hate. You do it like this, I thought, and then I may have gasped as Cyd reached out and touched his face.

He did nothing, just let her hand stray across his lovable stubble for a few moments before it withdrew. And then he kicked his bike into roaring life and was gone, and she watched him for a moment and went back inside the house.

When I came through the door seven minutes later she was reading the newspaper. She looked up at me and smiled.

‘What’s happening?’ I said.

She shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

I nodded and looked away.

You touched his face, I thought.



Pat came round for dinner.

We were celebrating his birthday late. We had missed it because Gina had suddenly whisked him off to some ski resort in the dying days of the Christmas break.

I did not want it to be a major production. I mean, I wanted us all to give the kid a great birthday dinner, but I didn’t want anyone holding their breath and afraid to speak. The best thing would have been if Pat could have just come round for dinner and everything be normal. I really missed normal. Pat having dinner with us – it should not have been a big deal. But it was a big deal.

His sisters were waiting for him in the hall with their presents when the mini-cab dropped him off.

‘Pat!’ cried Joni.

‘Hello, gorgeous,’ said Peggy.

‘Hello, ugly,’ said Pat, and then he picked up Joni and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Hello, you.’

She squirmed from his arms, averting her face, kissing still being gross.

Cyd came out of the kitchen and the three of them held him. Joni hugging him around the thighs. Peggy with her arms wrapped around his neck, and crying a bit. And Cyd laughing with her arms thrown around the whole scrum.

I hung back, feeling wound up and weird.

My son was coming round for dinner.

That’s all.

He unwrapped his presents as we all slowly trailed into the living room, Joni holding on to his leg and Peggy with one hand resting lightly on his shoulder, Cyd and I bringing up the rear. She slipped her arm in mine and smiled at me.

‘What have we got here?’ Pat said, opening up Joni’s tatty, falling-to-bits, self-wrapped package. His eyes widened at the sight of a Pussycat Dolls CD. ‘Wow, Doll Domination,’ he read, impressed.

‘I know you maybe don’t like the Pussycat Dolls, but they’re really great,’ Joni said quickly. She pointed at a girl on the cover. ‘I like that one. She’s very pretty.’

‘I might keep it here,’ Pat said. He looked down at his sister. ‘Will you look after it for me?’

She snatched the Pussycat Dolls from his hand and ran off.

‘I’ll keep it in my room,’ she shouted. ‘You can listen to it whenever you want.’

Pat began to unwrap Peggy’s immaculately wrapped present. It even had a ribbon and a bow.

‘I didn’t know you could ski,’ she said.

 ‘I can’t,’ he laughed, not looking at her. But then he smiled as he unwrapped a DVD of the first Star Wars film.

Peggy looked embarrassed.

‘It’s the enhanced version of A New Hope,’ she said, looking sideways at it. ‘And it’s got, er, the theatrical version on there too – but you’ve probably got it already.’

‘No, I haven’t got it,’ he said, studying the cover like a wine expert sniffing a rare Margaux. Then he looked her in the eye. ‘It’s great, Peg,’ he said quietly. ‘Thank you.’

He was a very gracious kid. He made a polite fuss of all our presents. Cyd and I gave him a watch – one of those watches that look like they will tell you the time at the bottom of the ocean, and he put it on and admired it, even though I knew he had never worn a watch in his life, and might not start now.

Cyd slapped the pair of us on the back.

‘Eat,’ she commanded.

Cyd was cooking chicken curry – Pat’s favourite, and I felt a real stab of gratitude as the smells filled the house. Turmeric and peppers and ginger and garlic and onions and coriander. It would have been no different if he was our own child. She could not have loved him more.

Dinner was fine. Dinner was good. Cyd made a killer curry and Pat ate like a horse. We all laughed about his appetite, the way we always used to.

And he was lovely. Appreciative of the food, keen to help – he had always been quick to clear up the table and cart the empties to the kitchen. In the past it had sometimes made me uncomfortable – if Cyd had been his real mother, would he have always been on such perfect behaviour? But tonight I was grateful for my boy’s good manners.

Peggy turned off the lights and in the darkness Cyd brought out a chocolate cake with fifteen candles. We all sang, ‘Happy Birthday, dear Pat,’ and after he had blown out the candles – in one go, to wild applause – we all had a slice.

After dinner Peggy slipped off to do her homework and Pat sat on the floor with Joni. She was showing him some dog game on her Nintendo DS, and every now and again the game gave a very authentic yelp.

‘So you’ve got two homes now,’ Joni said, not looking up from her dog game.

Pat laughed. ‘I’ve got no homes now,’ he said, and smiled when Joni lifted her serious, seven-year-old face to him. ‘Show me how you take Bouncy for a walk,’ he said.

But it was a school night and after a while Cyd called to Joni to go and brush her teeth.

‘Can I stay up late?’ she said, her vampire mouth pleading. ‘As Pat’s here? As it was his birthday some time ago?’

‘You are staying up late,’ Cyd said. ‘Clean those teeth and get your pyjamas on.’

The evening was winding down. Joni reluctantly went off to the bathroom. I went to help Cyd in the kitchen and Pat wandered out to the garden.

Through the kitchen window I saw the security light come on and illuminate him, all slouching limbs and uncombed hair, looking up at the house as if he was remembering something. Then the light went off and all you could see was his silhouette, lit by moonlight and the orange glow that always hangs over the city.

I felt almost relaxed. He could come round and eat dinner with us and it was as if nothing had changed. I could hear Peggy’s music filtering down from upstairs. The sound of Joni spitting in the downstairs bathroom. I watched Cyd rinse a pot and when she had finished I took her wet hand and held it against my face.

‘Thank you,’ I said.

‘Don’t be silly,’ she smiled. ‘I love seeing him.’

Then her smile faded. She squinted at the garden. And I saw it too. The faint red glow in Pat’s mouth.

As if the silhouette in the garden knew that it was being watched, it quickly slipped into the Wendy House. But even inside the little wooden playhouse, you could see the red glow in the darkness as it rose and fell from my son’s lips.

‘Does he smoke now?’ Cyd said.

 I shook my head. ‘Not that I know of,’ I said, and I made a move to the garden and then felt her stop me.

‘Let me talk to him,’ she said. ‘It will be better coming from me.’

So I watched her go.

And I watched her long-limbed shadow cross the garden and enter the Wendy House. And after not very long at all she came back, holding something that emitted a faint red glow in the darkness. She burst through the door and I don’t think I had ever seen her so angry. I recognised that sickly sweet smell immediately. She held up a soggy hand-rolled cigarette, her eyes blazing.

‘Mexican weed in the Wendy House!’ she said. ‘Very nice! Smoking Mexican weed in the Wendy House!’

Then Pat burst into the house, tears streaming down his face and chin trembling. Hardly what you would expect from a hardened user who had turned his sister’s Wendy House into a drug den.

I said his name but he kept heading for the front door. I went after him. Joni appeared in the door of the bathroom, an electric toothbrush vibrating in her hand. Peggy was on the stairs. I looked back at Cyd. She shook her head, the joint extinguished but still in her hand.

The front door opened and closed with a bang.

I called his name again. And then I went after him. I chased him down the street and I could see him ahead of me for a while but then we got to the Holloway Road and I lost him. He must have jumped on a bus or in a cab. I walked the streets until I knew that he was gone, calling his phone again and again even though it always went straight to the answer machine. And then I went back to the house.

It had been a while. Joni had been packed off to bed. The music had stopped in Peggy’s room. And the only sounds I could hear were the dishwasher and the muted, troubled voice of my wife on the phone. She hung up when she saw me.

‘Wrong number,’ she said.

Liar.







Thirteen

Even the parents looked different.

We all shivered on the same muddy touchline, the February wind whipping through our winter coats, stamping our feet against the cold as we waited for the teams to appear. But there was no mistaking the parents of the three-grand-a-term UTI kids from the mums and dads of Ramsay Mac. They looked as though it wasn’t just a different education they were buying, but a different life.

We looked poorer. We looked fatter. We looked pastier – even though we were a far more multi-racial bunch. Our hair was thinner, gone or bleached to the point of wispy no return. Their hair was long and lustrous, falling in magnificent curls and ringlets – especially the dads. We looked not quite mature – there were lurid tattoos, and replica football shirts – especially among the mothers. And there were more of them – the UTI families bred like pampered rabbits, and younger brothers and sisters frolicked at the feet of their affluent parents, a few of them holding babes in arms. You think that we would have that over them – that at least the Ramsay Mac parents would be able to knock out more kids than they could. You would think that at least we could procreate better than them. But, you see, the UTI parents stayed together. And at Ramsay Mac, we came apart. I inhaled deeply, smelling their swimming pool, and I felt the sharp pang of chlorine and envy.

Their playing fields went on forever, and the cries and shouts of other matches drifted across as the teams made their way to the pitch. UTI in their red-and-black stripes, and Ramsay Mac in all white. Apart from Pat, who sloped roundshouldered near the back of his teammates as if wishing that his limbs were all slightly shorter. He was wearing a bright orange top, black shorts and socks. Plus his Predator boots, newly cleaned. He looked great. I laughed and applauded wildly. Kill these rich spoilt bastards, I thought, sportingly.

UTI sprinted on to the pitch. They began knocking a few balls about and doing some elaborate stretching. Ramsay Mac were slower, more sullen, trying to act as if this was all slightly beneath them. I recognised a few of them. William Fly was the big striker up front. Spud Face hovered by his side, doing some surprisingly impressive keepy-uppy, his pock-marked face frowning with concentration. As Pat dumped his towel in the back of the goal and tried on his gloves, a small, darkskinned youth held back, dragging deeply on a Marlboro Light. The referee, a huge red-bearded man all in black, turned on him, eyes blazing.

‘Put that fag out, Patel!’ he bawled. It was the legendary Ramsay Mac sports teacher. Jones the Psycho, in the flesh.

The boy ground the cigarette out under the heel of his boot, grinning with embarrassment. The sports teacher glared at him as he joined his teammates. And then I saw her.

Elizabeth Montgomery and an older UTI lad, maybe as old as eighteen, his arm draped casually around her shoulder, her hand slipped inside his red-and-black blazer.

‘Come on, UTI!’ he shouted, but Elizabeth Montgomery turned her back on the field and snuggled up inside his blazer.

Patel, still coughing a bit from his cigarette, shirt cuffs pulled over his hands to keep warm, peppered shots at Pat’s goal. My boy tipped them over the bar, pushed them round the post, caught them good and solid, wrapping his body around the ball. He was soon covered in mud, sweating hard, his breath making mist in the cold.

Then it was time to kick off.

Pat wiped the damp from his brow and crouched low, watching carefully as UTI surged forward. Jones the Psycho’s face was scarlet, keeping up with the action. Elizabeth Montgomery languished inside the red-and-black blazer of her mannish boyfriend. Pat had not noticed her.

UTI’s number nine was the problem – a hefty blond lad with not much skill but plenty of heart. He shrugged off a couple of tackles, heading straight down the middle, until Ramsay Mac’s own number nine – William Fly – brought him down with a sliding tackle from behind. The referee’s whistle peeped in protest. Both of the number nines writhed in agony. When they got up, Jones the Psycho showed Fly a yellow card.

‘What, sir?’ Fly said, spreading his hands with outraged innocence. ‘What? What? What?’

Patel and Spud Face made for a surprisingly nippy pair of wingbacks, sprinting down their respective touchlines and tormenting the UTI defence with crosses that swung teasingly away from the goalkeeper. But William Fly was slow and lumbering, better at sticking his elbow in someone’s face than getting on the end of a cross, and if it wasn’t dropped on his head or his right boot then he floundered and fell, rising to scream abuse at Patel and Spud Face, and beseeching Jones the Psycho for justice.

Now the UTI number nine had the ball again and was ploughing through the middle of the Ramsay Mac defence. Past one defender, and then another, with William Fly chasing back and then giving up in the centre circle, puffing and cursing.

I looked at Pat and he was crouched like a cat, ready to pounce. Patel and Spud Face were clinging to the men they were marking on the wing, looking at each other, waiting for the other one to do something. Then it was too late. UTI’s number nine was through on an open goal, his right foot swinging at the ball, his mouth grimacing, the braces on his teeth gleaming in the pale winter sunlight.

He shot.

The ball arced slowly through the air towards the goal. Pat was up on his toes, ready for it, glancing side to side to make sure there was nobody coming in to challenge him.

Then he saw her.

His true love inside the blazer of another.

Her skirt hiked up to new heights.

Her high heels sinking into the mud of UTI’s impressive playing fields.

It was just a moment.

But it was quite long enough for him to take his eyes off the ball and let them settle on the girl. When he looked back the shot was on him, and directly above him and he closed his eyes against the sun, his hands flapping wildly for the ball even as it bounced off the back of his head and dribbled into the goal.

Pandemonium.

The parents going mental. UTI jumping on top of their number nine as Patel threw himself to the ground, his fists pounding against the mud. Spud Face ran towards Pat, screaming abuse.

Pat fumbled among the netting, retrieving the ball. When he fished it out, William Fly was standing in front of him.

‘Sick Note,’ he said, as I read his lips. ‘You really are Sick Note, ain’t you, Silver?’

Pat threw the ball in his face.

It hit Fly flush on the nose and the blood was already starting to flow as the bigger lad shoved his goalkeeper back into the goal and began to pummel him with fists and boots. Pat cringed under the assault, retreating into the back of his goal and squirming in the netting, like something that had been caught.

I was on the pitch and running towards the goal. But Jones the Psycho was already there, between them, pushing them apart.

Then he took out his red card and showed it to both of them. William Fly turned away in disgust, ripping off his white Ramsay Mac shirt and throwing it to the ground, to a chorus of boos. But Pat was tangled up in the netting, trying not to cry as he attempted to free himself. Jones the Psycho seized him by the scruff of his orange jersey and hauled him into the six-yard box.

‘Off you go,’ he said. ‘Early bath, Sick Note.’

And that is when Pat hit him.

A wild, swinging punch that Jones the Psycho could have easily avoided if he had been looking. But he did not give my son that much credit. So Pat’s tearful haymaker caught Jones the Psycho on the point of the chin just as he was turning away. And he dropped to the ground like a sack of very red potatoes.

Pat did not cry. I was happy about that. White with shock, he was way beyond crying. He collected his belongings from the back of the net – his Predator water bottle, his Predator beach towel, his spare pair of Predator gloves – and stepped over the prostrate figure of Jones the Psycho.

He did not look at me as he passed.

He did not look at anyone.

But as he brushed past Elizabeth Montgomery and her three-grand-a-term boyfriend, I could have sworn I saw her swoon.







Fourteen

I followed my wife.

It was actually quite difficult. In the films they make it look easy. You just have to be ready to duck inside a doorway or bury your head in a newspaper when your prey turns around, their suspicions momentarily aroused.

But it wasn’t like that at all.

Cyd had taken her Food Glorious Food van. I followed in my car, pulling one of Pat’s old beanie hats over my head for a cunning disguise and giving her a five-minute start.

I thought I would struggle to keep up with her. But that wasn’t the problem. As soon as we hit the Holloway Road, she ground to a halt in the mid-morning traffic jam, while I hovered dangerously close behind. I had to pause at a green light, provoking the wrath of my fellow motorists, to avoid catching up with her.

She was seeing ‘a friend’, she’d said, a wonderfully vague appointment. Perhaps she did not want to lie to my face. Perhaps that is what they all say.

I was hanging back, beanie hat pulled down, watching the back of her car, and watching the back of her head too – her hair worn up, her neck showing – and I marvelled at that curiously upright gait she had, and I felt this numb ache inside me just looking at her, and ducked my head every time she glanced in the rear-view mirror.

And I did not want it to be true.

Oh, Cyd, I thought, I love you so much, but then I had to pay attention when I was nearly sideswiped by a bendy bus turning off for Kentish Town.

Then I lost her.

At the great screaming hub of Archway, she put her foot down on a yellow light – that naughty girl – and I had to pull up, although a flock of cyclists blithely kept going, shaking their fists and screaming their murderous curses at motorists with the right of way.

The traffic was clearer beyond the junction, and the road rose with Cyd as she climbed the hill towards London’s leafy highlands.

And then she was gone.

But it did not matter, because here was one more thing that was different from the films.

I knew exactly where she was going.



It was one of those big white houses in Belsize Park. Nice neighbourhood. Nice architecture. Nice life.

The street was quiet and calm and rich. Far too affluent to tolerate a man in a black beanie hat lurking in the shadows of its sturdy trees. So I took to driving around the block. Even that was risky – a young dog-walker with half a dozen pampered mutts on a lead paused to watch me going round in circles for the third time. But when I went round again the dog-walker was gone, and there was just me and the house where Jim Mason lived, and the terrible knowledge that Cyd was in there with him. I parked in a residents-only bay down the street. And after an hour, the front door opened.

I was stretching my legs under one of those old trees and I watched them come out. Cyd first, her arms folded across her chest in that way she had when the world needed to be kept at bay. And then him, then Jim, his handsome head down, all serious. No sign of Liberty, his nurse from Manila.

So no surprise there then.

And so the world turns.

On the top step Cyd turned to look at him. I held my breath, waiting for them to kiss, but instead they embraced – or rather, they held on to each other, as if each was preventing the other one from falling. Somehow that was worse.

I don’t know what happened after that because I didn’t stick around to find out. I got in the car, did a three-point turn and went back the way I had come, heading downhill to London’s lowlands, the great black hole of betrayal in my chest, sticking two fingers up at all the crazed cyclists, and my eyes half-blinded by the tears.



The three of us sat outside the headmaster’s office, a family once again.

Gina and Pat and I – when was the last time we had sat together like this? It was beyond memory, it was another lifetime. Some family dinner, before the fall? But no – because those three people no longer existed. The young husband and father. His tall, radiant wife. Proud parents of their moptopped little Star Wars-barmy boy. Where were they today? They were not outside the head’s office.

School sounds, school smells. Laughter and threats. Food and chlorine. Pat slumped low and unmoving in his chair, as if trying to disappear, as if he was a boy in a coma, the only sign of life the occasional flickering of his gaze as some giant child ambled by – the boys mean and hard-looking, quick to take offence, the girls with their skirts hiked up, wearing their sexual power like a prefect’s badge. And they looked at the boy humiliated by sitting with dear old mum and dad, but I could not tell if their gaze meant everything, or nothing.

Gina was impassive, strangely calm considering the circumstances. All charm with the head’s secretary when we were told that we had to wait, Mr Whitehead was running late, Gina all smiley understanding, not remotely defensive or surly, every inch the good parent.

And as we bided our time, waiting to be summoned into the head’s office, I felt strangely elated – this wild, mad joy welling up inside me.

I thought it was because Pat was fighting back. But perhaps it was something else. Perhaps it was just sitting there with my son and his mother, and a glimpse at the old comforting symmetry of our long-lost family, like a dead loved one met again in a dream.

‘Mr Whitehead will see you now,’ we were told, the old secretary’s rheumy eyes staring at us over the top of her reading glasses, seeing right through us, but Gina was all smiles and thanks, gently indicating that Pat should snap out of his coma, and that I should get to my feet, and that we should both follow her into the headmaster’s office.

He was charming. I mean, we were not offered tea and crumpets, but he was friendly enough in a stern, Victorian dad sort of way, and he did not treat us like the scum of the earth because my son had flattened a sports teacher. I suppose he saw a lot worse than that every day.

‘We take any form of violence against a member of staff very seriously,’ he said, his gaze moving from concerned parents to troubled child. Pat stared beyond his shoulder and out of the window, taking great interest in the totally empty playground and the playing fields beyond, as if this had nothing much to do with him.

‘It was an accident,’ I blurted, and Gina’s head snapped in my direction. ‘But it was,’ I said feebly. ‘He didn’t mean it.’ I looked at my son. ‘Did you?’

Pat shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘They all hate me anyway.’

‘How are you, Patrick?’ Mr Whitehead said, and I realised with a shock that he actually seemed to like our son.

Pat nodded, still intent on the empty playground. ‘I’m all right, sir.’

‘You were doing so well,’ the head said. ‘Japanese – that was your subject, wasn’t it?’

‘Sir,’ Pat affirmed, still not looking at him. And I could see that the boy was prepared to endure everything today, apart from a little kindness.

The headmaster even smiled. ‘And as I recall, you were a leading light in…the Theatre Club?’

 Pat finally looked at him. ‘The Lateral Thinking Club, sir.’

Mr Whitehead nodded. Then he looked at Gina and I and his smile grew wider. ‘I’m not even sure I know quite what they do in the Lateral Thinking Club,’ he confessed.

Nervous laughter all round.

‘Me neither!’ I offered, a note of total hysteria in my voice.

‘There have been bullying issues,’ Gina said, and she looked at Pat and for a second I thought she was going to tell him to sit up straight. ‘Issues of bullying that have been going on for quite a while.’

‘He has to learn to stand up for himself,’ I said, and she was on me.

‘You think that’s the answer to everything,’ she said, biting my head off. ‘But what if someone can’t stand up to the bullying, Harry? What if they are too gentle or too timid or too alone? What happens then?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I suppose then you get your head pushed down a toilet.’

Mr Whitehead raised his hands, like a marriage counsellor calling time out.

‘We do not tolerate a culture of bullying at Ramsay Mac,’ he said. Pat snorted with bitter laughter, and for the first time the headmaster looked as though he was ready to kill someone. ‘You are suspended for one week, young man,’ he said, jabbing an angry Parker Pen at my son. ‘And I am taking into account that you did not intentionally strike Mr Jones and that for the last four years you have been a good, hard-working student.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know what’s happened to you this year, Patrick. But if your behaviour doesn’t improve then you will give the school no option but permanent exclusion.’

Pat got a secret little smile on his face. He looked up at his mother.

‘We have been thinking about changing schools,’ Gina told the headmaster. ‘My husband and I are no longer together.’

The headmaster nodded. ‘I gathered that.’

Was it so obvious? I couldn’t believe that it was only the couples that broke up that got on each other’s nerves. I thought that everyone did it.

Mr Whitehead shook his head. ‘But this is a big year for Patrick,’ he said. ‘An exam year.’

‘Well, then it would happen on the other side of exams,’ Gina said. ‘Probably.’

‘I can tell you’ve really thought this through,’ I said, looking from my ex-wife to my son. ‘When did we start thinking about changing schools?’ Neither of them would look me in the eye. ‘Because I don’t remember that conversation.’

‘The travelling has become difficult for my son,’ Gina said, ignoring me. ‘There are these bullying issues. And now this suspension.’ She cast down her eyes, and then shyly looked up at the headmaster. Ah, Gina. She still had that old magic. The headmaster put down his Parker Pen. ‘I do appreciate your understanding,’ she said quietly.

‘Well,’ Mr Whitehead said, ‘you must let me know what you decide. But I strongly recommend sticking with us until the end of the academic year.’

‘Thank you,’ Gina said sweetly, as if she had just been told, Go ahead, love, do what you like.

But my blood was up. A new school? Who mentioned anything about a new school?

‘There are bullies in every playground,’ I said, immune to the power of Gina’s eyelashes. ‘In every playground in every school in the country. There will always be someone.’ I shook my head. ‘He can’t just run away. It doesn’t work like that.’

‘Do you want him to go around punching everyone?’ she said, as if I was some kind of psychopath. ‘He’s not like your father, Harry. And you know what?’ The trouble with old partners is that they know what will hurt you the most. ‘Neither are you,’ she said.

Then Pat and the headmaster looked away, the pair of them embarrassed to be in the same room as us.



We lingered at the school gates, car keys in our hands, reluctant to go our separate ways with so many angry words still unsaid. I shuddered with the cold. Winter felt as though it was never going to end. I looked at Gina.

‘Have they got any good schools in Soho?’ I said.

She looked at me sharply. ‘Have they got any round here?’

‘Ramsay Mac is not so bad,’ I said. ‘You should see their A-Level results for Crack Dealing and Knife Fighting.’

Her mouth hardened. ‘You think this is funny?’

I took a breath. Should I suggest coffee? A pint and a game of arrows? We seemed beyond all of that. But I didn’t want to fight with Gina any more. I had a wife. I could be at home fighting with her. What was I doing expending all my energy on this stranger? But of course I knew the answer to that. It was because of the boy. Without our son Gina and I would be happily living on different planets.

‘We’re in this together,’ I said, and I almost reached out to touch her arm. Luckily I managed to restrain myself.

‘In it together,’ she said, all numb. ‘Yeah – like two ferrets in a sack.’

I stared back at the school where my son had returned to his unknowable day. Double maths and a ducking in the toilet? Abusive text messages and a kicking by the bike sheds? Collecting his rucksack and starting his suspension? I looked away, ashamed of myself, wondering when I had lost the power to protect him.

‘I should have mentioned the change of schools,’ Gina said, thawing a bit. ‘I’m sorry, Harry, I really am. But this is not working.’

Everything was working fine until you decided to make a guest appearance in our lives, I thought. But I said nothing, and felt suddenly empty. The one thing left of our love was our ability to argue about anything.

‘Do you ever wonder,’ Gina said, ‘what life would have been like if we had stayed together?’ She half-smiled, and I had no idea what was in that smile. ‘Do you wonder what would have happened, Harry, if you hadn’t fucked around and I hadn’t fucked off?’

‘That’s beautifully put,’ I muttered, and I let a long breath ease out, and another long breath ease in, as I remembered the uncomplicated past, the unbroken and enduring past, with the little blond boy and the knock-out young mother, and the proud, capable father who loved them both, and never thought they would slip away when he wasn’t looking.

I saw all of that letting one breath out, and one breath in, but it was always sliding away from me, like trying to remember the kind of dream that fades upon waking. I did not love this woman before me. I loved Cyd. I loved my wife.

I looked Gina in her blue eyes. They did nothing for me now.

‘No,’ I said.



I had forgotten about hospitals. The waiting around. The endless bad tea. The mind-numbing bureaucracy of terminal illness. How bored you could get in death’s waiting room. Ken and I sat outside his doctor’s office. He studied his Racing Post while I read my copy of Matthew Parker’s Monte Cassino.


Only the bloodbaths of Verdun and Passchendaele, or the very worst of the Second World War fighting on the Eastern Front, can compare to Monte Cassino. The largest land battle in Europe, Cassino was the bitterest and bloodiest of the Western Allies’ struggles with the German Wehrmacht on any front of the Second World War. On the German side, many compared it unfavourably with Stalingrad.



‘I quite fancy Lucky Sue in the two thirty at Haydock Park,’ Ken said, more to himself than me.

‘Dad,’ a woman’s voice said, and we looked up to see Tracey and Ian bustling down the corridor. Then they had to press against the wall to let a man with a trolley-load of blood samples pass by, his little bottles rattling away, but they never stopped smiling at their father.

‘Sorry we’re late,’ Tracey said. ‘The traffic.’

‘Hanger Lane was a nightmare,’ Ian said. ‘Chock-a-block, it is.’

 Ken grunted, and turned back to the Racing Post.

‘You haven’t missed much,’ he said.

I went to get tea for the four of us. When I came back, they were still waiting to see the doctor. Tracey was banging on about some homeopathic quackery she had just read about, while Ken rolled his eyes and stared at a point somewhere over her shoulder. Ian smiled nervously, trying to soothe the troubled waters that raged between them.

‘It’s really hot,’ I said, passing the white plastic cups around. ‘Give it five minutes.’

But Tracey was still talking about this miracle cure for cancer. She took a big gulp of molten tea and then jumped up as if she was choking.

‘Told you to wait a minute,’ I said.

She turned on me. ‘And – sorry – remind me,’ she said, ‘why exactly are you here?’

‘Tracey,’ said her brother, not the first time, I’ll warrant.

I cradled my boiling hot cup. ‘I drove your dad here,’ I said quietly.

‘That’s not it,’ Ken said with a chuckle. He folded his Racing Post and looked at me. ‘He’s looking for his dad. Aren’t you?’

I said nothing. I held my book and my tea. It was still too hot to drink. But I brought it to my lips anyway, just for something to do.

‘He’s looking for his dad but he’s not going to find him here,’ Ken said. An emphatic little gesture with his head.

‘He’s gone, your dad,’ he told me. ‘There’s just me and my tumour.’ He looked pleasantly surprised. ‘Here – sounds like a song.’ He began to sing, to the tune of ‘Me and My Shadow’. ‘Me…and my tumour…strolling down the avenue.’

Tracey covered her face. ‘Dad,’ she said. ‘Please. Don’t.’

Ken smiled. ‘You can say what you like when they’re digging your grave.’ He raised his hands in exasperation. ‘Oh, here we go,’ he said. ‘Here come the waterworks. Here comes Niagara Falls.’

Ian had begun to cry. More of a weeping and a wailing. Great wet tears coursing down his big round face. I swallowed hard. I looked away. But then I had to look at Ken.

‘Your dad’s gone,’ he told me. ‘Get it?’

‘Got it,’ I managed, and I necked my tea in one go as the nurse stuck her head around the door and said, ‘Mr Grimwood?’

He stood up, straightened his tie and tugged at the hem of his blazer. ‘Here, miss,’ he said. I watched the Grimwoods troop off to the doctor’s office. Ken turned and beckoned me to join them.

‘But what does he need to come in for?’ Tracey demanded. ‘He’s not family.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Ken chuckled. ‘Let him have a bit of fun.’

Tracey shook her head, and bit her lip. Her brother patted her arm and we all went in where the doctor showed us X-rays of the old man’s lungs, black with primary tumours and foggy with the fluids that clogged his chest.

The doctor was very nice. He pushed a box of Kleenex across his empty table for Tracey and Ian when they really started to sob. And he told us that only twenty per cent of lung cancer cases are ever suitable for surgery, and explained very patiently why chemotherapy and radiotherapy were inappropriate for an elderly man at this late stage of the disease. So he told us that there was hope. But not today, and not in this room, and not for this old man.

‘You have perhaps nine months,’ the doctor said, and Ian and Tracey were leaning out of their chairs, hugging each other.

I gripped my book with both hands.

But Ken Grimwood sat there dry-eyed.

‘Thank you, Doctor,’ he said. ‘Can I go home now?’

That was the day that I really saw the hardness in him. Not the hardness that I had always admired – the hardness that gave him and all the men like him the courage to stand up to poverty and war and cancer and death – but the other hardness, the kind that kept his children at a distance, and his wife a little in fear, no matter how much she was in love.

As though something inside him was forever frozen, and could never melt, and could never be reached. Perhaps they were the same thing, the good hardness and the other kind, and perhaps they had always been the same thing.

And he might have felt that my father was not there, but I could sense my old man muttering in the wings. I could almost smell the Old Spice and Old Holborn and the brown ale on his breath. And I could see him – I could see ten thousand nights of him eating his dinner on his lap in front of the TV, and I could remember the one special night when he was stone-faced with fury as I told him that my marriage had died, and then near the end, I remembered the nights when he was pumped full of morphine in a hospital ward, and still fearless, still hard as teak, and still totally incapable of tears, or of ever being touched.

So the old man was wrong.

My father was there all right.







Fifteen

Cyd and I were home alone.

It was one of those rare moments of peace that descend on any busy household. When you suddenly find time on your hands, and stillness in the house, and the children all elsewhere.

A Saturday morning, and suddenly I had nothing to do today. In a terse text message, Pat had cancelled our trip to the NFT for the director’s cut of A Bridge Too Far. Peggy was at her salsa class. And Joni had not yet returned from a sleepover at a friend’s house.

I placed two cups of coffee on the little table in our living room. There was a catalogue on the table for serious kitchen appliances – fridges that can hold enough canapés to feed a thousand, that kind of thing.

I settled myself on the sofa with my copy of the Racing Post.

I felt good. I felt calm. I noted that Marley’s Ghost had been found wanting in its last three starts but had now dropped some weight and was expected to get involved in the 1235 at Limerick.

Interesting, I thought. Very interesting.

Cyd walked into the room towelling her hair. It was still wet from the shower. She was barefoot, half-dressed, her limbs long and coltish in white shorts and black vest. She knelt on the floor in front of the big wall mirror, lifting her bottom in my general direction as she plugged in the hairdryer.

 It was a bit like one of those mirrors you see in dance studios. A mirror that dominates a wall, and lets you see everything. And I saw how my wife’s body had changed over the years. She was rounder now, made of more curves. Time did that. A baby did that.

I liked the way she was before and I liked the way she was now. If anything, I liked her more now. Cyd was always lovely, but she was one of those women who grow into their beauty. And she looked great in her white shorts and black vest, her hair all wet and mussed up. I had quite forgotten about Marley’s Ghost getting involved at Limerick.

She caught me watching her and smiled at me in the mirror.

‘What?’ she laughed.

As if she couldn’t tell.

I crossed the room to her, the Racing Post still in my hand. She shook her head and turned on the hairdryer. I knelt by her side, feeling a blast of hot air on my face. Her black hair was flying, all wet and glossy. I threw aside my paper and touched her hair with the tips of my fingers.

‘Want me to do that for you?’ I offered, looking at her bare legs. There was a long muscle on the top of her thighs and it really stood out when she knelt down like that.

‘You want to blow-dry my hair?’ she said. ‘Thanks, but I think I’m starting to get the hang of it.’

I nuzzled the side of her face, her hair damp against my nose and mouth.

Then I slipped into my Barry White voice.

‘You know, baby, no matter how many times I’ve blowdried your hair, it just never seems like it’s enough…’ I shook my head like the great man. ‘It’s just not enough, baby.’

Cyd turned off her hairdryer.

‘What do you really want?’ she said, and she tilted her head as I kissed her mouth. A perfect fit, as always and forever. She stroked my arms as we knelt side by side, our foreheads touching, looking at each other in the mirror.

‘Saturday morning?’ she said. ‘Come on.’

 ‘Why not?’ I said. ‘Nobody around. We’re an old married couple. We have to take our pleasures where we can.’

Her eyes got that sleepy, knowing look that I loved.

‘You don’t need any of those little blue pills yet, do you?’ she said.

That kind of lavish sexual praise always gets me going.

‘Not if you catch me before noon,’ I said.

She laughed. ‘Then we’ve got sixty minutes.’

I slipped back into Barry White.

‘That’s good, baby, because you know I’m a sixty-minute man.’

‘Promises, promises,’ she said, and laid her hairdryer to one side and put her arms around my neck.

Then we were rolling around on the floor, and every now and again I would stop kissing her to look at us in the mirror. And Cyd would look too. And what we saw in the mirror would make us want to kiss some more.

We were just about to get down to the serious stuff when Cyd said, ‘Ouch.’

Something was sticking in her back.

She rolled on her side and pulled my scrunched-up Racing Post from beneath her.

She frowned. Then grinned.

‘The Racing Post?’ she said, with genuine marital amusement. She held it between her thumb and index finger, as if about to conduct a forensic examination.

‘Since when did you start reading the Racing Post?’

I had actually been reading it for quite a while. She just hadn’t noticed.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Every now and then.’

I kissed her neck, her forehead, her ear.

But she was laughing quite hard by now. It’s difficult to stay completely in the mood when someone’s having a good old laugh.

‘Hilarious,’ she said.

Have you noticed that when anyone says, ‘Hilarious,’ it is never, ever even remotely funny? Saying hilarious is the kiss of death to humour. And everything else. I rolled on to my back. Cyd crossed her legs and actually began flicking through the Racing Post.

After a while I realised she was looking at me.

‘What are you doing?’ she said. She wasn’t smiling now. It wasn’t hilarious now. None of it. ‘You’re not…? I don’t believe it, Harry. You’re not actually…gambling, are you?’

I sat up. ‘I never actually thought of it as gambling,’ I said. ‘It’s just – you know. Having a flutter. A bit of a laugh.’

She stood up, smoothing her white shorts. She flopped down on the sofa. She took a sip of coffee, still examining the Racing Post as if it revealed some dark secrets about my soul. Then she put down her coffee, too hard. Some of it splashed over the little table. ‘A bit of a laugh?’ she said. And then the same again, but with the volume turned way up. ‘A bit of a laugh?’

I got up off the floor and lifted my coffee just as she chucked her kitchen appliance catalogue at me. It only brushed my arm but it was like being hit by a telephone directory, or a very large brick. I cursed, and cursed again, most of my coffee sloshing down the front of my jeans and shirt.

‘Jesus Christ, Cyd,’ I said and put down the cup, and went off to clean up. She came after me.

‘Have you seen all the bills in the top drawer?’ she said. ‘All those red-coloured bills, Harry? Those bills from gas, electricity and every other bastard we owe money to?’

I was at the sink tearing off kitchen towel. It was no good. I was going to have to change, shower, start again. ‘I’m going to get a job,’ I said. ‘And until I do, I’m going to get a loan. From the bank. I keep telling you.’

I turned to go but she barred my path. ‘Yes, you keep telling me,’ she said. ‘That’s all you ever do – tell me. Tell me how everything’s under control and everything’s going to be good tomorrow. What is it you bloody English say? Jello tomorrow. That’s what my life with you is like, Harry. It’s all bloody jello tomorrow.’

 I pushed past her, glad our kids were not here for this. ‘Jam tomorrow,’ I said. ‘The expression is jam tomorrow.’

‘You’re the expert.’

I went to the bathroom and began taking off my clothes. I thought she had left me alone but after a while she appeared in the doorway, a sheath of papers in her hand. She began throwing them at me one by one.

‘British Gas,’ she said, and for just a second I remembered how much I loved her crazy accent. The way she said ‘British’. It made something inside me ache. But then the moment was gone, gone the moment she threw the bill at me. It fluttered between us. ‘Eastern Electricity…Virgin Media…Vodafone for Joni…’

I stood there in my pants, my hands held up in bewilderment. ‘Vodafone for Joni? Why is a seven-year-old girl receiving a bill from Vodafone?’

‘For her cell, stupid,’ Cyd said. And then, switching to a grotesque parody of a London accent, like Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins: ‘For her moh-bile fone, mayte, innit?’

She kept reading the names of the bills and throwing them at me. When she began reading out a letter from the Cheltenham and Gloucester about our mortgage, I decided I had had enough. I started putting my coffee-soaked clothes back on.

‘All on me, Harry,’ she said. She was calmer now, but that was somehow worse. ‘This house needs two incomes. This house needs both of us contributing. But it’s all on me. We’re lucky I’m busy right now. We’re lucky Food Glorious Food has more work than it can handle. Otherwise – I don’t know.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. And I truly was sorry. ‘I know it’s hard.’ I zipped up my jeans, adjusted my penis. ‘I’m doing my best.’

‘Then don’t gamble, Harry,’ she said, pleading now. ‘It’s insane, baby! Can’t you see that? We have no money – we are right at the limit – and you are starring in a remake of Casino Royale.’

‘It’s not like that,’ I said. ‘It’s just a few quid, now and then.’ I left the bathroom and walked, just wanting to get some distance between us. ‘It’s a bit of fun. Some light relief.’ She was right behind me, following me. I turned to look at her. ‘God knows I deserve some.’

She nodded, as if she understood everything. ‘Living with me, you mean?’

‘I didn’t say that, did I?’

‘I do my bit for this family – and plenty more,’ she said. ‘Don’t you ever forget it, mister.’

We were on the stairs. Going nowhere. I turned to look at her. We were right by the alcove that contained all my prizes. My BAFTA from the long lost era of The Marty Mann Show. My glass earhole from quite recently. A glass pigeon from somewhere that I couldn’t quite recall.

‘And what about me?’ I said. ‘I’ve worked like a dog for years.’

‘What kind of dog would that be, Harry? A Chihuahua? A little Shih Tzu?’

I gestured at my illustrious prizes. ‘They don’t give these away for serving chicken satay,’ I said, because I knew it would hurt her. But I could not stop myself. We had got to that point where we could not stop ourselves from hurting each other. It was all we wanted now.

Cyd looked at my prizes, less than impressed.

‘It’s a glass earhole, Harry,’ she said. ‘It’s just a glass earhole.’ She saw my face turning red. She saw the little vein in my right temple start to throb. And she laughed. She knew she had scored a bull’s-eye. ‘What shall we do, Harry? Shall we try to pay our mortgage with your glass earhole?’

My voice was very quiet. ‘If you don’t like it,’ I said, ‘then why don’t you go back to fucking Jim?’ We stared at each other. ‘Your ex-husband. If you’ve had enough of me, then why don’t you drag the carcass of that marriage around the block one more time?’

‘What?’ she said.

I pushed past her. Going back down the stairs now. Over my shoulder. ‘You heard,’ I said.

She sat on the stairs. I went to the kitchen and ripped off a rubbish sack. Then I went back to the alcove that displayed my prizes. Cyd was still sitting on the stairs, her face in her hands. I began tossing my prizes into the rubbish sack. The glass earhole went first. Cyd looked up with wet eyes as we heard it explode.

‘What are we doing to each other, Harry?’ she said, and her lovely face was all twisted with what we had become. ‘Oh, please don’t throw away your pigeon.’

‘Too late,’ I said, and the pigeon went in, followed by my BAFTA from the days when we thought that TV would always love us – my beautiful BAFTA! – and it smashed the pigeon and the earhole a bit more. I hung my head and I covered my face too.

Then the doorbell rang.

Cyd and I looked at each other and then slowly descended the stairs. The doorbell was still ringing. I was still holding the rubbish sack, and the broken glass tinkled like jewels. The sound of the shattered prizes made Cyd cry a bit harder. There was a sob the size of a ten-year-old marriage in my throat.

I opened the front door.

There was a smiling Japanese woman holding a newborn baby, and a shy-looking Japanese man behind her, dressed for the golf course. I couldn’t work out what was happening. Then Joni and her friend Asuka jumped out whooping from either side of the door, surprising me, and then standing there jumping up and down and hugging each other and chanting this mantra.

‘Best friend,’ the two girls sang. ‘Best friend, best friend.’

‘Very good playdate,’ said the smiling Japanese lady, and the tiny mop-haired baby in her arms began to mew. Her husband nodded shyly in agreement. Joni brushed past me.

‘Can Asuka have a sleepover with me next weekend?’ she said.

‘Very good girl,’ said the kind, sweet Japanese lady, and her decent, golf-playing husband nodded again.

Then the shy, smiling, decent Japanese family looked at my wife and me, really looked at us for the first time, and their smiles faded.

They saw it all. The coffee on my unbuttoned shirt. The grief on our faces. The red bills that were scattered across the hall like the betting slips of lost races. And in the rubbish bag I held, they heard all the glittering prizes, reduced to jingling-jangling pieces of trash.

They gathered up their children.

They nodded a polite goodbye, as if we were normal people too.

And then they got out of there.







Sixteen

I sat up in my office, watching DVDs of PC Filth: An Unfair Cop. It was a depressing business. But I was going to an interview for a production job on the show and they always expected you to know the thing inside out.

I knew exactly what some sniffy little twelve-year-old executive producer would ask me. How did you feel when PC Dibbs got shot at the end of the fourth series? How about the sub-plot of the cross-dressing copper? Should DCI Rooney still be struggling with his booze problem in series five? How about reconciliation with his estranged wife? Is the police dog a distraction from the action, or does it rope in the animal lovers? Should we hang a hoodie in the cells? Or just beat the crap out of him in the police canteen? They wanted you to share your ideas. They were very big on sharing.

And they got massively offended if you weren’t totally up to speed with their little show. If they knew that I would cross the road to avoid watching it, I would have never got through the door. So I bought the boxed set online – PC Filth: An Unfair Cop, series 1 to 5 – ‘Well Worth Getting Nicked For!’ – and I studied it, and I made notes, and I knew that in the end they would still give the production job to someone else.

I pressed pause when I heard the delivery van, feeling as if I was coming up for air. I went to the window and down on the street four men were easing a giant box off the back of their lorry. I went downstairs, eager to help, and even more eager to escape PC Filth: An Unfair Cop.

Because I wanted to be good. I wanted to provide and protect. I wanted to try to be the man that my father was without trying. I wanted to watch over my family like a statue of a Golden Retriever.

I could hear Polish voices in the hallway. The box was on its side and being eased through the front door. It seemed to be stuck. Cyd stood watching with her arms folded across her chest. She did not look at me as I came down the stairs.

They got the box through the door and stood it up. It was ten feet tall, almost touching the ceiling. Joni came downstairs and we all stood watching as they got the box on to a trolley and wheeled it into the kitchen, giving a light bulb a whack on the way.

Joni danced after her mother and the men and the box as I steadied the light. I followed them into the kitchen. One of them began disconnecting the old fridge while the rest of them cracked open the box. It was a new refrigerator. The King Kong of fridges. A double-doored American monster in stainless steel.

Joni crawled into the box and looked out.

‘Like a Wendy House for indoors,’ she said. ‘Can we keep it? Can we keep the box? Can we?’

‘No,’ said Cyd, and she took a step closer to peer at the magnificent fridge with her wide-set brown eyes. I had once lost myself in those eyes. It seemed like a long time ago.

‘Beautiful,’ I said, above the babble of Polish and Joni pleading to keep the box forever. ‘But can we afford it?’

Cyd glanced at me with those far-apart eyes and then she looked away.

‘Let me worry about that,’ she said.

And suddenly the room was so quiet that you could have heard my penis dropping off.



I waited for Peggy outside the club.

I stayed in the car, the engine running, and the only time I took my eyes off the door was to quickly glance at my watch.

Ten to midnight. She was meant to come out at twelve. There was a big man on the door, a giant skinhead in a black Crombie, and he lifted and lowered a red velvet rope with surprising delicacy. He stared impassively at the kids in the queue, letting them advance when the mood took him, a Pied Piper with a history of steroid abuse, and I willed the minutes away.

Then I saw Peggy and her friend. Skirts too short and heels too high. But laughing, happy, which was good. And with a group of boys, which was bad. One of the boys was doing all the talking, trying to sell them something. A ride, a party, the notion that the night was still young.

I recognised him.

The bulk of his body – big for his age – and stubble like a black cloud on his face. William Fly did the talking, while Spud Face and the others held back, fixed grins on their ugly mugs, content to let the big man do the talking. And he did. Peggy turned to look at him, throwing back her head with a laugh.

She was a good, sensible girl. And there were boys around every day at her school. But not that kind of boy. She shook her head, her smile fading, and turned away.

William Fly reached out and held her wrist.

And I was out of the car, calling her name. I stepped forward and nearly went under the front wheels of a lorry. The driver leaned on his horn, and by the time it had passed Peggy and her friend were crossing the road towards me.

The pack of boys were watching them go, grinning and sharing their witless observations.

‘Thanks for coming, Harry,’ Peggy said, and then looked at her watch. ‘We’re not late, are we?’

I got them in the car and hit the button for central locking. Two children dressed like women. My daughter watched my face in the rear-view mirror.

‘What’s wrong?’ she said.

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Put your seat belts on.’

 ‘Look at my house, Daddy,’ Joni said.

I got down on my hands and knees and peered into the giant cardboard box that had held the refrigerator. Joni had lined the walls with stuffed animals and assorted dolls. At seven, she was getting a bit old for this stuff, and she could feel it. The pressure to grow up was all around, and it made her nostalgic for earlier times. She missed being a little girl. She was nostalgic for the simple pleasures of Ken and Barbie.

‘You can come and visit, if you want,’ she said, rearranging a couple of Bratz and a monkey from London Zoo.

I crawled into the box, and Joni had to shuffle to one side as I turned around. It was the size of a telephone box. We peered out, both of us laughing. Cyd walked into the room and stared at us.

‘Hard at it?’ she said to me. She had her coat on. She was going out. It was the first I knew about it.

‘I was just making a cup of coffee,’ I said. ‘Then I was going back to work.’

I crawled out of the box. The new refrigerator hummed self-importantly. Cyd opened the door and took out a bottle of water. ‘Watching old episodes of The Bill all day long?’ she said. ‘Nice work, if you can get it.’

‘It’s not The Bill,’ I said. ‘It’s PC Filth: An Unfair Cop. You know that one. I thought you were a fan. And I’m only – ’

‘Yeah,’ she said, cutting me off. ‘I know.’ The fridge bathed her in a golden light. She closed the door and the light was gone. ‘Peggy’s got her eye on Joni, so don’t let her stop you.’

‘Daddy was just visiting,’ Joni said.

Cyd bent down to kiss the top of her head. ‘We’re not keeping this old box in the house forever,’ she said, and stood up as Peggy drifted into the room.

Peggy did this sort of spin, like a lazy ballet move, and crouched down in front of the box.

‘Would you like to visit?’ Joni said.

‘Love to, darling,’ Peggy laughed, and she crawled into the box.

The front door closed quietly behind Cyd and I stared at it for a while. I went into the kitchen and put the kettle on, not really hearing the sound of my daughters playing or the unbroken hum of the fridge. My mind was elsewhere, to tell you the truth, up in the leafy highlands of North London. I walked back down the hallway and stared at the door.

I felt for her. I really did. This was not easy for her. This was not something that she could do lightly.

And I could hardly blame her. Truly.

Overlooking the fact that she was ripping out my heart, and tearing it into a billion tiny pieces, I could even understand it.

Because how can it be infidelity when you have had enough of someone?



I stood across the street from the house in Belsize Park.

I didn’t care if the neighbours looked at me as if I was a master burglar casing the joint. And I didn’t care if they saw me from his flat. I was beyond caring about all that stuff. I wanted it all out in the light, no matter how ugly it looked. I was sick to my stomach with all the things that were being left unsaid, unseen, unknown.

It began to rain, and still I stood there. Then it got dark, and still I stood there. In the end, after a lifetime or so, the door opened. And this time there were three of them. Cyd and Jim and a woman that I did not recognise at first. But then the last time I saw her was many years ago, sitting on the back of a motorbike on her wedding day.

Liberty, still in her nurse’s uniform.

You can buy that kit on the Internet, I reflected. A nurse’s uniform – that’s sex wear for some sickos. How do we know she’s a real nurse? We just have her word for it.

They were locked in a group embrace. Heads down, hugging.

The three of them?

What kind of evil was abroad in Belsize Park?

I stepped forward, realising that I was soaked to the bone. They all looked at me as I crossed the road. Then I realised that Jim was crying. And Liberty. Only my wife was dry-eyed, and she looked at me with an expression that I could not read.

In a dream I drifted up those few steps to the front door, and Jim put an arm around me, drawing me into their group embrace.

‘Harry,’ he said, all choked. ‘Cyd’s been so great. Ever since we found out. She’s been there for me. We’re working out how to tell Peggy. She doesn’t know a thing. She’s going to be…’

He shook his head, gulping it down, overwhelmed.

‘She’ll deal with it,’ Cyd said. ‘Peggy’s strong and smart.’ I could see her making the physical effort to keep the tears at bay. ‘I’ll tell her. It will be okay. Everything will be okay.’

Then I took half a step back, and it sort of broke up the group hug. The three of them kept their arms around each other, but I was out of it.

I looked at Liberty, not understanding anything. How she became this nice middle-aged lady, how they could look at me with total innocence, how the time can slip away when we are not even looking.

‘Jim’s got Parkinson’s,’ Cyd said flatly. ‘Diagnosed – ’ She looked at her ex-husband for confirmation. ‘A month back?’ Then she looked at me.

‘Parkinson’s disease,’ I said, pointlessly, taking another half a step back and almost falling backwards down the steps. Which was not what the moment needed. Cyd took my arm, preventing me from falling. ‘I don’t really know…’ I began.

Jim was staring at his hands. ‘It’s the nervous system,’ he said. ‘Affects the brain and the spinal cord. Nobody knows how it will progress. Your mobility, your speech…’

Liberty hung her head.

Cyd took a fistful of his shirt and shook it. ‘That’s right – nobody knows how it’s going to progress,’ she said. ‘Not even the doctors. So stop imagining the worst, okay?’

Jim looked at me. ‘It’s the work, Harry – you understand? The idea that it could stop me working.’ His voice choked, broke. ‘You know?’

 I knew.

And when Cyd and I walked away, I put my arm around her and she neither pushed me away nor encouraged me to carry on holding her. She just kept walking. My arm fell away. It seemed only natural, that falling away.

‘Poor Jim,’ I said. ‘I thought…’

She shook her head. ‘I know exactly what you thought,’ she said evenly. ‘You thought I was coming here to have sex with him.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘No, no, no.’

‘Oh, yes, yes, yes,’ she said. ‘My ex-husband! I don’t even know how a mind can think such a thing. Or how you can think such a thing of me. And what about Liberty? What was she doing while all this was going on? Filming it? Joining in? While dressed as a nurse?’

Well.

The thought had crossed my mind.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I said. ‘That’s what I don’t get, Cyd. Just tell me. What are we? Husband and wife? Or room mates?’

She laughed bitterly. ‘I didn’t tell you because I know how much you have on your plate,’ she said. ‘Because I know how hard it is for you right now. Because I thought I could deal with it. I didn’t want to worry you. I thought I was doing a good thing.’

And I loved her. All of her. I had never loved her more than I did at that moment.

I loved the thin white scar just above her eyebrow, a reminder of a childhood accident with a baseball bat, kept like a secret under the black veil of hair. I loved her faraway brown eyes and her decency and her bravery. I loved the fact that she could keep love in her heart even after love had gone. And I loved the fact that she was not fucking another man. I may have laughed out loud. Did I really do that, or did I just smile? I don’t know. But whatever I did, it was definitely a mistake.

She stopped and stared at me.

 ‘You act as though it’s good news, Harry,’ she said. ‘The father of my child is diagnosed with this terrible disease and you stand there acting as if you just won the Lottery.’

‘No,’ I said, and she started walking but I stopped her and I held her hands, wanting her to understand. ‘It’s just that – I love you, that’s all.’

‘You’re happy,’ she said. ‘I can tell. Look at you. How can you be happy?’

My wife looked at me as if we had never met.







Seventeen

I was at the production company when my phone began to vibrate. GRIMWOOD CALLING, it said. I stared at the name for a moment, and then I pressed IGNORE. I slid my phone back in my jeans. Not even feeling guilty. As far as I was concerned, I had done my bit.

I was in a holding area, drinking bad macchiato from a vending machine and waiting for my interview to start, feeling the sting of rejection before it had even happened.

The office was open plan, so everywhere I could see busy young people with their All Saints sweaters and cocaine hangovers, scuttling around importantly. Ten years ago I would have known their names. But ten years ago this lot were in school, and the busy boys and girls of my time had been shipped off to uncool careers outside Soho or to families in the suburbs.

A slip of a girl stood in front of me, giving me her professional PA smile.

‘Harry…Sliver?’ she said, squinting at a clipboard.

‘Close,’ I said, happy to put down the rotten coffee and stand up. ‘It’s Harry Silver, actually.’

And I’ve got a fucking BAFTA! And a glass earhole! And a pigeon! Or at least I did have until I smashed them all to bits.

She wasn’t embarrassed. Who cared if it was Silver or Sliver? We both knew they were going to give the job to a twenty-one-year-old who would work for peanuts.

 I followed her down corridors lined with posters of PC Filth: An Unfair Cop. I stared at the faces of all those RADA graduates trying to look well hard, and my mind went blank. There was the young female cop who used to be a lap dancer and the cop with the booze problem and the cop who got shot…what were they called again? And among those beautiful faces, only one shone out, the most beautiful of them all. Jim Mason looked down at me, looking glamorously tortured.

My phone began to vibrate and I ignored it. Because the PA had stopped outside an open door, where a thin woman in glasses was showing out a kid with uncombed hair and jeans hanging down the crack of his skinny little bum.

My rival.

‘Fantastic to meet you, Jake,’ the thin woman in glasses was saying. ‘I loved your shorts.’

His shorts? I glanced dumbly at my rival’s baggy jeans. And then the euro dropped. Oh, his shorts! His short films! I was still grinning inanely as the woman in glasses buttered up the departing Jake, watching me from a wary corner of her eye.

‘And I loved your vision for PC Filth: An Unfair Cop, Jake. We will definitely be in touch.’

I should have just turned round and walked away. But I stood there, the shadow of my inane grin still playing meaninglessly around my mouth as the woman in glasses looked at me with slightly less warmth than she’d summoned for Jake and his impressive shorts, and she led me into her office, sneaking a quick glance at her watch. She settled herself behind a desk that was empty of everything apart from five BAFTAs and a BlackBerry.

‘Sara,’ she said. ‘No H.’

I nodded. ‘Harry,’ I said. ‘No job.’

She grimaced, as if in physical pain. Oh well.

I swallowed hard and looked at the posters for inspiration – PC Dobbs? PC Dibbs? What the fuck was Jim’s character called? I lowered my eyes but had to instantly raise them again to peer up at Sara, for her chair was considerably higher than mine.

Ah, that old trick, designed to make me feel small. It was working.

‘Okay, Larry,’ she said. ‘PC Filth: An Unfair Cop. Series six.’ She leaned forward, squinting behind the specs. ‘Thoughts?’

‘Well,’ I said, and my phone began to vibrate. Why couldn’t he just leave me alone? ‘Clearly, the inciting incident has to be the shooting at the end of the last series.’ The phone felt warm against my thigh. I took a breath. ‘The tragic shooting of…PC…Tibbs?’

A flash of irritation behind those glasses. ‘PC Dibbs,’ she said. She laughed and it chilled me to the marrow. ‘There is no PC Tibbs as yet.’

‘Of course not,’ I babbled, the first beads of sweat breaking out on my brow as the phone vibrated again. Could she hear it? Was it too late to take it out and turn it off? ‘The major editorial question is…’

We smiled in perfect harmony, and it was a real smile from her this time.

‘Does he live?’ we said together. Then she nodded curtly. ‘We are still in negotiations with the actor’s agency,’ she said. ‘So nothing has been signed.’

‘Kill him off,’ I said. A bold move, I know. ‘Then the entire series can be about the aftermath. The hunt for vengeance. The search for the killer. The impact of his death on the team. I am thinking – complete mayhem. Cross-dressing coppers! Back on the booze! Beating up hoodies in the cells!’ I took a chance. ‘DCI Rooney back with the wife but she doesn’t understand how these mean streets can tear out a man’s guts…and make a good cop go bad.’

‘What about K-9?’

K-9? Of course! The police dog!

‘I loved that episode, “A Bent Cop’s Best Friend”,’ I said.

Sara smiled.

Yes! Back of the net!

 Then she looked thoughtful.

‘I was thinking of bumping off the mutt,’ she mused. ‘A hit-and-run accident? Stopping a bullet as he throws himself in front of DCI Rooney?’ She scrunched up her mouth. ‘Too corny?’

‘We could always get another dog,’ I suggested. ‘Son of K-9…K-10?’

‘Brilliant, darling,’ she said.

I was on a roll.

Then a little red light began to wink on her BlackBerry. She picked it up and sighed. ‘I have to take this,’ she said. ‘It’s my nanny.’ Hand over the BlackBerry, confiding in me. ‘At least, she calls herself a nanny. She’s more like a fucking lobotomised au pair.’ She smiled thinly. ‘Yes, Milena, what’s the problem now?’ She listened for a bit, tapping her fingers on her empty desk, staring at her BAFTAs. Then she held up a hand. ‘What do you mean, Lukey refuses to eat his vegetables? You know the modus operandi, darling, when Lukey refuses to eat his fucking vegetables. Didn’t we discuss this only yesterday? No, shut up, darling, and listen to me. You may learn something. When Lukey refuses to eat his vegetables then we remove his privileges. Threaten to take away his Wii Sports Resort and he will soon be necking the organic carrots, believe me.’

While she was chewing out the nanny I sneaked a look at my phone.

TEN MISSED CALLS, it told me.

Jesus Christ, it must be serious.

I licked my lips and slipped the phone back inside my jeans. Sara was talking to me and she was smiling but I wasn’t hearing her. And I remembered my father on the last night of his life. Scared and shot full of morphine and eaten up by the cancer that was about to kill him.

And left to die alone.

We didn’t mean to let him die alone, my mother and I. We had just come home to get a change of clothes and to shower and to catch our breath. And to get out of that hospital, and that cancer ward, for a few hours. And that is when he died, and I would regret not being there for the rest of my life.

Then she had stopped smiling.

And she was waiting.

‘I said – what about WPC Chang?’

I opened my mouth and nothing came out. Ten missed calls? Even if I left now, would I even be in time? Was I going to let everyone I cared about die alone? Was that the kind of man I had become?

I looked up at the posters on the wall. WPC Chang? What one was she? Was she a new character or an old character? There was no obvious WPC Chang in the posters. And I felt the panic flying, as I rose to my feet.

‘WPC Chang?’ I said. ‘What about her?’

Sara leaned back in her chair, looking up at me now. ‘What about her?’ she said. ‘Is that the question? Well, obviously – what about her abortion in series three? Should she still be bearing the psychological scars?’

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Look, Sara – I really don’t know, to be honest. In my experience – I mean, in real life rather than in PC Filth: An Unfair Cop – nobody ever gets over that kind of thing. Not really.’ I looked up at the posters. I didn’t want to be rude. I needed a job. But – ten missed calls! – I had to go. ‘I only really started watching the show a few days ago, to tell you the truth. I may have missed WPC Chang’s abortion.’ I was heading towards the door, already getting out my phone. ‘I could do this job. I know I could. I know you’ll go for some kid who knows every episode inside out and will work for a pocketful of pistachio nuts.’ I shook my head, and nodded at the awards on her desk. ‘But I have two things that he doesn’t have. A BAFTA and some grey hair.’

‘Give him time,’ she said.

I smiled sadly. She was hard but she was good. I could see that. I would have loved to work with her. But the world was not like that any more.

 ‘I see you’re a mother,’ I said. ‘So I hope you understand. Domestic emergency.’

At the death, she was surprisingly sympathetic. Before my very eyes, I saw something inside her melt.

‘Lukey is seven,’ she said, smiling as she nodded at the phone in my hand. ‘How old is this one?’

I had to think about it for a second.

‘Eighty-two,’ I said.



I was back out on Old Compton Street, lunchtime Soho swirling all around as I desperately called Ken’s number. It just kept ringing until it went to voicemail.

So I checked my phone and swore under my breath because the old man never left messages. I hailed a black cab and headed north to the Angel, wound tight with the anxiety and fury that you feel when your child is suddenly and unexpectedly out of sight, and you know with total certainty that the very worst is about to happen.



Singe Rana opened the door. Ken was sitting in front of the racing on Channel 4, a mug of tea by his side and today’s Racing Post on his lap.

‘Got a red-hot tip for you,’ he said. ‘Chinese Rocks in the three thirty at Goodwood tomorrow.’

I stared at him.

‘A horse?’ I said. ‘You’ve been bombing me with calls because of…a horse?’

He frowned at me. ‘Doing you a favour, mate,’ he said. ‘It’s Chinese Rocks in the three thirty at Goodwood tomorrow and it’s a dead cert.’ He looked at Singe Rana as the old Gurkha eased himself into his favourite chair. ‘What are the odds?’

The smooth golden face turned to me with quiet satisfaction. ‘Twenty-five to one,’ he said, and Ken cackled with triumph.

‘Put everything you’ve got on it,’ he advised. ‘Bloke in the bookies gave us the nod. Didn’t he, Singe?’

‘You called me ten times in the middle of a job interview,’ I said, still trying to understand. ‘Why didn’t you pick up when I called back?’

‘Probably a bit mutton,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘Mutt and Jeff. Deaf.’

‘Can you speak English?’ I said. ‘All those calls – about some stupid horse…’

He bristled at that. ‘It’s not some stupid horse, sunshine,’ he said. ‘It’s Chinese Rocks in the three thirty at Goodwood. And if you don’t get on it, then it’s your loss.’

Then he shook his Racing Post, and he narrowed his eyes at me with exactly the same amused contempt that I sometimes saw on the face of my father, a look that said he knew exactly how this world worked, while I was still looking for the user’s manual.



The cinema was half-empty on a wet Monday night. I shook my head and irascibly munched my popcorn. I couldn’t believe it.

A new print of Seven Samurai and all it attracts is a few hard-core Kurosawa fans and a bunch of courting couples who could be necking to some rom-com corn? As the seven Samurai clashed with the bandits who were terrorising the villagers, I could see the glow of mobiles in the darkness. Unbelievable.

As I left the cinema, I wondered what Pat would have made of it. He would probably have said that it wasn’t a patch on The Magnificent Seven, and I would have said that was a barmy position to take, as the Yul Brynner-Steve McQueen western was only a Hollywood remake of the Japanese original. And then Pat would have got a sly little smile and said, sure, but Kurosawa’s film was conceived as an homage to John Ford in the first place.

But Pat wasn’t there.

I stood outside the cinema, shivering in the night and feeling my stomach rumble. If I went home then I would have to rummage among sashimi and shellfish in the new fridge when all I really wanted was cheese on toast. So I walked across to the pizza place on the far side of Islington Green where I paused outside, held by a familiar face.

Peter was in the window of the pizza joint with a woman and two kids. No, three kids, because the woman had a new baby in her arms.

She looked like Gina’s plain younger sister.

Tall, highlights, but without the glow that Gina had. I watched her soothing the baby with one hand as she ate a piece of garlic bread with the other. The two bigger children seemed very well behaved. They were eating their mini pizzas, their legs swinging above the floor. Their father was raising a bottle of Peroni beer to his lips. He stopped when he saw me, his mouth half-open, the bottle not quite there.

He turned back to his family. He took a swig.

And I stood there staring at him because I wanted him to know that I saw it all, and I wanted him to squirm.

Even now there was a part of me that felt Gina was under my protection. Ludicrous, I know. I kept on staring until the woman looked at me – the loon with his nose pressed up against the glass at Pizza Palace – and then I turned away.

I was still hungry, but I walked the length of Upper Street without finding anywhere to eat. There was every kind of food imaginable. Thai, Mexican, Chinese – you name it. But everywhere seemed to be full of families and couples. I walked all the way home with my stomach growling in protest, feeling like I should just walk into the next restaurant.

But it is tough when you are on your own.



‘Don’t take your coat off,’ Cyd said.

She was in the ground-floor bathroom, wrapped up in a winter coat that I hadn’t seen before. It had a fake-fur collar and it made her look like a woman in Doctor Zhivago. She had a torch in her hand and was shining it at the boiler. I realised that there was mist coming from my mouth every time I exhaled. The house was an icebox.

I peered over her shoulder. The boiler was as silent as a corpse. In the panel at the bottom, there was a digital display with three red letters.

‘What does “err” mean?’ I asked.

She didn’t look at me. There was a pause. ‘It means error, Harry,’ she said, making my name sound like a euphemism for ‘big fat stupid fucking idiot’.

She switched off her torch and turned round, still not looking at me. She ran her hand through her hair and sighed.

‘I’ll get someone in the morning,’ I said. ‘Dig out Yellow Pages. Go on Google. Get it sorted.’

She brushed past me, and I thought of my father. If he was alive, I would have been on the phone to him already, and he would be happily digging out his toolbox.

My dad was what they call ‘good around the house’. I was what they call ‘crap around the house’.

I followed Gina into the kitchen. I craved cheese on toast, but I knew this probably wasn’t the perfect moment to feed my face.

‘Can’t we get someone now?’ she said. She took a yellow beanie hat out of the pocket of her winter coat and pulled it over her ears. It sort of spoiled the Doctor Zhivago effect. ‘I’m worried about the girls,’ she said. ‘They’ve had to go to bed with their socks on.’

‘I’ll try,’ I said, and she nodded, somewhat unimpressed.

‘I know it’s late,’ she said. ‘But I don’t care how much I have to pay.’

‘Fine.’

Our eyes met for just a second before she looked away. I felt a shiver of resentment. Or perhaps it was just the cold. But it wasn’t my fault that my dad was good with his hands and I was crap with my hands. It wasn’t my fault that I had given my father’s toolbox to Oxfam.

But I had seen the look in Cyd’s eyes and it stabbed me with shame. It said, Could you please remind me one more time? What’s the point of you, Harry? What exactly are you for?

 There were footsteps on the stairs. Peggy was lugging a suitcase down. I took it from her and carried it down. Cyd was waiting for her. She went to her mother’s arms and the pair of them embraced.

‘Is it the right thing to do?’ Peggy said. ‘I don’t want to get in the way.’

Cyd nodded. ‘Stay with your dad. Whatever feels right. Be strong for him. Show him you love him. And stay positive. He’s got great doctors. Liberty’s a good nurse.’ She squeezed her daughter. ‘And he’s got you.’

There was a car horn outside. A taxi had arrived. Peggy looked at me. She tried to smile but did not quite make it. I gave her a hug.

‘Nothing bad ever happened to me before, Harry,’ she said. ‘I thought bad things had happened to me – but not really. This is the first time. My dad getting sick. It makes the world look sort of different. As though nothing is certain. Do you know what I mean?’

I nodded. I knew exactly what she meant. And I knew that moment finds us all.

But Cyd just stared at us, her face empty of all emotion, as if I was just pretending to know.



When I got back from the bookmaker’s the next day a white van was parked outside our house. PLUMB CRAZY, it said on the side, with a mobile phone number that I had located just after midnight.

The front door was open and Joni came out with a battered Barbie in each hand. She grinned at me and walked round to the side of the house, where the giant cardboard box that had once contained the fridge stood by the recycling bins.

A small army of dolls was lined up inside the box.

I went into the house, immediately hearing the boiler and feeling the heat. Cyd was wearing a T-shirt and jeans. She was digging out a credit card for the plumber.

‘Here, let me get it,’ I said. ‘Cash all right?’

 He was one of those shrewd old Cockneys that remind me of my uncles. Left school at fourteen but had a PhD in life.

‘Even better,’ he said. ‘Saves on the paperwork.’

Cyd watched me pull a wad of fifty-pound notes out of my pocket. Joni came into the house and raced up the stairs. I peeled off a few of the notes, including a generous tip. The plumber left, telling us that we would be cosy and warm for the rest of the winter. When he had gone, I offered Cyd a fistful of fifty-pound notes. She folded her arms and looked at me.

‘It’s not just about money, Harry,’ she said.

‘Jesus Christ,’ I said. ‘I can’t win with you, can I?’

Joni came back down with a stuffed monkey and one of the Bratz dressed in ski wear. I held my tongue. Not in front of the children. I hated to argue in front of the children. Joni babbled happily to her toys. Then she looked at Cyd. ‘Can I do dress-up? Is that all right? If I do dress-up?’

‘That’s fine,’ Cyd said. ‘Doing dress-up is fine.’ When she had gone, Cyd said to me, ‘Where did you get it, anyway?’

I was still holding the money. ‘Do you want it or not?’

‘Keep your money,’ she said. ‘I can make my own money.’ She smiled at my giant wad of red notes. ‘You probably won it on some stupid horse…’ She looked at my face and began to laugh. ‘My God, you really did, didn’t you?’

‘Chinese Rocks,’ I said. ‘Twenty-five to one. I put everything I had left on it. So I’m not completely useless after all, am I?’

‘Is that your idea of a productive life, Harry? Betting on horses in the middle of the day with a bunch of men who smell of pubs and kebab shops?’

‘Here,’ I said, forcing the money into her hand. ‘Stop treating me like a lodger who’s behind on his rent.’

She threw it in my face. It fluttered to the floor between us. We stood there, staring at each other. And then, from the street, we heard the sound of the recycling lorry. With the front door open it sounded very close and very loud. You could hear the bottles breaking as they were tipped inside.

 ‘Joni,’ Cyd said, and then we were both out of the house and into the street.

Men in sleeveless yellow jackets. The green bins empty and scattered across the pavement, the wind whipping one black lid away. And the big cardboard box that had held the fridge already being chewed up inside the steel maw of the lorry, collapsing in on itself, being folded down to nothing.

And Cyd screamed now. ‘Joni!’

She was halfway across the street when we heard the voice.

‘Mama?’

Joni stood in the doorway. She was dressed in her angel costume, which came with white dress, wings and halo. When we had bought it, we had added a star-shaped padded wand with handle and tinsel as an optional extra. It was a bit small for her now, and the handle of her wand was bent. She watched us, uncertain what was going on, or if she had been bad.

Cyd crossed the road quickly. She stopped when she reached me and slapped me just once, as hard as she could, across the side of my face.

‘What’s that for?’ I called to her back.

But I knew what it was for.







Eighteen

In the middle of the morning Marty and I sat in the Jolly Leper.

It was a traditional Soho boozer. Subdued lighting, exhausted sofas and a lone young barman who would not catch your eye even if the gaff was empty because he was going to be the next Robert Pattinson. Weak sunlight crept through windows that were stained by the cigarette smoke of the ages and advertisements for extinct beers. The Jolly Leper was a Soho institution. Francis Bacon had once spent forty-eight hours locked in the lavatory. We used to be in the Jolly Leper all the time. But it felt like it’d been quite a while.

‘The good news is that they like our idea,’ Marty said.

I leaned forward, all excited. ‘What one? Britain’s Monkeys Got Talent? How Clean is Your Hamster Cage?’

Marty shook his head. He waved at the distant barman, who folded his arms and looked away. ‘The tattoo show. You know – Whose Tattoo Are You? The game show where you have to guess who the tattoo belongs to. The one with David Beckham as a guest.’

Ever the optimist. There was a bowl of sugar lumps on the table between us. Marty picked one up and tossed it into his mouth as if it was a peanut. I pinched his adorably chubby face and laughed.

‘They really like it? Channel 4? And we have the green light?’

 ‘Not Channel 4. Madeleine TV. Know who they are? Cable cowboys who have been doing bonzo business with repeats from the seventies, eighties and nineties.’

‘Madeleine TV?’

‘The idea is that you watch Magpie or The Girlie Show or The Avengers or The Word or The Tube or Six Pissed Students in a Flat and it makes you think of happier days – like Proust taking a bite of his Madeleine biscuit, and his childhood all coming back.’ He reached for another sugar lump. ‘And now they’re ready to start making their own content.’

I leaned back, smiling at him. ‘Proust, eh?’ I looked across at the barman and raised my hand. He glanced up from the latest copy of Heat, reluctantly catching my eye.

‘Champagne, I think,’ I said.

‘The bad news is they have their own ideas on production,’ Marty said, getting it all out at once. ‘So maybe not champagne.’

‘Bad news?’ I said. ‘I didn’t know there was any bad news. Who said anything about bad news?’

Marty took a breath. The barman went back to his magazine with an exasperated tut-tut-tut.

‘They don’t want you, Harry,’ Marty said. ‘They want Josh.’

‘Josh? What Josh? Not the Josh from our old show who went to Oxford and ended up fetching coffee in Broadcasting House? Josh with the posh accent who chased up our mini-cabs and was even crap at that? Josh with the five A-Levels and three brain cells?’

‘Yeah, that’s the guy.’

I was on my feet and ready to storm out of the Jolly Leper. But even at that moment I could see that Marty was trying to do the decent thing. Few people in our business ever have the nerve or the decency to reject you to your face. He reached for the sugar bowl, hesitated and pushed it away.

‘What’s Josh got that I haven’t got?’

Marty changed his mind, snatched up a sugar lump.

‘He’s young, Harry,’ Marty said.

‘Cheap, you mean.’

 Marty shrugged.

‘Same thing,’ he said, his mouth full of sugar.



I stood outside the Jolly Leper, blinking in the daylight, suddenly disorientated. Soho was strange to me now.

When Marty and I were starting out, when we were first on radio, we were in these streets all the time. Working, eating, drinking. Looking at girls who were not interested. Dreaming of glory. The people who came out of the editing suites and production offices and screening rooms were known to us and we were known to them. Now everyone was ten, fifteen, twenty years younger and I didn’t know a soul. It was more like another planet than another postcode.

And then there was Gina.

I saw her standing at the end of an aisle in one of those surprising little Soho supermarkets that suddenly appear between the sex shops and the clothes shops and the pizzeria.

She was holding a six-pack of Evian to her face. And she was crying.

I went inside and I said, ‘Hey,’ and I put my arm around her. She leaned into me, and it awakened something that I thought was long, long dead.

‘Hey,’ I said again, and I held her closer, smelling her hair. ‘Hey, hey, hey. What’s wrong?’

She shook her head, pushed her face into my jacket. ‘Ah, everything,’ she said, all full up with sadness.

I looked at her and then pulled her back to me. Her body pressed against me. Under her raincoat she was dressed for the gym. I realised that she was in incredible shape. Not for a woman of her age. For a woman of any age. There wasn’t a twenty-year-old junior researcher in Soho that was a patch on Gina.

‘It’s all messed up, Harry,’ she said, wiping at her face with her hands.

I tore open a packet of kitchen towels and ripped off a strip. A passing security guard glared at me as Gina dabbed her eyes.

 ‘I’m going to pay for that,’ I told him.

He nodded grimly. ‘I know you are,’ he said.

Gina slipped her arm around my waist, her head lolling sideways. I felt her breath on my neck. She said my name. Something stirred. Something definitely stirred. She looked up at me with sleepy blue eyes.

‘You want to come up to my place?’ she said.

‘Okay.’

I paid for the kitchen towels and the Evian and we got out of there. We walked back to her place on Old Compton Street with our arms around each other. It felt good. I liked comforting her. I tried to remember why we had ever split up and it was beyond me. Something to do with the one thinking that the other one did not love quite enough, or in the same old way? Madness. And suddenly it was like the Soho I had known half a lifetime ago.

We climbed the stairs to her apartment. We said nothing. My mouth was dry with nerves. I did not know what was happening. Yet it was all curiously comforting.

But as soon as we were through the door a small woman with short red hair in a child-sized tracksuit was bouncing around in front of us.

‘Where were you?’ she demanded. ‘I was worried about you.’

Gina shook her head and kicked off her shoes. She always observed the ways of old Japan. I took off my shoes too. The redhead put her hands on her hips and glared at me.

‘I just needed some air,’ Gina said, all exhausted. She drifted into the flat. I followed. There were Tatami mats on the floor. Framed calligraphy on the wall. The scent of jasmine in the air. She had done it up nice. I noticed the redhead was looking at me as if she wanted to rip out my throat.

‘Is this him?’ she said, taking half a threatening step towards me. ‘Is this Peter?’

Gina laughed. ‘God, no. This is Harry. You know? Pat’s father?’

The redhead snorted. ‘I thought it was Peter. I thought you were giving him another chance.’ She followed Gina into the flat. ‘Giving the kiss of life to something that’s already dead in the water. Knowing you.’

Gina faced her, looking pained. ‘I’d love some tea, Sian.’

The redhead calmed down. Happy to be of service, she bustled off to the kitchen. I could hear her clanking about and wondered if she was going to make one for me. Gina collapsed into her only sofa.

‘Pat didn’t come home last night,’ she said. ‘It’s happening more and more.’

My mouth was dry. What was wrong now?

‘Boys will be boys,’ I said.

‘He’s got a girl now,’ she said. ‘He wanted to bring the little slut round here for the night. I soon put a stop to that.’

‘A girl? What’s her name?’

‘Elizabeth Montgomery,’ Gina said, surprised, and offended when I began to smile. ‘What? Do you know the little bitch?’

I remembered the way that Elizabeth Montgomery had looked at him when he was sent off against UTI. That sleepy, interested look. It felt completely right that they were together at last. He had loved her for so long.

‘Why are you grinning like an idiot, Harry? You don’t actually think this is good news, do you? Our son staying out all night with some Ramsay Mac slapper.’

‘Why are you so nasty about her? She seems like a regular girl to me. Maybe she’s had a bit more attention than is good for her. But that’s because she’s so pretty. Come on. You understand that, don’t you?’

Gina waved me away.

‘She’ll dump him as soon as she finds out what a good, kind-hearted boy he is,’ Gina said. ‘That’s what I object to, Harry, if you want to know the truth. She’s the kind that likes being treated badly by some thick-necked yob with tattoos. And Pat is better than that. Better than her.’

I was appalled.

‘How can you say that? Elizabeth Montgomery might be the best thing that ever happened to him.’

 Gina laughed. ‘You don’t know much about young girls, do you, Harry?’

I couldn’t argue with that, so I went out on the tiny balcony and looked down on Old Compton Street. From up here, it seemed unchanged.

I could see Ronnie Scott’s and Patisserie Valerie, the Algerian Coffee Store and a flight of stairs that had been offering French lessons on the first floor for twenty years. I could have been fluent by now.

‘They cut his hair,’ Gina said. ‘At school. Got him in the toilets and cut off all his beautiful hair.’

I was suddenly shaking. ‘Who did?’ I managed, gripping the railings as if I might fall. ‘Cut his hair? When?’

‘You know,’ Gina said. ‘The ones who don’t like him. The rough boys. The first day he went back. After his suspension.’

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t stop the shaking. This had gone on too long. This had to stop.

‘I want him out of that school, Harry,’ Gina was saying. ‘You know he’s talking about dropping out? He’s talking about getting a job? What kind of future will he have if he quits school and gets some crappy little job?’

‘I’ll find him, okay?’ I said. ‘I’ll find him and I’ll bring him back.’ I sat down beside her, and risked putting an arm around her shoulders. ‘I understand why you’re upset,’ I said. ‘But I will find him. And I will find them. And I am going to stop this thing, I promise. They are not going to hurt him any more, I swear to God.’

‘It’s not just Pat,’ she said, and I took my arm away. Not just Pat? Then what?

As if I couldn’t guess.

‘Things haven’t been going too good with that bastard Peter.’ I said nothing. ‘Turns out he was more married than he let on,’ she said. ‘Turns out his wife has not been recycled after all.’

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘What were the odds of that?’

‘You’re such a cynic, aren’t you, Harry? You old romantics are all so bitter and twisted. Because you’re always being disappointed.’

 ‘I saw the pair of them,’ I said. ‘Peter and his missus. With their kids.’ A beat. ‘You’re much more beautiful than she is, Gina. I saw the woman. She’s nothing special.’

I expected Gina to deny her beauty. That’s what she always did in her twenties. Like all the beautiful ones, she got sick of people talking about it, as if the way she looked was the most interesting thing about her. But now she just laughed.

‘Yeah, well. The Japanese have a saying – a man gets bored with a beautiful woman after three days but he gets used to a plain woman after three days.’

‘They’re a cruel race.’

‘It probably loses something in the translation. And they are actually the kindest people in the world.’

She looked away. The barrier between us had briefly lifted. But now it had come down again. And I saw that Gina had not wrecked our lives. She had wrecked her own life. And I knew that I could never find it in my heart to hate her.

The redhead – Sian – brought the tea. She had even made a cup for me. Green, Japanese, healthy-looking tea. Luckily I wasn’t expecting Brook Bond PG Tips and a custard cream. I perched on the edge of the sofa, giving Gina some space.

‘I could stay, if you want me to,’ Sian said.

Gina smiled and shook her head. ‘It’s okay.’

The redhead glanced at me quickly and looked away. She began backing towards the door, like a courtier leaving some regal presence. ‘Call me later?’

Gina closed her eyes, nodded, and smiled. There was a click as Sian shut the door quietly behind her.

Gina sipped her tea. ‘She’s been great.’ She looked at me meaningfully over the rim of her green tea. ‘Really supportive.’

I smiled. ‘She’s gay, right? Sian is gay.’

Gina put down her tea. ‘Not much gets past you, does it, Harry?’

I smiled. ‘What are you saying to me, Gina? What are we talking about here?’

She looked at me. Mocking, defiant. Enjoying it.

 ‘What do you think I’m saying, Harry? What do you think we’re talking about? Have a wild guess.’

I laughed. ‘You’re not a lesbian, Gina,’ I said. ‘If that’s what you’re planning for the next experiment, the next adventure, the next quest for fulfilment, then I wouldn’t bother.’

She mimed confusion. ‘What’s it got to do with you?’

‘Nothing,’ I said, standing up. ‘But I’m more of a lesbian than you are, Gina. Trust me, you’re not a lesbian.’ I took a few steps to the door. It wasn’t a very big flat after all. ‘You’re just tired of men,’ I said.

Then I went to find my son.



A mile from the house where I grew up, there is a church on a hill.

And when I saw Pat sitting cross-legged by the grave, an almost-empty bottle of cider in one hand and a cigarette in the other, with Elizabeth Montgomery sitting opposite him, her legs stretched out, watching his face, I knew that I had been wrong all along to believe that my parents were not here.

I saw both my parents after they died, and it was a definite anti-climax. I wanted a big moment – some emotional final farewell – Katherine Jenkins singing ‘Time to Say Goodbye’ in the soundtrack of my mind – and it wasn’t like that at all. I had the same reaction to both of the bodies. My father in the back room of the undertaker’s on the suburban high street. My mum still at home in the bed she had shared with my father, and then slept in alone as his widow. And the feeling was one of anti-climax.

That is not he.

That is not she.

Whatever light had made my father the man that he was, and whatever light had made my mother the woman she was, it had gone out, or gone away. And while I could not say if it had gone to heaven or oblivion, I knew that it was gone. That was not my dad in the undertaker’s back room. That was not my mum in the bedroom where she slept for forty years. My parents were elsewhere, or they were nowhere at all.

And that is why I always resisted the hour’s drive out to the grave they shared. Apart from the fact that I was always busy with my life, and apart from the fact that it was a drag battling through the commuters heading east on the M25. Apart from all that, I did not believe that my mother and father were actually resting in this bleakly picturesque graveyard, with the five-hundred-year-old church behind it and the yellow fields rolling away beyond.

And I was wrong.

They were here.

And their grandson, his long blond hair roughly shorn close to his head, was with them.

Elizabeth Montgomery looked up as I approached the grave.

I saw Pat take a drag on his cigarette, his eyes squinting as he exhaled and muttered, ‘It’s only my dad.’

Elizabeth Montgomery stood up, smoothing her skirt, and smiled. She had a great smile. And I thought, What a wonderful choice. If you are a boy and you are choosing a girl to go crazy about, then you couldn’t do better than Elizabeth Montgomery. A girl who will come and smoke and drink cider with you at your grandparents’ grave. How could you do better than a girl like that?

‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘The need to pee.’

I looked at Pat and then I looked at the grave. They had brought flowers, I realised with a pang of guilt.

‘You certainly know how to show a girl a good time,’ I said. ‘Cider. A graveyard. And a packet of low-tar. Last of the big spenders.’

‘Don’t tell me you never hung out in graveyards,’ he said, not looking at me.

I laughed, remembering lurking in this very graveyard with my best mate, looking down the sights of a .22 air rifle and running for home every time the sky got dark and we heard the rustle of leaves behind a gravestone.

Pat held out the bottle of cider.

 ‘Go on then,’ I said, and I took a swig.

‘The thing about grandparents,’ said my son, ‘is that they love you in a different way. Parents – sorry – but they drive you up the wall. Because they are always on at you to be better. Smarter. Tougher. Nicer.’ He looked at the gravestone. ‘Grandparents just accept you the way you are. Grandparents are happy with you in a way that parents never are. Parents are always trying to make improvements – as if you are some derelict property that needs doing up. With grandparents it’s unconditional love. That’s how I remember it, anyway.’ Pat glanced at the gravestone.

‘That’s how it was,’ I said, and took another swig of the cider.

‘They’ve been gone for quite a while,’ Pat said.

For most of his life. ‘I wish they’d known Joni,’ I said. ‘I regret that – them not knowing her.’

Pat laughed. ‘They’d have eaten her up.’

I gave him back his bottle of cider. ‘Yeah, she’s an edible little thing.’ I felt like hugging him, but I didn’t. ‘Your hair…’

He self-consciously ran his fingers through it. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said.

‘I’ll complain to the headmaster.’

‘Good luck with that.’ He shook his head. ‘They’ve done worse. They do worse every day. You just don’t see it.’

Elizabeth Montgomery came back. She crouched down by Pat’s side and kissed his face. He didn’t move, just pinched out the remains of his cigarette and put it in his school blazer. The grave was very clean.

‘Give you a ride back?’ I asked them.

Elizabeth Montgomery looked at Pat, and he shook his head.

‘We’ll stay for a bit longer,’ he said.

Elizabeth Montgomery held up a paper bag that said Gourmet Fare on the side. ‘We’ve brought sandwiches,’ she said. ‘We were going to make a day of it.’

I looked at them uncertainly. ‘You promise me you’ll go back tonight? She’s worried. Your mother’s worried.’

 Pat looked up at me. I was expecting some coruscating teenage sarcasm, but he nodded seriously. ‘We’re going back tonight, okay?’

Elizabeth Montgomery stood up and smiled at me. ‘We’re fine,’ she said. ‘We can get the train.’

‘Okay.’

I looked down at the yellow fields. With that perfect harmony that made them seem more like a private world than a married couple, my parents had died on almost the same day. More than a decade had separated their deaths, but on the calendar it was only twenty-four hours apart. So when I saw the yellow fields of spring, they both came back at once. I should come to this place more often, I realised. If only to see the yellow fields.

I shook Elizabeth Montgomery’s hand and gave my son a hard, fierce kiss on the top of his head. That was definitely the right way round to do it. I stuffed a few notes in the pocket of his school blazer. All done without asking his permission, and without giving him a chance to protest.

Then I walked back to my car, where I phoned his mother and told her that Pat was with his girlfriend, and with his grandparents, and that our boy was safe and sound.







Nineteen

Oh yes, I thought, as I crawled out of bed, got dressed in the dark and drove to the hospital. I remember now.

With my parents gone for so many years, I had forgotten that in the end there is always the call that comes in the middle of the night.

But the scene at the hospital was so unchanged – the men standing outside in their pyjamas and dressing gowns, sucking down a shot of nicotine, the laughing nurses looking forward to the end of their night shift, the homeless man sleeping on a bench outside a shuttered shop in the deserted reception area – that it could have been the same stage set, populated by the same characters.

It all came back to me now.

Walking along the corridors with their same old night noises of equipment being moved and the sick moaning in their sleep, for one mad moment I felt that I was looking for the bed where my father lay dying. I found the nurses’ station I was looking for and they directed me to a dark, crowded ward where the end bed had the curtains pulled around it. I stepped inside.

Singe Rana was sleeping, propped up in bed with his head falling forward. Ken sat by his bedside, rifling in a large box of Quality Street. Even at this hour, he was wearing his Sunday best. But then he always wore his Sunday best.

‘Stroke,’ Ken said. ‘Know what one of them is, do you?’

I shook my head. ‘Not really.’

 I only really knew about cancer. My parents were from the generation that courted to Casablanca. Cigarette smoke and true love were inseparable in their minds. So it was always cancer that was big in our house.

‘Not really or not at all?’ he snapped, furiously unwrapping a Caramel Swirl.

I looked at Singe Rana’s face. It was still smooth and youthful, but the beautiful golden colour seemed more burnished now, suddenly older, as though many years had passed in just one night.

‘Not at all,’ I admitted.

‘The quack called it a pulmonary embolism,’ Ken said, his mouth full of chocolate. ‘Blood clot. Finds its way from the heart to the brain.’

He considered his box of Quality Street. Picked up a Coconut Éclair and threw it back. ‘Sorry to call you in the middle of the night,’ he said. ‘Just thought you might want to know. Bit pointless, really.’

I shook my head. ‘I want to know. I’m glad you called. And I am not big on the whole sleep thing right now.’ We both looked at Singe Rana. ‘What’s going to happen to him?’ I said.

‘Too soon to tell.’ Ken shrugged. ‘Impaired functions, they told me. That’s quack-speak for anything from a tingling sensation to coma, paralysis, death.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Yeah – they don’t narrow it down much, do they?’ He looked at his sleeping friend. ‘If he gets through the first week or two, he’ll be right as rain.’

He held out the Quality Street and I shook my head. But then he rattled the box at me and I took a Green Triangle. I remembered this one. Delicious hazelnut wrapped in milk chocolate, if I wasn’t mistaken.

‘We were at the dogs,’ he said, his eyes not leaving Singe Rana’s face. ‘He was talking about Italy. He likes to talk about Italy more and more. He rattles on about Italy as if it was the best holiday of his life.’ He chuckled. ‘Oranges and lemons, he talks about. The fields and the girls and the wine. The mountains and the vineyards. I don’t remember much of all that. But then he’s a glass-half-full kind of bloke, old Singe Rana.’

Ken scratched his leg, the one he had lost, and I wondered if the story was true, I wondered if he could still feel it after all these years of living without it.

‘What I remember is the cold,’ he said. ‘And the noise. And the mud. And the stink. It stunk, that mud in Italy. Bloody stunk, it did. Somebody said it stunk in exactly the same way that the Somme stunk in the first turnout. Something to do with the mud and shells and the rotting bodies.’ He nodded. ‘I remember that smell. And I remember the wounded lying in rows with the kind of wounds that they never show you in the films or on the news. Boys with their guts hanging out, calling for God or their mother to come and help. Men holding their intestines. Head wounds from 88-millimetre shells so bad that you could see bits of brain. This is on the living, mind. Limbs gone. Minds gone. Faces blown off. Bollocks shot off. Smashed bodies everywhere.’ He looked up at me. ‘Still wish you were there, do you?’

I felt a stab of anger.

‘I never said that, did I?’ I said.

‘You don’t have to. It’s clear as day. I saw it in my Mick – the one that’s in Australia.’ A thin smile. ‘Wishing he was there. This feeling that he – your lot – the sons – had missed something. Something big. Something important. A test. A challenge. The experience. I don’t know what you call it, but you know what I mean. And I know you feel it too, even if you can’t admit it. That wanting to be part of something bigger than yourself. This need to do something bigger and better and more important than buying a car that you’ve seen Jeremy Clarkson drive on Top Gear.’

‘I thought Mick was your favourite,’ I said.

‘He is,’ Ken said.

Then suddenly a family was there, bustling around the bed, unloading presents. A tiny old lady, thin as a child, Singe Rana’s wife, and two strapping middle-aged men and their wives, and assorted nippers from their teens to a babe in arms. And they all had that open-faced calm that I now thought of as Nepalese.

As if awakened from his dreams by the smell of Aloo Chop, Singe Rana stirred. He sleepily smiled at the sight of his family as they unloaded parcels of food. But they ignored Singe Rana and began offering it to Ken and me. Flat bread, curried vegetables, fried rice, milky tea and of course the spicy potato cakes. Ken brandished his box of Quality Street, trying to return the hospitality. They impatiently waved him away.

Over extensive protests, Ken gave up his chair to Singe Rana’s wife, and then gently placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

The two old men looked at each other but said nothing. He took his hand away. We left.

In the corridor, Ken removed a stiff cream-coloured envelope from his blazer. I assumed it was a Get Well card and that he would want to go back to give it to Singe Rana. Despite his unsentimental front, I suspected that Ken was the kind of man who would bring someone a Get Well card. He looked at the card for a moment as if he had forgotten it was there and then he slowly removed it from the envelope, as if he was going to announce the winner of some great prize.

It was a white card with discreet silver bells and roses and swirly gold writing.

‘This is my invitation,’ Ken said, as though he had never received one before, or as if it was so long ago that it was lost to memory.

He held the white card with swirly writing very gently and in both hands, like a thing of great delicacy and value.

‘My invitation,’ repeated Ken Grimwood. ‘I was meant to go out there today. Or do I mean yesterday? My Tracey was going to take me. But I stayed here. Missed my lift.’ He gestured towards his friend. ‘Because of him in there.’ A short laugh as he slipped his invitation back inside his jacket. ‘My Tracey went mental.’

And loneliness too, I thought.

That’s what old age is about, even more than the calls that come in the middle of the night. The kind of loneliness that comes when most of what you have loved has gone.



A crop-haired boy in a suit stopped us as we were going into the church.

‘Bride or groom?’ he said.

‘Neither,’ Ken said, and the boy rolled his eyes, as if he had heard that one already today.

‘Bride’s side,’ I said, and the boy gave us both a white rose buttonhole, the little stem sheathed in silver paper.

We stepped inside. Light streamed through the stainedglass windows and lit up the women in their hats. It smelled of even more roses. There were children everywhere, running up and down the aisle, and their laughter echoed with the protests of their parents.

Ken was still holding his rose in both hands as if it was a tiny bouquet. I took it from him and put it into his blazer’s buttonhole. Then we found a seat on the bride’s side, towards the back and on the aisle, as if we were planning on making a quick escape. There were two young men waiting at the altar with a female vicar. Tracey was standing up in the front row, adjusting her hat.

‘I don’t know these people,’ Ken muttered.

Then I saw his daughter spot him. She came down the aisle, holding her hat, her high heels clicking on the flagstones.

‘Glad you made it, Dad,’ she said, giving me a quick nod as she took her father’s arm and gently lifted him to his feet.

Ken looked bewildered. ‘You’re the bride’s granddad,’ Tracey explained, her eyes scanning the entrance. ‘You have to sit with us.’

He let her lead him to the front row as the organ began the wedding march. Then the bride was suddenly there in an explosion of white, with Ian clinging tearfully to her arm. The bride was pretty and pregnant, hovering between smiles and tears, and she looked more like her grandmother than anyone else in the front row. There was the same sweet, dark-eyed mischief about her that I remembered from the wedding pictures of Ken and his Dot. Or perhaps it was just because she was around the same age as her grandmother had been in those wedding pictures, and everything was still before her.

They started down the aisle and every eye followed them. I could tell which of the boys was the groom now. He smiled at the girl, turned his head to the ground and then looked at her again. Tracey began to smile and dab at her eyes. Although he was head and shoulders shorter than the rest of the front row, I could just about see Ken. And I watched him watching the bride, narrowing his eyes as he squinted at her face, as if she was a girl he knew from somewhere, but it was just out of reach.



The next time I saw him he had a glass of champagne in each hand and was staggering through the wedding reception to where I was talking to the vicar.

‘Beautiful service,’ he said, and attempted to kiss her full on the lips.

The vicar flinched and pulled away but somehow he kept going, eyes closed and lips pursed in readiness. I intercepted him before he fell and as he steadied himself a small crescent of champagne sloshed from one of the glasses and down the vicar’s cassock.

Ken blinked at her from behind his glasses. ‘Beautiful,’ he said.

‘Thank you so much,’ the vicar smiled, and quickly slipped away. Ken watched her go, thoughtfully draining one of the champagne flutes. I gently removed the other one from his hand and downed it before it could do any more harm.

We were in a marquee in the grounds of a country house hotel. It felt like more than a fancy tent, as though it had stood for a thousand years instead of having been erected that morning. When the music began – a big blast of happy funk, ‘Celebration’ by Kool and the Gang – it seemed to bounce off ancient walls.

Ken headed for the dance floor.

I followed him, suddenly understanding why I had felt the need to stick around.

Tracey cut us off, looking concerned.

‘Dad?’ she said. ‘Have you tried the canapés?’

But Ken kept going, gently bouncing off a waiter with a silver tray of Bellinis and on to the dance floor.

Tracey touched my arm. ‘Don’t let him spoil it for me,’ she said.

He was the third person on the dance floor. Only the bride and her groom were out there before him, holding each other and swaying from side to side, the curious dance of people who had never really learned how to dance. They seemed glad to see Ken appear, if only as a distraction from their embarrassment.

Ken was smiling, doing a technically perfect twist – the ball of one foot stubbing out a cigarette while his hands moved as if drying himself after a shower – and I wondered what long-ago night out with his wife had lodged in his head. People began to clap and cheer. The bride broke away from her husband and reached out for her grandfather.

He looked at her face and his smile vanished.

‘Dot,’ I saw him mouth. ‘My Dot…’

Then his good leg seemed to slip from under him and he was sitting down, still looking up at the girl in her wedding dress, staring at her face as if he remembered everything.

And there was laughter now, not the good kind, as he sat there on the dance floor, and all around the marquee I could see the blue-white glow of screens as people filmed him with their phones as he sat there on the ground. The bride and groom were laughing too, and Kool and the Gang were ordering everyone to have a real good time as I pushed my way through the crowd to get him.

 And despite the ten-grand party and the designer duds and the river of cocktails, I could see them in all their modern ugliness now.

The hard-eyed women with the tattoos on their arms and legs not quite hidden by their dresses. The soft-bodied men with elaborate hair, as brittle as toffee apples from styling products, or shaved escaped-convict close to cover the old male pattern baldness. Some of the men were like children – tieless at a wedding, as though they had yet to master the knot. And the children dressed like adults – little girls in high heels, little boys in bow ties wielding mobile phones like blunt instruments, filming the old man on the floor.

All drunk, all overweight.

I shoved the last of them out of the way and bent down to lift Ken. Suddenly his daughter was there, her face in mine.

‘Get him out of here,’ she hissed.



In the shadow of the country house hotel, we sat by a swimming pool, the lights under the water making it shimmer blue and gold.

Music from the marquee drifted to us across the manicured grounds. I could hear that the DJ had moved from family favourites to club classics.

Some guests were coming out of the tent and drifting across to the hotel. Behind us were open French doors, and an almost deserted bar.

Ken groaned. ‘It’s killing me,’ he said, and I helped him on to a sun lounger and watched him roll up his trouser leg until it was above his knee.

His prosthetic limb looked completely lifelike, yet totally inanimate. It seemed alive and dead at the same time. I watched him unclamp it and place it to one side with a relieved sigh. He began to massage the flesh above his knee. It was a mass of scars.

‘You can get these new legs,’ he said. ‘Sports legs, they call them. Where you see all the joints and hydraulics showing.’ His fingers vigorously pressed his livid flesh. ‘All right if you’re a kid,’ he said. ‘Fancy a dip? I might just have a paddle.’

I helped Ken to the side of the pool. Me holding him as he took these grunting, steady hops. We took off our shoes and socks and dangled our three feet in the water.

‘Lovely do,’ he commented, staring towards the distant sound of ‘Pump Up the Volume’. He gave me a sideways look. ‘Remind me what you’re sticking around for? You don’t know these people. I don’t know most of them myself.’

‘Designated driver,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry about me. And I know you, don’t I?’

He produced his Rizlas and his tin of Old Holborn and rolled himself a cigarette. I was happy that there was no one to stop him. And I thought that these men should be allowed to smoke wherever they wanted to. If you free the world from tyranny, I thought, you should be allowed a roll-up. He smoked slowly, as more people came out of the tent and began drifting across the grass.

‘Help me up, will you?’ he said.

I got him up and we held on to each other, my arms around his waist, his arm around my shoulder. With his free hand he extinguished his roll-up and tossed it aside. We watched the wedding guests coming towards us. When they were coming up the slope to the pool, the old man began to shout.

‘Shark!’ he screamed. ‘Help me! Shark! Shark! Oh God! Help! Shark!’

Somebody screamed. We stared at their appalled faces, the eyes wide with horror, and then I helped Ken back on the sun lounger, both of us rocking with laughter.

He was clamping his leg back on when Ian arrived. ‘That wasn’t funny when you did it when we were kids,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t funny at Frinton, Clacton or Margate. And it’s not funny now.’

And then there was Tracey.

‘Do you know why he left?’ she said.

Ken rolled down his trouser leg. ‘Who?’ he said, genuinely interested.

 ‘Your son,’ she said. ‘Your precious Mick. Your favourite child. Do you know why he went away? Know why he moved to Australia, do you?’

Ken wasn’t smiling now. ‘A better life,’ he said quietly. ‘Sun. Barbecues. Penguins. A higher quality of life.’

Tracey laughed, shaking her head. ‘To get away from you,’ she said. ‘He couldn’t stand it any more. He left England to get away from you.’

After they’d gone back into the hotel, Ken smoked another roll-up in silence and then we made our way down to the car. It was nearly two now, and the wedding party was breaking up.

In front of the hotel, a crowd had gathered to see off the bride and groom.

We could hear them all cheering, and then the sound of tyres on gravel and the tin cans that had been tied to the bumpers, as the happy couple went off to start their new life.

‘Let’s get you home,’ I said to Ken as he sagged against my car.

The old man was very tired.

‘It’s not true,’ he said.



‘We need to keep the noise down a bit,’ I said, as I put the kettle on, and Ken began to noisily clear his throat. The sound of a dying seal. I glanced meaningfully at the ceiling, indicating my sleeping family.

Behind those glasses, his eyes followed mine.

‘Things bad at home, are they?’ he asked.

I could see how he could get exhausting after a lifetime or so.

‘It’s not that things are bad at home,’ I said. ‘But it’s – what? – the middle of the night. My wife has to get up for work in the morning.’ I turned back to the tea, milk and sugar. ‘And I don’t.’

He made himself comfortable at the kitchen table. ‘That must be tough,’ he said. ‘When the missus is the breadwinner. That’s not easy for her. Or you.’

 I turned to look at him to see if he was taking the piss. His face was impassive. I went back to my boiling kettle.

‘It’s just temporary,’ I muttered.

‘Still,’ he elaborated. ‘Not like my day. More simple then.’

‘You’ve had your day,’ I said, and it sounded far more cruel than I had intended.

But it made him laugh.

‘Poor you,’ he said. ‘You’ve got a wife that takes care of you. I only had to deal with Nazi Germany.’

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘Poor me.’

I brought two cups of tea to the kitchen table. He was only here because he had declared all the way home that he was, ‘Gasping.’ He was always gasping, that old man.

Gasping for a cup of tea. Gasping for a cigarette. Gasping for air.

And I finally saw what it was in him that reminded me so much of my father. There were the obvious similarities – the war, the medals, the hard, damaged bodies that would carry their scars to the grave.

And there were equally obvious differences – my father was every inch a suburban dad, all for Home Counties politesse, tending his garden and not swearing in front of the children, while Ken Grimwood had never left the council estate, never left Nelson Mansions. But what they shared was this – a bottomless well of bitterness about how their country had treated the boys who came home.

We gave everything. Some of us never came back. And you bastards let us down.

My father hid it better than Ken Grimwood, but it was there just the same. Behind the net curtains and manicured lawn of my family’s little pebble-dash semi – the modest house that demanded my dad work at three jobs just to scrape together the deposit – there was a man who was beyond anger.

And as I grew up, and the crop-haired blond lad became just another mousey, fallible adult, capable of cocking up his life, and the lives of all those around him, I could not hide from the fact that I was one of the many bastards who had let my father down.

‘You have ruined my life,’ he told me when I broke the news that my marriage to Gina was over.

‘You’ve had your life,’ I told him, wanting to hurt him as much as he hurt me.

There was ice in my father. He was a decent man, and a gentle man, and there were many good things about him. But there was that hard black ice, too, and I never saw it melt until my son was born. It wasn’t until Pat came along that I ever really saw a look on his face that perhaps things could be good again after all.

‘Good cup of tea,’ Ken said, nodding approvingly.

I glanced at my watch. I still had to get him back to the Angel and then come home. I took a gulp of tea although it burned my mouth.

And then I saw the light in the garden.

More of a glow than a light. Out in the darkness, inside the Wendy House, a pinprick of light that burned bright red for a moment and then settled to a tiny smouldering ember.

‘That little bastard,’ I said, kicking back my chair as I got up.

Ken looked at me and then at the garden. He saw nothing.

‘My son,’ I said. ‘He’s in the Wendy House. He’s smoking Mexican weed in the Wendy House.’

Ken tilted his head to one side. The Wendy House? Mexican weed?

I spluttered, speechless, and then realised that I couldn’t be bothered.

‘I’ll kill him,’ I said simply, and suddenly Ken sort of got it, holding up a hand as I headed for the garden door.

‘They say a child needs your love most when he deserves it the least,’ the old man told me.

I stared at him. ‘Oh, is that what they say?’

He nodded. ‘So I’ve heard.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Like I’m going to take advice from a man who just got kicked out of his granddaughter’s wedding.’

 Ken Grimwood just smiled. ‘Is it all right to smoke in here?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I said, and I went into the garden.

I could smell that sickly sweet Mexican scent before I even reached the Wendy House. And I could see Pat inside, Gulliverlike, hunched up and far too big for the playhouse. I opened the door and went inside. Defiantly, he took a toke on his joint. That red glow again. And I knew that I was not going to kill him. Not tonight or ever. I loved him, you see.

‘You don’t need that,’ I said.

He ran his hand across his shorn head, as if he could still not quite believe that his hair was gone. ‘Maybe it’s exactly what I need.’

But then he coughed, suddenly sickening, and inhaled deeply, trying to regain control. He stared at the soggy joint in his hand.

‘Not so cute any more, am I?’ he said.

‘You’ll always be cute to me,’ I said.

He laughed. ‘Rotten liar, aren’t you?’

‘Always,’ I smiled.

He sighed and ran the red tip of the joint over his bare arm. I heard the fair, almost invisible hair on his arm sizzle and burn. I could smell it too. The burned hair on his arm. I held my breath. Then he took the joint away, and I breathed again.

‘It’s not your fault, Pat,’ I said. ‘None of it. This whole mess that’s been going on for years.’ He wasn’t looking at me. ‘None of it is your fault.’

He laughed shortly. ‘I blame the parents,’ he said.

‘I wish,’ I said, and he looked up at me as my voice got caught. ‘I wish it could have been…more settled for you. When you were growing up. And now. I just wish that it could have all been a bit more settled.’

He shook his head furiously. ‘You already told me,’ he said. He did not want to talk about all that.

Then he looked at me. He looked at me at last.

‘I didn’t know where else to go,’ he said.

 ‘Then you come here,’ I said. ‘You come back to me. When there’s nowhere else to go, you just come home. And you stay as long as you want. Okay?’

He thought about it.

‘Okay.’

‘Come inside,’ I said, standing up.

‘Okay,’ he said again. I watched him throw his Mexican weed on the floor and stub it out. The sparks flew and died. We had to bend our heads to get out of the Wendy House.

We looked up at the house. It was in darkness apart from the light in the kitchen. All the houses were in darkness. I put my arm around my son’s shoulder and I realised with a jolt that he was taller than me. When did that happen?

Then we walked back to the house, where the old man was waiting.







Part three: summer term – 
what are you waiting for?






Twenty

Then there was the day my wife came home too soon.

I was up in my room, editing a shooting script for PC Filth: An Unfair Cop. I had been back in gainful employment for a month, although it all felt a bit different now. Somehow this was more like the work my father had done. Because it wasn’t a career any more. It was a job.

I was going over a scene that had been nagging at me all morning, when I heard the Food Glorious Food van down on the street. I looked at my watch and then turned back to the script.

In the scene I was stuck on, PC Filth had a violent career burglar down in the cells. He – PC Filth – was whistling, ‘I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing’ and doing a little jig around the cell. Police brutality seemed on the cards. It was a direct rip-off of Tarantino, but that wasn’t what troubled me. It was the role reversal – giving the uniformed officer all the power and the catchy pop song, and having the bad guy squirm. As if the good would ultimately triumph and the bad would be punished.

And the thing that bothered me was – I knew that just wasn’t true.

I put the script down and went to the window. The Food Glorious Food van was parked outside. That did not make sense. It was lunchtime. The van should be down in Canary Wharf. I watched Cyd get out of the driver’s seat. She went to the back of the van and began taking out trays of food. One of her girls was standing next to her. Not helping too much because she was crying. I went downstairs.

Cyd was coming through the front door with her trays. Mozzarella fingers. Gyoza dumplings. Sashimi. Chicken satay. Mini frittatas.

‘What happened?’ I said, standing to one side. Her girl was behind her, sniffing and sobbing over a sixty-piece oriental platter. I took it from her and carried it into the kitchen. The food was lined up on the surfaces where it had all been prepared earlier. Cyd was already coming back out.

‘Turn on the TV,’ she said.

I stared at her back. I hate it when people say that to me. Turn on the TV. It means that something is wrong. It means that everything is wrong. I turned on the TV and at first I could not understand what I was looking at.

The pictures were coming live from some shining glass tower. Men and women in suits were coming out, and they were all carrying boxes. Some of them were crying. Some of them were angry, shouting at the camera crews and the heavens. Someone threw a skinny latte in the face of a photographer. The camera closed in on one young buck with a champagne box in his arms containing a riding crop and a golf club. The wind whipped some papers from his box but he did not seem to notice, or care. There was a name on the side of the glass tower in big bold letters. The camera went in close. The name rang a distant bell.

Cyd was by my side.

‘Don’t they insure our fridge?’ I said.

‘Maybe not any more,’ she said. ‘That’s where I was meant to be fixing lunch. And they’ve gone bust.’

‘When?’

‘About two hours ago.’

We watched the workers coming out of their shining glass tower.

‘What does it mean?’ I said.

‘I don’t know,’ Cyd said. ‘But I think this is just the start.’

‘The start of what?’

 ‘The start of everything changing,’ she said. She almost laughed. ‘I don’t think they’ll be needing sashimi for two hundred for a while. Maybe never again.’

Cyd’s girl was hovering behind her. Cyd wrapped her arms around her and let her cry. I turned back to the TV, trying to put it together. The workers with their belongings in champagne boxes. The trays of unwanted party food in our home. I turned up the volume. Cyd’s girl was crying so hard, I could hardly hear Robert Peston’s incisive analysis.

‘I’ll call you, okay?’ Cyd was telling her girl. ‘When something happens.’

I perched on the edge of the sofa, wanting to understand. I heard the front door gently open and close, and a bit later the sound of my wife cursing our refrigerator.

It was not big enough today.

She was at the kitchen table staring out at the Wendy House. I put my hands on her shoulders and she rose to her feet, her eyes closed as she sank against me. I felt the full length of her pressing against me. I brushed my lips against her face and tasted the salt of sweat and tears.

Then she said three little words against my shoulder, making no attempt to pull away.

‘You love it,’ she said.

I looked at the top of her head. ‘What?’

‘It’s the twenty-first century out there but it’s 1958 in here,’ she said, pulling away now, pushing her hair from her face. ‘And you love it,’ she repeated, looking me in the eye now. ‘For me, today is a bloody disaster. For you, today is when the natural order gets restored.’

We were standing apart now. ‘Don’t say that,’ I said. ‘Don’t think that.’

She laughed. ‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s not true.’ I still thought I could win her round. ‘You sit down,’ I said. ‘I’ll make us some tea. The kids will not be home for hours. I’ll do my Barry White voice. You’ll laugh and think I’m nice.’

 ‘The big provider,’ she said. ‘The great protector. The mighty breadwinner. You love it.’

I shook my head. I held out my arms and, after thinking about it for a moment, she came back to me.

My phone began to vibrate. It was in the pocket of my jeans, and it gently throbbed between the tops of our thighs. I ignored it. But the phone kept pulsing away, and in the end we could not ignore it. Cyd pulled away with a laugh of derision.

‘Attend to your career, big shot,’ she said, and she turned to face a kitchen covered with a mountain range of canapés.

And a few minutes later, on my way out I passed Cyd, staring into the back of the Food Glorious Food van. It was empty now. We did not speak.

And the funny thing is, that phone call had nothing to do with my career – not unless my true vocation, my life’s calling, my once and forever full-time job is being a father.

The front office at Ramsay Mac were calling. They knew that Pat was back living at home and they were phoning to ask why he had not been in school for the past few days. I almost laughed out loud.

The boy was fifteen.

So how would I know?



Pat sat at the dining table in the old man’s overheated living room, puffing thoughtfully at a cigarette as he read the Racing Post.

My son glanced up at me for a moment when I came in, and then ducked his head down. I could see his long blond hair poking over the top of a front page that said KING GEORGE SPECIAL – AS GOOD AS HE’S EVER BEEN.

Pat studied the Racing Post with the same lip-chewing focus that he had once brought to Edward de Bono’s Lateral Thinking. Singe Rana sat opposite him, a bookmaker’s biro in his hand and his eyes fixed on nothing, figuring. Ken and I watched them from the other side of the room.

‘He helps me,’ Ken Grimwood told me. ‘Your boy. He helps me a lot.’

 I looked at him and sighed. ‘You mean – doing a bit of shopping? Running errands? That kind of thing?’

‘With me bets,’ Ken said. ‘Looking at form.’ He raised his voice with a chuckle. ‘We’ve had a few winners, haven’t we, Pat?’

A nod of the wheat-coloured mop.

‘He’s meant to be in school,’ I said. ‘He’s bunking off.’

Ken reached for his tin of Old Holborn, and the flat was silent apart from the sound of that metal box being opened. Then I made a move to get my son but the old man touched my arm.

‘Can you blame him?’ Ken said softly. ‘We know why he’s bunking off, don’t we?’ The old man produced his packet of Rizlas. ‘Wouldn’t you?’

I look a breath. ‘I protected him when he was little,’ I said. ‘Then one day I couldn’t.’

I watched Ken constructing his roll-up. It looked exactly the same as the tiny spliff of Mexican weed that Pat had smoked in the Wendy House.

‘What do you want to do about it?’ Ken said.

I looked at him. ‘Really?’

He nodded once.

‘I want to hurt them,’ I said. ‘Especially – the leader. The big one. William Fly. I want to hurt him the way he’s hurt us. The way he’s hurt Pat.’

The old man laughed in my face.

‘A nice professional person like you?’ he said. ‘And you want to hurt someone?’

He struck a match and the smell of new tobacco joined the smell of old tobacco that always filled that flat. Pat turned the pages and big green headlines jumped out of the Racing Post. PRICEWISE. TRADING POST. TIPS BOX. TALKING POINT. COME RACING.

And I looked at Singe Rana and I remembered something that he had said about Italy. How the women smiled at him but the men could not look in his face.

Ken coughed by my side. That old death rattle cough that I had heard before, as familiar to me as a track from Sinatra’s Songs for Swingin’ Lovers.

I looked at the old man and he smiled.

‘Me too,’ he said. ‘I want to hurt them too.’







Twenty-one

I had hated him for years.

I had told myself that it was because of the way he had treated my wife when she was his wife.

And I had told myself that it was because he had been a haphazard parent to Peggy, breezing in and out of her life as the mood took him.

But I saw now that my abiding loathing for Jim Mason was not quite so noble.

Because most of all I had hated him for loving her when her world was uncomplicated, unbroken and new. For loving her first, and for being loved by her in return – that’s why I hated his guts.

Because she had loved him in a complete world. She was trying again with me. That’s all. Trying again. She had always been trying again with me. I knew that now.

But as I watched his face in close-up on the monitor, I was shocked to discover that the old hatred just wasn’t there any more. It would have been good to think that I was all grown-up now, and beyond sexual jealousy and romantic envy. But I suspected it was just that I no longer cared so much. And that felt like the saddest thing in the world.

‘Are you watching this, Harry?’ the director said to me.

I leaned closer. We were in the show’s sound stage, an aircraft hangar of a building containing all the sets we would need for a series. But it all fell away – the cameras, the lights, the hovering make-up girls and continuity editors and the carpenters and the sparks – and all I saw was the monitor before me.

Jim was playing DCI Steele. He was in an Irish bar – we would dub on the Pogues’ ‘Rainy Night in Soho’ later – and depressed after discovering his ex-wife was going out with a rich lawyer.

The scene didn’t require him to do much – just sit there drinking whisky – iced tea – and looking suicidal.

But he was shaking.

The hand that held the pretend whisky was visibly trembling, and it seemed to transmit anxiety to every part of his body.

The director bridled with irritation.

‘What’s with the Method Actor crap?’ he said.

I said nothing. The camera went in close and I had never seen such panic in a pair of eyes.

‘I know he’s supposed to be a recovering alcoholic who’s about to fall off the wagon,’ the director said. ‘But this Stanislavski crap – being in the moment – it’s too much, isn’t it?’

Jim had not told them about the Parkinson’s. They thought the trembling hand on the iced tea was Jim trying to be Brando.

And I wondered how long that could last.

‘Shoot it,’ I said, and I looked at that handsome face I had loathed for so long. ‘He’s good.’



We sat in the hotel bar and I watched Jim sip his beer. His hand was steady now. He smacked his lips and deliberately placed his beer on the coaster, smiling at me. He had a beautiful smile.

‘It’s not all the time,’ he said. ‘The shakes. Unwanted excitation of muscle, as my doctor calls it. They come and go. Today was the first time that I got it on set.’

I sighed. ‘But it’s only week three,’ I said. ‘You’ve got to tell them sooner or later.’

‘Isn’t that your job?’

 ‘Probably. I guess. What about your agent?’

‘She’s not talking. Because as soon as it’s news, my stock plummets. The bastards will write me out, I know they will. Who wants an actor who doesn’t know if he’ll make it to the Christmas special?’ He looked at his strong, steady hands. ‘The way I see it, I’m only really screwed when it gets to my speech.’ Some hardness crept into him, and I had seen it before, in the early days when the wounds from his marriage to Cyd were still fresh. ‘Parkinson’s doesn’t make you stupid. Mental faculties are not affected,’ he said, and I could tell he was quoting his doctor again. He held his beer. ‘They just seem to be affected because you can’t control the muscles of speech.’

Over his shoulder I saw a middle-aged man and his daughter enter the bar. She was wearing a summer dress. He was in a suit jacket and jeans.

And then the man leaned into the girl and I knew it wasn’t his daughter.

The man had to be around my age, although he was fighting it. With the jeans, the store-bought tan and of course with the girl.

And the girl was Elizabeth Montgomery.

‘Don’t they have drugs?’ I asked Jim, tearing my eyes from her. ‘They must have drugs.’

Jim grinned. ‘Yeah, they have Benztropine, Benzhexol, all that good stuff to reduce muscle spasms. But it’s a degenerative disease. They control symptoms. They’re not a cure.’

There were no tables. A waiter escorted Elizabeth Montgomery and the man to seats at the bar. The man picked up a cocktail menu and squinted at it. With an embarrassed little smirk, he took out some frameless reading glasses.

Elizabeth Montgomery got up, kissed him on the cheek and left the bar.

I looked at the man and I wondered if he had a room here. And I wondered if there was a wife and kids waiting at the end of some gravel drive. And I wondered how he had met Elizabeth Montgomery, and how it worked.

 When she came out of the rest room I was waiting for her. She didn’t look remotely surprised to see me. Maybe she had clocked me when they came in. Or perhaps she was just a very cool customer, that Elizabeth Montgomery.

‘Helping you with your homework, is he?’

She laughed.

There was one of those little mirrors in her hand. She glanced at it and then back at me.

‘I don’t need anyone to help me with my homework,’ she said, and the mirror went into the small bag she was carrying. She didn’t look as though she was planning to spend the night here. Or maybe they had checked in already. Or maybe it was all still undecided, and he would make his play after a few £15 cocktails. I felt sick to my stomach.

‘He’s too old for you,’ I said. ‘And what about Pat?’

Presumably she had thought about Pat already.

Still, I felt I had to ask.

‘Maybe Pat’s too young for me,’ she said, and started back to the bar, her high heels click-clacking on the marble of the hotel lobby. I wanted to stop her but I knew I could not touch her. But she stopped just outside the bar. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I love Pat.’

‘Yeah, looks like it. Drinking cocktails with Granddad.’

‘Nick’s thirty-five,’ she said.

‘Is that what he told you? And the rest,’ I said. ‘What did he tell you about his wife? Let me guess – she doesn’t understand him but they stay together for the sake of the kids.’

‘Isn’t that what everyone does?’

‘Very funny. Where did you meet him? In a chat room? They always lie about their age. He’s grooming you.’

She smiled as if she was older than I would ever be. ‘Unfortunately I am way beyond the grooming stage, Harry.’ She looked into the bar. Her decrepit old lover was still squinting at the price of Mohitos through his reading glasses.

And I saw that she wanted me to understand.

‘Pat is the most lovable boy I have ever met,’ she said. ‘He’s sweet and gentle and all those things. But I am seventeen years old and I am just not ready for all that big love stuff. Maybe I never will be. Maybe when I’m old. Twenty-five or something.’

‘Don’t do this to him,’ I said, although I knew it was a ridiculous thing to say. The hotel maid was probably placing his-and-her chocolates on their pillows even as we spoke.

‘Don’t you get it?’ Elizabeth Montgomery said. ‘Pat’s just too serious.’

She went back to the bar. I followed a few seconds later, reeling from a world where they could dump you for caring too much.

Jim had ordered another round of beers. He pushed one towards me.

‘Keep an eye on Peggy for me, will you, Harry?’ he said. ‘Whatever happens. Keep an eye on her.’

I held his gaze. ‘Always,’ I said.

Then he had a conspiratorial smile on his handsome face.

‘I hated you for so long,’ he confessed.



They had pushed the furniture back to give them space.

The old man had two battered old leather pads on his hands, these scarred old mitts that were flat on one side and with a sort of glove on the other, and they made a sound like something cracking when he slapped them together.

Pat faced him, his long thin arms hanging by his side, his hand inside the huge brown boxing gloves that said, Lonsdale – London – sixteen ounce. They looked beyond old. They looked fossilised.

‘This is stupid,’ I said, and they ignored me. This wasn’t what I had in mind at all. I am not sure what I had in mind. But not this wax on, wax off Karate Kid bullshit. This could get him killed.

Ken held up the pads either side of his head and shuffled forward.

‘Double jab,’ he said, and the boy tentatively poked his right hand at one of the pads. ‘Southpaw, see?’ Ken said to me. ‘Leads with his right because he’s left-handed. Double jab,’ he said, and again Pat struck the pads with the force of a medium-sized butterfly. ‘Good,’ Ken said, but it sounded like lavish praise to me. ‘Keep that left tucked up. Elbow in. The hand protects your chin and the arm protects your ribs. Nice and neat. Not like a statue. Not just standing there waiting to be clumped. Movement, movement. On the balls of your feet. Dance, Pat, dance!’

Then he began coughing and had to sit down.

I sat down beside him.

‘You want to see him dead?’ I said.

Ken finished coughing and said, ‘Do you?’

With rising panic, I watched Pat help Ken up from the sofa – not easy in those big gloves – and they took up their positions.

For a dying man with one leg, Ken was remarkably nimble on his feet. I glanced at the photo of the young boxer on the mantelpiece. Kid Loco, Ken had called himself. Almost thirty fights when he was in the forces. Undefeated. Never knocked down. He had told me, without pride or self-pity, that he would have turned professional if he had not lost a leg at Monte Cassino.

And now he shuffled forwards, backwards and sideways, calling out combinations that Pat followed with gentle obedience.

‘Double jab – right cross – left hook,’ Ken said, and Pat meekly went through the motions.

‘Look,’ I said. ‘He’s not Kid Loco, okay? And he’s not his grandfather.’

‘Typical modern parent,’ Ken sighed. ‘Wants to wrap the kid in cotton wool.’

‘Better cotton wool than a coffin,’ I said.

‘Dad,’ Pat said quietly, and I looked at him. With the thumb of his glove, he pushed back his hair, longer than it had ever been. ‘I want to, all right?’

But the violence wasn’t in him. The spite. The malice. The urge to hurt – it just wasn’t there. It was one of the reasons I loved him.

 ‘All right,’ I said.

‘Double jab,’ Ken said, and Pat hit the pad twice, slightly harder this time. ‘Always the double jab. Like this.’

Ken threw out his left and the speed amazed me. It was as if he was catching a pair of flies. ‘Everything comes off that double jab,’ he said. ‘Bam-bam, in their face. The rest follows.’

When we were driving home, I told him about Elizabeth Montgomery. I had to tell him, didn’t I? Maybe not. But she would have told him. Or let him find out.

‘I saw your friend,’ I said, my eyes fixed on the road, although I felt his head snap towards me. ‘I saw Elizabeth Montgomery.’

He was watching and waiting. He was thinking that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all.

‘She wasn’t alone,’ I said.

A beat. ‘The guy from UTI?’ he said, his voice very low. ‘The one with the car?’

‘Somebody else. Somebody older. Almost as old as me.’

Once that could have been his cue for a crack. But, Dad – nobody’s as old as you. Not tonight. He said nothing.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Look, there are so many great women in the world, Pat. I know – ’

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ he said. ‘Okay?’

I nodded, my eyes on the road. ‘Okay, kiddo.’

‘And stop calling me kiddo,’ he said.

When I looked at him he was staring at his hands with something like wonder, his fingertips lightly brushing the knuckles, scuffed raw and bloody from the missing layer of skin.



We slept differently at the start.

Before marriage, before Joni – at the start of our ten years – we wrapped ourselves up in each other, and we found that we fit. Face to face. Knee to knee. Mouth to mouth. You name it. We fit together. In those first nights I woke up with her limbs curled around me, and it was the best thing in the world.

 But somewhere along the line – after the wedding photographs had started to gather dust, after the baby came along and the nights were split and sleep was suddenly like gold dust – we found that we both just slept better with our backs pressed together.

Still touching – always touching – from the soles of her feet to the delicate wings of her shoulder blades. And touching in the other way – the strokes and the pats just before sleeping or waking that said the same unsayable thing.

I am still me.

You are still you.

We are still here.

Nothing has changed.

But now our sleep seemed to have reached a third and final act. Now our backs turned to each other, but without touching, as if some barrier had built that neither of us could breach.

It was like sleeping in a single bed.

It was like sleeping alone.

‘Do you ever feel that you are too old to start again?’ Cyd said in the darkness, not turning towards me, her voice so soft and low she could have been talking to herself. I heard her sigh. ‘To go through all that business – meeting someone, and seeing if it works, and wondering if what you feel is enough to live with all the baggage they bring? You ever feel like that, Harry?’

I lifted my head. I wanted to put my arm around her. Or just lightly touch her to send the old message. It is still me. But there was that barrier, you see, and I could not cross it.

‘Cyd,’ I said. ‘Are we breaking up?’

‘I feel that way sometimes,’ she said, answering her question and not mine. ‘Just too old and tired to try starting again.’ I felt her pull her legs up and hug them. I wanted to hold her then, but I didn’t. ‘But then sometimes I feel too young to settle for what we’ve got,’ she said. Then she laughed. ‘It’s a bit of a bugger,’ she said, an American dedicated to keeping alive those old English aphorisms.

 After that she said nothing.

And I must have slept for a bit because I saw my parents in a dream, in the living room of the house where I grew up and where they grew old, and it seemed so real, and so shockingly normal. As though everything was as it had been. But when I awoke with a start it was still dark with not even the first sign of morning showing at the bedroom windows. And my parents were long gone.

And as I lay there I believed that I could actually hear our children sleeping. The three of them. The boy. The two girls. All of them sleeping in their rooms, the sound of their breathing soft and, even in the night, like ribbons of solid air.

And I knew it was the only thing holding our home together.



The car stopped outside the twenty-four-hour supermarket.

‘Can I have champagne?’ Peggy said from the back seat. ‘Just one glass of champagne? If I promise not to run amok? Or become an alcoholic?’

In the passenger seat, her mother turned to look at her.

‘One glass,’ she said. ‘Then bed.’

Peggy clapped her hands. We had been to see an end-of-term production of Guys and Dolls. Peggy had stolen the show in the Jean Simmons role – the buttoned-up Bible-basher who lets her hair down when she falls for a charismatic bad boy.

Not all those kids were going to be stars of stage and screen. But when I watched my daughter – and I never thought of her as my stepdaughter, we had been together too long for that – when I watched her singing, ‘If I Were a Bell’ and ‘I’ve Never Been in Love Before’ and ‘A Woman In Love’, I believed that she might. And it wasn’t just parental pride. I had known her since she was five years old, and she had always made life look easy.

Cyd stayed in the car as Peggy and I went inside the supermarket. ‘And some bread and milk, Harry,’ my wife called. ‘Not just champagne, okay?’

 ‘Can it be rosé?’ Peggy asked me.

I laughed. ‘It can be whatever colour you want.’

‘You get the boring stuff,’ she said. ‘I’ll get the champagne.’

I grabbed a basket and went off to find the boring stuff. I heard the bell on the door go, and the low rumble of laughter. I looked up, but I could see nothing. More laughter. I grabbed a loaf of Hovis, found the refrigerator and threw in a couple of pints. Then I went looking for my daughter.

She was by the wine shelves and the two boys were on either side of her. She was holding a bottle of champagne but she was not smiling now. Spud Face was holding a six-pack of beer and cackling as William Fly leaned his bluebeard face in close, whispering in her ear. My daughter averted her face, her eyes closed, but rooted to the spot.

‘What’s happening here?’ I said. ‘What are you doing to her?’

The three of them looked at me.

‘Just talking, Daddy,’ William Fly said, and Spud Face got a rise out of that.

I took Peggy by the arm.

‘Let’s go,’ I said, and we paid and we left.

‘What’s wrong?’ Cyd said when we were in the car.

Peggy shook her head.

‘Nothing,’ I said.

We went home and we drank our champagne. And I put on the original soundtrack of Guys and Dolls and we smiled at Marlon Brando getting to sing the best song in the production, ‘Luck Be a Lady’, when his co-star was Frank Sinatra. So that was good, getting a smile before bedtime.

But when the two of them had gone upstairs and I was certain that they were sleeping, I went out and got in my car and drove to the fireworks factory on the City Road.

Nobody stopped me as I walked through the gates. I shook my head. It was lucky there wasn’t a gang of hardened sparkler thieves working in the area.

I found them in the warehouse, surrounded by the dusty boxes of roman candles, Catherine wheels, bangers, rockets and jumping jacks. Singe Rana watched the old man and the boy as they went through the routines again and again and again.

‘Don’t stick your elbow out when you throw those punches,’ Ken said. ‘Tuck up neat. Nice and neat. Double up on that jab. Faster. Snappier. Where’s the snap? Chin down. And don’t be a statue. Up on the balls of your feet. Dance, Pat, dance!’

And my son danced. A different kind of dancing to his sister.

The old man held up the pads and called out combinations and the boy did exactly what he was told. And when they had a break, the pair of them soaked in sweat, I took the old man to one side.

‘Is he ready?’ I said.

Ken looked at me as if there was something that I still did not quite understand.

‘Nobody is ever ready,’ the old man told me.

Pat stood patiently, his gloves still on, clumsily cradling a bottle of water, lifting his face with his eyes closed tight as Singe Rana wiped away the sweat with a grubby towel.

‘Bit soon to be back at work,’ I said, nodding at the elderly Gurkha. ‘He was in hospital five minutes ago.’

Ken looked at me as if I never ceased to surprise.

‘What would you prefer him to do?’ the old man asked me. ‘Crawl away and die?’







Twenty-two

I sat in the car park across from the bar.

Beyond a red velvet rope at the end of a tatty strip of red carpet, a forty-year-old skinhead in a Crombie stood guard next to a girl with a clipboard, the pair of them trying to pretend that it was Hollywood not Holloway.

And as drunks reeled in and out, I thought about moving away. I thought that maybe we could start again. All of us. Clean slates. New house. New school.

Australia sounded nice.

And as I saw them coming out of the bar, I knew it was too late for all that. Not enough time. And too much already on our slates. You get to a point when you know – this is it.

The skinhead in a Crombie lifted the rope so that William Fly and Spud Face could make their messy exit. There was a stray supermarket trolley parked in the road and Spud Face reclined in it as William Fly wheeled him across the street towards me.

I sank down in the car. William Fly launched the trolley containing Spud Face across the near-empty car park. He was a big strong boy. It spun around a few times and tipped over. When they had laughed about that for a while, William Fly scraped up his friend and they had a little chat. I looked at the bar across the street. The skinhead in a Crombie was looking down at the girl with the clipboard, his huge face shining with lust. And when I looked back, Spud Face was staggering out of the far side of the car park, heading towards the market that leads to the main drag.

And William Fly was weaving his way towards me, his car keys jingle-jangling in his hand.

He had a nice car. Its lights blinked an orangey welcome. He leaned against it, trying to decide if he wanted to be sick or not before he drove home. And when he looked up, I was standing there.

No recognition. Not a flicker. How quickly they forget. But his eyes lit up with malice.

‘Who you looking at, faggot?’ he slurred, turning to face me, even drunker than he looked.

‘What did he ever do to you?’ I said. My voice came out very soft. There was a group of girls falling out of the bar across the street, and I did not want any attention. But he still didn’t get it. ‘My son, you rotten bastard,’ I said.

He squinted at me. Then he laughed, truly amused. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Sick Note’s daddy. Of course.’ Then he was in my face, so fast that I almost fell backwards. I could smell the Red Bull and vodka on his breath. ‘And?’ he said, and I was afraid for the first time. But I needed to know.

‘Why Pat?’ I said, and something changed when I said his name out loud. It seemed to take something away from the youth in front of me. He took a step back and snickered.

‘Just a bit of a laugh,’ William Fly told me, looking at me sideways, as if I might see the funny side.

I shook my head and sighed. ‘Somehow I knew you were going to say that,’ I said. ‘Just a bit of a laugh, innit? It’s the, I was just obeying orders of our time. You pathetic, overgrown piece of crap.’

Then he was suddenly tired of me.

‘What you going to do about it, old man?’ the big ugly bastard said. ‘Give me a good hiding?’

He shrugged the stiffness out of his shoulders. I think he was planning to stick one on me and go home. Just that – a straight right to the chin and maybe a kick in the head when I was down. Then mirror-signal-manoeuvre all the way home, driving with the due care that only a drunken driver can muster.

‘Not me,’ I said. ‘My son.’

He stared at me for a moment. And he didn’t stop laughing until Singe Rana stepped out of the shadows with the blade in his hand.

William Fly and I both stared at the knife. It was an impressive sight. The kukri’s curved blade seemed to fatten and bend in the moonlight. I realised I had stopped breathing. For a long time there was no sound at all apart from the distant boom-boom of the music in the bar and the much closer sound of William Fly wetting his Diesel jeans.

‘He’s got a sword,’ William Fly said.

‘He’s got a kukri, you ignorant ape,’ I said. ‘It’s better than a sword.’

After a while I realised that Singe Rana was looking at me. It was time to go.

William Fly tore his eyes from the kukri and looked at me with pure hatred.

‘What’s this?’ he said. ‘Dad’s Army?’

‘Exactly,’ I said.

We walked him over to my car. I opened the boot and gestured for William Fly to get inside.

‘You have got to be fucking shitting me,’ he said, and I saw him look around and think about making a break for it. And now I stepped into his space, and now I was breathing in his face, my heart pounding, and wondering if we were all going to jail.

‘Do I look like I’m joking?’ I said. ‘Do I look like I’m just having a bit of a laugh?’

He looked at the kukri and got into the boot. I had cleared everything out but it was still a tight fit.

‘My dad is going to sue the pair of you,’ said William Fly, curling up like a six-foot foetus. ‘I have my human rights, you fuckers.’

Somehow that made it all a lot easier. The threat of legal action, the mention of human rights – that was the world this brute came from. Where everything you do unto others is forgiven by just being a bit of a laugh, and everything that might be done unto you is protected by your human rights. I slammed down the boot as hard as I could.

‘It’s not far,’ I said, slapping it twice. Then Singe Rana seemed to slowly deflate in front of my eyes, and I put my arm around him as he sagged against the car.

‘Just a sit down,’ he said, through short gasps of breath. ‘Then I am well.’

I sat him in the passenger seat, leaving the door open so he could get some air. The kukri had been slipped inside a worn leather scabbard and was hidden now under his nylon anorak. We could hear some metallic rattling in the boot, like a washing machine with a full load, and some coins left in a pair of jeans.

Singe Rana raised his smooth face and considered the supermarket car park as if it was one of the great sights of London.

He took a small paper-wrapped parcel from his anorak. Before he had unwrapped it I could smell the Aloo Chop. They smelled of ginger and onions. He offered me the spicy potato cakes and I took one.

‘At the end of the war we had a choice,’ he said. ‘Gurkha troops could join the Indian army, the Pakistani army, or remain with the British.’ He selected a potato cake and broke off a small piece. ‘We stayed with the British and they sent us to Malaya. Rebels make trouble.’ He chewed for a bit and waited until his mouth was empty before continuing. He had impeccable manners. ‘There was a lottery for some of us to go to Britain. I was fortunate enough to be among those selected.’ He glanced towards the sound coming from the boot. Under his calm brown eyes, the noise suddenly stopped. ‘We saw Whipsnade Zoo, the Ford Motor works and Buckingham Palace, although we were not permitted inside. Then we went back to Malaya to hunt rebels.’ He chewed thoughtfully for a while. ‘In the end we got back to Nepal in 1956. Then Hong Kong. Then Britain…’ He began to wrap the remainder of his Aloo Chop. It was time to go.

 They were waiting for us just inside the gates of the fireworks factory.

Pat was in tracksuit bottoms and a school vest. Ken had a towel around his neck, and he was smoothing Pat’s bare arms with long, slow strokes. I guessed that he was trying to relax his muscles, but it looked like something else. It looked like a gesture of love.

I popped the boot, and William Fly sat up like something unspeakable rising from its grave.

‘Remember what I told you,’ Ken said. ‘Double up on that jab. Dance. And don’t be a statue.’

Pat nodded, lifting his fists to his face as William Fly got out of the boot, looking around the fireworks factory, and then at Pat.

And then he smiled.

‘Let’s be having you,’ Ken barked, and we all jumped.

William Fly swaggered towards Pat, stiff from the boot and still rat-faced from the bar.

My son met him halfway, Ken with one of his arms around Pat’s shoulders, still smoothing his muscles with the other.

Singe Rana and I stood either side of William Fly, as if we were his seconds.

‘Rules,’ Ken said.

William Fly guffawed with contempt. ‘Rules, old man?’ he said. ‘There are no rules.’

Ken’s eyes got very small behind his glasses. ‘There have to be rules,’ he said. He patted Pat’s belly, and then William Fly’s. ‘Everything above here is all right. No gouging, no weapons, no kicking.’

William Fly took a step back and aimed a winkle picker at Pat’s groin. I pulled him back by the scruff of his neck.

‘You kick him in his wedding tackle,’ Ken promised, nodding at Singe Rana, ‘and this man here will cut yours off. Got it?’

William Fly laughed, shook his head. Although they were around the same height, Fly’s bulk made it seem as if he towered over Pat. The difference between them was the gap between a man and a boy. I have no doubt that Fly thought he would kill him.

Then Pat nodded. ‘Let’s just do it, shall we?’

They stepped apart. Above them the dirty neon of the factory’s sign shone down like a dying moon. Then they came together.

William Fly rushed in, fists flailing, wanting to get it over with quick, and thinking he would, but Pat snapped his head back with a stiff jab. It was as if he hardly did anything – just stuck out his right southpaw lead and let William Fly’s weight and movement do the rest as he walked straight into it.

Pat’s fist came out again and again, the way he had been shown, as if he was catching flies. Jab, jab, jab. Every time his fist came out, William Fly’s head snapped back. I saw the shock in Fly’s eyes. I saw the first black spot of blood on his upper lip.

Pat bounced around in front of him, up on the balls of his feet, his guard high, his chin tucked into his shoulder. William Fly, flat-footed and bloody, took a step back. He touched the wet spot on his upper lip and cursed.

‘It’s a sideways sport and you’re standing face on,’ Ken shouted at Pat, his hands nervously tugging the ends of the towel around his neck.

Pat adjusted his stance, turning his body so that he was at a slanted angle to the larger boy. There was nothing for William Fly to hit.

He took half a step forward and Pat’s fist snapped out, blacking an eye.

Then William Fly rushed him.

He took another light jab flush in the face, but this time he kept coming, his meaty arms wrapping themselves around Pat’s neck. He tried to throw him over his hip but Pat stayed on his feet.

They waltzed around the factory forecourt, grunting and sweating, William Fly’s hold unbreakable around Pat’s neck, but unable to get him down.

 I looked at Ken, wanting him to do something. But he just watched the boys, and he did nothing.

I went to his side. ‘What’s happening?’ I said.

‘Grappling,’ the old man said. ‘We didn’t do grappling.’

‘What do you mean, you didn’t do grappling?’ I said.

Pat went down. One brute movement and William Fly swung him from his feet to his back. One move. And then Fly was on top of him, straddling him, his knees on Pat’s arms, the tattoo of his fists pummelling Pat’s face.

It went on. Nobody said a thing. Not the boys. Not the men. I looked at Ken. He was staring at the ground, still tugging at his ridiculous towel.

‘Enough,’ I said, and took a step towards them but Singe Rana was there first, his arms wrapped around William Fly’s shoulders, pulling him away.

Pat lay there for a moment and then sat up, blinking as if he had just awoken from a dream. He touched his head. I had thought there would be nothing left of his beautiful face. But somehow he just looked a bit bedraggled.

Ken helped him up. ‘It’s over,’ he said, and Pat stood uncertainly on the legs of a newborn deer. ‘It’s over now, son.’

Singe Rana still had hold of William Fly but lightly now, and my heart fell away when I saw that he was not going to be punished any more.

‘Shake hands, you two,’ Ken said, but his authority seemed to have melted away, and William Fly just laughed and stuck up two fingers. Singe Rana let go of him.

‘Shake hands?’ William Fly said. ‘Shake hands? Who are you? The Marquess of effing Queensbury? I’ll shake his scrawny neck.’

But he made no move towards Pat.

And then suddenly William Fly realised that he was free to go. The gates of the factory were open. There was nothing and nobody stopping him.

Pat was standing unsupported, although his legs were still jelly, and now I could see that there was a small deep cut under one eye from a ring. His eye seemed to swell and discolour as I watched it. The beating was just starting to show.

Ken looked at me.

‘You should give the boy a lift,’ he said, and it took me a dumbfounded moment to understand that he was talking about William Fly.

‘What?’ Fly said. ‘In his boot?’ He dabbed at his bloodied nose, and patted his pockets for a mobile phone. ‘I’m going to call my dad.’

Then he was gone.

Singe Rana took out his parcel of Aloo Chop. I watched Ken slap Pat once on the back and turn away. There was a thermos flask and a copy of the Racing Post by a kit bag. The old man began packing his things away. It was over. And I looked at my son, swaying in the breeze, his face looking more battered and swollen with every passing second, and then at the old man.

‘That’s it?’ I said with disbelief. ‘That’s our revenge?’

‘That’s it,’ he said, putting his belongings away. ‘And I never promised you revenge.’

‘It went very well,’ I said. ‘Don’t you think it went really fucking well?’

Finally he looked at me.

‘You don’t get it, do you?’ he said. He glanced over at Pat, who had decided to sit down for a while. The boy was holding a spicy potato cake, but seemed to have no idea what to do with it. ‘It’s not about winning,’ Ken said.

‘Don’t tell me,’ I said. ‘It’s the taking part that counts.’

‘No,’ the old man said. ‘It’s the standing up for yourself that counts.’ He zipped up his kit bag. ‘Being a man. It’s the being a man that counts.’

I felt like laughing in his face. Because I felt like I had been hearing this stuff all my life. Walk tall. Be hard. Be a man, little boy. And this is where the philosophy of my fathers had got us – to a beating in the forecourt of a fireworks factory.

‘Can we go home now?’ Pat asked.

 Cyd got up when she heard us.

We were in the bathroom, Pat sitting on the edge of the bath as I swabbed at the blood under his swollen eye. The cut from the ring was deep and neat.

Cyd stood in the doorway, fastening her dressing gown, staring at Pat’s face without expression.

‘I’ll do it,’ she said, and I let her.

She said nothing as she cleaned him up. First she got off the caked blood, and then she dabbed at the cuts with TCP.

The sound of crying from down the hall.

Joni, calling out in her sleep.

‘I’ve got it,’ I said, and before Cyd had a chance to reply I went down to Joni’s bedroom. She was sitting up, rubbing her eyes. I sat on the bed and took her in my arms.

‘An asteroid,’ she sobbed. ‘An asteroid is going to hit our planet.’

Her body was so warm. I touched her forehead, checking for fever.

‘No, it’s okay,’ I said. ‘An asteroid’s not going to hit our planet.’

She was suddenly furious.

‘An asteroid wiped out the dinosaurs,’ my daughter insisted. ‘Rulers of Earth for a hundred and sixty million…’ a pause to choke down a sob ‘…years. Dead. Gone. In seven days. Wiped out by a giant asteroid.’

She simmered down. I patted her back, kissed the top of her head. She got back under her duvet.

‘That’s the dinosaurs,’ I said. ‘That’s not us, Joni.’

‘But the average gap,’ she said, although she was fading fast. ‘Average gap between giant asteroids striking Earth.’

‘Average gap?’ I said, not following.

‘Every hundred million years,’ she said, taking a deep breath and as she let it out, she seemed to slide deeper into sleep. ‘A giant…asteroid…hits Earth…every hundred million…years…’ I patted her head as she buried it into the pillow. ‘Dinosaurs…sixty-five million years ago…so…’

She yawned.

 I completed the math for her, stroking her hair.

‘So that means we’re due for another asteroid in thirty-five million years,’ I said. ‘Little darling, let’s worry about it in the morning.’

When I was sure that she was sleeping, I went back to the bathroom. Pat’s eye seemed to be closing by the second and yet somehow he looked a bit better now that Cyd had removed the dried blood. Or maybe it was just being cared for that made him look a bit better. As though he was safe now.

‘All right?’ she said.

‘All right,’ he said.

When she had finished, the floor of the bathroom was covered with white towels that were stained a strange rusty brown. Then she made him open his mouth and inspected his teeth.

Then she smiled. A private smile, something between the pair of them.

‘You’ll live,’ she said.

But she told him to go down to the freezer, find a pack of frozen peas and hold it against his eye for as long as he could stand.

‘Okay,’ Pat said. ‘Thanks, Cyd.’

He left us.

‘That poor kid,’ she said. ‘What did you do to him now?’

I reached for her as she brushed past me. I said her name, softly because I did not want to wake Joni, but she just kept going. I watched her enter the darkness of our bedroom.

‘Sorry, Harry,’ she said. ‘I’m just too tired for you now.’

After a few moments I followed her. I got undressed and slipped under the covers, our bodies not touching, a few inches and several light years apart. I lay there for a long time without sleep coming. I did not turn on the light.

And I must have slept at some point, because I woke up to the sounds of them leaving.

The bags being lugged downstairs, the diesel engine of the taxi in the street, and the excited chatter of Joni deciding what books she would take.

 I got out of bed and went to the window. Cyd was watching the driver hefting a suitcase into the cab. I came downstairs and found Joni kneeling beside another suitcase, and stuffing a tattered copy of Jacqueline Wilson’s Sleepovers into her pink rucksack.

‘We’re going on holiday,’ my daughter told me, her eyes shining. ‘We’re going to have a bit of a break.’

Cyd came inside and looked at me.

‘Peggy’s going to stay on with her dad for a while,’ she said. ‘I think it will be good for both of them.’

I shook my head and held out my hands.

‘I hope Pat’s all right,’ she said. ‘That cut is the worst of it.’

She reached for the suitcase but I picked it up. Not because I wanted to help her but because I wanted to stop her.

‘Where are you going?’ I wanted to know.

‘And I hope your friend doesn’t suffer too much,’ she said. ‘The old gentleman.’

‘He’s not my friend,’ I said. ‘He’s my father’s friend.’

‘I think he’s your friend, too,’ Cyd said.

I shook my head. ‘When are you coming back?’

‘I don’t know. I just need to catch my breath. I need to see where I am. Do you ever feel that way, Harry? I feel that way all the time.’

She reached for the suitcase but I held it away from her. Our daughter stood in the doorway, her pink rucksack turned towards us, looking at the cab.

‘Don’t stop loving me,’ I said to my wife.

‘I’m trying,’ she said. ‘It’s just a bit harder than it used to be, okay?’

I nodded. And when she reached for the suitcase for a third time, I let her have it. Then I picked up my daughter and I kissed her although she squirmed in my arms because kissing was gross. I put her down and she ran laughing to the cab. And I felt that if I lost her then it would be the end of my world.

I followed them to the kerb and I told our daughter to mind her fingers as I closed the door. Then I watched them go. The taxi’s brake lights flashed red twice in farewell as they reached the end of our road, and then they were gone.

I looked up at the sky, checking for asteroids, and then I went back inside the house, closing the door quietly because my son was still sleeping upstairs. He had no school today.

He had no school on any day.







Twenty-three

We stopped at the top of the stone steps and the stadium laid spread out before us.

The expanse of green like a secret garden in the heart of the city. The track of wet sand. The six traps waiting, open. The old men in flat caps and the young men in trainers. Everybody smoking, coughing, studying form, then looking up to watch the greyhounds being walked by their handlers.

Pat sucked on his cigarette and narrowed his eyes.

He was wearing his school uniform but it looked like something a pirate had plundered from a dead midshipman. Buttons missing or dangling by a thread on his Ramsay MacDonald blazer. The Ramsay Mac tie rakishly tucked inside his shirt, like a David Niven cravat. The top two buttons undone on his white shirt. Bunking off had turned into a way of life. I knew he wouldn’t go back.

‘You’ll stop one day,’ I said, looking at him with his cigarette. ‘Right? The smoking thing. It can’t go on forever.’

He nodded, toking hard. ‘When I’m thirty,’ he said, and I could tell he honestly believed that he would never be thirty, not in a million years. ‘Don’t worry. I want to live.’ Then his face lit up. ‘There they are!’ he said.

The old men had parked themselves down by the winning post. As we approached, they raised their ancient faces. Ken from the Racing Post, Singe Rana from the programme.

‘Going to miss this old place,’ Ken said, and we all looked at the condemned dog track. ‘Online poker. Internet bookies. E-casinos. What a load of old bollocks.’

They were tearing Badham Cross dog track down. This was the last BAGS meeting ever, but even free admission had not tempted many punters through the gates. Only the young men with no jobs to go to and the old men who had nowhere else to go. And the boy who should have been in school.

They stood in the first sunlight of summer, watching the dogs.

‘That one,’ Ken said, getting out his tin of Old Holborn. ‘Number six. He smells the blood.’

We watched the greyhounds approach, as sleek as panthers. The dog in black-and-white stripes with the red number six had his nose in the air, his eyes black and gleaming. He was a very light brown, the colour of a beach at the end of the day.

Ken coughed as he rolled his snout. ‘Don’t tell me that mutt’s been training with some tin bunny,’ he said to Singe Rana, who just shrugged at him. ‘Look at him,’ Ken insisted. ‘He’s had more live rabbit than you’ve had Aloo Chop, sunshine.’ Ken looked at Pat. ‘He’s already had a couple of winners, the jammy git.’ Then back at his thoughtful friend. ‘When’s your lucky streak going to end?’

Singe Rana didn’t look up from his Racing Post. ‘It is not a lucky streak,’ he said. ‘It’s an era.’

Ken licked the Rizla on his roll-up as the dogs came past us, heading for the traps. ‘Only Boy,’ he sighed, and it took me a moment to realise he was talking about number six.

Pat studied form. ‘Only Boy is a long shot,’ he said doubtfully. ‘Beaten every time in thirteen starts.’ He nodded at the red numbers flickering on the tote betting board. ‘The smart money’s all on Vigorous Fella.’

‘But Only Boy smells the blood,’ Ken insisted.

He drew deeply on his roll-up and then embarked on a coughing fit. When it had stopped he blinked at us from behind his glasses, his eyes wet from the effort. ‘You can’t stop them when they smell the blood,’ he pointed out, taking one last suck on his snout before he tossed it away. It tumbled down the old stone steps, sparks flying. ‘Get on it,’ he whispered to me.

I nodded. Pat and I went down the steps to the rails where the line of bookies were waiting, and he put our bet on: £25. First place or nothing.

‘A pony to win on Only Boy for the young scholar,’ the bookie said, and his assistant wrote it down. ‘Good luck, son.’

The noise was rising when we came back. It was that giddy, fleeting moment when everyone in the place still believed, when everyone still had a chance. The dogs were in the traps.

The metal rabbit came rattling by on its ludicrous run.

Pat offered Ken a cigarette and he shook his head. The old man smiled at the boy. The pair of them looked back at the traps. The dogs came bursting out with a metal clack and then there was the pounding of their paws on the sand, and the sound of their panting. Their tongues hung out like strange pink lizards and the cries of the men and the boys drowned out the metal clatter of the rabbit.

Only Boy had come out of the traps as if he was late for dinner. Vigorous Fella hung on to his tail but he was always falling away and by the final bend Only Boy was a length ahead. Pat and Ken jumped up and down, clinging on to each other, and in the final straight Singe Rana just smiled and shook his head with disbelief.

‘He smells the blood!’ Ken shouted. ‘He smells the blood! I told you!’

Only Boy came past the finish line and Ken turned away, his fists full of Pat’s Ramsay Mac blazer, his face shining with triumph.

Then some cloud seemed to pass across his eye and as all around us the men threw away their losing tickets, I watched the life seem to just seep out of him. Pat was still laughing, and Singe Rana slapping him on the back, the pair of them staring at the track where the greyhounds had reached the rabbit. It was still now, and the dogs were bashing their muzzled mouths against it.

But I saw Ken Grimwood reach for the breath that did not come, and I saw his hands fall away from my son’s school blazer, and I caught him as he fell.

Much later I read about the Victoria Cross he had won at Monte Cassino. For some reason – a lack of imagination on my part – it had never before crossed my mind to find out how he had won it, just as I had never wanted to talk to my father until the day that it was too late to ever talk to him again.

And so I discovered that on Valentine’s Day 1944 Ken Grimwood had single-handedly attacked an enemy machinegun post in the rubble of the bombed monastery. Despite suffering from multiple wounds in his legs, and with all his comrades dead or wounded, he had used his Bren gun and hand grenades to kill the crew. Then he directed fire at enemy positions until he was relieved by New Zealand troops. He had done these things when he was just a few years older than my teenage son.

He had taken the lives of men, and he had saved the lives of other men. He had come very close to dying for the freedom of generations yet unborn – and he would have laughed in my face if you had put it like that. Then he would have told you that he fought for his friends, and that he fought for his survival. That’s what he would have told you, and it would have been true, but it would not have been the entire story.

You would not have looked twice or even once at this old man if you had seen him standing at a bus stop. But he had lived a life that mattered, a life of weight and importance. And that was strange.

Because when I held him in my arms on the day they closed down the old dog track, and I smelled the Old Holborn and Old Spice on him for the very last time, it felt like he weighed nothing at all.

 After midnight, Pat and I stood at the vending machine sipping scalding-hot hospital tea that we did not want.

I looked at my son and I remembered taking him to see my father just before the end. Was he four or five years old? He must have been five because he had started school. But it had been a mistake.

They had worshipped each other, my son and my father, and because of some misplaced sentiment on my part I thought that they should have a chance to say goodbye. But Pat was too young and my father was too sick. It was brutal for both of them.

‘Ten years ago you were full of questions,’ I said, moving the plastic cup from one hand to the other to prevent third-degree burns. ‘What happens when we die? Do we really go to heaven or is it just an endless sleep? If God really exists, then why does he allow all this suffering?’ I nodded, both hands burning. ‘That’s what you asked me after we came to see your granddad. All the big stuff. All the big questions.’

He laughed. ‘I remember,’ he said.

But I wonder if he really did. Sometimes what we think we can remember are just stories that we have been told by our parents.

‘You grow out of all that, I guess,’ he said.

‘Asking the big questions?’ I said.

My son shook his head, and blew on his tea. ‘Expecting any answers,’ he said.

We went back to the ward.



We sat either side of his bed, watching him sleep.

There was light coming from somewhere, that hospital night-light that is as unavoidable as moonshine, and I could see his face inside the oxygen mask that was clamped over his mouth, and I could see where the straps pressed into the flesh of his cheeks.

He was in the High Dependency Unit with eleven other men, and we could hear them moaning and moving in their sleep, and sometimes the sharp electric buzz of the metal box that called for help, and then the voices of the nurses – soothing, reassuring, endlessly practical – as they did what they could.

‘He hasn’t got long, has he?’ Pat said.

‘It only ends one way,’ I said. ‘You know that. People talk about bravery when someone’s fighting illness.’ I shook my head. ‘In the end, that’s meaningless. A life just narrows down to a point of pain, and bravery doesn’t come into it.’

Pat almost smiled. ‘If it was just about bravery,’ he said, ‘then he would get out of that bed and walk out of here tonight.’

I watched my son watching the old man’s face, and I thought I knew what he was thinking. Even with the oxygen, the air being pumped into those exhausted lungs was not enough. Ken’s chest rose and fell in that restless sleep, the breath wheezed and strained. Not enough air. Never enough air ever again. It was like watching someone drown.

Nothing anyone can do, I thought bitterly. I had called his children, and left messages on their machines. Singe Rana had gone home and would be back in the morning. All anyone could do now was to sit and wait for the end.

A nice Chinese doctor gave us a reassuring rap about making him comfortable. But that just meant pumping him with enough opiates to kill the pain. Until the pain killed him. Already his face had the ghostly pallor of morphine.

Ken moaned in his sleep. Pat reached out and held the old man’s hands. Ken twisted and settled, and the moaning stopped. Pat continued to hold his hands. It seemed to soothe the dying old man.

The boy held the old man’s hand. ‘I’ll stay with you,’ he said.

And so I was wrong.

There was still something that could be done.



The night moved slowly. I must have slept for a while because his voice jolted me awake. The fog had cleared for a moment, that fog that comes in with the morphine and smothers the pain but also smothers everything else. Above the oxygen mask his eyes were shining with tears and fear. The terror of it, I thought. Knowing the ending is here in this bed in this room and there is nowhere to go.

Pat was staring at him, wide-eyed and alert. The boy had not slept. He leaned forward as the old man’s words came out on a trickle of breath. Their hands clawed at each other.

‘This is not me,’ the old man told us.



I stood in the hospital car park and I shivered in the dark as I watched the day creeping in. A smear of white over the East End, and then the birds starting up as a halo of light appeared above the rooftops, then the flat red glare of sunrise. It wasn’t so cold. I felt my body relax, and I realised I was tired and needed to sleep. I leaned against the hospital doors and closed my eyes. I snapped awake when a woman said my name.

‘Harry?’ she said. ‘Thanks for being here.’

Tracey and Ian. I looked at Ken Grimwood’s grown-up children and I tried to see him in them. Ian had those gimlet eyes, like little blue lasers, but his face and his body and his manner were just too soft to resemble his father. I could see more of Ken in Tracey – not so much the broad forehead, or the sharp razor-cut of a mouth – but the unforgiving, implacable hardness in her. It was there even now, even after they had been crying all night long.

‘My son’s in with him,’ I said. ‘Your dad seems to like him being there.’

Tracey nodded briskly, as if the family were taking over now, and the old man would like that even more.

‘It hasn’t always been easy,’ Tracey said. ‘In fact, it’s never been easy. My father can be a very difficult old man,’ she said, and her words got clogged up on the bitter truth of it.

Ian had started to cry again. I didn’t look at him.

‘But you can always make up for lost time,’ she told me. ‘It’s never too late, is it?’

 I nodded and I watched them go through the hospital doors to see their dying father.

‘Isn’t it lovely to think so?’ I said.



Pat came out after a while.

I knew he could talk to the two adults. He could handle it. He was gracious enough, smart enough, sensitive enough. He would tell them what kind of a night their father had had. He would be able to accept their stuttered thanks. Then he would know when it was time to go. I knew he could do all of that and I wasn’t worried.

I was proud of him. Proud of the man he was growing into.

I watched him light a cigarette and suck on it hungrily, struggling to keep my eyes open. It was full summer daylight now, and getting brighter by the moment.

‘I might go in,’ he said after a while, and at first I thought he meant go back into the hospital. ‘To school,’ he said. ‘To Ramsay Mac. I might just go in today.’

I shook my head, suddenly completely awake.

‘You don’t have to,’ I said. ‘It’s nearly the end of term. You missed all your exams.’

A flash of something in those blue eyes.

‘Maybe I didn’t miss them,’ he said. ‘Maybe I strolled in and knocked off my exams, and they were all a piece of cake, and I’ll do better than all of those thickos.’

I brightened. ‘Is that what happened, Pat?’

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Who cares? Exams mean nothing. They don’t get you to stay in school so you can find a better job. They get you to stay in school because it keeps the unemployment figures down.’ Then he nodded, deciding something. ‘But I want to go in today. When they are all there. All of them. Every single one of them.’

‘Nobody at Ramsay Mac cares if you show up or not,’ I said, feeling uneasy. I felt that he was free of Ramsay Mac now, and that we should put it all behind us.

I did not want him to go to school.

 ‘But I want to,’ he said, reading my mind, and exhaling two trails of smoke from his nostrils. He crushed the cigarette under his scuffed school shoes and kicked it into the gutter. ‘I just think it’s something I should do,’ he said.

So we went for some breakfast and then I drove him to Ramsay Mac for the very last time.

Out in the playing fields they were erecting some kind of marquee. This big white Bedouin tent for the last day of term, for all the prize-giving and the back-slapping and the speeches. I thought it likely that we would probably skip all that.

The bell was tolling for the start of lessons as we pulled up outside the gates. But the exams were over, and the holidays were coming, and the Ramsay Mac regime was even more lax than normal.

And so they were all outside the school gates.

All of them. The regular kids, who just wanted to get through it all in one piece, and the rest of them.

William Fly. Spud Face. The assorted snickering thugs and butterfly-tormentors that attach themselves to the likes of Fly and his spud-faced henchman.

And Elizabeth Montgomery, more beautiful than ever, almost a woman now, and an engagement ring the size of a Ramada Inn flashing on the third finger of her left hand.

They were all there. The one my son had loved, and the ones who had made his life a misery, and all the bit players in their ragged blue blazers.

They watched him get out of the car and approach the gates.

Then their eyes turned to William Fly, and they saw him as he looked away from Pat’s face, and stared at the ground.

Pat walked to the gates of Ramsay Mac and William Fly stepped aside. The boys who followed him did the same. Elizabeth Montgomery did not move. She just scratched her ear, the fat diamond ring flashing in the end-of-term sunlight.

Then William Fly nodded at Pat, almost deferential, dipping his broken nose.

 But Pat walked past them all, his long hair shining, his blue eyes staring ahead, as if none of them were even there.

My son walked into school.

And they all left him alone.







Twenty-four

False alarm. No need to panic.

Gina wasn’t a lesbian after all.

The new guy was in her kitchen making us tea. He was wearing a silky vest and snug shorts and his hard, hairless body was almost hysterically male. His skin jutted with carefully nurtured muscles that had been pumped and pampered and fed with protein. He looked like a condom stuffed with walnuts. I was more of a lesbian than he was. We smiled at him as he placed a tray before us, and then withdrew to the kitchen for more domestic chores.

‘Wow, Gina,’ I said. ‘He’s got muscles in places where I don’t think I have places. Where did you find him?’

She sat cross-legged on her sofa, pouring milk for the pair of us. She knew how I liked it. She didn’t need to ask. She was wearing tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt. Hair pulled back so you could see that fabulous face in all its slightly goofy beauty. No make-up, skin still glistening from her early morning exercise – whatever that might have been.

‘He works at the same gym as Sian,’ she said, fussing over our cups. One sugar for me, none for her. Just a dash of milk for both of us. ‘We struck up a conversation when he helped me with my glutes.’

‘Very romantic.’

I sipped my tea, ever so slightly disappointed that Gina had not stuck with being a lesbian. There would have been something strangely reassuring about a woman who goes off men after breaking up with you. Turning your ex-wife into a lesbian – you could take it as a backhanded compliment.

‘Siân was just so possessive,’ she said, reading my mind. ‘The sexual jealousy – my God! Worse than a bloody man.’ She sighed. ‘Shall we go outside?’

We went out to the balcony. Four floors below us Soho was caught between night and day. There were still holloweyed revellers sipping one last espresso in Bar Italia and going for breakfast in Patisserie Valerie, but the security grilles were coming down all along Old Compton Street.

‘I want it to be better, Harry,’ Gina said to me, and when she looked at me, the years fell away. All the dead ends and disappointments and distractions – working in Tokyo and a small army of Mr Rights and Mr Right Nows and her shortlived career as a lesbian – none of it mattered as much as what we had once been together. Because I knew exactly what she meant.

‘I want it to be better too,’ I said honestly. ‘For you. And for Pat.’

‘I wanted to talk to him,’ she said. ‘Before he left. Before he went back to you. I wanted to tell him – I don’t know. That I loved him. That I had always loved him. But it didn’t happen. Somehow I never got the chance. He just packed his stuff and left. He was here and then he was gone.’

She glanced back at her apartment, as if seeking evidence that he had really lived here for a while. But there was nothing.

‘We wait for these big moments,’ I said. ‘When everything will be settled and revealed. And most of the time, they don’t happen. People just go.’

‘But when he was living with me,’ she said, ‘it was like we were two strangers. He wasn’t that little boy any more. That blond moppet who wouldn’t put down his light sabre. He was this…teenager. And I didn’t recognise him.’

‘That happens,’ I said. ‘They grow up. And it’s true – you don’t recognise them. You struggle to find the connection between this great big scowling lump and that sweet little kid with the light sabre. But he’s still the same boy.’

 Did I really believe that? I knew that I loved him now because I had loved him then. But it was different for Gina. She had missed so much. I knew she wanted to make up for all the lost time. She was ready – now she had worked out where she wanted to live, and who she wanted to sleep with, and now she was done with all the endless searching for the core of herself. But while she was preparing herself, while she was getting ready, our boy had grown up.

And it was hard to love a stranger. For both of them.

‘What’s he like, Harry?’ she said, and I felt the time piling up between us. She looked like a kid today – what with the sun shining on her toned skin, and all the good sex with the new guy, and her hair pulled back. But Gina was not a kid any more, and there were unknowable years between us.

‘He likes football but he’s not that good at it,’ I said. ‘He likes lateral thinking. And he likes racing.’

She looked interested. Gina the health nut. Gina the queen of the cardiovascular workout. I think she imagined they might bond over their deltoid thrusts. ‘Racing?’ she said. ‘Field and track? Working out, you mean?’

‘Horse racing,’ I said. ‘And dog racing. Greyhounds. That kind of racing.’

She frowned. She disapproved. She wanted him to be someone that he would never be.

‘And cigarettes,’ I said. ‘He enjoys a Marlboro Light at every opportunity, although I imagine someone will get him to stop one day. But it won’t be you or me. It will be a woman. Or it will be a child. And he will stop for them. Because he loves them.’

‘I want us to do things together that he enjoys,’ Gina said grimly. ‘But what am I meant to do? Buy him a packet of fags and take him to a betting shop?’

‘Yeah, that would work,’ I said. ‘They’re not that hard to please, Gina,’ I said. ‘Kids – they don’t want much. They just want your time. They just want your attention. Someone said to me, “They need your love most when they deserve it the least.” He was talking about that difficult age, I guess. When they suddenly look like strangers.’

Mr Universe strolled on to the balcony. He was swigging an orange protein drink out of a plastic beaker. He looked like he could crack nuts between those biceps. I was very impressed.

‘Not now,’ Gina said sharply, waving him away.

‘Girls have just started,’ I said. ‘I think he may have lost his virginity with Elizabeth Montgomery. She dumped him, but I think he still likes her.’ I shrugged. ‘I know what you mean when you say you don’t recognise him any more. It’s true. Something changes when they become teenagers, and you struggle to see your kid in there. The sweetness. The innocence. But it’s still there, if you look hard enough.’ I looked at my watch. It was time to move on. ‘He’s a beautiful boy, Gina. He places great stock in kindness. Get beyond the surly surface, all the mood swings and the Marlboro Lights, and smoking Mexican weed in the Wendy House and all the stuff that he is already growing out of, and he is just a beautiful boy who is growing into a good man.’ I looked at her and I could just about see the girl I had loved. ‘It’s like the old song,’ I said. ‘To know him is to love him. The problem is – you don’t know him, do you?’

She flared up at that and, funnily enough, at that moment I could see him in her.

When he was four years old and his mother had walked out and it was clear she wasn’t coming back by teatime, he had looked at his lovely face in the rear-view mirror of my car. Who do I look like? he asked me.

And the truth was he looked like both of us, although the taken-for-granted beauty had nothing to do with me. That dirty blond hair, those stabbing blue eyes, the sweep of the jawline – he was a good-looking boy and he got all that from his mother. But what had she done for him lately? Being a parent is a daily slog, or it is nothing. Fish fingers, Cyd had told me. Fish fingers and name-tags and nit combs. And she was right. That’s what being a parent is made of.

 ‘He’s as much my son as he is your son,’ Gina said, and we both knew that, somewhere in the unrecoverable past, that had stopped being true.

She turned towards the kitchen, where Mr Universe was waiting.

‘We made a good kid, Gina,’ I said. ‘We really did.’

It was the best I could do.



Pat would be there when he woke.

Night and day had lost their meaning, and Ken would wake when the morphine was wearing off. He would twist with the incoming tide of pain, and try to sit up, and that’s when he would need the oxygen mask over his face, and then some water on his lips, and then the mask again.

A glass of water sat on one side of the bed but it never needed to be refilled. So an intravenous drip stood on the other side of his bed, hooked to a vein in his left arm.

The waiting exhausted me. It exhausted his children. Even his oldest friend, Singe Rana, would slip away when it was near midnight and the ward was bedding down. For the hours piled upon the hours, and there was nothing to do but sit by his side and watch him sleep. Well-meaning gifts sat by his bedside, fruit and flowers and copies of the Racing Post. All unopened, and all unneeded now.

The total isolation of death. The loneliness of the dying man. That is what I had noticed about my father’s death. We loved him but, in the end, we left him and he died alone. Because we were tired. Because it was late. Because there was nothing we could do. We loved him and yet he was on his own.

But when Ken awoke in the dead of night, flinching with the pain that was never far away now, his mind numbed by the opiates but not so much he did not know, he was never alone.

Because the boy never left his side.



You never knew what would be waiting for you at the hospital.

Sometimes I hoped that I would get there and it would all be over, and the thought made me fill with shame.

 Because our every instinct is to cling to life, even when life has narrowed to a world of pain. And I could not stand seeing him in that place, endlessly and senselessly tested, coming out of the fog of drugs when all that was waiting for him was more suffering.

Enough, I thought, as I left Pat with him one night and went home to my empty house. Hasn’t he suffered enough?

But when I went back in the morning, Ken was sitting up in bed, his eyes shining with life, his face covered in shaving cream. In his striped pyjamas he looked like Father Christmas having a bit of a lie-in, and I laughed in that place for the first time. He had rallied. And I knew that could happen too.

‘I want to get spruced up,’ Ken said.

He talked the language of my father. Getting spruced up. Meaning – to make oneself smart, to become presentable to the world, to have a shave even though there is something growing inside me that will kill me very soon. Getting spruced up. When did getting spruced up go out of fashion?

There was a silver dish full of steaming water by his bed. Pat was holding a cut-throat razor. He approached the bed, the blade glinting in the hospital lights. The old man raised a hand.

‘Do you shave yet, son?’ Ken asked him, pressing back against the pillow.

‘Every Sunday,’ Pat said. ‘Well, more like every other Sunday.’

‘Then better let your dad do it,’ the old man said. They both looked at me.

‘If you don’t mind,’ Ken said, and I quickly shook my head. ‘Try not to cut me bleeding throat,’ he suggested.

‘You don’t stop moaning, do you?’ I said, taking the razor. ‘You really are a grumpy old man.’

‘I’ve got a lot to be grumpy about,’ he said, and the shaving foam on his face split in a big grin.

I dipped the razor in the water and began to scrape the stubble from his face. It was surprisingly tough, like the stumps of crops left in a field after harvest, but the skin beneath was smooth. He cleared his throat and lifted his chest as he released a wheezing breath. I could hear the blocked lungs struggling for another breath.

‘Keep still,’ I said quietly, wondering if that was even possible, but he did not move again. Then I felt the curtain around his bed pull back and when I looked up my wife was standing there.

‘Please,’ she said. ‘Carry on.’

She was holding a covered tray of food. I could smell sausages and batter. Ken opened his eyes, smiled and closed them again.

‘Hello, love,’ he said, and he sort of sighed with contentment. I think it was all of it. Feeling the stubble scraped from his face, the sight of a woman bringing the gift of food. And he liked getting spruced up.

And my wife watched me shave the old man.

She stood there, one hand holding the tray of food, the other resting on Pat’s shoulder, and she watched me and the old man with those wide-set brown eyes. I looked up at her once. She half-smiled, and nodded, so I carried on. I did not look at her again, but I could feel her watching me. And it sounds stupid after ten years and marriage and children and all the rest of it. But as she watched me shaving the old man, I sort of felt that she was starting to really like me.

And when I had finished shaving Ken, and the silver bowl was full of foamy water and his face was clean and pink and smooth, and his throat had not been cut from ear to ear, then Cyd unwrapped the small tray of food, and it was really special.

These little Yorkshire puddings with half a pork sausage inside each one and a curly smear of English mustard on the top.

‘Toad-in-the-hole,’ Ken said. ‘Little ones. Never seen that before. Lovely.’

And we all admired the food that she had made, even though we all knew that he would never eat it.

 She did not stay very long. And when it was time for her to go, she hugged the old man and kissed him on his freshly shaved cheek.

‘Smooth as a baby’s bottom,’ Ken chuckled, and I looked away because I knew that the pair of them would never see each other again.

When I looked back she was hugging Pat.

She had this special way of hugging him, and it had not changed in ten years. A short, fierce hug and then suddenly letting him go. They nodded at each other, and something seemed to pass unspoken between them.

Then she looked at me with half a smile and slipped out of the curtain. I followed her. She banged through the ward’s swing doors, wanting to get out of there, but I caught up with her in the corridor.

‘Hey,’ I said, lightly touching her arm, and she turned round and placed her mouth on mine.

I staggered backwards, still kissing her, and knocked against a double-parked IV drip.

She kept on kissing me and so I kissed her back. And even as I heard the amused laughter from the nurses’ station down the corridor, my head reeled with dumbfounded wonder at the way our mouths fit so perfectly. A mouth that is a perfect fit for your mouth. That’s not such an easy thing to find, if you ask me.

‘It’s the proximity of death,’ I gasped, coming up for air. ‘It makes us want to cling to life. It always – ’

‘Don’t talk,’ she said. ‘Don’t try to say anything smart, Harry. Not right now, okay?’

‘Okay.’

‘And don’t do your Barry White voice.’

‘I wasn’t even going to do my Barry White voice,’ I said, a bit offended.

And she kissed me some more, but saner kissing now, less feverish, less desperate, and when a nurse walked past and said, laughing, ‘Oh, get a room, you two,’ Cyd took a step away from me.

 I stood there looking at her.

‘Are you coming home?’ I said, touching her arm. She let me do that. ‘Are you? Come home. Come home, okay?’

She looked at the ground. ‘I’ll see you, okay?’ she said.

‘Is Joni all right?’ I said. ‘She’s not worried about an asteroid hitting Earth?’

‘She hasn’t mentioned the asteroid,’ she said. ‘I think she’s more concerned about global warming. Climate change, that’s the big fear now. And the Weeping Angels from Doctor Who.’

‘Those bastards,’ I said, with feeling.

‘The asteroid – she’s over the asteroid.’ Cyd took a breath. ‘But she misses you.’

‘And I miss her,’ I said. ‘And I miss you. And whatever problems there are, we can work them out. Because I’m lost without you.’ I shook my head. ‘And I will always be lost without you.’

It was true. It would always be true. So I reached for her. I thought maybe one more go at the kissing could win her round.

But she backed off, arms folding protectively.

‘I’m going now,’ she said.

I nodded. I could read the signs. With her arms folded, I could see there was no more kissing to be done right now.

And nothing else to say.

‘All right,’ I said, and then I felt the panic as she turned away. She was really leaving. But this time I did not follow her.

‘See you then,’ I said, just for something to say, but she did not turn around. She just raised her left hand in farewell, and the way she held it there for a moment longer than strictly necessary made it seem as though the gesture meant something more. I hear you, I love you, but I am going now. That is what I saw in her gesture, although I could have been kidding myself.

But I noticed that on the third finger of her left hand, Cyd still wore her wedding band.

And that had to mean something, didn’t it?

The way she walked away, the way she waved goodbye without turning round – it was straight from the end of Cabaret, one of my wife’s favourite films, when Sally Bowles leaves the man she has loved and goes back to her life. Except that old Sally Bowles wasn’t wearing a wedding ring when she walked away.

And in my experience, a ring makes all the difference when you are trying to walk away.

The ring, and the children.







Twenty-five

I wandered the empty house.

There were traces of the family we had been, archaeological clues to a previous lifetime. A pink scooter in the hall that Joni had grown out of. A paperback called Love Sucks that Peggy had finished with on the garden table, a sensitive vampire boy looking mean, moody and undead on the front cover. And, everywhere, the traces of my wife.

Her winter clothes. Her CDs by Enya and Macy Gray, original cast versions of Oklahoma! and West Side Story and Singin’ in the Rain. Old copies of Grazia and Red. The books of films she had loved. Chocolat and The English Patient and The Unbearable Lightness of Being. And especially in the kitchen – her workplace, her domain – things that she had bought because she needed them, or because she thought they were nice. All these jolting moments that brought the reality of her home to me in a way that I had never felt when she was still here.

I found a T-shirt in the bottom of the laundry basket and I buried my face in it. It said Juicy on the front and it was threadbare and comfortable. And I could smell her on it and it made me reel with the longing for her. I missed my wife. I missed my daughter. I wanted my family back.

And the old question from years ago gnawed at me now, as I wondered if Pat and I were still a family. Did we qualify? If there was just the two of us, then could we still call ourselves a family? Or was that just a bit too grand for our two-man band?

 I wanted to believe that we were still a family. But I don’t think you are a family if there are just the two of you left.

I think that you want to be, you really do.

But if I am honest, I think you are just trying.



Pat was sleeping when I got to the hospital.

It was the middle of the day, and the ward was full of the clanking of the lunch trolley, and the smell of inedible food, but Pat lay slumped in his chair with his head lolling forward, totally exhausted.

I looked at Ken. I could hear his breathing snagging deep inside his chest, but he looked better. Perhaps it was the shave, but he looked more like himself.

Pat stirred and opened his eyes.

‘Come home for a bit,’ I told him. ‘Get your head down in your own bed. Have a kip.’

Have a kip. That was another one. The language of my father’s generation. Soon it would be gone forever. Pat stood up and stretched, looking at Ken.

‘Just a smoke,’ he said, and so we left the cancer ward because my boy was gasping for a cigarette. Outside the glass doors, Pat blinked in the first sunlight he had seen for a while.

‘He had a good night,’ Pat said, lighting up. ‘I only had to use the mask once. One of the nurses told me that it sometimes gets better before the end.’ He squinted at me through a haze of smoke. ‘Do you think that’s true?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It goes up and down, I guess. He might be better than he was a while ago. But it’s always getting worse.’

‘He said his wife was there,’ Pat said. ‘Dot?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Dot.’

‘That freaked me out. He was so certain she was there. What’s all that about? Is that some kind of hallucination because of the drugs? Or is it something else?’

I thought about it.

‘I would like to think it’s something else,’ I said.

 We said nothing for a while, thinking about the dreams of the dead, and when Pat had finished his cigarette, we went back inside.

There was a middle-aged man sitting in the chair that Pat had occupied for days, watching Ken’s sleeping face. He stood up when we came into the room, and he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. Short, muscular, tanned. I knew who he was before he opened his mouth.

‘Mick Grimwood,’ he said, and he shook our hands, and from his accent you would never have guessed that he had grown up in this city, and in this country.

‘From Melbourne,’ I said. ‘Your dad talked about you a lot.’

We all looked at the old man.

The weight had fallen off him. I saw that now. Mick’s face was a mirror image of Ken as a younger man, and with him at the bedside I saw how much weight his father had lost.

‘Does he have a passport?’ Mick said.

I was stunned. ‘A passport?’

I thought of when I had looked through the drawers of his home, and when I had seen the ransacked contents of those drawers strewn across the floor of the tiny flat.

Had I seen a passport among the remains of a lifetime?

I could not remember.

‘I don’t know, Mick,’ I said. Pat and I exchanged a look. The guy was clearly out of his mind with jet lag and grief. I wanted to be gentle with him. ‘But he’s really sick,’ I said. ‘Your dad is really sick.’

He lifted his chin with impatience, and suddenly he was every inch his father’s son.

‘I know how sick he is,’ he said, ‘and that’s why I want to know if he’s got a passport.’ Ken stirred in his sleep and his son’s hands clenched and unclenched with frustration. ‘I told him to always keep his passport up to date. I bloody told him, I did.’

‘He’s better,’ Pat blurted, and I tried to silence him with something in my eyes, the way I always used to. It didn’t work any more. ‘But he is though,’ my boy insisted. ‘A little bit better. You said so yourself.’

I wanted to stop this madness.

‘Mick,’ I said. ‘You really think he’s up to making a trip?’

‘This would be one way,’ Mick said.

And then I finally got it.

Ken going to Australia at last.

Not to live.

But to die.



The police were raiding the flats.

Blue lights swirled on the four sides of Nelson Mansions and gave the proceedings a jolly, festive air. Children rode their bikes up and down their walkways, shouting with delight at being up way past their bedtime. Residents came out to watch officers in Kevlar stab-proof vests streaming up the stairs. Some were already on the top floor, shouting orders to open up. They were directly above Ken’s flat. They had come for the Old Lads.

In the courtyard there were three cop cars and one van, all with their disco lights twirling, all parked where they felt like parking. I got out of the car and Tyson came up to me, thoughtfully sniffing my leg, as if remembering the good times. His thick leather lead with silver spikes was trailing on the ground. I patted him on the head and looked up at the flats where the cops had started to swing a battering ram.

‘Let’s look for it and go,’ I told Pat.

He followed me up to Ken’s flat, with Tyson trailing behind. More people were coming out of their homes. I had never seen such a feeling of community at Nelson Mansions. Perhaps it was always like this for police raids. Above us we could hear a door caving in. Screams, shouts, curses. And a ripple of polite applause from the spectators on their walkways. And cheering, as though justice was being done at last. I slipped the unfamiliar key in the lock.

I searched the living room. Pat and Tyson took the bedroom. It was not a big flat but it felt like Ken had never thrown away a piece of paper in his life. My fingers tore through offers of home delivery sushi, double-glazing solutions, pizzas he would never eat, cleaners he would never employ, limousine services he would never need. Bills for gas, water, electricity. A stack of postcards from Australia, curling with age, from a time when people still sent postcards. And then a photo of Dot. And then a tattered envelope – a strange colour somewhere between blue and green – the colour of the sea.

CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE if said on the front and his name, and rank, and number. And inside it was stuffed with yellowing paper. The actual Certificate of Service. My eyes ran over it, catching on details. Where born – village – Deptford. Where born – county – Kent. Trade brought up to – Metal machinist. Period volunteered for – for the period of the present emergency. Marks, wounds and scars – scars on knees. Wife – Dorothy Maud Lillian GRIMWOOD.

A square piece of blue paper fell to the floor and I picked it up. Buckingham Palace, it said. Admit one to witness Investiture. Signed by the Lord Chamberlain. Dot’s ticket to see Ken meet the King.

Pat appeared in the bedroom doorway. ‘Got it,’ he said, waving a passport. Tyson bobbed excitedly at his feet, sensing the mood. Blue lights danced across the walls. The sounds of violence seemed to be directly above our heads.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ I said, and the dog bounded ahead of us.

They were taking the Old Lads down. We stopped at the end of the walkway and watched them go. Those giant hard-boiled-egg heads lowered with defeat and loathing. Hands behind their backs, the fight knocked out of them. The cops in their Kevlar vests keen to be on their way.

‘You go,’ I told Pat. ‘Get in the car and lock all the doors. I’ll only be a minute.’

He looked at me for a moment and then started down, the dog panting at his feet. In the courtyard the back doors of the van were open. One of the Old Lads banged his enormous shaven head hard against the roof as he was stuffed inside. The spectators laughed appreciatively.

I ran up one flight. The walkway was empty. A ribbon of blue police tape fluttered across the smashed door. DO NOT CROSS, it said, and I slipped under it and went inside.

Flat screen TVs lined the hall. Consoles for video games. Rubbish sacks full of handbags and gladrags with designer labels. Fancy phones and poncy palm-held devices. I opened a door and it was the bathroom. The tub was full of more shiny black rubbish bags. I opened one of them. It was full of credit cards. The place was a treasure trove of stolen goods, an Aladdin’s cave of bent gear.

I looked over my shoulder. Through the open door I could see the blue lights had gone. Doors were being closed. Voices were fading. The children were being packed off to bed.

I went deeper into the flat.

It became more jumbled back here. Treasure shaded into junk, or at least items that were not easily disposed of. A wallet that contained nothing but the photo of a smiling child. A big gold Rolex watch where the second hand moved at a stuttering gait, marking it as a fake. And on top of a dustbin overflowing with plastic handbags and watches with rubber straps and an outmoded video player the size of a suitcase, I saw the box I was looking for.

Claret, edged with gold.

Small enough to hold in one hand.

I picked it up. I pressed the clasp and it opened. On the top half of the box there was ancient white silk and in small black letters it said, By Appointment, above the lion and the unicorn. Below that there was a name and address: J.R. Gaunt & Son, Ltd, 60 Conduit Street, London.

And in the bottom part of the box, held by a crimson ribbon and resting on dusty-looking purple velvet, there was the Victoria Cross.

For Valour, I read. I closed the box and turned away.

The cop grabbed me by the throat and sent me flying backwards.

 I went over a stack of Blu-Ray DVD players and smashed the back of my head on a home cinema unit. The cop took a fistful of my shirt and pulled me to my feet. He put his face in mine and kept it there as he opened the box. I could feel that Kevlar vest like a brick wall between us. And I saw that he was around my age. He stared at the medal for quite a while and then back at me.

‘This belong to you?’ he said.

I shook my head. ‘To a friend,’ I said.

‘Let’s discuss it at the station.’

Then the door to the bedroom flew open and an old woman with a baseball bat came out screaming.

She swung at the policeman’s head and he just about got out of the way. The bat shattered the screen of monster TV. Still screaming blue murder, she lifted the bat to swing again.

The mother of the Old Lads. They loved their old mum.

Then I got out of there as fast as I could, the medal in my pocket, leaving the cop in his stab-proof vest and the old woman with the baseball bat, grappling with each other among that useless luxury.



We sat in the half-darkness of the ward at night, the curtains pulled round the bed, and Mick’s voice was soft so as not to disturb the men who were sleeping. Ken was propped up in bed, his hands crossed on his chest. His breathing sounded like the wind.

‘You drive out of Melbourne for sixty miles,’ Mick said. ‘At San Remo Bridge you cross to Phillip Island.’

‘That’s the fish-and-chip place,’ Ken said.

Mick nodded. ‘Big fishing fleet at San Remo, Dad. They’ll do you the best fish and chips in the world there.’

Ken nodded, satisfied. Mick continued.

‘On Phillip Island, the penguins only come out after it starts getting dark. Avoiding predators. But then as soon as it’s dark they come bombing out of the sea, masses of them, more penguins than you can believe, Dad, out of the sea and across the beach and into the dunes, into their burrows. Thousands of them, Dad. Thousands of penguins coming out of the sea and parading across Summerland Beach every night of the year.’

Ken laughed at the thought of it, and then the laughter turned to a cough. I nodded to Pat and we slipped out while Mick helped his father with the oxygen mask. He was getting pretty good at it now. When we were on the other side of the curtains, Pat looked at me, reluctant to leave.

‘He’s all right,’ I said. ‘He’s got his son now.’







Twenty-six

I drove them to the airport.

The old man in the passenger seat, immaculate in his blazer, shirt and tie, although the clothes seemed to hang on him now. But his breathing was good and even today, and his face clean-shaven. The smell of Old Spice filled the car. He was all spruced up.

Now and again he would tap the tin of Old Holborn in his blazer pocket but he made no attempt to light up. I told myself that he was waiting until he got on the plane.

Mick dozed in the back seat, still jet-lagged from coming the other way. Pat and Singe Rana sat on either side of him, the pair of them craning their necks as we got closer to the airport, and the planes started to fill the sky.

Qantas had put on a lovely spread for him. Oxygen tank. Wheelchair. A pretty young woman with Melbourne in her voice and sunshine in her hair. Ken waved it all away, although he was frail now, and moved very slowly, that old rolling sailor’s gait long gone, and he could only walk with one arm entwined very tightly in the arm of his son.

The family were waiting for us at the check-in desk. Ian and Tracey, wreathed in smiles. Their partners, and assorted children and grandchildren, scratching their navel rings and staring blankly at their mobile phones, wanting to be somewhere else, anywhere else. A baby was thrust into Ken’s arms. He admired it for a moment and then handed it back.

 ‘Dad,’ said Tracey, throwing her arms around her father. ‘Oh, Dad!’

Ken gently pulled himself away, looking at his bent boarding card.

‘I almost forgot,’ he said, reaching into the pocket that contained his Old Holborn. He took out the small claret box. We all watched him open it, take one brief final look at his Victoria Cross, and close it again. Then he gave it to Pat.

‘Thank you,’ said the boy, and he held the old man’s medal with tender care, as if it was a bird’s nest with eggs in it.

Tracey stared at my son as though she wanted his heart and liver. When she spoke her voice was trembling with rage.

‘You silly old man,’ she said. ‘Do you have any idea of the value of that thing?’

Ken smiled at her. He didn’t say, ‘Do you?’ But that’s what his look said.

She was speechless. Just for a moment. ‘You can buy a house with what that would fetch at auction,’ she said, and she glared at Pat, and for a second I thought she might try to wrestle him to the ground.

‘But I’ll never sell it,’ Pat said, and he slipped it inside his own blazer pocket.

Ken shook his head, as if it did not matter what he did with it.

He just wanted him to have it.

‘Come on,’ Tracey said to her gormless tribe. ‘We’re going home.’ She looked back at her father. ‘And I hope you get savaged by a rabid penguin, you silly old git.’

Ken chuckled as they walked away.

We walked them to international departures where we could see the long queues of people being processed. Still holding on to Mick, Ken looked down at his boarding card, running his thumb and forefinger across it, although it didn’t really need straightening any more. Singe Rana took out a paper-wrapped parcel and gave it to Ken. I could smell the cayenne pepper and turmeric spice of the Nepalese potato cakes.

‘Aloo Chop,’ Ken nodded. ‘Just the job.’

 He did not shake hands with his friend. He did not shake hands with any of us. We stood around awkwardly for a moment or two, not knowing quite what to do or say, listening to the security and immigration guards barking their bored commands in the background, and then Ken moved it along with three little words.

‘Time to go,’ he said.

And so they went.

We watched them for a while as their queue snaked forward. And we saw Mick helping his father with the laborious rigmarole of modern travel, helping the old man to remove his shoes and belt and watch. Then Ken went through the metal detector and set if off. A young man frowned at him sternly as he fished the tin of Old Holborn from Ken Grimwood’s blazer. Ken went through again, standing unaided now, his hands in the air as if surrendering. And after that we could not see them any more. But the three of us lingered at the airport, Pat and Singe Rana and me, because without talking about it, there was really nowhere we would rather be.

Two hours later, we were up on the observation deck, the entire airport spread before us beyond the great glass walls.

Pat turned to me with a grin.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘It’s him.’

A white plane with a red tail was taxiing towards us. As it headed for the runway I could read the words on the side. Qantas – Spirit of Australia, it said. There was a slash of white on the red tail, and when it got closer it revealed itself as the silhouette of a kangaroo that was as sleek as a greyhound.

The plane turned, moving parallel to the observation deck for a minute, no more, as it pushed out to join the other planes that were lining up for the runway. And I saw him.

In a window seat, with his son beside him. Mick turned and said something to his father and the old man seemed to be belatedly buckling up his seat belt.

I called his name, knowing it was stupid, knowing he would never hear me.

And then I found myself walking by the glass wall of the observation deck, keeping up with the plane at first, and then seeing it pulling away from me, and starting to run. Just before I lost him he turned and looked out of his window.

He did not see me. But I saw the late afternoon sun catch his glasses, and turn them into golden orbs. He was smiling.

Then just before the plane was gone from my view, when I had reached the end of the glass wall of the observation deck and could follow it no further, I saw the old man lean back and take a breath.

It was not the kind of breath that I had seen him take all those nights at the hospital – shallow, grasping, desperate. No, it was nothing like that. It was a breath that suggested that he had all the time in the world. I saw him take that breath, and I saw him let it go, his head tilting slightly towards the window, the sun still catching his glasses, the faint smile on his lips.

I said his name one last time, my hands pressed against the glass.

And I watched him go.



I was at my desk when the fireworks began.

A long, slow crack of the sky, like summer lightning. I looked up at the window of my little room and then I turned back to the script. There was something wrong with it.

There should not have been anything to complain about, but I was struggling with PC Filth: An Unfair Cop. The money was good, and the ratings were buoyant, and there was no heavy lifting involved. But it made my heart feel like it was made of lead – all these alcoholic cops struggling with their ex-wives and their alienated children.

Was there no officer at the station who could have just the one glass of Australian Shiraz and then go home to bed with his wife? Was there not one uniformed or plainclothes policeman in the Western world who could just sink a few beers and then go home in time to read his kid a story at bedtime? Could a cop get divorced without becoming an alcoholic? Why was it so difficult to hold on to ordinary goodness?

 The summer lightning again.

The long slow splitting of sky, followed by an eruption of stars. I heard voices in the street. People were coming out of their houses to look. I went to the window.

And I saw the sky ablaze with exploding light. Rockets that soared with a melodramatic pheeeeew and then ignited into a storm of falling colours. Trails of fire that seemed to launch with blistering speed, but then in slow motion collapse in beautiful dying lights. High above the City Road, the fireworks filled the summer sky.

Then I looked down when I heard the diesel rumble of the black cab outside our house, and I saw their shadows in the night. Doors slamming, suitcases being removed, the fare being paid. And the voice of my daughter asking something, and the voice of her mother as she replied. And high above us, the fireworks continued to go off like all the stars in the heavens coming to life for one brief shining perfect moment.

I ran down the stairs as fast as I could and I reached the ground floor just as Joni appeared in the doorway. We stood there staring at each other.

My daughter grinned uncertainly and I realised that she had lost her vampire smile. One of her two front teeth had come all the way through, and the other one was almost there. She was growing up.

‘Hello, gorgeous,’ I said.

‘Have you seen them?’ Joni said excitedly. ‘All the colours? Up in the sky?’

I nodded, lifting my eyes to what Singe Rana had unleashed on his tea break.

‘It’s incredible,’ I said.

I took her hand and we went to meet my wife as we heard her footsteps at our front gate. Then Cyd was standing before me, putting down her suitcases.

She gave me half a smile.

Maybe a bit more than half.

I took her in my arms and I loved her face, just loved it, and I knew that I would love it always, and I would watch it get older over the years and I would never love it less than I did tonight.

Our mouths lightly touched.

They were still a perfect fit.

She rested her forehead against mine.

‘What took you so long?’ I asked her.

Cyd gently sighed. ‘The Finchley Road was a bitch,’ she said.

Then our daughter was squirming between us, taking our hands, tugging us towards the door where the sky outside was still exploding with lights, and I could feel her really pulling us with all her strength, as if impatient to show us the wonders of the world.







Twenty-seven

On the last day of term I stood in the empty playground looking out at the playing fields of Ramsay Mac.

The marquee was still standing but as I started towards it, one bone-white wall billowed like a sail and fell gently to the grass. A few workmen appeared where the wall had just been, and I saw the stage, the lectern, and the row upon row of white chairs, all empty but for the few that Pat stretched across at the back.

He saw me coming and raised a hand in salute.

My foot kicked something and I saw that there was games equipment scattered all over the playground. Netballs, footballs, cricket bats. And esoteric stuff. A discus, shot putt and a couple of javelins. More equipment spilled out of a shed at the edge of the playground, its door hanging off its hinges. I idly dribbled a football ahead of me, reflecting that you never really lose those silky skills, and I picked it up as I reached the marquee.

I sat down in the row ahead of Pat and we watched the workmen dismantling the stage, their voices soft in the haze of the late afternoon. They spoke in a language I did not recognise. Another wall came down and we could see the fields, the chalky markings of the running track, and the goalposts beyond.

‘Coming back in September?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know yet,’ he said. ‘September’s a long way away.’

I inwardly chuckled at that.

‘Best days of your life,’ I said, and I watched my son’s slow smile spread across his face. He reached out and took the football from me, clutching it to his stomach like a hot-water bottle.

There was some female laughter from the playground and we turned to look at a group of girls tossing a netball at each other. They all had their Ramsay Mac ties worn around their foreheads like bandanas. I thought that I recognised one of them, but I wasn’t sure.

‘Elizabeth Montgomery?’ I said, and the name still had that old power.

But Pat smiled gently.

‘I talked to her,’ he said. ‘When they were giving out the prizes and making the speeches, some of us were at the back of the fields having a smoke. And I talked to her then.’ He looked at me briefly. ‘She told me about that guy. The one you saw her with at the hotel. She said she liked it that he could understand a wine menu. But she didn’t like it that he needed reading glasses.’

‘Women, eh?’ I said. ‘There’s just no pleasing them.’

We stared at Elizabeth Montgomery and her friends. School was over for all of them, but they lingered on, mucking about with the pilfered sports equipment, reluctant to leave this place and join the grown-ups.

As the marquee continued to fall on every side, a pair of brown eyes flashed towards us. Elizabeth Montgomery’s black hair swished in the summer sun.

‘I might talk to her again,’ Pat said, hugging the ball in his arms, and glancing at me as if he was breaking some prior arrangement.

‘Go ahead,’ I said. ‘Don’t let me stop you.’

I was not here to pick him up or anything. I was just checking that he was all right. But I should have known. He was going to be fine.

‘Because that’s the big secret, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘There’s no secret language that you have to learn. There’s no secret language of girls. You can say anything you want.’

I got up to go. I felt like I was getting in his way. The walls of the marquee had all come down and the workmen had started to stack the chairs. In the playground Elizabeth Montgomery was chasing one of her friends with a netball. She looked up at Pat and then laughed as she looked away, hurling the netball at her shrieking friend.

Pat cuddled his football.

‘You fancy a game?’ he said.

‘You’re kidding me,’ I said. ‘Go and get your girl.’

‘We’ve got time for one last game,’ he said. ‘Come on.’

So we stepped out of the dismantled marquee and on to the football field of Ramsay Mac. Pat looked at me and smiled. Then he turned away, facing the nearest goal, and booting the ball as high as he could. We ran off, both crying out as we collided, and as I looked up at the sky the ball seemed to eclipse the sun for a moment, and then start to come down.

And we went after it, skidding and sliding across the grass in our unsuitable shoes, holding on to each other and pushing each other away, laughing and protesting, our eyes to the heavens, and waiting to see where it would fall.






Read On
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PART ONE

Swimming With Elephants
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On the first day we watched the elephants come from the sea.

‘Look!’ Keeva cried. ‘Look at the sea!’

I sat up but I could see nothing. Just my daughter – Keeva, nine years old, stick thin, pointing out at a sea so calm it looked like a lake made of glass.

Tess, my wife, stirred beside me and sat up. She had been sleeping, worn out by a night in the air and coming seven thousand miles. We both watched Keeva, down where the sand met the water, excitedly waving her arms in the air.

I could actually see the heat. We were on the beach at Nai Yang, just after breakfast, and the air was already starting to shimmer and bend. I thought – If it’s this hot so early in the day, what will it be like later?

Keeva was jumping up and down by now.

‘Oh!’ she cried. ‘You must see it! Oh, oh, oh!’

Our boy, Rory, was between me and Tess, on his stomach, a wet and battered copy of My Family and Other Animals on his lap. He looked up at his twin sister, adjusting his glasses, impatiently shaking his head. Then his jaw dropped open.

‘Oh,’ he gasped.

Tess laughed, and stood up, brushing the sand from her legs, and all the exhaustion of the journey seemed to vanish with her smile.

‘Can’t you see them?’ she asked me, taking Rory by the hand as they began walking down to the sea.

Then it was suddenly there for me too, this thing poking out of the water, a gnarled tube moving towards the shore. It looked like some prehistoric snorkel. Then there was another one. Then two more. All these prehistoric snorkels, steadily moving towards Hat Nai Yang. And always getting bigger.

Everyone on the beach was looking out to sea now, and there was a collective gasp as the head of the first elephant broke the surface, its huge eyes blinking, the mighty head nodding, the beads of water flying from the ears. And then another. Then an entire family of elephants was marching out of the water, their mighty grey bulks rising out of the sea like gods from the deep. I saw the men on their backs, the mahouts, lean and brown and grinning, steering with their bare feet pressed behind the ears of the great beasts.

But really all we saw were the elephants coming out of the empty sea.

‘Wow,’ said Tess. ‘How did they do that, Tom?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know.’

I looked down the great sandy sweep of Hat Nai Yang. The beach was a perfect bow shape, and I guessed that somewhere beyond the curve in the bay there was a secluded spot where the mahouts slipped into the water to surprise the people further down the beach. But watching the elephants come out of the sea still seemed like more than a clever trick.

It felt like magic.

Keeva backed away from the elephants. They were out of the sea now, their giant feet contracting as they trod on the soft sand of Hat Nai Yang. She came running back to us.

‘Elephants can swim?’ Keeva said. ‘Elephants can swim, Daddy?’

‘Elephants are good swimmers,’ Rory said, blinking behind his glasses. ‘Like all mammals. Apart from apes and humans. They have to be taught to swim. The apes and the human do.’

His sister snorted with derision. ‘I swim good.’

Rory’s eyes never left the elephants. ‘But you had to be taught, didn’t you? And the elephants just know.’

Rory took my hand and we stood watching as Tess and Keeva walked down to the crowd that had gathered around the elephants.

There were four of the big beautiful brutes, being patted and petted and cooed over by the people on the beach. The bird-like chatter of Thai filled the air. It was a Sunday and Hat Nai Yang was popular with locals at the weekend. We were the only foreigners on the beach.

‘Looks like a family,’ Rory said.

‘Four of them,’ I said, smiling down at him. ‘Same as us.’

But his face was serious. He peered at the elephants and the blaze of the early morning sun turned his glasses into discs of gold.

‘They’re very floaty,’ he said thoughtfully. He looked up at me. ‘What do you call it? When something is very floaty?’

I thought about it. But he was faster than me.

‘Buoyant,’ Rory said. ‘Elephants are very buoyant mammals.’

We watched the crowd with the elephants. A young Thai woman in an old-fashioned swimsuit was lying on her belly and one of the elephants was softly patting her on the back and legs with one of its mammoth feet. The monster paw lingered over her buttocks, and seemed to think about it. The crowd roared with laughter.

‘She Yum-Yum,’ one of the elephant handlers shouted to me. This mahout, the one who had some English, was by far the oldest. They looked like a father and his three sons, and they all had lean, stringy bodies. Ropey muscles, bulging veins. Their skin was almost black from the sun. ‘Yum-Yum give massage,’ the old man called.

It did look like a massage. We watched the largest elephant carefully wrap its trunk around Keeva and lift her clean off the sand. She shouted with delight.

‘You want to do that?’ I asked Rory.

He shook his head. ‘They’re not meant to be clowns,’ he said. ‘Elephants are working animals.’

‘Oh, come on, Rory,’ I said.

‘They’re not here to entertain us,’ he said. ‘For some sort of show. Some sort of circus. They carried teak. Maybe these ones. Maybe these were the ones who carried the teak. Up in the mountains. Elephants are good in mountains.’

‘But this is work too,’ I said. ‘Maybe they prefer to do this than carry piles of wood around all day.’

He was not convinced.

‘Elephants are strong,’ he said. ‘Elephants are smart.’ He looked up at me through his glasses. ‘Now they have to muck about with Keeva, who didn’t even know that elephants can swim.’

I felt a flicker of irritation. Silently we watched the elephants moving into the sea. There were children on their backs. Keeva was on the largest elephant, gripping its ears and laughing as it splashed into the water.

We watched the elephants gently crashing through the tiny waves that lapped the shore at Hat Nai Yang. Tess was smiling as she took a photograph of Keeva. The elephants were mugging for the cameras now. The one that my daughter was on dipped under the water and then surfaced. She gasped, eyes wide, trying to find some air before she could even think about laughing.

‘But they’re beautiful, aren’t they?’ I said, mostly to myself. ‘They’re beautiful.’

I wiped my fingers across my forehead. The sun was getting hotter.

When the sun was setting over the looking-glass sea, we found a small strip of seafood restaurants on the beach at Nai Yang.

We walked past them on the dirt road that ran by the beach, and we had no idea which one to choose. They all blurred into each other, a jumble of tables and chairs on the sand, candlelight flickering on the tables as night came quickly in, and they all had the day’s catch displayed at the beach entrance, fresh fish glistening in deep boxes of ice.

They were not much more than barns with no front and no back, straddling the road and the beach, and they all had curved wooden entrances wrapped with palm leaves. The doorways were just token gestures. There was nothing either side of them, and you could walk straight into any one of these places from the road or the beach or even the sea.

‘This one,’ Tess said.

The Almost World Famous Seafood Grill, a sign said in English.

The owner had strung fairy lights in the casuarina trees that rose between the tables. We stood there watching the lights twinkle green and red and blue, starting to feel the jet lag kick in, when an old Thai woman came out of the kitchen and took the children by the hand.

‘I’m Mrs Botan,’ she said. ‘Come with me, please.’

We watched the children go off with her, passing through the archway, also wrapped in fairy lights, and down the beach to a table at the edge of the sea. Tess and I looked at each other for a moment and then followed.

Mrs Botan parked us at our table and disappeared. We kicked off our shoes and wiggled our toes in sand that was more white than gold. The sun went down blood red and very quickly, and the green hill that rose over Nai Yang grew dark above the glassy bay.

I had never seen a sea so peaceful. It barely rippled when it touched the shore. There were no banana boats or jet skis out in the bay, just the longtails of the fishermen, thin and wooden and curved, like one-man Viking ships. They all had a single parking light, green or blue, and the lights nodded in the warm night air.

Without being asked, the old woman – Mrs Botan – came back with bottled water for the children and Singha beer for us. Then a waiter who was about eleven years old started bringing the food. An omelette stuffed with mussels. Giant barbecued prawns in sweet chilli sauce. A fish and vegetable curry. A huge plate of steaming rice.

Tess and Keeva began to tuck in. But Rory and I exchanged a look. I think we both felt overwhelmed.

‘And some bread,’ I told our child waiter.

The boy was startled. He stared at me for a while, looking worried, and then he raced off to fetch Mrs Botan.

‘Some bread, please,’ I asked her.

Mrs Botan furrowed her brow thoughtfully. She returned to the kitchen and I could hear excited voices. The clash of pans. Eventually she returned with a plate. And on the plate there were four thin slices of white bread.

‘Some bed,’ she said, and then she smiled, and gently patted the arms of my son and my daughter.

‘Your bread, sir,’ Tess said, reaching for a prawn the size of a lobster.

The bread was white and processed and at some point, although perhaps not recently, it had been purchased in a supermarket. Surrounded by the endless bounty of the Andaman Sea, the store-bought white bread looked like a rebuke.

Mrs Botan came back to make sure we were all right and to fuss over the children. Keeva preened and beamed, all poise and charm, but Rory was shifty and self-conscious, as if he thought himself unworthy of all the attention.

‘Enjoy your holiday,’ Mrs Botan said.

‘Oh, it’s not a holiday,’ Tess said, and she smiled at me.

I smiled back. No, it wasn’t a holiday.

It was work that had brought us to Phuket. We were here because of my new job and everything that came with it.

A new life. A better life. The chance to try again.

Tess did not say any of that to the owner of the Almost World Famous Seafood Grill. You can’t say any of that to someone you have just met, even if they are as nice as Mrs Botan.

But Tess smiled at me on Hat Nai Yang with the fairy lights glinting in the trees behind her, and the children ready for their beds, and the bone-white moonlight washing across the looking-glass sea, and it was all there in her smile.
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I stood at the window waiting for the rain to stop. I looked at my watch and wondered how much longer it could last. The roads here scared me when it rained.

Keeva came and stood beside me and I put an arm around her shoulder. She was still warm from her bed.

‘It rains in Thailand?’ she said.

I heard Tess laugh at the table behind us. ‘It rains a lot in Thailand,’ she said. ‘Don’t you remember when we came here when you were little? How hard it rained?’

‘The day we fed the elephants,’ Rory said.

Keeva shook her head. ‘I remember the elephants,’ she said.

We had arrived on Phuket at the start of the long rains, although what I had seen of the weather forecasting on the island was so vague as to be useless. The storms often announced themselves, the sky flashing electric white, and then nothing happened, or it was happening on another part of the island, or out to sea. But when the rains fell on you the sky was full of water, warm hard rain that immediately soaked you to the skin, and all you could do was run for cover and wait.

Through the trees and out on the sea, I could see the stately progress of a longtail boat. As it turned to shore, the two-stroke engine lifted from the water, and the long metal pole that held it was secured in the air by twine. The solitary figure on board began pulling fishing nets from the bottom of the boat, and tossed them on the beach. Even from this distance you could see them moving with life.

The house we were living in was a villa in Nai Yang, on the green hill that sits high above the beach. It was one of two small houses that stood at the end of a dirt road. They both had double-gabled roofs, the typically Thai roof that looks as if it has a smaller version of itself on top, like a lovely echo. The only way to tell the two houses apart was that one of them had a red satellite dish on the roof. To the great disappointment of my children, that was our neighbour’s house.

Our neighbour was also our landlord – a fit-looking, elderly man with a face that seemed more Chinese than Thai. I had only met him once, when I collected the key on the first day, but I could see him at the window of the house next door now, watching the rain. He rented our place to Wild Palm, the property company where I worked as a driver.

Wild Palm staff were scattered across the island, but everyone else was a lot further south, around Phuket town and Ko Surin Tao and Ko Patong, close to the Phuket of travel brochures and dreams. But where we were, Nai Yang, was old Phuket.

This far north, surrounded by plantations of rubber and pineapple, forty years of tourism were wiped away and you could feel the centuries recede to when Phuket had been one of the world’s great trading posts.

It took thirty minutes to walk down the green hill to the beach, and yet the sea felt very close. You could hear it breathing in the distance against the bow-shaped beach of Hat Nai Yang and when the rain stopped and the sun broke through, the Andaman glittered blue and gold through the casuarina trees.

This was not a place to come for a holiday. It was inland, with a different, rougher kind of beauty, thick forest that you could hear dripping when it rained, and the abandoned tin mines that dotted the landscape were a reminder that this had always been a place of sweat and toil and hard graft. This old Phuket was a place you came to look for a better life. A place to work.

I looked at my watch and decided I couldn’t wait any longer, whatever the rain decided to do. It was only my second week on the job and I wasn’t going to let a bit of rotten weather make me late.

As Keeva and Rory carried books to the kitchen table, preparing for their lessons, Tess came across and gave my arms a quick squeeze. I nodded because I knew she was telling me good luck, she was telling me to be careful, she was telling me that she would be thinking of me.

I kissed her lightly on the lips and went to the porch. Our neighbour was still at his window and his wife had joined him. She smiled and waved and I recognized her immediately as the owner of the Almost World Famous Seafood Grill. Of course. The landlord’s name was Botan too. Mr and Mrs Botan. Mrs Botan gave me an encouraging nod as I ran through the rain to a shed by the side of our house, skidding slightly on the rain-slick dirt. Mr Botan watched me and looked unimpressed.

There was an old motorbike in the shed. A 500cc Royal Enfield, made in India, the blue paint worn down to silver metal by the years and unknown riders, its frame freckled with rust. I wheeled it outside and looked up at Tess and Rory and Keeva standing on the porch, the children holding their books, the three of them looking from me to the sky. The rain seemed to be slowing down a touch, but I wondered if that was just my imagination.

I kicked the bike into life and at that moment the rain stopped dead and the sun burst through – dazzling, impossible sunshine so bright that it seemed to have a different quality to any sunshine I had ever known. Tess laughed and shook her head and held out her hands palm up as if to say, See how lucky we are?

Then, waved off by my family and watched by our curious, slightly disbelieving neighbours, I rode the Royal Enfield very carefully down the yellow-dirt-track road that had been darkened to a dirty gold by the rain, and I went to work.

The Royal Enfield made you sit upright, like a man from the past, and I still wasn’t used to it.

But as I rode to the airport, the sweep of Hat Nai Yang on my left, and the warm air full of the smells from the shacks cooking barbecued seafood on the beach, I felt Phuket wrap itself around me, and I began to feel better.

I looked out at the longtails moored on the bay, still surprised that so much of island life took place on the water, and when I turned back I saw a motorbike hurtling towards me on the wrong side of the road.

There were two young women on it, their black hair flying, their eyes hidden behind shades. The one riding pillion was sitting side-saddle, her flip-flops dangling at the end of her thin legs, smoking a cigarette, and the one who was meant to be riding the motorbike seemed to be reading a message on her phone.

I cried out and swerved and just missed them, smelling the stink of a two-stroke engine as we passed each other by inches and I fought for control of the Royal Enfield on the wet road. The motorbike rider had not even looked up. But her passenger turned and gave me a lazy smile, her teeth bone white against her shining brown face.

As I looked back, she wai-ed me.

Still smiling, still hurtling down the road, she put her hands together close to her chest and lowered her head, the sheets of black hair tumbling forward, whipping wildly in the wind. Her friend was still busy riding the motorbike and now seemed to be replying to the message. But the girl on the back gave me a wai.

In the short time we had been on the island, I had seen the classic Thai gesture every day and everywhere. The wai. I was still trying to understand it, but I didn’t think I ever would because the wai seemed to say so much.

The wai was respect. It said thank you. It said hello. It said goodbye. It said very nice to meet you.

It said – Whoops! Really sorry about nearly killing you there.

And whatever it was saying, the wai always looked like a little prayer.

The sign I held at Phuket airport said WILD PALM PROPERTIES in the top corner, with a picture of two sleepy palm trees, and then a name and a city that blurred into one. MR JIM BAXTER MELBOURNE. Standing at the airport with a sign in my hands was about the only thing that did not feel new to me, because I had done the same thing in England.

You hold your sign and you look at the crowds but you never really find them. They always find you. I watched the crowds pouring out of arrivals until a tired-looking man in his fifties with thinning fair hair was coming towards me.

‘I’m Baxter,’ he said, and I took his bags. There wasn’t much for someone who had come all the way from Australia.

As we walked to the car park I made some friendly noises about the flight but he just grunted, clearly not interested in small talk, so I kept my mouth shut. He seemed worn out, and it was more than the sleep-deprived dehydration of a long haul flight. He only really perked up when we arrived at the Royal Enfield.

‘Bloody hell,’ he said. ‘Wild Palm can’t send a car? All the business I put his way, and your boss can’t spring for a car?’

I smiled reassuringly. ‘Mr Baxter, at this time of day the bike is the quickest way to get you to our destination.’ I nodded and smiled some more. ‘And you’re perfectly safe.’

That wasn’t strictly true. Most of the foreigners who die in Thailand are either killed on motorbikes or after taking fake Viagra. It’s all that sunshine.

It does something to the head.

As we drove south, the other riders swarmed around us. Sharing food. Checking their email. Gossiping. Admiring babies. Calling mum. And all of it at sixty miles an hour. Baxter clung to my waist as the island whipped by.

We rode past walled villas and tin shacks, mosques and temples, scraps of land for sale and the lush spikes of the pineapple groves, the thick green forest of Phuket’s interior always rising above us.

On the back roads the rubber plantations went on forever – tall thin trees in lines that were so alike I realized that they could hypnotize you and tear your eyes from the road ahead if you let them. On the main roads there were giant billboards with men in uniform, advertising something unknown, smiling and saluting, soldiers where the celebrities should be.

I watched for the landmark I had been told to look out for – the big roundabout at Thalang where dark, life-sized statues of two young women stood on a marble plinth in the middle of the busy junction.

I turned left at the statues and then took a right on to a side road where a Muslim girl who was about nine years old, the same age as Keeva and Rory, bumped solemnly towards us on her motorbike, her eyes unblinking above her veil.

As the warm air touched the sweat on my face, I felt Baxter clinging to me even tighter.

I knew exactly how he felt.

It was all new to me, too.

Farren’s home came out of nowhere.

The road stuttered out into almost nothing, just this hard-packed dirt track surrounded by mangroves, making me think I must have taken a wrong turn.

Then it appeared. A development of modern houses that had been carved out of the mangrove swamp. You could see the bay beyond, and the boats in their berths at the yacht club.

We paused at the security barrier and now Baxter felt like talking.

‘Farren has done all right for himself,’ he said. ‘Your boss.’ I could feel his breath on the back of my neck. ‘Known him long, have you?’ he said.

I nodded my thanks to the security guard as the barrier came up.

‘Not long,’ I said, and it sounded strange – that I would be here on the far side of the world working for a man who I had known for just a few months. But Farren had found me in London when I was at a low and feeling that all the best times were behind me. He had seen some point to me when I was struggling to see it myself. Most important of all, when I had no work, Farren had offered me a job. ‘Long enough,’ I said.

I parked the bike in the car park and we started up the path towards the house. A pale green snake, eighteen inches long, slithered along beside me. Its head was livid red, as if it was enraged about something. I kept an eye on it. But it got no closer, and it got no further away. It was as if we were out for a stroll together. Then at the last moment, at the end of the mangroves, it slipped back into the trees.

Before I rang the bell, Farren’s man answered the door. Pirin. A short, heavy-set Thai, dark as one of the elephant mahouts. He led us inside. I had only been here a handful of times, and the beauty of Farren’s home took my breath away.

It was full of glass and air and space. But it was Thai. Handwoven rugs on gleaming hardwood floors. Claw-foot sofas and chairs carved from more hardwood. That sense of abundance, as though the world would never run out. Beyond the glass wall of the living room there was an infinity pool that seemed suspended in space. It hung above the bay like a good dream.

Farren rose from the water, his body tanned and hard, and as Pirin draped a white towel around his broad shoulders, he came towards us smiling with all his white teeth.

‘I want my money back,’ Baxter said.

The Australian was an old guy, worn out from the plane, stiff and creaky from the ride on my motorbike. His strong days were all behind him.

But once he had his hands around Farren’s throat, it took Pirin and me quite a while to pull him off.
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Read on for one of Tony’s short stories from Departures:

No Tower for Old Men

Through the smoked glass of the control tower, the Jumbo 747 first revealed itself to Spike as if it were a star above a distant manger, a glittering point of white light in the ink-blue sky.

It was the hour before dawn on a midsummer’s day and Spike loved this moment.

Because the star was always getting bigger, and getting closer, and the naked eye of the young man in the Air Traffic Control tower could make out other stars, other bright pinpoints of light stacked up behind it, and he knew that these lights were the first arrivals of the new day, the night flights from Hong Kong, Singapore and Bangkok.

There was a bank of screens before Spike but his eyes were on the sky, and the pinpoints of light above the distant London skyline.

There were three 200-ton planes up there – twenty-five miles away, twenty miles away and fifteen miles away respectively – their nine hundred passengers coming awake to see the sprawl of London beneath them. Three giant aircraft, heading this way at the end of their journey through the night.

And young Spike was going to land them all safe and sound before he had his morning macchiato.

Now he looked at the bank of screens. The Jumbo from Hong Kong appeared as a flight number – BA26 – an altitude – 9000 feet – and the ID of the airport where it was landing – LL for Heathrow. Just a bunch of letters and numbers on a screen, moving with the jerkiness of some video game from the last century. Spike looked at it, and he registered the information, but it was almost subconscious. The most important screen, Spike always said, was the window.

And now a shadow passed across it.

Spike ignored the shadow.

But Earl, Spike’s lighting operator, stirred at the sight of the shadow falling across the window. Earl was sitting on the lower level of the tower, the perimeter, and from up on the podium Spike heard his lighting operator chuckle to himself.

‘Final approach,’ Spike said calmly to the pilot of the 747. It was no longer a shining light in a summer sky but a recognizable wide-body four-engine aircraft capable of flying 345 people across 8000 miles at over 600 miles an hour without once touching the ground. ‘Speedbird 26 established on Instrument Landing System,’ Spike said. ‘Continue approach, clear to land. Wind speed thirty knots at fourteen hundred feet. Stand eighteen. Follow the greens.’

The 747 came out of the sky. Earl had lit up a string of green lights that would guide the pilot safely to his aircraft’s designated stand. These were the greens – a unique lighting system that meant that nobody was going to hit the 747, and he was not going to hit anything.

‘Left on Bravo, hold on Link four-one-seven,’ Spike said. ‘Follow the greens.’

‘The shadow’s back,’ Earl said. ‘Check it out, Spike.’

Finally Spike looked at the shadow on the glass.

There was a window cleaner on the outside of the Air Traffic Control tower. Some skinny youth in his early twenties who had been there for most of the week, making their massive smoked-glass window spotless, clipped to a hydraulic lift with massive squeegees attached to his wrist. The cab at the top of the tower was angled out so he was always leaning backwards as he worked with his squeegees nearly ninety metres above the ground.

‘That’s got to be a stressful job,’ Spike said to himself.

They decided to give the window cleaner a cup of tea before they got busy. Spike and Earl had tried waving to him a few times, but he had always looked away, hiding bashfully behind his squeegees. And this was a good time to bring him in.

The first flight of the day, the 747 from Hong Kong, had arrived on time just before five in the morning. Traffic would be light for another hour, and then at six the heavens would open with forty-six planes arriving every hour and another fifty-four departing.

Earl went to get the window cleaner while Spike watched the sky. He kept watching it when he heard the voice from the other side of the podium.

‘Make sure your guest keeps his bucket outside,’ the voice said drily.

Spike smiled to himself. ‘Don’t worry about it, Ian,’ he said. ‘It’s cool.’

‘Jolly good,’ said the dry voice.

Ian was the oldest controller in the tower. Spike, who was twenty-three, and the youngest, although not by much, had no idea exactly how old Ian might be, but he knew it was like forty or fifty or something. That old. Dad old. Ian liked all the old bands like The Smiths.

They would be sharing duties on the watch. Spike would take care of arrivals on the north runway, while Ian would be taking care of departures on the south runway. So they would be almost sharing duties, Spike thought. Nobody liked to admit it, but arrivals were a tougher gig than departures – getting them on the ground needed faster reflexes than getting them in the air. Ian was a good controller, Spike thought. Maybe even a great controller. But he was not twenty-three any more. And if you were an air traffic controller at Heathrow, the world’s busiest airport, then you were playing in the Premiership.

Earl appeared with the young window cleaner. The kid had two security clearance cards around his neck – one for cleaning windows airside, and the other for having his cup of tea in the tower. He turned slowly around, taking in the panoramic, 360-degree view of the airfield. Then he looked at them. His mouth fell open.

‘I’m Spike. This is Earl.’

The window cleaner stared at them, dumbfounded. Spike and Earl looked at each other and laughed. Because they knew exactly what he was thinking: Who are these kids? Spike in his frayed T-shirt and cargo shorts and scuffed Asics, a martial arts tattoo on one arm. And Earl with his shoulder-length hair, sawn-off jeans and bare feet. Oh, they knew what the window cleaner was thinking: But where are all the grown-ups?

‘Thanks for cleaning our window,’ Spike said. ‘You’re doing an awesome job out there.’

From the outside Spike always thought the control tower looked like an Olympic torch – the long column and then the smoked glass cab on top, tapering out. But when you were going up and down inside, it was like a lighthouse. A long way up. Earl gave the kid a cup of tea. He had earned it.

‘I saw that movie,’ the window cleaner said. ‘That movie about … all of this.’

Spike smiled. He knew what he was going to say.

‘Pushing Tin?’ the window cleaner said. ‘I saw that movie three times. Did you see it?’

Spike and Earl both nodded, trying not to smirk. They didn’t want to hurt the kid’s feelings, or to make him think that they were laughing at him. All controllers had seen Pushing Tin. It was like people who worked in record shops going to see High Fidelity, or gangsters going to see The Godfather.

‘Welcome to my sky!’ Spike and Earl quoted in unison, and then they cracked up.

They loved that film in the tower. They thought it was a fantastic comedy. So wonderfully, gloriously, hilariously wrong. The controllers in that film – they have fights, they have mental breakdowns, they sweat, they drool and they sing. Spike had never seen any air traffic controller do any of those things.

But the biggest travesty in Pushing Tin, Spike thought, was that all those controllers were just so old.

All those geezers with their weekend barbecues and their marital problems and their bald patches and their meetings with teachers about problem children and their potbellies.

Where did all that come from? Air Traffic Control was a young man’s game. But Spike couldn’t say any of that. Not with Ian on his watch.

Ian was so old he remembered when the tower was actually landside, half the current size and built of red brick, back in ancient history when dinosaurs walked the earth. About, oh, three years ago.

‘That film is not completely accurate,’ Spike said diplomatically. ‘I think you’ll find that nobody ever raises their voice up here.’

‘But it must be so stressful,’ the window cleaner said, shaking his head. ‘All those lives in your hands …’

Spike smiled.

‘If it was stressful,’ he said calmly, ‘you couldn’t do it. Excuse me.’

He looked at the screen and at the sky, and he heard the rollers on Earl’s chair glide across the carpet and into position.

‘BA12, seven miles from marker, maintain three thousand till intercepting the localizer,’ said Spike, and his voice was soothing, hypnotic, designed to inspire trust. ‘Descend and maintain five thousand. Reduce speed to one hundred and sixty knots. Clear to land … and follow the greens.’

He looked again at the young window cleaner.

‘There is no stress,’ Spike said. ‘But there is urgency. Time is everything. You can’t occupy the runway too long at Heathrow.’

He looked over at Ian. He was sitting perfectly still in the twilight of the tower, watching the aircraft at their stands. Here was another reason why arrivals were tougher than departures. Noise restrictions meant planes were allowed to land a lot earlier than they were allowed to leave. Ian hadn’t even started work yet.

‘Follow the greens,’ Spike told the flight from Singapore when it was on the ground. ‘Turn left on Echo and park on three-two-two.’

A voice crackled over the intercom.

‘But our gate’s over here,’ objected the pilot.

Spike had been expecting a British or possibly an Australian accent, but the voice was American. Spike exchanged a look with Earl. The lighting operator knew how Spike felt about American pilots. They sometimes confused themselves with kings of the wild frontier. Follow the greens was such a simple order, and it ensured that everyone was cocooned from harm, with none of the drama and trauma that happened at lesser airports.

‘Follow the greens, turn left on Echo and park on three-two-two,’ Spike repeated, firmer this time.

‘Or you’re going to get lost,’ Earl muttered.

The sun was up and dazzling now. The window cleaner shielded his eyes as he watched Spike up on the podium, and it was as if the kid was blinded, not by the rising sun, but by the presence of the young air traffic controller. Spike looked down from the podium and spoke in that voice as soft as a prayer.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

The window cleaner’s cup seemed to tremble. ‘Dan,’ he said.

‘Dan,’ Spike repeated. ‘And am I right in thinking that you do not want to clean windows for the rest of your life?’

‘Not that there’s anything wrong with cleaning windows,’ Earl said.

‘Absolutely,’ Spike agreed. ‘But I don’t think you want to do it forever. Am I right, Dan?’

The window cleaner’s voice was barely audible. ‘No,’ he said.

‘What do you want to do with your life, Dan?’

‘I want – I want to keep working here at the airport,’ he said, and the words tumbled out as Spike smiled and nodded encouragement. ‘The airport makes me feel – I don’t know how to say it – like I’m connected to the rest of the world.’

‘We understand,’ Spike said.

‘You do?’

‘Of course,’ Spike said. ‘Look – our game is changing. Controllers used to work their way up from the regional airports. Not any more. Air traffic is increasing, the sky is more crowded. You can go from college door to landing seven hundred aircraft in a working day. Excuse me for a moment, Dan.’

It was an Airbus 380 coming in from Dubai – a double-decker, four-engined, wide-bodied liner, the largest passenger aircraft in the world. And when Spike thought about it later, there was no good reason for what happened.

Weather conditions were perfect. Visibility was good. The runway was dry. But the Airbus landed heavily, and Spike heard the plane’s twenty-two wheels shriek with protest, and he saw the nose tyres burst in an explosion of rubber.

‘That plane!’ said the window cleaner.

‘Drink your tea,’ Spike told him quietly, as he hit the big red crash button connecting Air Traffic Control to the two fire stations, the police and the Star Centre. ‘Airbus 380 on north runway with burst nose-wheel tyres,’ he said.

His voice betrayed no emotion, but huge chunks of rubber were strewn across the runway and already Spike could see the orange lights of the vehicles from Airside Ops rushing to the scene.

‘I’m holding everything at the stand,’ Ian said from the other side of the tower. ‘Give me everything you’ve got, Spike.’

And that was how they did it.

Ian immediately stopped all departures from moving. Spike put his arrivals into a holding pattern and then began diverting them to the clear runway where Ian landed them. Although its front wheels were shot, the Airbus still had twenty more and Earl told the pilot to follow the greens as he guided him to an emergency stand.

Airside Ops had men and equipment on the runway in minutes, including a sweeper to clear shards of rubber that could be fatal if sucked into a jet engine at 1000 centigrade. But there was a huge slab of rubber the size of a man that they could not lift. Then, as Spike watched, one of the Airside Ops team slung it over his shoulder and carried it from the runway.

The fire rigs and the ambulances were standing by, but they were not needed. When Airside Ops had the runway clear of foreign object debris, Ian started moving his departures and Spike was ready for arrivals. The entire drama lasted for five minutes. No flights were delayed.

There was an SAS flight coming in from Stockholm that had been circling the airport. Spike could see it lazily drifting across the sky.

‘SK525, you are now clear to land,’ Spike said. And then – although he hated to digress from the polite efficiency of Air Traffic Control, he felt that he should add something. ‘And thank you for your patience, SK525.’

‘No problem,’ came a woman’s voice. Perfect English but with the faintest accent. ‘We’re just getting some sightseeing up here,’ she said. ‘It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?’

Spike laughed.

‘Yes, it is, SK525,’ he said. ‘A beautiful day.’

And Spike wondered what she looked like.

He glanced over at Ian and watched him effortlessly get a perfect line on departures. One aircraft took off, climbed and banked to the right, then one took off, climbed and flew straight ahead, then one took off, climbed and banked to the left. One right, one straight ahead, one left. One right, one straight ahead, one left. It was lovely work. The calm ordering of the planes gave Spike a warm feeling – like when his pen was parallel to the side of his desk, or when all the cans in the cupboard of his flat were as carefully lined up as tin soldiers.

‘Clear for take-off, runway twenty-seven left,’ Ian said calmly, and Spike realized that he had learned his tone of chilled serenity from this man.

‘Ian?’

‘What?’

‘Thanks,’ Spike said.

Ian smiled. ‘It’s nothing,’ he said. The older man peered at him above his reading glasses. ‘I’ve seen burst nose-wheel tyres a hundred times.’

Spike had seen them once.

And suddenly Spike understood that the biggest problem of all with Pushing Tin was that they were all in their own little worlds – as individual and alone as boxers. But the best watch in ATC would always have a mix of quick-thinking kids and old men who had seen it all and loved all the old bands like The Smiths.

Spike looked at the window cleaner.

‘I wouldn’t trade what I do for the world,’ Spike said, feeling the need for a summing up. ‘But this job is not for everyone. Even good controllers don’t always settle at Heathrow. They come from some quiet little backwater, like Luton or Stansted, and they just can’t stand the pace. But if you’re serious, I can tell you how to go about getting a controller licence.’

Dan smiled shyly. ‘Actually, what I really want to be is a pilot.’

Spike stared at him. ‘A pilot?’ he said.

He heard Ian laugh behind him.

‘To be up above the clouds, looking down on the world in all its glory,’ Dan said, his eyes getting a dreamy, faraway look. ‘To walk through the airport in my uniform and have everyone look at me …’ He held up his teacup. ‘Any chance of a biscuit?’

‘No,’ Spike said, his voice suddenly coated with the thick ice that he used when some American pilot was reluctant to follow the greens. ‘No chance of a biscuit.’

When Earl had taken the window cleaner away, Ian came and stood next to Spike. For a while they said nothing, just watched the lights of the aircraft in the distance, and when Ian spoke he did not take his eyes from the sky.

‘He would never have made it anyway,’ Ian said. ‘He was a bit old.’  
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