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‘Days and years are all fictitious.’

                                    – Siddharameshwar
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My moTher once told me that I was ‘a moment 
of weakness’ on her part. I shuffled slightly and 

did not take the matter up. Presumed that my father 
had been so impassioned he had not wanted to bother 
dragging out ‘old Geronimo’ the reusable sheath from 
its talcum powder in the long rectangular box. I found 
it once as a child while ferking around when they were 
out shopping, had no idea what it was. Something to 
do with a bike? But why would it be in the bedroom?

Sex was not indulged in any more, not since he had 
tried to strangle her in the madness of his nightmare, 
believing, he said, that he was fighting a Japanese soldier. 
Since then, heavy bolsters had formed a wall like sand
bags down the middle of the bed to permit my mother 
to sleep without the worry of being drawn into another 
of dad’s nocturnal insanities. The daytime ones were bad 
enough, but mostly those just consisted of him sitting 
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morose on the sofa gazing into space. he was chewing 
something hard to swallow from the past, occasionally 
spitting out a pitiful ‘Why?’ or an embittered sigh. So 
much had come and gone. he supposed he must have 
been happy sometime. I tried to ignore it, to get on 
with my day as best I could, cutting pictures out of 
magazines and drawing in pencil at the dinner table. 
While dad was simmering on the couch and rain was 
dribbling down the windows I would often draw a 
house with ivy climbing up the walls, though I didn’t 
see this was our house being sequestered away by a 
quiet creeping despair. or I’d draw faces on balloons 
in felttip and bob them around having a conversation 
or try to fix them to the top buttonhole of my shirt 
so I could walk around pretending to have two heads. 
Dad saw me with two heads like this once and said: ‘I 
ay talking to him. And the other one I ay got much to 
say to.’ Then he managed a little smile.

Dad worked for the Post office sorting letters, but now 
he was around the house all day. I heard him tell a kid 
who came to the door for swimming sponsorship that 
he couldn’t give him any money because he was ‘on 
the box’, off work sick. you could see he wanted to 
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excuse himself for seeming mean. I liked it better when 
he used to come through the back door on a cold wet 
night having been out at work all day. I didn’t like him 
sitting around all the time acting like a useless lump, 
having to be poked and prodded to get a smile out of 
him. But how I loved that smile when it came, like the 
jolly sun out from being tucked away behind sludgy 
muddy clouds. only once did it look forced, covering 
up but not properly covering up a gigantic wasteland of 
pain, that I never saw until then, until he tried to stretch 
the sun over it for me but it wouldn’t reach, when the 
smile I loved so much sprang back. I never noticed the 
pain in his painful expressions, I was so used to them 
they started to look puton, just a habit. But most of 
the time the sun coming out in his smile was a heartfelt 
sun that was big enough to claim the day big enough 
to send anything away.

As a boy, when I came across a new word in a book, 
I liked to test it out in speech, confident noone else 
would know it. I was reading a detective novel on my 
bed one day when I came across the word ‘laconic’. I 
had never heard this word used by anyone ever. As I 
was looking it up in the dictionary my mother came 
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in with a cup of tea and a plate of biscuits for me. She 
laid them on the table and said:

‘here’s your tea. Drink it down before it gets cold.’
I went to pick it up not by the handle and she said:
‘mind out, it’s hot.’
‘you’re so laconic,’ I said.
‘I ay laconic,’ she fired back without a hesitation, 

affronted. I was surprised she knew the word, and if 
she knew it why didn’t she ever use it? I realised later 
that the word ‘laconic’ was not a word of her class. 
She would never use a word like that, far too ladida, 
she would use a pithy phrase handed down over the 
generations, tinged with the scorn of the whiphand. 
She would say things like ‘he thinks more of himself 
than anyone else does’ or ‘he wouldn’t give people the 
time of day’. or, ‘he thinks he’s above us.’ If dad was 
in a bad mood, she’d say, ‘Ken’s got one on him.’ If I 
was chasing about mithering her: ‘you’re in and out 
like a dog at a fair.’

Dad also spoke in images mostly. If I was acting up 
or throwing a tantrum, he’d say, ‘Is it a moon day?’ or, 
‘We brought the wrong babby back from the hospital 
day we marg?’ If I went to lift something heavy, mum’d 
warn me off, ‘yow’ll strain yer vinegar string.’ There 
was an enigmatic groundedness to her: ‘We’re short of 
nothing we’ve got.’
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She either disapproved of clever people with feigned 
indifference, claiming not to know what ‘makes them 
tick’, or felt inferior, from another world, and preferred 
to have nothing to do with them, unless reliant on them, 
in which case they were ‘putting their knowledge to 
good use’, such as the doctor or chiropodist. Although 
the doctor ‘doe ave much time for you’. She suspected 
he was a hypocrite or philanderer in ways she couldn’t 
put her finger on. She kept her own cleverness tightly 
hidden, as if to show it were to give it away cheaply. 
her silence was a demonstration of not being fooled, 
afterwards muttering ‘They can keep them at that price’ 
or ‘They must have thought they saw me coming’. If 
you tried to get one over on her she’d say, ‘you must 
think my head buttons up the back.’ She would weigh 
up a situation on the negative side more often than 
not. most people were ‘up to no good’, she could take 
em or leave em, it was no skin off her nose. The only 
people of any importance to her were her parents, her 
husband, and her son. To them she felt the natural bond 
of duty, and love at times, but others ‘only want you 
for what they can get out of you’. I suspect she learnt 
this from her father.

Although my mother had a few friends in childhood, 
and a romantic but I would guess platonic interest with 
a soldier before she met my father just after the war, 
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after that it was just people she saw on the bus and at 
the hairdressers. After my father died a man called Colin 
who owned a building firm and who had done much 
work on the house befriended her and visited for an 
hour or so twice a week, making up for the absence of 
any people in her life with me in London all the year 
except for a week at Christmas.

he would stand on chairs and put in light bulbs 
and chat about the kinds of things I was never any 
good at chatting about. he cast an advisory glance 
over forms she had to fill in. (‘They want to know 
everything about you’ was another of her favourite 
phrases.) mum would often say: ‘I don’t know what 
I’d do without Colin.’ There was a regular stream of 
improvements to the house – central heating put in, 
double glazing, gate painted, rooms papered – paid 
jobs. She enjoyed having Colin’s sons around to do the 
work, ‘good boys’ in the family firm, the eldest though 
worked at the library and still lived at home with his 
parents, unmarried. But he was, according to mum, 
‘important at the library’. he had escaped his class if not 
his parent’s home. mum considered Colin a friend but 
all the same she kept a certain distance and didn’t want 
to put upon him too much for favours or upset him 
with any nosiness about his affairs. She enjoyed hearing 
what was volunteered but never asked a question about 



7

any of it, never wanting to be seen to pry. I was relayed 
the latest information in our weekly phonecall, together 
with what she had gleaned of the neighbours’ activities 
through the net curtains. I had little interest in any of 
it, I had no idea who ‘the man at the middle house’ 
was, and I don’t think we ever learned the name of 
‘the people at the bungalow’, there since I was five. We 
found common ground on gardening, otherwise we 
would have had nothing to talk about, since I steadfastly 
refused to involve her in my life and gave her little hint 
of what it really consisted of, out of fear it would be 
endlessly mentioned time and time again like a bird 
pulling on a worm. I did not want to feed my mother’s 
understandable need to know things about her son, yet 
still there would be occasional spontaneous outbursts 
of unusual candour, such as when I announced I might 
be marrying a Romanian dentist soon. Strange I said 
‘might’, as the wedding arrangements had already been 
made. Perhaps a reticence to ‘count my chickens’ that 
had been drummed into me as a child. In her diaries, 
which I read after her death, she had appended two 
words to this news: ‘Whatever next?’ When it all fell 
through, she consoled me with words of wisdom she 
must have applied in her own life: ‘you’ll just have to 
wait and see. There’s nothing more you can do.’ She was 
right of course. Though at the time I still entertained 
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fantasies of a mad dash to Bucharest, a slump into an 
armchair was all I was actually good for.

Colin had a full life, a wife and large family, going 
on holiday to exotic places twice a year. mum had 
never been abroad and had decided that she wouldn’t 
like it, the spicy food, the hot weather. There were a 
few daytrips to the seaside after I was born but never 
a longer holiday. There was a week in Dawlish for the 
honeymoon, and my grandfather, dad’s dad, a guard 
on the railways, loaned them a special key to lock the 
compartment on the train so they could pull the blinds 
down and have it to themselves. They look so happy 
in photos from that holiday, on top of the world. 1950. 
I was eight years off.

her, my father, and me went to London on a cheap 
day return when I was ten. I think I decided then that 
I wanted to live there when I grew up. my parents 
never visited me in London. I never invited them. I 
told myself it was because I knew they would never 
want to leave the house unattended for burglars to get 
in, but I was happy not to have them visit. I knew they 
wouldn’t like not sleeping in their own bed. I don’t 
think I considered they could just come down for the 
day. They were set in their ways and the longer that 
went by without them visiting the more unlikely such 
a visit became. They seemed happy enough not to visit, 



9

not to have their quiet routine thrown out of sorts. I 
gradually became a stranger to them, and, in hindsight, 
I think they mourned this loss, whereas I did not notice 
the degree to which I had become set in my own ways 
in regard to them, telling myself it may change at some 
point in the future, or at least there was the chance of 
it while they still had some years left in them. Secretly 
I dreaded having to return to look after them should 
they become ill or housebound. I was glad my father 
died first, as he would have gone to pieces had she died 
first, she was much more stoical, most of her life as she 
presented it to me a long drawnout coping with the ‘ills 
that flesh is heir to’. She smiled at stupid shows on the 
box but found it hard to divorce herself from thinking 
most people ‘a rum owd lot’ she wanted nothing to do 
with. The minister who was to conduct mum’s funeral 
service came to visit to discuss the arrangements when I 
was back sorting things out. When he asked me whether 
mum had a religious belief I told him that she had often 
spoken of looking forward to oblivion. you ought to 
have seen his face.

‘oh I’m sure it’ll be much much better than that,’ he 
sputtered, looking genuinely disturbed anyone should 
think that way. I started to engage him in a philosophical 
discussion about the River Lethe wiping all memories 
and the notion of oblivion as just forgetting and nirvana 
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as a snuffedout candle but it felt like ploughing an 
awkward furrow in the time it takes to down a mug of 
tea and be on your way. Instead I informed the vicar 
that mum had kept her childhood Bible and that I had 
looked through it but saw no passages marked. I was 
at a loss to suggest hymns she might have liked and 
he did not think the first I remembered from Sunday 
school was appropriate for a funeral, ‘All things bright 
and beautiful’. I asked him to suggest some and then 
remembered ‘There is a green hill far away’, which 
I offered tentatively not knowing quite what it was 
appropriate for but suspecting it might do. he approved. 
I was clearly not a duffer after all. I liked the man and 
sensed it might be possible to have a deep conversation 
with him so long as Christ was involved. he had written 
a book about how to conduct a funeral service, it turned 
out. I felt in good hands. So when he turned up at the 
crematorium half an hour late because he had written 
it in his diary wrong and the hearses were backing up 
outside he was painfully apologetic at the shaking of 
hands on the way out.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said.
‘It does matter!’ he insisted, in the way a schoolteacher 

makes an apology sound like a ticking off. I smiled and 
didn’t really have the opportunity to tell him that his 
lateness had given me a chance to chat with mourners 
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who knew me from childhood but I didn’t know from 
Adam, just a handful of people mum hadn’t seen in 
donkey’s years apart from Colin. The undertaker’s men 
were standing around in their mourning coats and top 
hats looking at their watches; the ones from the next 
funeral were coming into the chapel to enquire as the 
vicar rushed in looking flustered. But he gave a good 
performance perhaps not realising that we had been 
smiling at the absurdity of the situation, or least I had, 
which put the others at their ease to find it funny too. 
The pious earnestness seemed deflated and one got a 
chance to look around, the sparse furnishings of this 
‘chapel’, the curtains the coffin would slide out behind, 
the piped choral music reminding one of Asda, as if 
there might be an announcement any moment that 
there was a halfprice sale on slightly wilted flowers 
for the cheapskate mourner.

The cortège from ‘The Village’ had been a rather 
incongruous affair. The driver of the limousine top
hatted and draped shook my hand firmly as the grieving 
son and payer of his wages for the day and opened the 
door for Angela, who’d come to visit me and help take 
mum’s possessions to the rubbish tip in her car, as I didn’t 
drive. She was coming along with me to the funeral to 
put more bums on seats, or, perhaps, to make it look 
like I had a life back in London, a pretend wife for the 
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eyes of the curious. I hate being the kind of centre of 
attention being in a limo following a hearse exposes you 
to. I preferred to get in at the undertaker’s rather than 
have to walk down the drive from mum’s house to the 
awaiting black vulture cars, imagined eyes behind net 
curtains getting a good look at the prodigal son. Starting 
from ‘The Village’, little more than a thoroughfare of 
shops dominated by the old church with the library and 
chipshop behind, and the bridge over the canal, market 
day, felt less ostentatious, less noticed, more anonymous.

The funeral was in the winter, a month after the 
death. The snow had disappeared by now though the 
green canal still looked a little icy. The hearse drove on 
in front and we joined behind, just the two cars, just my 
single wreath on mum’s coffin. on the one hand, the 
whole thing seemed like a lot of trouble to go to just to 
dispose of a corpse. on the other, I wondered whether 
it looked a little sad this small procession. I felt awkward, 
didn’t know what to feel, didn’t know what expression 
to put on my face. Smiling didn’t seem appropriate 
so having to guard against accidentally smiling, must 
look sober and serious. The entire ritual seems geared 
to making you feel a kind of artificial grief, as if you 
don’t know what grief looks like and must be instructed 
by the solemnity of appearances. Then just as we were 
mounting the steep incline of the bridge, that always 
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made my heart wobble in my ribcage on the top deck 
of the bus as a child as it went over, a kid standing on 
the pedals of his bike did a showoff wheelie off the 
pavement and between the hearse and the limo as if he 
had seen neither rather than because it seemed a cool 
trick. our driver leaned over and without a thought 
for the occasion blared out:

‘Are you fucking blind you cunt?!’
I looked at Angela, she too was suppressing laughter. 

The driver carried on following the hearse, not a word 
said to us, as if he thought we couldn’t hear him, that the 
glass between us was bulletproof to curses. If that had 
have happened when me and mum were sitting there 
following dad she wouldn’t have liked that, that would 
have spoilt it, as if it wasn’t already a waste of money.

The power of sentimentality held by objects. Drawn 
here to record a heartbreaking sentence. Speaking to 
my mother on the phone, she mentioned going through 
cupboards and coming across things she’d never used. 
one, a fancy china tea set she got before she married, 
had never been used in fortyeight years of marriage. 
I asked why haven’t you used them, she replied: ‘The 
last time I got them out was for your dad’s funeral, then 
nobody came to the house so I put them away again.’
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I remember the giltedged teacups sitting in their 
saucers on a tray. I had tea in a mug that day. I don’t 
think we expected anyone to come back, although 
maybe my mother hoped for it nonetheless, certainly 
she wished to take account of the eventuality. only 
a couple of people at the service besides us, people I 
vaguely recognised from when I was a child. A sterile 
crematorium farce. I don’t think I expected it to be 
anything else.

Those dainty teacups to start off a married life, for 
entertaining, hold a lifetime of sadness, unstained by 
use. I don’t think it could have been any other way.

After the call was over, I stared at the date. Suddenly 
I realised it was dad’s birthday. I couldn’t even remember 
how long he’d been dead. I put two and two together, 
something that had been unspoken in our otherwise 
surface habitual conversation, and rang back: ‘It’s dad’s 
birthday. Is that why you had the tea set out?’

I learnt how before marriage she had put a little by 
each week to buy the tea set, they called it ‘saving for 
the bottom drawer’. She’d only got the crocks out once, 
ever, for the funeral: ‘I thought people might come back, 
but it was no skin off my nose if they didn’t.’

I have an ingrained sense of having learnt to have 
few expectations of other people, because they will 
let you down. I had always thought I had learnt that 
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from my own experience. There is no sense in getting 
disappointed that life does not live up to our hopes for it. 
mum hadn’t remembered at first that it was his birthday, 
but woke up down in the dumps for some inexplicable 
reason. Later she was shifting boxes, including the tea set, 
and it had reminded her and plunged her into maudlin 
thoughts: ‘Fancy living in this mausoleum all this time.’

‘I’ll keep them,’ she said, ‘you never know when they 
may come in handy.’

When I phoned before coming up from London on the 
train for what would be our last Christmas together I 
noticed she seemed distant, not her usual self. She put 
it down to feeling a little under the weather, it would 
pass off. I worried, and wondered, will this be the last 
time? But I had wondered that for a few years. She was 
82. There couldn’t be many more Christmases. I said 
to myself I must make an effort to visit in the spring, 
in the summer, in the autumn, see what the old place 
looks like in the different seasons, I had known it only 
in the winter for twelve years, the last time I was there 
at a different time was when dad died. Still I have to 
look it up when exactly he died. August. The garden 
looked lovely.
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The pavement was icy when I got off the train in 
Wolverhampton. When I arrived at the house there 
was no light on in the front room, no television glare 
through the bit I could see through where the curtain 
didn’t quite meet the wall. Pressed the bell. No response. 
Tried the knocker. No response. Usually she would have 
been keeping a lookout for me through the curtains. 
eventually I saw her emerging from out the back, a 
slowly moving figure in the shadows and I felt that 
dread that comes when you know something isn’t right. 
She composed herself by the time she unlocked the door 
and greeted me, saying she had fallen asleep in the chair, 
she hadn’t been feeling too well, it was nice to see me.

Apart from that, the normal routine ensued. She 
made me tea and something to eat. Part of me felt like 
saying sit down I’ll do that but another part wanted 
to let things be as they always were. I sat down at the 
table out the back. I resumed my place and immediately 
started scanning the Express & Star to soak up the local 
news, then the telly page. That’s all there was to do 
there, watch telly. In a way I welcomed the change 
from London, where I hadn’t had a TV for twenty 
years after decisively chucking it in the bin one evening 
and smashing the screen in with a hammer, abolishing 
it from my life. But my parents’ lives revolved around 
TV and so it became a divisive factor in my relationship 
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with them. I didn’t mind watching a bit of telly short
term since the addiction would be over in a week, but 
because I never wanted to watch the stuff my parents 
watched they installed a small secondhand set out the 
back to save on the arguments. But it meant that when 
I came home for Christmas we settled into the habit of 
them watching their programmes in the front and me 
watching mine out the back, with me popping my head 
around the door from time to time so it felt like I was 
actually there for the week. I always felt guilty that even 
though I had come home to see them the only week in 
the year I spent most of my time avoiding them, either 
watching the telly out the back or up in my childhood 
bedroom reading a book. But it was easy to settle into 
these kinds of stultifying routines there, because their 
lives were all the same routine. I never felt anything 
different could ever happen. It had to be the way it 
was. But it didn’t stop me feeling guilty about it, as if 
I should try harder to make some sort of connection 
with my parents, reach out a little. But when my dad 
was alive the inevitable arguments would begin and the 
whole week would turn into surviving the tunnel of 
his fuming anger; my mother trying to support him 
while at the same time trying to enjoy the fact that I was 
home. my fury was with myself for falling into this trap 
yet again, not that I could do anything else. Though I 
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threatened never to come back for Christmas ever again, 
and that I’d be leaving in the morning days before I was 
due to leave as a result of all this carryon – my hatred 
of being there preserved in amber from childhood but 
fresh as a daisy once sparked off again – the fact was 
that I’d decided to endure it and even enjoy it in some 
strange way. I told friends that it was like going to live 
on a desert island for a week. I wished I had something 
else to do, that I had a wife and kids to be with like 
normal folk. Roasting chestnuts, the happy whelps of 
children with their new toys, making a snowman in 
the garden – I employed all the tenderhearted clichés 
to conjure up something I was envious of for a split
second. But somehow I knew this was really all about 
facing some unfinished business from childhood, that 
this was my tragedy hived off to a single week in the 
year, and the rest of the year I could mostly ignore it 
save for pangs of guilt, and that it would only be over 
when they were dead, which I both dreaded and wished 
for at the same time.

After dad died I told myself I would change my ways, 
I would visit mum more often, I would go back at least 
in the summer as well. one or two friends reflected it 
back to me unasked. ‘She won’t be here for ever . . .’ Well 
you know it but you don’t do anything about it. or I 
didn’t. It was the beaten path, the accepted custom. I 
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was simply not a good son, they could have done better 
than me. I felt it, I felt it deeply, but I could do nothing 
about it. It was set in stone. The more I thought about 
it, and I did think about it, long and hard, the more it 
seemed I was not just making excuses to myself, it really 
was something I was incapable of changing. my hands 
were tightly tied. It became a decadeslong investigation 
of a particular fate. Did it all stem from a child’s revenge 
for perceived ill treatment? Was it the aftermath of a 
single day when in my demonic rage I vowed to make 
my parents suffer by taking myself away as soon as 
I was able, never to return? you would not think a 
childhood vow could be irrevocable, but dark forces 
are soon summoned to aid a wilful youngster and, just 
like that, the die is cast. Though I did return, as the best 
I could do in opposition to what I had set in motion, or 
my father had, or his traumatic experiences in the war 
had, or any number of unknown factors tracing back 
beyond human interest. We generally tend to stick with 
our own little pouch of joys and woes that are close at 
hand in these vivid scenes playing out before our eyes. 
It unfolds as a lesson of life, finally setting one free as 
realisation. our lives are in the can at the moment of 
conception. We can choose to learn from it, or not.
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When mum was on her own, and dad’s fuming was out 
of the picture, this Christmas pact with fate quietened a 
little. I would even look forward to it as a restful time, 
a chance to walk my childhood streets again, visit my 
muchloved canal, where as a boy I caught newts and 
minnows and formed a lifelong fascination for nature, 
where, indeed, if it is not putting too fine a spin on 
it, I became a naturalist. The canal was always frozen 
over when I was back. you may even have been able 
to walk on it, I never tried. one year someone had 
chucked a can of light blue paint onto the ice, the paint 
had splattered all across the surface as it would on a 
pavement, and the can was resting there with the necks 
of brown beer bottles freezeframed bobbing out the 
ice at various angles. I stood there for some minutes 
thinking that was just marvellous, a work of art, that 
would sink when the warmer weather came sink down 
to join the old bedsteads and other crap chucked in the 
canal over the years.

It was twilight and I wondered where all the ducks 
and dirty swans and moorhens and coots had gone off 
to. I listened to a loud wren in a bush. I came off the 
towpath at the first exit to take the back streets back 
to the childhood home, part of my old journey home 
from school. I paused for a little while on the humpback 
bridge remembering a fight I had with a bully whose 
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nose I bloodied whose blood puddled here and led off 
in little splashy defeated drips for days afterwards before 
it rained. I timed it well. Let him jab and insult me all 
up the road waiting until I had his back to the wall of 
the humpback bridge, when I handed my glasses to a 
passing girl and pounded him. he didn’t know what 
hit him. he had a weak nose so when it burst and he 
became robin redbreast on his white shirt he looked 
the loser straight away. I congratulated myself later in 
my bedroom for a successful strategy. The girl gave 
me my glasses back and I walked off as if nothing had 
happened. But I knew I’d be doing more of this. I was 
good at it. I enjoyed it. every time it was strategy and 
speed. When they least expected it I’d suddenly decide 
to strike. After I’d disposed of a few in the same manner, 
others would try to get a rise out of me, see how close 
they could get. It wouldn’t work. I let them do it, I 
let them think they’d beaten me, that I was scared of 
fighting back. But then I would strike. And it started 
here. I planned my strategy at the bottom of the road 
and said, if he’s still doing it by the time we reach the 
top of the humpback bridge, then. he kept on, little 
jabs to the shoulder, namecalling. It was all in his hands.

years ago.
And I walked down the other side on the way to the 

childhood home, sloping icily, wondering if that girl I 
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handed my glasses to was fat and ugly now, or still the 
girl of several hundred schoolboy wanks without result. 
Too much time on fighting, not enough on girls. made 
up for it later. And I pass what used to be the fish and 
chip shop that’s now a balti takeaway, and what used 
to be the sweet shop that’s now a home for doddery 
old people sitting staring at the window as if it’s the 
television with the sound turned down.

I never saw any childhood friends when I was back, 
they were all in the past and I had no desire to reignite 
these friendships. occasionally I would bump into 
someone I used to know when traipsing about the 
town looking at the sales, and they would comment 
about how I’d lost my accent, or how they remembered 
I became solitary and distant in the sixth form before 
leaving the town. ‘I just wanted to get away,’ I said. 
And we would part never to see each other again and I 
would get back to the sales for something to do.

The art gallery was always closed for the holidays. I’d 
look if there were any shoes of interest. W h Smiths 
full of tired hobby magazines for fresh enthusiasts. I 
looked to see if there were any good free gifts taped to 
their covers. A tube of artist’s grade watercolour worth 
the price of the magazine. I’d flick through them to 
have the full experience, as if I was actually interested, 
reminding myself of something, living here, doing this, 
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like everyone else. I went in a petshop one Christmas eve 
for old time’s sake. I must have been showing too much 
interest in the rabbits in their cages, or the terrapins 
sunning themselves under the hot lamps, as I heard the 
owner say to his lasses: ‘I’ll stay open so long as there’s 
still people walking around the town.’ I guess his girls 
wanted to go home. I must have been the hope of a 
rabbit and hutch for junior on Christmas Day not just 
some stupid man reminding himself of his childhood 
on a whim.

I never did return at any other time than that week 
at Christmas. I never invited a girlfriend back. I was 
never allowed to have friends in the house as a kid, I 
didn’t mind, but why change anything now? It would 
only have been awkward. my parents might have liked 
to meet some of these winds that blew through my life, 
but they liked their privacy too and we all knew which 
was going to win out so why even bother addressing 
it? It stayed the same stalemate. I always went there 
alone, despite sometimes wishing to spend Christmas 
with just me and a girlfriend, so I could say well at 
least I’ve had one ‘proper Christmas’. Never happened. 
Now and again something like it in the week before, 
before the gears of predetermination began to grind 
more loudly above the usual background, grotesquely 
rubbing it in, for noone in the end, it was all a mistaken 
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impression, that world, any world. And the routine 
never altered, save in small ways. I would give mum a 
hug before leaving, for instance, a new element initiated 
by her. Saying anything beyond the usual chitchat about 
rubbish remained like struggling to wake up from a 
dream, the intensity of pressure against anything but the 
way things had always been done was not only tangible 
it was an overwhelming force, as if some demigod had 
decreed: ‘you will not utter these words, you will not 
depart from the script.’ But the desire for it to change, 
even though I knew it could not, sank into me as regret, 
that too assigned, only occasionally would I see in 
the tears of grace when alone and in despair that the 
whole story of these lives was a quite magnificently 
constructed wonder, that these difficult feelings were 
a valuable gift waiting to be appreciated, and that one 
day what I saw fleetingly in these beautiful tears would 
mature into an intended understanding.

We never think that things so familiar to us as to have 
become ordinary and mundane conceal an adventure 
into strangeness so profound as to be frightening had 
it not become so tediously normal. I sensed it for years, 
and so took my lot as not what it seemed, and knew 
that I would have to explore it to the very end.
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It was Christmas Day, in the early afternoon.

Usually I’d be woken by cooking smells on Christmas 
morning. I woke up late and sensed something was 
wrong but you hold it in your gut and go about your 
business like normal until proved otherwise, needing 
to go to the toilet before making any investigation. 
As I walk across the landing I hear mum’s faint voice 
calling me from her bedroom. She is half undressed 
lying sideways on the bed, almost sliding off, she is 
saying something but I can hardly hear her. She tried 
to get up at 7am but this is as far as she has got. It is 
now well past noon and the radiators aren’t on, it is 
bitter cold. She can’t move. I try to lift her further up 
onto the bed, she’s heavier than I would have imagined 
and I can’t quite manage it. I pull some blankets over 
her. her private parts are exposed. I try to help her 
to sit up but she can’t. The ‘wait and see’ attitude of 
the night before, to see whether her feeling ill passes 
off, is rapidly dissolving to face facts. I ask her if she 
wants an ambulance, having learnt never to impose 
one from my time at The Samaritans, and I know both 
her and me have a horror of an ambulance drawing up 



26

outside for all the street to see. We are not a show for 
them, it was instilled in me. you only waste the time 
of the ambulance service when you’re dying. I say to 
her: ‘oh mum, I don’t know what to do. Shall I get an 
ambulance?’ And she says, ‘I think you’d better.’ The 
radiators are on now but she’s still very cold. I always 
thought it was stupid of her to have the central heating 
set to come on for a few hours in the early morning 
and then not again until the evening, but she didn’t 
want it touched, and now it has meant her lying here 
all this time half undressed in the freezing cold. I feel 
bad that I was asleep, but it is my natural rhythm to 
rise late after going to bed late, staying up reading and 
watching telly. I ask her why she didn’t pull a blanket 
over her, but she can hardly move. I should have seen 
this coming seeing how difficult it was for her to get up 
the stairs the night before, she wouldn’t have managed 
it without my help. If there was one consolation, I was 
glad this was all happening while I was here, it was as 
if she had waited for me, all part of this lesson of fate, 
this pattern I had no ability to escape, it was coming 
to a head, as if to say this is what it has all been about, 
pay close attention.
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her last words to me the night before, after getting 
her up the stairs: ‘I don’t know what I’d have done if 
you hadn’t been here.’ It is almost forgiveness for not 
being here the rest of the time and I am glad I am here. 
After she is in bed I sit late into the night pondering 
the mystery of my upbringing, sometimes wandering 
around vacantly out the back with the telly turned 
down low, picking up objects and gazing at them just 
not knowing what anything is, who I am, who she is, 
who dad was, what this room is, it could all be a bubble 
floating off in space, some motions that have to be gone 
through. For as much as I want to ignore form and 
say it is empty, it just seems like scratching the surface 
and I should persist in this maze a little longer. In fact, 
what choice do I have? Framed photos on the sideboard 
present me through the strata of exgirlfriends. At three 
in the morning I catch myself looking with renewed 
affection. And I find something to cry about, but it’s 
grace with the angel wrapping his wings about me. I 
sit down in front of the twobar fire, turn the telly 
off, and read Siddharameshwar maharaj, Master of Self-
Realization, my Christmas reading brought with me 
from London.
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how I callously said to her, that night before, ‘you just 
like complaining.’ She had all her life, I couldn’t tell the 
difference any more.

It is like a series of images are stuck in my mind. Finding 
the big bag of Christmas presents mum had wrapped for 
me, the day after she was dead. Down by the side of the 
armchair where she usually left them. I had completely 
forgotten about such things. my presents for her still in 
my rucksack. It was the things she got me every year. 
Socks, underpants, shirts, towels, handkerchiefs, a good 
woollen jumper from marks, a diary for the coming year, 
a Parker pen. I unwrapped them with a hard lump in my 
throat. It was the same as always, without it being the 
same. And I had to look in the cupboards, the fridge, to 
find something to eat. Plenty of cheese, bread, tomatoes. 
Sandwiches rather than anything cooked, didn’t want 
to negotiate mum’s pots and pans as yet. She’d stocked 
up well for Christmas, as usual. I always shovelled the 
food in when she gave it me. her words echoed: ‘I’d 
rather keep you a week than a fortnight.’



29

I had not looked forward to the prospect of having 
to clear mum’s house when she died, she just had so 
much stuff, but as it turned out it gave me something 
to do, to take my mind off things. It was a task that 
had to be completed, there was no choice in the matter, 
and the sooner I make inroads into it the better. It’s a 
strange thing to be left standing in the house you grew 
up in knowing now you have to empty it, when only 
days before it was a livedin place. I started on the 
big stuff, her clothes, ludicrous amounts of clothes, 
every pocket had to be gone through, loose change, 
the odd peppermint and crumpled hankie. Sometimes 
I told myself it was an impossible task and I gave up 
and settled into an armchair with a cup of tea and my 
book. I had no phone numbers of friends in London 
with me, I didn’t use a mobile, and I hadn’t bothered 
bringing my laptop. So I was cut off, washed up with 
the wreckage of mum’s life on a real desert island of 
isolation. And yet it was oddly peaceful when I quelled 
the rising panic. When I got in after walking from the 
hospital in the early morning after it was all over I made 
a cup of tea while it was still dark and sat down in the 
hall next to the phone and called The Samaritans, not 
because I needed to but because when I was a volunteer 
myself after we’d had a particularly harrowing call we’d 
talk it through with another Samaritan, and I felt like 
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‘checking in’. And besides, I wanted to talk to someone 
and there was noone else.

‘hello, Samaritans, can I help you?’ The familiar 
opening. I’d said it many times myself. I didn’t really 
know what to say so I just said what was the case, ‘my 
mum died two hours ago.’ I remembered how I would 
have heard that on the other end of the line. Part of me 
felt like I was giving this volunteer the experience of this 
type of call, just as we would roleplay situations when 
I was one of the trainers on preparation courses. I didn’t 
tell him I used to be a Samaritan myself until near the 
end of the call. ‘you didn’t ask me the suicide question,’ 
I said. ‘I could tell you weren’t.’ he was right, but he 
shouldn’t have presumed. ‘you can’t afford to be so sure,’ 
I said. ‘Are you?’ he said. ‘What?’ I said, ‘Suicidal?’ I 
wanted him to say it. ‘yes,’ he said, ‘Are you . . . feeling 
suicidal?’ This is the point at which in roleplay I might 
have rattled a bottle of pills. ‘No,’ I said, ‘No, I’m not.’ I 
didn’t want him thinking afterwards that he hadn’t asked 
it, that I might have been and he hadn’t addressed it, that 
he’d left the caller’s true despair to himself, unshared.

When I was a Samaritan I was always fascinated by 
the first words the caller would say to you. you pick the 
phone up, utter the usual greeting by rote, and just not 
know what was going to come next. one man started 
with: ‘I’ve broken every commandment, and I mean all 
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ten.’ Now he wanted to leave the world behind, be a 
monk, keep beehives and pot honey. So many life stories 
ushered out in the depths of the night, prompted by 
the need to talk to someone, anyone. The woman who 
told me she had met an angel in the market one snowy 
Christmas eve when she was going home to kill herself. 
The fourteenyearold girl being sexually abused by her 
father, she had taken an overdose and didn’t want an 
ambulance; she wanted to die but she didn’t want to 
die alone she wanted to talk to someone, ‘to the end, 
is that alright?’. ‘okay, let’s talk.’

I still think about her. She was found dead in the 
kitchen clutching a piece of paper with my name on 
it and the local number of The Samaritans, phone off 
the hook. her aunty rang to let us know. When you’re 
fourteen that’s your world, being eighteen or twenty is 
so far away. her last words to me before she slumped: 
‘I’ll watch over you Joel.’ I stayed on the dead line for a 
while talking to her. I felt the hand of an angel on my 
shoulder and said to myself: ‘Does it have to come to 
this before you show?’ And the angel said: ‘yes it does, 
you know this.’

I was affected deeply by it. one afternoon a few days 
later I was sitting under a tree trying to encompass my 
unsettled feelings. I was watching the leaves fluttering in 
the gentle breeze, dappling the sunlight, when a single 
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green leaf fell to the ground and I burst into tears. It 
seemed clear life was entirely a matter of compassion 
for others and my own life was empty save to the extent 
it could be filled with that.

I’m turning back all the time, back to compassion; 
it’s so easy to write people off for their sluggishness to 
evolve. I try to see what their lives are made of, why 
they sit in an armchair all alone every evening watching 
television, why they stare at the photo of a loved one 
who’s dead, why they find it so hard to change their 
ways. They have been bent so many times to the same 
shape they can now only bend that way, until they 
snap. I understand why some when they go to sleep at 
night have as their greatest wish not to wake up in the 
morning. They mutter a selfhypnotic mantra of despair, 
turning over stale thoughts, churning like a concrete 
mixer a vocabulary of overused sentiments they just 
repeat and do not connect with any more. For many, 
television is a lifeline for their loneliness. The beauty 
of solitude a distant mountain peak.

As I sit back I hear a solitary blackbird just waking up 
through the open window as the dawn light rises into 
the world and all else falls away just listening to it.
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I tried to make a bed out of chairs in a tiny visitor room 
at the hospital where the bright fluorescent lights had 
no off switch, mum the only patient on the ward, the 
lights dimmed outside where the nurses sat quietly 
discussing the news of the huge manhunt underway, 
some other Christmas Day tragedy unfolding more 
publicly than mine. It was impossible to get comfortable 
in this tiny bright room, but I stayed in there for the 
first moments of privacy they afforded at two in the 
morning. I lay there on Lshaped chairs pushed together, 
shielding my eyes from the glare with my hand, and 
prayed to Parabrahman that, if it was right, he should 
take her now, if this is for the best he should draw 
away her life now, but only if that is the way it is to be, 
if that is the way it should be, not wishing to presume 
on such matters of timing and who was Parabrahman 
anyway but myself, but the gesture of prayer seemed 
required, it seemed I should call upon the great reality 
to intervene to ensure mum did not suffer this indignity 
any longer, provided this was right, without knowing 
it was right, handing on that responsibility to him, 
suspecting though that it was right and thereby making 
my request, my petition, to the forces that decide these 
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things. It spontaneously came forth, this prayer, lying 
there in awkward fetal position on these uncomfortable 
chairs in this glaring fluorescent light that could not be 
switched off. Just before I had come into this little room 
mum had said to me over and over again: ‘I want to go 
home. I want to go home.’ I knew she meant the house, 
yet I couldn’t help indulging the ambiguity. Unable to 
sleep, I wandered out of the little room to look in on 
her. She didn’t seem to be breathing. I asked the nurses 
‘Is she breathing?’ They go to check and finding that she 
isn’t go into their familiar emergency routines, drawing 
the curtains round the bed so I don’t have to see. I sit 
in a chair by one of the other beds on the empty ward 
hearing it all, until the doctor draws me away to his 
office, mincepie box in the bin.

‘Not the Christmas present you expected,’ he says 
and needlessly apologises for the cracker hats and other 
signs of seasonal jollity strewn about the place. ‘We 
had a bit of a party earlier.’ he explains that they’re 
trying to resuscitate her but it doesn’t look good. I 
give him permission to stop trying and he goes away 
to call them off leaving me alone for some moments in 
his office to look around, to realise, to take it in. It is 
only when alone that one can take anything in of any 
magnitude, otherwise it is the usual act to conform 
with the expectations of others, not knowing what you 
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feel, not knowing whether you feel anything, putting 
off feeling until alone, unwatched, yet all the same 
wanting to present an impression of feeling something, 
something expected, some sense of a dam of emotion 
behind a stiff upper lip, for the sake of appearances, 
because you don’t know how you feel, as yet, but you 
do want your initial reaction to at least be accurate 
and not false, and so you savour a sort of slowmotion 
uncertainty, holding back from untoward displays of 
overpowering grief until you are certain that it accords 
with the truth, but nonetheless suggesting such may 
well be being held back by that dam wall as much as 
nothing at all.

(It is difficult to write about this. And yet it seems 
important in the sense of capturing some photons of 
a slippingaway mystery, like fading fragments of a 
dream on waking, you feel if you just start with what 
is closest to recollection and write that down it will 
naturally lead to a few scenes that follow before the 
dream is decidedly gone, without the ambition to get 
all of it down, rather valuing the partial account for all 
it suggests of what has been lost. And so you do not 
bother so much about style or finding the right words 
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but just go with the words that come, trusting that they 
will be the best possible words, plain and uninhibited by 
the need to say something profounder than you recall.)

Sitting in mum’s bed reading, two weeks before the 
funeral, tea and biscuits. And I read in Siddharameshwar 
something that strikes me, that you know you have 
understood when they carry out the corpse of your 
neighbour and you don’t bat an eyelid. I sit there looking 
at the wallpaper, the net curtains on the window, and 
there is no past, just this. The corpse of my mother has 
brought it home. A strange mundane serenity.

Just been going through old photos I took from mum’s. 
An odd thing, this photographic evidence of the past. 
Looked through photos of old girlfriends too, this sense 
of so much water under the bridge having become 
all the same, always was all the same, yet I remember 
the traumas of it all, the frantic nights consulting the 
I Ching over this or that coming to an end that I didn’t 
want to end, or the hope that something might be that 
either was or wasn’t going to be. Looked through old 
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letters, a letter from dad the year he died, saying how 
much he enjoyed Christmas all of us together me mum 
and him. how this is like saying that despite the upsets 
that occurred still it was good, I think to make me feel 
better about it, that I shouldn’t carve a bad memory 
out of it. I read a letter of his from when he was a 
young man, writing ‘on the high seas’ to his parents 
on Christmas Day 1943 from his battleship in the war, 
and thought what a better son he was than I, signing 
himself ‘your Devoted Son’, adding the sea ‘is pretty 
rough, a good few blokes have already got rid of their 
Christmas Dinner’.

I remember thinking ‘I’m missing Doctor Who’, as I sat 
in the hospital foyer on Christmas Day when they’d just 
brought her in, watching snatches of the news on the 
TV in the corner of the room about some unfolding 
murder hunt. Ludicrous. Listening to drunks apologise 
to policemen for being cunts on the holy day. But you 
take it in, all the little details, with a rare acuity.

mums dying is normal stuff really.
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my attention was drawn to mum and dad’s framed 
weddingday photograph on the chest of drawers as I 
followed into mum’s bedroom behind the ambulance 
men. one of them glanced at it before looking down 
at the bed, and I saw over his shoulder the glimpse of 
another’s life as it was in its first flush of happiness, and 
as it is now, grimly petering out. hanging on perhaps 
only for a few exchanged words with her son that might 
express what words had failed to express to this point.

The uncomfortable scene of withered frailty being 
wheeled out into the public gaze of my childhood street 
doubtless disturbing the special day just a little for the 
neighbours. So that’s him, her son. Always hated being 
an object of attention, just like mum. Lock the door and 
out, cap pulled down low. Soon it’ll look like nothing 
has happened. The house will stop blushing. Don’t mind 
me, get on with your turkey. everything is ritualised, 
the sterile conformity of the years holds its breath and 
lets you see at last what is really there.

When it was over, the early hours of Boxing Day, I 
walked home from the hospital in the crunching old 
frozen snow, prepared for the avalanche of emotions 
to beset me, hardly noticing that they were already 
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passing before me tissue thin, dispersing into emptiness. 
on the way, at five in the morning while it was still 
dark but the first birds were singing, I stopped outside 
the undertaker’s in the high Street and took out my 
notebook to jot down their number and opening hours 
over the festive season. I snapped off an icicle from 
above the door and sucked it.

I had mum’s gold wedding ring in my pocket, tugged 
off with some force behind drawn curtains by the male 
staff nurse, not because I wanted it but because mum 
would have wanted me not to forget and leave without 
it, which was why, I supposed, she kept flopping her 
ring hand out from under the hypothermia blanket and 
into my sight, as if to say take note there are valuables 
here that cannot be trusted to anonymous men wheeling 
trolleys in corridors.

I was surprised how quickly she went cold to the 
touch after I said it was okay to stop trying to resuscitate 
her. Like your dinner getting cold on the table when 
you’re called away. I remembered years ago getting 
mum to say the nembutsu one day while she stood in 
front of the gas stove in her pinny frying potato. ‘Just 
say na-mu-a-mi-da-bu. It’s Buddhist. you’ll go to the 
Pure Land when you die. you only have to say it once.’ 
I was amazed she said it, and dad too. maybe they said 
it to please me, or maybe it was a free lottery ticket 
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someone was offering them and thought why not. It was 
all smiles, it wasn’t an earnest conversation. So when the 
doctor and nurses left me alone with the rapidly chilling 
corpse behind the drawn ward curtains I whispered the 
nembutsu into her right ear five times, quietly so noone 
else would hear, just in case there was some remnant of 
consciousness sparking through the synaptic spaces as it 
drained away that was still capable of hearing and being 
reminded. Not that I felt she needed to be reminded, 
it was already accomplished long ago by her saying 
it then by the power of Amida’s vow to bring to the 
Pure Land any who call upon his name, even just once. 
maybe I was saying it for me. I remember smiling as I 
softly said it and being remarkably unconcerned about 
what had just played out in front of me. A lull in the 
not knowing what to do, not knowing how to act. It 
has to end sometime, this difficult life, and she’d made 
it, it was a blessing to just go, not linger on in pain and 
confusion. It was like she willed herself to die, she’d 
been hanging on until I came home. It was always going 
to be this way.

I started packing her belongings into bin bags almost 
as soon as I arrived back at the house, her house, my 
house now, and carried on until eleven in the morning, 
when I went to sleep. When I got up I continued filling 
bags. I didn’t have to bother thinking about registering 
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the death and arranging the funeral and all that palaver 
because officialdom was on holiday and mum was on 
ice. That was a peaceful time. I just read my book and 
filled bags and boxes.

The death of parents is always worse in anticipation. 
maybe you get lucky, and it’s not a long drawnout 
affair. Quite quickly, it’s almost as if they never existed. 
Just the small perplexity of who these people are in 
photographs. It seems to me that I should know who 
they were, my parents, but I haven’t a clue. Like people 
in a dream, they have shimmered away. If anything 
happened, then it was the point at which I could finally 
ditch the past. I mean forget I was ever anyone’s son. 
The personal story is just a lot of clutter. Nonetheless 
I shove a box of old photographs on a high shelf until 
I’m ready to chuck them.

I was probably not a very good son, compared with 
the son she might have had, but I was the only son on 
offer so had to do. I can’t see as anything could have 
been done differently. even if there are parallel universes 
where all possibilities are played out this one that has 
played out here is as it was and is perfect as that.

I’m not keeping anything. The stories fade. The 
death of the mother was the death of the son. The 
joys and sorrows alike are picked up grain by grain by 
a clutching wind passing over a sand mandala, until 
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it is all gone from our eyes and there is no longer any 
excuse not to see what is left. Why wait to understand 
anything? Never wait. It’s all perfectly obvious. If you 
tell yourself it’s not you may as well tell yourself it is. 
Gaze out of those eyes at it all and say, ‘Why, it’s all 
perfectly obvious. It’s nothing. Nothing.’

In the long month between mum’s death and her funeral, 
delayed, I was told, because the month after Christmas 
is a very busy time at the crematorium, I found myself 
having this recurring thought as I was busy packing 
her clothes into bin bags for the charity shop, most of 
them new or hardly worn, piling up against the back 
bedroom wall like a dustman’s strike, and her shoes, still 
in their boxes, stacked in the hall getting ever higher 
and swaying, this odd thought would periodically creep 
over me, that she might wake up from the coldness 
into which she had plunged, wake up in the morgue, 
and come back to the house and want to know what 
I was doing with her things, her lifetime of things, 
the shed filling up with the rubbish for the tip. An 
overwhelming amount of stuff, not wanting much 
for myself, hardly anything, sorting out a good pair of 
scissors and good umbrella from the dozens, putting 
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aside things I couldn’t decide on and then back to shift 
more coats and jackets, the endless blouses and dresses, 
day after day. only after she was ash was the thought 
she may not be really dead put to rest.

everything had to be gone through. yellowed kept 
newspaper clippings had to be read for recognised names, 
to discern, as if it were important, the reason for their 
being kept. mostly obituaries of relatives I barely knew 
or dead before I was born. Going through her diaries 
page by page even though every day had more or less 
the same few notes concerning watching television or 
reading a book or paying the milk. Though in among 
this daily mundanity of mills & Boon, Taggart, and 
silvertops the entry ‘earthquake 4·8’ made me laugh out 
loud on turning a page. I remembered her telling me 
it rattled the wardrobe, cracked a pavement in Bilston, 
sent a few tiles off a roof in Dudley, the epicentre of this 
very British earthquake. The BBC reported: ‘Dudley 
police said twelve people in nightclothes walked into 
their local police station.’ But the diaries came in handy 
in unexpected ways. I discovered what day the bin went 
out. evenings when I got fed up of discarding I watched 
CSI on her telly, wondering what I was supposed to 
feel, because it didn’t feel as if anything had particularly 
happened, it was more that I had the house to myself, 
and that was weird.
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The things she stored away in the sideboard, was always 
attracted to sneak a look as a kid, couldn’t get at them 
unless you moved the big old armchair out the way, 
and then she’d know it’d been moved, memorised every 
detail of the placement of the feet, or you’d be careless 
and leave a bit of rug rucked up drawing attention to 
itself that movement had gone on here, or you’d get a 
leg out of its little Bakelite pot and not notice. But she 
would. Silverware bought for special, but nothing was 
ever special enough to get it out of its tissue paper, sixty 
years remaining in the hinged velvetlined box. That’s 
what was in the sideboard, that and old photographs of 
happy times, better nutcrackers and old humbugs. oh, 
and the fancy china tea set. Something about it wings 
me, like a paper cut in my spiritual sensibilities.

The man in the undertaker’s office asked me if I wanted 
to see mum in her coffin before they sealed it shut. me 
and mum had gone to see dad in his coffin, it seemed 
the thing to do. I remember her kissing him on the 
forehead. I touched his cheek with my fingers, didn’t 
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consider it would be so cold. I didn’t really want to 
see mum’s corpse. I’d seen it at the hospital, said my 
goodbyes behind closed curtains. But I could see that 
they expected me to say yes, that it would be good to, it 
was the done thing, and though I dithered for a moment 
the thought came, ‘I suppose I’d better check they’ve 
got the right corpse.’ That was the clincher, no vague 
sense of filial piety, just check up on their handiwork, 
make sure they haven’t botched the most basic part, 
picking up the right corpse. mum had been moving 
in and out of fridges for the best part of a month and 
didn’t have the angelic glow, comparatively speaking, 
that dad did, who got his funeral a lot earlier. But it was 
clearly her. I didn’t seem to have the right equipment 
to know what to do, no perfect response as in films, no 
quivering tear on the eyelid to be remembered for ever, 
just ‘Bye mum’ as you might talk to a cat exiting the 
back door to disappear into the cold night.

Back at mum’s house in the spring. That’s a ball in the 
garden. It has been there for months, since she died. 
The grass has almost grown over it now. It will soon 
be hidden from sight. I sit outside and read, listening to 
the wind rattling the fence panels. They’re coming for 
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the furniture tomorrow. Not long now. I saw a hawk 
hovering over the rubbish dump.

It comes. It comes the yearnedfor grasp of things, the 
years and years of wishing for annihilation if nothing of 
what one actually wants is possible begin to fade away, 
and the urge to seek an explanation, to demand one, is 
wrongfooted, since one cannot deny the new dawn, 
and only habit draws one back to old concerns, all it 
was anyway. Perhaps one feels a little uncomfortable 
in these new clothes, or you want to keep a taste in the 
mouth of those old times, to keep you keen, to not 
betray them so quickly for all they have been nothing 
but a betrayal of you all these years. What the hell, it 
will still play out as it was always going to, for better or 
worse, regardless of moments of sitting in the high chair 
to survey it all as a masterpiece of creation, a construct 
of astonishing complexity, to imagine oneself born into 
this, to take it as read that one is a human being born 
of human beings, a story told in a thousand sorrows 
and perhaps as many joys, for all they are more easily 
subsumed these fickle pleasures, or seem so, to feed the 
monster of regret and disillusionment. Why would I 
create this, head in hands over and over, only to see that 
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it doesn’t even exist, even in the most dire moments the 
inescapable sense of being an actor throwing himself 
into the role, let me act this drama well, it is solely that 
that lifts it to the artist’s vision of profundity. If you 
hope for better, hope until you have pulled your heart 
out still pumping and are offering it in your praying 
hands, yet even if you are halfhearted play that well, 
realising that too is written, or rail against it with noble 
fury, lift your performance. There is nowhere to stray 
in the life you are given. one emotion is as good as 
another. even this had no choice but to be what it is.

When you see things like this, you see the nobility 
of so many futile lives. Actors who have forgotten they 
are so. Utterly convincing performances. It is ironic, 
perhaps, that circumstances at their most cramped offer 
the possibility of transcendence.


