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For my children: Harry, Sophie, Isabelle, George and Alice





Autobiography is only to be trusted when it reveals something disgraceful. A man who gives a good account of himself is probably lying, since any life when viewed from the inside is simply a series of defeats.

GEORGE ORWELL










1.

In early August 2018, I tried to commit suicide. I was in our summer house on Martha’s Vineyard with my wife and two young children. For the previous five weeks I’d been stockpiling sleeping pills and painkillers, which I planned to take when my family went to Boston. The day before they were set to leave, the fifty-three pills went missing. After a frantic search, I found them tucked behind some books on my desk. Fearing that someone knew about my plan, I decided to take the pills that night, with my family still in the house.

I went to bed early, on my own, as had been the case for over a year. I locked the door and transferred the thirty-eight Ambien and fifteen Percocet from plastic vials into a wooden bowl. In handfuls I scooped all fifty-three pills into my mouth and washed them down with water, swallowing the lot in under two minutes.

Having always considered myself a coward, I was shocked at how little I hesitated before taking such a lethal dose. As I drifted into oblivion, I remember thinking that it had been so easy. My suicide attempt had worked.

Only it hadn’t.

There was a time when everything worked. Twenty months earlier I’d been happily married and the owner of eight successful Manhattan restaurants, including Balthazar in SoHo. In 2004, the New York Times had called me “The Restaurateur Who Invented Downtown.” I had everything going for me. And then on November 26, 2016, the clock stopped.

I was living in London. One Saturday morning I coaxed my youngest children, George and Alice, into seeing a Caravaggio exhibition with me at the National Gallery. George was thirteen, Alice eleven. While looking at a painting of Jesus being betrayed by Judas, The Taking of Christ, I sensed my body beginning to show signs of betraying me: a strange metallic tingling started to pinch my fingertips. It was an odd feeling, but as it stopped after five or six seconds, I didn’t give it another thought. Soon afterward, to the relief of my children, we left the museum.

Two hours later, when I was back home by myself, the metallic feeling returned. Only this time it was in earnest. Within seconds the horrific tingling shot up my left arm and, like some malignant jellyfish, clasped itself onto my face. Terrified, I phoned Alina, who rushed back with the kids and instantly called an ambulance. George, fists clenched, was panic-stricken as medics examined my convulsing body. Within minutes I was being hoisted into the waiting ambulance. Alina, George and Alice looked on.

I woke up several hours later in Charing Cross Hospital. The first thing the doctor told me was that I’d had a stroke. The second thing was that my brain would never be the same again. Perhaps his bluntness was necessary for legal reasons, but from where I stood—or lay—it was a brutal awakening.

After the doctor left, I tried wriggling my arms and legs to check that I wasn’t paralyzed. I wasn’t, thank God. To test my memory, I wrote the alphabet on the back of the nurse’s chart. I then tried saying the letters aloud, but here there was a problem. The words wouldn’t conform to my efforts. They exited my mouth in such a slurred and disorderly way that I sounded like a stage drunk. But this was a small price to pay for my stroke. My first stroke, that is. Because the next day the artillery arrived and gave me such a hammering that in one fell swoop I lost the use of my right hand, right arm and right leg. And my slurred speech, perhaps in fright, went AWOL. Overnight I was confined to a wheelchair and deprived of language.

So much for The Restaurateur Who Invented Downtown.



I shared a ward with five other men whose ages ranged from forty to eighty. At night, with words inaccessible to me, I’d listen in awe to them talking. Speech suddenly seemed like a divine accomplishment. Even everyday words had an element of poetry to them.

I dreaded the moment when the men would stop talking and I’d be left with my own thoughts. Sleepless, half-paralyzed and unable to speak, I felt buried alive. More than anything, I wished the stroke had killed me.

Bereft of speech and right side unusable, I wondered how my relationship with Alina might change. And with George and Alice also.

All children exaggerate their father’s strength. Most sense it ebbing away imperceptibly over twenty or so years. Generally, a father’s decline appears natural, tolerable even. It wasn’t going to be like that for my children.

My new life seemed ungraspable. It existed, but was outside of me.

On my second day in the hospital, Alina arranged for George and Alice to visit. An hour before they were due, I became so ashamed of them seeing me disabled that I canceled the visit. The next day I could hold out no longer.

Hospitals are a great leveler. Like soldiers at war, patients lose all distinctiveness. As they entered the ward, George and Alice failed to recognize me. I was lying at the end of a row of identical beds, assimilating into the world of the sick and dying. Although it had only been three days since I last saw them, they looked years younger. They stood by the door, small eyes darting from one sick man to the next, searching for some identifiable sign of their father. After a few seconds they rushed to my bed.

Alice seemed happy to see me, but George looked angry and said less than usual. He’d behaved in a similar way a year earlier after watching me lose a match in a squash tournament. Back then, I found his anger confusing. Now it made sense.

Alina put on a brave face but was so shell-shocked she said little. I managed to gurgle out a few words, and in between the long silences the heavy breathing of the man in the next bed entered uncomfortably into our space. Alina told the children I was going to regain my voice and would soon be walking out of the hospital.

Neither responded.

When the three of them left, I wept for the first time in twenty years.





2.

Although my restaurants were taking in $80 million a year before my stroke, my reason for building them was never the pursuit of money. It was partly to gain the admiration of those I respected, and partly the satisfaction I received from seeing an idea realized. But whatever satisfaction the restaurants gave me was fleeting—which is probably why I can’t stop building them.

I ran my places conscientiously, but with a sense of humor. My staff got a kick when I insisted on pricing a double espresso at half the price of a single and described an expensive Bordeaux as undrinkable. This was less an attempt to be funny than a feeble effort to sabotage a system I’d spent years assembling. This minor subversiveness has always been a trait of mine. When customers ask me where the bathroom is, I often say we don’t have one.

My stroke brought those cavalier days to a halt. I was now about to pay a massive price for not having set up my businesses more conventionally: with a hierarchy of partners and managers in position to replace me in case I died or became incapacitated. Riding a bicycle with no hands only works if you don’t fall off.

Before my stroke, I’d gone for three and a half years without a checkup. Considering I was sixty-five, it now seems the height of madness to have waited so long. The reason wasn’t due to my being busy. It was simply that I didn’t want to see my GP until I was in perfect health. I have the same attitude about tidying my apartment before the cleaner comes. But at my age, the longer I went without a checkup, the greater the chances of having terminal cancer. And because there’s no cure for cancer, there was no point in having a checkup. It was a catch-22.

During my sensible period of having annual checkups, I’d invite my doctor and his family to Balthazar for a free dinner a week before my appointment. I did this not because I liked the man but because I was convinced that giving him a complimentary meal a week before my checkup would guarantee me a clean bill of health. I also have a crazed belief that flying first class reduces the chances of my plane crashing. And so far this mad theory has been proved correct—at least as far as flying goes.

As a boy I skipped over the sidewalk’s grout lines to avoid serious illness. You always think it won’t be you. Cancer, strokes, heart attacks. These things happen to other people. Not me. You always think it won’t be you.



There are two types of strokes: hemorrhagic and ischemic. Mine were the more common: ischemic. There are many conditions that bring about an ischemic stroke. High on the list are elevated blood pressure, heart disease, high cholesterol, diabetes and smoking. I had none of these and had never smoked a cigarette in my life. For this reason my neurologist was at a loss to understand what triggered my two strokes. On paper I was an extremely fit sixty-five-year-old.

Strokes are caused by a lack of oxygen to the brain. The two I had occurred within twenty-four hours of each other, and both were the result of a blockage in one of my neck’s arteries. The arteries convey blood from heart to brain, and their obstruction starves the brain of oxygen. Every minute it’s denied oxygen, the brain loses two million cells. If the left side of the brain’s oxygen supply is cut off, the right side of the body is affected, and vice versa. Because the left side regulates language, a stroke on this side—as mine were—is likely to affect speech, as well as limit physical movement on the right side.

Every four minutes someone dies from a stroke. I was one of the lucky ones, but my speech and body were now so alarmingly foreign that I started to doubt my own identity.

Sleepless in the dead of night, my thoughts bordering on the hallucinatory, I was desperate to know that the real me still existed. Though paralyzed and voiceless, I had to be certain that the sliver of human matter that was irreducibly me hadn’t changed. That it was still there. The core, the centerpiece. The fucking bull’s-eye. At the same time, I yearned for sleep. And more sleep.

It’s said that if you want a good night’s sleep, stay away from hospitals. By my third day at Charing Cross I understood why. What little sleep I could muster was constantly interrupted by nurses drawing my blood, taking my temperature and checking my vital signs. I was often woken and transferred to a movable bed without explanation. A porter would then wheel me along a fluorescent-lit corridor to an elevator, where we’d ascend three stories to a floor where electrocardiograms and MRI and CT scans took place. It was odd how adamant the nurses were that only porters, and positively nobody else, be allowed to push the gurneys. On account of their sanctity, I often found myself stranded mid-corridor waiting for this trolley specialist to appear. Apparently, no passing neurologist or heart surgeon possessed the correct qualifications to even touch the gurney, let alone move it.

On average, the brain employs a hundred trillion neural connections to send and retrieve information—“memos”—to and from parts of the body. A stroke causes severe damage to a number of these pathways. Although brain damage can never be totally reversed, a process called neuroplasticity can help repair sections of these damaged pathways. Believing that neuroplasticity is only effective during the first six months following a stroke, neurologists recommend that rehabilitation begin the second one leaves the hospital. They also recommend plenty of unbroken sleep.

In those turbulent early days, all I thought about, and longed for, was sleep. My waking hours were such a torture that sleep was my only reprieve.

Despite being an atheist, I began to think my stroke was possibly retribution for a life shot through with questionable behavior. Perhaps unnatural troubles are caused by unnatural deeds. How else to explain my mangled body?

For the first two days I was unable to talk, but on the following day my voice reappeared. Like a soldier after battle, it returned a specter of its former self. Weary and spiritless, it limped into view. A voice that had once been clear and concise was now leaden and sluggish. At best, I sounded like someone speaking underwater. I still do.



Three days after my stroke, relief arrived. My three older children, Harry, Sophie and Isabelle, flew from New York to London to be with me. Their mother, my first wife, Lynn Wagenknecht, came with them.

Although we’d been divorced for twenty-four years, Lynn and I remained close. Being the daughter of a nurse and a doctor gave her a familiarity with hospitals that, in my present condition, I found reassuring. Having Lynn and our three children at my bedside in the daytime made it easier to forget the changes in my body. Nighttime was different. Lying in my bed, unable to sleep, I was racked with shame. Shame that my body was now so debilitated that I was going to be forever dependent on other people. And the current shame of having no control over my bowel movements. Luckily, there was an orderly kind enough to deal with the mess.

Freddy was a gangly Jamaican agnostic who’d begin the cleanup by stressing the importance of dignity in these degrading circumstances. In his thick Jamaican accent, Freddy would claim that dignity’s loss came from within. As with many wise maxims, I believed this to be true about other people, but not myself.

Freddy had some wonderful homespun turns of phrase. One was “sufferation”: “That man, he got a lot of sufferation.” Another was “beyond the sandbar,” which described something desirable but unattainable. Although Freddy didn’t speak the Queen’s English, his language was fresher and far more original than the late Queen’s ever was, and I was fascinated by it. I was also grateful for his willingness to clean up after me. While some of those more senior to Freddy, who were often religious, exhibited an impatience with my mess, this friendly agnostic on the bottom of the nursing hierarchy displayed only goodness. Such a pity that “uneducated” goodness such as Freddy’s is seldom rewarded in the corporate world. The last time I inquired about Freddy he was still on the bottom rung.



Like many patients who suffer an ischemic stroke, I now found it hard to calculate simple math. Even basic addition was difficult. If there were twenty large plates on a table, it would take me at least fifteen minutes to count them. With schoolboy sums now beyond me, it was clear that someone else should take over the financial side of my restaurants. I chose my oldest daughter, Sophie.

Sophie knew the restaurant business well from having worked closely with me for six years. Four months before my stroke, she’d married Adam Pritzker and they’d moved to Los Angeles to begin their new life.

From my hospital bed, I asked Sophie if she’d be willing to take over operating the finances of my eight restaurants. She agreed. Three weeks later Sophie and her immensely considerate husband moved back to New York.

Sophie’s first task was to try to free me from a lease I’d signed two years earlier. I’d agreed with a landlord called Bobby Cayre to rebuild a former restaurant of mine, Pastis. Like the original, the new Pastis was to be in New York’s Meatpacking District. However, in drawing up the fifteen-year lease, I’d foolishly signed a million-dollar personal guarantee. This guarantee would only be enforced if I failed to build the new restaurant. Seeing as I was fit and healthy, the chances of me not building Pastis at the time had been practically zero. Practically, but not quite.

Ordinarily, landlords don’t allow tenants to relinquish their leases, but in this case, with the tenant being an echo of the man he was when signing the agreement, I was sure Cayre would care enough to make an exception.



A few days after arriving in London, Lynn felt that her presence unsettled Alina and she decided to return to the US. Sophie and Isabelle, feeling the same way, left with her. Only Harry remained.

I imagine Alina felt overwhelmed by the arrival of my first family, and I sympathised with her. However, I wished she could have understood the comfort they brought me.

But nobody thinks straight the day after Armageddon.





3.

I first met my second wife, Alina, in the basement of Balthazar during its construction in the winter of 1997. Sorting through stacks of hundred-year-old mirrors, I caught the misty reflection of an Asian-looking woman with a sultry gaze. She was accompanying her friend to a job interview. Although we scarcely talked to each other, Alina cast such a powerful mix of tenderness and sensuality that I couldn’t look at her.

During the thirty minutes she was there, we barely exchanged two words.

The next time we met was two weeks later at Pravda, a subterranean vodka bar I owned. It was raining heavily that night and the place was packed and steamy. I was helping the maître d’ seat customers when Alina walked in with some girlfriends. I took a break and sat down with them. After twenty minutes we were sitting alone together.

Alina was half Japanese. Although born in Hawaii, she’d grown up in Alaska with her mother and three siblings. In her early twenties she’d moved to New York to work as a model. She was now twenty-nine and working as the maître d’ of a fashionable Vietnamese restaurant. Despite the outgoing nature of her job, Alina was soft-spoken and reticent, which only increased my attraction to her.

Sitting in a booth, Alina said it was pure chance she saw me that night because she only came into the bar to avoid the rain. Although I don’t believe in fate, I thought this was a good sign. But then again, I would think that. When first having a crush on someone, people tend to interpret coincidences as good omens. We also exaggerate the things we have in common. Just before closing time, the DJ played a Cat Stevens song, “Moonshadow.” Alina said she loved Cat Stevens because he had such integrity. To bring us closer, I lied and said I agreed.

Though we hadn’t touched, I left Pravda that night with Alina very much under my skin.

It’s hard to say whether love distorts or intensifies the qualities of those we fall for, but talking to Alina that night at Pravda, I thought she was the most sensual woman I’d ever known, also the most difficult to figure out – I never really knew what was on her mind.

Our five-year courtship proved a stormy mixture of desire and jealousy, but the non-stormy times were so extraordinary they led me to propose. We were married on 2/2/02. An auspicious date—or so I thought.

Since my divorce a decade earlier I’d missed being a full-time father. Within three years, Alina and I had two children, George and Alice. This was a busy time for us. We bought a five-bedroom house in Greenwich Village and renovated it together while, at the same time, I was cowriting a cookbook, operating four restaurants and planning others. Over the next seven years I built and opened Schiller’s on the Lower East Side, Morandi and Minetta Tavern in the West Village and Pulino’s on the Bowery.



The James Beard Awards are the American restaurant industry’s equivalent to the Oscars, and equally repulsive. I had first attended one of the ceremonies in 1998 and loathed everything about it. Watching chefs and restaurateurs I admired act so sycophantically toward self-important food critics made me think twice about being in the same business. And the winners’ acceptance speeches were so self-indulgent and humorless that I vowed never to attend one again.

When I was nominated in 2010 for the country’s outstanding restaurateur, I stuck to my promise and refused to go to the ceremony. I sent my daughter Sophie instead. Surprisingly, I won. Sophie collected the medal on my behalf and handed it to me the next day. A week later, disgusted with myself, I threw it in the garbage.

This kind of self-loathing had gnawed at me for years, and the more successful I became, the worse it got. It seemed that my entire life in New York was based on deception. I’d flourished as a maître d’ not through hard work but as a result of an eagerness to tailor my character—Zelig-like—to fit the customer. I won the guest over with superficial charm or phony self-deprecating humor. When building my own restaurants, I designed them to deceive just as meticulously as I’d designed my character.

It hadn’t always been this way.

Before moving to New York at twenty-four, I’d had a measure of integrity, but once there, I squandered it. Whether this was due to the restaurant business I couldn’t say, but winning the Outstanding Restaurateur award was my breaking point. I just had to get out.

A week after winning the award, I made plans to quit restaurants and move back to England. Alina was more than happy to live in London. I told friends I was taking a five-year sabbatical to give our two kids a European education. (Not that I knew what a “European education” was.) The real reason was more selfish. I was going back to London to search for something from my past. What that was, I didn’t have a clue.

Six months later we bought a Victorian house in Notting Hill, a stone’s throw from Portobello Market. I then spent a year flying between New York and London doing what I’m addicted to doing: renovation. I spent fifty-two weeks renovating the house from top to bottom. Finally in August 2011, Alina, George, Alice and I packed all our possessions and moved to England.

Our house on Blenheim Crescent backed onto a communal garden where eight-year-old George and I would play soccer after school, and six-year-old Alice had the freedom to roam unsupervised in the garden’s luscious five acres. We enrolled the kids in Notting Hill Prep, a private school ten minutes from the house. Being working class, I should have felt deeply hypocritical sending my kids to private school, but instead it gave me fictitious feelings of having escaped my upbringing.

During my second week in London, I took the underground to Bethnal Green, the working-class district where I’d grown up. I hoped that by immersing myself in the streets and buildings of my youth, I could recognize the boy I was at six and somehow reconcile him with the person I’d now become at sixty.

Emerging from the underground station, I experienced a moment of intense remembering, but that flicker of my remote past was gone in less than a second, and the more I saw of my old neighborhood, the more elusive the past became. It was like watching the development of a photograph in reverse: the moment my boyhood sensations became identifiable was the instant they disappeared.

Fifteen years after arriving in New York, I had written and directed a feature film, End of the Night, which revolved around a married man whose life spirals out of control. It was no masterpiece but did contain a sequence that now, in London, seemed relevant. Toward the end of the film, the main character stares at a photograph of himself as a child and slowly cuts it to shreds. I hadn’t seen the film in twenty years, but that scene shot through my bones when I returned to Bethnal Green.





4.

After ten days in Charing Cross Hospital, I was told my bed was needed for another patient. It seemed odd that after putting so much effort into saving my life, the doctors made only a cursory attempt to reassemble it. It’s hard to imagine how stroke patients without the finances I was lucky to have are able to repair their fragmented lives after leaving the hospital. The fault lies not with the National Health Service but with the British government for underfunding this remarkable institution.

On being discharged, I paid a small fortune to enter a private rehabilitation clinic. The West London clinic had the appearance of a plush boutique hotel, with similarly outrageous fees. It served as a stark reminder that in the Western world, health is more often than not a business.

My new surroundings were more polished than those I had left, but comfort was less vital to me than having my own room. When privacy was required at Charing Cross, a nurse had pulled a thin, washed-out curtain around my bed. The relief one feels from closing a door to the outside world is unquantifiable. Especially when the outside world appears as threatening as mine now did.

Unable to sleep more than an hour a night, I was given the sleeping pill Ambien. To the insomniac, there’s nothing as exquisite as sleep, and after ten nights of near sleeplessness, taking an Ambien each evening gave me the most blissful feeling. If I had known then that I’d later use this drug to try to end my life, perhaps I would have thought twice about taking it. Or perhaps not.

After ten days of rehabilitation, my right hand, right arm and right leg remained paralyzed. Fortunately, my private parts still functioned, but taking pleasure from this was like totaling a car and performing cartwheels because the windshield wipers still worked. Most humiliating was having to pee into a bottle at night. Unable to use my more dominant hand made this procedure quite complicated, and once or twice I tipped over the bottle. Sleeping the night reeking of urine was one of my less pleasant experiences at the private hospital.

Since ninety percent of all improvements occur within the first six months of rehab for most post-stroke patients, the chances of reclaiming my health were dwindling with each passing minute. Aware of time running out, those responsible for the rehab program made it as relentless as boot camp.

Despite the intensity of my sessions, it was still impossible for me to move my right leg. It didn’t feel like part of my body. There was no kinship, no connection, and I feared I’d never walk again. A grim prospect at the best of times, but since I was an obsessive hiker, it felt even more horrific. The previous summer I’d walked 115 miles across Devon. The summer before that I’d hiked 185 miles over ten days in the north of England. At the hospital, I couldn’t walk one step.

Each day my physical therapist wheeled me to the gym and for several hours encouraged me to put my right foot in front of the other. It felt pointless, like trying to resuscitate someone with no pulse. My leg just wouldn’t move. Then, after nearly three weeks of continually practicing the exact same exercise for two hours a day, a miracle occurred—my leg actually moved. Over the next hour, with the aid of a cane, I took six steps. I couldn’t believe it. I actually walked. My physical therapist burst into tears.

In almost every hospital I’ve stayed in since my stroke, there’s been someone whose kindness has prevented me from falling off the edge. At this hospital it was a male nurse named Abi. Like many exceptional nurses, Abi came from the Philippines. He had a self-effacing manner and an uncanny awareness of my moods. Whenever he sensed I was down, Abi would come and talk to me. Always sympathetic, but without a trace of sentimentality, Abi cared about his patients without making a fuss about caring. Above all, he exuded a quiet moral virtue, which, though hardly part of my own character, is a quality I’m at least able to recognize in others.

Abi once told me that in the Philippines it was normal for most families to care for the sick or disabled. Growing up in a small town, where grandparents were a respected part of the community, Abi had become familiar with the infirmities that accompany aging in ways that many in the West have not. He explained how the benefits of a strong relationship with one’s grandparents went both ways. Listening to Abi describe how they helped form his character made me realize what little impact my own grandparents had made on my life, and how perfunctory a role my parents had played in my children’s lives. Like many of my generation, this was a result of moving far from home in my twenties. And once away, I stayed away. After talking to Abi, I wished my parents had seen my children more often. If only life were a rehearsal for the real thing.

Although the improvement in my leg wasn’t the breakthrough I’d been hoping for, at least it meant that with the aid of a cane I could go to the bathroom at night. My right hand and right arm showed no such improvement. After three weeks of nonstop therapy, my arm was as intractable as when I’d arrived, and, worryingly, my hand even seemed to be getting worse: excessive spasticity was causing it to tighten into a clenched fist.

The clinic’s occupational therapist tried to shock my damaged nerves into life by performing bouts of electrical stimulation. Like a Stalinist interrogator, she connected electrodes to my wrist and forearm and shot electrical currents through them. If the stimulator was turned too high, I’d receive the most fearsome shock. Other than that, the currents had no effect.

Demoralized over my lack of improvement, I asked the neurologist if he honestly thought I’d ever be able to use my right hand again. If you have to preface a question with the word “honestly,” the answer is pretty obvious. He replied that, in all likelihood, I’d never be able to use it again. I thanked him for being straightforward and changed the subject.

Despite my nonchalant response, I found the doctor’s news hard to take, not least because I harbored pretenses of being a writer and my unusable hand was the one I wrote with. The next day I began teaching myself to type with my left hand and within a month I was typing slowly but adequately.

This meant that after sixty-five years of being right-handed, I effectively became left-handed.

Before the twentieth century, left-handedness was thought to be an affliction, with many children forced out of the habit. Although statistically, left-handed people are more prone to suffer from dyslexia and psychotic disorders, many of the recent US presidents have been left-handed—including Obama, Clinton, Bush Senior and Reagan. A disproportionately high number of Nobel Prize winners have been left-handed too, and it’s widely believed that left-handed people, on the whole, are better problem solvers than their counterparts. Perhaps from having to adapt early on in life to objects designed for right-handed people, left-handed people have a wider scope of learning.

In the unlikely event I take up boxing, one redeeming aspect of being left-handed would be to call myself, with some legitimacy, a southpaw. There’s something ruggedly appealing about the word “southpaw.”



Three weeks after entering the private hospital, I discovered the cause of my stroke. Since I didn’t fit the normal profile of a stroke sufferer, neurologists at both hospitals were unable to work out what triggered it. When a doctor at the private clinic mentioned that, on rare occasions, an abrupt jerking of the head could cause a tear in one of the neck’s arteries, I remembered a convulsive coughing fit I’d had the day before my stroke.

For years I’d experienced bouts of violent coughing whenever I opened a new restaurant. These episodes struck around the opening and lasted no more than four or five days. Chances are they were a reaction to the pressure I was under at the time. The difference between the fits in the past and the one that probably activated my stroke was that this one was far more savage. It kicked in shortly after I opened the restaurant Augustine in the fall of 2016.

Despite Augustine taking two years to construct and going a million dollars over budget, it ended up being the most dazzling restaurant I’ve ever built. But achieving this dazzle cost me three million brain cells.

With Augustine up and running, I intended to take a year off from work. A few weeks after the restaurant opened, I flew back to London to be with Alina, George and Alice.

The day after I returned, the four of us drove to the countryside to visit my older brother Peter, who was dying of cancer. Later that morning, I was seized by a vicious coughing attack. After ten minutes it was over. Only it wasn’t. Without knowing it, I had torn an artery in my neck.

We spent the rest of the day with Peter, then drove home.

That night I fell asleep in George’s bed. I remember lying down and stroking his back and beginning a story about the Second World War before my increasing drowsiness from jet lag steered the tale into complete gibberish. As I lay happily sleeping beside George, a menacing chain of events was unfolding inside my slumbering body that, twenty-four hours later, would change my life forever.



Soon after being admitted to the private hospital, I heard about a masseur with unique healing powers. Normally, I wouldn’t buy into this sort of drivel, but when you have a serious disability that conventional medicine can’t remedy, you become surprisingly vulnerable to any encouraging alternative. At least I did.

Dr. Ali had a beguiling Indian accent that he used to the hilt as he massaged my enfeebled limbs, making seductive assurances that I’d “soon be up kicking a soccer ball.” Dr. Ali was a capable masseur, but no miracle worker. He wasn’t cheap either. Even so, I succumbed to his flattery and half believed him. That is, until I left the clinic several weeks later in a wheelchair, with no soccer ball in sight.

Against my neurologist’s advice, I took a short break from the hospital and spent Christmas that year at home in Notting Hill. My homecoming was a complicated affair, and Alina had worked overtime organizing it: she had rented a hospital bed, an ambulance, two medics, a wheelchair and a steel ramp. She’d also made the living room extraordinarily festive, with bundles of wrapped presents around a Christmas tree adorned with tons of decorations and glowing fairy lights. Despite the embarrassment of entering the house in a wheelchair, I felt quite emotional to be home again, even more so because it was Christmas Eve. It was like a scene from It’s a Wonderful Life.

That night, Alina, George, Alice and I sat around the fire, eating caviar and blinis and watching one of our favorite films: The Naked Gun.

After the children went to bed, Alina and I sat by the dying fire. There was an uncomfortable silence. We were probably wondering what the other was thinking.

Lying there by the dying fire, we were probably each wondering what the other was thinking. It was now Christmas Day, and our world was no longer the same.

After twenty minutes, Alina went upstairs for the night. Left there alone, I couldn’t sleep. Thoughts of leaving Alina and the children and returning to the hospital left me feeling hopelessly adrift. The last line of the David Bowie song “Space Oddity” kept repeating itself in my mind: “Can you hear me, Major Tom?… Can you hear me, Major Tom?… Can you…?”





5.

I hate New Year’s Eve celebrations. Like most people who can’t let go, I’m a coil of contradictions. I love dancing but have never been on a dance floor. I hate exhibitionism yet was once an actor. I dislike parties but organize one every night. However, listening to London’s street revelers from my hospital bed during the last hours of 2016, I would have given anything to be part of those festivities.

The new year began badly. Sophie emailed from New York to say she’d met with the Pastis landlord Bobby Cayre and he’d decided not to free me from the lease. This meant that if I didn’t build the restaurant, I’d lose my million-dollar guarantee. According to Sophie, Cayre and his partner Jared Epstein had been prepared to let me out, but a third partner would not. This was the first I’d heard of a third partner. When negotiating the lease, I’d dealt exclusively with Cayre and Epstein (whom I found obnoxious); a third partner had never been mentioned. This unnamed person was adamant that I either build Pastis or forfeit my million-dollar guarantee. I couldn’t possibly afford to lose a million dollars, yet I was in no condition to build a restaurant.

There’s never a good time to have a stroke, but mine came at the very worst time. I had young children and my finances were wobbling. Three of my restaurants were struggling and in the next two years would close, cutting my earnings in half. I’d also recently bought a house in the English countryside that I could not afford. To help pay for the house—and its drastically high renovation costs—I was depending on my latest restaurant, Augustine, succeeding. When a business has to do well to pay off another debt, you know you’re in trouble. It’s just a pity it took a stroke to make me realize this.

After Sophie’s bad news, the only thing that prevented me from hitting rock bottom was the presence of my older son, thirty-two-year-old Harry. After Lynn, Sophie and Isabelle returned to New York, Harry stayed in London and was with me every day of the five weeks I stayed at St. John’s. Returning from physical therapy and seeing Harry’s backpack hanging on my door was more uplifting than the therapy itself.

Although Harry and I used to be very close, we were less so at the time of my stroke. During my stay at St. John’s, that closeness began to return and I’d wake up every morning longing to see him.

One morning, I asked Harry if he’d consider working with me. As he was a photographer and an aspiring filmmaker, the last thing Harry needed was to work in the restaurant business with his father. The fact that he said yes without a moment’s hesitation says a lot about Harry. The fact that I didn’t fully appreciate it until years later says even more about me.

I taught Harry to play chess at seven years old, and at St. John’s we played most evenings—often late into the night. Before my stroke, I’d beat Harry comfortably, but that was no longer the case. At St. John’s I lost every game bar one. A chess player’s skill is determined by how many moves he or she can think ahead. The damage to the left side of my brain reduced this ability.

Hard as it was accepting a damaged and spiritless body, it was far harder to live with my scrambled speech. My interest in words began early. Being the smallest in my class at school, I used them to defend myself the way my tougher friends used their fists. (Although in my neighborhood, if you dared use a word with more than three syllables, you risked getting a broken nose.) While I hated the phrase “love of language,” words were crucial to me and the older I became, the more I judged people by their language and less by their looks and behavior. Not by how “well” they spoke, but by how free of cant and clichés their phrases were. In life and onscreen, I’ve always been attracted to people as much by their language as anything else. The theater critic Kenneth Tynan famously remarked, “I doubt if I could love anyone who did not wish to see Look Back in Anger.” I doubt that I could love anyone who uses the phrase “reach out to,” or the equally odious “learning curve.”

Harry spent hours every day helping me improve my speech, trying to extract the right words from my uncomplying lips. It’s hard to convey the frustration you feel when your mouth disobeys your mind’s directives. It’s like asking a taxi driver to take you to the White House and instead he takes you to Alcatraz. If I had to choose between my voice returning to normal or having full use of my arms and legs, I’d choose my voice.

When Harry was young, we used to go hiking once a year. The first time was in Switzerland when he was six. There’s nothing that bonds a father and son like sleeping in a small tent together after a long day’s hike. When he was eleven, we joined a hiking group on a five-day trek in Montana’s Glacier National Park. Before the hike, the group was required to watch a thirty-minute video on how to respond if confronted by a grizzly bear. I didn’t need a thirty-minute video to advise me to run away as fast as fucking possible.

We didn’t see a bear on the trip, but we found traces of one, in the form of humongous piles of bear excrement. (It’s odd that no matter how unpleasant the idea of stepping into animal dung is, the thought of treading in human excrement is horrific.) At dusk Harry and I would pitch our tent and fall asleep instantly. When Sophie and Isabelle each turned ten, they joined us on the Montana hikes.

Before Montana, I hadn’t realized how dignifying walking long distances could be. But although it was magnificent, Montana wasn’t as conducive to reflection as hiking in more gentle countryside. The landscape was so breathtaking there was little room for introspection. Given the choice, I’d rather hike in unspectacular countryside than in the Himalayas. A writer friend once told me travel narrows the mind. It took me a long time to understand the meaning of this.



Like many divorced fathers, I spent most of the time I had with my kids in or around sports.

Without any encouragement from me, Harry learned to play ice hockey at twelve years old. After a year of skating lessons and hockey camps, he was good enough to qualify for a prestigious Manhattan team called the Cyclones. Their first match was against a Staten Island team with a reputation for violence—a reputation more than justified, as the twelve- and thirteen-year-olds were mostly sons of mobsters.

Seeing these teenage hooligans barreling onto the ice, one of the Cyclones peed himself and the rest of the team froze in terror. They lost badly that day. Luckily, the team’s future opponents were all sons of dentists and accountants.

Over the next two years I took Harry to all his games. On Friday nights we’d pack a duffel bag the size of a Buick and at six the next morning drive silently to distant suburbia. The towns had names I’d never heard of—Mamaroneck, Long Beach, Hackensack—and, after Harry quit hockey, would seldom hear of again. On these arctic mornings, traveling to places like Montclair and Paramus, Harry and I forged an intimacy that was incidental to ice hockey. Sadly, this closeness slipped away after he graduated from high school.

Around the same time, I also began to feel a distance from Sophie and Isabelle, which was probably due to my remarrying and having a second family. No longer living with my children after my first divorce left me feeling superfluous. Although officially I had joint custody, like many single fathers, for the most part I only saw my children on weekends and half the holidays. My role as a parent was diminished, and I felt like little more than a benchwarmer. I longed to have more children.

The distance between Harry and me increased further when he decided to drop out of college. I was disappointed, and he knew it. Coming from someone who left school at sixteen, this was the height of hypocrisy. Regrettably, I fit the cliché of many successful working-class fathers who are determined that their children be better educated than they were. I didn’t want Harry to end up like me, missing the starter’s gun and spending the rest of his life struggling to catch up with the pack. Though I’ve spent fifty years trying to compensate for this, I sweat bullets every time I’m with a group of people and the conversation turns to college.

A year before my stroke, I was invited to lunch at the house of the English architect Norman Foster, alongside such eminent guests as an ex–poet laureate, two famous writers and a former Australian prime minister. Despite my anxiety at being part of this august group, I managed to hide my lack of formal education by staying silent most of the time and tossing in the occasional clever reference to suggest my reticence came from deep thinking and not ignorance. This “performance” went well until the ex–poet laureate asked me which university I’d attended. In the excruciating silence that followed, I felt like the whole of Harvard was staring at me and I began stuttering. Thankfully, Foster threw me a lifeline by saying that universities were overrated and that he’d left school at sixteen. Whether true or not I never knew, but Foster’s sensitivity to my predicament, and courage in hoisting me out of it, was a deed that only someone truly educated could carry off.

While knowing in my bones that real education doesn’t spring from having attended university, I also know there’s an ineradicable part of me that believes the opposite and, sadly, always will. Whatever their education and wealth, no one fully escapes the class they were born into. I know I haven’t.






6.

I was born into a working-class family in the East End of London in 1951. The East End of my childhood was a world away from the gentrified, hip place it’s since become. War permeated everything in the fifties. Most men between thirty and forty-five had fought in the Second World War, and most over sixty in the First World War. Former soldiers with peg legs hobbled along unpaved streets, and bomb sites pockmarked the neighborhood. These vivid reminders of the Luftwaffe’s attacks on the East End were part of everyone’s lives. Oblivious to the danger of unexploded bombs, kids my age found the dirt-filled craters ideal for playing in and far more enjoyable than anything later designed by city planners.

London was in black and white in the fifties, closer to Victorian England than to the pizzazz of the sixties. My East End world was one of street fights, farthings, polio, double features at the cinema and, occasionally, fog so thick you needed a flashlight to see ten feet ahead.

I grew up in Bethnal Green in a one-story house known as a prefab, half a million of which were slapped together in working-class areas after the war to compensate for the country’s housing shortage. Though the exterior walls were cast in reinforced concrete, the interior walls were made of a material so thin you could punch a hole through it. But unlike some of my friends’ more substantial brick houses, prefabs had bathrooms and indoor toilets. They also had wraparound gardens, which was unusual in the East End. Despite these comforts, we had only one coal fire to heat the whole house. In winter the place turned as cold as Leningrad. When I was young, only the poverty-stricken lived in prefabs. As a teenager, this caused me no end of shame.

My mother hated living in a prefab. But buying a house or flat was out of the question for people of our means. As a result, she would always be in the process of sending long, handwritten letters to the local council requesting a move. She spoke of some mythical “waiting list” she was on, as if reaching the top was like entering the antechamber to heaven. “I’m nearing the top of the list,” she would say, like a character from Beckett.



My father, Jack McNally, was born in 1920 and was the youngest of five. His grandparents on his father’s side had left Ireland in the mid-nineteenth century. His grandmother on his mother’s side was Jewish, which I didn’t discover until I was sixty. I thought it had been pure coincidence that in my twenties I’d lived on a kibbutz several times and that many of my close friends were Jewish. (Two of my children later married Jews, with one of them converting to Judaism.)

After leaving school at thirteen, my father took a job in a wine merchant’s shop. On weekends he played soccer for a decent London team and showed such promise that, if he hadn’t been called up for the Second World War, he might have played professionally. Instead, he was drafted into the Royal Navy at nineteen and spent the entire six years of the war as a stoker, serving a country that, largely, didn’t give a toss about its working classes.

Jack was an excellent boxer. One of the few benefits of spending six years at sea was that it gave him a chance to box regularly. He passed on his fighting skills to my two older brothers, Peter and Brian, but not to me. Growing up, my brothers were always getting into fights. Usually with each other. One morning they tore into one another so fiercely my mother couldn’t separate them and had to use a neighbor’s phone to call my dad, who was at work. He rushed home and beat them unsparingly with his leather belt. I’m not sure whether Peter and Brian’s eagerness to fight came from being belted regularly by our dad, but he rarely beat me, and I became such a coward that if you wanted someone to name names at the McCarthy Hearings you’d choose me.

Unless pushed to his limits, my father possessed a gentleness that was rare in a man of his background. Yet until the end of his life, whenever he bumped into an old friend, instead of shaking hands, he’d instantly jump into a boxer’s stance and playfully spar. I never saw my dad shake hands. Not once. Nobody from my background ever did. Nor did they talk about being happy or unhappy. Discussing emotions was no more a part of my world than Pontius Pilate.

After being discharged from the navy at the end of the war, my father became a stevedore—a waterfront laborer who loads cargo on and off ships. Unsurprisingly, his favorite film was On the Waterfront, starring Marlon Brando.

Around this time Jack met my mother, Joyce Woodroof, who’d grown up on Columbia Road, just a mile away from where he was born. Five months after they met, they got married, on Christmas Day, 1946, at the church of St. John in Bethnal Green. He was twenty-six and she was twenty-two. For the next fifty years they would endure a grim and joyless marriage.

Despite being working class, my mother considered herself a rung above my dad on the social ladder. Her father was a French polisher who came from a two-hundred-year line of such craftsmen, one of whom bore the name Napoleon. French polishing is a wood-finishing technique that involves brushing endless layers of a shellac-like finish patiently onto wooden furniture. This subtle accruing of texture corresponds so closely to my approach to restaurant design that it’s not a stretch for me to feel a link with these distant relatives.

Although my mum excelled at school, she was forced to leave at thirteen by a domineering mother intent on her daughter working and contributing to the family’s income. My mother read continuously all her life and taught herself to speak Spanish at forty-five. Her interest in books underscored my dad’s ignorance in literary matters, and this made for an incompatible marriage.

My father was a strong, persevering man, much like Boxer, the horse in Animal Farm, of whom George Orwell writes: “He was not of first-rate intelligence, but he was universally respected for his steadiness of character and tremendous powers of work.”

My dad was far from articulate, which my mother only made worse by mentioning every day in front of us children.

Although he had trouble expressing himself, my father was basically a happy man. After nine hours of backbreaking work on the docks, he wasn’t hankering for much other than a peaceful life. My mother felt differently. A day of domestic drudgery only intensified her desire for something more stimulating, and not receiving it from my father, she nagged him to death.

One argument stands out. Frustrated by my dad’s silence during dinner, she goaded him:

“Well, you’re not saying much.”

“What d’you mean? I haven’t said a bloody word!”

The subsequent row was so ferocious my mother locked herself in the bathroom and threatened to commit suicide. Or “do myself in,” as she would say.

Though my parents argued regularly, my mother only threatened to do herself in when there was additional pressure from Christmas or bank
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