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‘The memoir is, at its core, an act of resurrection.’

In the Dream House, Carmen Maria Machado.



Foreword

I was sitting on the top deck of a number C2 bus when I got the call. The bus was on Regent Street, just north of Oxford Circus. It was a Friday, around three in the afternoon on a mild summer’s day, 18th May 2012.

When I saw my brother’s name on the screen, I answered with great reluctance; he had tried twenty minutes previously and I had screened the call. I knew what he was going to say and didn’t want to hear him say it.

‘Hello?’ I said, with an upward inflection that implied I didn’t know who was calling, or why.

‘Are you sitting down?’ my brother asked, in the low, breathy tones of someone readying themselves to pronounce.

‘Yes,’ I snapped, ‘I’m on a bus.’

‘Dad has started Cheyne–Stoking. The nurses think it will be tonight.’

Cheyne–Stoking is the altered respiratory process that sometimes precedes death, where the gaps between inhalations become longer and progressively more laboured, until the moment when one of those gaps becomes permanent. I had watched it once before, at the bedside of a friend who had died of AIDS-related illness in 1990. I had sat, clutching his mother’s hand, with half a dozen other friends around us, several of whom were HIV positive and battling their private premonitions alongside the struggle of our friend’s final moments. With each small gasp we all held our breath, in unison, until the next small gasp came, and we exhaled. We repeated this process again and again, breathing in time, as if our collective effort could help him, until the moment when his final breath came and the lividity drained from his face; and in that instant a much-loved man, with hopes and a history and far too young to die, became a corpse. I knew how hard Cheyne–Stoking was to watch. I had no desire to go through it again.

The top deck swayed as the bus took a corner.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’m on my way.’

I did not feel shocked or distressed by my brother’s call; I felt sad but resolute. Unlike my friend, my father was not too young to die. He was eighty-seven, which seemed at the time to be a ripe old age and still does – though ask me about that when I’m eighty-six. He had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease five years previously, during which time he had been cared for at home by our mother, on her own, even when his psychotic episodes began. Seven weeks prior to that phone call, he had collapsed and been admitted to hospital, during which time he had deteriorated – slowly at first, then sharply over the past few days.

It was time, that was all. I would go to my house in North London, put a few things in a bag, make sure there was something in the fridge for the family’s supper. I would catch a train to Leicester. I would walk to the Royal Infirmary. I would sit with my father, along with my mother and brother and sister, and in due course, sometime during that night, my father would die.

My philosophical approach was about to be sorely tested, as it turned out. Usually, when someone begins Cheyne–Stoking, it’s a matter of hours – but Death had taken on our father, one of the strongest and most stubborn men alive. Death had no idea who he was dealing with.

Two and a half years later my brother was to call again, but this time the call was unexpected. There would be no pronouncement from him, nor any resolution from me: instead, he would be sobbing down the phone from the house we had grown up in, our mother’s body beside him on a chair.

I would not be sitting on the top deck of a bus on a summer’s day. I would be standing in my kitchen on a cold November evening, a black night outside, my children upstairs and my partner, Daniel, in the sitting room. At the sound of my incoherent howl, Daniel would rush into the room, but by the time he got there I would already be heading to the floor.

Our father took five years to die; our mother took five seconds – a plaster ripped from the skin, as opposed to one peeled slowly from each cleaving hair. Two years separated their deaths, but the unexpectedness of hers concertinaed time and for a while it was as if they had died together. Afterwards, I swung on a strange pendulum of sorrow – the consequence of losing one parent over an extended period and another in an instant. For a long time, I could not reconcile these two extremes. The manner of their deaths obscured the fact of them.

After our mother died, my brother, sister and I began the extended process of clearing out the 1960s bungalow where we had grown up, a place our family had lived in for nearly fifty years and which contained the layers of our lives, built up like silt. Hidden at the bottom of it all was a battered black suitcase, in which I was to discover how our parents had broken each other’s hearts, and mended them; how close we all came to never existing and how most of my views about my parents were wrong.

In his memoir Farthest Field, Raghu Karnad goes in search of his grandfather and two great-uncles, men he knows only from ‘the dull silver frames on two tabletops around the house in Madras’ where he grew up. As young men, all three fought in the Indian Army during the Second World War, each giving their lives. ‘People have two deaths,’ Karnad writes, ‘the first at the end of their lives, when they go away, and the second at the end of the memory of their lives, when all who remember them are gone. Then a person quits the world completely.’ Perhaps any book about someone who has died is no more than this, an act of denial, a vain attempt to ensure they do not quit the world completely. If so, it is arguably vain in both senses of the word, for no one individual owns the authorised version of someone else’s life – after our deaths we don’t even retain possession of our own.

But this book is only partly about our parents’ deaths – or their lives. Really, it is about the contents of that suitcase. It is about our parents’ final bequest: the treasure we inherited without them even knowing they were leaving it behind.

It is worth stating at the outset that in matters of the heart, I am a fully paid-up cynic and rather proud of it. I view romance as an opiate that dissuades women from taking grown-up responsibility for their lives, and marriage as the cornerstone of patriarchy. When people fall for each other in my novels it usually ends in disaster; love is chimerical, romantic gestures the prelude to betrayal or abuse. No woman sacrifices everything for a man in any of my books: she’s far more likely to stab him with a chisel.

It is fair to say, then, that this is the only love story I am ever likely to write.



Part One

Cleaving



1

The Errol Flynn of the East Midlands

By the time I got to St Pancras Station on that sun-struck Friday, it was rush hour. I joined the jostling and found a seat on a commuter train, hot bodies pressed either side of me, men and women in office-wear, pale-faced and limp at the end of a week’s work. Opposite me, a young woman nibbled at the corner of a moist-looking sandwich. The man next to her stared at the train window as if gazing into the middle distance while really looking at himself. Already, the grief to come was making me judgemental. You are all just having an ordinary Friday, I thought, making a bland and almost certainly inaccurate assumption. There you are, going about your regular lives. I’m on my way to watch my father die. That’s what I’ll be doing tonight.

Leicester Railway Station is an imposing Victorian building, with a clock tower and grand arches, which as an introduction to the city of Leicester is somewhat misleading. During my adolescence, it had been the portal to a series of tense shopping trips with my mother, which mostly involved me trudging around with a sullen expression on my face, furious and miserable because I wasn’t allowed to wear jeans, while Mum twinkled cheerily, ‘I know, let’s go to Fenwick’s and see if we can get you a nice pair of slacks!’ Leicester was twenty miles from the small town where we grew up, but it was our closest conurbation and home to the nearest department stores. Back in the seventies and eighties it still housed a handful of dress shops staffed by stiff-haired ladies in pencil skirts. Mum would coax me into one of the shops as we passed by, then flick her hands briskly over the rails, extracting a series of dresses that she called ‘smart shirt-waisters’, holding them up for perusal. I would stand with my arms crossed, weight on one hip, sallow-faced and scowling, while the stiff-haired ladies stared at me like hostile Cheshire cats – they knew a tricky customer when they saw one – and said things like, ‘That one is made by the same people that make Lady Diana’s blouses.’

Leicester was not a town of which I had fond recollections. The walk from the station to the Royal Infirmary took around twenty minutes, leading me tangentially away from the city centre along a main road and through a pedestrianised area. As I approached its looming shape, the large opaque windows set in concrete and red brick, my heart grew heavy. It had the factory quality of most modern hospitals, all function and no form, like a giant sausage machine. Dying people went in one door and out of another came babies, plump and newly formed.

Inside the glass atrium, it was all airiness and light, which felt like a trick.

My father was on an upstairs floor, in a bay that was part of a long row of bays on the male geriatric ward: six beds, three on either side; Dad was on the right, in the bed nearest to the nurses’ desk. He was unconscious when I arrived, a white sheet over his large-boned frame, head cushioned by a vast white pillow, mouth agape as he breathed laboriously. His hair was thin across his large, speckled scalp, his cheeks sunken – his weight had plummeted since my last visit. Even though he was asleep, the heave of his chest as it rose and fell made the breathing seem painful. He was the picture of a man about to die. I was overwhelmed with pity for him – but pity was no good to him now.

My mother and brother were already by his bedside. Mum rose to greet me, her shoulders low and inward-turned, tense and exhausted after weeks of vigil. Sean looked at me with a soft, sorrowful expression. He had called our sister straight after he had called me. ‘Rachel is on her way.’

Seven weeks previously, at the end of an evening, Dad had collapsed at home. Mum told us later that he had spent most of that day on the sofa, dozing, and even when he was conscious, he had been sluggish and unresponsive. Near to midnight, our tiny mother had, with great effort, levered up all eighteen stone of him and helped him to shuffle down the corridor to their bedroom. Halfway there, his legs had given way and he had slumped to the floor. As he sat there, our mother trying to pull him to his feet, he had said two words: ‘I can’t.’

Uncle George, our father’s brother, told us later that when Mum had reported this to him, he had known the end was approaching. ‘I can’t?’ he said, scornfully. ‘Those words weren’t even in your dad’s vocabulary!’

Eventually, Mum had managed to haul Dad by his underarms into the bedroom, but she was unable to heave him up onto the bed. After an hour of trying, she gave up, pulled the duvet over him and let him sleep on the floor.

The next morning, she phoned the local GP practice as soon as it opened, and a young woman doctor came out. She took one look at Dad and called an ambulance immediately.

When I asked our mother why she hadn’t called an ambulance herself the previous evening she said, ‘Well, they’d be at home with their families at that hour. I didn’t want to disturb them.’

Mum was to be at Dad’s bedside seven days a week for the seven weeks of his stay in hospital: a twenty-minute walk to the railway station in all weathers, a train journey, another walk at the other end, a day at my father’s bedside, then the return journey every evening. She hadn’t missed a single day.

My brother, sister and I had all visited not long after his admission and at first it seemed as though the stay in hospital was doing Dad some good. He would sit upright, chatting to the man in the next bed as if he still had a job as an engineer. ‘Oh, we deal with a lot of that sort of thing in my office! I run the Technical Services Department, you know.’ He would wander round the ward and talk or sing to the staff, although he could only shuffle slowly and needed help to go to the bathroom. Mum arrived one morning to find him polishing the top of the computer at the nurses’ station. It seemed to make him happy, the nurse behind the counter explained, so she had given him a cloth. Dad – and Mum – had been trapped at home for five years. For a short spell, it seemed almost as though the change of scene had given him a new lease of life.

We all breathed a sigh for a bit as well. This hospital stay came at the end of a year of psychotic episodes. At least Mum could sleep when she got home from the hospital now, without Dad waking in the night and running round the house shouting for help because they were on an ocean liner that was sinking or pulling the duvet off her sleeping form at three in the morning, saying he had to shake it out in the garden.

When Dad was first admitted, he was investigated for a stroke: he hadn’t had one, it turned out, but it was clear he now needed too much help to be allowed home. And so, he entered that twilight category in which so many elderly people find themselves: not yet on the point of death from any specific disease, but in need of too much physical care for an elderly spouse to cope. For a while, we looked into nursing homes – but when we made enquiries at one near their home town, we were told that, as Dad needed so much help, it would be too expensive to take him in. ‘I don’t know why they’re talking about the cost,’ Mum said indignantly. ‘He hardly eats anything these days!’ In any case, once the initial benefits of Dad’s change of scene wore off, his physical decline was acute.

On one of my visits during that early spell on the ward, I followed Dad on a perambulation down the corridor. Ambling aimlessly at first, he shuffled into the visitors’ room, a small space ringed with chairs, sometimes occupied by people who were waiting to see someone on the geriatric ward; often empty. Unusually, that afternoon the room was full, with several generations of one family waiting to see a patient or talk to a doctor. Immediately on the right, there was a woman aged around twenty with a plump baby on her lap, an infant of a year or so, at the hulking stage that babies sometimes attain when they are growing apace but have yet to learn to walk. Dad stopped and his bushy eyebrows shot up in delight. He extended a large forefinger towards the baby’s nose, lowering his shoulders to peer at it up close and make loud coochie-coochie-coo noises. The baby turned towards its mother, face crumpling in fear. The young woman, skinny and tense, drew her infant closer and looked at my father with disdain. I saw him through her eyes: a large and frightening old man in a blue hospital gown, incoherent and blathering, his finger extended and bobbing up and down like a proboscis, looming at her child.

I tried to coax Dad away without success – a small tug on his arm had no effect. The young mum shrank back further in her chair, and I thought, How dare you look at my father like that? Have you any idea what he – what all of us – has been through? (Answer: no, of course). You’ll be old one day, I wanted to say to her, so will that clotted-cream grub on your lap. Eventually, unable to move him and fearing she might speak sharply to him – at which point I would not have held my tongue – I had to fetch a member of staff, who, with one deft touch on the elbow, was able to return Dad to his bed.

Mum’s length of time on the ward meant she had got to know the staff well. ‘Everyone is in love with Mum, of course,’ Sean had said to me, and he was right. On my first visit, she told me about each nurse. ‘That’s Neesha,’ she said of one. ‘She’s a bit worried about her son at school at the moment; he’s having some problems with a teacher.’ And, ‘That’s Eleanor. She’s trying to lose weight; she gets a bit disheartened sometimes, so I tell her how well she’s doing.’ The nurses’ faces lit up when they saw Mum.

Mum had wanted to be a nurse. When she left school at fifteen, she was faced with the limited options open to clever, working-class girls like her: secretary, shop girl or nurse, all of which were at least a step up from farm worker or waitress. But all options came with the same caveat: it was just what you did while you waited to get married and have a family, at which point you gave up work and looked after your husband and your house and your children, in that order.

‘I always wanted to be a nurse,’ Mum had said, during my teenage years.

‘Why weren’t you then?’ I replied, with all the casual heartlessness of an adolescent girl towards her mother.

‘Well, I got married instead,’ Mum said softly, an utterly inadequate explanation as far as I was concerned.

After school she trained as a typist, as they were called back then. She was still a teenager when she met our father, and when she married him she moved from her parents’ cottage in a village where she had shared a bed with her sister for the whole of her childhood and gave up work to become a full-time wife.

She returned to work as a secretary when we were all at school. In those days there was something called the Training Opportunities Scheme, or TOPS, introduced during an economic turndown in order to reduce the unemployment figures. Mum attended a course specifically for mothers who needed to go back into the workplace once their children were at school. Once she’d done her TOPS, she got a secretarial job at a geriatric hospital in Melton Mowbray. One day, she came home tired and pale. I asked if it had been a hard day. ‘I was late back from my lunch hour today,’ she said as she pulled her silky scarf from her neck and slipped off her shoes. ‘Mrs Kent was very good about it.’

I knew Mum to be a diligent secretary, devoted to Mrs Kent, her boss, a fierce, matronly type who was the nurse manager.

It was only then that she told me that in her lunch hours, it was her habit to go to the wards full of elderly people and sit with the patients who didn’t have any visitors. That day, she had been holding the hand of a woman who was very ill. Towards the end of her lunch hour, the woman’s breathing altered and Mum, realising how close to death the woman was, had stayed with her until she died.

She was quiet all that evening, and I knew she was thinking about the woman who, but for her, would have died alone.

Gradually, I pieced together that it was our father’s fault that our mother had never become a nurse. He once told me the story of how he had decided to marry her. ‘She said to me – before we were married – one day she said, “Would you drive me down to London?” She had some sort of interview to see about training at one of the big hospitals there, and she said, “Would you drive me down?”’

It was the fifties: our mother couldn’t drive and had no car – the train was probably too expensive for her on her secretarial wages and it’s likely she had never been to London.

‘So, I took her down and we found the hospital, and I waited for her while she went in and spoke to the matron. I dropped her off outside, and I watched her go up the steps, and I thought, Hmmm, if I don’t get a move on, some doctor is going to snap her up.’

I pictured our mother as a young woman – a small, trim figure in a neatly belted mac, dark curls bouncing as she mounted the steps of one of London’s large teaching hospitals on her way to meet the matron for her interview; and our father in the car outside, watching this slip of a girl disappear inside an imposing stone building and imagining the nurse/doctor romance to come if he didn’t get a move on and make sure she stayed in the East Midlands, with him.

And get a move on he did. Our father’s idea of a romantic proposal came a short while later, as they were both about to get into his Volkswagen Beetle and he was swiping at the driver’s seat with his hand, cleaning it of some dust or dirt that had accumulated there. ‘You do realise’, he said of his cleaning motion, as she leant into the car from the other side and brushed at the passenger seat, ‘that when we’re married this is going to be your job.’

I am imagining the rest of this scene: our mother stopping what she was doing, half in, half out of the car, looking at him with a shy smile, trying to gauge the seriousness of what she had just heard; our father staring back at her with a slow, knowing grin. I imagine them leaning towards each other inside the car, angling their heads for a kiss that said much more than words.

I hope that happened, or something like it. Neither of them ever elaborated, but when our mother talked about our father’s VW Beetle, a small smile crossed her features. I chose to take that as evidence that it had.

Not long after they were married, Dad said, he drove Mum to do some errand at a shop in Melton Mowbray. He parked the car, and Mum hopped out and crossed the road, disappearing into the shop.

Dad was sitting in the car, looking straight ahead while he waited for her, when there was a sharp rat-a-tat on his window. A middle-aged man he didn’t know was standing by the car. Dad wound down the window.

‘That young woman that just got out of your car,’ the man demanded, ‘do you know her?’

‘Yes, I know her. She’s my wife, Avis,’ Dad replied.

The man looked over his shoulder at the shop that Mum had disappeared into, then back at Dad. ‘I thought so,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I thought to myself, That looks like Avis Fellows.’ The man explained he had been one of Mum’s teachers at the Melton County Grammar School. He shook his head. ‘Avis Fellows,’ he repeated. ‘She was one of the brightest pupils I ever taught. I always wondered what happened to her.’ And then he went on his way.

When I think of my mother crossing the road in Melton Mowbray that day, I picture not only her but the whole street scene. It would have been 1959 or 1960. It might have been Market Place or Nottingham Street, which still houses Ye Olde Pork Pie Shoppe. Perhaps it was Burton Street, which inexplicably becomes Burton Road once you’ve crossed the River Eye, which arcs through the town. Just south of the railway station, there is a street off Burton Road called Ankle Hill. Locals like to say Ankle Hill was named after a battle that took place there in 1645 at the height of the English Civil War, when a Royalist army killed three hundred Roundheads, resulting in the hill becoming ankle-deep in blood. The story is apocryphal, but it tells you something about the East Midlands sensibility that local legend has the event commemorated in such a literal and down-to-earth manner.

Our parents had met at one of the town’s biggest employers, the Production Engineering Research Association of Great Britain, or PERA. Industrial research was quite big in the town, which also housed the East Midlands Manufacturing Advisory Service, and a factory called Pedigree Petfoods. I interviewed for a holiday job in Pedigree Petfoods once, in the Complaints Department. My task would have been to open packages of returned or rotten pet food that complainants had sent to the post room. It was well paid for the 1970s, as I recall, much better than the seventy pence an hour I was earning at the local chippy. When I complained to a friend about not getting the job, she asked me to think about what they actually put in pet food and what the factory would smell like, and I felt a bit better about spending several evenings a week tossing sackfuls of chopped potatoes into a square metal tub of seething, spitting fat, while watching out for the local drunks who would come in after the pubs closed and, for a joke, toss lit matches across the counter, trying to land them in the boiling oil.

Despite the industrial research, Melton Mowbray was primarily a rural town, the third-oldest market town in England. The name comes from the early English word Medeltone, a town in the middle of several villages. Nether Broughton, the village where my mother was raised, overlooked the swooping Vale of Belvoir (pronounced Beaver, although nothing to do with actual beavers). All around was farming country. The local cattle market was as much a feature of Melton as the factories and pork pies. I have a friend who is a cattle farmer in the Southwest of England. He tells me that their local cattle market used to double as the district matchmaking scene. When a farmer’s wife had a son she wanted to marry off, she dressed him in his best chequered shirt and combed his hair, then, without explaining anything to him, told him to parade a prize heifer round the ring at market. The farmers looked at the heifer. The local girls looked at the boy. If a girl liked what she saw, she got her mum to have a word with the boy’s mum, and the couple were introduced.

It doesn’t seem much of a stretch to imagine the same thing happening at Melton Mowbray cattle market in the 1950s, which was, and still is, in the centre of town. Other than that, a girl from one of the surrounding villages might hope to meet a boy at one of the local dances, perhaps, but her workplace was probably her best bet.

In my father, my mother had met a qualified engineer with a swoop of dark hair, a moustache and matinee-idol looks, six foot two inches tall and nearly a decade her senior. He played the trumpet in a brass band and was an accomplished dancer – dance halls in Peterborough, where he had grown up, used to pay him a shilling a night to waltz with the wallflowers. He had boxed in his youth and was still a keen amateur fencer. ‘SUCCESS WITH SABRE’, ran the headline in the Melton Times, 18th February 1955. ‘Ken Doughty, the well-known Melton fencer, added a new title to his already imposing list of successes when (fencing on his own ground, as it were) he carried off the East Midlands Sabre Individual Championship at the tournament held at the PERA recreation room on Saturday.’ This enthusiastic piece is accompanied by a photograph of my father in full competition regalia, the white jodhpurs and side-buttoned jacket. He resembles a young Errol Flynn.

Dad loved the old films, the black-and-white ones that often filled the afternoon schedules on Saturdays and Sundays in between sporting fixtures. Errol Flynn, John Wayne, Burt Lancaster – films brimming with male heroism and derring-do and women’s prettiness and incapacity. One of the big cinema hits of his childhood would have been the film that made Flynn famous, Captain Blood, in which Flynn grasps the upper arms of a nineteen-year-old Olivia de Havilland and declares, ‘You’re mine, do you hear? Mine! To do with as I please!’

In comparison with the local boys that the teenage Avis Fellows might have encountered, Ken Doughty was something of a catch – apart from one small detail, but we’ll get onto that later.

Avis was the daughter of a master baker who worked for Dickinson & Morris, making the famous Melton Mowbray pork pies. Ted Fellows used to tour country fairs demonstrating how to make a proper hand-raised pie: the sides bowed, the meat grey and peppery, a good thick layer of jelly between the meat and the crust. He met his wife, Jessie, at the bakery, where it was her job to pour the molten jelly into the pastry case that Ted had raised around the lump of meat. That’s how their eyes met, across a pork pie, and the end result was three children and nine grandchildren.

My mother was the youngest of the three. Her older brother, Frank, had trained as a builder. Her sister, Edna, had married a coal man called Noel who did a bit of extra work as a farmhand to make ends meet. Everyone they knew stayed in their village, or a neighbouring one, their whole lives: Frank went on to have four children, Edna two, and all the generations were nearby. Nobody had gone to London to be a nurse.

Part of me wondered, from time to time, if my mother’s request to my father to drive her down to London to look at a teaching hospital was a clever way of getting a proposal out of him. Did she know that he would watch her trip up the stone steps and disappear into the building and stroke his chin and reflect that he would lose her to London if he didn’t stake his claim? Either way, when my mother talked about how she had wanted to be a nurse, her voice would become low, her expression wistful. She would pause in what she was doing at the time – dusting a surface, hand-washing some laundry – before giving a brave little smile, lips pressed together, and applying herself to the task in hand with renewed vigour.

That May evening in 2012, the four of us gathered round Dad’s bedside. Mum sat near his head, leaning in close to him, her hand on his brow, smoothing back the sparse hairs on his raw-looking scalp; Sean on the other side in a business shirt – he had come straight from work. The nurses had brought in two extra chairs for Rachel and me. Around us, the ward buzzed and hissed, nurses clipping to and fro on their duties. The metal lid of a bin in the corridor clanged discordantly every now and then, as if a broken clock was marking time. The old men in the other beds muttered or called out. The other visitors all departed.

We sat around for several hours, talking quietly. Dad’s breathing had calmed a little and he drifted in and out of consciousness, but when his eyelids flickered, his gaze was glassy. Mum was worried about how red and raw his throat looked: his mouth hung open and you could see his rasping breath had sandpapered his oesophagus.

Around midnight, it became apparent that he wasn’t going to slip away any minute, so we agreed that Sean would take Rachel back to his house, a half-hour drive away, so they could get some sleep. I would stay with Mum through the night and call them if Dad deteriorated – failing that, they would come back first thing in the morning. There was no question of Mum going to Sean’s: she would stay with Dad until the end now, come what may, and the three of us would do shifts to be beside her as much as possible.

As Sean and Rachel left, I thought, But he might go quickly – the small hours are Death’s favourite visiting time, after all – they will be sad if they miss it.

Sean and Rachel departed, the nurses dimmed the lights, and the ward settled down for the night. Mum sat on her upright plastic chair close to Dad’s head, watching him. I sat near the foot of the bed, watching both of them. Every now and then, Mum looked over at me and gave a small, sad smile. Dad was sleeping but his breathing was still laboured, and every twenty minutes or so he gave a low moan. Not long now, I thought; you can let go now, Dad, let go of all that suffering. It’s time. The two nurses behind the desk, lit by the yellow pools of their table lamps, were talking to each other in low voices. The man in the bed next to Dad began to snore. My mother stroked my father’s temple with the backs of her fingers, very softly, as she used to do with us children when we were ill or upset. I extended my legs, crossed my arms and tried to lean back a bit in my upright plastic chair. We settled in for a lengthy night.



2

Turnip Teeth

One cold spring afternoon, when we were alone together in his car, my father told me a secret. We were driving back home – as I still called it, even though I had a family of my own and had lived in London for nearly twenty years by then – having spent the day in Peterborough, the city where he was raised, visiting streets and buildings and speaking to elderly relatives. He was helping me investigate our family history.

It had been a long day, tea and talk, cemeteries and stories, and we had fallen silent for a while. The light began to slant across the fields – that flat, dull light at which the Midlands seems to excel, perfect for the crows that bounce in rows on budding branches, their shiny black feathers ruffled by the wind.

As dusk gathered, my father, still looking straight ahead as he drove, spoke a single sentence. ‘If I tell you something, will you promise never to tell anyone else?’

My little writer’s heart, dark as a pickled walnut, began to constrict in my chest. What was my father about to say? ‘You are not my daughter …’ or, ‘I have another family,’ or, ‘I once killed a man.’

I was too excited to make the promise, but he continued anyway. ‘I left school when I was thirteen.’

My disappointment was profound. I knew that already. He had often talked of how he had won a place at grammar school, but when his mother, Gladys, saw the price of the blazer she had said, ‘We can’t afford that, you’re not going there!’ He had gone to the rough school instead, where, in the playground one day, a teacher had given him a backhander so hard it threw him against a wall.

Dad’s father Bert was equally dismissive about the merits of a formal education. On Ken’s first day at primary school, Bert told five-year-old Ken to hop up on the handlebars of his bike; he would drop him off as he cycled to work. After some minutes cycling, Bert stopped at the top of the street, lifted Ken down, said, ‘There you go, son,’ and cycled off. Only when his father had gone did small Ken realise he had been dropped off at the wrong school. It took him a couple of hours to find his own way home, and when he walked through the door his mother exclaimed in surprise, ‘What are you doing here?!’

Bert took both Ken and his brother George out of education for good as soon as they reached the age of thirteen, to start their apprenticeships in painting and decorating: the most important thing for a boy was to get a trade as soon as possible. In my father’s case, there was a short delay before his training could start, so he got a job answering the phone in a kennels that rented out guard dogs. On his very first morning, a potential customer rang, and the boss told him to answer the call, then stood by with his arms folded, watching, to see how young Ken Doughty dealt with it.

‘Are your dogs fierce?’ the customer asked.

‘Fierce?’ piped my father. ‘Fierce? They’ll have yer hand off!’

The customer hung up. The boss sacked my father on the spot.

If I tell you something, will you promise never to tell anyone else? When my father said that, he was referring to a fact that he had mentioned quite often before. His hushed voice and dramatic phraseology were more about his mood in the moment than the information he was about to impart. Dad was a man who could make a story out of any small event – and a mystery out of facts that other families might consider mundane. Were the stories there to blanket the secrets, or the secrets invented to spice up the stories? Or was it a combination of the two?

Dad’s enjoyment in mystifying us was about entertainment – mostly at our expense, albeit in a way he would have thought of as harmless. But given what I later discovered about him and Mum, I wonder now if it was also a subconscious form of misdirection. The big deal about him leaving school at thirteen – sincere as it was – turned out to be something of a red herring.

‘When a writer is born into a family, the family is finished,’ said the Polish poet Czesław Miłosz – but given the number of storytellers in our family, it’s fair to say we were on shaky ground long before I came along. The complex truth is doomed one way or another: the process of telling family tales is one of boiling down a mass of stories into nuggets of anecdote that harden with each retelling. It’s like making toffee.

That spring day’s visit to the past had begun with a trip to the church in a village outside Peterborough called Werrington, where my father’s grandfather George Smith had been born in 1875: an event marked in the parish records as ‘Gypsy boy born in the graveyard’. The stories about George Smith had long formed the dominant narrative in our family mythology and I had heard many of them over the years. Lots of families have one: the individual character whose activities make good tales: the strand in any web that seems to solidify. According to Dad, George’s nickname had been Tabletop, on account of his flat head. Tabletop’s mother had been a Romany who went by the name of Caroline Lee – although she was known in our family as Spank or Swank, because she loved dressing up (‘swanking around’, ‘spanking new’). I have a photograph of Spank, a tiny, dark-skinned woman with small black eyes. It was taken in her old age and, when I saw it, I assumed she had dressed up for the photographer – she’s wearing a full-length black coat, little lace-up boots, a hat with an ostrich feather on her head and a fox fur draped around her neck. Apparently, she dressed like that all the time, even on the hottest summer days.

Spank’s pure-blood Romany heritage was a matter of family legend. She had come to this country when she was a young girl, ‘on a ship with a big white sail’, she used to say. That would have been some time in the 1860s, a period when there was a certain amount of immigration to the UK by the Kalderash, coppersmith Roma – although in truth I have always thought it more likely that Spank was born somewhere like Spalding.

When Spank gave birth to Tabletop in a graveyard, she was an unmarried teenager, but her family stood by her and, as he grew up, mother and son worked as fruit pickers with the other Travellers, living in vardos – caravans – and going from harvest to harvest. It was on one of the Cambridgeshire farms where they worked that Tabletop would meet his wife-to-be, Hephzibah Lavina Odell, or Heppy. Family legend had it that Heppy was a ‘high-born lady’, the landowner’s daughter, who met Tabletop when she came round collecting the rent from the vardos. When Heppy’s father found out she was ‘consorting with Gypsies’, he horse-whipped her and locked her in her bedroom. According to the story I was told, he had taken away all her clothes, but she opened her bedroom window, climbed out and shinnied stark naked down the drainpipe. That part of the tale stretches credulity somewhat. I’ve seen photographs of Heppy. She was a solid kind of lass and it’s hard to imagine her shinnying down anything, let alone naked. Apparently, her father and brothers set off to find them on horseback and I was assured that if they had found them, they would have beaten Tabletop to a pulp in a dark field somewhere and dragged Heppy back home. That bit I do believe.

As it was, Tabletop and Heppy made it to East Cambridge, where they were legally wed. She wanted her family to know she was going to be a decent married woman and sent word, but none of them showed up for the wedding, although, without telling her, her father paid for the bells to be rung as the couple came out of the church.

Later, Heppy was to say – ‘quite often’, according to my Auntie Betty – that it would have been better if one of the bells had fallen off and killed her stone dead. None of her family ever spoke to her again, she had disgraced them so by eloping with a Gypsy, and she was never accepted by the Travellers either on account of being a gorjer, a non-Romany. Reputedly, when Spank and Hephzibah met for the first time, Spank said to her brand-new daughter-in-law, ‘You’ve married my son, and you’ll sup sorrow by the spoonful ’til the day you die.’ I think we can all agree this was not a good start.

For some years, Tabletop and Heppy were so poor they didn’t even have a vardo and slept in ditches by the side of the road. It can’t have been all bad, however, as they managed to have five children: two boys, Elias (Mick) and Cornelius (Neal), and three girls, Lenda, Matilda (Tilly) and Gladys Alice – my father’s mother.

Tabletop had many ways of earning a living: his children’s birth certificates variously record him as ‘scissor grinder’, ‘marine store dealer’ and ‘horse trader’. The family stories about his horse-trading were legendary and included the carving of ‘teeth’ out of turnips to stick in the gappy gums of an old horse. At a horse fair, when a gullible gorjer approached, Tabletop would pull out the turnip-tooth and say, ‘Look, you can see it’s just a young hoss, that’s its baby teeth falling out!’ He would throw the ‘tooth’ down in the mud, then run a hand over the poor nag’s mangy flank. ‘And look, its pelt is moulting, and its shiny noo one is coming through!’ His other trick was to roast potatoes in their jackets over a fire, and – on spying a potential customer in the distance – to pick up a hot potato, lift the poor old nag’s tail and place the hot potato on its arse. As the unfortunate horse leapt around and kicked its hind legs, Tabletop would allow the potato
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