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For Rob





This writing has to do with some things I saw, felt, & was part of.

David Jones, In Parenthesis






Part One



LIFE

My father-in-law David, who’d soon begin to die, was waiting by the doughnut stand on Yarmouth seafront when he saw a woman dressed something like a fairy entertain a little crowd with tricks. It was the end of summer: the day was fine, the shining tide was going out. The girl at the doughnut stand didn’t know what she was doing, or didn’t care, and really the fairy’s tricks were too distant to make out; but David was a patient man and had no idea time was short, so he was happy to wait and watch. Robert, my husband and his son, was waiting with him. They were men who enjoyed themselves easily, with a determination to see the best of things: serve them a bad meal and they’d only say what a treat it had been, and almost persuade themselves it was true. So they cheered at the fairy when the crowd cheered, and laughed when the crowd laughed. Their hands were in their pockets. They looked alike, they walked with a similar gait: nobody would have taken them for anything but a father and his son.

I’d wandered away from them to stand in a temper on the shore. I was in the dissatisfied and shiftless state that always settles on me when I’ve finished a novel, and am faced with what I’ve done and failed to do. This had made me irritated by the fairy and the crowd and even by the men, both of whom I’d loved most of my life; so I stood sulking alone where the sea withdrew from the sand. But when I heard the girl call that our doughnuts were ready, I ran to pay for them, and took them over to the men in a scalding paper bag. We’d had fish and chips for lunch, and the doughnuts were misshapen and small, but all the same David ate four. They gave him pleasure partly because they were delicious and hot, and partly because they put him in mind of holidays in Yarmouth forty years before, when Robert was a happy and solitary boy who played hours of crazy golf and read second-hand books in bed. David’s false teeth were broken, and this made it difficult for him to eat tidily, so bits of doughnut were gathering in his clothes with scraps of the fish and chips he’d eaten earlier. He wore tan-coloured trousers that never needed ironing, and a cotton jacket zipped against the sea wind. He had beautiful white hair which had grown thin only late in life, and showed in tufts under a baseball cap that was badly frayed at the peak. His face was round and snub-nosed, and he was prone to eczema; when he smiled, which he did often, he had dimples. He was clumsy with his hands, and because of this the lenses of his glasses were always smeared, and I worried he saw the world through rising mist. Lately he’d taken to wearing beautiful handmade shoes, and these were curious against the polyester hems of his trousers. When he finished the last doughnut he rubbed cinnamon sugar from his fingers and pressed his shoulder briefly against mine with a familiar affectionate nudge: ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘That was excellent.’

Now the sun was going down: gulls were screaming over the shuttered doughnut stand, and the fairy was collecting money in a plastic cup. ‘It’s getting on,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said David, and looked at me with shy expectancy, because we were going to the circus at the Hippodrome, and he’d seen the tickets in my pocket. He knew the circus well from his holidays in Yarmouth over the years, and often he’d said I should see the famous stage that in the interval would sink by several feet and fill with water. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘off we go,’ and laughed. He was always laughing with a kind of private delighted chuckle that was sometimes difficult to account for; but that afternoon I knew it had to do with the shabby stage disappearing underwater, and the circus-girls in their soaking costumes shedding sequins in the pool.

I took his arm. I looked again at the sea. In the dusk the shine was gone from the water, which looked now like a bolt of dull grey cloth. But I’m not sure David noticed, and it didn’t occur to me to tell him that he ought to stand there and look, and marvel over the effect of that declining light; that really he ought to remember it for the rest of his life, which is to say for a little less than two months.
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When I was young, I worked in a civil service department where I wrote speeches and briefings on policies I barely understood. This department was confined in the basement of what had once been a grand hotel off the Strand. No light came in. Clocks like the clocks in railway stations meted out the hours. The carpets were grey; so were the desks, the chairs, and the soft partitions that divided hundreds of civil servants from each other. I knew then, and had always known, that I wanted nothing but to be a writer, and wanted it with such a desperate sense of purpose I never wrote a single phrase. To preserve myself against that basement office and its deadening grey, I’d print out poems to memorise, and pin them above my desk (my colleagues, I remember, dealt with me quite kindly). One of these was Shakespeare’s Sonnet 65, which deplores time’s destruction of brass and stone and earth and boundless sea, and mourns that nothing can withstand the ‘wrackful siege of batt’ring days’ – nothing, that is (or so he thinks), ‘unless this miracle have might: That in black ink my love may still shine bright.’

I used to wonder then what love I might eventually preserve against the rot of time, when the day at last came that I was able to write. An ordinary life wasn’t for me, or what on earth would I write about? What I needed was something along the lines of a lost child, who’d die in my lap with lashes spiked with tears; or possibly a friend I’d love as much as Tennyson loved his Hallam, and who’d die young and leave me with half my daily light. Sonnet 65 calls life’s loveliest things ‘time’s jewels’, and what I wanted was to hoard rubies and lose them, and spill ink into the loss. But now I understand there are no ordinary lives – that every death is the end of a single event in time’s history: an event so improbable it represents a miracle, and irreplaceable in every particular. So here I am, counting out the particulars of my father-in-law’s life, and trying to preserve them in ink – it’s precious that he drank weak Yorkshire tea in footed mugs printed with blue flowers, and artificially sweetened with tablets he called ‘depth charges’ as he jettisoned them in, laughing at his own joke. It’s precious that he disliked dogs, but could calm a feral cat; precious that he kept sugar-free mints in his pocket, and would thumb them free from the tube and into his mouth without looking; precious that each summer he grew rather tough green beans and froze them to be eaten at Christmas, and had a weakness for ice cream, but could never tolerate broccoli; that he loved Mahalia Jackson, American Graffiti, the Antiques Gazette, the history of the stamps of the Commonwealth, sudoku puzzle books, a pair of deerskin slippers he prized almost too much to wear – all of this remarkable only because it can never be repeated or retrieved.

He’d been born in summer at the end of the Second World War. His father was a teacher, and his mother raised four sons in a rented flat at the top of a London terrace. The flat was small and dank, and overlooked a yard with chickens squabbling under shared lines of washing. His grandfather had been a warehouseman, and all his life David remembered the old man drinking tea from the saucer when it was too hot for the cup, and each year setting fire to the chimney to burn out the soot and save a shilling on the sweep. When David was a boy of ten, thin and spare from a diet on the ration and with shin splints from having grown up too fast, he moved with his family to a modern house in Basildon, and here his parents sunbathed under Essex skies marvellously clear of London smog, and grew vegetables and soft fruit. In those days the little back gardens were divided only by waist-height wire fences, so that it was possible to see other children playing outside other houses down the ranks of lawns, and David’s parents would take their chairs into the front garden when the sun was in that direction, and sit drinking tea and speaking to passers-by.

When in 1970 David married Robert’s mother Jenny, and had his own Basildon house not far from where his parents still lived, Jenny would sit on sunny days in the front garden and raise her mug of sweet tea to anyone pausing for a chat. Then for some reason this stopped being the custom, and neighbours retreated behind their front doors and raised their garden fences; so that by the time I first visited their home nobody would ever have dreamed of doing such a thing, and it seemed mad to think they ever had.

The Yarmouth Hippodrome is set back from the seafront opposite a violently cheerful amusement arcade. Its art nouveau columns and arches are a little marred by time and sea weather, but this makes them more lovely, not less. Headed there through the slow dusk, I lagged behind the men. They’d been there before, decades ago when Jenny was alive, and because of this I began to feel quite separate from them, as if they were distant from me not by forty yards but forty years. When we went in, I felt that I could see all the years preceding still visible under the present: that white-haired David was also a young father with his young son; that Jenny was dead, but also going laughing in her wheelchair down the narrow, glamorous corridors that smelt of burnt popcorn and fresh paint. We took our seats, and when I sat between Robert and his father, I interrupted time.

It was the last day of the Hippodrome’s summer spectacular. The circus was full, and there was a kind of desperate gaiety in the air, as if this would be the measure of all summer: the one thing remembered when the frost set in. The central stage was red, and so were the seats and the carpeted aisles; red and yellow banners were suspended drooping overhead.

‘Do you remember it?’ I said, and the men said laughing that yes, they remembered it very well – that in fact they hardly needed memory, since nothing much had changed.

‘We always sat in the front,’ said Robert, ‘just there, because of Mum’s wheelchair. And sometimes I was frightened because the clowns would come leaping offstage into somebody’s lap, and that would have broken all her bones. But they must have seen her chair, because they never did.’

‘They’d pretend to throw buckets of water,’ said David, ‘and the audience would scream and hide and make a terrible racket. Of course it was just cut-up bits of newspaper in the bucket, but every year we screamed all the same.’ Then he was laughing again, not in his shy secretive way but with an expansive joy that took in the stranger on his left. All his life he’d endured the English reserve which despises above everything the possibility of being noticed in a crowd, but this was obliterated by his pleasure in our company, and his willingness to find everything wonderful and ridiculous – the Egyptian juggler bafflingly dressed as Michael Jackson, the Scottish compère who declared over and over ‘I’m enjoying myself! I’m enjoying myself!’ as he tripped in pools of water. Often when David laughed, his body in the shabby velvet seat shook with the vitality of his good humour, and I’d receive this into my own body until I was laughing, too. In the interval, as the stage began to sink and fill, we bought a bag of candyfloss and picked at it, saying that really we might as well be eating poison; and ‘It hasn’t changed,’ said Robert, ‘it really hasn’t changed at all.’

But in fact the Yarmouth we walked through that day was laid over a dozen vanished versions of itself, each containing vanished versions of the men who sat either side of me watching the Hippodrome flood. Towards the end of the 1970s, when David was a young industrial chemist at the May & Baker factory, he took his family to stay each year at a Yarmouth hotel which Robert all his life remembered as being immense, imposing, capable of losing children in deep-carpeted corridors. Now it resembles a bail hostel, and behind mottled windows the curtains are coming off their hooks; but once there’d been a grand white façade, and behind it a kidney-shaped pool in a garden with terracotta roof tiles topping the wall. It was owned by a Mr and Mrs Christmas, who were kept permanently tanned by winters spent in Spain. Those were the years when it was common to pay for a room full board, and so the family would dash back from the beach and promenade to the cool, dim dining room for lunch; then in the evenings Mr Christmas would fetch bottles of wine for the rare diners who ordered them, and make a show of removing the cork. David at home was sometimes withdrawn or severe, depleted by commuting on the Fenchurch Street line, and by caring for a child and a disabled wife; but driving to Yarmouth from Basildon – a journey which seemed to Robert a straight line through nothing, joining the only two towns in the world – he’d shed his anxieties county by county, and arrive at the coast an altered man. One summer, struck by mischief, he amused himself by draining the milk jug on the breakfast table each morning, causing the exasperated Mrs Christmas to provide a fuller and fuller jug until on the final day it was spilling over, and David triumphantly drank it by the glass, laughing to himself about it for months – Heh! Heh! Heh! All this was before I was born, but became in time so defining a characteristic of him that I’ve filched the memory of a young man whose black hair grew madly from a double crown, chuckling over his little misdemeanour.

Occasionally in bad weather they’d sit with other families in the TV lounge, or David would play with Robert on the solitary Space Invaders machine – but the weather was always good, or seemed to be. There was the daily walk up and down the length of the promenade, Jenny basking in her wheelchair, which sometimes they manoeuvred on to the sand between deckchairs hired for ten pence from a man who never wore a shirt, and handed out change from a leather pouch tied to his belt. David couldn’t swim, and wouldn’t try; so Robert as a child was buffeted alone in the North Sea tides while his father dozed in his deckchair over a book of crossword puzzles, or fetched a 99 Flake for himself and the boy, and always a Cornetto for the wife. He didn’t particularly feel the heat, and never wore sunscreen; his hair was thicker than a hat. He had then and for most of his life the implacable health of a dray-horse, and in common with all the Perry men the failures of his body were mechanical, not constitutional: teeth that crumbled like chalk, a repeated hernia, hips that wore down and were replaced, and all of this noticed only at the last minute, with embarrassment and irritation at having had to mention it at all. Summer followed summer, and Yarmouth offered pleasure without surprise: it was as far as he ever thought to travel, and each year he set his deckchair three feet from the boundary of the sea and never crossed it.

After the circus ended and brought down the curtain on summer, David went slowly with us up the promenade in the evening chill, favouring a hip aching from confinement in the narrow chair, and going on laughing in his private gleeful way at the flooded stage, the Scottish compère’s shrieks, the juggler’s white gloves. ‘That was splendid,’ he said, ‘wasn’t it excellent!’; then he kissed me, and shook Robert’s hand (I saw a kiss between them only once), and drove himself home. During the pandemic he’d moved to the edge of Norwich, where Robert and I have lived for some years. He’d chosen a bungalow in a suburb full of bungalows, where retired men and women live comfortably in small solid homes of red brick, with pitched roofs of terracotta tiles that grow pleasant curds of moss. When David reached home he went slowly up the path beside his artificial lawn, and thought to himself that he’d probably eaten too much, but what a pleasure it would be to sit in his own armchair with its rubbed tapestry seat that faced the television, and watch an episode of Countdown or Antiques Roadshow, or any of the programmes with which he’d measured out the decades of his life. Some other evening he might have gone to the spare room where his stamp collection was stored, and which had really been a life’s work (my earliest memories of David, in the year I fell in love with his son, are of a quiet white-haired man stooped over a table with varnish worn thin by his elbows, and sorting his stamps into packets). But he was tired – that would be the sea air, he thought, and the walk along the promenade – he put the kettle on. There was a calendar beside the kettle, with YARMOUTH CIRCUS written in capitals that signified his excitement. Now that was over – pleased with himself and with us all he marked it with a tick; in the morning he’d cut back the lavender, think about Robert’s birthday coming up, remind himself of what else the year contained.

Invariably in the evenings he ate a bowl of cereal before bed, but when he opened one of the packets of porridge he always had in store, he fumbled the seal and scattered oats across the kitchen counter and between his feet. He looked at this mess for a time, and felt he was more tired than he ought to have been, with no inclination to fetch the dustpan and brush. Never curious about himself, he shrugged, poured weak Yorkshire tea into a footed mug with blue flowers printed on it, dropped artificial sweeteners in; turned off the kitchen light, and went through to the chair that increasingly had taken on the imprint of his body. When he sat, he sighed with relief as much as with pleasure, and set the mug down on the coffee table which had held his tea, his magazines and notebooks, since the first days of his marriage, back when nobody would have thought its heavy iron frame and inlaid brown tiles ugly. Then he thought again of the torn paper in the kitchen, and the mess he’d made of the oats. Certainly that was strange, but it was all right, he thought, he’d do it in the morning. He had plenty of time.




Part Two



DEATH

John Jarrold, who died at thirty of a raging fever, opened a grocer’s and draper’s shop in Norwich in 1770. His descendants – mindful of advice he left in a notebook containing recipes for lime pickle, love poems, and instructions never to speak too little or too much – opened a larger shop on London Street. That has now become a handsome department store that sails towards the market square resembling the prow of a ship: in late November every year it’s wrapped in red ribbon and presented to the town as a gift. David had a fondness for beautiful things that would have surprised anyone who saw the frayed peak of his baseball cap, and because of this he was fond of Jarrolds, where it’s possible to buy a single candle for £370, and be served dots of caviar a few yards from the ladies’ toilets. So when he arranged to meet us in town, which he often did, it was always at the Jarrolds prow, where – standing between window displays of this season’s shoes and bags – you’re sheltered from rain or sun under a curved stone canopy, and can hear the buskers playing a few windows further down. From here the market square takes on the look of a jigsaw puzzle in which you can never hope to match the heads and coats of all the people passing by, and David waiting there would always think what a surprise and a blessing it was that he’d pitched up, quite late in life, in a cathedral city he loved. ‘I still feel as if I’m on holiday,’ he’d say, ‘isn’t it funny,’ repeating this to waitresses and shop assistants whenever they asked if perhaps he was only visiting for the day.

Not quite three weeks after Yarmouth’s summer circus closed, we waited for David in our usual place. He’d seen in the local paper reports of an autumn afternoon tea being served in the Assembly Rooms, and thought it would do for Robert’s birthday treat: ‘They have biscuits shaped like leaves,’ he’d told me over the phone, ‘and cakes that look like mushrooms, only those spotty red ones that are poisonous. Heh! Heh!’ He never forgot birthdays, which each January he entered into a new calendar, and marked with a tick to confirm that a card had been sent (though lately, without knowing why he did it, he’d taken to marking some days with savage cross-hatchings of black pen that almost scored the paper through).

He was late that day. It was overcast, though rain held off; not one of those Keatsian autumn days of illuminated mists, but a dreary vision of the coming winter. ‘This isn’t like him,’ said Robert – it was ten minutes past the hour, and none of us was ever late.

‘Probably the buses,’ I said, and scanned the shoppers in the market square, but felt no concern, only possibly irritation because I
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