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To my three cubs, you are above and beyond anything I could have wished for. Your Dadu would be so very proud of you.

To my mother and Roy – for showing me what love is.


Preface

26th November 2009

My husband died suddenly eighteen months ago from a heart attack. He was at home. I was away working in Los Angeles with our two sons and I was pregnant with our third.

It has been an extraordinary eighteen months. I never believed I would say this, but at the moment I feel some happiness. I don’t understand why – I loved him so completely – how can I possibly be happy without him? And yet somehow he has become a part of us, we have expanded, stretched, as a result of his death. We have reached for the furthest corners of ourselves and been surprised. No one has replaced him, no one has filled that void, but I think we are growing into its place.

When I was told my husband was dead, it was how I imagine war to be. Carnage, limbs being torn off, flesh left flapping in the wind. To come from that feeling to this now seems impossible; I don’t know how it has happened. All I can think is that we humans are irrepressible; this hunger to live, to thrive, overwhelms every other impulse.

I am lucky I have these three juggernauts of love in my life who stop for nothing, who live here right now and have taught me to do the same. These little boys are my teachers, even Baby twisting his head to one side with a wry smile to grab my attention and snap me out of any reverie. There’s little time for reflection in our new world; it’s a ‘doing’, ‘going places’, hungry world packed with questions, most of which I can’t answer.

What brings a lump to my throat now is not having someone to share all this with. When the time comes and I proudly watch these three boys become men setting out on their own journeys – three sets of broad shoulders disappearing, carving a way towards their own destiny. Not having HIM there to celebrate that with … I can’t even write it …

I hate that he will never see who they become, that they will never have the chance to show him.

*

I hope one day my boys will be glad to have a record of this.

What is the sense in loss if in its place it brings nothing?

Writing this has been a scaffolding to help prop me up, a handrail as I take my first steps down this dark, lonely staircase. Maybe it can be the same for someone else who has lost their person, their love?

I have found great comfort in two books, A Grief Observed by C. S. Lewis and Living On A Seabed by Lindsay Nicholson. Thank you to these authors and the many people who have helped me over the last eighteen months.

Martin’s death is the closest I have come to death myself. Coming back from that brings a new lease of life, a belief (however fleeting) that I must quickly share these experiences before they evaporate.

What follows are just snippets of my thoughts and feelings chased across a page in bed at 2 a.m., in a supermarket queue, at a school gate, even whilst giving birth. Writing to my husband has enabled me to keep him here long enough to ‘come to terms’ with losing him. So here it is, my catharsis, my medicine, my prescription …

‘You know, I’m a doctor and I can tell you that the heart is the strongest muscle in the body. No matter how much damage it takes, it always repairs itself.’

    Martin Kelly


March 2009

I am going through my diaries since you have died, all the things I have written to and about you. This strange exercise of ‘writing’, which I resisted at first, has now become like breathing for me, essential, if I am to accept what has happened.

I had a message on my phone from you as I watched our boys in their gymnastics class. Otis I remember was excelling in ‘basket’ position; Theo, long-limbed and colty, was bounding across a crash mat. I had an unexpected hiatus in my day. I was filming at the studio opposite and had a break whilst they shot a different sequence. I listened to one of the many beautiful messages from you, Martin, ‘Monkey’, so many different names I gave you. You loved me, missed me, you couldn’t wait to see me again and kiss my pregnant bump, escape for a night to a romantic hideaway for our tenth wedding anniversary. You would tumble about with the boys on the beach for a few days before going back to the coalface in London. There were only nine more days until we would see each other; everything was booked and written in stone. I deleted the message because there would always be more messages like that from you. The next message was from your best friend, Neil. He sounded low, dark, he wanted me to call him. It was too late UK time, but I thought maybe he had had a crisis with his girlfriend and needed to talk. No, I won’t call him back – it’s too late. Hmm … there’s a monkey on my shoulder saying I should. Why? Instinctively I walk towards the exit and dial Neil’s number –

‘Are you alone?’ he says.

‘Well, -ish, don’t worry,’ I say. ‘Fire away.’

‘They did everything they could,’ he says.

‘Right, what are you talking about?’

‘Everyone tried their best,’ he says.

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. Monkey, are you talking about Monkey? Neil, what’s happened, is there something wrong?’

‘Everyone did everything,’ he says.

‘What the fuck, what the fuck are you trying to tell me? I don’t understand you, are you trying to tell me he’s not well, something has happened?’

‘Yes – he – they tried everything …’

‘Neil, don’t do this, don’t fucking do this, you’re kidding me, he’s he’s not dead?’

I suggest this ridiculous idea for him to refute, so things can improve, we can get back on track, get to the bottom of what’s really going on.

‘Yes, he didn’t make it.’

‘Make what? What the fuck?’ I wail.

My knees fold underneath me, this stupid phone slips from my hand. Two women whom I barely know run towards me, one of them sobbing. They’ve been standing watching me as I head towards my trailer from the kids’ gym, knowing what I’m hearing on the phone. We’re in a fucking movie – there’s trailers everywhere – those women were just perfect in that scene. Yes, when you’re really ‘in the moment’ your body does strange things – my legs went to jelly.

No, no, snap back. We’re not making that kind of movie, something just happened, I have no idea what, let me pick up the phone, let me call him back.

I had a dream like this last week, just like this – my love, you, had died, I was in LA working and after you died I carried on working. Yes, that’s all it is, except my dream went further into it than this. I’ll call back, I lost the thread; I didn’t get the whole picture. Up the metal steps, into that transient space where I wait to act, let me in there, the comfort of that squishy carpet and Formica, it’s familiar; this blazing sun is making things swirl. Into that trailer with its tin-can walls and door that closes, then I can think.

‘Nancy, run and get my kids, will you? Their class is finishing, they’ll wonder where I am.’

‘Yes, yes, what shall I do or say, where shall I take them?’

‘Kitchen, hot chocolate, I’ll call you, I have to make a phone call.’

She’s sobbing, wiping her nose, giving me ‘brave’, finding a smile somewhere in her arsenal, something good to leave me with.

There’s a teamster there, like a rock. I think she’s sitting on the sofa in my trailer; I can’t be totally sure. Who is she? She seems to know everything, she’s seen this before, nothing is surprising her. Maybe if I look at her long enough I’ll understand too … No, I’ll ask her if she can leave.

‘Erm, I have to make a call.’

She has a strong American accent. ‘You want me to go?’

‘Yes, please, is that okay? You’re very kind.’

What the fuck am I doing? Come on, call him back, get the fuck alone, she’ll understand, quick.

She leaves.

Maybe I should call Monkey and see what he thinks is going on? Well, his phone might be off, apparently he might not be able to answer a phone any more, oh, for god’s sake, of course he can, he just left me a message – Neil’s was straight after – he’ll still have his phone.

I’ll call Neil, just redial.

‘WHAT – what the fuck is going on?’

‘Tash, he didn’t make it. Everyone –’

‘No everyone, no everyone! Is he dead? Are you trying to tell me he’s dead?’

‘Yes, he’s dead.’

‘No, no, no, that’s just not possible, it’s impossible, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it’s impossible, he didn’t make it, everyone –’

‘What happened? What happened, tell me tell me.’

‘Heart, heart attack. Adam was amazing, found him, tried, everyone tried their best.’

‘Why do you keep saying that? Don’t do this, this can’t be, he can’t be, how do you know? Is he really dead already now? Where is he?’

‘He’s in the –’

I cut him off. ‘I have to go, I have to see the boys.’

Through my window, I see one running, the other chasing him, ice cream trickling down their wrists. Otis squeals ‘’Top it, Beanie!’ They are ushered towards the door.

Let’s go back, let’s go back to five minutes ago when we knew nothing, when there was no inkling, when I was the happiest fullest woman in the world.

I’m about to smash everything, I can’t do this to them. Fuck fuck fuck, I wipe some tears from my face – I don’t want to scare them. Theo steps up first, Otis struggles, panting with the reach of each step.

Theo looks up at me and gasps, shit, he’s never seen me cry, fuck can you believe that? I’ve never had a reason to cry in front of him.

‘Mummy, what’s wrong?’

‘Come in, come in, close the door. I’ve got to talk to you. Let’s sit down.’

We sit in a tight circle, facing one another.

‘I’ve got something horrible to tell you.’

Theo: ‘I know what it is – you’ve lost your job.’

Fuck, I wish. Right now, I wish he was right and that was it.

‘No, baby, I wish that was it … Dadu’s died.’

I held it together for that statement, then the walls of my eyes came tumbling down again. He wails; the little one watches him like a hawk, scanning his big brother’s reaction before deciding what his own should be. I watch them too, trying to hold their hands through this, desperate for nothing to go unnoticed, desperate to become two people, split myself in half, like a worm, just grow another body, be everything they need. They melt into my arms, keening, yes – just like giving birth, death is an unfamiliar wail; we’re all doing it. Theo stops abruptly, as does Otis.

‘But, Mummy, it’s not possible. This happens in books, it doesn’t happen to me.’

‘I know, my love, I know.’

‘Are you sure? How do you know?’

‘Neil told me, he’s had a heart attack.’

‘But Dadu was healthy, he was the fittest dad.’

‘I know.’

We talked and talked. They said extraordinary things. I’ve written them down separately if they want to read them one day.

‘Do you want to speak to Neil?’ I asked.

We called him back.

Theo spoke to him – I can’t remember what he said as I was talking to Otis. Pam came into the trailer, also in shock, and hugged them both. After Theo had finished on the phone to Neil, she started talking to him. She’s a brilliant mother of her own three girls and I knew I could trust her to talk to him and let him talk.

The three of us moved around the trailer in a series of seated positions. I think I’d remained on the floor throughout, but occasionally I scooted along the carpet to embrace someone, or get close enough to stroke a face. The boys climbed up on to the sofa or slipped on to an arm of it, looking at their incomprehensible world from a different vantage point.

I called my parents, my stepfather, well, father really, answered the phone blearily. It must have been about 2 a.m. for them by now.

I started sobbing before I could speak.

‘It’s me …’

‘What is it? What’s wrong?’

‘Monkey’s dead.’

A tidal change in the voice at the other end, repositioning his body presumably to take the full force of this shock, this bullet. I heard my mother asking what was going on in the background. He repeated the news, replacing my nickname with ‘Martin’ instead.

‘I don’t understand, Tashy. What’s going on? What happened?’

Again, I can’t remember much more than that. It trailed on, but once the news was out you sort of departed from the other person for a while as they orbited away from you to assimilate this ridiculous information.

I then called my brother. Pam was still talking to Theo and Otis, beautiful calming words. They all broke into laughter once or twice too, reminiscing about M already.

Answerphone, fuck. I leave a tearful message. Well, not tearful, throat constricted and possibly confused.

‘Ip [another ridiculous nickname I concocted years ago], it’s me, can you call me back?’

The phone rang fairly instantly. It was him. He was at work and had taken a quick tea break to check his messages and had found the unusual from me.

‘Tash, it’s me. What is it?’

‘Monkey, he’s dead.’

‘What – what – what the … what are you talking about?’

‘He died of a heart attack.’

‘Hold on, where are you, are you at work?’

‘Yes …’ I think I trailed off into suppressed sobs at this point.

‘I’m coming.’

We hung up. Nothing needed saying – he’s my brother, he knew.

I’ve just read this back. God, I hate it, this stream of drivel, this quest for drama – that’s what it suddenly feels like. I haven’t captured the truth, because the truth was remarkably simple in so many ways. This is a simple thing: your husband, the love of your life, father to your babies, dies. It happens all over the world, every day, in worse circumstances.

Am I putting this down as an additional catharsis? To bring you back to life or to finally say goodbye?

I’m going through a period of slightly pretending this hasn’t happened, of trying to make life complete and normal, even projecting what I feel for you on to other people.

I’m going to go back to the diary I kept, well, those sort of bulletin
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