







WAKE UP

TIM PEARS

[image: image]


DEDICATION

To my father Bill, in memoriam,

and my son Gabriel,

whose genes gave birth to this book.


Contents

Gangrene

Blight

Wart Disease

Dry Rot

Stem Canker

Skin Spot

Black Dot

Acknowledgements

A Note on the Author

By the Same Author


MONDAY 7.45 A.M.

HOW AM I going to tell Greg?

I’ll tell him when I get to work. I’m driving, around the ring road. I don’t have to go to work, today or any other damned day; we own the company. What’s the point of owning your own business if not so a man can stay at home when he doesn’t feel like going to work?

Someone died.

I love going to work. Owning the company’s a veto. I’ve never invoked it. And neither, for that matter, has Greg.

But isn’t a man allowed once in a while to do things a little differently?

It’s not that I want to stay at home. It’s not that. No, I think I’d rather just keep driving around the ring road. Ease back, relax. Let the present drift.

I remember we were driving, Lily and I. A year ago, just the two of us. In a hire car, night was approaching, we’d booked a room in a remote hotel for a long weekend and were headed there.

A man leaves the obligation, the ambition, of existence behind even for a weekend and the weight falls away. A filling station passed us by, but there was plenty of fuel in the tank. We’d nattered on the plane, Heathrow–Rome, and now were silent. Lily put her hand on my thigh. I drove.

The landscape widened: no more villages, sporadic dwellings. We began to run low on petrol, the roads became quieter, and at a certain point I realised that the garage we’d passed was quite probably the last one. The fuel-gauge needle drooped through the final quarter of the tank.

Darkness gathered. I was lying just now, by the way. It was Birmingham–Glasgow. It was Scotland. There’s nothing wrong with Scotland. I’m no cheapskate. It wasn’t some cheap weekend deal. Actually, it was, now I think about it; Lily spotted it in a Sunday travel section.

Dusk fell. Entering forestry land, the needle dipped into the reserve. I estimated that we were some forty miles short of our isolated hotel, where they’d either have their own supply of petrol or be able to obtain some. A red light came on, indicating, I assumed, some twenty-five miles’ worth of gas. Trees shouldered the road in the dark. Lights from remote homes dwindled to none.

Fraught up in my anxiety and annoyance, Lily’s voice startled me. ‘We should have filled up at that last petrol station,’ she said.

I ignored her. Anger ran silent as rain through my veins. What did I do? I put my foot down, didn’t I? I drove faster. I knew how stupid it was, that I should have eased off the accelerator, cruised at forty, the better to conserve whatever meagre fuel remained in the tank. Instead I raced towards our destination, thus to reach it before the fuel ran out. I couldn’t help myself.

‘You do this, John,’ Lily said. ‘This is one of your quirks, isn’t it? Seeing how empty you can let the tank get before filling up. Seeing how much petrol you can fit in in one go.’

I was concentrating on the road ahead, but even when you can’t see them, you can tell when someone’s shaking their head.

Lily was shaking hers. ‘Even in a hire car. If you can put off stopping to fill up until you’ve got the needle below empty, you score a small victory. Over whom? How, exactly? Why? Sweetheart,’ she said, ‘it’s an obsessive compulsive disorder. You should get it seen to.’

She was right. I do do that, and I’d just done it again, and I do other mental things too. Like, I get snagged on certain numbers. On threes of particular objects. Driving, I go through phases of counting off what I see in threes. One, two, three bungalows. For a few minutes at a time. One, two, three women drivers. One, two, three telegraph poles. Everybody does this kind of thing, though, don’t they?

Lily said, ‘And then something like this happens. I mean, wake up, sweetheart. I know this is going to be a walking weekend, but I hadn’t planned on starting tonight.’

But the thing is not the petrol, no, it’s not the failure to fill up with petrol. It’s putting my foot down on the accelerator. Lily hadn’t noticed that I was doing this, or perhaps she had but didn’t twig what an obtuse response to the predicament it was. There we were, driving into pitch-black wilderness, running on empty through the looming pines, and I was using up gas as fast as I could.

This behaviour was untypical, by the way. I ought to make that clear. Unlike me. Like my brother, yes, sure; the kind of kneejerk you expect from Greg. But I’m not like that. I’m cool and rational. That’s me, anyone would agree.

Yet there we were, hurtling towards an infuriating crisis.

And that is what they’re doing, isn’t it? It’s what human beings have been doing ever since they came out of the forest, they’re just doing it faster than ever. Speeding. We’ve scampered across the surface of this planet, and gone tripping into space. Now we’re exploring the infinity within. What are we doing? Are we out of control? I wish I knew. Where are we going? No one knows. All I know is, someone’s got to get there first.

What are we doing? I suppose we’re growing. We’re growing into ourselves. Am I right? Maybe I’m wrong.

Oh, people don’t understand.

I’ll turn off the ring road next time round. For the moment I’m easing along at fifty-five miles per hour. Hey, what’s this guy doing up my behind? Lorries, they come looming up on top of you and leave it till the last second. Then swing out on some invisible pivot. Go on. Go past, friend.

I’m cruising. Lorry driver, what a job. Why would anyone do that? Why? Because he’s got responsibilities, that’s why. He’s got a family to support. And that woman in the Metro, there: is she a mother? People have kids.

I’ve got one. People thought I couldn’t, didn’t they? Well, I have now. How about that? How strange and beautiful a thing.


Gangrene

Irregular, dark, sunken areas on tubers.

Skin initially stretched tight, becoming wrinkled.

Internally large cavities; distinct boundary between

damaged and healthy tissue.

Bacterial wet rots can follow.

MONDAY 8.15 A.M.

WE’RE STOP-STARTING around the ring road. I’m normally out of the village by seven-fifteen and beat the rush hour. How odd it must be to do this every day, to play these shadow dodgems. To lurch and brake and stall, create motional syncopations. An improvising, automotive orchestra.

But what am I doing? I really ought to get to work. I need to talk with Greg. Tell him the news. Tell him everything. And I will. I’m not scared of my brother. What am I, some quaking youth? Hardly. An anxious old man? Hold on. No, it’s just rather fun, jerking to and fro in the ring-road rush hour.

Two people have died, out of twenty-four who took part in the trial. I don’t see how it’s possible to prove they died because they took part. We accept that smoking can cause lung cancer. My father smoked forty a day: Dad died of cancer, but it’s possible he would have even if he’d never smoked a single cig. Wasn’t it his stomach, too? So they can’t be sure. No, I think Simon’s overreacting.

I’m forty-five years old. As those excitable optimists we fund at AlphaGen assured me on my last birthday, I’m in the middle of my life. Indeed, they ventured, such was the accelerating pace of certain colleagues’ research out digging in the gene fields, there’s real hope that I may remain in this hypothetical median for years to come. Whatever, and allowing for their geeky humour, I am surely in my prime.

I said this same thing to Lily. ‘His prime,’ my gentle wife hiccuped. ‘In the life of your libido?’ she demanded. ‘Oh, of your professional life, you mean?’ Then, turning to an imaginary figure who took up residence in our marriage a year or two ago and seems to lurk in a corner of our bedroom, Lily said, ‘We’re dreaming of another million, and we’re in our prime already.’ She turned back to me. ‘Sweetheart,’ she said. ‘Wake up, why don’t you?’

Nineteen weeks ago a child was born to us. In the morning Lily sleeps in alone while in the spare room Jacob dozes beside me. Then he is peaceful, but much of his life he spends besieged, by storms that brew up within him. Like last night’s torrid bout of teething: he woke and cried, but with his eyes tight shut, neither fully awake nor asleep. Tears escaping from his scrunched-up eyes. Wailing. I have to jolt him out of this state, and the best way seems to be to whisk him to the bathroom, there to hold him in front of that mirror with lights around it. The light opens his eyes, and he is surprised
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