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Chapter 1

The alarm wakes me up at six thirty a.m. prompt. Not the clock on my bedside table, which is set for seven fifteen, but a piercing bark from the hall.

I pull a pillow over my head and try to get back to sleep. There’s a fat chance of that, because the bark alarm has no off button. It repeats at thirty-second intervals until I feel thoroughly guilty. After all, it’s been shut in the house since midnight, and is probably desperate for a pee.

I roll out of bed, stagger down the hall and open the study door. Eleven and a half kilos of Cavalier King Charles Spaniel is lying at the ready beside his basket, hindquarters splayed out behind him, tail swishing the floor like a starter’s flag. In a split second he’s up and running, pushing between my legs without so much as a cursory glance at me. And instead of heading for the cat-flap that leads into the garden, he runs upstairs towards the kitchen, still barking, with a victorious glint in his eyes.

George might be bursting for a pee, but what he wants even more urgently is his breakfast.

Furious with myself for having been taken in by the same stunt as George pulled yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that, I head back to bed. But a minute later, a wet black nose appears beside my pillow, along with a pair of feathery white paws and a cloud of warm doggy breath. ‘Go away!’ I murmur, only rather less politely. Not one to give up easily, George keeps up a persistent one-sided conversation at my bedside. There’s only one way to get rid of him at this time in the morning, and that’s to give in.

Upstairs in the open-plan kitchen-cum-living room, he throws himself down as close to the refrigerator as he can get without blocking its door and stares at me with an un-flinching gaze. I dole a generous portion of all-in-one dry dog food into his bowl, and put it down on the slate hearth-stone, but instead of jumping up to eat it, George doesn’t budge an inch. He knows what’s in there – a rubble of round brown biscuits – and they tempt him far less than the identical-looking rabbit-droppings that litter Hampstead Heath. Loaded with meaning, his eyes roll towards the fridge door, then back to me. What George wants is sitting inside that humming metal box. And, just to make sure that I’ve got the message, he repeats the eye-rolling a couple of times and licks his lips.

For an animal whose brain is the size and consistency of a mushroom, George has pretty effective communication skills.

Relenting – after all, I wouldn’t want to eat those rabbit-droppings either – I open the fridge door and take out the carcass of last night’s roast chicken. George dances a salsa of anticipation around my feet as I tear off a few morsels and add them to his bowl, and when I carry it to the hearthstone he skids backwards in front of me, unwilling to take his eyes off it for an instant. Even before it’s hit the floor, he’s dived into it. By the time I’ve turned around he’s picked out every sliver of chicken and is already barking for more.

‘Sorry, kiddo,’ I say firmly, ‘that’s your lot.’ George is definitely on the chunky side. He’s been on a weight-loss diet ever since he recovered from anorexia, and I’m supposed to see that he sticks to it.

He returns to the fridge and barks intermittently at its closed door. Doing my best to ignore him, I make a stab at clearing up the trail of detritus left lying around late last night by my seventeen-year-old son: the discarded sweater scrunched up between the sofa cushions, the mobile phone on the draining-board, the poker chips on the mantelpiece, the open carton of milk souring on the coffee-table, the three trainers (why always three?) strewn treacherously across the rug, just where I’m most likely to trip over them. Eventually George stops barking, leaps on to an armchair and glares at me sulkily. Slowly but surely his head droops. He’s accepted that he’s going to get nothing else to eat in the immediate future and settles down to his favourite leisure activity: deep, comatose sleep.

At eight fifteen, having roused my son from his comatose sleep and packed him off to school, I wake George. Since he knows what’s next on the day’s agenda he raises his head with great reluctance and looks at me with dread. Intent on getting my own back for being woken so early myself, I cry ‘Walkies!’ in my most enthusiastic tone, hook on his leash, drag him off the armchair and pull him out of the front door. With a wistful backwards glance at the house, George trots down the road beside me, wagging his tail at every parked vehicle in the hope that we’re going to get into it. Walkies in the car – that is, sitting upright in the front passenger seat and staring out at the passing scenery – is George’s favourite form of exercise, which is why he has a weight problem.

I stride firmly past the cars, while my recalcitrant Cavalier lags further and further behind me on his extendable leash. This is just for starters. When he sees the Heath looming in front of him he digs in his claws and grinds to a complete halt. I give the five metres of cord that now separates us a gentle jerk, but George doesn’t budge. I try coaxing him, ‘Come on, darling!’, but when he still doesn’t move exasperation breaks through: ‘Come on! George! Heel! HEEL, I said! Do as YOU’RE TOLD!’

George plants his large posterior four-square on the pavement. Like gangsters at a showdown, we glare at each other along the leash. I remember what the pet behaviourist I consulted told me: that I must show George who’s top dog, and never let him get the better of me. ‘Okay,’ I say, as calmly as I can. ‘That’s enough!’ Turning away from him, I carry on walking and, since George refuses to stop his sit-down protest, he’s dragged along behind me on his bottom. His collar works its way over one ear and, like the drama king that he is, he starts to cough and choke as if he’s being strangled.

‘Oh, look at that poor little doggie!’

A group of children on their way to the local primary school take pity on him, so I’m forced to stop. They surround George, crying, ‘Oh, he’s so cute!’

Fluttering his eyelashes, George jumps to his feet and snuggles up to them as if chocolate wouldn’t melt in his mouth. But as their mothers approach, he moves to one side, arches his back and …

‘Yuk!’

George lands a perfect rosette on the pavement. As I bend down to scoop it into a hygienic plastic bag, the mothers catch up with their squealing offspring. They glare at George and at me with revulsion, as if I’m letting down the tone of the neighbourhood. As fast as I can, I tie up the bag’s handles to stop the smell escaping, but I’m not quick enough off the mark. Powdered nostrils flaring, the women shudder and pull their children away. One shoots me such a filthy look that you’d have thought I’d made the mess myself.

As I stand there, humiliated, the plastic bag and its warm, squidgy contents dangling from my hand, I feel inexplicably annoyed with George. It’s bad enough that I’m one of the few dog-owners in posh Hampstead who actually walks their own dog, rather than employing a professional to do it, without having to pick up his faeces too. Besides, similar incidents to this one happen with such regularity that I’m beginning to suspect George engineers them on purpose to embarrass me in front of my own species. In other words, he’s getting his own back for being taken on a walk against his wishes. Can this be true? Does my dog defecate at will out of a desire for revenge? Or am I barking mad?

Now comes the matter of bag-disposal in the receptacle at the end of our street. There it stands, a mud-splattered, pillar-box-red contraption, bristling with E. coli and toxocara germs. Holding my breath to stop myself gagging, I lift its lid with the very tip of one finger, drop in the bag and run away before I’m overcome with toxic fumes. This, I remind myself, is the down-side of dog-owning.

Sometimes, at this hour of the day, it’s hard to remember what the up-side is.

George does a 180-degree turn in the direction of home – after all, he’s done his business now and can’t see what further purpose would be served by continuing the walk – but I’m having none of it. Tightening his leash, I pull him across the road that separates the residential streets of Hampstead Village from the open acres of the Heath. Then I congratulate myself on having scored a major victory: I’ve actually got George out here, and it’s only eight forty-five. Realizing that it’s useless to try to get out of the enforced march, he plods along behind me with a downturned mouth. He may be going walkies, but he’s damned if he’s going to enjoy it.

I unleash George when we turn off the tree-lined path on to the large meadow that slopes down to the ponds at South End Green. All around us retrievers, Labradors, Alsatians, Dalmatians, dachshunds, Jack Russells and assorted mutts are bounding through the long grass, running after balls, fetching sticks, or simply gambolling happily beside their owners. Unlike them, my Cavalier stays rooted to the spot while I stride ahead. Half-way across the field, I glance surreptitiously over my shoulder to see if he’s following me. No. He’s in exactly the same place as he was when I unleashed him. As usual, George is taking a stand against walking by standing still.

I call him to heel. I shout. I whistle. I yell. George remains as immobile as the cute stuffed toy he so resembles. Only when I dodge behind a tree and he can no longer see me does he come to life. Afraid of losing his meal-ticket, he takes a few tentative steps in my direction, then breaks into a fast trot and, finally, a frantic run.

And as he runs a wonderful transformation takes place: George’s miserable expression dissolves. By the time he’s half-way across the field I could swear that he’s smiling, per-haps even grinning. Even a dog as exercise-shy as he is can’t resist a run on the Heath on a sunny spring morning when the air is brisk and fresh, the sun is low in the sky and the trees are about to burst into bud.

Suddenly George is a different animal. Or, rather, he is an animal. Nose to the ground like the hunting dogs from which his breed is descended, he follows the scent of a thousand rabbits, squirrels and foxes and runs hither and thither across the field. He puts up basking woodpeckers, and charges at magpies. He chases squirrels up trees and drinks water from muddy puddles. Stopping to sniff the earth, he falls on to his back and rolls from side to side, kicking his legs merrily in the air.

I sit down on a bench and watch him. My irritation melts away. Okay, George is difficult, wilful and stubborn and doesn’t like being in the open air. He doesn’t chase balls like normal dogs. He doesn’t obey commands, bring back sticks, shake paws or do any other tricks. In fact, he’s pretty useless. All he’s good for is eating chicken, barking, tearing up tissues and being waited on hand and paw. But every now and then he stops being a spoiled brat of a royal prince and reverts to being an ordinary mutt, full of pure, exuberant animal joy. And watching him when he’s like this always makes my spirits soar.

Well satisfied by his long roll in the grass, and looking extraordinarily, smugly pleased with himself, George jumps to his feet, notes where I am, hurtles across the field towards me and hurls himself on to my lap. Overcome with emotion for Woman’s Best Friend, I give him a hug and kiss the white fluffy fur on top of his adorable head. ‘Good boy,’ I coo, like the dog-mad lady I am at heart. ‘I do love you, Georgie-Porgie!’

Then, as we sit on the bench together, a woman and her dog in happy harmony, a pungent, noxious smell rises from his warm body. I look down – and discover that George hasn’t been rolling on the ground simply for the pleasure of it. No, he’s been rolling in something – and it’s sticky, brown and disgusting. Whatever it is – and I don’t like to think about it in too much detail – it’s all over his back, his muzzle, his hind legs and his front paws. Not only is he covered in it, so am I.

I push the dirty, sticky monster off my lap and wipe my dirty, sticky hands on a clump of grass. I attach the leash to his dirty, sticky collar and head for home. George leads the way, his dirty, sticky tail hoisted high and waving like a tattered flag of victory. As well it might. Against all expectation he has turned the tables on me and won the battle: our morning walk, which I had planned to last at least forty minutes, is over after just ten.

The moment I’m through the front door I tear off my filthy clothes and throw George into the bath, but not before he’s rolled on the hall carpet and smeared it with the substance he’s covered with. I wash and shampoo him, then dry him with my hairdryer. I shampoo the hall carpet, then scour the bath. Finally I scrub myself, put on some clean clothes and throw my jeans into the washing-machine with George’s dirty towels.

Then I stuff my stained coat into a plastic bag and take it to the dry-cleaner in Hampstead Village. This time when I leave the house, George stays behind. As I walk down the garden path he leaps on to the back of the sofa and looks at me reproachfully through the bay window. Why am I abandoning him? he seems to ask.

I return home to find him lying on my white duvet cover, which has, in the last half-hour, mysteriously acquired a 101 Dalmatians theme and is covered in big grey paw-prints. He’s fast asleep and snoring, with his wrinkled little nose resting between his giant paws. Even though officially he’s not allowed on the bed he looks so peaceful that I can’t bring myself to disturb him. Instead of starting work, I throw myself down beside him.

Though it’s only ten thirty, I’m exhausted. I’ve been up for four hours and, in one way or another, George has dominated all of them.

Why, oh, why, I ask myself, did I ever get a dog?
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Chapter 2

It was 1998, and the first week of November. The clocks had recently been turned back, marking the official start of winter. What had been five o’clock in the evening was now only four, and as I walked my nine-year-old son Joshua home from school the darkness was drawing in.

In past years, we’d returned home on November afternoons just like this one to find all the lights blazing. As we’d come through the front door we’d hear loud jazz or flamenco music coming from the CD-player, usually mixed with the tones of a Radio 4 presenter, and often the soundtrack of a video playing on the TV. An animated, and occasionally infuriated, male voice rose above the cacophony. Udi Eichler, my husband and Joshua’s father, was seated in his favourite chair at the end of the kitchen table, talking on the telephone.

Invariably Udi was surrounded by a sea of newspapers, political and literary journals, magazines on speed-boating, half-read Booker-prize contenders, cups of cold black coffee, unanswered letters, scrawled-upon notepads, topless pens and open blue plastic pouches of Gauloises tobacco. Oh, yes, and his beloved Psion organizer, a machine from which he was never willingly parted. Often he was juggling two telephone calls at once – one on our land-line, the other on his mobile, which was tucked uncomfortably between shoulder and ear. Stuck between the fingers of his right hand, the thin, moist roll-up looked more like a badly rolled joint than the ordinary cigarette it actually was. As Udi puffed steadily on it, dripping ash everywhere except into the pristine ashtray in front of him, wisps of smoke rose slowly into the air and settled in a ghostly halo above his head.

This year, as Joshua and I walked down our street, I had a leaden feeling inside me. Our house was dark and silent. There wasn’t a single light on in the kitchen, and there was no John Coltrane or Gypsy Kings music seeping through the sash windows. I chatted brightly to Joshua as we came up the path, hoping he wouldn’t notice how different things were from how they’d once been, but I don’t think he was fooled for a minute.

‘How were sports today, darling?’

‘It’s not sports, it’s football. And it was rained off.’

‘Oh. What a pity! What did you do instead?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Oh. Nothing at all? Didn’t Miss Sandra suggest anything?’

‘She was busy. We mucked around in the classroom.’

‘That must have been fun. So, have you got much homework tonight?’

‘Just some maths. Why are you asking all these questions?’

‘Because I’m interested.’

‘Why? It’s school, Mum. And you ask the same things every day.’

I turned my key in the front door, but with no pleasure. There were few things I disliked more than coming home to an empty house. With Udi around, our home had been full to the point of overflowing. Now, instead of the tornado of activity he’d generated around him, there was an uncanny stillness inside the rooms. Rambling on to Joshua about what I’d done that day, I tuned on all the lights, closed the wooden shutters over the blackening windows, and lit the gas log fire in the grate. I tuned the radio to a rock-music station, and, for good measure, switched on the television. The purpose of all this was to disguise Udi’s tangible absence – symbolized by the empty carver chair at the end of the bare kitchen table, which had once been his throne.

Udi had died five months before, at the age of fifty-six. He’d steamrollered into my life thirteen years earlier, wearing a fur-trimmed coat he’d bought in an Oxfam shop and a black fedora given to him by the American writer Saul Bellow. An extrovert Mitteleuropean who overflowed with joie de vivre, he was a renowned maker of TV documentaries and high-brow factual programmes; and he was also training to become a psychotherapist, a career he went on to pursue part-time. Brilliant, charismatic, provocative, and with the gift of the gab, Udi had interests that ranged from art through to wind-surfing, and he could hold forth for hours on any subject from outboard motors to schizophrenia to post-modernist literature. If there was one adjective you could never have used to describe him, it was ‘boring’.

Udi had the knack of dominating any space he occupied, be it an office, a kitchen or a dinner party, an arena in which he delighted in prodding – or, rather, exploding – his fellow guests out of any complacent views they might hold. Far from being an intellectual snob, he treated everyone with the same respect: from writers such as Bellow, whom he had met through his work as a TV producer, to Joseph, the Ethiopian mini-cab driver he had befriended. Udi spent hours, sometimes months, helping acquaintances and friends sort out their personal problems. He was genuinely fascinated by everyone with whom he came into contact.

Perhaps he was so generous with himself and lived life with such gusto because his own childhood had been hard. He’d been born with a club foot in 1942 in Nazi-occupied Austria to a narcissistic seventeen-year-old mother, Gertie, who then worked her way through six husbands in almost as many years. As for Udi’s real father, he had little to do with him.

When Udi was a troubled thirteen-year-old, Gertie sent him to England for a fortnight’s holiday with Gus, the owner of a Bohemian restaurant-cum-jazz-club off London’s Fulham Road and the only one of her ex-husbands who took any interest in her son. To Gus’s horror, at the end of two weeks Udi announced his intention of remaining in England for good, and refused to go home. When Gus turfed him out with a five-pound note in his pocket, Udi threw himself on the mercy of the Home Office. He felt British, not Austrian, he told the powers-that-be, and he wanted to stay here for ever.

The Home Office of the mid-1950s was a very different place from the strictly regulated, bureaucracy-laden organization it is today. Bewildered, and perhaps amused, by the thirteen-year-old Austrian’s determination, its civil servants not only granted him leave to stay but took him into care. After packing him off to a Borstal-like institution for six months – they didn’t know what else to do with him – they found him a place at the Inner London Education Authority’s only state-run boarding-school, a marvellous institution near Ipswich called Woolverstone Hall. From there, he went on to study economics at university, then joined the staff of BBC Television on the graduate ‘general-trainee’ scheme.

Initially Udi hadn’t been my parents’ choice as a perfect partner for their precious youngest daughter. The thing was, they’d never met anyone like him – few people had – and they didn’t know what to make of him. Recently separated from Diana, his wife of twenty-four years, Udi was eleven years older than I was. Having married at the age of nineteen, he already had two grown-up daughters, Tabby and Hannah, who’d been brought up in a unique, psychotherapeutically based community in Kew, West London. Udi drove around on an old motorbike wearing a battered crash-helmet, a floral shirt and skin-tight black leather trousers my father disparagingly called his Lederhosen. His shoes were leprechaun green. He chain-smoked roll-ups, and dropped ash every-where, distributing it across carpets, table-tops and clothes as if he were performing some sort of benediction rite. His conversation ranged from Nietzsche and libertarianism to the most intimate questions (a typical opening gambit to a perfect stranger might be ‘Tell me about your first sexual experience,’ and the odd thing was that the stranger usually did). Questions such as these might have gone down well among London’s literati, but in conventional Jewish middle-class society this kind of deeply personal interrogation was greeted with suspicion, not to say scandalized shock.

However, I was in my thirties and still unmarried, so my parents accepted Udi. And from the moment their first grandchild, Joshua, was born, Udi could do little wrong in their eyes. In time they grew to love my oddball and outstandingly hospitable husband dearly, and he them.

Although he was overweight, smoked like a chimney and ran on endless litres of strong black coffee, Udi always seemed to enjoy good health, so my constant warnings to him about obesity, heart-attacks and lung cancer fell on deaf ears. But by May 1997 he was looking and feeling awful. His skin had a grey cast, he was troubled by pains in his chest, which he insisted were caused by indigestion, and he’d often come home from work and fall asleep on the sofa. This was highly unusual behaviour for a human dynamo who ordinarily didn’t go to bed until three in the morning then woke up four hours later, refreshed and ready to go.

It took much nagging on my part to get him to see a doctor. As a trained psychotherapist and a physician manqué, Udi would spend hours diagnosing other people’s medical or psychological problems, but he somehow felt he was above needing help himself. However, in early June he suddenly found it difficult to swallow, and the trip to the doctor could no longer be postponed.

She referred Udi for an endoscopy at our local hospital, the Royal Free in Hampstead. Since he had a business meeting to go to immediately afterwards, he insisted on undergoing the throat examination without an anaesthetic, or even a sedative. He emerged from the experience nauseated and shaken. Something was clearly wrong with him, and he feared it was serious.

A few minutes later the consultant summoned us into his office, where he greeted us with the chilling words ‘I’m so very sorry.’ Udi, he said, had cancer of the oesophagus, and the prognosis was not good. In the short term he’d have a dangerous operation to remove a large section of his throat, but even so, the chances of his making a full recovery were slim.

As it happened, the diagnosis – but, tragically, not the prognosis – was wrong. The small tumour that the specialist had spotted at the base of Udi’s oesophagus was but the tip of an iceberg: a huge tumour had been growing inside the lining of his stomach for an indeterminate number of years. By the time it was detected, it had broken through the stomach walls and had reached the size of a house-brick. As Professor Marc Winslett, Udi’s brilliant surgeon, deduced from his subsequent MRI scans, Udi was suffering from stage IV linitis plastica, a rare form of gastric cancer. The outlook could hardly have been worse.

At the end of August, in a life-threatening, six-hour operation, Winslett removed the huge malignant growth, along with Udi’s entire stomach. He then created a tiny new false ‘stomach’ out of a short length of Udi’s intestines. From now on, like a crash dieter who’d had his stomach stapled, Udi would only be able to eat tiny amounts at a time, and his weight would drop dramatically. ‘You always wanted a slim husband,’ he quipped from the hospital trolley, as I accompanied him to the operating theatre. ‘Now you’ll have one.’

Never an easy patient, my libertarian husband started to play up the moment he regained consciousness in Intensive Care by demanding that, in the name of personal freedom, he be allowed a cigarette. In vain did the nurses protest that (a) a roll-up was the last thing he needed, (b) the hospital was a smoke-free zone, (c) the smoke might kill his fellow patients in the unit, and (d) that lighting up while a supply of pure oxygen was being fed into his nostrils might cause Udi to explode. Though barely compos mentis after his long anaesthetic, and hooked up to countless monitors and drips, he nagged and nagged until, twelve hours later, the IC staff could stand it no longer and shipped him back to the gastrointestinal ward a full day before they were supposed to.

A few nights later, just after I’d left his bedside, Udi walked out of the ward on impulse, undetected by the nurses. Ebullient at having survived his surgery, he was determined not to waste a single hour of whatever future remained to him in staring at grim hospital walls. Held together from sternum to navel by a line of metal staples, and wearing only his pyjamas and dressing-gown, he hitched a lift up the hill from one of the other patients’ visitors, and arrived home, without his keys, to find no one in. Taking a chance that Joshua and I were at my sister’s house around the corner (we were), he walked there in his bare feet and surprised us all. A glass of orange juice in his hand, one leg crossed nonchalantly over the other, surrounded by the family, he laughed and joked as if he was on top of the world. He seemed invincible.

Yet ten months later he was dead. What his oncologist described as ‘an aggressive regime’ of chemotherapy – administered, the specialist admitted, with the proviso that he hadn’t a clue whether it would work – had neither given Udi the miracle cure he had hoped for nor bought him the two to three extra years of life that had been the least of his expectations. In fact, it had done nothing more than make him feel dreadfully ill, and temporarily hold back the tide of minute cancer cells that had already metastasized throughout his body.

Invisible, undetectable, yet as lethal as the spores of some poisonous fungus, they sat inside him waiting for an opportunity to sprout into life – and they did so the moment that the three-month course of chemotherapy ended. In January, when he took the whole family on a skiing holiday to Austria, Udi seemed almost back to normal. But he wasn’t. By late March, when he underwent an emergency operation to remove a small blockage in his intestines, we were told that his life expectancy was no more than six months. By early May, after a third operation, this all-too-short time-scale had shrunk to a minuscule three weeks.

A three-week death sentence was not only deeply shocking but virtually impossible to take on board, particularly since Udi still seemed as much of a live wire as ever. Fired up on a self-administered morphine drip, which was delivered to him at home by a team of palliative-care nurses he nicknamed ‘the Death Squad’, he continued to go out for coffee with his friends until he was too weak to do so. From then on he held court on the living-room sofa, and later in a hospice, where a steady stream of friends, family and acquaintances came to bid him farewell. So many arrived – some from as far afield as America – that, like the PA of a busy government minister, I had to keep a diary of their visits and limit the length of time they stayed so that they didn’t all swamp us at once.

To be frank, making thirty cups of coffee a day and handing out comfort and tissues to a stream of distraught people as they left our house in floods of tears was not the ideal way to spend the last days with my husband – and, to make matters worse, my father, who lived in France, was dying of cancer at exactly the same time and I couldn’t get away to visit him. However, this was Udi’s death, not mine, and he had the right to conduct it in whichever way he saw fit, so I bit my lip. Others saw his constant socializing and blunt, stoical attitude to his imminent death as heroic, almost saintly. I interpreted it otherwise. Terrified of dying, Udi was avoiding being alone with those to whom he was closest: me, who had been his partner and wife for the last thirteen years; Tabby and Hannah, his much-loved grown-up daughters, who moved in with us during the final weeks to help care for him; Nathaniel, his adorable four-year-old grandson; and, most of all, eight-year-old Joshua, who sat on the hospice bed, painting his father’s toenails bright pink. Udi proudly showed them to all his visitors and laughed, but the laughter held a bitter ring. He adored Joshua with a passion, and the thought that he would not live to see him grow up was unbearably painful to him.

Joshua had known from the start that something was seriously wrong with his father. The huge operation, which had left him with a scar reminiscent of Dr Frankenstein’s monster down his stomach, could hardly have been kept secret. Neither could the months of chemotherapy that had sapped Udi’s strength, made him bad-tempered and tired, and caused his hair to fall out. Besides, as a psychotherapist Udi didn’t believe in keeping secrets from anyone, even children. It was always better to face the truth, he insisted, even when it was painful to hear.

‘Is Dad going to get better?’ was a question Joshua had often asked me in the beginning.

‘I certainly hope so!’ I’d answered, in the kind of indignant voice that made it sound like a given. It wasn’t a lie. Despite the terrible odds, I’d honestly believed that Udi would survive. He’d always been a lucky so-and-so who sailed close to the wind in his personal relationships as well as professionally. He courted danger, yet somehow always managed to avoid it at the last minute.

Not this time, though.

As the months went past, despite my best efforts to keep up a cheerful and superficially normal home front, Joshua’s face had begun to look as washed-out as his father’s, and the question he’d asked me most frequently changed to ‘Is Dad going to die?’

‘I hope not,’ I’d replied at first, and later, ‘I don’t think so.’ Joshua had made me promise not to lie to him: if Udi was going to die, he wanted to be told about it before it happened. So when I could avoid it no longer, my answer became ‘There’s a chance that he will,’ and then, ‘Yes, he might.’

When Joshua countered innocently one day, ‘If he does, will I get the day off school?’ I realized how little he understood of the enormity of what was about to happen, and what impact it would have on his life.

After Udi received his three-weeks’ notice from Professor Winslett, I had to become more blunt with Joshua. I knew that Udi would talk openly about his imminent death, both to visiting friends and on the telephone. If we didn’t tell Joshua, he was bound to listen in to one of these conversations, which might be even worse than hearing the news from us directly.

So in the end we decided to tell him that, yes, Udi was probably going to die, and quite soon. It was a decision I immediately regretted. What was death in the mind of an eight-year-old? The thought that his father might do it – whatever it was – at any moment terrified him. He became nervous in Udi’s company and only gradually relaxed again so that, by the end of the three weeks, he was designing a pyramid-shaped tomb for Udi and nursing him alongside his sister Hannah. ‘I’m so proud of you, Dad,’ I remember him saying, as he tended Udi on the last day of his life.

Outwardly calm and resigned to death, inwardly raging at being deprived of his future and suffering the ignominy of his body’s final breakdown, Udi died at dawn on 3 June 1998. ‘So damn much not yet lived,’ he’d written to Professor Winslett a few weeks before. ‘Even though I have packed at least two lives into my time, it just hasn’t been enough!’ His cremation a week later, attended by more than two hundred and fifty people, was a secular celebration of his charismatic personality, his twin careers as TV producer and psychotherapist, and his exceptional gifts for understanding and friendship. Unique, heroic, altruistic, challenging, exotic, an enabler of others, unquenchably inquisitive, loyal, idiosyncratic, inspiring, unflinchingly honest, vibrant, engaged, earthy, irreplaceable: these were just some of the words used to describe him. There were speeches by old friends and erstwhile television colleagues. His favourite aria from Mozart’s The Magic Flute – ‘Dies Bildnifs’ – was sung by Robert Johnston, a young tenor who’d grown up in the Kew community where Udi had once lived. The actor John Thaw, one of Udi’s many well-known psychotherapy clients, recited the Primo Levi poem ‘To My Friends’. Tabby and Hannah read a poignant tribute to their father, and Joshua recited a poem he’d written comparing Udi to a leaf blown away in a storm. He reduced everyone to tears.

My choice of final music for the service was Irving Berlin’s 1930s classic, ‘Cheek To Cheek’. It had always been ‘our’ song, though Udi could never remember any of the lyrics except one line – the first. Sung by Fred Astaire, it echoed around the red-brick crematorium as we filed out. He was in heaven, the lyric went – and everybody burst out laughing.

I couldn’t help thinking that if Udi had been there to act as host, the event would have been transformed into the most marvellous party. He’d have enjoyed the attention and flattering comments immensely. And, a TV producer to the core, he would almost certainly have suggested several changes to the running order.

The following day my sister, Sue, and I took our children to France to visit our desperately ill seventy-nine-year-old father, David, whom I hadn’t seen for months. He’d been very sick but still on his feet when I’d last gone. Now he was too weak to stand, or even open his eyes.

When I’d been a small child, my father had seemed like the strongest man in the universe. He’d clench the muscles of his right arm and invite my sister and me to swing from it, crack a walnut between his fingers or break an apple in two with his bare hands, just to impress us. Behind his physical strength had lain a soft heart, a gentlemanly character and a generous nature. A greengrocer’s son from the East End of London, he’d worked his way out of poverty when still a relatively young man, educated himself and given us, his family, everything he’d lacked as a child. I was the younger daughter, and he’d spoiled me terribly.

During the last few months, my father and Udi had often joked over the telephone that they’d beat each other to the finishing line, but in the end Udi pipped him to the post. Over the years my father had confided in Udi in a way he never had in anyone else. He’d been heartbroken to learn of Udi’s death, and deeply worried about my future and Joshua’s. I sat beside his bed, held his hand and tried to reassure him that we’d be all right.

As if he’d been waiting to say goodbye to his daughters and grandchildren, my father died less than twenty-four hours after we arrived in France. Understandably, Joshua was frightened by this second death, which had come just eleven days after his father’s. ‘All the men in our family are dying,’ he said in despair. He worried that he would be next.

We flew my father’s body to England and, a day later, found ourselves at the crematorium in Golders Green for the second family funeral within a fortnight. Since many of the same friends and relatives were there too, it was rather like an action-replay of Udi’s.

By some cruel irony, the shop windows everywhere that week were filled with Father’s Day banners, gifts and cards. I did my best to keep Joshua away from them, and not to look at them myself, but they were impossible to avoid. Every time I saw them it was like having salt rubbed into my two open wounds. I felt distraught. In the privacy of our bedroom, I opened Udi’s wardrobe and gazed blankly at the neatly arranged shirts and trousers that had suddenly become limp, useless relics. I slipped my hands inside shoes that still bore the imprint of Udi’s feet, and buried my face in jackets he would never wear again. They smelled of his heat, of tobacco, of him.
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