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One 
 
 
 
 

At my father’s funeral, after everything, I lit a great big 
fire in his honour, built from stacked apple crates and 
broken furniture and pieces of a fallen-down tree. It 
towered over the scrubby piece of land I call the bonfire 
garden, and blazed, too far gone to fight, against the 
fading afternoon. On the lawn below me, my family 
gulped for air like landed fish. They clawed at their own 
faces like Edvard Munch’s Screamers, like meth-heads. His 
mourners poured from the house, designer-clad and 
howling, lit up like spectres by the flames. 

My stepfather, Lowell Baxter, ageing pin-up boy, one- 
time TV star and current no-hoper, stood swaying, dazed 
and hollow-eyed, a man woken up in the wrong place 
after a long sleep. Hannah, my mother, crumpled on to 
the wet grass like a just-born foal in all her credit-card 
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finery, her gorgeous face collapsing in a slow puncture. 
She clutched at her own clothes, sobbing violently, but 
she didn’t bother getting to her feet. I doubt she could 
remember how, she was so weighted down with debt. 

I could have filmed them, preserved their agonies for 
repeat viewings, but I didn’t. I did what my  best  and 
only friend Thurston always told me. I savoured the 
moment because the moment was more than enough. I 
stood back and watched them suffer, feeding fistfuls of 
paper to the flames. 

I wondered if they’d ever speak to me again. I’ve always 
longed for Hannah and Lowell to stop talking. 

They didn’t behave that way when it was my father 
in the furnace. Neither of them was sorry to see him 
go. Before the fire, there was a service for him at the 
crematorium. Ernest Toby Jones, one of a queue of 
waiting dead. Lowell worked the room in a tight suit 
and Hannah wore big black sunglasses to hide her lack 
of tears, and shiny black high heels with red soles, same 
colour as her lipstick. High-impact accessories are my 
mother’s answer to big occasions, in place of actual 
feelings. 

I couldn’t stand the thought of Ernest lying in that 
box with the lid closed, all dark and lonely and gone. 
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None of it made sense to me. I couldn’t keep up. But 
like water putting out a lit match, the rest of the world 
closed over the fact of his absence, and ran on. His hearse 
moved through everyday traffic. Cars behind him on the 
road tested their patience on his slow and stately journey 
to the grave. Only one old man, walking with a stick, 
stopped as the coffin navigated a roundabout and met 
my eye, and bowed his head politely to the dead. Inside, 
Ernest’s thin crowd spread itself out across the pews and 
tried to fill up the room. God knows who most of them 
were. They wore their dullest clothes and tuned their 
voices to the frequencies of sadness and loss. I sat on my 
own. I didn’t want anything to do with them.The chapel’s 
technicolour carpets looked like off-cuts from The Shining, 
from a shut-down Las Vegas casino. I wanted to meet the 
person responsible and find out if they were joking, or 
colour-blind, or just a fan of Stanley Kubrick films. I 
wanted to tell Thurston about them because he would 
get it and because on that day of all days I could have 
done with him there. And then I realised the carpets were 
chosen perfectly, because they took my mind off the 
elephant in the room, the rubbed-raw stump of what 
was missing, the lack of my father, the lack of Ernest, 
who was never ever coming back. 
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I  didn’t  have  him  for  long  enough. That’s  the  bare 
bones of it. I wasn’t ready, once I’d found him, to let go. 

“Do you want a song played?” I asked him, the week 
before. “When the curtains close, when your coffin goes 
through. Do you want a hymn or something?” 

He thought about it for one waterlogged, morphine- 
soft moment. 

“Harold Melvin and the Blue Notes,” he said, and his 
voice sat like pea gravel in his mouth, sounded like mice 
scampering in a faraway attic. It took an age for the words 
to come out into the air. “If you don’t know me by now.” 

“You will never, never, never know me,” I sang, somewhere 
between   laughter   and   tears. 

Thurston threw a fake funeral once. He hired a hearse 
and his Uncle Mac drove it. I sat up front and even though 
the coffin behind me was empty, it brooded, like 
something moody and alive, and I kept  thinking  there 
was someone else in the car. Thurston walked ahead on 
the street at this slow, slow pace in a threadbare tailcoat 
and a tall black hat, a face like wet thunder, streaked with 
tears. It was a Sunday in the suburbs, Long Beach way, 
out by Rossmoor. People were washing their cars and 
tidying their yards and a gang of kids were riding their 
bikes in circles round a run-over cat. Uncle Mac just kept 
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driving, slow as could be, following Thurston’s lead with 
a great big smile plastered to his face. He didn’t know 
what was going to happen next and he liked it that way. 

“I trust the boy,” he said, “’cause he’s a genius.” 
I wasn’t about to argue with that. 
The kids stopped circling, people stopped mowing and 

raking and more still came right out of their houses, and 
everyone watched this funeral that wasn’t theirs.You could 
see them wondering whose it was and what the hell it 
was doing on their street, on their weekend. And then 
when we had everyone’s attention, Thurston reached into 
his jacket pocket at the exact same time I opened the car 
windows and cranked up the stereo, It’s Just Begun by The 
Jimmy Castor Bunch. In one fluid movement, as the music 
gathered itself together, Thurston took four home-made 
pigment bombs and flung them out and down on the 
tarmac in front of him. He walked and we followed, 
stately and respectful, through a thick and billowing cloud 
of colour that swelled and rose and then drifted down, 
clinging to his tear-stained skin and his black clothes and 
to our sombre, bug-stuck car. As we emerged from the 
colour cloud and the song kicked in, Thurston started to 
dance. Not just foot tapping or finger clicking, not just 
any old thing. His whole body dipped and slipped and 
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flowed like water through the music, the notes flinging 
him into the air and then low and wide across the ground 
until the smile on my face hurt just watching him, until 
I forgot to breathe. God, that boy could move. 

Everybody but us was still, like we’d cast some kind 
of spell on them, like we’d stopped time but carried on 
travelling right through it. People stared. That’s all they 
could do. It was the kind of funeral you’d long to have, 
the kind you’d see and then years later couldn’t say if it 
was real or only a dream. 

It was a moment, that’s what it was. Thurston dreamed 
it up and handed it over to those Rossmoor people, for 
free.They had no idea what they were getting.They didn’t 
know how lucky they were. 

Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. 
When Ernest’s emptied body had hit temperatures close 

to 1000 degrees centigrade and been reduced to a shoebox 
full of strangely damp sand, cooling down for collection, 
I wished for a great burst of sound and colour, a 
celebration, a free dream. Instead everything was quiet 
and ordinary and shut down. There might have been a 
hymn, and people got up and shuffled out, looking only 
at the ground. We drove back in silence to his house for 
refreshments and small talk, for gin-laced cocktails and 
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tiny, harpooned sandwiches on the lawn. It would have 
been so much better with Thurston there to help me. I 
remember thinking that. It would have been something 
breathtaking and spectacular. 

I wasn’t wrong. 
In the end, it was my best and last fire. I went out 

into the garden alone. The heat had dropped out of the 
sun and the light was leaving. I took a deep breath. I lit 
a match, put it calmly to the petrol-soaked rags at the 
bonfire’s skirts, and I waited. 

And I wished with all my heart that Ernest could have 
been around to see it. 
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