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        For the Creeps,

You know who you are.
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
        It is not the physical or mental aberration in itself which horrifies us, but rather the lack of order which these aberrations seem to imply. 
      

            
        stephen king
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            A HAUNTING

         

      

   


   
      
         
            BEGINNINGS

         

         The weekend that my dad died for the first time was the same weekend that my second son was born.

         There were maybe hours between the events, but now in my memory they are entwined irrevocably. I want to weave them together to give them some kind of meaning. The full-throated wail of my raw and red newborn and the strained gasps of my dying father.

         Looking back, I regard the ironic similarities of our two states, my father’s and mine, in that moment. Nothing so closely touches the throes of death as the throes of birth.

         I am crouched on a hospital bed and gasping for the breath I’ll need to ride the roaring contractions. He is splayed on a matching bed just a few miles away. I am red-faced, with every contraction pushing and heaving, trying to haul this baby to the surface. He is totally still, slowly sinking. He is falling away from us tethered only by a whispered thread that, once severed, will not be reconnected. We’ve signed the DNR, my mother and I, there will be no mechanical miracles. We do not want him wrenched back to the dreadful limbo of his world without memory or meaning, where no pleasure remains.

         The last gasps of life are an inversion of the crashing waves of contractions. Birth is explosive and volatile; the final moment of life takes this same explosion and detonates it deep inside us.

         That sharp October night, we were both engaged in the real work of life, the violent struggle of dying and giving birth.

         My son is vividly red, damp with vernix, filled to bursting with his blood and his heat and his newly minted rage. His thick kicking legs and his bloodcurdling outrage. I love the way newborns rage into being.

         My father is the opposite of this little wild thing. My father, just a few miles away, lying shrunken, almost desiccated on a high, narrow hospital bed, silent. He is bone-white and parched; I think I hear his body rustle with the slightest movement. Their two bodies haven’t met, but they are bound, each offering their moments, first and last respectively, up into the same indifferent sky.

         When he surfaces, my new son is dark-haired and dark-eyed. He is slapped up on my belly: a startling new person has arrived into the party of the delivery room. I hack through the umbilical cord – a length of meat, iridescent and coiled, looking alien and mythical at once. It takes a few goes with the surgical scissors before the boy is set loose. Now, the winter sun pours into the room, traffic whines by several stories down – a Friday morning like any other. The elation after birth is intoxicating. I will find I am unmanageably high for weeks.

         
             

         

         I take a shower and watch rusty, blood-stained water wind down my legs. I feel evacuated. My thick body is hollow. I am alone for the first time in months. I am in pain but also so very high. A thought rears up: I could punch someone right now. I’m giddy with this high and lashing out sounds divine. I laugh alone in the shower and wonder why we pretend there’s anything normal about giving birth. Just moments earlier, my body was gaping, yawning wide as the inside wrenched and contorted to push out a brand new fellow human being. The giddy thoughts drift and I follow them down down down, until I’m crouched on the floor. It’s the most horrific shower floor of all time but exhaustion and confusion have momentarily stolen my balance.

         Elsewhere, across the river in another hospital, my father dies. For a few moments, at least.

         I don’t know. No one has told me as I explore the particulars of my new baby, burying my head in the folds of his neck and marvelling at his various miniature elements – his strangely long nails and perfect ears. I am gorging on life. I eat and eat and eat that day. My body has done something brand new and yet also as old as time, this elemental marathon that has me demanding toast and Kit Kats every hour.

         There’s no hunger like it. I eat with a fierce focus every little morsel, sipping tea and guzzling the new baby smell. The baby greedily latches to my body, and we are one again.

         My mother goes between these two hospital beds, telling neither about the other. The contrast between the riotous feasting in the wake of new life and the slow empty room where my dad lies must be disorientating. She braves this day (and all days) with a stoicism that verges on the pathological.

         The difference between being alive and being dead is oddly not as clear-cut as you would imagine. Up until the 1950s, it was more black and white: is there a heartbeat? Are they breathing? No? Dead. However, as technology advanced and we gained the power to prolong elements of life, the line between the here and the after has blurred. With the invention of the respirator a new term was coined: ‘brain death’. A body could be kept warm and breathing with death occurring only in the brain. But are we living when all consciousness is destroyed with no hope of it being regained? And if your brain dies first and your body is driven forward day by day by nothing more than reflex, well, it’s no life. I’ve seen it.

         In the last decades, medicine, mechanics and morality collided and death became both simpler and more complex. On one hand, we could pull the plug and pitch the patient into death, on the other hand, with advances came possibilities. What if we could keep them plugged in indefinitely? Could we push the air into their lungs and draw it out again, over and over until a distant time when death has been dispensed with altogether and they can be fixed and live once more?

         My mother and I signed the DNR, the pleading document that asked physicians to set aside what could be done and instead regard what should be done. Which was nothing. Let him go. Please go. No more of the patient patient. No more passing time at his bedside, forgetting him as fast as he had forgotten everything.

         As his illness progressed and devoured him, his body became a frightful thing. I was scared to watch his decline at such close range. I saw it for what it was, a swampy soup of death that was engulfing him, and that would flood us too if we ventured too close.

         At his bedside, I tried not to breathe. I wanted to shirk that taste of sickness – a combination of bad coffee, boiled vegetables and waste. I washed my hands raw after every visit, and I scorched my insides clean with alcohol. Death can be catching.

         
             

         

         And so he died that day for some time. But then he thudded once more to life. His eyes saw nothing, his voice had deserted years before. I can’t remember the last words he ever spoke to me. They were probably senseless, but I’d trade a lot to hear them again. The monitor beside him resumed, chirping along with him for now. The nurse who had seen him come in and baulked that this skeletal creature that said nothing and saw nothing was only sixty-three, now declared dispassionately that he had rallied.

         
             

         

         Later. It was 4am and I was back home, lying in my bed and feeding the new boy when my mother texted me.

         ‘Are you awake?’

         I knew it was my father. I knew immediately, but I didn’t allow so much as a shard of hope.

         I typed:

         ‘Of course. Is it Kev?’

         ‘They say after the surgery, his heart stopped beating. They didn’t intervene. He rallied but they don’t think he’ll last the night.’

         We made a plan. Taxi to the hospital. I crept about the dark house locating the newborn arsenal. My husband and I had a whispered conversation.

         ‘He won’t die.’

         I was firm. I had to be. I couldn’t start to hope. It’s a strange reversal when, out of love, you are wishing, even willing someone to die.

         
             

         

         I brought the hours-old baby out into the October night. It simply didn’t occur to me not to. The boy was still a part of me, solely dependent on me for survival; he didn’t know we were travelling through icy deserted streets towards a man he’d never know. All he knows is me. I am his location. He dwells on my body.

         At the hospital a modicum of sense prevails and I realise I cannot bring something so fresh and precious into a hospital. I leave him with my aunt who has struck up a conversation in the backseat with the small unblinking being. I stand in the hospital entrance and contemplate the vast expanse between the lifts and me. On my phone there are complicated instructions to the ward. In a room somewhere in this building my dad is dying. Don’t hope.

         Don’t hope. Don’t hope.

         Some part of me believes he will never die, and that I will spend my whole life watching this excruciating end.

         I start slowly across the white polished floor. I cannot imagine that I’ll ever get there. I have been maimed by the birth and can’t walk properly. A hidden seam is all that’s holding me together. I feel more conscious than ever before that I am a body and that won’t go on forever. Under the coat thrown hastily over my pyjamas, I feel the ache of milk coming. This is the middle place. Between life and nowhere. This is where my dad, my mother and I have tapped out the hours for years. Trudging forward, holding ourselves, keeping a terrible pain in check, wanting a release. For all of us.

         Don’t hope.

         I get to the lift and remind myself: This isn’t it.

         
             

         

         In the room, I touch him just in case it is. Touching him has been a monumental effort for many years now. I hate myself for this.

         ‘This isn’t it,’ I announce to my mother. She is the only one who understands those words. Who understands the spell I’m trying to cast.

         This isn’t the room where you die, I tell him silently. Do you understand that I wish it was? 

         
             

         

         His dying body had become a site of pain. That’s what happens with illness: it obscures the person, my dad, your child, our friends, until even when holding their hands and bearing witness to them day after day, you can no longer see any of the person they were. Their continued pitiable existence becomes a mockery of who they once were. For my dad, it was his expression. In health there was always a glint, he was a person perpetually on the verge of some mischief – some terrible pun or gleefully bad joke. Now his face had been overrun by an awful creaking smile that severed his face and killed my every memory of him.

         Dying estranged us. I sensed I was supposed to be closer than ever to him, but quite honestly I was scared of him. I was afraid of being infected by all the dying. Afraid that the illness consuming him would in turn take me.

         
             

         

         Death can be catching. Just not in the ways we think. I began dying alongside him but it was hard to tell at first. At first it looked like I was living – and living remarkably well at that. During those dying years, my main objective at all costs was to look like I was coping. I felt my entire purpose could be boiled down to one essential imperative: don’t make a fuss. I felt I had no right to grieve, appear sad, or let myself off the hook in any way. Feeling sad about my dad seemed outlandish, like I was making a big deal, or letting the side down. His ordeal had gone on for so long that it was simply an immutable fact of our lives. We were so steeped in it, it was impossible to see or feel it pollute us. Like a slow leak of carbon monoxide, it infiltrated our lives while we valiantly made a show of being perfectly fine. This is the only way I can account for my certainty that he would never die.

         Saying goodbye was awkward.

         Please go, please go, please go. A silent incantation.

         He would never walk again, or say my name, or know the name of the baby who was born the day he nearly died. And he would die. Despite what I believed and feared. He would die five months later.

      

   


   
      
         
            A GHOST STORY

         

         1

         I never took his picture. 

         
             

         

         I ruminate constantly on this for the first three weeks that he is dead.

         ‘Why would you want a picture of that?’

         My husband is baffled. This I cannot answer.

         My father’s dying was an agonising, drawn-out horror show. It was excruciating to witness. By the end, I am sure that his heart was a muffled beat encased in a corpse. They could barely find a pulse on that last day. His limbs had stiffened; his eyes were fixed and coated with a film, his flesh hardened and intractable. I was alone with him on the morning of the day he died, his deathday, and I had the strong urge to knock on his chest. I imagined it would be a hollow knock on a dusty old sideboard. He was like a piece of furniture, heaved up onto the bed, covered loosely with a sheet around which we gathered to watch for the barely perceptible final breaths.

         His mouth was the real terror. It gaped, exposing his erratic teeth and revealing how deformed his face had become during the course of that slow, creeping death. To me, his mouth was the centre-point of that room. It was the dark star around which my mother and I orbited. With its gravitational pull it drained every ounce of our spirit, like water down a plughole. It was a dense irresistible force, more compelling to me than even his staring eyes – behind those dusty eyes I could detect nothing, but in that dank mouth? There was something, something unwanted.

         
             

         

         Why did I need a picture of that? What was I going to do? Sling his arm around my shoulders for a final deathbed selfie? Maybe. Perhaps I wanted to trivialise it to make it all seem more manageable. In the end, after one month of ruminating, I bought some chalk and I drew a picture of his dying head. It is the worst picture I’ve ever seen. I had to hide it away so that the children wouldn’t find it and be scared. Odd that such a grotesque image should soothe me, but it did. I stopped obsessing that I hadn’t taken his last picture. I now have a place to visit when I want to be back in that room. I open the notebook in my office. It contains just one image, quarantined from all the other drawings. I open to the page and it is like pushing the door to that room once more. The rubber floor is underfoot again, the stench races to greet me and I am back, strangely consoled, in a room I thought I hated.

         

         2

         He’s not dead. 

         
             

         

         The morning after he died, the nursing home rang. I saw the name of the incoming caller, and my first thought was: he’s back. The two words he’s and back were both dreadful and thrilling at the same time. Dragging my breath inwards, I answered and was besieged by two opposing thoughts at once: please, no, and please god. The nursing home wanted to tell me to go to the funeral home as soon as possible. He continued to be dead, it seemed.

         
             

         

         He’s not dead. I dreamed that we were burying him alive. I woke up and realised that I had been burying him alive for three years – heaping mud and soil and debris and callous ambivalence upon him as he still-lived. While I recognised this to be true, the guilt did not begin there. I still had to burn him after all. Yes, cremation, cremation, cremation. Please. It’s what he wanted / no one wants this.

         
             

         

         But I could see the guilt; it was gathering pace on some interior horizon, a tsunami of guilt-building, consolidating and inevitable. Come on, I willed it to hit, but there was so much to do before then.

         Planning a funeral is like planning a wedding, only in two days, on zero sleep with a lot more guesswork. He would’ve wanted. He didn’t believe. He’s dead, who cares? He hated churches. He loved the Beach Boys. In the end, I hid in the planning of the funeral. It was ironclad. No one could ask me anything beyond logistics. I wielded a clipboard – an actual fucking clipboard – to deflect the questions. I hugged it in front of my chest, with a pen stuck behind my ear.

         
             

         

         ‘How are you?’ they’d say.

         
             

         

         ‘I’m great,’ I’d say. ‘We just need to nail down the pallbearers.’

         
             

         

         The funeral I planned was a refuge from my grief. I clung to these answerable questions with all my strength. ‘Yes’ to flowers, ‘no’ to a cross on the coffin. I had a to-do list that I was petrified of reaching the end of. I loved The Plan. I could guess at what was beyond the funeral and I dreaded it. Give me more logistics, but don’t leave me alone with myself. At one point, I told my husband that I was possibly in denial and that we should go for a walk alone away from the house to think over what had happened. We drove to the sea and I got out of the car. I had walked barely ten paces into the clear blue day when suddenly I felt untethered. I was alone in an ocean, watching the boat recede silently into the night. Bring me back, I begged, back to the house and the clipboard and The Plan. I didn’t know what to do without these things, you see.

         Away from the clipboard was like stepping out of the pull of the earth’s gravity. It was momentous and unknown out there. He’s dead out there. In here, with my obituaries and my funeral running order and my pamphlets, he is not dead.

         

         3

         I am the worst, I am disgusting, I am an animal. 

         
             

         

         This conviction remains unchanged six weeks later. I am an abomination. I play a loop of memories from the years 2012 to 2014 and I hate myself. I had resented him. I hated him for his illness. I hadn’t been a good enough daughter. I hadn’t been patient enough and I had been unable to love him in his illness. Not the way he deserved. I had been too afraid to. I shut my love away from him. I was at his bedside but I observed him from high blank windows, keeping my love and myself out of reach. It was easier to insulate myself from my love than to feel it. I was so selfish.

         

         4

         How will I live with this guilt? This panic? This. Just this. 

         
             

         

         The guilt-tsunami crashed over me when I opened my eyes on the morning of Tuesday 23 May 2017. It was the day after his funeral. Oh there you are, I thought, and I had the first panic attack that I’d had in a decade. I came to call it ‘My Guilt’, to differentiate it from the guilt some of my other friends had told me they’d felt about their dead parents. I couldn’t understand their guilt. One thing I was certain of: only My Guilt was real and warranted. Strangely the one thing they were certain of: only their guilt was real and warranted.

         
             

         

         I wished I was sad. Sadness is so much preferable to guilt. At least with straight-up sadness, I could be in pain without this hangover of my own culpability. In German the word for guilt, Schuld, also means debt. This made sense to me. My dad was dead and now I would never be able to show him the love he was due. It would be a forever debt. A bruise of guilt and regret always tender to press. And press I would. Guilt needs to be returned to frequently, to be gouged and worried at or else it fades and I don’t deserve that.

         The day after the funeral I woke up searching for relief. Fuck you, I thought when instead of relief I found roaring panic.

         
             

         

         Of course you’re panicking today, I told myself. You can’t hide anymore, the death is here now: you can’t shrug it off.

         
             

         

         Oh fuck off, I shot back. Well done you and your Oprah analysis. That is grief 101, I know I have to feel it today! 

         Of course, I thought feeling it might involve feeling sad, or nostalgic. I didn’t count on feeling it to be so uncomfortable, so hard to bear, for it to encumber me so extremely. The guilt was of a choking, sick-making variety with shades of irredeemable remorse settling about me.

         
             

         

         I made my way downstairs and came face-to-face with an abomination: the coffin arrangement. It was plonked beside the TV, a pyramid of lilies. Their perfection was offensive. They reminded me of my dad’s corpse, of the way his face had been arranged, into a palatable, passable version of a human – here were these revolting things pretending to be flowers.

         
             

         

         When I saw the made-up corpse of my dad I was aggrieved. It was immaculate, as though nothing had happened. No suffering at all. My uncles who’d been in to see him already tried to warn me. ‘It’s not him, you must prepare yourself.’

         Ha, I thought. I’ve seen this and beyond. I’ve sat with dying. Death is nothing compared with dying. I looked at his refurbished face and thought, Oh, they’ve whitewashed your suffering but I will never forget that sinkhole that took over your face and drained our lives. 

         Then my mother and I left our lipstick imprints on its smooth, cold cheeks to give the moment some heart.

         
             

         

         All day, I tried to avoid those damn flowers. I’d have been happier with a rotting corpse in the room. Uncles swarmed, talking memories and who had come and who was absent. A lot of talk was given over to who among the women still had ‘it’ and who had lost ‘it’. I felt tired imagining all the funerals I would one day have to attend. I looked from one to the next: You’ll die and you’ll die and you’ll die. I did the maths. How many more would I have to plan? At least now I’ve done the legwork. Now, I know about those black traffic cones outside the funeral homes and the going rate for a carb-heavy buffet.

         
             

         

         I tried to lie down to escape the flowers, but I could not close my eyes without experiencing a terrible breathlessness. Each time it was a momentary rest immediately replaced by suffocation. I fucking hated those flowers. I wanted to tear them apart.

         
             

         

         Why didn’t I? It would’ve been far more acceptable than any of the other impulses I was battling. Why not stamp on those fuckers and scream into their pale downcast heads? Better them than a mournful mourner.

         Fuck all you mourners, I wanted to scream. You don’t know what I’ve seen. 

         

         5

         You left me with her. 

         
             

         

         I love her, but we needed you. ‘I am close to my mother,’ I tell my therapist. ‘No,’ she gently corrects, ‘you are co-dependent. Enmeshed in one another. It’s not the same thing.’

         
             

         

         ‘Grief’ can mean to bear or to carry. I walked behind my father’s coffin with my mother; our elbows were locked and our fingers knit. I stared straight ahead at the back of the coffin that was cradled by my husband and my uncle, meshed in an embrace that is as old as life, arms entwined as they timed their steps to carry my father to the altar. That’s us, I thought as we walked. We carried his illness, we carry this grief and now we carry each other. Just about.

         
             

         

         Since his death, my mother has withdrawn from me somewhat and, though it feels like rejection, I think she’s right – it’s probably what we both need at this point. We’ve been secluded together in a sad room for years. We’re no good to each other at this moment. We’re both drowning and liable to drag the other one under.

         6

         I cannot cry.

         
             

         

         I don’t believe in god, so I don’t think that my father is anywhere. I look at the sky nearly every day and think about how he doesn’t belong here anymore – this isn’t his home. He’s gone, and I don’t know where to look for him. Each day, different levels of his goneness are revealed to me. I put on my shoes one day and think, with genuine surprise, that he doesn’t need shoes anymore. I listen to a song and realise I don’t know if he liked it or not. I eat chocolate and realise with shock that there is a finite amount of chocolate in all our lives.

         
             

         

         The hitting starts almost without my noticing, really. I cannot cry, I’m reaching for tears and release but nothing comes, and so, a few times a day, I find a quiet room and I hit my head off the wall.

         
             

         

         This is not normal. I am a little worried, but I genuinely don’t know how else to live this grief thing. I desperately want to cry, but when I do, it’s not the relief I think it will be. The sobs rear up and up and then they go no further. I cannot release them. They’re as excruciating as the contractions of childbirth, but those surges had purpose and there was deliverance in that pain. They were waves that rose and peaked and crashed with a definitive, formidable force. Now I envy the certainty of those contractions. The spasms of grief are not so rewarding. So instead, with dry, burning eyes, I hide from the people who would care about this behaviour and I punch my head and knock it against the walls of my house.

         
             

         

         Oh dear, this is really not normal, is it?

         
             

         

         I need to find a very careful and deliberate way to fall apart. I cannot simply hurl my body against the rocks, because everyone loses patience for that kind of thing. I need to bash and slash and tear myself apart, but I need to do so terribly, terribly quietly because too many people need me to be normal. Everyone needs me to smile and be nice and be normal. I know that I am wearing people out with my mad, sad ways, so I begin to plan a better approach. The punching and hitting are fine – they momentarily quell an urge – but they are not enough. Also when you are a mother, your body is a continent on which your children dwell. They roam me with tiny hands, and smiles and kisses, and somehow seeing them encounter the evidence writ on skin of my own abuse makes me feel guilty. There’s that guilt again. I give careful consideration to other ways that I can unravel.

         
             

         

         I start with drinking because it comes very naturally to me.

         7

         He’s REALLY not dead. 

         
             

         

         It’s now been two months and life is hurtling through my body at a pace that is unbearable. When things settle down this will be better, I promise myself. I have moved to my own bedroom to lie and cradle something much weightier and inescapable than my new baby. I am now nursing my grief like a precious infant. I have shut the door to my family. My mother doesn’t call me, she has her own grief-child. My husband valiantly minds our sons and his spectral wife for the duration.

         
             

         

         I hate this new world that doesn’t contain my father. I cannot stop wondering where he is. I have settled on a notion that he is in the sea. My most vivid memory of him before his mind ebbed is of him in the sea. We were swimming together and he was trying to make me understand a fundamental truth about life and the people we live alongside. We are in a small inlet in Northern Spain. It’s about six o’clock in the evening, and we are doing a lazy, companionable breaststroke back to a grey pebble beach. ‘You cannot take on other people and their motivations. Even if they pertain to you, they have nothing to do with you,’ he says. I long long long to be counselled by him now.

         How will I live without you? How will I live with what I’ve seen? How will I live knowing that death is coming? And worse, illness? Maybe even this particular one, the one that demolishes everything we are and makes us live right on through it.

         
             

         

         I need to ask people more about this, I resolve. Which is what’s brought me to the sea at Seapoint after work one evening. I meet my aunt who has brought me a towel and a chocolate to eat after the swim. She waits on the rocks as I wade in, feeling momentarily at home.

         
             

         

         ‘Are you here?’ I float and try to unclench my face. Since he is dead, my face has been in constant pain. My throat is always constricted, my jaw is tight, my back teeth are madly clamped, welded together. I endlessly swallow down the anxiety that rises inside, a wretched tide. My eye sockets ache from not crying, from never crying and the seized mask of my face feels like an iron maiden.

         
             

         

         After the floating and the paddling, I talk to my aunt about how my mother is coping. We walk back up to her house in the rose gold summer evening. She is slightly ahead of me and I am explaining how I cannot keep it straight in my head that he’s dead. I tell her about the two days I spent trying to imagine how decomposed his body was, only to remember that we had cremated him, his body was nowhere, it was no more. She turned back to me and took my wrist.

         
             

         

         ‘Well, you know he’s here—’

         
             

         

         I feel the familiar weariness I get when confronted with other people’s spirituality, but then she finishes: ‘in my house.’

         
             

         

         The world fell away then.

         
             

         

         I felt it drop as though we had suddenly, abruptly fallen out of orbit and were now charging down through the dark vacuum. I was peeking behind the curtain. Seeing the edges of reality, seeing that it is all pretence, that death is not coming. Right then it seemed totally possible that though my dad had died, he was in fact living – no, ‘living’ isn’t the right world – dwelling in my aunt’s house. It suddenly seemed not only possible, but absolutely true.

         
             

         

         While I immediately accepted her statement I did think: ‘Whatever is in your house, it’s not him.’ I pictured it. It creeps among the flowers in her garden and peers through the back door. It looks almost perfectly like him, but devoid of that essential, fluttering thrill the living possess. It is enough like him, yet unlike him, to be utterly repel lent. The uncanny valley of a corpse reanimated.

         
             

         

         I try to imagine how it got to her house. When I last left him in the funeral home, my mother and I had forcefully kissed his cold head to leave our lipstick mouths on him. Our pictures were in his pocket. In his mouth was packed cotton, I guess. But what if we had slipped a piece of paper with the magic word into that cold, dry, dark mouth?

         
             

         

         In early Judaism, a golem could be moulded from clay and brought to life by placing a piece of paper on which one of the names of god was written into its mouth. In modern Hebrew golem can mean helpless, which is how I pictured this thing in my aunt’s house: helpless, but also undeniably wrong and frightening, an aberration. In folklore, the golem was controlled by its creator but often turned on them in the vein of Frankenstein’s monster. While all this scared me, it also cracked open an unpleasant realisation: that I had cast my adored dad as a ghoulish thing, which is a monstrous thing to do.

         
             

         

         My aunt opened the heavy front door. We were opening the door to a tomb. The hallway was empty but for a shaft of light shimmering with dust. I was walking through a dream. I edged around the light, giving it a wide berth as though it would burn me. My head swung from side to side, watching for it, him. The seawater running from my hair down my back was the only hint that this was real.

         
             

         

         My aunt was offering: Wine? Tea? Soup?

         
             

         

         ‘But where is he?’ I asked.

         
             

         

         She led me to the dining room. As I rounded the door – this moment of pushing open the door seemed to go on forever, even now as I type I feel like another me is somewhere still pushing open that door – I held my breath, steeling myself for what I was about to see. Oddly I had felt no such discomfort in the funeral home rounding the door to his coffin. I was inured to his body by then; after all for the last months of his life he had seemed dead.

         
             

         

         I had still talked to him a bit when I sat beside his bed but more and more I had sat there reading my phone or listening to music. His death crept in at a pace so slow that while I knew the fact of his dying, it in no way seemed to be remarkable. I couldn’t really see him in the bed anymore; he seemed more like an object, an ancient heirloom in the corner of a room around which life lurches forward.

         ‘Forward’ is not the right word either. Now, when I think of those long years I imagine that time only revolves; it does not advance.

         I picture him, immovable and inevitable in his bed while we, his wife and his child, circle at a frantic speed, so frantic that we cannot see his dying, because it was not a gradual slipping away as I had imagined death to be. His death was more like an idea slowly, slowly, slowly solidifying in that bed.

         And of course, my memory here is not accurate in the slightest, because at least in the beginning of the end he did still move around. He didn’t know where he was, or even what he was, anymore but that persistent impetus of life pushed his body on, even while his mind fragmented, blown apart into dust. I picture his thoughts like the night sky: dying stars, expanses of unknown but maybe, hopefully, still beautiful.

         Of course, all this thinking is only now, after the fact. While he was there still in front of me I did not think about him at all. It was easier that way. Though that is letting myself off the hook.

         All I have learned from death is the titanium grip of true denial. It is a power beyond conscious comprehension. For the years that we were witnessing his death, I watched my mother closely and confidently pronounced her to be ‘in denial’. Then with his last breath, it slammed down on me, suddenly pressing me to the floor – the full leaden weight of witnessing death. And only then did I realise, Oh no, it was me. It was me that was in denial. 

         
             

         

         Well, you know he’s here in my house. So on and on I push the door, my lungs expanded, full of air, hoarding life.

         He is, of course, not here. It is his ashes she is talking about. They are sealed in an imposing box on a walnut table, backlit with a celestial glow by the window overlooking the garden. My aunt has laid out an informal shrine for the box. It is resting on a beautiful print, which I later recognise to be a Tibetan thangka. Thangkas are created to make tangible the highest state of consciousness, the Buddhist spiritual path. They are sometimes called ‘maps to enlightenment’. A few talismanic objects are arranged nearby: a framed photograph of my dead grandparents; the cards on which my aunt had written a version of the story of his life and read from at his funeral; and an incongruous snapshot of me aged about eight or nine covered in pigeons in Trafalgar Square. In her cards, she had transformed his illness into a fairytale coma, a magical sleep – a spell to be broken by death.

         It was a beautiful story.

         Not like this story.

      

   


   
      
         
            CORPSING

         

         In my life to date, my responses have rarely fit the situation. I find responding appropriately is challenging. If the moment calls for sincerity, I want to revolt. I want to make jokes. I make jokes that I find funny, but no one else gets. Funny comes first above all else when I’m trying to create something. I complain to my husband about how this book I’m writing about grief and addiction is ‘minus craic’.

         
             

         

         ‘It doesn’t all have to be funny,’ Seb sighs, because living with someone who is in a perpetual state of trying to be funny is, presumably, pretty horrendous. Like sharing a space with a precocious stage child.

         
             

         

         ‘But if it’s not funny then I’m just boring people with my crap life.’

         
             

         

         Funny makes things worthwhile. Funny gives plain women value, we’ve been told. Funny is also perfect for distracting us from real life – that absolute buzz-kill. I have an annoying tic. I cannot be placed in a group situation without a knee-jerk impulse to try and entertain everyone. It’s a grotesque pathological type of attention-seeking.

         
             

         

         ‘You don’t have to be funny here,’ the psychiatrist offers in a bored voice after I land another pithy take on how my suicidal thoughts are abysmally banal and unimaginative.

         
             

         

         Oh but I do, Doctor, the creepy stage-school child who drives my brain whispers back.

         
             

         

         After I got sober, I went to a kind of group therapy thing. It’s perhaps not the best move for a manic extrovert such as myself. I immediately begin to rate myself against how many laughs I can get from the room during my sharing. Even in this place of honesty, I can’t help myself; I’m playing for laughs. Being funny is just so much preferable to being honest. It’s easier. You can seem open and engaged, but really it’s an emotional sleight of hand to ward off real connection.

         
             

         

         While my dad is dying, I write a bit of comedy about death with a view to performing it for an open mic night. Thankfully, I can’t remember many of the ‘jokes’ but there was definitely one about how in near-death he had finally reached his ‘goal weight’. I think I wistfully described him as ‘Victoria Beckham-thin’.

         
             

         

         The truth is that watching death is not all that funny. It’s frightening. It smells bad, it leaves a taste in your mouth. It slips into your life, it clings to your clothes, it infects you, and if you sit with it long enough your humanity starts to atrophy. And then you laugh inappropriately because the goalposts have changed. What’s funny has changed. The feel of your life has changed and the things you need to do and say to stave off the dire truth of your situation mean you are constantly out of step with other people.

         
             

         

         People flinch at my glib comments. A well-meaning acquaintance asks after him and I belch out a ghastly joke, having dispensed with so many of the niceties we persist with to keep the social equilibrium intact. Anything rather than cry or explain that death is infesting me.

         
             

         

         An infestation. It reminds me that at a molecular level, we are all a shimmering mass of atoms, brushing up against strangers and loved ones, park benches and pillows at night, melding on this atomic plane for fleeting or even prolonged periods. So sometimes I am fully a part of this keyboard; each time my fingers hit a key, the key absorbs a bit of me and I of it, the same when I bury my face in my baby’s hair or hold the hands of my dying father. We cannot perceive this connection. In fact, what our eyes can tell us of any given moment is limited; in many ways we are ridiculously ignorant, as ignorant as a joke about a dying man wasting in a bed.
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Painful, powerful,
visceral and spiritual.
A remarkable book.’





