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To those who have let go, and to those still holding on









Part I


Memento Mori









Chapter 1


London Heathrow Airport Terminal 2; 9 a.m.


I quit my job, I am taking my life savings – $9,021 – and when it runs out, I am going to kill myself. The flight is in one hour. He left with more than enough time to get there, yet somehow it was lost; hesitation, fear, anxiety. Bodies pass him in every direction. He stands still, looks up to the board to find the check-in. He sees a young, blonde-haired mother carrying her child. Behind them is a tall man, eyes closed, earphones in, hair tied in locs, carrying a backpack and a guitar, wearing harem pants, looking as though he is going on an adventure to find himself. Two pilots and a quartet of flight attendants glide through in coordinated steps, emanating a glow as if the path beneath them is lit up, followed by two lovers with matching stonewash jeans delicately in each other’s arms.


He rushes over to the queue. 9.15 a.m. He reaches the front and passes his burgundy-red passport to the lady at the counter. This passport, a thing hoped for, a blessing, a prayer, can save a life, can make a life; can take a life, too. This passport, split between red and blue, between land and sea, between hope and despair. This passport, without it I have no place to call—


‘Good morning, sir,’ she says and flashes her per-hour smile. He mumbles a greeting, tapping his fingers on the desk.


‘What is your destination, sir?’


‘San Francisco.’


She types into the keyboard with a blank expression. She calls her colleague, who has already checked in three customers in this time. They both stare at the screen diligently.


‘What’s going on?’ he says, with palpable frustration.


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ the other colleague says, her heavily made-up face – contoured nose, lips painted a burgundy wine – distracting him, ‘we can’t seem to find your booking.’


‘That’s wrong! I booked the flight myself. My name is definitely there. Michael Kabongo. I can’t miss this flight. Look again,’ he calls out, raising his voice and flailing his arms, pointing; drawing attention. They look up at him, ignoring his outburst, then at each other.


‘I do apologise, sir, you’re at the wrong check-in. You need to go to … ’


His heart thuds as her voice fades out. He watches the direction she points in. He snatches his passport back. 9.20 a.m. His lungs tighten and breath shortens as he runs through the crowd. He feels too hot for this brisk autumn morning. His skin boils under his coat; his scarf suffocates him. He starts to sweat. He is at the back of a long S-shaped queue. 9.22 a.m. He bobs up and down on his toes with the same kind of urgency as a child bursting to pee. He mumbles under his breath, prompting others to look at him with suspicion. Someone at the front of the queue is loud, meandering, making conversation, being friendly, wasting time.


‘Hurry up please, old man,’ Michael shouts out. The others do that judgemental thing where they pretend not to have seen you. I can’t go back. I can’t miss this flight.


‘Is there anyone in this queue for the AO1K23 flight to San Francisco International Airport?’ A man’s voice floats through the air.


Michael lunges forward, and so does a woman waiting a few places behind him in the queue; her face the same picture of relief as his. They are brought to the front. The man with brown hair behind the check-in counter takes his passport and types into the computer.


‘Any luggage to check in?’


He places his backpack on the scale.


‘Travelling light?’ the man says, smiling, which Michael does not respond to.


‘You’re all checked in, sir. But you have to be fast. The plane will be boarding very soon. Please make your way across to airport security as fast as you can.’


Michael is running again. He arrives at security and sees a swarm of people waiting as if queuing to enter a football stadium. He paces up and down, trying to find a way to the front. He sees a customer assistant letting people through, two at a time.


‘Please,’ he implores, ‘my flight is at ten o’clock. I have to go through now!’ She looks at his boarding pass and quickly lets him through. 9.35 a.m. The gate closes fifteen minutes before the flight. I have ten minutes left. His legs tighten, shaking, hands cramping up. He drops his passport and boarding pass on the floor, fumbles trying to pick them up. He rapidly takes off his jacket and scarf, belt, satchel, everything out of his pockets and throws them on to a tray.


9.39 a.m. Michael goes through the metal detector and the alarm bleeps. The security officer approaches him, looks down at his feet, and tells him to take off his boots and go back. He returns and tries to untangle the laces of his boots, which are strapped up to the ankle, twisted and curled like vines around a tree. He undoes them and rushes through the metal detectors. The security officer waves him on. He grabs his possessions and runs once again, running, always running. Gate 13. 9.43.


9.44. Michael is running through duty free, each step a stomp heavy enough to leave its footprint through the floor. 9.45. He sees Gate 13 up ahead in the distance. 9.46. He arrives at the gate. There is no one there. He falls on to his knees, panting. What a fucking waste. Maybe none of this was meant to be.


In-between a mouthful of expletives, a woman appears from behind the desk like a guardian angel and quiets his ranting.


‘Boarding pass, sir?’


Michael hands her his boarding pass and clutches his chest.


‘Just in time, sir. Please take a breath and make your way through.’


‘Thank you,’ he replies repeatedly, overflowing with gratitude.


Michael walks through the plane door and is met with the smiling faces of the flight attendants. He smiles back at them. It is meant to be. He walks past the business-class flyers, who don’t look up at him, and into the economy area to his seat by the window. He sits beside a man whose belly is struggling against the seatbelt and a woman who has already medicated herself halfway to sleep. He collapses on to the seat, and feels a calmness settle within him, the sun hanging on a distant horizon. This is the beginning of the end.









Chapter 2


Grace Heart Academy, London; 10.45 a.m.


‘Settle down, settle down.’ The class quietened; a few excited voices still lingered.


‘There are fifteen minutes left. If you haven’t completed your work, you’ll spend your lunch with me, organising my stamp collection.’ The Year 11 class groaned.


As the autumn sun beamed down from above, I watched the students lower their heads and scribble into their books. All except for one: Duwayne. This was to be expected. On the best of days, he was in class, sat on a chair staring out of the window. With luck, he may answer a question. On the worst days, the whole school was put on notice, sometimes even the police. Duwayne sat at the back of the classroom, in the corner, sideways on the chair, head leant back on the wall, eyes drifting to the world outside.


‘Time to pack up.’ They shuffled, packing their books into their bags. The beeping bell rang. Some fast ones tried to sprint out of the door, but I shouted, ‘The bell doesn’t dismiss you, I do!’, stopping them. Then I added ‘You may go’, and the students spilled out of the class, happy and cheering. Duwayne lagged behind, last to leave.


‘See you later, Duwayne.’ He nodded, not at me, but at least he nodded. I grabbed my phone from my jacket hung over my chair and texted Sandra.




Work-wife, where are you?


I’m on duty, in the football playground. I haven’t eaten today … Sandra replied.


Is that your way of asking me for lunch?


My work-husband would already know the answer to that question.





‘A tuna sandwich? Really? That’s all you brought me?’ she said when I joined her in the school playground.


‘Tuna and sweetcorn, actually,’ I replied, to the background sound of roaring children. ‘With mayo,’ I added. She snatched it out of my hands.


‘Nothing … with some spices?’


‘Look where we are. What kind of spices are you expecting from this place?’


‘Umm, you’re supposed to cook for me and bring it in.’ She placed her open palm out as if to ask why I had not done so today, or ever. ‘You know, like a dutiful work-husband does,’ she continued.


‘That’s your boyfriend’s job … ’


‘Oh, really?’ she huffed.


‘And anyway, I think you’ve got it the wrong way around.’ I gave her a stretched, thin-lipped smile. ‘I’m not sure this work-marriage thing is working out. I should divorce you. Take half your money … ’


‘You won’t get anything anyway cos I’m broke, babyyyyy—’


‘Afternoon, sir.’ A chirpy voice broke into our conversation. It moved towards us from behind. I knew who it was. We both did. We both dreaded it, too.


‘I bet you she tells us to move apart,’ Sandra quickly whispered.


‘Afternoon, Mrs Sundermeyer,’ we both replied; one voice in bass, the other in tenor, harmonising. Mrs Sundermeyer was the head teacher. She powered around the school in a power suit, after powering up the greasy ladder and powering through the glass ceiling. On casual dress days, she always wore her ‘Who Run the World? Girls!’ T-shirt, and never hesitated to remind everyone that her husband was ‘at home looking after the kids’.


‘How’s it looking out there?’ Mrs Sundermeyer asked, a question she already knew the answer to. She only asked questions she already knew the answer to.


‘All good,’ Sandra replied, along with a few nods to fill the void of what else she did not know to say. I nodded along too.


‘Brilliant,’ Mrs Sundermeyer said, in the high-pitch tone her voice went into whenever she expressed contentment. She leant in closer and said, ‘Would you mind moving to separate parts of the playground, just so the children know there is staff presence? Thank you.’


‘Of course,’ Sandra said and looked at me with glaring eyes that said I told you so as she walked to the opposite side of the playground. The bell rang.


‘Our focus has to be on attainment; we are working to transform the lives of these young people. Giving them the life skills that will allow them to take control of their future … ’ Mrs Sundermeyer spoke from the podium at the staff meeting after school. Her voice faded into the background as I looked around the room and watched everyone nod enthusiastically and take notes.


‘We have the potential to be the best school in the borough, even the city. We are on our way to being an outstanding school and with your passion and hard work, we will make it happen.’ She had a ministerial quality about her, a hybrid of teacher, preacher and politician. I sat, unconvinced, and wondered if there was something that they were hearing that I wasn’t; something that I had not heard a thousand times before. Nonetheless, I remained hopeful that I was doing the right thing; that I was making a change, although it felt less and less so. Beside me was Mr Barnes, with the top button of his shirt undone and his tie loosened, leaning forwards, as if being pulled by some undeniable force. Mr Barnes. I always called him Mr Barnes, never by his first name. There’s a fine line between colleague and friend, and no one really knows when, where and how that line is crossed. I preferred to keep the line clear and visible, so if in any case it started to wear and appear thin, I would redraw it: Mr Barnes. When I would call him, he invariably replied, ‘That’s who I am, and that’s where I’m from.’ The same line he used on his students. Nonetheless, I liked him, sort of. I admired his boldness, his ability to be himself, regardless of how mind-numbingly dull that may be.


I returned to my classroom after the meeting, watching the looming grey clouds pass. Light rain fell from the broken sky, forming streaks down the body of the glass window. London must be the only city in the world that can give you all the seasons in one day. So depressing. The wind blew the branches left and right, swaying them side to side as if in praise of an unseen god. I played classical music to match my mood and continued marking. I felt a pair of hands on my shoulders, which startled me, but slightly eased a tension I did not realise I had.


‘Oh, it’s you.’


‘Six thirty, and you’re still here. Didn’t you see me come in?’ replied Sandra.


‘No.’


‘You looked lost in your own world. What are you listening to?’ She took the headphones from my head and put them on. Her face squeezed into itself, narrowing in a confused expression.


‘It’s Frédéric Chopin.’


‘You’re so weird. Can’t you listen to regular music, like regular people?’


‘Chopin – Prelude in C-Minor Opus 28, Number 20 is regular music … it’s a certified banger.’


‘Ugh. How long are you staying for?’


‘I’m ready to go when you are.’


It was calm and quiet, peaceful throughout the whole school. It felt as though the school had fallen asleep and was now dreaming quiet dreams of tomorrows, laid on its side, hands tucked under its cheek, with its legs curled into its chest. Waiting at the reception were the pub regulars: the teachers who would religiously venture to the local for drinks only to complain about a hangover the next day. If nothing else, it gave them something to talk about during the awkward staffroom kitchen encounter where they waited for the long beep of the microwave.


Cameron, the PE teacher who wore shorts everywhere, even to the job interview here, was the first one to spot us as we walked into the reception. I looked at Sandra and could see her holding in a silent scream. We walked towards them, wishing to somehow shrink and disappear.


‘Where are you two off to, then?’ Cameron asked suggestively. Everything was suggestive to him.


‘Home,’ I replied. Cameron raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m going to my home,’ I added, erasing any insinuation.


‘See you guys later.’


‘He’s so annoying,’ Sandra whispered to me, as we walked off.


The setting sun brought a chill wind into the bones. Lamp-posts stretched above, like giant wilting flowers, casting a dull light that barely showed the path ahead. In a shared silence, we walked through the small park, with faded grass, red-brick arches and metallic benches where the street wanderers, the homeless and those seeking company gathered and emptied cans deep into the abyss of their bodies. We walked past the alleyway where phantom figures with hoods up stood; past tower block after tower block, each a trap for a thousand broken dreams; past the bars that kept them in; past the pub where the staring, chain-smoking man dared you to enter; past the chicken shop, next to the chicken shop, across the road from the chicken shop; past the artisanal café, with a menu of avocado and pumpkin-spiced somethings; past the Bible-wielding preacher man on the corner searching for souls to be saved; past the bus stop where a congregation of tired bodies waited for their gods to take them home, where stood a man, who, every day, between 3.30 p.m. and 7.30 p.m., shouted, ‘The best of luck! The best of luck!’, to everyone and no one at the same time; past the traffic lights at the junction, where cars rarely waited for the green light; to the mouth of the tube station, that quietly whispered a lullaby or a song, calling us home.


‘So, it’s Friday night, where are you going? Out on the town?’ Sandra asked. She looked up at me, her eyes widening, pupils dilating, as if seeing some bright light she wanted to take in.


‘I’m going home,’ I replied, knowing this was not the invitation she’d been hoping for.


‘Fine. Have a good weekend, then,’ she said disappointedly, retreating into herself.


The tension between us grew thick, like smoke from a forest fire. I hugged her and left.









Chapter 3


Peckriver Estate, London; 8.15 p.m.


I took a deep breath and opened the door. It was quiet and dark, save for the light of the moon shining through the corridor window. I walked straight into my room and fell on to the bed, letting my body crash down like a bag of bricks from above. I felt my shoulders stiffen and tighten as if two giant clamps had been clasped over them. I lay watching the ceiling, drifting halfway between daydreams and sleep, between lullaby and song, between now and a time to come.


‘I’m so tired,’ I groaned. I closed my eyes and, in the darkness, saw little floating droplets of light scattered around the room, a constellation of fireflies; Orion’s Belt, and Cassiopeia, gleaming. A voice shook my body and echoed through the entire room, calling my name.


‘Yes, Mami,’ I grumbled. She knocked and entered.


‘Tu dors?’ she whispered. I remained silent, nodded my reply, then feigned going back to sleep as if to convince her. She froze for a moment, then backed out of the room. I slowly got up and sat on the chair by the desk in the corner. I left the lights off and used the moonlight to guide me. I felt lead-heavy, sinking in a stagnant, odorous pool. The screen of my phone lit up bright on the desk in the all-encompassing darkness.




What you doing tonight? We’re going out.


Getting the drinks in. Come.


Hey, what you up to?


Fine. Don’t reply then. Leave me on read …


Are you okay? I haven’t heard from you.


Bro, I need your help, man.





The messages came like a deluge. I could feel myself sinking deeper and deeper after each one; drowning. I picked up my phone and switched it off, then reached for the pack of K Cider I had bought on my way home. Just one. Then one more. I sat in the comfort of the darkness, and felt it smother me; a possessive lover.


I arrived late, but at least I went. There were some new faces at the door that greeted me eagerly, as though I was a wayward stranger. I sat in the back row of chairs behind the pews. Pastor Baptiste stood at the altar, looking up into the clouds as if there was no ceiling. The band played: a Phil Collins-esque drummer in an isolated booth, a keyboardist playing with a side-to-side Stevie Wonder sway, the lead electric guitarist with watered-down Jimi Hendrix riffs, and the acoustic guitarist strumming passionately like Ray LaMontagne. They were accompanying the young choir led by a Sister Deloris, at least that’s what I called her as her real name always evaded me. Her rendition of ‘Oh Happy Day’ was uncanny, at the least, and at the most could have been a rehearsal for Part 3 of the Sister Act movie. I noticed Mami in the front row, stretching her hands in praise, clapping in rhythm to the songs. Pastor Baptiste slowly picked up the microphone. He spoke softly and slowly, but with a self-assured bass in his voice.


‘Today, we will read from Romans, chapter ten: verses nine and ten. We shall begin reading in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: “If you declare with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord’, and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you profess your faith and are saved.”


Pastor Baptiste finished reading and closed the Bible. The congregation waited. I watched as the room was swept with stillness, a stillness I found myself outside of.


‘Family, let me tell you about the time that I was saved by the Lord … Those of you who know me will know that I was a troubled man. I was led astray and lived a life in service of ego and greed and basic desires. My path to faith was not without its struggles, family, but the Lord’s work is never without struggle.’


‘Amen,’ a solitary voice called out, followed by others.


‘But it is promised: those who work for the Lord in the now will be abundantly rewarded in the hereafter.’


‘Amen!’ the entire congregation chorused.


Pastor Baptiste continued: ‘It was a cold autumn evening, maybe even night. All I remember was that the darkness had long fallen, and the wind was howling like a wild animal. I was sat in a cold alleyway leaning against a lamp-post in absolute agony and despair. Sex, drink, drugs, debt, violence – you name it, I did it all. At that moment, I heard a voice, something clear and distinct, cutting through the noise like diamond on glass. I couldn’t tell you what it said, but I heard it and I felt it. I knew I could not go on this way, or else I would die.


‘Family, many times in our lives, we know better, but we don’t do better. And it takes until we are at our most desperate for us to be rescued. But just know that the Lord will never abandon you; his light watches over you wherever you are, and wherever you shall go.’


Rapturous applause filled the air, accompanied by enthusiastic whoops and cheers; a bright sun beamed through stained-glass windows, coloured light fell upon the congregation.


I waited outside while people slowly spilled into the side room, where they would chat, or more so gossip, over tea and biscuits. I pretended to be on my phone to avoid eye contact and unwanted conversation, but there’s only so much social media you can pretend to scroll before you have to look up; the nerves start to kick in when your battery reaches red and you realise you will have to socialise sooner or later.


Mami didn’t know I was coming. I wanted to surprise her, make her feel it was my own will. She had been attending this church for a few years, after a few years of church-hopping. Finding a good church is like finding the right sports team to support: you have to believe that the players want to be there as much as you do. That isn’t what she told me, but I figured it made about as much sense as any other reason I had been given – the choir, the music, the preaching – or any reason I would use – the food. I was glad she had finally found a place, a place that she had settled into quite comfortably in the informal role of church councillor. She was there for everybody, whether on the phone or in person. And this was reflected in the way people flocked to her.


Mami stood by the entrance with a few people ready to leave. During their conversation, I went up and tapped her on her shoulder. She turned and gasped. Her reaction startled me; had I not come to church for that long? I wondered. I forgot how long she had been asking me whether I was coming to church. I always found a creative way to say no without saying no. She would refuse to speak to me for the entire week, looking at me as if I wasn’t her only son; as if she had another back-up to replace me, one who wouldn’t disappoint her. Perhaps it was her way of showing she cared.


She yelped excitedly, causing some of the other church members to look around. ‘This is my son.’ I was met with stares of intrigue from some of the women and head-nods of affirmation from some of the men. Mami pulled me by the hand and took me back through the church, all the way to Pastor Baptiste, who was surrounded by a group of people indulging in his presence, drinking him up as though horses at a stream.


‘Pastor, I’d like you to meet my son.’


‘Hi, I think we’ve met before,’ I said, remembering the last time Mami dragged me to meet him in the same fashion.


‘Praise be, brother. Pleasure to meet you.’


‘Interesting story you told earlier.’


‘I am merely the mouthpiece, it is He,’ he looked upwards, ‘who tells the story.’


I, too, looked up, not sure what I was expected to see.


I said goodbye to Mami; we hugged and parted ways. I looked back, watching her and Pastor Baptiste walk away, his hand softly cupping hers. I left knowing that, at least, I had bought some time. Knowing I would not be asked if I was going to church, if I had been saying my prayers, if I was worried about going to hell or saving my soul; things that did not concern me. Walking through the high street full of people, I pulled out my phone.


‘Yo, it’s me. I’ve finished, shall I come through?’









Chapter 4


San Francisco International Airport, California; 1.15 p.m.


The water is a bright clear blue below a skyline reaching up like stretched fingers. The sun bounces off the surface, reflecting little sparkles of gold. Tiny cars back up on to each other along a small grey-silver bridge, and just beyond, the bright red bridge towers behind like an attention-seeking sibling. So many have met their fate there, The Bridge, but mine will be elsewhere; same fate, different journey. The plane descends on to the runway and gently lands as an autumn leaf to the ground.


‘Welcome to San Francisco International Airport,’ a voice announces. There is quiet relief in Michael’s heart, for he knows why he has arrived. He puts on his long black winter coat and scarf and mounts his backpack. He walks towards the exit and a flurry of accents, like every TV show he has ever watched, switch on at the same time and rush to him. I feel as though I’m walking through someone else’s life, and yet, it is somehow my own. He steps out and feels a wave of heat pounce on him; sweat trails down his forehead.


‘Taxi!’ Michael shouts and motions a taxi towards him. He throws his backpack into the back seat and unravels.


‘Where to, my man?’ the taxi driver asks, looking at him in the rear-view mirror. His Californian accent is strong, almost exaggerated in tone – as if he learned it elsewhere before he arrived here.


‘One second, I’ve just got to look for the address,’ Michael says, and the driver’s facial expression relaxes.


‘Where you from?’ the driver asks.


Michael scrambles through his backpack, searching for his notebook.


‘London.’


I’m not from anywhere.


‘London!’ The driver repeats.


Michael finds the notebook, rips out the page where the address is written and hands it to him.


‘Yes.’


‘Allo, guvna.’ The driver chuckles to himself. ‘Have you had tea with the Queen?’ he asks, and Michael laughs along with him; a forced laugh.


I’d heard about this phenomenon, this fascination, of Americans and their asking British tourists if they’d had tea with the Queen. I wonder where this drinking of tea with the Queen would have taken place. At Buckingham Palace? A place I had not visited since our family trip, and thought it was a museum rather than someone’s home. A café? Probably in Kensington, independent – where they display their twelve types of cheese behind a glass panel. Definitely not a chain; being conscientious of her status, I would spare her of having to say ‘the Queen’, when asked for her name to write on the side of her cup, and then having to hear ‘the Queen’ called out when her order is ready; ‘One was so embarrassed,’ I imagine her saying, and I would reply, ‘You’re the Queen, you can’t be embarrassed’, as we guffaw and sip our chai something somethings. Or a caff; an actual cafe but without the French accent and before people went there with laptops and headphones in so they can ‘write’. An actual cafe, somewhere in Finsbury Park, with builders in high-vis jackets, tabloid newspapers spread out in front of them, hard hats placed on the floor beside them, and tan-coloured steel-toecap boots, who’d say, ‘Alright, Your Maj,’ to her as we walk in. And who would, most likely, ignore me.


‘No, I haven’t had tea with the Queen,’ Michael answers. The driver laughs.


They pass through the city; building after building, each neatly lined up, row after row, like Lego blocks. It is bright; perhaps there is a different kind of sun that shines here. Everything looks crisp and sharpened; filtered. Michael listens to the taxi driver talk incessantly, responding just enough, with ‘yeah’ in agreement, or ‘really?’ in surprise, to keep the conversation going.


‘Here it is.’ The driver pulls up to the kerb and stops the meter. ‘That’ll be forty dollars.’


Michael unravels the Monopoly-looking money from his jeans pocket and hands it over. The driver wishes him well and says, ‘Don’t get too wild while you’re here … or do!’, which only he laughs out loud to.




I’m here.





He sends the text while waiting conspicuously in front of a door in-between two shops.


‘Hi!’ A voice emerges. He turns to see a woman standing before him. She looks exactly how she sounds: energetic, enthusiastic, excited about life, as if there is something to live for that he does not know about.


She sticks out her free hand and says her name, but Michael doesn’t bother to remember it. What’s the point of remembering new names? What’s the point of remembering anything at all? Her other hand holds both a large plastic cup from a chain café (with the French accent aigu) and a set of dangling keys. He shakes her hand.


‘Follow me.’


She leads, he follows, his one step to her every three. They enter an apartment building. She has bright streaks of blonde in her ginger-brown hair and wears stonewash blue jeans, ripped and faded. They talk about the weather, how he didn’t realise it would be so warm. She tells him about the drought in California, and how it would be great if it rained. He tells her that it rains all the time in London, and she suggests they should swap the weather for a day, to which, he extends and suggests even a week, which, after deliberation they both decide is unfeasible, the main reason being that both populations of said cities would quickly start to complain.


‘So, this is it.’ They walk into the apartment. It is spacious, open plan, artistic – paintings of figures with stretched limbs – and creative – sunflowers in recycled glass jars.


‘And these are your keys.’ She throws them up in the air, trusting his reflexes, and he instinctively reaches out and catches them. ‘Feel free to make yourself comfortable however you wish. I may have to occasionally pop by and pick up a few things, but I’ll always call you beforehand to make sure it’s convenient.’


Michael walks out of the flat in a T-shirt. The bright sun strikes his eyes, leaving his vision jaded. He feels its warmth: small surges of electricity coursing through his skin. His breath is even, balanced, calm. This is the sum of being alive – to be anywhere but where I have been before; to be present, fixed in the here and now.


He steps out to cross the road, looking to the right, and a car honks, twice, loud, whooshing closely by him. He raises his hands in frustration; exclamation – You almost killed me, you prick – then realises that he was looking the wrong way. Even crossing the road loses its natural automaticity, but where one thing is lost another is gained. The other side of the street looks too far away to cross over; he thinks how these wide three-lane roads would only be found on motorways back home. Back home. He hears this, and it echoes home, home, home.


Michael enters the store and is greeted by the per-hour smiling faces of the workers. ‘Hello, sir, welcome to Target,’ one says, in an enthusiastic, high-pitched, singing voice. He looks down and sees a petite, 5-foot-1 at best, woman, with dark hair tinged red. He feels as though he has seen her face before, or would have, in a music video or a magazine; posing in glamorous haute couture clothing, not in the khaki chinos and dull red T-shirt uniform she is currently wearing. He imagines her working somewhere else than here, living someone else’s life.


‘Hi,’ Michael replies, breathless. She keeps her smile as he walks past to the electronics section with cinema-size TV screens, flashing bright colours of happy faces holding up one product after another, after another, to the clothes section, with camouflage pants and boot-cut jeans and T-shirts, in various shapes and sizes, from small all the way up to the multiple-X Ls.


He is exhausted; his feet feel like he has been walking on burning sand. Pangs of pain thrust through his lower back. He wants to sit down. He looks around. There is only the floor. He picks up a box of chocolate chip cookies, green tea, bananas, and a few other things.


‘Hi, sir, how are you today?’ the cashier says enthusiastically.


‘I’m good, thanks,’ Michael replies and places his items on the counter. She has olive skin, high cheekbones; her rounded face softens and relaxes. The scanner beeps.


‘Is that all?’ she asks, leaning towards him, looking at his mouth.


‘I’m not trying to splash and spend all my money at once.’ He laughs nervously.


‘That’s fine,’ she says, her look now becoming a stare. ‘I do enjoy a cup of tea, but I’m more of a coffee person.’ Her tone implies that he is supposed to consider this a notable piece of information.


‘Some people prefer tea; some people prefer coffee,’ he replies. She smiles politely.


‘That’ll be nineteen dollars.’ He reaches for the twenty dollars in his back pocket and gives it to her. She returns the change to him: a crisp one-dollar bill, which he places in his wallet.


‘Have a nice day,’ she says. He offers her a smile in reply. He puts the items in a bag and walks towards the exit. Two security guards, dressed in all black – jet-black shiny boots, black socks, black combat chinos with the chunky side pockets – look at him sternly, with suspicion. He recalls walking into the local supermarket with Sandra after work, wearing his white chequered shirt, polka-dot red knitted tie, pleated trousers and wingtip brogue shoes, and the security guard following him aisle to aisle, which, whilst not in the least entertaining, he found bemusing. He had chuckled to himself and when the security guard had realised that he had been noticed, he’d walked in a different direction. He still remembers Sandra’s response: You’re overthinking it. He remembers Sandra. This is the first time, since leaving, he’s thought of her in any kind of way. Sometimes it is easier to forget than to heal. The burden weighs heavy on his mind, so he blocks her out, closing curtains to the world outside his mind.


Michael walks slowly, hesitantly, and, after a few paces, exits the store. He looks back at the security guards. They are still looking, staring; it seems some things are universal.
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Chapter 5


Embarcadero, San Francisco, California; 12.50 p.m.


San Francisco is a city of things: of buildings and monuments, each one different from the next. Of things: big green trees interspersed with tall lamp-posts. Of things: hills and flats, and hills and flats. Of things: art, bright, colourful expressions along the floors, the walls, and impossible-to-reach places. Of things: poetry and music, food and drink, joy and sorrow. Of things: an unravelling of people, a million stories told.


1 p.m. Michael walks surrounded by people as if on a mission they are not too sure of. White shirts, bland ties, grey trousers and black loafers, rinse and repeat, each person as nondescript as the next. He has a deep feeling of sonder, that each person’s life is as complex as his own. In the near distance, he sees a tall building, a hybrid of a rocket and a pyramid, needle-point sharp at the top, aligned in a row with the other buildings. There looks to be something special about it – like it is keeping a secret, like the building is him.


He breaks off from the crowd going back to their offices and takes the next left. He looks up and sees the road continue up, and up, and up, levelling off flat in-between, and then up and up, and on and on, as if whoever built the streets decided to take planned breaks along the way. He takes it as a challenge to himself to reach the top. He begins to walk, one steady step after another.


The sky looks in a confused mood, clear bright blue mixed with gloomy grey clouds, sunshine flirting with rain. Everything leads towards it, the sky, all the way up; the parked cars, the trees, the lamp-posts. He walks, moving closer to the top, past the alluring smells of local restaurants, past a building on the corner, teal-coloured, a row of small trees, opposite a big tree on the other side, past a large parked truck in front of the labourers, whose mouths he watches, imagining what would come out of them, and whether they say the same things here as they do back home, in front of buildings with climbing rails and ladders on the outside. A motorbike whizzes by. He feels its vibration through the air. On the ground, in the middle of the street, he sees a circular sewer entrance and imagines the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles bursting out of there to save the day: the ‘Heroes in a half shell, Turtle Power!’ theme song plays in his head. He walks past a couple, an older man and woman, in matching khaki chinos and faded leather bumbags, taking pictures with their loud, protruding cameras, ‘tourists’, he scoffs, then remembers he is one too … sort of. The pavement, next to the pristine plain white shoe of the older man, has ‘Jack Kerouac’ engraved in faded gold, with an inscription written above; verses of poetry ring in his head. He looks up and emblazoned above in a banner of black and yellow is ‘City Lights Books’ next to a blue-green landscape wall painting. He walks into the bookshop.


‘A bookshop is the garden of your mind where the flowers are not plucked, but grown: if you love something, do not yank it from the ground and yield it unto your possession; instead, water it, give it light, step back, and watch it grow.’


Michael reads the signage as he walks past the counter and is met by the smiles of the booksellers. He smiles back and looks around at the blossoming flowers on the shelves. He takes in the smell; it is old, but not of something ageing, more so something that has lived, something experienced, something steeped in the history of being, something etched deep in the memory of the world. He walks to a door in the back, past a thick, square, wooden-framed mirror hung up on the wall. For the first time in a long time, Michael sees himself: eyes, ears, nose, mouth. He sees his face: one half his mother, the other half an empty memory. Papa. He walks up the narrow sand-brown steps in-between white walls and notices, on one of the steps, ‘poetry room’ written in black, and he softens.


In the garden, the ‘poetry room’, is the fountain, from where water flows pure and true; it always gives, taking shape and form however it must, nourishing all, with sustenance and life. Michael imagines what it must have been like to be living in another time: Ginsberg; I can’t stand my own mind, tearing worlds down with their words, and building new worlds back up again. He imagines the unknown audiences who filled rooms, and gave their ears, but more so, gave their hearts.


Around the room are photographs of solemn faces peering down like ancient gods. Written on pieces of plain white paper are little idioms, commandments on stone tablets: ‘sit here and read’, ‘educate yourself’, ‘read here 14 hours a day’.


2.30 p.m. He walks down to the basement full of books. Every room a discovery of a new world, a new dimension. Here, there are places to rest. In the garden, this is the porch. He feels his feet throb as if they are expanding out of his deep-brown leather boots and sits on the nearest chair. Surrounded by various books, from Native-American history to World War II, he sees a book on Buddhism, bright red, glowing, from the bottom shelf, as if it had been awaiting his arrival. He opens it on a random page.




Breathe. Everything is you. Everything is coming to you. There is nothing that you do not know; that you have not always known. You are not the body, you are not the mind, you are nothing, and everything, eternal and current, distant and near. Release yourself of attachment, of possessions, of all things that bind you, and bring yourself to freedom.





5 p.m. Hours have passed. Time itself has become timeless, as if it did not exist; as if it were an esoteric, magical thing, a Paul Lewin painting of an ancestor bringing gifts in a dream.


Michael leaves the bookstore with two new books. To the left, he sees a flurry of books suspended in mid-air like a flock of birds in flight along the electric wires above. Behind it, painted on the wall above a restaurant, a melancholic man solemnly plays the piano buried deep in his solitude. San Francisco is a city of things.


He goes higher and higher up a hill. It falls quiet. There are few people here, few enough for warm greetings to be exchanged: a smile, a wave, a hello. He continues up and the hill gets steeper, dramatically steep, so much so that the cars parked diagonally look like they are going to succumb to gravity and roll all the way down at any given moment. He briefly watches a man struggle to park. He walks up a flight of concrete steps. He passes a metallic gate covered by a leafy shrub, through which there is a dimly lit lamp that looks as though it leads to an enchanted place. He walks up on to a platform. He rests, looking out, back down into the distance.


The sky is luminous as the sun sets; it appears punctuated with brushstrokes of sparkling gold, flaming orange and burgundy. Michael sees the tall rocket building, its needle tip kissing the sky, the water in the distance reflecting the song of the sunset, and a bridge splitting the frame horizontally. The streets go down, all the way down, until they fade out of sight, and he wonders how it would feel to go downhill on an open set of wheels. He closes his eyes. He feels the rush, the adrenalin, the freedom; the breeze rushing towards him as he screams into the open air. Freedom. Freedom. Free.


Back in the flat, Michael sits on the sofa in solitude, staring out of the window, into the ever-fading darkness save the glow of the moon. He eats the Chinese takeaway he bought on the way home, and listens to the raspy wallow en misère of a bearded man with a guitar, on repeat until all is lost; until the music fades, until the world turns, and the sun rises once again. I feel a sense of calm unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. An acceptance of everything; a feeling bound towards peace.
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