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Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future,
And time future contained in time past.


T.S. Eliot, ‘Burnt Norton’, Four Quartets





Prologue



I imagine that the fog had lifted, that it was a bright morning when my father finally dragged himself from his bed. He found his dressing gown on the chair, but didn’t bother with slippers, despite the broken cassette cases jagged across the floor. His cat Hope was circling the room, meowing for food and flicking her tail at his inertia, but he had become bad at listening. He might have blamed it on his new girlfriend, the groggy mornings and his disrupted routine. Late at night she would pour him another drink, or disappear to her mum’s hilltop house, Nirvana blasting to hell. She only had to fall out of bed and pull on her coat five minutes before her shift at the People Store at ten. How lucky she must have felt to have caught my father that first day he shuffled into the store to buy himself a single steak; an English writer and publisher with money and a pretty house on Bolinas’s main drag. He still found it peculiar to see her and not his wife in his bed and despised her for it. ‘You’re back,’ he muttered, thick-tongued and crabby, uncertain in that moment who he saw.


For most of the night, from the cassette player by the bed, he would cling to his guru’s songs of synthetic wisdom as if he were grasping at the last threads of his life ‘… like a house which is in darkness, and many spiders are living, their nests, and its scorpions are living and the snakes are enjoying and suddenly you bring light there …’ But he so rarely saw the light these days, just as he would not have heard the storm, so quick and unexpected; how the skies snapped open and dumped a sea of rain onto the dry streets, and the collarless dogs barked a thunderclap when it suddenly stopped. Just as he failed to see the glass antique shade that was broken from that fight he would rather forget, the photos of his not yet ex-wife face down, her fine Swiss crockery pushed to the back of the kitchen shelf; everything dusty and out of place. He did not recognise the power of the sun as it cut through the curtain, insistent here in California, so bright and relentless, despite the recent sadness of the house. Did he feel its warmth on his back? He did not want to.


I was not there that portentous day in 2003, when he tripped so spectacularly into his final freefall, but I had visited the year before. It was his first Christmas in the house and without his wife. He had chosen this place and she had not liked it, and after twenty years of marriage she had left. It was too bohemian with its wayward souls hanging about. The man outside the community centre who when greeted with ‘How are you?’ tells you, ‘I don’t know’, bemused. A woman with stripes of chocolate cake like tribal marks across her cheeks, strings of oranges around her neck, clothes made of silver foil. The legendary Tree House John, a Vietnam veteran who had drowned his trauma in alcohol and later meth, who earned his name from spending years living in a treehouse with a group of Bolinas flower people. My father had been drawn back to a community, a theme in his life since boarding school, only this one was full of crazies, drop-outs, drug addicts and drunks.


Yet he was proud of his house. It was the first he had owned since he left us in our Islington home, my mother, with my brother and me aged eight and six. He had been on a crusade since then, from Pune, in India, where he’d met his guru, to Rajneeshpuram in Oregon, to Italy, where he ran a community, to various apartments in Hampstead during brief returns to London, and then to Marin County, when he was awarded a Green Card for his publishing and packaging company that produced books that were popular with West Coast hippies, The Art of Peace and Illustrated Rumi. Despite the sweat on his brow and his restless fingers, he had finally settled: a two-storey, wood-panelled and white house, tucked away behind eucalyptus and willow, with a wooden porch and gauze door, a big white fence, which, for a time, protected him from what lay outside. A refuge where he could finally stop, withdraw from the world and write.


Like his wife, I found Bolinas oppressive and suffocating. Just twenty miles north of San Francisco, it was a town in hiding, with one way in, one way out, at the end of an estuary, bounded by seawater on all sides. A community of industrious and indignant locals, hostile to outsiders, its motto was: ‘Live and let live – just leave us alone’. The residents tore down street signs as they were put up and blacked out road markings: artists, musicians and writers lived in their clapboard houses in the hills; financial crisis fallouts escaped here to camp in their cars. Part of its culture was the acceptance of those who were not welcome elsewhere. Once embedded in this town, it was difficult to leave. So apposite, it seems now, that the first house my father committed to buying after all those years was right next door to Smiley’s, the town’s only bar.


On that bright morning once the fog had lifted, I imagine him drifting from room to room, unaware of the empty wine bottles stacked up by the sink, and last night’s attempt at dinner crusted on saucepans and plates. He did not see Hope as she curled around his legs and urged him towards the food larder. Blindly, he searched for one of his cordless phones, in their various states of charge, buried in the sofa, flashing with a message: perhaps his wife had rung again, late, after everyone slept, or that morning before he was awake. She phoned him still, so many times each day; he could rely on her to wish him goodnight.


Then he sat down in his Harrods bathrobe, now worn and stained, settled at his computer, its wink of bright light his link to the living world – the world that was awake – hoping, always, for recognition. His eyes were puffy and tired; he rubbed his coarse white- and ginger-flecked beard. There was a time when he would receive gushy emails from his agent in response to various proposals, but not anymore. He was trying to sell a book on war, another on sex, and the beginnings of a more personal idea – Dousing the Flame, a memoir about his alcoholism. He had recently finished a novel, a love letter to his wife who returns as a ghost to watch over him, but the publishers didn’t get it – arseholes. Faced with rejection, he rose up, pushed back, sent stroppy emails. Those big-shot editors he had brought in favours for – the guys at Knopf and HarperCollins – could fuck off.


Did my father see the heaps of papers that will have piled up on his desk by now? Bills left unopened, demands for payments on the house, which was mortgaged to the hilt, HP on the big SUV that sat like a bully in the drive; credit-card bills for his expensive new teeth and pricy restaurants when his new girlfriend dined out with her friends on my father’s dime; the rent of his wife’s apartment in New York – thousands of dollars a month – which he still paid for, despite her going to bed each night with a new man, a scion of American aristocracy. Did he taste the stale booze on his morning breath, see the age spots on his hands? Could he hear the chattering tourists, fat on hash browns and maple syrup pancakes from Coast Café across the way, meandering along Wharf Road? Bolinas Beach had been a draw when he first arrived, but on foggy days the long flat stretch of muddy sand reminded him of his parents in misery in their last years, bitten by the cold and concrete of Felpham Beach, in Bognor Regis. Did he see the glass balanced precariously on top of his unopened mail, its base sticky with that last regretful dribble of wine? He will itch with his need to fill it again.


This particular morning he chose instead to rest his eyes on an email. His guru’s words still bubbling up from his dreams: ‘Suddenly you bring light there,’ his honey-warm lisp. ‘The light does not clear the spiders and the scorpions and the snakes but it makes you aware of them and it is good to be aware … Because then the house can be cleaned.’ Perhaps these words made Dad laugh, with a wafty memory of all those orange-clad devotees nodding and smiling into the sun, hanging everything, their families, their homes, their entire lives, on words that were simply plucked from the sky. The power of miracles. Or did he suddenly feel irritated? ‘Arrogant twit’ he might have said, the ridiculousness of his guru’s gilded ride.


I imagine him squinting and then putting on his glasses. How a shaft of light struck the blinds so hard that it painted lines through the room stabbing pain through his eyes, dust motes hanging like warnings, abandoned manuscripts, torn paper, crossed-out words. He heard a hard thump from the ceiling above, and a crying out for his attention, followed by a curdling laugh, and felt a stab of irritation at the woman’s coarseness, so extremely different from his beautiful wife, who was still his wife despite being thousands of miles away. He was suddenly exhausted, abandoned. How am I going to get out of this hellhole? Turning towards the comfort of his computer screen, my dad clicked on the email:


I am Abram Ivanov, Barrister to a Late Engineer S Dunn who bears your last name and came from your country. On 22nd January 2003, our late client, his wife and their only daughter were involved in a car accident and it was a pity that our late client and his family all lost their lives.


After much search, I have traced you as his next of kin and need you to help me repatriate the property and fund that belongs to my client above, which is valued at 8.5 million USD, before it is turned back, unclaimed, to the state. Do please contact me directly on my private email address below.


What did he do then? Did he stand up and take the empty glass to the kitchen, his cat Hope, still not fed? Did he feed her, or himself first? I know he was drinking then, but I don’t know if the morning drinking had started yet. Judging by the speed of his decline over the following years, let’s imagine it had. He walked to the fridge and took out a bottle of chilled white wine he had bought at the Coast Café the previous night, paying restaurant prices without a second thought. He never dined there but waved his credit card over the counter after the People Store had closed. He expanded with the first sip; he literally grew; it helped him feel stronger, bigger, a Messiah, his previous incarnation as Attila the Hun.


Back at his desk he was pumped up when he read the email again. Next of Kin. Property that must not go back to the state. The fucking state. S. Dunn. Ha! 8.5 million dollars. At fucking last. ‘About time,’ he said out loud and took another swig.


Like a child in a sweetshop, my dad had eyes only for sugar-coated wealth, the fantasy of becoming a millionaire. A desire that had become increasingly ridiculous to everyone but himself. My father had spent his entire life dodging debt, moving money between buried bank accounts, selling off cars before he had paid for them, putting my mother’s name on rental agreements after their divorce so that final demands arrived on our doorstep. He understood the scammer mentality, but remained the scammer’s ideal victim, since his whole existence relied on the delusion that he was special, more cultivated, planetary, cosmic than anyone else. So, when my brother and I would later confront him, laughing with disbelief that he had fallen for this scam, he would bat us away. Of course he had a long-lost relative that no one knew about; of course this idiot relative had died with no known next of kin. These things happen to me. I am the Master, the enlightened. I am telepathic. I can walk through walls. He was not normal like everyone else; he had supernatural powers. The usual rules did not apply. Goddam it. He deserved this!


My father fixed his eyes on the email. He refused to come down from such elevated heights. He would not glance at his hands as he moved the mouse to hit the cursor on reply, nor see the small hook of want – of greed or desperation – that had buried itself in his shoulder move down his arm to his knuckles, playing his fingers like strings, tapping out his response. Was it really in the morning? Had there been a storm? Was he drunk, or simply a lonely, deluded fool?


It has been thirteen years since my father died. I measure it by my daughter’s age, and she is almost fourteen. He died six months after she was born. So much has happened in between, and yet I still hear the echoes, pulling me to return, to try to understand the raging disaster – how it could have gone so catastrophically wrong. The scam, my father’s wilful misreading of a situation that appeared so clear to everyone else; and my passivity in the aftermath, letting him stumble towards his death. The tragic irony of just the five of us at Dad’s cremation: me, my brother, my mother, her sister and my brother’s wife, standing in a circle on the concrete in that desolate place in Devon, which meant nothing to any of us. I use the past tense now, because it was a brief hiatus, between the end of his life and the urgent persistence of his afterlife. My brother had been forced to cut off all contact from our dad in the months before he died. But that day we had laughed – the frantic, suffocating, shameful laugh that bursts through the nose and spasms the throat. We laughed for Dad, his disbelief that somehow when he wasn’t looking this calamity had happened. He would have been flabbergasted. That’s me, in this Godforsaken place? In that coffin? You have got to be kidding. His overblown swagger and grandiose self-belief protected him right to the end.


The funeral director had a sympathetic nobility despite her appearance. Her matt of brown hair stuck with sweat to her forehead, her exaggerated features resembling Tubbs from The League of Gentlemen. She stood, short and stout, at the centre of the circle we five made, in her A-line black skirt and shiny shoes, calves the size of melons, solemn and apologetic: ‘He was a big man–’ She paused, and my brother’s face went ashen. ‘We had to wheel him in on a trolley.’ I felt sick with hysteria. But we were grateful to her when she spoke so gently: ‘How many of us can know that there will be five people who love us so much that they would be there at the very end?’ With those words she took away the desperate surrealism of this, so ridiculously subdued after such a momentous life.


But Dad was with me the entire time. His spectre, the dream of the person I had hoped he might grow old to be, wealthy still in his cashmere coat, expensive slippers, and the bulk of his strong back, hovering there beside me with his long beard and luxuriant hair, like a mythological god. I was always so romantic about him. His eyes were pleading as he listened intently to my reading of the poem he had penned, I don’t remember it now – something about wings; blackened wings – and the song we chose for when they wheeled the trolley out, Lou Reed, perhaps, and an easy tone of a life led to the full, by his own lights, burned out now, snuffed like a candle blown out. I leaned towards him, comforted by what I believed to be benign, and he whispered to me again, as he had that night in Italy: You understand me, my daughter. The only person who knows me. Aged twelve with my scabbed-up knee from losing control of my scooter, left alone on that lonely road. I didn’t know what he meant then – was I special? Did I see all of him? More than anyone else? But this was Devon, not Italy, and he was no longer alive. It was cold and damp, and the circle of us was so small, so sad in the blank and grey.


Of course my husband wasn’t there. He had stayed in London with our baby daughter because she had a cold, but the truth is that I didn’t want him to bring her; I didn’t want my precious daughter anywhere near him. Not even when he was still alive. My mother’s husband wasn’t there either. He was unwell, a rare thing. We joked, the five of us, of how Dad must have made this happen: drifting up above on his puffy cloud, a bolt of lightning in his hand, striking down any male competition, or spearing the front door at the last minute to prevent it from opening.


I was determined in the following years that he should not touch our lives, that my children would be free of him. But I had no idea when I walked from the crematorium that day, turning my back to the smoke that curled from the furnace, that he had followed me; and when I got into the car, he got in with me. He visited my dreams, lying beside me in the dark, such tender sweetness as he reached out and touched my arm. He was so vividly there, and I drowned in tears often waking myself in the dead of night from sobbing, my husband unable to offer comfort. He followed me in those many nights that refused to end, when I wandered through London streets sodden with booze, spilling and splitting, buttons popping, my skin bursting; everything flooding out on a midnight wall beside the dustbins at Shoreditch Church; those strangers I hugged in the dark. I was determined that my children would not be touched by this.


But then they were.


Aged six and eight, the same ages that my brother and I were when our father walked out, my marriage broke down. It was impossible, after years of trying. Such unfathomable silence. I had retreated, until he had only a sliver of me, and then I slipped away.


Now here I stand in my brand-new kitchen, in a new city, with a new man, and children who are settled and happy, and I at times let myself imagine that I am healed. But in the simple moments, making supper for my family, listening to music and drinking a glass of wine, my dad has slipped into its syrupy poison, threatening ruin. I want to see clearly and yet I am compelled still to smudge the edges, to wipe grease over the surfaces.


But something has changed: the wine is beginning to make me heavy, and its blurriness, once enjoyable, now brings a headache, a feeling that I have done wrong; that I am wrong. When my partner and I talk into the evening my laughter is tainted by this feeling; when I kiss my son goodnight my breath is heavy with it. Sometimes, I tighten my lips, so the acid of my shame won’t burn him; so he won’t be touched by this contaminant that I can still consume despite it having killed my father. I am so aware of it now, of the glass set on the counter and how much is left, as I put it to my lips, of each and every sip, of how readily the liquid slips down. I deliberate over another glass. Despite it taking me a week to drink a bottle, I bury it in the recycling bin, the glint of it winking like a warning fire. Shame, ‘the swampland of the soul’ as Jung describes it, has escaped from my depths, and on its hands and knees it has determinedly crawled towards standing. It grips hold of my heart now and it squeezes.


One evening, I am on the phone to my brother: ‘I will not read your book about Dad,’ he tells me. He does not understand why I keep bringing our father right back into the centre of the lives we have so carefully curated despite him.


‘That’s okay,’ I say, over and over. ‘I understand.’ I keep saying it, even though I can feel upset flapping about inside me like an injured bird.


‘It is your story, not mine,’ he says calmly. ‘I don’t want to go back into it again.’


‘Honestly, it’s fine.’ But my voice is shaking. I am causing trouble again.


‘It’s not okay, Lil. What he did.’


‘I know,’ I say. Of course, I know. But I also know that we tell ourselves the same stories, those necessary fictions, in order to survive, and sometimes the stories become old and stale, and sometimes they were never right in the first place. ‘But–’ I want to say, what if we misunderstood him? What if my going back will be better for everyone, not just me, but for you as well, and Mum? – What if? The only person who knows me. My father said this to me. He gave me that gift to try. Time present and time past, both present now.


His ghost rises within me again, and I grip the kitchen counter to stay upright. I hold my breath against my tears, those demanding tears, and feel suddenly so small. I glance around at the kitchen and its shiny counters, at my partner there beside me, but it is all too grown up. I am too young to live here, to have this man by my side.


Into the evening, we slowly go. We wipe the dirt from the counters and sweep the dust from the floor, and I touch the surfaces of my new life. I stand at the centre of the room and remind myself of how far we have come, how broken we were when we arrived.


‘Is it right?’ I ask him. ‘Am I doing the right thing?’


He smiles down at me and pulls me to him. ‘How could you not?’ he says.





Exile



Where did it begin? my father wrote in a scrappy notebook. He was then in the last months of his life, having lost his wife, his girl-
friend, his home, his computer, his desk, his books, his cat, his right to be a US citizen. Three years had elapsed since the email, the scam, then his fleecing by Russians who took his money and gave him nothing in return, but a stripping bare of his soul that prefigured his fall into destitution.


I picture him alone on that bench on the seafront in Ilfracombe, Devon, the last place he ever lived. His hair is limp and tired, clothes soiled, and the salt wind in his face causes his eyes to stream. My father had no teeth in his final years, all extracted by an expensive dentist in San Francisco who persuaded him to have a bridge, before the money ran out and his mouth turned in on itself, a perpetual downward curve of misery. I imagine the shopfronts behind him were worn and rusted, their canopies tattered from the wind, seagull shit on everything. The town is full of people, doing, he wrote. Wish I was doing rather than waiting.


He was always waiting, for the postman to arrive with a care package from his now ex-wife – Swiss chocolate wrapped up beautifully in tissue paper and ribbon, silk hankies from SAKS for his streaming nose, slips of money. For Dean from the local cab firm who bought him bottles of Jack Daniels from the off-licence with money that was supposed to be spent on food. A phone call from ‘one of my two ex-wives’ – the other is my mother. A phone call from me, or from my brother, when he will ask for money which we wire over, until we finally refuse. He waits for his life to come good again. For the agents to reply to his emails, the publishers to say yes to his proposals. Always, for money to arrive.


Or he may have been in the dry house, or one of the B&Bs he moved between when the dry house threw him out for drinking. He sits on the edge of the pink polyester-frilled bed and writes these unfocused words:


Where and when did it begin?


Some might utter sentences of despair –


Can’t say myself! Was it when I was born?


Maybe at conception? Go the other way – I’m 60 now.


Maybe it started at 50? Or, or, or?


In California, London, in my heart, in hers?


My brother and I knew that he asked himself this question in his lucid moments: How did it happen? How did such a rich and good life end up here? My father staring out at the blank of the seaside town out of season, numb to the rain that winter, and the fierce lonely wind.


Where and when did it begin?


My aunt, his sister, herself a sober alcoholic with the help of Alcoholics Anonymous, always used to say he was born that way, that his self-destruct trigger boiled down to a simple malfunctioning gene. But he was born many things, and there were many doors leading to many different corridors, to many different rooms. Perhaps it was the narcissist in him that led him this way, setting fire to everything in his wild impatience to transcend the ordinary, to be special. But what a fall, to end up here, a derelict drunk with nothing. Still making up stories to avoid the reality of what was happening.


In those last months, he kept fiddling with the proposal for his memoir, Dousing the Flame, Journals of Alcoholism. The opening line: ‘This is the personal story of a man who once struggled with alcoholism and fought back to return his life to normal again, having faced the destruction of his emotional and professional existence.’ I see him drinking while typing, so far gone in his denial, revelling in the drama and placing himself as the hero at its centre. This document is so full of lies I can barely bring myself to read it. He cannot even be honest in his memoir. On one of the final pages, he writes about how he lives alone now with his adorable Abyssinian cat, both back in the UK. His great return, to his country of origin, his family, to all that matters to him in this particular fantasy. But Hope had not made it back with him. She had stayed too long, been too loyal, and it had killed her. He failed to feed her just as he barely fed himself, and she had eventually curled up beneath a tree and died.


One rainy day, in 2013, when I was still married but wild in my grief, I returned to Ilfracombe. I wanted to see where my father had lived during those desperate last months of his life, after being deported back from the US in a wheelchair, and with nothing to his name but his Mulberry shoulder bag and Panerai watch. The Benevolent Society had settled his $100,000+ medical bill, run up with no insurance, and had put him on a flight back home, and my brother, mother and her sister had met him off the plane. We had been told he was very ill, and it had been my aunt’s idea to take my dad to Devon to be nursed back to health in the cottage hospital where she worked. But on arrival Dad appeared to have made a speedy recovery and quickly discharged himself to set off on his last careening run. My aunt was also trying to protect my brother and me: I was nine months pregnant at the time, with my first child; and he had two children aged under six. We were scared of Dad turning up on our doorstep, and still had nightmares about our rescue trip to California the year before, when, out of his head, he had prowled through the night, thumping into furniture and slamming doors, and we stared into the dark, the two of us sharing the spare bed. ‘We have no room for him,’ my brother and I repeated, as if trying to convince ourselves.


But with a brand-new baby, I had not seen my dad during those last months of his life and so I wanted to return. My aunt invited me to stay with her in South Molton, so I left my husband and our two children back in London and took the car. I drove wildly along the motorway, the windscreen wipers slapping streams of water from my vision, the sky darkening the closer I got to Devon. I wanted to search out the gay couple who owned the B&B where Dad eventually died, and delivered orders of boiled eggs whenever he demanded it; vodka, scones and jam, more vodka. When my dad had blacked out in the shower, drunk, and the house shook with the weight of him falling, they went up to his room to help. I wanted to say thank you for caring; but also, I wanted to stand close enough to share the same breath with those people who were the last to see my father alive. Did he still have a glint in his eye in those final weeks, convincing them of his impending wealth, flashing that silver tongue, hundreds of thousands of dollars owed by ­Chronicle Books and St Martin’s Press for manuscripts that he would never write? My aunt still tells the story of how he demanded she take him to the local bank on that first day she met him at the airport, and she wheeled him in. How, despite his dereliction, he managed to demand an appointment with the manager, a decent country man who had never seen his like and was bamboozled into giving him a loan of £1,000 set on the promise of an American contract about to be signed. I wanted to understand how he could still have that magic, even when his shoes were so broken they let the rain in.


The last time I had seen my dad was the morning of our flight home from California in October 2005, a few months after my wedding, when, recently showered, his shaking hand had moved a strand of wet hair from his forehead and he had promised he would go to AA. I only half believed him. I had taken his hands in mine and said: ‘Make sure this isn’t the last time I see you,’ knowing in my heart that it was.


‘But you’re pregnant,’ my brother had said each time I expressed my anguish during the following year at not helping him. I held the mound of my stomach with both hands and made promises to my unborn baby: I will protect you whatever happens. But I still had his daily calls coming in at odd hours, his quiet laughter at the absurdity of it all, his pleading for money, and my desperate piecing together of the silences in between. Keep it simple: wash hair; body clean were the words he repeated in that scrappy notebook. Perhaps the owners of the B&B did see through the lies, glimpsed the wretched man beneath. I find this more painful to admit to. Their caring of him came from a deep sense of humanity.


From the list of B&Bs where Dad had been, I headed first to Stumbles Inn, the last place he stayed, but there was nothing but boarded-up houses, damp from sea spray. No sign of the gay couple when I asked a local newsagent. They were long gone. Another business failed after a harsh winter; another dream thwarted.


Disappointed, I moved to the next on the list, the Pack o’Cards, a grand Georgian folly that sits on the road to Combe Martin, triangular with multiple chimneys to literally resemble a house of cards. Built in the seventeenth century by local squire George Ley to celebrate his huge winnings in a card game, there were four floors to represent the four suits, thirteen doors and fireplaces on each floor (representing the number of cards in each suit) and fifty-two stairs (the number of cards in a pack). Our father would have found this place absurd and thrilling. I sat in the cavernous bar, its walls covered in memorabilia, and watched a group of locals, rowdy in the afternoon, finding refuge from the dark waves of autumn rain. Quietly, when reception was empty, I snuck up the stairs to a long corridor of shadow and white where doors were left open to rooms plump from their recent spruce and vacuum. A four-poster bed with peachy eiderdown and fluffed-up pillows, nylon lace curtains diaphanous and ghostly. It was dim in the rain-soaked afternoon light. There was another room, further down the corridor, not yet cleaned, its duvet half on and half off the bed. An empty glass on the bedside table, the smudge of a fingerprint. The room smelled sour, of sleeping strangers.


Standing in the doorway, I conjured an image of my dad propped up on pillows, drink in one hand and remote control in the other; his socks rolled into a ball, thrown into the corner. I grasp at this image now to imagine where he was in those last hours, and I have summoned it so many times that it has solidified as memory: how he lies awkwardly on the floor, still holding the TV remote control, only his cheek is resting on the acrylic carpet, one trouser leg bunched up to reveal milk-white skin pocked with scabs. He is dead.


His story ended in a room like this, alone in a B&B in Ilfracombe in April, on the week of his sixty-first birthday, when my daughter’s life had just begun.


But in that moment on my return, he stirs. He comes alive, and I am able to be with him one last time. I hear words from a T.S. Eliot poem, ‘… be still and wait without hope/For hope would be hope for the wrong thing … But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting …’ and walk over to him. ‘Do you mind?’ I ask politely kneeling on the bed. When he turns to me, he smiles, his rheumy eyes full of regret, and I become a daughter again, lying beside him with my head on his chest. I can hear his heartbeat, slow and juddering like a much-loved car hanging on. He puts his hand on my shoulder and it is heavy and warm. I allow myself to hope: what if he turns it all around and gets better again? ‘So the darkness shall be the light, and the stillness the dancing.’


I feel so close to him. ‘Dad,’ I say, with the first of the tears stinging my eyes. ‘What happened?’


Let’s imagine, as psychoanalysts have explored, that we as infants are ‘born into trauma’. That our birth causes the first of many deep anguishes, separated as we are from our mother and the lulling liquid warmth of her womb. According to both Otto Rank and Freud, birth is the earliest anxiety that a person experiences, and a kind of blueprint for all that follows. The psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion takes this idea further by suggesting that pain is also experienced in the rough sea of sensations that the baby feels, the undifferentiated feeling states he calls ‘un-thought thoughts’ and sense impressions before actual thinking comes into being. The infant, according to Bion, is consumed by a maelstrom of chaos which resembles death, and relief is found only in the mother’s arms; a mother strong enough to take these bursts of turmoil into herself in order to define them and give her child the language and understanding to overcome them. Without this, according to Bion, the child risks growing to hate the emotions that run through him or her, such madness, such mayhem, and sets out to live life rid of such chaos, and to not think at all.


I have often observed people in a drunk or drugged-up state, at illegal raves, all-night clubs, in friends’ living rooms, and been struck by how like a baby they become; how they regress to that neonate state of no thought, numb of emotion; losing control of speech, all sense, even their limbs, as if regressing back to that safe paradisal place before the violence began, when anything was possible.


In those last years of drinking, my dad shrunk on a diet of vodka and scones, became incontinent, his shit everywhere, eventually so disconnected from himself that he would vomit in the morning only to start drinking again. In the end, he turned in on himself like a helpless embryo, and returned to the hazy watery world from where he began.


My father was born in 1946, in Cranford, Hounslow, on the outskirts of west London, landing into a world of net curtains and wall-to-wall carpets, the hush of the mundane, where neighbours competed for the latest model washing machine. Material status was important to his parents, as if their self-conscious display of wealth and order might smother the shame they were trying to shake off. His father was from an aspirational middle-class family and had saved his mother from her working-class roots and the stain of adultery. As a teenager and beauty queen, she was first married to her agent, who then repeatedly cheated on her, and gave her VD; but in a moment of vulnerability she had turned to his cousin for comfort, and it was her adultery on the divorce certificate that was the cause of the irretrievable break-up.


Shame came knocking again when my grandfather got her pregnant on their first weekend away, and my dad was conceived. They covered it up by quickly getting engaged. He was her ticket to redemption, and this young woman jumped at the chance of a second marriage. He was happy to oblige, as he was smitten with her, the beautiful telephonist on the switchboard at Sperry Gyroscope in Bracknell, where he worked as a senior engineer, her soft and big-eyed face, neat calves and curved ankles in stockings, his very own Betty Grable. But his mother did not approve of her son marrying a divorcee and refused to attend their wedding. He had suffered his own trauma when aged eight his young father had suddenly died in the influenza epidemic, leaving behind his mother and five children. She never got over it, and when my dad and aunt visited their grandmother she always seemed to be in bed, cursed with the depression of grief.


My dad’s mum had a difficult pregnancy with him, morning sickness so terrible she had to be hospitalised and put on a drip; it was as if she were vomiting her baby away. She shrank, reduced to a slip of a thing, with a magnificent mountain protruding from her tiny waist. When he was finally born, she was astounded that she had managed to give birth to this huge baby, over nine pounds in weight. He was beautiful, with bright blue eyes and a wisp of blonde hair, and a quality that made the nurses stop and sigh. In a letter to her husband from hospital she is full of passion and gratitude. ‘You gave me a boy!’ Finally old wounds could heal. She was accepted even by her mother-in-law who was thrilled to have been presented with a grandchild.


A natural extrovert who was made for the stage with her film-star looks, my dad’s mother loved the attention her son brought her. She would push him in his pram down the street like a prince in his carriage, his own striking beauty sending passing women into raptures. ‘Isn’t he adorable,’ they would croon, and she would smile as if the compliment belonged to her. He learned quickly that pleasure could be gained from these strangers with their lipsticked smiles, and that he had a certain power to make women soften. But it was an ambivalent pleasure, one he sought out but also reviled. He was shy and fragile in temperament and must have felt exposed in his pram with the admiring faces peering in, as he often pulled his blanket up and over his head.


I am reminded of Ted Hughes’s Tales from Ovid and his version of Echo and Narcissus:


Gossips


Came to Tiresias: ‘Can her boy live long


With such perfect beauty?’


The seer replied: ‘Yes, unless he learns to know himself.’


All regarded these words as a riddle –


Till time solved them with a strange madness.


Was my father’s fate written in his childhood beauty and the adoration he received from others?


My grandmother was house proud. She meticulously cleaned her home, but also had a lady visit three times a week. In the last years of my grandparents’ life when they had grown nasty to each other, she turned mad by the wind in their seaside cul-de-sac, and he frustrated and blind, my granny told my mum that one of her main regrets was that she had spent so much time plumping up cushions, so many hours she could have enjoyed with friends and family. She was a powerful character who needed to feel wanted, and because she had worked from girlhood, she took on her role of mother and housewife with the same efficiency. For the four years before her second child was born, my grandmother’s focus was on my dad, who she dressed up in rompers and frills and paraded along the Sussex coastline. She loved to tell a story about how he was surprisingly empathetic for a child so young. When they took him to meet one of his father’s uncles who had a growth on his face, they were concerned about how he might react to the deformity, that he might be scared or say something hurtful. Instead he reached up to the man and touched the growth and said: ‘Does it hurt?’ Such a wonderful boy, her golden child, her prodigal son. He who was good and obedient, lived by the house rules and never got his feet dirty. Such a long drop from such vaulted heights. He would do anything to avoid conflict, whereas his sister stood up to her mother and fought back.


My granny’s happiest years were after her return to work, once her two children had grown up, selling Hotpoint washing machines at Debenhams and then on the shop floor at Bobby’s in Bognor Regis, beautifully dressed and perfumed, her hair set in perfect waves. When we visited my grandparents on a Sunday with our mother even after my father had left, she would serve us small pots of trifle and fruit salad in jelly and, standing in her immaculately fitted dress, would act out stories from her week at work, or relay gossip, while I imagined the bustling shop floor, the cha-ching of the cash register, the canned applause of Are You Being Served?


My father never spoke of any of these things, of his parents, of his childhood, so there is much that I have to piece together from what I knew of them and from what his sister now tells me. I do know that throughout his life he felt ambivalent about his mother’s love, which was intense, adoring but also critical. My aunt remembers terrible fights in the house when they were growing up – their dad fleeing and their mum slamming cupboard doors and sulking, withdrawing her love when she didn’t get her way. ‘Like a four-year-old,’ she recalls. Sometimes the sulking went on for days. When their dad returned home after one of these rows, their mum would ignore him until he grovelled in regret, terrified of upsetting her again, and this is how the pattern continued. She would turn to her son for reassur­ance, my father being just a child. With her head hung low, she went mournfully to his room and interrupted his play to sit on his bed and re-enact her grievances and ask for his love. He was young and innocent in his adoration still and would wrap his arms around her neck.


‘I don’t want to hear about it!’ My grandmother would hold up her palm when faced with anything she didn’t agree with or found distasteful. She also couldn’t face pain. When my brother and I went to visit them once around the time our parents separated, I could not stop crying. I don’t know why. Maybe I missed my mum; or maybe staying with my grand­parents reminded me too much of my dad who had recently run away to a faraway place called India. My granny, impatient with me, or perhaps finding my crying unbearable, banished me to the garden. I remember facing the hedge on the front drive and crying and heaving, trying to repress the tears and catch my breath, too confused by her response to knock on the front door to ask to go back in. Was it her nervous disposition? Her husband soon learned that it was easier always to keep certain truths from her. Years later, he never told her that he had discovered that his son, my dad, had forged his signature on a bank loan he had previously refused to help him with. This was in the years after my dad left us and was scrabbling for money to spend more time at the ashram with his guru. His father was furious and it was confirmation that his son couldn’t be trusted, so much so that he took him off his will as sole executor. He told his wife none of this. When we played board games with our grandparents as children, around their brown-tinted glass coffee table with its Woman’s Weekly and Radio Times on the shelf beneath, my granddad would cheat to let my granny win and she would be delighted as if the achievement was legitimately her own.


When my father was just seven, he was sent away to a prep boarding school, Long Close in Slough, absurdly only ten miles away from where they lived. It was 1953. My aunt wonders if this removal came about because their dad was worried about the intensity of their mum’s love of her son, bordering on possessiveness: perhaps he wanted to separate them, jealous and wanting his wife back? But most likely boarding school was the ultimate statement that they had clambered up a social rung, never mind that they could barely afford it. My father’s gender came at a cost: denied the comfort of home and a day school which his sister could enjoy simply because she was a girl. He was the boy and had the power to assure the family’s place in the middle class by going to the right school and getting the right job. There were high expectations for my father to become a doctor or a lawyer, and his mum was desperate still to erase her own working-class roots.


If we imagine, then, that birth is the first touch of trauma, the first piercing of what was previously whole, and the loving arms of a mother might then cushion the small disillusionments that follow, reminding us of the primal unity that we associate with pleasure, then this was my father’s first fall. He was cast out. His expectation of family and home was suddenly violated. The golden dawn of his childhood was over.


My dad rarely spoke of his time at boarding school, and so I barely thought of it before I had children of my own. But my son, now aged eleven, regularly expresses his horror at the idea. ‘Would you ever make me go?’ searching my eyes for some hidden secret plan. ‘I would kill myself if I had to leave you.’ The thought is so far from my mind, it is difficult to even imagine it. Mainly, because I know it would cause him harm. I would go as far as to say that his sudden exile from what is rightfully his, a family’s protection and unconditional love, would feel to him like a death. But my dad was not eleven when he was first sent away, he was seven.


A sensitive and empathetic child, up until this point my father had drifted in the river of his life, his home his anchor. He could take this for granted; he knew nothing else. I have photographs of a long-limbed, bony boy with huge blue eyes, flowery lips, and a blonde sweep of hair. While his sister grins with spirit, my father has a more forlorn expression, caught in the liminal space of his dreams. This was my father, free to be himself because he was surrounded by people who loved him.


Like so many other boys sent to prep school for the first time, my dad had no idea what was coming to him when he sat on the edge of his bed and watched his mother pack his trunk. His parents probably told him: ‘You’re going to be a big boy and live in a school from now on. You will make many new friends and will soon get used to it. Boarding school will make you self-reliant, prepare you for life and a proper job, help you to grow up to be strong and capable.’ These words are meaningless to a child so young. Later, my dad told my mum he had felt deeply anxious at the thought of this looming unknown, but anxiety can easily be interpreted as excitement. What did he think of the school as they drove up to it? I see his face so small against the glass, his eyes glinting with a liquid sky before they cloud in shade. Long Close was in a modern 1930s building with tall gables and bay windows, a jolly gingerbread suburban folly, but it must have loomed large.


My dad did once tell me though that he cried when he was left on the school step for the first time. He cried so much that he started to hyperventilate. He called out to his mum and when she did not turn back to him he screamed. His parents continued to walk, stiff-backed, with their toddler daughter in their arms, towards the car. His sister gave a puzzled glance from over their father’s shoulder. In her mind she asked, ‘Why is he not coming home?’


This was his first flight, only it was forced, and totally unlike all the starry-eyed, red-caped flights to follow. It was an eviction from the heart of his family, from all he knew and all that was familiar. Some psychoanalysts would suggest this marked the death of his soul. Was it here that he learned to be a runaway? Despite his rarely speaking of this experience, I know it shaped him. I can imagine what he felt by my aunt’s reports of how he acted out on his visits home. The seizures, the waking nightmares, the lying, his secret and inappropriate fondling of her. Years later, when she confronted him about his sexual abuse of her, he confessed to having been brutally raped at school.
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