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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.
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