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            I don’t know what to tell you about. Death or love?

            Or is it the same thing. What should I tell you about?

            
                

            

            Lyudmilla Ignatenko, Chernobyl Prayer
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            it’s   fine

         

         You have died but it’s fine, Dad. It’s fine, it’s fine, like Helen Mirren coming down the stairs in Red – does she shoot the security guard after? It’s fine, I’m sure I’m allowed. You were getting tired of the whole thing anyway. I saw you were tired: you fell asleep in your dinner.

         I’m trying not to make a big fuss over it.
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            something’s   also   wrong

         

         Soon after it happens the distances are wrong: things that were joined together come apart. Things that should not be connected have become fused. It takes time to sort out. But something’s also wrong with time.

         Denise Riley on the death of her son, time is: without its flow.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        two
         
        weeks
      

         

         You’ve been dead for two weeks but when it’s dark and the bathroom door is half-closed and I need a piss, I still open the door politely. As if I might be disturbing you.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        a
         
        seminar
      

         

         You died while I was presenting in a seminar on narcissism, like the punchline of a bad joke. My mother called saying I should come, that you were going. And the presentation was already terrible with me just reading and reading Andrea Long Chu against André Green about desire, about the idea a trans woman might actually want things. It was quite the exit: straight out of the room with my phone in my hand.

         You were dead before I picked up the message.

      
   


   
      
         7
            Paris   Is   Burning

         

         I am thinking of a sample from Paris Is Burning that Honey Dijon used in the runway show for Louis Vuitton Menswear (Autumn/Winter 2017). We’re not going to be shady, just fierce. We’re not going to be shady, just fierce. The high-line of the music is like a shower of warm rain.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        a
         
        cathedral
      

         

         I’m writing this the day after Notre-Dame burned down, all over Twitter and the news. There is an outpouring of money to make repairs. One minute you’re on a train looking at your phone and next thing you’re crying about a cathedral.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        terrified
      

         

         You had the worst death imaginable, the death that most terrified me as a child, I think: loss of control. It took four nurses to hold you down because you wanted to go to the toilet, because you were holding your cock and pissing yourself, and the doctor was a prick you said and wouldn’t let you go home, and my mother brought you your wedding album to remind you who you were but it was your bedside clock she said you remembered.
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            watching

         

         Since you died I’ve been watching bionerd23 on YouTube exploring the Exclusion Zone around Chernobyl and Pripyat in Ukraine, twenty-five years after the reactor exploded. She, bionerd23, has a very calm voice. In an interview online she quotes Marie Curie: Nothing in life is to be feared, it is only to be understood.

         Marie Curie was poisoned by the thing she was trying to understand.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        the
         
        search
         
        box
      

         

         When I type the letters bionerd23 into the search box on YouTube and then stop typing, a white box comes up with the following suggestions:

         
            bionerd23 dead

            bionerd23 cancer

            bionerd23 hospital

            bionerd23 chernobyl

            bionerd23 apple

            bionerd23 claw

            bionerd23 dead 2019

            bionerd23 basement

            bionerd23 fuel

         

         She’s alive though, as far as I’m aware.

         I think she’s OK.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        the
         
        days
         
        after
      

         

         In the days after you died, Dad, I watched bionerd23 on YouTube climb the Duga-3 radar array. There she is, standing high up above the forest near the power plant, wondering if the militiamen can see her. People have been scavenging the Duga arrays for metal and bits of it are lying on the ground. In another video I watch her take home tiny crystals of uranium left over from a pitchblende mine. She films them glowing green in the dark.
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        train
         
        track
      

         

         On YouTube we are walking along a train track, along what’s left of a train track, and the ground is made of stones. To the left of the train track there are young fir trees and to the right of the track are young birch trees. A man is walking ahead down the middle of the train track and bionerd23 says the man is Ukrainian personnel and has had to be blurred out of the video. As we walk, there is the crunching of stones and the scene widens and we see now that the ground is stones because there is more than one train track in amongst the young trees and this is because since the reactor exploded the forest has been encroaching discreetly, blurring out the rails.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        The Great
         
        Gig
         
        in
         
        the
         
        Sky
      

         

         I’m reading this over and as I’m reading, Clare Torry is wailing her part of The Great Gig in the Sky on Pink Floyd’s The Dark Side of the Moon, wailing high up there, wailing and wailing. It’s such a beautiful song.

         I don’t know if you’d like this song, Dad. I know it’s an odd thing to play at a funeral, but I’m going to sit here in bed and imagine for a minute that we’re having a funeral and this song is playing. It’s night-time here, Dad. You’ve been dead for a year and a half.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        go
         
        sometime
      

         

         The Great Gig in the Sky begins with Gerry O’Driscoll, the Abbey Road doorman, talking calmly, saying he has no fear of death, why should he and a piano takes over and there is guitar and percussion and the wailing starts.

         I’m crying a bit writing this, Dad. I’m in bed with my laptop and I’ve got both arms stretched right out above my head and the second knuckle of my right hand is in contact with the wall and Clare Torry is singing ow and oh high up there and it’s brilliant. The song is in the middle of the album, not at the end.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        AAAH
      

         

         Wooooah! Oooaw!  Ooooweeeeeeeeeeeh!

Aaaaaaaaaaaah! Oooohwaaaaaaaeeeeee! Aaaaaaaaah!

Waaaaaaaah! Ahhhiiiiiiiiiiiy. Owwwwwwwwwwww.

Aaaaaah. Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah! AAAAAHHHHHH!

AAAAAAAHHHHHH! Ahhhhh! Ahhhhhh! Ahhhhhh!

Aahhhhhhhhhh!

         Ahhhhhhhhh! AAAH!

WAAAAAAAH! WAAAAAAAH! AAAAAAAAH!

AAAAAAAAHHHHHHH! AHHHHHHHH! Aaahhh!

Ooohhh!

         Booooooooooooh! Oo-oooo! o-ooo!

         Awwwwww, haaaaaaaaaa, ahhh, haaaa, waaaaaaa,

eeeeeeeeh, ehhh. Ah … ha … haaaaaaaaaaaaa.

         Aaaaaa … ohhhh … OHHHH … ohhhhh, oh oh oh.

Ooooooo. Hoooo – ho-oooo – waaaaaaa.

         Oh. Oh. OH! Aaaaaaaaa. Laaaaaaa. Haaaaaaa.

AH-AH-AH. Oh! Wooah. Oh. Ah. Ahh. Waaa. Ha.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Modern
         
        Romance
      

         

         Listening to Julie Walters singing A Modern Romance on the drive home one night I have to pull over and then for five minutes I am howling and sobbing in the car next to a bus stop. I find myself thinking, Oh this must be because of you being dead, and I find this quite funny so I’m laughing and then I am howling again; it feels like the nightmares I had when I was small and I couldn’t make sense of the chaos of things.
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        the
         
        water
      

         

         I’m remembering my father let us dunk his head under the water, me and a friend. He was so much larger than we were, it was exciting. I find I’m regretting it now – like it’s tangled with everything else. He just let us sink him under the water.

         I remember once, my mother telling me after school that morning my father had thrown his cereal on the floor because he couldn’t take it any more, a point when he was very depressed.

         I liked cereal very much and it disturbed me, the idea of the mess on the carpet. He needed to put the feelings into something, I am thinking now, he wanted to watch something spill.
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            her   mother

         

         The first verse of A Modern Romance goes like this:

         She’s up in her bedroom, drying her hair. She calls to her mother: what should she wear? Not that it matters at all in the end, it’s only a drink with a friend of a friend. It’s not a romance.

         It’s such a simple song; why does it make me cry so much?

      
   


   
      
         
            
        born
         
        not
         
        far
         
        from
         
        here
      

         

         I think the music and the lyrics of A Modern Romance were written by Victoria Wood, who died of cancer two years before my father, on 20 April 2016, six days before the thirtieth anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster. Wood was born not far from here, in Prestwich to the north of Manchester and she met Julie Walters at Manchester Polytechnic a few years after my parents got married. I can’t do Walters’ delivery of the song justice by writing it down. It’s 1992, she’s got big hair and she’s sitting on a white stool in a purple jacket against a pink background. There is something about the way she looks when she’s looking straight into the camera. Now and again we go to a mid-shot and there the shadow of the microphone stretches black across her left breast. When the internet is gone or YouTube isn’t free any more it will be impossible to find all of this. A writer I know says I’m wrong, that there will be a compound, a place we can go and see. I’m not sure.
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            anniversaries

         

         The historian Timothy Snyder says there is something to be mindful of about celebrating anniversaries: it disrupts the flow of time. Orient things around a particular date, he says, and you are framing a view of the world.
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            mascara

         

         Julie Walters sings: She’s bought this mascara, a purply blue. She’s not sure it suits her, what can you do? It’s only a wine bar, it’s only a drink; supposing he likes her, well whadda you think? A modern romance.

         My parents met at a rugby club dance in Sale in the 1960s, not at a wine bar. They were teenagers then and they got married in August 1969. My father had his first breakdown a few years later when he was sitting his accountancy exams. He had several courses of electroconvulsive therapy and finally settled on the mood-stabiliser lithium in the nineties, which made him a lot easier to live with. It may have played its part in the organ failure that killed him, but he’d had heart problems before then, too, which limited the options for treatment. I’m not sure if the song makes me cry because it’s about my life or theirs.
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            purplue

         

         Writing to his fiancée Fanny Brawne in February 1820, John Keats says he’s got blackcurrant jelly on his friend Brown’s copy of Ben Jonson: I have lick’d it but it remains very purplue.

         Keats is terribly ill around this time. Days earlier he suffered a major haemorrhage: so violent a rush of blood came to my Lungs that I felt nearly suffocated. He dies of tuberculosis the following winter.

         Keats writes: I did not know whether to say purple or blue, so in the mixture of the thought wrote purplue which may be an excellent name for a colour made up of those two, and would suit well to start next spring. Be very careful of open doors and windows and going without your duffle grey. God bless you Love!

      
   


   
      
         
            
        stuck
         
        out
      

         

         I was wearing daisies and pigtails, my mother says, and a black hat and a black crocheted dress. Big fabric daisy earrings, she tells me, the hat was like this. My mother gets a pencil and she sketches the hat for me on a scrap of paper in the kitchen, a tall hat like Sugarloaf Mountain in stripes of black and white and to the right of it she draws a daisy with five petals. White knee socks and white shoes I would think, she says. Like Cathy McGowan on Ready Steady Go! I must have stuck out like a sore thumb.

         He said he was Australian and could play guitar; he was neither – a guitar player nor an Australian. It failed to dawn on him he didn’t have an Australian accent, my mother says, about meeting my father. I should have known then.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        I
         
        wasn’t
         
        there
      

         

         Crying in group supervision because in that moment I knew I trained to be a therapist so I could make you better and I wasn’t there when you died. Because I didn’t make anything better, at any point. Because we failed each other. Because I failed you. I failed you and I am so sorry, Dad, and I miss you and I’ve missed you for a while, I guess. When did all this begin?

      
   


   
      
         
            
        a
         
        list
         
        of
         
        things
         
        without
         
        numbers
      

         

         Writing next in a list of things without numbers, I write down the lyrics to the chorus to The Air That I Breathe by the Hollies.

         Reading them back and thinking of Eric Garner, held down by the police, saying: I can’t breathe, eleven times, lying face down on the sidewalk at 202 Bay Street, Staten Island in the City of New York.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Sometimes
      

         

         Writing next in a list without numbers I write:

         Joyful things are: clouds, steam, pervasive smells of all kinds, Russia, jets of things, spines, cardboard, insect colonies, felt roofs, the weight of my boyfriend sleeping on my chest, 11.47 p.m. at the party when he falls asleep and no one else is tired. Sometimes.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        to
         
        find
         
        oneself
      

         

         In opposition to the body’s desire to keep its own house, one finds oneself on the open ward; in opposition to living, one feels the body’s operations of containment (even temperature, lack of tremor, inability to urinate) breaking down. And one ceases to find oneself at all. One dances.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        One
         
        dances
      

         

         What did I mean by this: One dances?

         That last page was the first thing I wrote on my phone the afternoon my father died, in the small office at Macclesfield Hospital while my mother signed the papers. We were given his things in a clear plastic bag and we were given back the white plastic supermarket bag my mother used to bring him his pyjamas and a towel.

         I think I am thinking of The Seventh Seal. I am thinking of that line of people holding hands along the brow of the hill at the end, black figures against a white sky. I am thinking of my father’s madness, struggling on the ward. I am thinking of the dance of death.

         One dances. How can you not?
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            Negative   Capability

         

         In his book Attention and Interpretation, Wilfred Bion describes qualities necessary in the psychoanalyst, who must seek to work, he says, without memory or desire. He quotes a letter by John Keats:

         I had not a dispute but a disquisition with Dilke, on various subjects; several things dovetailed in my mind, and at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of Achievement, especially in Literature and which Shakespeare possessed so enormously – I mean Negative Capability, that is when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.

         I find that last phrase irritates me, though; do you?

         I know I shouldn’t get annoyed.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        I
         
        and
         
        I
      

         

         I don’t know who is I and I don’t know who is you.

         I want to keep us separate, myself and my father; I think we must get muddled in my head. It’s not easy to keep hold of the ways in which another person really is different, unknown. I think until recently I found relationships difficult because when I’d been with someone for a while I felt like we were merging into one another, fighting for air.

         At the same time I know I have the capacity to be a loner, watching from a distance and that this is something social media has encouraged. Writing about people I feel connected to I want to write: my friend, but then I remember: I’ve never met this person; I haven’t seen them for years.

         Writing about myself in the past is also a confusing experience, sometimes writing you instead of I like I’m protecting myself; writing to future me, for company: Hello you.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        unsure
      

         

         Here’s where I am, I guess, on this strange journey of grief, unsure of myself, in the mood for strong forces. Looking for a river I can follow to the sea.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        April
      

         

         It is April again and you are on the night bus, rocking on its long way towards Mortlake; a year later on its long way rocking towards the heath at Putney and the terminus at the Green Man where a gallows once stood and while you are sitting, rocking on the bus, alone on the way back from a nightclub; time and again you feel yourself coming up against the edge of something and you want to write, years later still sitting in bed in your room opposite the room that is your father’s room, though he has been dead for three months, you want to write, thirty-two years after the explosions in the Soviet Union in 1986: this feeling’s like the Pripyat river, the river that supplied the coolant for the four reactors at Chernobyl. The people watched the power station burn from the bridge across the railway near the river and it was beautiful as it burned; fabulous colours like the Northern Lights, and the people weren’t afraid because no one had told them that what they were looking at was death and that it was too late and that everything was over and that days from now a process would begin where men arrived with bulldozers and masks and the earth would be buried in the earth.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        funeral
      

         

         There was no funeral.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        green
         
        plastic
      

         

         Your father’s ashes are sitting in the bottom of his wardrobe in a green plastic container and it is a nice day. It is warm outside and plants are expanding towards each other in the flowerbed your mother has constructed in the garden. There are catfish in the river at Pripyat now like there always have been, you wouldn’t die if you ate one. Moss and wild mushrooms in the Red Forest absorb the most radiation; even thirty years after Chernobyl, wild boar that eat mushrooms in the forests of Germany may be too contaminated for restaurant use. An apple won’t do you much harm.

         Take a Gamma-Scout into his bedroom now or in the middle of the night when you’re afraid and it will register about 0.251 microsieverts per hour.

         Which is completely normal.
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            all   through   the   service

         

         Julie Walters sings: All through the service she thinks of the fuss if she walked down the aisle and just got on a bus. A modern romance.
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         		shadows


         		mix


         		mixed up


         		wild


         		glass


         		a very light mist of dust


         		Before the Law


         		the world


         		briars


         		a shark


         		faint


         		the breathing soil


         		debris


         		maps


         		stable again


         		changes


         		expense


         		Every Night


         		a bee had made its nest


         		a buzzing


         		Inside or outside


         		there


         		turn out the light


         		the plain


         		water


         		the cooling pond


         		a ghost


         		the B of the Bang


         		the city of your mind


         		Victoria Station


         		Caesium


         		the Red Forest


         		:


         		a sick feeling


         		SCRAM


         		foretelling


         		a hole


         		voids


         		a dead arm


         		distant sirens


         		unstable


         		slow decay


         		the reaction


         		jammed


         		force


         		pressure vortex


         		Energy


         		a bruise


         		K


         		the water


         		eighteen seconds


         		Tender


         		the milk


         		to insert a section


         		?


         		at three o’clock


         		floating through the wall


         		a pigeon


         		wormed its way free


         		a single hour


         		a night


         		full of light


         		real waves


         		hospital desks which aren’t there


         		collisions


         		a place of contradictions


         		on a flight


         		a comb


         		over your shoulder


         		the soft light


         		the distance of the picture


         		I never said a word


      




   		
HEJIRA
      
      		recently


         		a beautiful skirt


         		red shoes


         		why why


         		a little girl


         		mourning


         		class and fortune


         		she dances


         		years ago


         		a manic quality


         		like tickertape


         		William Zanzinger


         		2001


         		One or more men


         		on the plain


         		Joni Mitchell


         		the builders


         		Janet Barker


         		with a man


         		joining


         		dreaded to look


         		alchemists


         		crack


         		a candle


         		thinking


         		you remember


         		Arnold


         		you who


         		go down


         		put it out


         		how are you


         		miscarried


         		Lee


         		McQueen


         		nylon gauze


         		a gloved hand


         		cries for help


         		her hands


         		here I am


         		dancing


         		the lift, the push


         		the rain hitting


         		here


         		making sense


         		the peculiar way


         		a sign


         		small drops


         		the uncertainty


         		fragile skin


         		a raincloud


         		a rise, refuse


         		Dante


         		craving


         		on farmland


         		plastic


         		a deserted lot


         		burning


         		Martyn Hett


         		religiously


         		far away


         		looks back


         		in this moment


         		blossom


         		the only part


         		three very significant disasters


         		Exploding Plastic Inevitable


         		black and blue


         		bags


         		her long arms


         		repeating


         		returning


         		watching


         		conversion plant


         		to point to the real, disclose it


         		cordons


         		angry red letters


         		a device


         		we pass


         		when Owl felt sorry for winter


         		models


         		straps and buckles


         		trousers


         		Something is missing


         		silence


         		aroma of salt


         		rubbish


         		face down


         		an emergency


         		Joni


         		cut out


         		a nuisance


         		whiteness


         		sincerely regrets


         		break-up of empire


         		An expert in art explains


         		Rachel


         		The Sea Around Us


         		get off


         		half-crowns


         		square of light


         		you dream


         		grey


         		Guam


         		land


         		flowers


         		wailing


         		The Plague


         		She performs


         		a beautiful fish


         		blue


         		Lee


         		slid out of sight


         		overground


         		?


      




   		
DELIVERANCE
      
      		someone


         		terrific


         		an album


         		a couple


         		falling apart


         		a man laughing


         		an avalanche


         		something looping


         		come to an end


         		Wild


         		left out


         		tusk


         		her perfume


         		a breakdown


         		to represent the many


         		the shelter


         		dark masses


         		the body in pain


         		decontamination


         		Rajneeshpuram


         		A woman’s voice


         		hauntings


         		your household


         		possibility of connections


         		he pours out his heart


         		Death bids them dance


         		strawberries


         		The Seventh Seal


         		this seal noise


         		The process


         		a phrase


         		the morning Tube


         		melting clocks


         		in the middle


         		I had no idea


         		a doorway


         		dare to be wise


         		place


         		washed away


         		Boxing Day


         		an article


         		a story


         		the weighbridge


         		a turquoise jacket


         		Spiegel im Spiegel


         		decay


         		something awful


         		a ghost


         		a different track


         		a Season


         		Legacies


         		a different track


         		a village


         		bodies


         		two places


         		an elephant’s foot


         		a verbal explanation


         		breaks down


         		a hair’s breadth


         		The Villa Chernobyl


         		a radiant smile


         		an examiner


         		a person who closes the door


         		a place with no fences


         		EMPRESS NAGASAKI


         		four hardbacks


         		a controlled emergency shutdown


         		a steam kettle


         		pressure is building


         		dancing


         		in this film


         		Reality Asylum


         		They’ve Got a Bomb


         		Elegy for the Living


         		The Burning Edge


         		at the edge of the forest


         		in Macclesfield


         		something we wanted to do


         		absences


         		a space


         		Genesis


         		Division


         		turned off


         		rope


         		a non-physical relationship


         		some light burning


         		the application of iodine


         		Your thyroid


         		a list of ways


         		scrap metal


         		to open a small hole


         		binge-drinking


         		the first words


         		pollution


         		burning


         		fucking on a Tube train


         		not fixable


         		forcing her to strip


         		Whaley Bridge


         		mirror


         		her play Desire


         		rapids


         		washing over me


         		a feeling that feels like nothing


         		Her dead friend


         		someone I don’t recognise


         		her hands


         		monstrous figures


         		keeps its charge


         		jokes


         		white bath


         		my father driving


         		two cherries


         		high


         		a feed mill


         		Torqued Ellipses


         		a container and a contained


         		at Pogonnoye


         		in photographs


         		time destroys all things


         		a wake


         		fishing around inside


         		the sun


         		last traces


         		boeuf bourguignon


         		Do it to Julia


         		Yes


         		the world


         		shouting


         		after the argument


         		unlacing the laces


         		waves


         		dark straps


         		the ocean


         		mixed up


         		in the bath


         		Ah!
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