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For my father, born Belfast 1925.

And for my daughter, new citizen of the Republic.


Take heed, dear Friends, to the promptings of love and truth in your hearts.

Quaker Faith and Practice, Advices and Queries

 

 

Our modern world . . . after many centuries of tedious research, has attained a conviction that all things are linked together by a chain of causes and effects which suffers no interruption.

David Friedrich Strauss, trans. George Eliot (1846)

 

 

So he rose and led home silently through clean woodland

where every bough repeated the Slowworm’s song.

‘Briggflatts’, Basil Bunting
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Chapter 1

I have had the letter just over a week now and I look at it every day. Sometimes I look at it several times a day. I have shown it to no one. No one other than myself and the people who sent it know it exists.

It did not arrive alone but in its fall from the letterbox it separated itself, glided free of the rest – bills, nonsense – and landed face up just where the mat meets the floorboards. A cool-looking oblong, office white, my name on the front, typed. No logo, no legible postmark, nothing of that sort. I picked it up and turned it over. On the back, printed on the flap, was a return address, Belfast BT2, and a street whose name I did not recognise but that I may have walked down thirty years ago. May well have done.

I carried it through to the kitchen and put it on the table. The room was in shadow. It doesn’t get the sun until early afternoon. I was still wearing what I’d slept in, T-shirt and boxers, my feet bare on the lino. Of course, it might have been anything, one of those pieces of junk mail made to look like something else, something personal, or some sort of out-sourcing, the electricity company or the bank writing to me via a sorting office in Northern Ireland, like when you call to find out the train times from Frome to Bristol and you’re talking to a woman in Bangalore who calls herself Julie.

I tore a corner of the envelope then used my finger as a paper knife. Inside, a single sheet, typed on both sides. I read it – scanned it, really – then read it again more carefully and laid it back on the table. God help me, Maggie, if there had been any drink in the house I would have had it. I’m pretty sure I would. There isn’t, by the way. Not a drop. Nothing hidden in a gumboot or out in the garden. I could have run down to the Spar and pulled something from those glittering shelves I don’t allow myself even to look at when I do the weekly shop. Then, please, picture the scene at the checkout. A middle-aged man in his underwear, clutching a bottle, holding out a banknote. Some of those boys and girls there know me. Not my name but they’ve seen me often enough, might have passed the time of day with me. Would they sell me a bottle? Would they not have to? Where is it written that you can’t buy alcohol in your underwear at ten in the morning? Anyway, I think they’d be frightened of me.

In such moments a wildness appears that is, fairly obviously, linked to self-destruction. I tried to calm myself with the breathing exercises Dr Rauch has taught me. The slow inhalation through the nostrils, the touch of the breath entering the body. Then the out breath, the letting go that you can, if you choose, sound as a sigh. This is ancient wisdom dusted off for a scientific age, for the National Health Service, the Bristol Liver Unit. Someone was teaching it on the banks of the Ganges long before the Buddha was born. It may have saved countless lives.

Steadier – a little – I went to the sink, filled a mug with cold water, drank it, rinsed the mug and went back to the table, picked up the letter again. Perhaps I’d got myself into a muddle reading not what was really there but what I was afraid might be. I read it a third time. There was no mistake. It is, in its way, plain enough.

It comes from an organisation calling itself the Commission and is signed by someone whose name, to me, sounds invented. Ambrose Carville. Ambrose? Is that an Irish name? He is, he says, a ‘witness co-ordinator’, and on behalf of the Commission he invites me to come to Belfast in October when they will be examining the events of the summer of 1982.

I had never heard of the Commission. I wondered if it was something to do with the Historical Enquiries Team, which is a police outfit that’s been working through the Troubles, year by year, 1969 onwards. I don’t know where they’ve got to, how close to my year. I have, at some level I suppose, been listening out for them. But if the Commission is part of the same effort they don’t say so. What they do say – what Ambrose Carville says – is that they have no religious or sectarian affiliations, do not represent or work on behalf of any particular community. The word ‘legacy’ is used twice. The phrase ‘an open forum’, the phrase ‘thorough and impartial’. ‘Truth’, of course. Truth, justice, peace.

In the last paragraph I am informed, by way of reassurance, that the Commission is not a court of law, that its sessions are private, that it is not their intention anyone’s evidence should form the basis of a prosecution. Am I reassured? Not very. The Saville Inquiry reported last year. You must have seen something about it on TV. Perhaps you were curious as to why so much time and money had been spent trying to make sense of fifteen minutes of mayhem in an Irish city forty years ago. (Someone in Parliament, a Tory MP, worked out how many Apache attack helicopters you could buy with the millions spent on the inquiry.) Anyway, the soldiers – those men of the Parachute Regiment involved in the shootings – were offered anonymity and told they could not incriminate themselves, but it already looks like that won’t stop prosecutions. It’s possible some of those soldiers, men in their sixties or seventies, will go to prison.

 

I couldn’t tell you how long I stood there in the kitchen with the letter in my hand. At some point I realised how cold my feet were, my whole body cold and starting to stiffen. I folded the letter, put it back in the envelope and carried it up here to Dad’s study. I put it in one of the desk drawers, then took it out and, after studying the spines of books on the shelves, I slid it between a collection of English songs and poems called Palgrave’s Golden Treasury and a volume in cracked blue leather with the nice dusty title of Reform and Continuity in Nineteenth Century Quakerism. I didn’t think anyone was likely to disturb it there. More to the point, I didn’t think you were likely to find it, you or Lorna. No one else comes up here.

And this is where I visit it, sit up through the watches of the night with Ambrose Carville and my own odd reflection in the window glass. I could, I’m sure, recite the entire letter now, word perfect. I learn nothing new in these re-readings. It is, like I said, plain enough in its way. The tone reminds me a bit of the letters I get from the clinic in Bristol, respectful as a matter of form but also business-like, direct. Results of the last blood test, the last scan. Date of the next medication review, next appointment with Dr Rauch. Please attend promptly.

By the way, Dr Rauch’s first name is Emilia. I only found that out recently, though I’ve been seeing her for seven or eight years. A joke I’ve told too often is that she’s my most successful long-term relationship. I’m tempted to try it out on her – Emilia. She would let it go, I think, say nothing, though perhaps later note it down as a symptom, one that might, for all I know, be typical of men in my condition. What does she call me? I’m pretty sure she never calls me Stephen or Mr Rose. I don’t think she calls me anything. Just leans out of the consulting room, scans the ruined faces, sees mine and nods. No need for names.

Another reason for keeping it up here in the study – other than the old trick of hiding leaves in forests – is to have Dad’s advice, or at least to ask it. Easy enough to picture him in the kitchen or the bedroom, and certainly in the garden, but this was his room. More of his dust in here than anywhere other than the burying ground. This is where he did his reading and writing, made his lesson plans, did his thinking. And this is where he sometimes wrote letters to me, ones I have stupidly lost and would dearly love to have again. So I ask him, out loud, what I should do, then wait for some sort of answer. It doesn’t feel any odder than the sitting and listening we do in the meeting house those Sunday mornings we bother going. I ask if I should return the envelope with a line through my name and above it, in bold, NOT KNOWN AT THIS ADDRESS. Or if that isn’t strong enough, ADDRESSEE DECEASED, a statement presently untrue but unlikely to remain so for many more years. The liver has great powers of regeneration. It is strangely forgiving. But the fact is I did a pretty thorough job on myself. Not all lizards get to grow their tail again.

These schemes are childish, of course, and in their way dishonourable. Part of being sober is being honest. That might be most of it. I’ve had that explained to me often enough. For any reformed drunk it’s the place he stands, his ground. It may not even be possible to stay sober without it.

So write back with a simple no? I don’t think they have any power to force me. They don’t say that or hint at it. Even the soldiers at the Saville were there voluntarily. It’s not like being summoned to court.

Anyway, Dad so far has kept his counsel. I have not been contacted. No other voice has broken into my thoughts. The ghost in the window is only me. You asked once if I thought I was like him. Do you remember? Last summer in the garden, one of the rare occasions we’ve sat together and opened the dangerous book of family. I said that my looks (my looks!) probably came from Mum’s side, though that’s a side of the family I’ve never seen much of. As for character, I avoided speaking of it for obvious reasons. Neither Mum nor Dad deserves to have that at their door. What I should have said that day, what I wanted to say, is how much of Dad I see in you, and though that is nothing to be astonished about – why shouldn’t a girl resemble her grandfather? – it still makes my scalp tingle when I notice some shape or gesture smuggled down the line to you. If you had ever met him I don’t think you’d have a problem with that. I think it would please you.

But if not Dad’s advice (and, no, I didn’t really expect it) whose might I have? The meeting-house elders’? That’s Ron Hamm, Ned Clarke and Sarah Waterfall, though to be accurate, Ned’s an overseer, which is not quite the same. You’ve seen them all at one time or another, will have shaken hands with them, heard them close meetings, though you might not have known their names. They might welcome something like this. Something to test them. Sarah’s the eldest elder, and having known me a long time, how readily in the past I have made up stories to cover my tracks, she would want to see the letter and read it for herself. And then? Some appeal to conscience, the promptings of my inner teacher, that kind of thing. No ‘should’ or ‘must’. The choice, the decision, would have to be mine.

Do you know they still have the say-so over this house? Sarah and Co? If I don’t behave they can put me out of here. It was in Dad’s will. An entailment or codicil or whatever the correct term is. The house, and the orchard at the edge of town. I have never resented it. There was a time, not so distant, when left with a house and some land I would have drunk them down to the last red brick, the last green apple. Dad knew that, and I’d have made the same decision in his place. It’s slightly strange, though, the feeling of it, as if, at fifty-one years old, I’m still a sort of ward of court.

Will you keep going? To the meetings, I mean, you and Lorna. Other than Tess Douel’s kids – and they’ve more or less moved away now – you’re the only young people who turn up. You halve the average age in there. And I won’t pretend I don’t get a kick out of it, the show the pair of you make with your coats trimmed with fake fur, the jokish rings, the scarlet lipstick, heels of the kind I’m pretty sure nobody ever wore in that space before. I catch them casting deep glances at us and I see the wondering expression come over their faces. I think we’re a story they’re quite interested in. They’re trying to work out how it will end.

 

What time is it? My watch is somewhere, the bathroom or the sill above the sink in the kitchen. I’ve heard no cars for a while. The people here are not really country people now – I should think about ten of them actually work on the land – but they still have the rhythms of the country. Early to bed and early to rise. Or else it’s just that there’s nothing much to do once the pubs close.

If I have a safe place, a sanctuary, then this room is it. The old rug, the shelves of books, the cupboard of Ordnance Survey maps, the painting called Coming In or Coming Home that Mum and Dad bought the year they were married. The desk itself, country made and probably picked up at an auction in Glastonbury or Wells. All this I grew up with. Almost nothing has changed. I should feel protected in here but I don’t, not any more. I was a fool, of course, to drop my guard and forget what I knew very well when I was drinking. How fragile it all is, how we have nothing under our feet, nothing that can be depended on. Did I tell you that story about Peter Irving? I don’t always know what I’ve said out loud and what I’ve just told you in my head. I heard it from Cheryl, my post lady. She picks up gossip door to door, like a bee collecting nectar. I know Peter a little, or knew him. Our fathers were friends. On Christmas Day last year he was standing at the head of the table to carve the turkey. All his family were there, children, an elderly aunt or two. He stood with the fork and carving knife, a man in his mid-forties, quite successful. He stood and he stood, looking at the bird, looking at the things in his hands. At some point the family must have begun to feel uneasy. Why the delay? Was it a joke? Then – and Cheryl had all this from the wife’s sister – he slowly shook his head. He didn’t know how to do it. He had carved the turkey every Christmas for years but now he couldn’t do it. Whatever had held that knowledge was gone, wiped. In the New Year he was diagnosed with a brain tumour, inoperable. The last I heard he was in a hospice near Bath. A story like that should have put me on my guard. It should have reminded me.

But all this is beside the point – forgetting, remembering, speaking up, keeping silent. There is a reason I cannot go back and the reason is you. Their letter came too late. It wouldn’t have mattered before. Now it does. Of flesh and blood and soul you are what I have now. You are all I have. And I know how uncertain it is, this peace between us, your dropping of the old wariness, the old resentments. We have, with days, been building a bridge between us. We have just begun and the bridge is still so frail I hardly dare look at it. A strong wind, a careless word, and it would be gone. And it’s not – I hope – only selfishness, not just what I would lose. I don’t believe you’ve given up on having a father. I think you need me to make the effort. I have failed in so much! I don’t intend to fail in this, not for them, not so they can keep raking over the sorry history of that place. How about raking over some of what their own did? That should give them ten years’ work. Why poke a stick in the nest? I was sent there, Maggie, and younger than you are now. That makes me a criminal? And what if you came to look at me like that? If one day you were to look at me as some of the people in that room in Belfast would look at me? Could I survive it?

At last, an easy question!

I could not.
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