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For My Mother

The spiritual one of the family


A Note about Letterboxing

A Dartmoor Letterbox is possibly not as you imagine, and it is certainly far removed from a red Royal Mail pillar box for posting regular letters and collected by a postman or mail carrier.

It is in fact, a small cache; a box or a similar type of receptacle, one or two even made out of stone, and situated somewhere on Dartmoor in Devon, England.

‘Letterboxing’ is a combination of orienteering and treasure hunting. Clues are given as to the location of other boxes placed on the moor.

Inside each of these hidden letterboxes, a rubber stamp, an inkpad and a visitor’s book would usually be found. The idea is to track down these hidden boxes, use the stamp, collect the impressions in your own book and sign the visitor’s book or enter your own personal stamp, to prove you have been there.

The letterboxing custom originated in Dartmoor in 1854 when a traveller set up a cairn and placed a glass jar in a rather inaccessible place on a bank at Cranmere Pool where walkers could leave their visiting cards.

This particular box was later replaced by a tin box hidden under a heap of stones inside a hollow.

In 1905 two ramblers placed a visitor’s book inside the box and after a few months hundreds of people had signed it even though the walk was calculated to be a minimum of seven miles from a road and involved some “bog-hopping”.

The idea caught on, and some of these hidden boxes were rumoured to hold coins, others newspaper cuttings and some visitors left self-addressed postcards requesting that the next visitor post the card as if hoping for an exotic postmark (and probably curious to know when the next visitor had found the same box).

From one or two original boxes, further letterboxes were established at Taw Marsh, (1894), Ducks Pool (1938) and Crow Tor (1962).

Today there are possibly hundreds of letterboxes hidden across the moors. (There are letterboxes in other parts of the world as well).

The added fun of walking on the moors is to try to locate these boxes secreted under stones, next to tors, in crags or buried amongst the heather.

Sometimes there are poems in the books and the box may contain stories based on local folklore, myths and legends.

There are books available that give clues to their whereabouts but their exact location is only shared by the owner if he or she wishes as each cache is privately owned and maintained.


Every truth has two sides; it is as well to look at

both before we commit ourselves to either.

Aesop


Prologue

Transatlantic Overnight Flight from Atlanta to London

Friday 7th & Saturday, 8th December

I have a fear of flying, yet I am about to take off.

I do not suffer from air travel sickness but I will be sick.

I have travel anxiety but in this case, I have to travel.

Worst of all, I imagine every single ‘nut-case’ scenario in my head.

I’ll be wrongly accused of drug smuggling, or be mistaken for a terrorist, or be arrested for carrying too much duty-free. Most likely none of this will happen. I will stand back and worry as I watch my fellow passengers go and board the aircraft. I will try to guess what their background is and the state of their mental well-being.

I will sanitise my seat when I board the plane (Norwalk virus). I will discreetly try to change my seat if my neighbour sneezes (Flu epidemic). I won’t eat the airline food. (Food poisoning).

No chance. I will take my own food. There are other things too...

There is also the issue of the medications that I will need to bring. My carry-on luggage in the overhead will be jam-packed with them: Advil, Anadin, Aspirin, Tylenol, Paracetamol, Valium, Xanax and many more.

I will be never-endingly reaching for these during the journey but they will help me get through the flight. I will probably annoy the flight attendant by not having my seat belt buckled when I should.

These are the small details though. You are probably wondering why a hypochondriac like me is prepared to go through all of this. I will try to explain – but I need to do so from the very start – otherwise none of this will make the slightest bit of sense....


Part 1

Neal Havers’ Story

This book is written in three parts.

Part 1. Neal Havers’ story is set in the present.

Part 2. Steven Havers’ story is set in the recent past (three weeks previous to Part 1).

Part 3. Neal Havers’ story continues in the present.
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Chapter 1

Saturday, 8th December, 2012

They say, ‘You don’t know what you have until you lose it.’ In my case, I have to contradict the saying. I did know, but the truth is I never believed I would ‘lose it.’

The tragedy seems a long time ago now. I can vaguely see it, I can definitely feel it, the fear at least, and the continuing sadness.

I remember the unforgiving, numbing cold but time has softened the memory. I know that it happened but it’s as if I’m watching a stranger playing my role.

It seems like another lifetime and in some ways it is. I’m not the same person, how could I be? I was only a child back then.

The only way for me to describe my pain is to liken it to the physical. I once inadvertently stepped onto an old, rusty nail that penetrated the skin and embedded itself in my foot. Unlike that particular accident, I am unable to remove this pain.

The rusty nail is always there; I feel it over the years but have tried to ignore it... And the truth is I cannot. Of course, the constant pain I feel is not in my foot but in my heart. Nonetheless, let’s start at the beginning, and before that resulting heartache.

They say there are certain truths in life. I believe there are only three absolute realities: birth, love and death. I suppose if you’re a cynic you could add taxes. But I’m not talking about man-made realities, just the organic ones.

Everyone experiences at least two of these and most, hopefully, all three. They say no love is the same, and it’s true. The love for a partner, differs from that of a sibling. All can be powerful. But I must not deviate, so back to my own story.

The first truth for me occurred in Bovey Tracy, Devon. I was lucky, because the second truth happened just fifteen minutes later; and yet another, a few moments later. At the time I didn’t realize it of course. My brothers were born right by my side. We are triplets. If I had entered the world alone I sometimes wonder how different my life would have been.

Growing up, we provided immediate friends, protectors, and role models. I often think about how lucky I was, even when after we were separated.

In recent years, it’s been more difficult. We’re entering middle age. We lead very different lives, have different personalities and live on different continents.

For all of that, we love each other, not more, not less, just uniquely, as only siblings can. It’s hard to explain. I will try.

We are not identical (or monozygotic) triplets, we are fraternal (multiple) triplets (three eggs). We share 50 % of our genes just as regular siblings do.

There is no doubt we share something altogether unique, sharing the gestation period, forming and growing together and our ultimate birth into the world.

In the early years, we were competitive and there was a sibling rivalry but we soon resolved that.

My brothers are definitely braver than me. They used to say I was smarter than them, whatever that means. I could score higher marks on school tests whereas they could already locate the carburettor on a car and fix a leaking tap. I know which is more useful.

Then there is this feeling. I have talked to people who are not twins or triplets, so I know this is unique. We can be apart, live separate lives but we do not feel whole.

We have to share everything. Well, almost all things. Many times during the day, I stop and gaze into mid-air, not even noticing the swaying palms outside. I’ll be looking at nothing in particular, but thinking, reflecting and mostly remembering.

I’ll be looking across at the downtown traffic or the coffee shop across the street. The air is warm and chances are I’ll have a cigarette wrapped in my fingers (yes, I know, lung cancer), and I’ll catch myself returning to an activity we would have been engaged in thirty-five years earlier.

One of us might have been falling out of a tree, with the other two coming to the rescue, or sharing a first puff on a cigarette together; all three of us sharing a detention when only one of us was guilty, stuff like that. How precious that time was, all of us together.

I was born approximately thirty minutes before Steven and fifteen minutes before Alan, but if I had the choice I would choose to die ten minutes before both of them. It’s the living after a loved one has gone that is the difficult part.

Some of these memories make me laugh, or at least smile. Other times I feel wretched, but the funny thing is there is no reason for these moments. There is no trigger, they are simply random thoughts that come and go. That’s how it is most of the time.

I live in Tampa, Florida now. The home of palm trees, near-constant sunshine, epitomized by beaches and the songs of Jimmy Buffet. That is how I see it at least.

In London right now it is freezing. I am playing Frank Sinatra on the car’s CD player, trying to keep warm as I drive.

The contrast in the weather is emphasized by the lyrics I’m listening to, which now seem full of irony.

‘On the sunny side of the street...’ Frank sings.

As I look out of the window the snow continues to fall. The wipers move back and forth across the windscreen in hypnotic rhythm. I haven’t seen swirling snow like this for ten years, and it has an almost mystical essence.

In Florida, a cold day is when I have to put on a long-sleeve shirt. Being here is not by choice, not in the winter, I can tell you. I turn up the music as if it can somehow magically cast a cheery spell, but the snow simply falls more heavily.

I am briefly entranced by its purity, as if I were a child. I remember the innocence of my boyhood. Childhood was never better than when the first snow of winter arrived. Suddenly we had different activities: snowballing, sledging and skating, the more precarious the activity, the better.

The heater feebly works and I feel the damp cold in my bones. Sadly, I feel temporarily downcast but the cold is merely inconvenient.

As I drive past a frozen lake in Somerset, I start that oft-repeated reverie that I told you about. My mind reels back the years as if it is some sort of time machine. This time however, there is a trigger for my thoughts: the ice on the frozen lake. I haven’t thought of this for a while. Naturally enough, I have pushed this memory from my mind. It is too painful and, even after all these years, tears well up.

I have to stop the car on the hard shoulder. I feel nauseous, have cramp and need to get out to stretch my legs. The frigid air suddenly reaches into my throat and lungs and I throw up.

After a while I straighten up and take a walk along a footpath that borders a field. I notice the fallen limb of a tree and a mesh of branches.

Set away from it, partially veiled by the white blanket of snow, a thin branch is contrasted against the layered snow, as if brush-stroked onto a white canvas.

The holly and its vibrant, red winter berries are partially hidden, yet tantalisingly exposed from underneath the snow, like a secret to be fully revealed only when the snow thaws.

I think of my present situation and hope my own mystery is revealed to me long before then.

Lost in thought, I head back to the car, massaging my forehead in hopes of relief.

I have tried to stay awake by drinking coffee and by playing loud music. Wearily, I glance over to the icy water and it strikes a chord with my memory. I start to drift, half-awake, half-asleep.

I’m taken directly back to the time and place and witness the past event as I replay it in my head. I look about at the landscape which isn’t quite the same but it doesn’t matter, my mind is off and running.


Chapter 2

I gaze out of the car window past the snow, into my past and the cause of my heartache...

Three local boys were playing under the shadow of the ancient granite tors, romping on the rolling moors of Dartmoor, its marshes, pastures and heather.

All the while they played, they searched for the mysterious letterboxes that were hidden across Dartmoor, and occasionally they placed a few of their own. For months and months they had looked for the elusive stamps to add to their books. The clues were like treasure maps leading to a hidden chest. The stamp was the proof they had unearthed the treasure...

The boys were inseparable as they played together. Their attention though, was distracted by the recently ice-covered bodies of water. Suddenly, on one of these tributaries, the ice cracked...

One after the other, two of the boys had slipped into the Becka Brooks’ freezing water. The boys were gone. Yet, one face peered up for an instant from under the ice, ghostly blue-grey, eerily contorted like Edvard Munch’s image of the screaming man. But his scream was silent.

It appeared a hopeless situation, more a nightmare, and a possible life-ending reality. Of course, the youngster did not know he had precious few minutes to survive. Already experiencing cold-shock he quickly started hyperventilating. His eyes, full of fear, stared up from under the thin ice, hollow cheeks gasping upwards for air.

A sibling of a similar size immediately plunged in after them; his body temperature plummeted. The ice was so cold it stung his extremities, even his eyes, his teeth and finally his bones.

Strangely, he felt nothing of this, just a compelling desire burning inside that was as hot as the water was cold.

Finally, the rescuer’s arms reached out and grabbed one boy, who was barely conscious. He gratefully accepted his saviour’s arms which pulled him from the cold, back to the surface and back to life.

As the boy lay spluttering and shivering, his rescuer jumped back into the water for the other, but he was gone, lost in the merciless fog of the water.

One boy had drowned.

The two remaining brothers huddled together in shock, unable to speak, unable to register the reality. Sharing their whimpering tears, they held on to each other in an attempt to ease the pain of their loss.

From what I’ve told you already, you can probably guess that one of the boys who fell into the water was me, Neal Havers, gasping for air and close to death. That was Steven, my (slightly) younger brother who came to my rescue. Tragically, my other brother, Alan, did not return to the surface. Not for two days at least. We were twelve years old back then.

My near-death experience was the first instance either one of us realized we could not be without the others (whatever that meant doing, whatever the consequences).

Losing our brother had a profound effect on both of us, and particularly me. I questioned the randomness of it all, why I was still alive and Alan was not. Whether I could have done anything more to save him. Worse still, I felt guilty that I was the one who had been saved while he drowned. Sometimes I even wished it had been me...

These were recurring thoughts and nightmares for many years and no amount of consoling could change my outlook. A death by accident or misadventure I’ve since realized is always harder to shoulder.

I naively tried to make a deal with God: if I was good and went to church, then Alan would come back; or if I gave up something that I loved maybe, it could work that way. I suppose I was still at the age where I hoped – and wished – that the possibility of time travel really existed, so I might go back and change everything that happened on that day.

Growing up, we did the best we could but it was never quite the same; two could never be three although we became closer and more protective of each other. I suppose, ultimately, we found our own ways of dealing with it, although we never went letterboxing or treasure hunting again.

A year after the loss of our brother, Steven took my hand and held it tightly. He didn’t say anything.

‘What is it? I asked him after a while.

‘I miss him.’

‘I do too.’

‘Sometimes I worry that I will forget him.’

‘You won’t,’ I assured him. ‘He’ll always be in your heart.’

Steven considered this and his sorrowful eyes looked into mine.

‘Forever?’

‘Yes... You’ll remember him forever.’

‘That’s good,’ he smiled, seemingly relieved.

I watched him go back to kicking a ball, and playing an imaginary game of football with Alan.

~

Children have unique ways of dealing with loss. So it’s hard to think of this, even now after all this time, but I have to. It’s my turn to do the saving. I’ve helped Steven at times, everything from finances to work, to moving house, just as he has done for me.

This is different. Steven has mysteriously disappeared and I am on a mission. I am attempting – no, compelled, to return his life-saving favour. Although there is no water involved, my brother may be in a life-threatening situation. You might say he’s drowning.

I’ve shared with you already that I’m not particularly brave, but just as Steven pulled me out the water all those years ago, bravery did not come into it, but necessity did – and does. It takes over. I realize that now. So I will be prepared to do whatever it takes. When the time comes, I know I will not blink.

Presently, I am travelling back to Cornwall, an hour southwest from the place of my birth. I have been awake for thirty-six hours. The coffee I bought at Heathrow barely an hour ago is long gone. I make another stop. I’m no coffee aficionado; I just need the caffeine in my body to keep me awake.

I use the facilities in the service station and study my complexion. I notice that I have the beginnings of a beard, baggy eyes and my short ‘salt and peppered’ hair is unkempt and matted.

I wonder how and when exactly I have aged so much, and when I put on that extra weight – especially in my face – which used to be sun-tanned and angular but is now puffy and pale. I hope the reflection is in-part just a reflection of my jet-lag and post-flight tiredness.

My head is still pounding and I am suffering from cramp after sitting in the car. I haven’t even phoned my wife yet. The present inconveniences and the way I look are completely irrelevant though.

I avert my eyes from my unfavourable reflection and splash some unbearably cold water onto my face. This has no other effect than making me feel more miserable.

I set off again and anxiously push on the accelerator and back onto the motorway. I have never broken the speed limit in my life before. I do today.

I have an incentive to reach my destination quickly. You see, my brother is in trouble. I’m not sure exactly what kind of trouble it is yet. It’s all a bit like a jigsaw puzzle spread out before me. I have a few pieces but the rest are missing.

Naturally, I’m looking for them but it’s not as easy as just checking the box. The other pieces are not there, not yet at least. What else can I do except try to find Steven and look for those other pieces?

However, I can tell you what I do know; it’s not much. I’ll take you back to earlier this week. It seems as good a place to start as any. That was when those first pieces were flung at me....


Chapter 3

Wednesday, 5th December, 2012

Being with a partner for ten years gives you a certain aptitude for understanding the subtleties of one another’s body language, the unsaid words and the interpretation of each other’s thoughts.

Even without words, however, none of these skills were needed. I was in a sulk, and my partner absolutely knew it.

Besides, words are often unnecessary and on this particular morning it was deemed – for a while at least – more beneficial not to use them. My brain tried to figure things out, but it had shut down like my laptop did on bad days.

I leaned forward against the balcony, slightly hunched over, smoking, while I gazed into the distance. After a while my wife, Mayra, came over and gently placed her hand on my back. I nervously twisted a decorative ring that I always wore. She noticed this and we exchanged a look.

Mayra went back to her magazine, and pretended to read, whilst, in reality, observing my erratic behaviour. I looked out across the street once more. After a while, I briefly turned around to see Mayra give me another empathetic semi-smile.

Again, no words were expressed. She looked solemn and even mirrored my own frown for my benefit. It was quite touching really.

When I finally came back in, I broke the ice and the words came quickly and without pause.

‘That’s three days now.’

‘It’s only two, isn’t it?’

‘Three.’

‘Okay, three,’ she conceded. ‘When did you last hear from your brother?’

‘Over a week ago.’

‘Didn’t he call last Sunday?’

‘I had a brief message.’

‘What did it say?’

‘He had a lot of things going on and he was busy.’

‘It’s only Wednesday.’

‘I had one short message on Sunday and no call yesterday; Tuesday.’

‘He could have gone away,’ she suggested.

‘Where?’

‘I don’t know. Where would you go in Cornwall?’ she asked, and removed her glasses.

‘Nowhere, everywhere is close by... Anyway, why is he suddenly so busy?’

‘Is that what he said?’

‘Yes.’ I scoffed. ‘He was really busy.’

She threw her hands up. ‘Maybe he has gone somewhere else, then?’

I shrugged. I had already considered that and countless other possibilities. ‘He would have told me.’

Mayra had one more suggestion. ‘He could be sick.’

‘He would have still used the phone... and, besides, he wasn’t sick, I would have sensed it. I would have known. There’s something else.’

‘What do you think he has been up to?’

The last time I actually spoke with him, he said that he had returned from a hike on the moors.’

‘With whom?’

‘A new friend whom he called Professor Ted or something. They had been letterboxing.’

‘I thought you had given up letterboxing after Alan...’

‘I was surprised as well,’ I added, ‘and a bit concerned.’

‘Did you ask him why he was going?’

‘He said that this professor was interested in learning about it.’

‘How did he sound?’

‘Depressed and preoccupied about something... And now, suddenly, he was ‘busy.’

Mayra straightened up, her eyes fixed on me. ‘What do you think he’s preoccupied with?’

I shrugged. ‘No idea. He said they’d had a good day and he was off to the professor’s home for an evening drink.’

She gave me a doubting look. ‘Are you sure that’s all?’

‘Yes,’ I assured her.

‘Did you two have words?’

She theatrically placed her hands on her hips and gave me a penetrating look. I knew the look well. She had sensed something else about our conversation.

‘No,’ I confirmed.

She let it go. ‘What will you do?’

‘What can I do?’

‘Wait for his call?’

‘I can’t wait.’

‘Of course you can.’

‘What if something is wrong?’

‘Why do you always imagine the worst?’

I forced a smile. ‘It’s in my DNA.’

Mayra rolled her eyes. ‘Boy, do I know it.’

I shrugged once more. ‘It’s saved us a few times.’

‘Has it?’

I responded to the challenge. ‘The time I insisted we leave to avoid the hurricane...’

‘That was over 500 miles away.’

‘It was coming our way.’

‘It dissipated in Pensacola.’

‘There was a lot of flooding...’

Mayra gave a hollow laugh. ‘It was a bit windy.’

I moved on. Our dispute over the seriousness of the meteorological conditions and the closeness of the hurricane would have to wait until another day.

‘If he is in trouble, every minute is a delay.’

‘I know where this is going.’

‘Really?’

‘A bit like the time you were driving to the airport bound for the UK.’

‘That was different.’

‘I contacted the public-address system at the airport.’

I shrank at the memory. ‘Not this again.’

She pushed her chin up and in a corporeal voice impersonated some arbitrary announcer.

‘Can Mr Havers call his wife,’ (this next bit was not actually said but is part of her joke at my expense, of course) ‘as his brother Steven was simply not at home to receive your call due to his sleepover at his new girlfriend’s house.’

‘Very funny.’

‘It puts it into context though.’

‘It’s totally different.’

‘Is it?’

‘We call each other three times a week, regardless: Sunday, Tuesday and Friday. We have done so for 20 years, even when he was in China... Then I was in Bolivia, he was in Brazil...’

‘And nowadays, you are on Amazon!’

I rolled my eyes at the last bit. ‘Yes! And that’s...’

‘What all triplets do?’

‘Yes!’

‘Well, maybe he doesn’t need you smothering and brothering him anymore.’

I gave a laugh. ‘Oh, he needs me alright.’

My wife sighed and gave up. She shook her head, turned away and under her breath muttered, ‘Lord knows what for.’

Mayra teased me but she sensed my torment, for she knew me well. She has helped me with my sorrow over the years, more than anyone.

I suppose, having been born a triplet, I have not been able to let Alan go, at least in my own head. Mayra says that I (and Steven) haven’t been able to allow Alan to die. She’s right.

As children we continued to imagine Alan was still there, playing with us. We did this after his death, and for as long as I can remember. That probably sounds strange to outsiders, but it was our way of dealing with the irreplaceable loss of Alan.

Our parents, who had suffered so much, either ignored it, or humoured us. At one time or another, they each had a go at dissuading us from including Alan in our imaginary games, but they finally gave up.

Alan played every game, kicked every football and walked every mile with us. And this was not something I would have shared with anyone, for fear of being taken away or sectioned, but I sensed that sometimes he actually was there...

I did not say anything to Steven when we were growing up; it was kept hidden like a guilty secret. I tried to broach the subject a few times, but being a child with a furtive imagination, I was worried I would be locked up. So, just as Steven did, I ‘pretended’ Alan was there with us, when at times I honestly believed – and felt – he actually was there...

‘Come on, let’s go out and get some breakfast somewhere,’ Mayra suggested.

It’s funny how serious matters can sometimes start with inconsequential banter and irrelevancies.

We ate at our local diner. I fretted some more. At one point, I made a verbal list of reasons verging on the absurd as to why Steven could be so busy. Mayra just laughed at me and my list.
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