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        When the night surrounded me I was born again: I was the owner of my own darkness

        
          Pablo Neruda
        

      

      
         

        A self is a form of freedom, not a sort of thing

        
          John Caputo
        

      

      
         

        Ne pas céder sur son désir

        
          Jacques Lacan
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      What do you want?

      The man shook his head, his grip still firmly on the boy’s shirt. The boy looked to Orr, his eyes pleading. Orr smiled, reached out his hand, placed it on top of the man’s. He stared at Orr, five seconds, ten, then shoved the boy hard against the wall and let go. Orr continued holding his hand. The boy moved to run off, but Orr raised his other arm into the air and the boy, perhaps in submission to Orr’s authority or perhaps out of fear, stopped and stood still.

      You have to start somewhere; apocryphal wouldn’t get a look-in. Orr was one of those men around whom stories accumulated, stories rarely troubled by facts. Still, this one rings true. An interventionist with his interventionist God. Like father, like son. He reached out and took the boy’s hand. And he stood there, holding their hands, and he closed his eyes, and he prayed. For love, for forgiveness, for the peace of God which passeth all understanding. Go, and sin no more, he surely didn’t say.

      You’d almost have wanted him to though, I think, if you were either of them, the man or the boy.

       

      The week before he met her he had preached from the gospel of Mark. For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? Or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?

      Anna Stuart was twenty-six years old at the time. Samuel Orr was thirty-eight. Anna was a Beckett scholar. She taught at Queen’s University, in an office perched above the red-brick show buildings. She lectured her groups of avid nihilists while looking at people scurrying far below, like insects. When she talked of Beckett’s image, in Godot, of life as a woman standing astride a grave giving birth, her own legs would open, as though she herself were the woman. Her students watched her, humoured and titillated, as their lives were reduced to dust behind her back.

      Samuel Orr was married, and had three children, all boys. The eldest, Philip, was twelve years old, the same age, his father pointed out, as Christ when he first preached in the temple. It had become an affectionate joke between them: Orr would ask what Philip had been up to that day, and Philip would answer, in mock affront, Wist ye not that I must be about my father’s business? Orr was the pastor of a small mission hall in east Belfast, an indistinct pebbledashed building on a side street off the Beersbridge Road. It sat between an off-licence and a piece of wasteland, knee-high weeds and broken glass. Location as metaphor. A large text hung above the door, gold lettering on red-painted wood:

      ACQUAINT NOW THYSELF WITH HIM AND BE AT PEACE. Job 22:21

       

      It was the sign under which they met. On a chilly early-autumn evening, light draining slowly from the sky, she stood across the street from the mission hall, taking a photograph. He stepped out of the door just as she clicked the shutter. It was a film camera, an old Holga, so she couldn’t check if he’d ruined the shot or not. He spotted her immediately. He paused and, nonchalant, barely missing a beat, stepped into a pose. The cheek of it, the charm. She smiled. He shouted across to her.

      Shall I go back inside?

      You can stay where you are, she said, raising the camera again. She stood, waiting. He stood, waiting.

      Any cha —

      She clicked, laughing.

      Is this your church? she asked, once he’d locked up and crossed the street.

      No. I’m just the pastor. It’s God’s church.

      She smiled.

      You’re a photographer?

      She shook her head. A hobby, she said.

      And do you just photograph places of worship?

      Is there anything else? she asked him. His eyes lit up, she said later.

      The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handywork.

      She paused, I imagine, before replying. The earth makes a sound as of sighs.

      She tried many times afterwards to name it, the way he looked at her, opened her up. The way a farmer looks at a field he’s about to plough.

      Are you saved? he asked her.

      An old woman walked past them, hand in hand with a toddler. Alright, Samuel, the woman said.

      He nodded. I am, Frances. Alright, wee man.

      They walked on.

      Are you? he asked again.

      What is that unforgettable line? she said. If I do not love you I shall not love.

      It couldn’t have happened quite like this, of course. What kind of answer is that, anyway? And she wasn’t saved. The blood of Christ was foreign to her. Not like Samuel Orr. And yet, and yet.

       

      Orr stood in Cornmarket, a small circle at the centre of five of Belfast’s main thoroughfares. The roads led in different directions, not only geographically but to different times, contrasting expectations. It was 2012, and a tentative peace was slowly beginning to transform the city. The area hived with goths and skateboarders, teenagers trying out identities off the peg, ready to run. Pick one road and the Victoria Square mall loomed large, a cathedral of money, with priests and prophetesses and all the incense and iconry your weak heart could handle; the glass-domed roof drawing the eye to where God used to live. Another route took you towards the sex shops and pound stores and cheap, Asian-made clothes. One direction pointed to the loyalist north, where commerce competed with the flag for men’s affection, and peace walls – irony unintended – kept one out or in, depending on disposition. Belfast: a grubby Cubist maze, beautiful in the way a deformed child is beautiful to its parents.

      Orr stood in Cornmarket, his voice raised above the distant traffic and chatter of passers-by. At his side a small group of compatriots, fellow sinners, gospel tracts in hand. It was a bright day, but Orr’s breath was visible in the cool air. He rubbed his hands together as he spoke. His voice was loud but not belligerent: And there were certain Greeks among them that came up to worship at the feast: The same came therefore to Philip, which was of Bethsaida of Galilee, and desired him, saying, Sir, we would see Jesus. Philip cometh and telleth Andrew: and again Andrew and Philip tell Jesus. And Jesus answered them, saying, The hour is come, that the Son of man should be glorified. Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit. He that loveth his life shall lose it; and he that hateth his life in this world shall keep it unto life eternal.

      Orr was not the only preacher in Belfast. If they should be written every one, I suppose that even the world itself could not contain the books that should be written. Amen. But Orr stood out; maybe his youth, maybe the sharp eyes, the lilt, the soft gravel in his voice. He himself would have dismissed all these explanations. For him it was the suppression of these, the suppression even of his own words. On the streets he spoke only the scripture, no commentary, no opinion, no interpretation. No pleading.

      If any man serve me, let him follow me, Orr continued, Christ’s words complicated by his own charm. Anna was walking through Cornmarket that afternoon. She said that she heard the voice before she saw him, that it was the voice that drew her before she even realised who it was. She stopped and watched him. She watched his hands move as though levering the words, pumping them up from a well. She watched the hint of a smile form on his mouth from time to time. A self-sufficient smile, she thought, not a smile to convince or enamour, just sheer delight in the phrases themselves as they fell out, rebounded around him. There was a hint of the hedonistic about it. Some of them sucked on God’s words like they were cough drops, but for Orr they were wine and honey.

      Jesus cried and said, He that believeth on me, believeth not on me, but on him that sent me. And he that seeth me seeth him that sent me. I am come a light into the world, that whosoever believeth on me should not abide in darkness. And if any man hear my words, and believe not, I judge him not: for I came not to judge the world, but to save the world.

      He finished and stepped backward, almost tripping over a kid on a skateboard. He held his balance by grabbing on to the boy, who did likewise. They both laughed, still holding on to one another. Anna watched him as he pushed the kid away, his easy familiarity, his fearless preparedness to be in his own body, the sheer physical fact of him. Das Ding, wrote Rilke, for want of a better way of putting it. She walked over to him as his companions dispersed to hand out their tracts. He spotted her as she came towards him. He smiled.

      Anna, he said.

      Samuel.

      What brings you here?

      I was passing. And then I heard the voice of God.

      Anna loved this. The ambiguity, the way she teased him. From the very beginning, he couldn’t ever be certain when she was mocking and when in earnest. Sometimes she wondered if love, for him, was a form of holy obligation, a way of closing the gap between other people and himself. Her excess, her impossibility, that part he could never be sure of, could never manage, created the space into which to move, to love. What would happen if that gap closed, if he began to know her? Would they become one, or would love run out for lack of space? Is it the same thing?

      The wind bloweth where it listeth, and thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth: so is every one that is born of the Spirit.

      Anna smiled. That’s what I was going to say.

      Being courted with scripture. A flirtation of the gospel. Anna had never experienced anything like it; the rhythms and patterns of the poetry pounded inside her.

       

      Anna was an only child. Her father was English, and had moved to Belfast to teach – architecture – in the early eighties. He met her mother, also a teacher, though of young children, within a few months of arriving. They married in 1983, only a year after they met. Anna’s grandparents approved of the match, felt that their daughter was taking a step up an imaginary social ladder. They were mildly religious, but neither their daughter nor her new English husband adhered to any beliefs; none, at any rate, they would deem necessary to acknowledge or defend.

      Anna grew up in an environment of relative safety, in so far as anyone grew up those days in Northern Ireland in safety. She was born in 1986, long after the most horrific days: the no-warning bombs, the Shankill butchers, the bar massacres. 1986 was the year of the last mass demonstration in Belfast. Unionists took to the streets in droves, decked in flags and bunting, fevered with Britishness. Paisley rallied the crowd, words like butter. A man who could shout while whispering. A couple of hundred thousand stood listening, watching. And they lapped it up, all of them, the paramilitaries and the churchgoers, common ground. Around a flag and a slogan. Ulster says no. They staged a strike a few months later – a ‘Day of Action’. Neither of Anna’s parents took part.

      Anna had everything she needed, and more: foreign holidays and school trips, the banal measures of middle-class success. Without siblings she became solitary. Her parents stayed together until she was eighteen. She moved to Durham to study and received a phone call one day from her mother to say that her father was moving out. Anna could recall of this conversation only a clichéd numbness. She was a virgin at the time, and whilst she was hardly naïve, the destructive joy of sex remained an abstraction. Like most teenagers, she neither loved her parents nor hated them, and so her father’s leaving did not feel like a betrayal, no more than her own leaving had been. Isn’t all growing up a betrayal anyway, she would later say.

       

      How’s Beckett? Orr asked her.

      Still dead, she answered.

      I looked him up, he said. He could write. It’s almost biblical.

      He was a good Protestant, Anna said.

      It’s more than that, said Orr. It’s knowledge. We are dust. It’s easy to say. But you feel Beckett knew it in his bones.

      You’re a literary critic now?

      Orr smiled. It’s not that difficult.

      Anna pushed him, laughing. It was such a tiny moment, insignificant really. And yet, and yet. Kingdoms are won and lost in moments. It was the way he looked around, so imperceptible and so blunt. He wanted to make sure, she realised, that no one had seen it. The touch. And she realised that he had already thought of her naked, imagined the taste of her skin under his tongue. Jesus.

       

      Belfast is a city without roots. Roots are nourishing: they drag sustenance out of the ground, suck up water from dark subterranean pathways into the light. In Belfast, everything moves in the opposite direction. Flags, history, tradition, they all take light from the world and bury it. We know this, those of us blessed and cursed to be born here, but we do not know that we know it. Listen to the way we talk: the soft rhythms breaking into moments of harshness that surprise even us. Ulster. The name itself punches at you. How could it not say no?

      But what better place for love to take hold? Love: nothing more derivative and nothing more surprising. They met in a coffee shop, a small room with too many tables. They talked of Christ and Beckett and anything else into which they could channel their desire indirectly, any container to hold the immediacy of their longing without it spilling into view.

      They began to see each other weekly. The first few times they met in the same place. There was a determination in Orr, an attempt to keep it in public, as though if it were visible it would be safe. But God knows we have whole cities inside us, places to hide secrets from ourselves. A month passed. Anna fell ill, and cancelled their meeting. Orr hung up, then called back immediately. He offered to pick up groceries, whatever she needed, and bring them to her. It was the first time he had been in her house. She lived alone in one of the tall terraces off the Lisburn Road, near the university. The rear windows looked out on a small garden, backed up against the rear gardens of the neighbouring street. A couple of old oak trees provided privacy and shade, and housed scores of birds in spring and summer. Anna would waken to a cacophony of birdsong. Between and beyond the trees were the harsh lines of the hospital buildings, and further still the dark mound of Black Mountain and Divis, hunched over the city like silent witnesses.

       

      Bataille wrote: Reproduction implies the existence of discontinuous beings… Each being is distinct from all others. His birth, his death, the events of his life may have an interest for others, but he alone is directly concerned in them. He is born alone. He dies alone. Between one being and another, there is a gulf, a discontinuity… But I cannot refer to this gulf which separates us without feeling that this is not the whole truth of the matter.

      We are made through an act of fusion, Bataille says, a brief moment of continuity between two lovers, and yet we are born into discontinuity, the inevitable trappedness of being only oneself. He is born alone. He dies alone. All our lives we long to return to that continuity from which we were made. But there is only one way to do this: to die. This is too much, of course, so we seek out in life moments of approximation, moments when we lose ourselves, when for brief seconds I no longer exist, being part of something, someone, beyond myself. The mystics, beholding in their starved asceticism the face of God, forgot themselves, cried like wolves or children, lost in awe. Lost, literally. Boundaries dissolved, no reflection, no mediation. They say some glowed so bright you couldn’t look at them for fear of blindness. And the lover, bound together to the beloved, penetration eroding for the briefest of moments the lines between, the discontinuity. Can you imagine, never having seen humans before, stumbling upon a coupling? How could you describe such a creature?

      Orr was suspicious of charismatics. For him, God was bound up in the word, in scripture. So shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth: it shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it. The shakers, the speakers in tongues, the layers-on of hands: Orr kept them at a distance, even in his own imagination. But they crowded inside him, refusing to be silent. He wanted comfort, and to comfort others; but he did not want a comfortable God.

      It wasn’t that he feared the voice. The scriptures could not have been more loved by anyone. But the wind bloweth where it listeth, and Orr was not so foolish as to believe that he could control or pacify it. Words were one thing, wind another. He loved the words as he loved his children: inevitably, obviously, in blood. But he desired God like a woman. Passion, surprise; the unknown pathways of the heart. He knew that the words held life, and hope. But there was something else, something beyond. Orr wanted continuity.

      And this, Anna said, was the attraction. He was handsome enough. He could stand upright in a room in a way that drew from others both authority and warmth. A not inconsiderable quality. He listened to you when you talked. But it was his connectedness, his sense of being caught up in the unfolding presence of God in the world, that struck her as extraordinary. It wasn’t that he was constantly trying to make everything holy, but that, for him, there was no line between the sacred and the profane. The categories were meaningless. Anna said once that in the early days she could not shake a picture of him as – blasphemy upon blasphemy – the young Krishna being scolded by his foster-mother Yashoda and opening his mouth to reveal the Seven Oceans, the vast expanse of the entire universe in all its glory.

       

      Those few weeks, as Anna recovered – she had a mild case of tonsillitis, but it took nearly a month to clear up – were, as she remembered them, stark and beautiful. She was weak, tired. Her vanity protested Orr’s presence; she wanted him to see her healthy and alert. But Orr’s attentiveness, his persistent humour, outpaced her reluctance. She found herself longing for his arrival; waking in the morning to realise he wouldn’t be visiting, she felt the weight of the day descend on her, empty and monotonous. They talked, or rather he talked, her throat resisting. And somehow, incrementally, he touched her.

      Incrementally. It was like evolution, she said. No sudden moment, no threshold crossed. Now fish, now primate, now human. No point at which one ended and the other began, and yet they were separate, discrete. Continuity and discontinuity. In the beginning, they did not touch. But now. His hand strokes her arm, pushes hair from her face. He kisses her cheek as he leaves, like a French film. She lies staring at the ceiling, his footsteps on the stairs, the door closing behind him, the engine of his car choking into life. She cannot think, her mind a mess of impressions, longing. What is that unforgettable line? If I do not love you I shall not love.

       

      Looking back, it struck Anna that she had no memory of the first time they slept together. Or rather, no single memory. Everything became memory, her entire body, not just her mind, a container. He flooded her, she said.
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      Orr continued to preach, his fervour undimmed. Some later said they noticed a change, but you have to take such re-readings of history lightly; how tempting to mistake hindsight for wisdom. The year was rushing towards Christmas, as it does in Belfast. The days shorten, darkness takes over. The rain, a steady presence throughout the year, becomes colder, the angles harsher. But then those days come like an unexpected grace: green and yellow and brown leaves littering the pavement, the early dew glinting, flickering in the low sun. Orr took to walking by the Lagan, through cut glens where cows, motionless, chewed their slow way through winter. The banks of the river were sparse and dun, mute birds aware, taking flight as he passed, leaving thin twigs trembling. Sometimes he walked as far as Lambeg, past the old brewery, out into open fields. He went out to find God, he told his wife, to listen to the Spirit. Maybe he did. Or maybe he was trying to walk himself out of love.

      At times he would visit Anna after these walks. His cheeks flushed pink, burrs on his trousers. His hands were freezing, and he put them between her legs to warm them up. Sometimes they just lay there, his hands against her, between her, naked and quiet. He looked at her like he was trying to find something, she said, and every time he left he seemed to have a satisfaction, like he had glimpsed what he was looking for. She felt both exhilarated and unnerved by it; the sense that it wasn’t really her he was after, but something inside her. She asked him once what he was looking at. He was standing naked at her bedroom window, framed against a grey sky, like an art installation. He was watching her, saying nothing. She lay on the bed, propped up on an elbow. This nakedness a gift, something he gave her which everything that followed could never erase: the feeling of being at home in one’s body. He looked at her for a long time before answering. And Moses said unto God, said Orr, Who am I, that I should go unto Pharaoh, and that I should bring forth the children of Israel out of Egypt?

       

      So much of Orr remained impenetrable to Anna. She felt like Marlow, moving deeper and deeper towards Kurtz, staring at the passing riverbanks, still understanding nothing. But the river carried her, and the sense of discovery was palpable, invigorating. She was both hunter and hunted, the thrill of capture alternating with the fear of being captured. She had both too little of him and too much; even in his absence her body felt more alive, her awareness heightened.

       

      The months that followed were joyous. Anna was visited by Orr as often as he could without raising suspicion. His church and home were in the east of the city, far from the student bars and upmarket boutiques of the Lisburn Road, where Anna lived. Belfast had been ripped apart, ghettoised by the Troubles. Interfaces, walls, twilight zones. Orr’s area was dominated, more or less, by loyalists. The children of the 1986 generation of no-sayers, they were just as militant, though with less to lose. A decade of unimaginative leadership, of reconciliation attempts built around ‘telling your story’, served for the most part merely to trap people in the failed myths they’d grown up with rather than encouraging them to abandon them for bigger, messier ones. Belfast was left with the veneer of a cohesive city, but was deeply fractured below the surface. More ‘peace walls’ were built in the ten years following the IRA ceasefire in 1994 than in the previous twenty.

      Still, Orr could travel to Anna’s part of the city easily, and whilst they avoided venturing out in public, he wasn’t in great fear of being discovered visiting her house. There was a routine to their time together. They almost always made love first, no small-talk or awkward uncertainty. After the first month, as their intimacy increasingly matched their desire, Anna would often answer the door naked. At times she would touch herself before he arrived, so that from the first second her nerves would pulse. After the sex were long hours of lying around, afternoons bleeding towards evening, spring revealing itself slowly outside her bedroom window. When Orr wasn’t looking at her he often stood by the window, watching the world taking shape again, recomposing itself after the death of winter. She watched his concentration, followed the lines of his body.

      They spoke of everything but their relationship, the two of them combined. Orr talked of God fearlessly, seemingly unconcerned that he was standing naked in front of a woman not his wife. It’s hard to make sense of this. Orr loved God and his word. And he loved a woman in direct contradiction of this word, even a most liberal interpretation. Neither of these realities is necessarily surprising. Whilst Orr kept it a secret, there was a sense in which he wasn’t hiding. As he stood naked before Anna, he also stood naked before God, and you’d have to think that he was as aware of His eyes as of hers. There was a boldness in Orr’s love, or at least in the exercise of it. He was daring God to prove him wrong. To intervene. In the middle of a rare argument, Anna accused him of being a hypocrite. What would Jesus do? she asked him. Orr was halfway putting his clothes back on. He stopped, looked at her, and said: He would do this. And he removed his clothes again and moved his mouth between her legs and began to kiss her.

      Blasphemy is so close to devotion. The believer knows God, knows him intimately, not through rules and laws and books but in his heart; he feels God move through his body. The letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life. Orr tied himself to this like an anchor. He did not try to justify himself, but called on God to prove that he would have done otherwise. He was not one of those men constantly second-guessing their infidelity, moving from lust to regret within the hour. Orr committed to his desire, and whatever selfishness that entailed, it was not the selfishness of dragging Anna into his own guilt.

       

      And so it went. Three, four times a week he called on her and they spent a morning, an afternoon together. Only once did they break the routine. An elderly uncle of Orr’s died in Scotland. Orr could have sent his condolences in a letter, but he decided to go. The funeral was in Elgin, a small town just to the east of Inverness, once a cathedral city. Orr’s ancestors had strong ties to Moray and Aberdeenshire. His father, although born in Belfast, talked with just a hint of Scottish burr, inherited from his own father, who had grown up in Aberdeen and moved to Belfast in his twenties. As a child Orr spent three or four summers in the hills and mountains of the region, and would always talk warmly of the towns he then visited: Lossiemouth, Buckie, Fraserburgh, Peterhead, Macduff. They sounded, to his young ear, close enough to be familiar but strange enough for the promise of mystery. He told Anna that it was in Peterhead that he got saved. His father took him to a tent mission in a field beside a gospel hall. Orr was ten years old. The preacher was a man named Lousse, white hair streaked with grey and black, like an animal. He was stout, his belly roundly pushing at the buttons of his shirt, his tie never settling, flapping with the movement of his arms as he preached. And his voice was like singing, Orr said, a rich, round brogue that practically sucked you into the kingdom. Orr had heard it all before: ye must be born again, suffer the little children, come unto me all ye that labour and are heavy laden. For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. It was not news, as such. There was a sense in which Orr, even at ten, already believed it; he just hadn’t committed to it. But something was different that day as Lousse spoke, Orr said. It was a different text, a stranger text. Lousse preached from John 12: Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit. He that loveth his life shall lose it; and he that hateth his life in this world shall keep it unto life eternal. There was something in Orr that leapt when he heard those words. The attraction of hating one’s life. God knows what battles we fight with ourselves. Ten years old. He committed himself to Christ that day, Orr said, Christ in his brokenness, Christ in his death. And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me.

      So Orr went back, and brought Anna with him. Anna travelled on her own, rented a small cottage at the edge of the Cairngorms, and Orr stayed with her. He travelled in and out to Elgin, meeting family members, sharing his grief and consolation. He told people he was staying in a hotel, and more than once had to resist an offer of a spare room. He was very nearly caught out. On one occasion, a cousin called unannounced at the hotel he had named. Orr’s name was nowhere in the register. The cousin asked him on the following day, and he had to quickly come up with an excuse, namely that he had moved somewhere closer to the mountains.

      For the four days and nights of the trip, Orr and Anna were as husband and wife, shut off from the world. Anna looked back often on this time with such fondness it was almost cruel: the unfilled outline of what might have been. For four days and four nights they drank tea, talked, sat in the shape of each other’s bodies on a bench in front of the cottage watching the dusk descend and the mountains fold in on themselves, the colour fading slowly until all was darkness. They woke to the sound of their own breathing. Birds, different birds, sang outside their windows. Once Anna, standing at the window, spotted a deer move across the low slopes of the nearby mountain. It was maybe two hundred yards away, but it turned as though it realised it was being watched, and stared in her direction. Orr was lying in the bed. She opened her mouth to tell him and then stopped, decided to keep it to herself, this moment of grace, this recognition. She turned to look at him. When she looked back towards the mountain, the deer was gone.

       

      Orr’s uncle had been well known and well loved in the town, and Orr found himself surprised by the connection he began to feel. Every day Anna watched him drive off towards Elgin, thirty miles away. When he returned he would repeat the stories he had heard, stories of faith and humour and kindness, and occasional mishap. His uncle had died well into old age, but not all in the family had been so fortunate, and the recounting of lives cut short seemed to give him a sense of himself that swelled at the edges. He shared these stories with Anna as though they were gifts.

      Anna spent the hours while he was away reading, and occasionally writing. At this stage in her life (still well shy of thirty) she had published only her PhD thesis, an examination of the influence of German romantic painters on Beckett’s later plays. Already there were signs of the writer she would become, her wit tied to stark, blunt expressions. She took those German words that sound too good to be translated – Schadenfreude, Weltanschauung, Gemütlichkeit – and built a style out of their geometry: precise, full in the mouth, melancholic.

      Her first collection of poetry came a few years later, but some of the poems that appeared in it date from this time. Edited and honed for many months afterwards, but born of the curvature and scent of the Cairngorms. On the night before they left, Orr arrived back to find her hunched over the small wooden desk, writing by candlelight.

      Show me what you’re writing, he said. She wouldn’t. He smiled. Are you writing me?

      Would you like me to? she asked.

      A disturbance into words, a pillow of old words, he said.

      She stared at him in surprise. You’re quoting Beckett now?

      He laughed.

      She knew then, she said later. Who could doubt her?

       

      Two weeks after they returned from Scotland there was an accident in a small row of terraced houses near Orr’s church. An unattended gas fire exploded, ripping apart a living room. An elderly couple, asleep upstairs, just managed to escape. But the fire spread quickly, catching the neighbouring house and racing through the downstairs rooms at speed. The furniture was old and cheap, highly flammable. Upstairs there was a young woman and her baby, four months old. The fire trapped them at the top of the house and the woman yelled from the windows for help. Neighbours rushed into the street but the flames from the blaze kept them well back. In desperation, the woman threw her baby to a man standing as close as he dared. But her throw was poor and the child hit the ground heavy. When the woman realised what had happened she moved back from the window, and disappeared from view, into the blaze.

      Orr presided over the shared funeral. The tragedy was front-page news, and hundreds came to pay respect. Somehow people identified with the woman, or perhaps the child; the overwhelming futility, the powerlessness. It did not require a revolutionary spirit to see the story as one of poverty: gas heaters, cheap furniture, houses rammed close together. Class was never a major rallying point in Belfast: too deep and well exploited were more colourful histories of belief and tradition. And yet, like everywhere else, the experiences of the poor moved quickly through history and religion towards the broader church of cheap food, reality television and unemployment. Anxiety was free currency in the city; unnamed resentments simmered, inarticulable. A blurred, passive violence combined with outrage. No one knew quite where to direct their anger, and yet anger seemed in endless supply.

      It was in this setting that Orr had to put two bodies in the ground. Anna saw an intensity in him she had not witnessed before. He was quiet, focused, his sadness palpable but not indulgent. When he visited her he moved around her house as though it were a boxing ring.

      At the funeral Orr spoke quietly and without sentimentality. The woman had no relatives present, and perhaps this gave him a freedom he would have found difficult to create under the expectations of family members, lovers. He praised the woman, and the child, and the neighbours. He said that platitudes had no place on a day like this. That if comfort were to be found, it should be found in each other, in the physical presence of the people you can reach out and hold, and love. He said, to an audible murmur, that God should be ashamed. And then he read Psalm 137: By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion. We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there they that carried us away captive required of us a song; and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth; if I prefer not Jerusalem above my chief joy. Remember, O Lord, the children of Edom in the day of Jerusalem; who said, Raze it, raze it, even to the foundation thereof. O daughter of Babylon, who art to be destroyed; happy shall he be, that rewardeth thee as thou hast served us.

      He omitted the final verse: Happy shall he be, that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stones.

       

      Everything changes, but there is nothing new under the sun. As a child, without brothers or sisters, Anna had to constantly invent ways to amuse herself. She created a game in which she would hide items of her mother’s – hairbrushes, necklaces, even shoes – around the house. At first it irritated her mother and she complained. But the hiding places were obvious, a cupboard she would open regularly, where the teabags were kept, or under her coat. Her mother warmed to it, began to appreciate these deliberate surprises, these tiny gifts. Anna did not forget, though she’d been only six or seven years old at the time, seeing her mother change her mind, moving from irritation to joy. And she was struck that the only change was inside her, that her mother was choosing something; that the world existed, in some measure at least, within. She was not, obviously, able to articulate this at the time. But it triggered in her, the memory of it, she said, a mute awareness, a responsiveness, a determination to create the world as she walked through it. By appreciation, by openness. By grace.
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