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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




START




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.




Chapter 2


You caught me in bed this morning, not for the first time. Came up and caught me tangled in the sheets, your father, the not so sweet-smelling hulk of him, adrift in sleep at eleven in the morning. I suspect you watched me for a while. Did you? And what went through your head? How well or ill I looked? How odd that you, five foot four and light as a dancer, should be related to such a creature? And then, somehow, I became aware of you and opened my eyes and grinned, and you said, It’s past eleven, Stephen, and I said, Is it? Or something equally bare.


You went to put the kettle on while I washed my face and then idled at the bedroom window looking over at my neighbour Frank spraying what was probably weed-killer by the edge of his fence. Plenty of weeds on our side. About, I think, the right amount. Imagine England without dandelions or daisies. With-out buttercups! I greeted, as I do every morning, the aspen tree at the bottom of the garden. They say a crown of its leaves allows you to enter the underworld and return safely. Such crowns, or their dust, have been found in burial mounds. The wood is light and the Celts made shields from it. I don’t think it has many other uses. It doesn’t burn well. For reasons I’ve never fully understood I have always connected the tree with my mother. Did I sit in its shade with her as a little boy? Was it her who told me about the shields and the crowns? I remember so little about her, but there’s some crossover, some muddling of Mum and the tree that I’m grateful for. It means more to me, is more of a memorial, the right sort, than her stone in St John’s. She wasn’t a Quaker. Dad said she had ‘no faith’. I don’t think that bothered him.


When I came down to the kitchen the tea was brewing in the pot on the table. You had on the yellow Marigolds and were peering into the fridge where you always seem to expect to find something that shouldn’t be there. I sat. I am often a little dizzy in the morning. Sweet tea helps. You closed the fridge door, peeled off the gloves and reminded me it was my day at the garden centre. I said I didn’t need to be there until twelve. I said I could get there at one and it wouldn’t matter. It might, you said, and I said, No, not really, I don’t do much there, I don’t have any important jobs. All the more reason to be on time, you said, meaning, I suppose, I should demonstrate my credentials as a keen and responsible employee. I nodded. I didn’t feel up to taking you on in that bullish mood, didn’t quite have the energy. I checked my hands for steadiness, drew the teapot closer, and poured for both of us.


You served three years in the RAF. If I remember rightly you ended up as a senior aircraftswoman, which might be the equivalent of a corporal in the army, I’m not certain. Anyway, you did better than your father, who never amounted to more than a private soldier. Not that we felt any shame in it. Quite the opposite. As far as we were concerned we were the only part of the army that mattered. We were the army. But you often strike me as perfect NCO material. You make things happen, you’re a fixer – you’re tough! Or that’s one side of you. I’m not going to pretend to be any sort of expert on your character. That would annoy you! I’ve no idea, for example, how you are with Lorna when it’s just the two of you. I wish I did know. I wish I had a book of instructions, had anything at all, a photograph even, something from ten years ago, you on your way to school. Smart and organised? A bit ragged and running for the bus? If you’re tough, are you also fragile? And if so, where? What part of you? What button mustn’t I push? At twenty-six you seem so competent – a young woman who knows herself and where she’s headed. But that can’t be the whole story. It may be it’s only when dealing with me that you revert to Senior Aircraftswoman Maggie Arden, and then only because you have to, because my life, despite the simplicity of the routines, the careful smallness of it, still looks like trouble, the sort that might bring out the NCO in anybody.


In basic training we had Corporals Wright and Darling, men I fully expect to find leaning over my deathbed, clipboards in hand, checking I’m doing it by the book. Later on, in Ireland, there was John France, Corporal France, who waits for me still at the iron door of the Factory, counting down the seconds.


So this morning you chivvied me, mentioned shaving, men-tioned my nails, still black from lifting potatoes yesterday. I promised to smarten myself up and then, before you left, handed you a carrier bag of spuds, my first earlies, Arran Pilots, reliable if not the most exciting. You peered into the bag and said you would give them to Lorna who, it seems, does most of the cooking at the Silk Shed, these days. We stood a few seconds in the hall grinning at each other. Then, suddenly in a hurry, you turned to the door and were gone.


Why do I always grieve at such moments, as if all your departures were final? Because something in me is afraid each might be? That, surely, must have something to do with losing Mum. Childhood wounds never quite heal, do they? Also to do with us, of course. Reasons you might have for coming back, reasons for not. And then a sudden sense of hopelessness that I was trying to win you with bags of potatoes.


I shook myself – and imagined all walls of all houses suddenly glass, what we would see there. I called up the shades of Wright and Darling, climbed the stairs, showered, shaved, scraped under my nails with the point of the nail scissors, then swung back the mirror doors of the medicine cabinet: naltrexone, phytonadione, amiloride, atenolol, lactulose, rifaximin. That’s just the prescription half. There’s also the stuff I buy from Boots or the health-food shop, the probiotics, the zinc, the fish oil, the milk thistle, the holy basil. I’ve given up on most of it now. Some of it’s been in there for years. Lactulose is the one I’ve stayed with longest. It’s a laxative to help prevent the build-up of ammonia. Too much ammonia in the system and it seeps into the brain. They call it hepatic encephalopathy – HE for short. Confusion, forgetfulness, poor judgement. Then out-and-out craziness. Then coma. Then curtains. But the lactulose has side-effects I’ve grown very weary of. The last month or two I’ve taken less and less of it, and when this bottle is done – it’s nearly done – I won’t hurry on to the next. Dr Rauch would not approve, but Dr Rauch – Emilia! – does not have to take it and is, anyway, a believer in adult responsibility, each of us, suitably informed, making our choices. Well, I’m making mine – though we’ll see whether I’m brave enough to tell her about it when I next sit in her office. That’s only a couple of weeks away now.


I climbed into my overalls, had some breakfast, checked my face in the mirror in the hall, wiped away a smear of shaving soap – one of the drawbacks of shaving by touch – and finally launched myself into the day’s uncertain sunshine, getting to Plant World at twelve thirty, or thereabouts.


Tim Levett, who runs the place, was in the office with the door open. Like many round here I’ve known him all my life. He was on the computer but glanced over his shoulder when he heard me, treated me to an expression suggesting slight surprise and slight disappointment I was still among the living and still on the pay roll. His sister was in there too, Debbie. She has alopecia and wears a selection of wigs I think she’d be better off without. Today’s was the colour of Cooper’s marmalade. She does the accounts and other bits of admin. She has no husband or partner, no children. I’m not sure Tim is kind to her. I smiled and she smiled back. Tim said there was a delivery to unpack. Like Dr Rauch, though for different reasons, he also avoids using my name.


I do no heavy work at Plant World. I don’t carry bags of gravel around or shift patio slabs or stack bags of compost. There’s a lad called Radko who does most of that, a member of some heroic race of horse thieves from the Carpathians, a maker of jokes so dry it’s a full week before you laugh. I do some digging and barrowing but even that Tim doesn’t like much. We’re in a recession. A large, wild-looking employee lying dead among shattered flower pots would not be good for business. People might start going to the place in Shepton Mallet on the industrial estate. What’s it called? Dobbs? Dobbies?


I unpacked the delivery. Gardening gloves, garden ornaments made of a sort of imitation stone, hollow and liable to blow away. Bird warblers made in China and perhaps warbling the songs of Chinese birds. Mugs with ‘Bloomin’ lovely’ or ‘I’d rather be gardening’ on them, also made in China. I priced them and put them out, then crossed to the hothouse – warm rather than hot, and quite shady – where we have the exotics, orchids mostly. Tim likes orchids. He wants us to be known for our orchids – cymbidiums, dendrobiums, vandas, cattleyas. I wasn’t sure about them at first. I thought they looked like they were made of wax or plastic, but I’ve begun to see the appeal. The slender stems, the jewelled flowers. And they have an alertness to them. They look like they’re paying attention, like they might be slightly more intelligent than other flowers.


The place was empty. In winter it can be busy in there – somewhere to warm up, see colour – but this time of year people prefer to walk outside. I went round with the spray-mist, prodding a finger into pots to see how dry they were. I was also probably talking to myself, chuntering on, voicing the mind churn, lost in it, when Annie Fuller came in. She might even have heard some of it. I hope not. I don’t think it’s very impressive material. Annie’s a local funeral director, an undertaker. I don’t know her well. The business was her father’s, Fuller’s Funerals, and you might have seen their window on the high street opposite the Spar, with the old-fashioned hand-bier and a selection of urns, some of them looking as if they could be used to store uranium.


Annie likes me and I’m not sure why. Professional interest? In her line of work you must notice the lame dinosaurs, the ones who might not make it to the next waterhole. But I worry it’s something else, something to do with politics. I happen to know that she’s a card-carrying member of the British National Party. My post lady, Cheryl – as far on the left, I think, as Annie is the other way – told me about it months ago, a leaked list of BNP names and addresses online, Annie Fuller’s among them. I found the list myself on the computer in the library. It wasn’t difficult. And sure enough, Annie was there and described as an ‘activist’. She’ll know – it’s not a secret, and this is a small, gossipy town – that I’m ex-army (I’m also an ex-agricultural feeds salesman and did that for longer but somehow it doesn’t count). Thanks to the list, I now know there is a fairly strong showing of military, ex and serving, in the BNP. Does she think I might be a sympathiser? A fellow-traveller? Stephen Rose, white supremacist! If I was smarter I could have found a coded way to speak about it in terms of orchids, warned her off. Instead, we small-talked about the town, the unsettled weather, what’s coming or going in our gardens. Quite hard to talk to undertakers even when they’re not members of a far-right party. (How’s business? Did you get many in the winter with all that flu going round?)


She said – out of the blue – that she thought my overalls suited me. She might have said ‘dashing’. It made me laugh. She laughed too, became all shiny-eyed, then briefly tongue-tied, and said she had to get back. An odd meeting. I have no idea what to make of it. I should be grateful for any interest, whatever the cause. I’ve not been fighting women off these last years. But Annie Fuller? The two of us flirting in a pizza restaurant or going for walks along the front at Burnham? I honestly don’t have the imagination for it. And anyway, I’ve probably got it entirely wrong and she’s just a friendly soul passing a slack ten minutes with a man she thinks might appreciate a little kindness.


A few more folk came in, ambled round the tables. I know enough about the plants now to be able to answer basic questions, though when a serious buyer shows up Tim takes over and I’m sent to do some sweeping. About two o’clock I went to the centre café, Shrubs, for a sandwich and coffee. As you know, I have to eat regularly, every two hours or so, or I fade. Back in the hothouse I found Tess Douel leaning over a white phalaenopsis as though tempted to dip her tongue into the flower and drink from it. You know who I mean by Tess? Petite woman my age, brown hair to her shoulders – brown with a streak or two of grey in it now. She usually sits opposite us in the meeting house. A green dress last Sunday, a summery blue-linen one today. At sixteen she was my first proper girlfriend. That’s what it means still to be living in the place where you grew up. You get to watch your teenage girlfriend become a middle-aged woman. It was an intense enough thing at the time and lasted a year or so. She married her next boyfriend, Colin. They have a business together, Tor Catering, that does posh weddings, festivals and the like. I think it does well enough. I see the van scurrying around town in a way that suggests busyness. We waved to each other. We don’t kiss cheeks or anything like that. I asked if she was after an orchid. She shook her head and said she’d come to order lilies for a wedding she was doing over in Chesterblade. Her eldest boy, Nat, was back from university and helping her out (in exchange for a working pass to Glastonbury festival). He was in Shrubs eating carrot cake – apparently he never stops eating – so Tess had come over to look at the orchids and the ferns. She said it was the closest she could get in Somerset to a rain forest. I told her she should visit a real one, take a boat trip up the Amazon. She grinned, said her kids might do it but she’d have to settle for Plant World. She asked after you and wanted to know about the Silk Shed. I said it was Glastonbury’s most fashionable tea house, which I believe is accurate. She knows or has a close enough idea what it means to me, your being here.


While we spoke and had the place to ourselves I came close to telling her about the letter. I mean I was tempted to. Tess is one of the two people I have spoken to openly and in detail about what happened. The other was a mate I knocked about with in Crete and who was drowned there the next year swimming at night with a skinful of raki in him. I did – once – try to tell your mother, but during the telling we set our heads on fire with booze so even if I’d managed to get it all out she wouldn’t have remembered anything. With Tess it was years later. I was living rough in the orchard, Dad’s orchard (mine now, one day yours), going home occasionally but unable to bear for long the shame of Dad seeing me like that. I had a little tent, kept body and soul together with apples and stolen eggs. I have no idea how Tess knew I was up there. Perhaps everyone knew. Anyway, she came up one morning – September time? October? – walked out of the town with a Thermos of tea, a loaf of bread and a pair of thick socks for my knackered feet. I saw her coming and I thought of hiding. No, I did hide, lay behind an old apple stump and peeked at her through the long grass. She stopped in the middle of the orchard and called my name. A human voice after days of birdsong! The second time she called I shambled out and let her see me. We sat on the grass. I burnt my lips on the tea. I don’t remember if she spoke much or was silent. She’s a good Quaker, she knows the uses of silence. Anyway, I gave it up to her – growling, gabbling – astonished to hear it in that place, the true thing, the unfixable thing. It was not a sentimental occasion. She didn’t hold my hand. She sat with me as she might with some beast in difficulty, something snared and beyond much useful assistance. She asked one or two questions. She looked at me with her very round, very brown eyes.


I don’t know if I would have found the right moment to speak to her today or what would have come of that. The moment never arrived. Her son came in to join us. He is, I’d guess, about five years younger than you, six inches taller than me, a shock of gingery hair that must come from Colin’s side of the family. He’ll have some vague idea of who I am – a school friend of his mother’s, the odd-job man whose past is some undefined zone of trouble. Also, of course, the father of an interesting girl he might have seen once or twice about the town. He’s studying French and International relations at Exeter, and is about to head off for a year in Bordeaux or Bayonne or somewhere. I told him I was in the sixth year of a humanities degree with the Open University and eight months overdue with an essay on George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss. He glanced at Tess as if he wasn’t sure what to make of this. Was I ribbing him? When he realised I was serious he nodded and said it was cool. Cool! I was delighted. To get the nod of approval from a young man like that, a prince among the orchids! And strange, isn’t it, how the word has kept its currency when others have come and gone? Hipsters and cats were cool when Dad was young. The sense hasn’t changed much. I always lacked the confidence for it myself. The drinking, when it started, could have been my attempt to find it at the bottom of a glass. Your mother had it, that’s certain. It came off her like a shimmer. Even her name, Evie Arden, seemed cool to me. I assume she’s still an Arden? I don’t think she ever married the fellow I met at your passing-out parade, Ray McSomebody. I can’t believe she would have changed her name even if she had. You use it, of course. If you had my name you’d be Maggie Rose, and you have to admit that has a charm to it. I allow myself – though strictly rationed – daydreams like that. You as Maggie Rose. You calling me Dad rather than Stephen.


 


I’m putting all this down on a pad in the library. I bought it in Smith’s – a 200-leaf student pad – and I’ve already made quite a dent in it. I’ve been in here since finishing at Plant World. I’m still in my overalls, something Tim might not approve of, me as a kind of roving ambassador for the garden centre. Not many people here this afternoon. Two girls and a boy from St Jude’s doing their homework. An old fellow poring over a book of photographs of buses. Then there’s a girl, a young woman, with brightly coloured tattoos on her very white legs, tapping away fluently at one of the computers. For an hour I was two computers down from her. I should have my own, I suppose. I don’t think they’re expensive now. But I’m used to coming here and enjoy some of the things I see. I’ve been here at Baby Boogie Rhyme Time. I’ve seen the Lego club and mahjong mornings. I once saw the members of the memory group arriving, most of them elderly though not all. The expressions on their faces. Some vacant, some peering around with big smiles, as if hoping no one would come up and ask what day it was. All, I thought, to some degree or another, looked frightened. When I asked the librarian about them she said they sometimes brought in photo albums and used them to piece together the story of their lives. She studied me then, peered up through glasses of the type I think all librarians have to wear even if there’s nothing wrong with their eyes, and said the group was full but if I was interested . . . She was thinking perhaps I had an ancient parent at home but I instantly assumed she meant me and was tempted to demand she put me to the test – post-war prime ministers, FA Cup winners, the lyrics of Bowie songs.


What was I looking up today? Things I have looked up before. The Commission, whose website contains very little beyond a mission statement and a photograph of the building in BT2 where they meet, a stranded Georgian townhouse at the side of a roundabout, a place that has managed to dodge the Luftwaffe and thirty years of sectarian bombs. There’s a postal address, an email address, but no phone number. On the search results page there are some news stories. One of these, the Belfast Telegraph site, shows a wall near the Commission – it may be one of the walls of the building itself – sprayed with the message FORGET THE PAST. Yard-high letters.


When I type in ‘The Commission and inquiries into the Troubles’, I get most of the same stuff but also sites connecting to the Saville Inquiry and Bloody Sunday. For now, at least, it’s hard to avoid. I found myself scrolling through a page of photographs, some of them so familiar they’re part of the collective memory of this country, at least for people of my age. The priest, Father Daly, crouching and waving a blood-stained handkerchief as he goes ahead of a group carrying Jackie Duddy, shot in the back and soon to die of his wounds. The body of Bernard McGuigan under a sheet, a great halo of blood around his head. Other pictures were less familiar. There was one of Paras escorting a column of civilians, men and women, with their hands on their heads, which had some echo of Second World War pictures I’ve seen, though there the soldiers were not British and the civilians not Irish.


I don’t want to look at these pictures, Maggie, and yet I do. For years – many – I couldn’t have done it. Couldn’t have begun to. Now I find it hard to look away, as if some hand gripped the back of my skull and kept me pointed.


Put in ‘Ambrose Carville’ and I get a whole tribe of them. The name is not as odd or rare as I’d imagined. The manager of a Nissan car franchise in Florida. An Australian cricketer who plays for the Queensland Bulls. A doctor in Essex. Add ‘Belfast’ and up comes an Irish-history site with a page on the Carvilles of Fermanagh. One of these, Jack Carville, distinguished himself as the commander of a flying column during the War of Independence. The grandfather or great-grandfather of the Carville who signed my letter? How sympathetic would such a man be to ex-British soldiers?


I typed in my own name. This has become an anxious habit, a bad one. The first time I did it was the day after I received the letter. More Stephen Roses out there than Ambrose Carvilles but nothing yet about this one. I can’t believe that will last. Some smart or bored journalist will sniff it out eventually, do a little checking and knock at the door.


I almost put your name in today but stopped myself. Too much like spying. I have, of course, looked at the Silk Shed site many times. That picture of you and Lorna holding trays of cakes and cocktails, your faces looking as if you’ve just stopped laughing, that one I love.


You have to book time on the computer. You get an on-screen warning when there’re fifteen minutes left. I used my last minutes searching for answers to the question ‘Am I too ill to stand trial?’ What I got back was old news articles about General Pinochet. You won’t remember him. A Chilean dictator and ‘strong man’ of the kind who liked wiring up his critics to car batteries in the basements of police stations. He was arrested in Britain on a Spanish warrant when he was already an old man. He stayed here under house arrest for over a year. Margaret Thatcher sent him a bottle of whisky with the message ‘Scotch is one British institution that will never let you down’. He was sent back to Chile but never stood trial.


Closer to home, and a little further down the results page, was Róisin McAliskey, who was wanted in Germany for questioning about a mortar attack on the British Army base at Osnabrück. She was pregnant when she was arrested and in frail mental health. According to her lawyer, extraditing her would be ‘unjust and oppressive’ and in the end (the evidence of any involvement in the attack was also frail) she didn’t go. I wonder if for some of the soldiers at the Saville Inquiry the experience also felt unjust and oppressive.


From somewhere a little bell is sounding. In libraries even bells are hushed. It’s six thirty and the library is closing. The children doing their homework left long ago to have their tea. It’s just me, the girl with the tattooed legs, and the old fellow with his buses. He looks around as though surprised not to be in some oily depot, the lovely machines parked up for the night. The girl stands, stretches, pulls on her denim jacket. The light outside is tender. Cars pass, and a tractor hauling a trailer of cut grass. It might not be true that libraries are the haunts of lonely people but it feels that way tonight. I wish them, old man and pale girl, a night with no terrors, no hard hours. May it be so.




Chapter 3


When I told Dad I was joining the army he was, for a moment or two, lost for words. I won’t pretend I didn’t find that satisfying. He had a manner to him, measured, thoughtful, controlled. He was a teacher for most of his adult life, though he started out at sixteen in Grandpa Rose’s boot factory and shop in Langport (there’s still a pair of hobnailed boots in the house with ‘Rose’s of Langport’ on the inner sole). At twenty-five or thereabouts he went to a Quaker college up by Birmingham – Westhill? – and got himself a teaching diploma, started teaching at colleges and Workers’ Educational Association centres, courses in all sorts from basic literacy to the history of dissenting. He loved being a teacher, felt it was his calling, but he was also proud of his apprenticeship in the boot trade, of beginning his working life stitching leather on a Singer sewing machine in a room over the river Parrot.
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