
We were clearing Mum’s. I was sorting through boxes in my old bedroom when I found it. I 

picked it up and it seemed like nothing, just a folded piece of paper.  

I opened it and read the words I had not seen in twenty-five years and I wept. 

I wept for the words and for the words they could have led to. 

I wept for my mother, my father. I wept for Michael. 

Then, finally, I wept for you, Rebecca. Selfish to the end, I had to get my shit out of 

the way before I thought of you. 

When the tears had stopped I put the folded paper in my pocket and went downstairs. 

We had coffee, smoked, talked and remembered. Then we brothers, wives, children and 

cousins returned to emptying the house of the past, of ourselves. 

But that was near the end of it and I want to go back to the beginning, wherever that 

is. I keep trying to fit it all together, the words and stories, mine and others, but it never quite 

coheres. Maybe this time. 
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I’ve no idea where I am or how I got here. No idea what’s happened.  I’m standing with a 

pint in my hand suddenly very sober and very afraid. Three men are staring back at me. One 

nods his head towards the door. My legs carry me though everything is screaming stop. As I 

reach it a voice behind me says, ‘I’m sorry mate, I don’t want to do this, but you can’t say 

that and expect to get away with it.’’ 

I step into the light, the electrical crackle of a magpie across the road, someone takes 

my drink from me, I turn to ask what but halfway round I’m falling, falling, underwater, the 

pain like water around me, my mouth full of blood and gravel but how can there be gravel 

and they’re my teeth my teeth and I swallow and choke on blood and teeth the thickness in 

my throat and I’m drowning in my own blood and I  

wake gasp for air lurch forward coughing bang my head on the seat in front of me 

blind deaf speechless fuck fuck fuck what a fucking mess I scramble in my pockets for 

tissues to wipe the phlegm from my lips my chin more to wipe my eyes blow my nose to 

slow, slow, deep, breathe and they’re 

looking at me they’re looking at me like I’m some sort of crazy crippled Caliban be 

not afeard this isle is full of strange noises that give delight and hurt not 

we’ll see about that  

and they turn away as our eyes meet and I know how grateful they are not to be me 

and I   

breathe   eyes   closed   breathe 



dream. Just a dream. I rub my head and I sink I’m sunk again by the reflex of 

memory, the weight of it. A dropped phone, a bang on the head and Rebecca. Rebecca and 

the world begins again.  

But I’ve imagined so many beginnings I get confused between what I’ve written and 

what I’ve lived. That’s not true. I know the difference perfectly well, I just can’t find the 

place, the moment, the word. 

The train rattles across the points as we slow. I look out the window at the grey 

houses perched on the sides of the shallow valley.   

Here. It begins here. 

 

I wait for the train to pull into the station. I try not to think about what is waiting for me. I can 

only picture the past when I think of this place I used to call home. I run my tongue over my 

teeth, check they’re still in place. Last time I came here they were all mine. Last time I came 

here you were still alive. 

The notebooks I carry with me are filled with stories, stories I started writing in 

hospital, the stories I’ve been writing and rewriting ever since, trying to make them right, as 

if any story can ever be finished. They are also here so I can record what I find, what comes 

back to me. But if I remember what I’ve forgotten, I have to remember what I would rather 

forget. It’s hard to tell the truth. It’s hard to tell what the truth is.  

There’s the temptation to write things that didn’t happen, to make things up so people 

look deeper than they really are or were, or make the depth more obvious, because none of us 

are simple.  

I could say that one day we moved the planks over the pit Dad had dug into the 

concrete garage floor, so he could get underneath the car every weekend. I could say that 

when we moved the planks long after the car had gone, long after Dad had gone, we saw it 



was crammed with small bundles all wrapped in cloth. They were light in our hands as we 

passed them to one another and we unwrapped the first, speechless. Inside we found small 

carvings of people, people in wood, men and women and children, animals and objects, so 

many we had to stand them in the garden before the roses and brambles as they spilled out 

and over. It looked strange and natural to see them all standing there, like stumbling upon a 

lost civilization, strange and natural that our father of few words should communicate with us 

like this after he had gone. 

When we’d finished, we stood in the garage doorway, sat on the steps and the window 

ledge and just looked at the figures, hundreds of them, the smallest no bigger than a knuckle, 

the largest the length of a hand. We sat and smoked or did not smoke and tried to interpret, 

translate, these hieroglyphs we could hold in our hands. 

I could have written all of this of my, our father, of his mysterious, silent works and it 

would have been wonderful, but it would not be true although, to be fair, he did other things, 

far more marvellous in our eyes. 

And I could say that one day we unlocked the room upstairs which had remained 

closed to us since our father’s death, which Mum had locked the following day. I could say 

that when we unlocked the door we found all the furniture removed, the bed, the wardrobes, 

the drawers, and I could say we found it filled with canvases of all sizes, some taller than us, 

wider than our outstretched arms, filled with suns and flowers and eyes, lips and faces, and 

we tried to recognise the faces, the eyes, fingers, the sleeping mouth of a child, open like a 

flower until we realised they were all the same person and we understood and we watched 

them grow with every canvas, but never the whole, always a fragment, a child, a girl, a 

woman who had never existed, who had not existed long enough, a face my mother never 

knew even though she imagined her every day, a form she never held even though she’d 



carried her weight, ended, still, at her very beginning, taken, disposed of before my mother 

could see, a grief unmoored.  

But we didn’t find any of these things. When Dad died we cleared the garage, finding 

nothing but old tools and tins among the spider webs, nothing but the lingering smell of 

engine oil. The pit held nothing but vacancy. When Mum was taken to hospital the first time 

my brothers had to break down the locked door of her bedroom, a door she locked behind her 

every night, and found her in what resembled an overcrowded, overwhelmed second-hand 

shop. 

There were no figures, no paintings. None of that. The monuments of their lives are 

more fleeting than that, they are words, memories, us. 

 

Sometimes I awake and my head is full of noise.  

Sometimes I panic and surface like a drowning man. 

And sometimes I follow the sounds downward into the darkness.  

Sometimes I just try to accept what happened that day. 

That day. 

The day I found myself stumbling into the light from the shadows of the pub, full of 

fear, the fear of not knowing what I’d said or done, the certainty of what was coming. 

But what about the other days? What about the story of those days where we met, 

when we were happy, when we were good? Weren’t there good days then? 

Whether a story is happy or sad depends entirely on where you choose to end it. 

 

This goes through my mind as I get off the train, get in a taxi and pass through the streets so 

familiar I don’t even see them, part of a story that’s been told and retold so many times I cannot 

see or speak of it in any other way. But I get flashes of things that weren’t there before, shops, 



buildings. Small changes, one upon another until you don’t recognise your home, each other, 

yourself. Nothing is ever as it seems. I should know that by now. 

Before I know it, I’m here, the taxi rumbling away down the street, the smell of diesel, 

the seagulls cry and there it is. The sea, unseen, everywhere. I breathe it in as I lean on my 

stick, standing beneath the crisp edge of a weather front, on the cusp of change. I squint at the 

sky, half unbroken cloud to the horizon, blank and bright, half clear blue sky.  

Here. This place hasn’t changed. The trees have grown but the driveway still sweeps 

down to the forecourt of the flats, four stories high, the Dockyard wall beyond them, the frigate 

complex looming, grey upon grey. Further along, the two giant Victorian chimney stacks, their 

tops lopped off years ago. And somewhere, not eight hundred yards away, a dozen 

decommissioned nuclear subs, slowly decaying as they have been for the last twenty years, but 

we just carry on regardless, pretending the worst will never happen even as it does.  

I enter the code on the key box and open the front door. I pause before I put the key in 

the inner door as I imagine they are all there, my mother and father welcoming me home, the 

grandparents I never knew, hazy, indistinct in the back.  

Michael. 

Rebecca.  

I close my eyes tight, breathe deep and turn the key, waiting for the rush of memory 

to come billowing past, an airlock released into space, the past into the present. But there is 

only the silent house, the underlying smell of urine. No ghosts assail me, the dead do not 

greet me or reveal themselves in signs, as shadows in mirrors, they do not bring their secrets 

in whispers.  

I lift my case and carry it into the hall. I put the keys back in the box, close the doors 

and turn. 

Silence.  



It’s been a long journey. 

I walk down the hallway past the two front rooms, peer into the living room briefly 

and move past the stairs into the kitchen. As the kettle boils I get a cup ready. Everything in 

its usual place. Tea bags and coffee in the cupboard, sugar bowl filled. I check the fridge. 

Even the milk is still in date. I make a coffee, take a sip, then I remember. As I soap and rinse 

my hands, I feel my phone go. I dry them and check. A text from Tony. 

 


