How heal the body of the phantom ill,

which started in the womb?"
Tesshu (14th century Japanese poet)
1
Dear Sister Clare,

They suggested that I write to you. What, though, to say to someone dead? What to say to someone who's never been truly alive?

I know, if I keep trying, I'll warm to it. Right now, though, I can't think of a thing to write. Or I can - I can think of lots - but not a starting point.

Ironical this, in light of my recent profession, that I should be in need of this kind of help. My kind of help. Being a provider of that kind of help I am, of course, beyond that kind of help, beyond my kind of help. Which is why I'm writing to you - you don't exist - I can therefore neither read nor feed your reactions.

So here I am, this time, dear sister Clare...

How to start?

Where to start?

All my life, sister, all that I've been, all that I've known, has been crowding up to the edge of the future. And that future has always been an abyss, a chasm; and I've been looking for a way to get across to a side I can't see, can only imagine... Looking across at what will be, at what I will be...

Now, suddenly (if suddenly's the word - this crept up on me like night), these past few weeks I've turned my back on the future, on that becoming, and I've been looking out over the huge anchor of my past, have been made to feel the sheer iron dragging force of it...

And you are part of my past, sister Clare, a substantial part of it. My present too.

I've got my starting point.
I'm an Acceptor now. It came about after the accident.

I was down the hospital all the time. Just waiting. Baby Bonny was killed outright, but Darren lived on for four days more. Never recovered consciousness. Neither did Fay. Although her coma lasted months. (They were talking of replacing so many of her organs that, come the end, just bothering with one didn't seem worth it.)

In the meantime I was down the hospital lots. Safest place for me to be. Police were in attendance - waiting for their two witnesses to recover. At least to start with. Nobody was going to have a second bite at me in there. And by the time the police were withdrawn I'd taken care of it anyway. Which left me just sat around the hospital day after day.

Marilyn and Ollie, of course, blamed me for the bomb. Angry at me, crying over their mother, they couldn't stay in the same room for long. (Marilyn and Ollie are grown up now. Were grown up then - it's only two years ago.)

Bonny and Darren were the babies, which is why it hit the headlines. 'Mob Bomb Kills Babies'. Their being babies was why they were with Fay when I dropped them off at the garage to pick up the car. Fay was going to take Darren on to playschool. He climbed into the back. Fay did up his seatbelt, then strapped Bonny into the safety seat in the front. Darren being in the back he didn't catch so much of the blast. Which is why he lived that much longer. The bomb was on the gearbox casing - between Bonny and Fay. Fay, leaning away - over the ignition to start it - seatbelt not done up, door not yet closed - she probably wanted to listen to the engine as that's why it'd been in the garage - she was blown out of the car. She lost her lower left leg right there: rest of the injuries were internal. Baby Bonny got slammed around inside, wouldn't have known what hit her.

 Nor did I know. I drove on into town thinking what I had to do next, found the police waiting for me when I got home.
This pretending is hard to sustain. This double pretending. Pretending to write to you, pretending you don't already know, when you, being inside me, already know all these things. (I can write this here: no-one but you and I will ever read it, will ever be able to read it. So I can tell you now, what you already know, that you are inside me. And there is a sense of release in saying this, the unstated. As if aloud.)

You have always been inside me sister. I have carried you from our birth. Every step of the way you've been with me. But, for the sake of this exercise, let us go back to assuming that you don't know. Might not know. Might not. You've been gone my forever. When, precisely, did your awareness end?

No. Let's not go too deep into this. Else I might talk myself out of writing to you altogether. And I miss you Clare. I've always missed you. (Stated, here, that's a new realisation.)

On with the story. As if a story...

Consequence of the bombing was that I was alone in the hospital. I sat and I waited. I read the newspapers. I read magazines. Month after month. I was a hospital fixture.

You know what hospitals are like - all square lines, white lights, plastic seats, half-drunk cups of coffee... I used to sit in the room with Fay and her breathing machines, or outside, smile back at the nurses, drink my coffee, sit beside other relatives new to their tragedy, listen to their stories... And those relatives had to tell their stories...

When, finally, they switched Fay off - not on the day exactly, but roundabout then - one of the nurses, who'd recently been on a grief-counselling course, suggested that I should do it too. She'd been watching me with the other relatives. "To help yourself help others." she said. I looked for ulterior meanings of course, said that I'd think about it, took her card.

Back in the house, nowhere to go every day, it was lonely. And all so pointless. Mal and Ollie only phoned to abuse me, cry at me - I certainly couldn't persuade them to 'accept'. Not even after I'd been on the course; and the tutor had decided that I wasn't exactly suited to grief counselling - probably because I've caused so much of it - but that I would make an excellent Acceptor. Which I am.

Get this straight - I don't cure people. I don't set out to 'cure' people. (Nowadays the belief that every problem has a solution leads to more problems than any other.) No, I simply try to lead people to an acceptance.

My job (part-time) is to sit in a room with two not-very-soft sofas and help the traumatised come to terms with their pasts. With pasts that aren't often that remarkable. Just personal.

Each of us, sister, each of us thinks our lives exceptional. By common consent mine is. It isn't the only one though. There have been other lives like mine. Then there are the outwardly ordinary lives people can lead while beset with the most horrendous histories and guilts, obsessions and bizarre fears... I listen, I wonder, and I accept.
Although a lot of it is beyond me, I'm good at what I do in that room with two sofas. Probably because no-one thinks me 'good' in any other sense, consequently there's no shame in confessing to me. So they confess anything and everything.

Confession is an odd thing. (I'm discovering as I write this.) Many people will readily give the appearance of confession - admitting to crimes, to sins - but will admit to no shame that might be thought, by themselves, to be unconventional. By public reputation, however, I'm a bastard. The frightened, the fantasists, have projected onto me acts of gothic extravagance. Nothing therefore, so the reasoning goes, can possibly surprise me. So to me they can confess everything. Although a few say, "You'll think a little thing like this silly..." I reassure them not: size is always perception. What I usually open with is, "What happened to you?" And that's often all that I have to say. And I sit there on my sofa and let them talk.

The relief of some of them, just finding someone in this compartmentalised world they can talk to about anything. Some days it's like being sprayed with a hosepipe, a flow of words you could duck under.

Although some talkers can get stuck on one detail, one aspect, it's not often tedious. Even in just these couple of years I've had some interesting cases, a variety of traumas - warfare, family abuse, persecution, torture, freakish accidents... Wrong place wrong time is the hardest of all to reconcile. Or, having been the only one to walk away from the wreckage, they have got themselves caught up in the continual self-examination and re-examination of survivors, a constant questioning of the past - why them?

Why me?

You, sister, are my trauma. 

You, sister, are my Acceptor. I'm going to tell you what happened to me.
