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For Wendy Grisham

With love from

Nick and Eric





Dear God,



Are you there? It’s me . . . er . . . William Fidget . . . you remember, don’t you?

I was the one who’d always drop his hymn book on the floor at St Ethelred’s so I could have a peek at what the choirmistress was wearing. She was all lace and frills and kept my young heart pulsing (as well as other parts of my teenage anatomy) . . . Celia Trollope, I think her name was . . . anyway, I digress. Setting that aside (and as sins go it’s not that big, is it? I was only thirteen), setting that aside, as I say, I was just wondering if you were available at the moment, as I’m in a bit of a pickle.

Actually that’s a bit of an understatement. I’m drowning in brown stuff, and Branston’s it isn’t.

Can you help me, God? Are you there? Please?



Yours hopefully



William Fidget





Dear God,



It’s me again. William. I know they say, ‘A week is a long time in politics’, but it’s been ten days since I wrote to you so I hope that’s OK. I know you must be incredibly busy but I’m in dire need of a word or two. God? You are there, aren’t you?



Yours truly



William





Come on, God! If you’re everything you’re cracked up to be, at least give me some small sign! Even if you tell me to naff off at least I’ll know you exist . . .



William





Dear Billy (well, you did ask whether I remembered you!),



Good to hear from you. I always like it when my old acquaintances get in touch.

But I hope you will not mind my saying that I prefer it when people are more direct. You reminded me of your interest in the choirmistress. You are quite right: as sins go, it wasn’t enormous but your commitment to that particular kind of sin has been truly wholehearted, and seems to have got you into trouble throughout your life.

Here you can help me best: I know you are in lots of trouble, but when you mention being ‘in a bit of a pickle’, it would be more helpful if you could be direct about which part of the pickle you are referring to. ‘Drowning in brown stuff’ describes your situation pretty well. But which particular stream of effluent are you actually drowning in at the moment?

Yes, I know you’re going to say: ‘But you are God, surely you know?’ In this kind of conversation, though, what I know is nowhere near as much help as what you are willing to face up to. I can do nothing with lies, evasions or half-truths. But I can always come close to someone who is honest. No matter how bad the truth is, telling me the truth is always the first step on the road to freedom.

To answer your subsequent question: yes, of course I am here. But I don’t necessarily answer the first time someone calls. I wait for the right moment to speak. When I am silent it is to help them recognise how much they need an answer. Then it stops being a game – and becomes deadly serious.

(By the way, I don’t get, as you said, ‘busy’. I am full of creativity and life, but also always full of energy.)

Remember, I am here – accessible to those who are truly honest. Finally, you might like to know that almost always when people accuse me of not speaking to them, the problem is that they are not listening. In fact, usually they’re shouting so loudly that they cannot hear my whisper. The part of my book that says, ‘Be still and know that I am God’ has always been one of my favourite bits!

Looking forward to your next.

From your fond Father in deepest heaven,



GOD





Dear . . . Oh, God, it really is you!



OK, look, I’m really really sorry but, yes, as we both know, the choirmistress was not the end of my venality. I spent most of my early teens and twenties bedding anything that moved, with no thought for the consequences. ‘Sowing my wild oats’, as my dad would say – when he was around, which wasn’t often, as you know. I do feel bad about that lovely born-again Canadian girl. She was blonde and lithe and supple and had such a ‘need to know’. For a while back there I did think I loved her . . . but what did I know then about love?

And, yes, there was the unfortunate incident in Bayswater with the Arab princess and the carving knife but, honest to God – oops, sorry, so sorry – but I was worried she’d cut off my dangly bits when she got moody and started waving that thing at me. So I legged it.

But my real problem now is this . . .

I got married to a lovely girl called Helen and had my own business selling second-hand cars. Not dodgy stuff, you understand – classic cars like Aston Martin DB3s, a Bentley S3 and a couple of Rollers, the odd sports car. Well, after seven years’ marriage I didn’t so much have an itch as an infestation and pretty soon I was up to my old habits again. To cut a long story short, I took this woman for a test drive in this gorgeous Aston Martin and we ended up on the hard shoulder with her laughing gear . . . well, let’s just say I fell for her, big time.

I mean, it’s been ages since Helen and I . . . you know. I think she forgot how to . . .

Anyway, it’s like I’m entranced by this Lola (nice name, eh?), so I started having an affair with her, only to find out she’s married to Eddie ‘Cutter’ Fast, one of the biggest villains around. He buys and sells commodities, if you know what I mean. Sugar, coffee, and did I mention cocaine? He has an office in Stratton Street, in Mayfair, and it all looks proper but is just a massive front. And I won’t tell you how he got his nickname. But I guess you already know.

So – Lola was coming round to the gaff above my business twice a week for some loving and then last week she drops the bombshell and tells me she thinks Eddie knows about us.

He knows where I live, he knows where my wife and kids live, and I’m just terrified he’s going to come for us and hack us to pieces. On top of that, Lola’s ardour seems to have cooled a little . . . what can I do? Help me, God. PLEASE.



Billy





Billy, my dear boy,



Your last letter truly saddened me. It was a typical example of confession of the ‘nudge, nudge, wink, wink, you know what I mean, squire?’ variety.

In almost everything you said you evaded the truth, presenting me with a fictionalised version of what really happened. You skip so lightly across those moments where you devastated people by winning them with your easy charm, using them, and then abandoning them.

What really saddens me in all this is that you fail to see that the person you have most devalued is yourself. Two things have marked you ever since your choirboy days. You always evaded real commitment, most of all commitment to me. You came near enough to be able to scrape acquaintance, but never to enter true relationship. And hand in hand with ducking commitment has gone the avoidance of truth-telling.

You speak with smirking innuendo of the shabby way you broke your marriage vows. When you describe your initial encounter with Lola, just tell it like it is: oral sex is not a shock to me. What wounds me is the sordid defiling of her vows, your own betrayal of your covenant with Helen and the loyalty you owed to your children. You wrap your encounters in a phoney glamour because you do not want to look directly at what you have done, or what you have become.

You see, underneath the bravado there is shame – and I did not make you to live in shame. I want you to be free of it, and free from fear too. Even as you are reading this letter I hear you thinking, ‘Yes, but what about Eddie Fast and his well-earned reputation for cutting those who mess with him?’ Something like this was always going to happen. Thousands of years ago, Moses told my ancient people, ‘Be sure your sins will track you down.’ Do you see that, Billy? The chaos you have sown is rising up and gathering speed like a cruise missile programmed to seek you out and destroy you.

The Arab princess has become just a funny story for you, a laugh with your mates: ‘Aren’t I Jack the lad?’ Her father and her brother were very angry. You defiled their family honour – she could have died. Because you cried out to me in fear, I hid you from them.

Then there’s Sara. I allowed her to come into your life to raise you up, not to be dragged down by you. She was devastated.

And what about your wife, Helen, with your two little boys and girl? She had a lot on her plate, but you put all the responsibility for Lola on her. Do you really think you are the only man whose marriage has become flat and a little boring? Your wife ‘wasn’t interested’? Did you ever stop to ask why on earth she should be interested in a man who was so profoundly uninterested in her as a person? Her deepest wounds are not from the act of betrayal so much as the fact that you stopped seeing her as a person at all.

Now: are you beginning to understand why I found your last letter so painful to read?

It is quite simple – I am your real Dad, and I love you more than you can ever know. I believe in you and I am proud of you, proud of the real William that is still there inside the impressive-looking façade. The real you, the real William, was created to be a conqueror, like his namesake, winning over all the wretched circumstances of your life.

Yes, your father was appalling, and his father was even more appalling to him. But you are not a robot. Your response to what happened to you has always in the end been your own responsibility. So, stop using him as an excuse. I am not proud of the ‘whining’ Billy you’ve shown me so far: I made you to be different from that.

So come on, son, it is time for you to face up and be the man I dreamed of in eternity before the world even existed.

Your loving Father,



GOD





You tosser! What do you know about anything? You didn’t have to hide under the stairs with your sister on the odd occasions your dad actually came home for fear he’d drag one or both of us off to abuse us. ‘Come here, you! And you . . . you can watch! Just do as you’re told!’

Your mum didn’t get cancer when you were four, either. What do you know about pain? And in any event, if you’re everything you’re cracked up to be, why did you stand on the sidelines and do nothing? So I’ve been a ‘naughty boy’. Ha! What do you expect? I was left to find my own way, and the choir was the only really safe place for me, somewhere I could get lost in the music and the way Celia’s gown would swish about, and I was just beginning to see the light and then you took my mum away . . .

Ten years she fought that vile disease . . . she knew what was going on, but she was powerless to stop it, wasn’t she? She was too ill to do anything. Do you know what it’s like to see a person literally fight for life? To watch their every breath regulated by a machine, for strangers to come into your house with frozen faces and sad smiles, for doctors to talk about palliative care and look very grave, for your sister to be continually crying and for you not to be able to stop ANY OF IT!!

And then one day the machine is switched off and the person you loved most in the world is gone. Just lying there. A bag of bones.

So, yes, maybe I’ve been a bad boy, but what the hell did you expect? A saint? And you? You just watched. YOU COULD HAVE STOPPED IT!



Billy





Dear Billy,



So, ‘no more mister nice guy!’ eh? We are making progress.

You ask what I know about suffering. That is because you persist in the belief that I live in some remote location called heaven where angels sit on clouds, plinking away on golden harps as saints of the past waft by. Eternal sunshine beams out of everlasting blue skies, while disembodied spirits bring cups of ambrosial delight, and occasionally from this privileged and far-off celestial vantage point I put the telescope to my eye to see what is happening on Planet Earth. It is a common misconception.

Understand this: I am not an absent creator, still less a ‘Blind Watchmaker’.

I am the Creator and everything I make is filled with who I am. Nothing happens in all creation I am not instantly aware of. I am present in every part. Not a molecule, not an atom, not even a single subatomic particle exists without being filled with my beauty and glory.

So, think about it – I was present in every particle of your body, and of your sister’s body, when your father was abusing you. I felt all your pain, and I feel it still. Even more appalling, I was present in every molecule of your father’s body as he abused you. I was there in the inner synapses of his brain as the pain of childhood memories drove him to repeat the pattern. I was pleading with him to let me heal him – but he ran from me.

Do you understand what I am saying? Your pain and your suffering are present with me now. I still hear the screams of the millions who died in the Holocaust. I hear their cries of reproach, ‘God, where are you?’ I am torn apart by the twisting of my glorious vision for humanity in the guards who slaughtered them, the millions betrayed and murdered by the very leaders they put their trust in.

What about you? Do you hear the cry of every woman raped and defiled? Or the mothers desperately trying to feed their children at breasts shrivelled by starvation? Or the lost childhood of tens of thousands of children, some as young as eighteen months, in the sex shops of Bangkok?

You think you are angry? Your anger is insignificant compared to the holy anger building inside me. Judgement must come, one day.

So, my dear Billy, understand this: I know pain. I live it every day.

I am truly sorry for your pain. Selfish anger and unforgiveness are uncomfortable bedfellows. But there is a way forward. I will be in touch soon.

Your Father,



GOD





God – it’s me again. I just don’t understand. I don’t get it when you say, ‘I am there.’ What do you mean?

By the way, sorry for calling you a tosser.



Billy





Dear Billy,


Thank you for your note.

Let me try and explain a little more. I am God over all creation. Every family on earth gets its true name from me. When I see my children abused and defiled it breaks me, too . . .

For tens of thousands of years of human history I have heard the cries of the oppressed, the unjustly imprisoned, – all their pain, all their suffering – and the twisting of the humanity of those who inflicted it. I carry within me the terrible litany of human cruelty and pain. To you, the pain of those long gone, the pain of the dead, is remote, historical. To me, Billy, it is ever-present.

Eternity is my dwelling-place. I touch every single moment of history, from the beginning to the end. I see it all even now. Those long dead are not long gone to me. They are as alive as you are; their pain as present and real; their cruelties and agonies, guilt and despair are all within me, always present.

To you, all this pain would seem not only unbearable but unending. But it does have limits. As there was a beginning, so there will be an end of time and all its pain. That is what my Son did on the cross. He carried your pain – all of it! Every cry of agony from your sister and the tortured torment of your father’s darkened soul – he carried it all. Do you think he went through all that just so respectable people could go to church on a Sunday morning and sing mournfully, ‘Make thy chosen people joyful’?

The physical torment of his death, painful as it was, gripping as it is to your artists and film-makers, was nothing compared to what we endured together as I, his father downloaded into him the vileness and pain, the guilt and despair of broken humanity. He chose to bear that weight. I was and am so proud of him.

So I know about your pain, Billy, about the loss of your mum. And you were wrong about her – she was not too ill to do anything. She prayed constantly for you. You were the cry of her heart from the moment you were born until her last breath. She loved your sister, of course, but she saw the danger of the seeds of rage deep inside you. Why do you think you found the choir such a refuge? I made you and I know you. Music has always been the language of your heart.

Do I know what it’s like to see someone fight for their life? Yes. I know what that’s like – and not just in the privileged surroundings of your Western hospitals. I see the same struggle where the unwashed poor die in the gutters.

Their children also cry out for it to stop.

You asked why I stood on the sidelines and did nothing. You say, ‘YOU COULD HAVE STOPPED IT!’ Yes, I could
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