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  One Moment Before




  On the outside. A nothing. Forgotten by all but the guillemots. They enclose, watch as if I am one of their kind. I make the call of their young – plee-o, plee-o. Do they

  hear my aloneness?




  Layer by layer, a wall of ice grew between us. Thick and impenetrable. I was frozen out. A mouth mouthing silence behind glass. An image burns until it blinds: the two of them, holding hands,

  joined as one; they have pushed me right to the edge of the picture, excluded me from all that was mine.




  And could be mine again? For a crack appears. Hair-thin but enough. A thought, like a finger, prises, worms a way in.




  I hear the pounding of the waves. I see, far below, the rocks like the black jagged teeth of a beast. I see my hand moving out and almost touching the crimson frill, beautifully fragile, like

  the fluted gill of an underwater creature, the wavy flap of some exotic ocean flora. And I am imagining now a pebble dropping from the cliff top down on to those rocks and the jaw stretching and

  the tongue licking and the waves curling and snatching it away.




  Ah, but not a pebble. A black knot of anger, a tight green emerald inside me.




  My hand reaches out. Now the moment begins. Now everything will change.




  But wait! There. Did you see it? Quicksilver quick. Slither and twist. Snake in the grass. Someone behind me. Clunk of a shutter. The weighted final eye-blink of fate.
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  A Return – A Worm Turned – A Case of Return to Sender




  Coming down the lane, three years ago, my heart was a cage of fluttering birds as I realised that the last time I had seen the house was through the window of the taxi that had

  whisked me away to Mr Charles Gethsemane’s Mansion House. Though I had no idea then, of course, that it would be another thirty or so years before I again set eyes on Boxwood, or indeed upon

  Mama. Now here I was. After all these years. Coming home. To be reunited with Mama, with Boxwood. But would Mama want to see me? Surely, in the years that had passed, the tragedy had become but a

  faint memory and we could recapture those early days of my childhood, when it was just the two of us. But as I turned into the driveway, the vast house set against the backdrop of sea and sky,

  which had remained in my memory as a grand old sailing ship anchored in the bay, appeared to me now somewhat skewed, and as I approached it saddened me to see how badly the place had worn.




  The front door was half open. I set down my case and knocked with the cast-iron paw. Where was Mama? I had hardly imagined she would be poised tippy-toe on the platform, waving a white lace

  handkerchief, straining for the first sight of my train – but I had hoped she might have been there at the door to greet me. Had she not received my letter informing her of my return, of my

  intention to forget all that that had gone before – of my desire to begin again?




  I knocked once more. I called. Hearing no answer, I went inside.




  The place was in chaos – boxes, packing cases, tea chests, stacks of furniture. As if someone had just moved out, or had just moved in. Had Mama moved? Was Boxwood now, as it were,

  ‘under new management’? Might that explain why Mama had not replied to my letter?




  Just then, a shuffling of feet along the landing above. I looked up.




  Mama. Mama? Could it really be? This bloated creature plodding down the stairs like a sulky child. Surely this was not my Mama? Such dislocating shock! A reverse metamorphosis – the

  butterfly returned to the grub, to the pale obscene maggot.




  ‘Mama?’




  She approached me, hesitant, as if bidden but dragging her feet, the heads of bunnies or kittens (surely not puppy-dogs?) attached to the top of her lime-green slippers nodding with each step,

  the irises of the plastic eyes rolling maniacally. She was wearing one of those mock-Victorian nightgowns, laced and ludicrously ruffled, grey and grubby. Just above the left breast, like a rose in

  full bloom, was a large dark red stain. Blood? Red wine? Had Mama taken to drink? She had a polythene bag wrapped around her head like a scarf and secured at her nape with a thick rubber band. Her

  hair appeared pink – pinkish – not the carroty orange I remembered. Beneath the plastic it resembled raw flesh, as though she had been recently scalped. She stood before me, looked up,

  the pale doughy face bringing to mind the post-performance faces of the male drag artists with whom I had often been forced to share a dressing room in the early days of my career. Make-up removed,

  hair netted or greased to the scalp, the faces appeared bereft, the eyes piggy and disappearing into the flesh. But not these eyes, for though almost lost they were, however, emeralds, still

  Mama’s eyes.




  ‘Mama,’ I said, ‘it’s me, Erskine.’




  The face contorted, the eyes moving rapidly from side to side as though searching the memory’s inventory of names and faces – then suddenly they widened in alarm to reveal raw

  fear.




  ‘What?’ she whispered. ‘Who?’ Her arm snaked protectively over her belly, cradled it; swollen fingers, like grubs feeding, worried at the white cotton ruffle around her

  fat neck.




  ‘It’s Erskine, Mama,’ I said again. Was I really such a stranger? (Of course, my friends, I am by now used to being regarded in a certain way – with suspicion, ridicule

  and, yes, occasional alarm. I am, after all, an albatross, an oddity, a freak. But this – this was my Mama.) The last time we had seen each other I was but a young boy. But surely, somewhere

  within my forty-year-old visage there lingered a vestige of my ten-year-old self? Surely she must have seen my pictures in the newspapers? Or was I still the son she turned her back on thirty years

  ago?




  Then, the half-crescent of a smile. ‘Erskine? Oh, yes,’ she said, ‘yes. Oh dear.’




  ‘You knew I was coming home, Mama. You must have got my letter.’




  ‘Letter? Oh, yes, yes,’ she said. ‘My Erskine, my boy, come home, come home to me. But oh dear, now have I put the flags out?’ She chuckled, guiltily cupping a hand over

  her mouth. ‘Your room’s all ready and waiting, monsieur,’ she said. ‘Up the stairs, turn left, lavvy’s along the landing. You do remember your old room, now,

  don’t you?’ She saw me eyeing a supermarket trolley stacked high with empty milk bottles in a corner of the hallway. ‘I keep finding them,’ she said, ‘down in the

  village. They keep leaving them outside the front doors.’ Then she went off to the kitchen, singing ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ at the top of her voice, covering her ears with her

  hands.




  I was left reeling. What had I expected? A frailty, stiffness, stoop, dowager’s hump, a polite distance perhaps, an initial thin-lipped froideur? But never this . . . this barely

  recognisable creature I did not want to believe was my Mama. I picked up my case and made my way up the stairs, through the gloom and shadows of the corridor to my old room. I hesitated, steeling

  myself before opening the door. Finding Mama so changed, my mind now cast itself away from our reunion, the anticipation of our shared future, back to all that had gone before. Would this

  revisiting of old ground unearth more than I cared to remember? I had decided to shut the lid once and for all on the memories. Yet, as I knew only too well, the past is a persistent creature. And

  so much suffering had taken place in this room I was about to enter. Enough, perhaps, to lure the young Erskine from the depths, so that I might find him now, poor boy, his face buried in the

  pillow, his whole body tight and shaking as though experiencing the most intense physical pain. I took a long deep breath and walked in.




  Thankfully the bed (made up in gaudy pink flowered linen) was unoccupied. As I set down my bags and surveyed the room, it was as familiar as if I had returned to it after months instead of many

  years. I recognised a few items of furniture – the tallboy, a china cocker spaniel someone had unaccountably given me for a birthday, the mahogany desk where I had planned my revenge. On the

  dresser stood a vase of assorted cut flowers (which looked so perfect I had to pinch and thereby damage one of the lush leaves) and, curiously, a cut-glass jar containing balls of cotton wool

  beside a bottle of make-up removal lotion. On the bedside table I found an alarm clock, a glass of water (a small dead fly floating on the dusty surface) and a musty old book entitled Manners

  and Etiquette for All Occasions – How to Be in Company, all the pages having been removed. Also on the table was a small hand-mirror-and-brush set made of pink plastic, such as might

  belong to a little girl. I looked in the mirror. Part of a nose and an eye. A weary, deeply disappointed eye.




  I felt utterly depressed. Boxwood had decayed, was no more the grand sailing lady but a storm-battered, salt-bitten vessel. An old sea dog sagging under its own weight, its tired visage

  expressing a heavy-lidded, unsmiling acceptance, a quiet renunciation. The garden was lost, running wild now with nettles, brambles and patches of mushrooms sprouting amok like warts. (It gratified

  me to see that the summer house must have been demolished, for that would have been the ugliest wart of all.) The box hedge that had once grown regimentally around the walls of the house (thanks to

  the vicious secateurs of Treacher – or was it Traytor? – the former gardener) now reached halfway up the ground-floor windows. Boxwood was a neglected beast.




  And Mama. Look what the years had done to Mama. But it was not simply a matter of the ravages of time upon what I perceived. For the one who perceives is also altered by time. Ah, yes. Things

  had changed. And I had returned a different Erskine. Had I, then, done the right thing in coming back home? It had hardly been a spur-of-the-moment decision. It had been simmering in my mind for

  some long time, ever since I experienced that ultimate betrayal, the terrifying sense of negation, of annihilation, which left me reeling. But I was reeling yet again. Was Mama pretending not to

  know me? Was she still possessed by the demon that had driven her to send me away all those years ago? Just me and Mama, Mama loving me. Nothing and no-one to come between us. Would I ever find

  what I was seeking?




  I opened the window. Fresh air. And there, the sea. My sea. True, dependable, always returning. I closed my eyes, breathed in deeply. Without the sea, how very different things would have been.

  Indeed, how impossible. I splashed cold water over my face, brushed my hair with the little pink brush and made my way downstairs.




  More acclimatised, I began to take in the details of my surroundings. The house had always been dark, cluttered with large, unnecessary pieces of furniture, a cold, unfriendly, labyrinthine

  place. Never a show house. Fixtures, fittings, soft furnishing – all a mishmash. Nothing had ever matched. But as I descended the long, grand central staircase, I saw that Boxwood was in

  complete disorder. There was even more furniture than I remembered. Or had it all been arranged, as it appeared, outside the rooms? But if so, to what purpose? Piles of magazines and yellowed

  newspapers lined the walls. There were stacks of cardboard boxes, carrier bags and black bin liners, stuffed full, like pods. (These last making me think of the mermaid’s purses Mama and I

  used to find in the line of weed and driftwood and shells that separated the wet sand from the dry.)




  Then Mama appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Dear heavens! It seemed she had squeezed her fat self into a cream-coloured bathing costume that was preposterously too small and – my

  lordy! – entirely see-through. Her breasts were balloons, like giant pupae she was gestating, or the soft cylindrical sea squirt Ciona intestinalis, the protruding thick, stubby

  nipples and the patterned dark of the aureoles (like the test of a sea urchin) suggesting complexity beneath the apparent surface simplicity. Her shoulders were hunched and her head lowered. Her

  hands were clasped in front of her pubic area, as if to cover her modesty, but I could still discern the mound, the thatch of red hairs (a few stragglers escaping from the sides). Despite the pubic

  hair, there was a suggestion of fleshy, pouchy pre-pubescence, the cream gusset disappearing into, and thus emphasising, the crack. (I would here like to make it known that I have never made a

  habit of studying young bodies to any measurable degree and certainly not with lecherous intent. Not my bent at all.)




  ‘I’m going swimming,’ Mama said. She smiled hopefully. ‘Would you like to come swimming, Erskine? But you must have taken my swim cap. I’ve looked all over but I

  cannot find it anywhere. You must have taken it. Oh, swimming! I’ve been longing for someone to take me swimming.’




  Hence the polythene bag. A makeshift hat, of course. A smidgen of sense, then, at least. A sign of hope. Then a brainwave – we shall have a picnic! A picnic, indeed, just like we used to.

  Sausage sandwiches, hard-boiled eggs – with salt in foil twists, mini-balls of cheese, shiny black olives, sea-green grapes, bananas and fresh figs. I salivated at the thought. Not simply of

  the food, but the delicious scenes from childhood now flooding my mind. Just me and Mama. Just the two of us. As it used to be. Swimming, climbing the cliffs, picnics on the beach, fishing in the

  rock pools with home-made nets (Mama’s old stockings and garden canes). And what treasure we found! Anemones like bubbles of dark blood on the greeny-black skin of the rocks. The tiny

  transparent scuttling pincered creatures. And then, our outings to the town for delicious lunches – fresh fish in creamy sauces, wild mushroom omelettes, those delectable puddings: pyramids

  of chocolate profiteroles, spotted dick. After lunch, there’d be shopping – books and toys for me, clothes for Mama. Ah, I remember Mama, so beautiful, svelte and perfect as a

  mannequin, twirling before the mirror, choosing her dresses. Oh, Mama!




  Mama looked momentarily bewildered, then—




  ‘Oh, yes, Erskine, a picnic, yippee-yay!’ she cried, clapping her hands with such vigour the pupae threatened to bounce free.




  Just then a gust of wind slammed shut the front door. A box, the last atop a six-foot-high higgledy tower, fell forward. Magazines began to slide out and slip to the floor in a continuous

  stream. A cuckoo called from one of the downstairs rooms as water pipes belched and gurgled. Boxwood had stirred, was shifting its old bones, stretching its limbs, peering through a half-shut eye

  to spy Erskine, back with his Mama. As we once were. But all as it used to be?




  Mama went to look for towels while I foraged for provisions. Clearly, in terms of nourishment at least, Mama had been taking care of herself. I located the hamper, packed a sizeable feast, and

  the two of us, hand in hand, set off for the beach, along those familiar lanes that led to the cliff path. As we got nearer to the path, to the point where a right turn took you down to the beach,

  a left to the main coast path, I experienced momentary fear, a chilly wave freezing me head to toe. I closed my eyes, mentally reaching for a ruler and a thick black pen. I would write

  ‘END’, ‘FINITO’. Yes, the past was over.




  Once down on the sands, after we had eaten, I sat at the foot of the dunes couched in the marram, writing my journal, while Mama had her swim. (Oh yes, after her dip, she removed the bag and set

  free that wonderful cloud of red hair I held in memory. Of course, it was the polythene bag that was pink!) I was not tempted into the water. For one thing, freezing water shrivels the equipment

  – think brass monkeys! And what equipment I have is already shrivelled enough. But plaisanteries (and realities) aside, intense cold sets up such a fearful throbbing in the warps and

  convolutions of the flesh about my nether regions. And for another, I am exceedingly sensitive about my physique. And I started to wonder, then, precisely how much Mama remembered (or did not

  remember), knew (or did not know), about me. In the few hours I had been back at Boxwood, she had made not one mention of the tragedy that had led to our separation. Neither did she enquire about

  what I had done with my life in the thirty years we had been apart. Mama appeared to be living in a bubble, a bubble that I now was forced to inhabit.




  Lying in bed that first night back at Boxwood, I listened to the sea, focusing on the rhythmical breaking of the waves upon the rocks, trying to brush away the misgivings creeping up on me

  again. The way Mama had looked at me as we ate our evening meal – now with such innocence, such absence, now with absolute knowing. I should never have come home. How could I possibly have

  imagined things could ever be as they once were? But I should at least give us a chance. Give us time to get over the shock of meeting again, to become reacquainted, to get used to each

  other’s eccentricities.




  In the days that followed, I came to the opinion that the most likely root of her apparent tenuous hold on reality was simply lack of purpose, of routine. (And the state of the house was enough

  to send anyone gaga.) Perhaps all that was required was a little organisation. I decided we should fill our days with activities – shopping trips, visits to the cinema, restaurants, walks on

  the cliff path, picnics on the beach, swimming when the weather permitted – all the things we had once loved and shared, that I longed for us to share again. Indeed, it seemed the very tonic

  Mama needed. She took to reading the local paper over breakfast, enjoyed chatting to me about village events. She smartened herself up a bit, liked me to help wash and set her hair. (Until she

  complained I had the hands of a lumberjack and insisted I book her into the most pricey salon in the town.) Even her interest in the garden was rekindled a little.




  But as the weeks went on, I grew increasingly disconcerted by her behaviour. I sometimes wondered whether she might be playing a spiteful game. For her mood could change within minutes. (I was

  even considering the possibility of schizophrenia.) I shape-changed before her very eyes. Some days I was her little boy again, in short trousers and home-knit pullover (peep-toe sandals for the

  beach, velvet dicky bow for going to town). She’d take my hand and lead me out into the garden to look at the flowers. One morning, she even brought to my room a box of old toy motor cars

  – a fleet of battered vehicles, paint peeling and tyres missing, which I was certain had not been mine – another containing naked plastic dolls, like a mini mass grave, and a bundle of

  children’s clothes (for both boys and girls). She didn’t suppose anything would fit now, she said, but I might give one or two of the jerseys a try.




  At times, Mama appeared confused, distressed, spending hours, sometimes all night, searching the house, disappearing like a burrowing creature into the mounds of boxes and bags and clutter. She

  would not tell me, at first, what she was looking for. A surprise not altogether unpleasant to discover she had kept scrapbooks of cuttings from newspapers and magazines, reviews, details of radio

  broadcasts, et cetera. There was a whole box of memorabilia. It did not immediately register, while I was flicking through the books one day, that in order to have obtained concert programmes and

  tickets, she must have attended my performances. Had Mama really been there? It disturbed me to think of her – a small goldfish within the dark seas of the audience. And I had never known!

  But whenever I asked her about the cuttings, about seeing me perform on stage, she’d look at me with such bewilderment, I wondered whether I was not myself turning doolally.




  I was beginning to realise that life at Boxwood with Mama could never be ‘as it used to be’. And the more I shied from the truth, the more I was forced to admit that Mama, dear Mama,

  was rapidly losing her marbles. She became increasingly suspicious of me – frequently running from me, shouting at me to go away, not to hurt her, a look of terror on her face as if I were

  about to do her some harm. And when I once suggested we might have a clear-out, tidy up the place, maybe paint a room or two, she started weeping like a child, sat crouched in a corner, rocking

  back and forth, arms wrapped round herself tightly. Sometimes, mid-sentence, she would peer at me, frowning.




  ‘Why? Why have you come back? What do you want?’




  And in her eyes, what did I see? A flaw in those emeralds. The insect in the resin. Fear. And something else – accusation. The way she used to look at me in the days that followed the

  tragedy. Was Mama really so afraid of me? Still? After all these years? I was beginning to fear that my return to Boxwood had opened up a can of worms. And something else I had not bargained for.

  Mama was not entirely on her own. There was Marcia, for one, who was to return some months after my arrival to the cottage where she lived when I was a boy. Then Mr Pergolesi, the bus driver, who

  obviously had a soft spot for Mama. And the social services had started poking their noses in, convinced I was not able to look after my own mother. It was a growing concern – how to ensure

  that Mama would keep her lips sealed on the past. Not that she ever knew the full story, of course. But then who would listen to the blabbing of a madwoman? I realised that the state of her mind

  – the lapses, the gaping holes, its unreliability – could be played to my advantage. If my return had opened the can, it was up to me to ensure the worms stayed inside. I would have to

  keep a short rein on Mama. Keep her safely in the present, from straying into the dangerous waters of the past. I planned, organised, ensured our days were full. I took care, however, that we kept

  to the more remote parts of the beach and cliff path, that we ventured farther afield rather than leaving ourselves at the mercy of the village, alive with ears a-pricked. For almost two years this

  was the pattern of our life – far from the idyll I had imagined, but we managed.




  And then, my friends, I received your letter. Your letter, the catalyst. Omen and portent. By the way, should I call you two my friends? For you were to betray me too.




  Here, in my workroom, recounting the story I did not want you two to know. How different it might have been. What tragedies might we have been spared.




  Oh, my friends, my sleuths, if only you had not found me, if only you had not found the journal, if only you had not come searching so determinedly for your truth.
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  Visits – Visitations – Voices from the Past – Dicky Lids




  Such a dislocating jolt coming into my workroom this morning to find the two of you, white winged, white robed, haloed, hovering above your boxes like angels, like revenants.

  Your eyes were pleading, but there was a disconcerting immovability about you, an intention in the tight set of your mouths, in your palms open before you, neither in offering, nor expectation, but

  in certainty of receipt. It seems you will not rest, my friends, not until you have had your truth.




  The other night, after our last meal together, I heard you whisper, ‘Why? Why?’, as I closed the door and turned the key. Oh! Such a clean, golden, satisfyingly final click. But you

  must have realised I had no choice. Truth or lies, whichever I told you, I was trapped. Imagine, this hulking albatross that I am, beating my wings against the bars of a cage. Not the grand finale

  I had in mind. But how to convince you none of it was my fault? My voice still rings with the sweet purity of a child. With innocence. And it is innocence I maintain. Or is it the darkness in my

  soul you will hear, the sorry song of a man who could not become, could not be, all he should have been – the dirge of a hapless soul from whom everything was taken?




  Imagine, can you, the terrible lie of the half-life, knowing you are not and can never be who you know you should have been. That limbo state when yearning adjusts to mourning and loss tucks

  itself into every crack and crevice of your being. Like twins parted at birth, perhaps, forever seeking completion, one edge forever raw, eternally bleeding. Or when a loved one dies and the body

  is never found. I think maybe you, my friends, had some inkling of what it was like. And there lies perhaps our common ground, the reason we were brought together. For we were, all three of us,

  adrift, searching for connections and answers, for completion. Although, as you will discover, the answers are not always those we hope to find.




  But let us go back to almost a year ago, to that fateful day when your letter arrived. I was here in my workroom when Mama passed it under the door, heeding my strict instructions never to

  disturb me when I was with my wood. Though her unreliable mental state meant that I could depend only on lock and key for guaranteed privacy. Like my cliff top, my workroom is a sanctuary. I do not

  welcome interruptions. The work I do in here demands absolute concentration. And respect. It is a labour of devotion. A passion. More. I am compelled. You will understand, it is difficult to talk

  about the precise nature of my work, about the end result. For you know. I have been revealed. You have removed the monster mask of my face and are looking at a soul that writhes, like a

  salted slug, in shame. Forgive me, it is hard. The wood, then. Yes.




  Did I ever mention that I first came to appreciate what was at that time the pure pleasure of working with wood during those years at the Mansion House, while serving my minor apprenticeship

  under the expert eye of Joe, the handyman? Which partly compensated for the loneliness I suffered having been separated from Mama. How I loved those happy hours in Joe’s shed, ankle deep in

  dust and shavings, sawing and planing, savouring the fragrances of carpentry just as much as those of Mrs Bainlait’s cooking. Curious, given my whetted appetite, that another thirty or so

  years would pass before I would engage once more in the craft. And with an altogether different level of commitment. I might mention that it took me a while to resummon the technique. In view of my

  natural gaucherie, tool dexterity was not easy to master. It is a deceptively complicated orchestration of one’s physical self. For example, when carving, the balance of the body is

  paramount. One must adopt a stance that will maintain balance when pressure is put on the tool. The right arm, the wrist and the hand – this is the power flow, this is how you make the tool

  do what is intended. (I may mention that I work mainly with hand tools. I have a number of power tools and machines – namely, a table saw, thicknesser, router, circular saw and, the

  pièce de résistance, my combination machine. But nothing can beat the pleasure of working in a quiet dust-free workroom, creating silky shavings, controlling joints with razor-sharp

  hand tools.) And the wood. Ah—




  Of course, I will work only with the product of managed forests. I abhor the sight of deserts of razed woodland. It is, I feel, almost an emasculation. No trees are the same, even within the

  same species – those woods, say, reminiscent of shimmering sun on foreign waters, the smooth sun-gilded sea of Eucalyptus delegatensis, of Persian boxwood, red alder, the

  early-evening picture-postcard seas of mahogany, emeri, the twilight seas of rosewood, Indian laurel, meranti, the sunset of Douglas fir. Ah. Then the ridged desert sands of ash, plane, western

  hemlock, the animal markings of zebrano, European elm, goncalo alves and tigerwood, wenge, bastard mahogany. Indeed, the variations of colour, pattern, texture are infinite. And the wood is a

  capricious creature, never what it first seems; witness the trickery of knots that appear from nowhere as you smooth with the plane, or those that are superficial, fading and disappearing when you

  imagine they go deep. The finished piece, I believe, is inherent in the wood, just as Michelangelo believed of his marble. You take the wood, hold it, receive, let it speak to you. And how my wood

  spoke to me. It beguiled, seduced. I became slave to its master. Though it was to become both passion and curse.




  A matter of synchronicity. Two events: the discovery of a block of fine oak – English, I believe – in one of the upstairs loos, of all places; and later that day, the sight of a

  discounted toolbox in the window of Farquhar’s the ironmongers. A case of one plus one equals a whole lot more than at first appears. Having purchased the tools, I set about making what I had

  initially intended to be a set of fruit – apples, oranges, a banana or two – upon completion of which I had in mind to craft, with the aid of my turning machine, a large bowl for the

  purpose of displaying the fruit. I had even drawn a few designs. But the wood, it seemed, had a will of its own. Or was it the wood? Was there not some desire, some compulsion, within me? My own

  tricking knot. But not the kind that could be erased, or untied.




  Oh, my bird, you should not have trespassed. It was a violation. When I realised you had found your way into my private collection, knowing as you did the room was strictly out of bounds, it was

  as though your eyes had cut through to my very core. You must know that I could no more stop my hands from creating what you saw in that room than pluck the sun from the sky. And so I began the

  boxes. To contain that which I could not contain within myself. And that is as far as I am prepared to go for the moment. Already, almost too far. I can hardly breathe. I quiver like a frightened

  pup. Shame is a barrier to honesty, to confession.




  But back to the matter of your letter. I recall, now, a similar attempt to invade my life. Some years ago, as I was approaching the peak of my career. A so-called ‘acquaintance’ of

  Leodora. Yet another of those aphids from that collection of crawlers hungry for a bite of second-hand fame. What was it all about? Some arts documentary, I think – Freaks of the

  Century, or some such dross. I declined, of course. Allow them to pick over living bones and who knows what they might feast on.




  But your letter. Yes. Most disturbing. And such a brief communication, though it took a while to decipher. A practically illegible hand, may I say – tight-knotted chains, minute. I

  imagined the pressed-white fingers tight to the pen, the hunched bony shoulders, nose to the paper. A wonder it got here. How did it get here? And how did they know where to find me? Some list of

  qualifications, wasn’t it? Something about research.




  ‘Your cooperation in writing your biography . . .’




  Biography! Even now, a hot heavy somersaulting in my nether regions. Then, something, something—




  

    

      Working title: DEFIER OF DEFINITION: WHO IS (or was it ‘was’?) THE GREAT CERCATORE?


    


  




   




  Can you imagine how I felt? Hearing the key working the rusted lock, waiting for the click, the shunt and creak as the iron bars slid open? Fear. Oh, yes sirree.




  I decided to reply immediately but for the life of me could not make out the signature. Turnham? Turnman? Turnman Franklin? Whatever. Whoever. I was incensed. I wrote:




   




  

    

      Dear Mr F




      Frankly, no.




      NO cooperation.




      NO biography.


    


  




   




  Then, ERSKINE FLESCHING in black capitals, underlined several times. The satisfaction of expressing such unequivocal refusal, however, was short lived. I could not read the return address. I

  tore up both letters. No cooperation. No biography. Such naive logic, I realised, when it dawned that if this Franklin fellow should decide to write a book about me, who was I to stop him? And what

  if he decided to go ahead without my consent, take umbrage even, come up with a concocted warts-and-all story of my life? Is an unauthorised version really less credible? I found myself veering

  towards the idea that it might be more prudent to go along with such a venture. At least present the more palatable facts of my life. But no! I would not have strangers prying into my past. It was

  all I could do to keep them at bay in the present. (I would not let them take Mama from me. Not even if they tried to pull her from me limb by limb.)




  The letter was an omen, and the day did not improve. Indeed, from then on I felt like a spider caught out at the edge of the plug hole by the running bath tap, helpless against the maelstrom. Up

  until then I had sat my hefty bulk firmly upon the lid and had managed to keep the hound under control. But the beast was rattling its chains, gnawing at the links. And so I came in here, trying

  not to dwell on the implications of your letter by focusing on the ebony. A simple design. Two halves of a spectacle case, the lid supposedly fitting snug without hinges or screws. But at forty

  centimetres by twenty-five by twenty, a handful of a box, indeed, a chunky chappy. I confess here to having got a little carried away with the dimensions of the artefact it was to contain.

  ‘Big as a black man’s ding-dong’ was a phrase overheard while waiting for Mama in the hairdresser’s once, and as I recall from my Soho days, the coloured gentleman’s

  pendulum (yes, I will call it such) is superior in all ways. Fully extended, it is breathtakingly enviable. The lady in curlers was spot on. The completed artefact was vulgarly huge; indeed,

  appeared to have enlarged each time I entered the private collection room. The thing had a life of its own, despite my efforts to hide it; would be found centre stage, mid-shelf, to greet me. It

  possessed, dare I say, a spirit, a power. I began to fear it. I had waited an eternity for Hackthrew’s, the wood supplier’s, to get hold of the exact ebony for the container. It

  eventually turned up a shade lighter than the monster it was to contain. My attempts to stain it had made it too dark. And now the lid was refusing to sit straight. I had an urge to dash it to the

  floor and smash it to matchsticks with my size fourteens but Hackthrew had warned me his source had dried up and he couldn’t bank on getting more ebony elsewhere.




  My mood was not helped by the thuds and crashes of Mama rooting about upstairs. Like some malcontent thunder god up there – ‘Thor fancies a rearrangement of the three-piece!’

  Boxwood growled, grunted, like an old dog forced to shift from its bed. Couldn’t she let the beast rest? What the devil did she do up there anyway? Looking for things, she said. But what

  things? Heaven help anyone who can find any damn ‘thing’ amongst all that junk. What did a rummage through the entrails fetch up for you, my friends, my sleuths? The bugger’s

  banana. Zilch. Ah, but one thing. One small though deadly significant treasure. I speak of the journal, of course. My journal. ‘THEY PURSUED HIM RELENTLESSLY’ might be an apt epitaph on

  your stones. And fittingly describes the tone of the aforementioned doom-laden day. The ebony and I were coming to blows. I decided to break for coffee and was on my way to the kitchen

  (anticipating the aroma of a special import of Hawaiian bean) when I heard the car. I looked through the window and I froze.




  There, the beast, shiny black, all stealth, creeping down the drive, like a hearse all set to take Mama away. And that face again, behind the steering wheel, the jaw jutting with poisonous

  intent, lips pressed white, eyes narrowed. The face that had pursued and haunted me for almost the entire two years I had been back with Mama – a reflection in a shop window, in the mirror of

  the village café, there across the street, in the alleyway, amidst the crowd, peering round a corner, another corner, across other streets, a face that flew up from the shadows, from the

  depths. The bat. The hawk. The owl that eyes and spies and flexes its claws then swoops. The accusatory, vengeful, inescapable face of Nemesis.




  I tiptoed to the recess under the stairs. The doorbell rang. Again. And again. Then a sharp rap of the iron paw. I prayed Mama wouldn’t hear for she would surely let them in. And that

  would be the end. In the red frosted glass beside the door a shape, a suggestion of eyes and a nose. A tap on the window. Then they went away. But no sound of the car. Had they gone round to the

  back of the house? Was the kitchen door locked? I waited.




  And it was then that the other face floated up from the depths, an unwelcome ghost. It hovered, the eyeballs rolled white, the mouth, a black O, emitting a sound – nay a note – so

  piercingly high it was not heard so much as felt. The hands were closed, palms together, as if in prayer. A ghoulish chorister. And the lips were stretching, stretching, and the face coming nearer,

  the O cavernous. The hands had changed to wings, birds’ wings, fluttering apart. Then the eyes returned, slipped back into place with the mechanical click of a doll’s eyes, and they

  narrowed to slits, the nostrils a-twitch, sifting the air for the quick red traces of the hunted. Frankie Deuce. Got the smell of me. Yes sirree. I have not yet told you about Frankie Deuce, of

  course.




  We had once spent an entire day engaged in a darkly comic dance à deux. Like some furtive bird courtship ritual through the town, continuing for hours, until it grew dark and

  cold and we ended up in a bar, pretending not to watch each other, locked in stalemate, refusing to move until they rang the closing bell. We left by different doors, tight faced, like boxers

  seething to win next time round. The challenge came sooner than expected. The next day, on my way to the park, my sinister opponent stepped out from an alleyway.




  ‘I’m looking for Erskine Flesching.’




  ‘You and me both,’ I said, ‘you and me both.’




  Then the familiar reaction – the pause, body inching back, eyebrows raised, neck muscles engaged. A moment’s surprise clutched in the throat, swallowed. I opened my mouth, and a

  child climbed out.




  ‘I believe you are – were – acquainted with a Miss Ableyart? A Miss Leodora Ableyart.’




  A saving bell! Footsteps crunching a retreat down the drive pulled me from the past. The hearse rolled away. I came out from my hiding place to find a note slipped under the front door:




  

    

      Mr Flesching, I must meet with you urgently about your mother. She was seen yesterday wandering the lanes in her nightgown. Not the first time, Mr Flesching, as you are

      well aware. Your refusal to discuss the matter may force me to inform my superiors. Yours, in haste and urgency . . . (another illegible signature)


    


  




  Damn the woman. And her superiors. No. No. I would not be lured. I would not have Mama taken from me again. Not by anyone. I could hear her upstairs, singing ‘Three Blind

  Mice’, over and over, in that thin, grating little girl’s voice she sometimes slipped into which set my nerves on edge. She called down from the landing, wanting to know who was at the

  door. It was no one, I told her, she must have been imagining things. Good, she said, because she still couldn’t find her dress and she needed it for the garden party.




  What garden party? Was it me? Was I mad? Was she playing a game? The act was so convincing she could have you believe . . . There was, of course, no garden party.




  I made lunch. A reluctantly prepared cheese on toast. As you know, I always took such pains with our meals, but I had no appetite. (The troubling events of that morning had formed a dark cloud

  in my mind. And something else, equally dark yet more disturbing, crawling up through me as I stood in the shadows under the stairs. I moved out into the pinkish warm of the light coming through

  the red porch windows, realising I was all hunched up, that I had wrapped my arms tight around me, that my throat was aching with trying to hold in the sobbing that had started in my chest, like

  the sobbing of a child who knows they have been forgotten but who does not want to be found.)




  Mama was looking down at her plate, anxiously. ‘Is there a war on?’ she said. She had on that grubby tent of a nightgown again. (I had bought her several new nighties, and an

  extremely expensive lilac candlewick dressing gown which you appear to have appropriated after Mama left us, my bird.) She had wound clingfilm round and round her head. She looked ready for

  surgery, and vaguely repellent. (I had seen something like her once, in a horror film.) ‘I can’t find my dress for the party! Where’s my dress?’ I could not bear much more

  of it. After lunch I made her coffee, adding a large enough measure of Scotch to keep her quiet for an hour or two. She was in one of the back rooms, looking through her magazines. I waited until

  she’d finished her drink and had nodded off, then I went to the cliff top.




  Given all that has happened, my cliff top is the last place you might think I would choose to go looking for peace to settle my thoughts. Yet I have been drawn to the cliffs ever since that day

  I found out that Mama was no longer mine, when the thick, safe line around me was suddenly erased, leaving me edgeless, an uncontained self without shape or definition. There, on the cliffs, the

  sky above me, the sea below, the solid rock against my back, only there could I feel some degree of containment, of definition. And with the guillemots for company, of course, I was not alone. It

  was there that I escaped from the threat of oblivion. I’d stay out all day, until dark sometimes, when the birds would cluster on the ledges to sleep, still as stones. Sometimes the sea

  whispered to me, other times it raged – you cannot be forgotten, Erskine! You must not let them forget you! And there were moments when the sea was still, breath held, complicit,

  silent as the grave – my ally. Oh, the sea is no avenger, my friends. No matter what it may witness, it forgives, returns, faithful as . . . as a trusty old hound, I might have said. But as

  you are aware, no hounds will settle beside Erskine. Not like the birds. My birds. It is their sense of community I love, and that musical, plaintive ‘plee-o’ of their young, never

  ignored. A fact which both delights and distresses is that the mother birds learn to recognise the call of their young before they have hatched. So they have identity, then, before they are even

  born.




  Ah, fortunate, fortunate creatures. They make their nests close together. Safety in numbers, of course. Guillemots can have no secrets. I have always felt drawn to these creatures. Although I am

  no ornithologist. It is the movement I love, the music. I feel an affinity. It is the look of them, perhaps, the full round body, the small head, the spindly legs, that smooth, smooth underside,

  that plaintive ‘plee-o, plee-o’ call. I recall how they came down to her that day, like miniature angels, their wings thick feathered, luxuriously layered, Victorian archangels,

  figlioli angiolini, keeping vigil.




  Yes, a troubled Erskine on the cliffs that day, my friends. That health visitor snooping around. What did they expect me to do? Keep Mama prisoner? And what if they should find her wandering in

  her nightdress again? I could picture the scene – the ambulance, the men in white coats, Mama kicking and screaming hysterically as they buckled the straitjacket. Or worse, a meek and silent

  Mama, taking the outstretched hand, her head bent in supplication. The little girl lured from her hiding place. No. They could not. I would not let them take her from me.




  And then, your letter. Like a cold, curling tentacle.




  Up on the cliff top, I closed my eyes and breathed in the tang of the sea. My sea. Purifying, washing the mind clean. Tabula rasa. Foetal dreams. The note, yet unsung, lodged in the heart, in

  the throat, on the cusp of silence and voice. Then I heard a cry – a scream! Not a bird. Blade-sharp, slicing the air. I opened my eyes, looked down. There, on the rocks, as if the rock was

  bleeding. Fresh blood red. And the waves were coming over, fingers flexing, curling. But they couldn’t take hold of the red, could not wash away the red. Another cry. Behind me this time. I

  turned. No one there. When I looked down at the rocks again, the red had vanished. Just the black rocks. My mind was playing tricks, I told myself.




  The chilly breeze turned my attention to Mama. She would be awake by now. Time to go home. On the way back I planned a home-made pasta for dinner – Meatballs à la

  Flesching, with my speciality basil and tomato sauce, to make up for the uninspired lunch. And then some work on the ebony before writing my journal entry for the day – certainly, one of my

  more colourful accounts. Had I locked the door? I could not remember. I really ought not to have left Mama on her own, not with Dick Tracy on my case.




  Coming down the lane towards the back entrance to Boxwood, I could see her in the garden – Mama, dancing round the willow tree, weaving in and out of the branches as if it were a maypole.

  And what in heaven’s name had she got on? As I approached, I realised it was a dress I vaguely remembered from years ago – black velvet, obscenely tight now, which pushed up her large

  breasts so they spilled from the bodice. Melons, indeed, all set to tumble from the grocer’s shelf. Grapefruit in a string bag. And she was all done up like the dog’s banquet! Red hair

  lacquered high, a purple velvet bow, and lipstick, a fierce crimson gash, like lips drawn by a child.




  Mama. Oh, Mama.




  She waved. Then she called out.




  ‘Ursula. Ur-su-la. Is that you?’




  Ursula? Ursula? What did she mean, Ursula? Why now? A hobgoblin crawled from her mouth, jumped to the ground, scuttled towards me, black bead eyes, teeth like needles, the silvery glint of a

  blade poking from its crimson cloak. Shut my eyes. Oh – like a knife in me. Twisting, twisting. Ur-su-la. After all this time, why now?




  She was singing. The little girl’s voice – chopped off their tails with a carving knife . . . Oh, stop, stop it, Mama. But it wasn’t Mama singing any more, because

  when I opened my eyes the clown mouth, the crimson gash, was fixed in a smile, and the voice was filling, clarifying, an echo returning to its source. And I knew then to whom it belonged.




  I walked towards her. I smiled, waved back.




  ‘Erskine, Mama. It’s me, Erskine.’




  ‘Erskine?’ she said, as if it were an unacquired taste. ‘Who’s Erskine when he’s at home?’ Then she looked me up and down. ‘And who, child,’ she

  said, ‘who may I ask are you?’




  Who? Indeed. For almost the whole of my life I have been haunted by the question: Who is the real Erskine Flesching? Will the real Erskine Flesching please stand up?




  Those first five years, I was anchored, rooted. Erskine Flesching intact, whole. And inside me, life, like a ball of thread, tight and neat, beginning to unwind, a story unravelling day by day.

  Erskine and Mama. Blissful and golden. Until, one day – slish-slash! Out comes a carving knife, cuts through the thread. And there goes Erskine, falling, falling. Stone into the ocean.

  Feather to the wind. Lost and forgotten.




  Here, now, my face in the surface of the wood appears almost that of a stranger. Like a face you think you should know yet cannot, for the life of you, put a name to, or situate in memory. As I

  polish this wood (I chose oak, by the way, for these final boxes; in my opinion the king of woods – such a beautiful grain and richness after polishing), as I polish, the features become more

  defined, the image sharpens. Yet I become less clear. I am as thin as a reflection, as empty and unknowable. I am still left searching.




  Ah, Erskine, it will not do to dwell.




  

    

      [image: ] —though dwell you will, Erskine. She stole your keys and got into your private collection,

      didn’t she? What an excoriation that was! Erskine F. revealed in all his glory. Did you feel the shiver in your heart and lungs and liver? Yet you had often, admit it, imagined your Ulva

      in there fondling your messieurs. You’d hold one of the pieces in your hands, close your eyes and rub your fingers over the smooth and shiny wood, and imagine it entering her and gently,

      slowly, pushing it right up inside, right to the hilt, to those deliciously neat ellipsoids. All your guilt and shame were locked up in that room, Erskine. But you could not contain them for

      ever, and neither could you contain the truth. You must have known she would have found it in the end. Yet still you could not confess. But you must get a move on, Erskine. You have work to do

      and Marcia is on the prowl. Yesterday, remember, on your way home from the village. Did you really think she had not spotted you hiding from her in the bushes as she drove past? You must expect

      a a visit from her any day now. She will want to know how Mama is. And she will surely enquire after Ulva. Them two gals bein’ so close ’n’ all. But Ulva. Your Ulva. She was

      not really your Ulva at all. Was not the bird you thought you knew. Face it, Erskine, the past. Face it like a man! Tell them, hon, tell them how it reely-reely was. Now where are you?

      Yes, lady and gentleman, out in the garden with Mama. The scene where the mad old tart confronts the bemused stranger, the confused child. Erskine has a knife twisting in his soul. And Mama has

      memories like hooks. Shadows, Erskine, they inch, edge, darken. Now the past comes a-snakin’, a-slimin’ in—
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  In Which Erskine is Disturbed by a New Bird, an Ill Wind, an Old Name – And ‘Oh, Those Halcyon Days’




  Forgive my digression, but all that talk about the cliffs yesterday reminded me I have been so busy in here with these last boxes (a much larger project, in all senses, than I

  have been used to) I have not visited my sanctuary for over a week. So I have just spent a couple of hours there, on my cliff top, looking at the sea, with my birds. There is one guillemot in

  particular, a cheeky little fellow, with a curious tear-shaped white marking beneath the right eye, giving him a pierrot look. He seems intent on keeping this eye on me and moves in closer and

  closer in a curious sideways hopping motion but remaining a couple of feet or so away. I believe I have even spotted him in one of the trees just behind Boxwood. Anyway, I was coming back from my

  cliff top, along the lanes, past a row of cottages, when I heard the most beautiful piano-playing coming from an open window. I could not tell if it was a recording. It sounded so clear, pure. And

  I could not put a name to it but I knew it was music I had heard before. Within minutes, I was transported back to the Mansion House, to the drawing room where Sylvia was seated at the

  mirror-polished grand piano, her fingers quickening over the keys, accelerado, as if, before she can reach the final note, the jaws of the gleaming beast might clamp shut. Her legs were sheathed in

  the dark green of her skirt, her blouse was of pale pink and lilac silk. She was an orchid. Indeed, there was a brushstroke of the exotic about Sylvia, in the slant of her ultramarine eyes, each

  eyebrow a tilde, long and upturned, in the pouting fleshy lips, and the long glossy hair, the rich red-brown of padauk, or more precisely purpleheart, which tapered to a point at the small of her

  back. Beautiful Sylvia. Sylvia my saviour. Bone-thin fingers, her touch so delicate and light, and her body like a ballerina’s – supple, fluid, but strong enough to lift a bleeding

  Erskine from the ground and carry him across four fields to safety. And then I saw Joe. Joe in his shed, working his hammer, his lips sprouting nails, like a seamstress with pins, keeping in the

  words he could never quite articulate. The music, and the beat of Joe’s hammer, grew faint. And I was tiptoeing, then, up the long staircase. I could hear noises – cries. Like a

  squealing pig. There’s the door. Now, bend. Eye tight to the keyhole. Ah, there – look! A porky limb, dimpled buttocks, jiggly-jiggling flesh, a reddish-blond tuft. And then I heard

  growls. Growls? But of course, I had lost myself, was back in the lane once more. Was that another vicious cur there, behind the hedgerow? Fear drew a finger of ice down my spine. And then a large

  swaying head appeared over the hedge. Thick, wet, mottled nostrils. It was a calf! A lovely stupid calf, that was all. The hairs resettled. Nothing to be frightened of.
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