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It’s funny the people you meet in a lifetime. Looking back it wasn’t so much how many crossed my path, more so it was what they had to say. This is the thing you see. This is what I remember most. It was always about the quality of a person encountered not the quantity.

I know everyone has something to say for themselves. It’s just in my experience some have more to say than others. This I tell you with all honesty.

Such honesty has shaped my life. Each of these sixty years I have lived, although there has been a price to pay for my truthfulness.

‘It’s just your way,’ my Mum would tell me after another had met with my frank words. ‘And never change your way for anyone,’ she would always add with a smile.

She understood my nature, my Mum that is. She saw the repercussions my honesty produced within a world that appeared to trade on falsehoods and lies.

So this is what I did. I kept being who I was. I continued on my own path, even though it deemed to be one of solitude; an aloneness I enjoyed and so embraced as the years progressed.

Having always been quite content in my own company I must admit I did like it when those met with came to talk to me, but their company no matter how long or brief was never a necessity.

It seems I am getting ahead of myself already. I suppose I have so much to tell, so much to say about a lifetime’s observations of others and their ways. To speak of those I encountered from time to time.

First I had better start at the beginning, of my early years and the events that have guided me to where I sit now and write these words, here on my bench, surrounded by the nature I still tend to each day, this setting that has played such an important part in the lifetime I tell of now.

Since I can remember it was always just Mum and me, the two of us living in a small house filled with memories, and the place where I first arrived into this world.

Although I can’t remember that moment I know the story well. It’s my favourite and one I never once tired of hearing.

‘And there you were,’ my Mum would say. ‘All pink and wrapped up tight in a blanket, with me staring down at you as you took your first breathes.’

‘And what did I do then?’ I would ask each time although already knowing the answer.

‘You looked up at me.’

‘Then what did I do?’

‘You smiled,’ Mum would reply, her expression remaining the same on each occasion as if telling the tale of my beginnings for the first time.

‘You smiled,’ she would always confirm in a whisper.

‘And then?’

‘And then I held you close to me.’

‘And I smiled again?’

‘Yes,’ she would nod. ‘You were perfect in each and every way.’

This would be how my favourite story would be told. Every time the same words spoken as if taken from a script. This was the routine, our routine, and as you will see routine was and always has been important to me.

I suppose my first taste of routine was school.

It was a daily structure which made my school days easy for me, even though looking back now such a setting should have proved torturous for someone of my ways.

There was however one hurdle to get over during those first weeks as a newly schooled five year old.

Being an only child brought with it the steep learning curve of being amongst other children, the majority of which already had experience of others, growing up as they had within a household of brothers and sisters. I of course had none.

This is where a routine of punctual lessons and break times saved me, giving me strength to continue visiting that vast grey building of children and teachers that were kindly or not. There was however something else which assisted my school days. My other saviour was books.

My ability to read came both easy and soon to me.

Shunning the melee of shouts and yells of the playground I would bury myself into pages whisking me away to faraway lands.

To say I found solace within those well-thumbed books would be wrong as I needed no peace of mind away from my classmates. I didn’t care if I was on my own or not.

Sometimes I would join in the kicking of a football across tarmac or grass pitch, but soon I would return to a quiet corner, eager to continue with the latest adventure laid out before me on the pages between my hands.

The other children accepted my aloofness and I was left to just be. Although there was one incident I recall.

It’s not what happened that autumnal morning which makes me smile now, it is more in remembering Mum’s reaction to the events that day.

As was normal I would take a moment to watch the others at play in the school yard.

The boys would shout and yell as a treasured tattered leather football passed from one to another. As was usual, the girls would look to them from time to time with scorn at such raucous behaviour, their squeals of delight taking precedent between bouts of wide spinning skipping ropes.

I knew I could join my classmates at any given time, but I chose not to, instead leaving them to their games and taking my latest book from my school bag.

Soon I was immersed within the dialogue of another adventure, printed words conjuring up scenes of heroes and villains in an eternal battle for space upon the page.

Autumn sunlight lit the sentences I devoured that morning, aiding my joy as I turned page after page. Lost within those words a shadow cast across my book.

Gazing up to see what blocked my light source, there he stood, the one boy who had always been wary of my solitude, his friends standing in silence at his side. 

If it had been anyone else then the sunlight would still have been present. Not with this boy though. We were now both eight years old and had been classmates for three years. Within those three years he had grown to such a size. Not so much in height, but in width.

I stared up at his silhouette of chubby cheeks and ever expanding waistline. This would prove to be my first encounter with those who saw my solitary stance as a threat.

To tell of what happened next would spoil what makes me smile now. So I will take you forward to my arrival home that day, the not so proud owner of a purple and blue cheek and eye.

Mum was waiting in the kitchen for my return from school as she would always do. I knew I couldn’t hide my bruise, as was I aware I couldn’t hold the truth from her either.

A brief hug was soon followed by a lift of chin by Mum’s finger and a look of horror to what I had brought home from school.

‘What happened, who did this to you?’

‘A boy, Mum.’ 

‘It was the fat boy, wasn’t it?’

I nodded.

I knew Mum would know who had done it, as did she know she was soon to hear all that had happened that morning.

‘What did you say?’ She prepared herself for my account.

I watched as she turned for the steaming cups of tea she had ready for us both, as was our routine on my return from school each day.

Taking my cup I looked to her.

‘I was reading my book,’ I began. ‘In the sunlight.’

‘And he tried to take your book away from you?’

‘No. He started to ask me questions.’

Mum sat down at the kitchen table.

Following her lead I sat opposite, mirroring her actions, our cups held between our hands.

‘What questions?’ She asked.

‘First he asked me why I always sit on my own. Then he asked why I was always reading.’

‘And what did you say?’

‘Well, I wasn’t sure what to say. So I asked him a question too.’

Mum rolled her eyes.

‘And what did you ask him?’

‘I asked him why he was so fat.’

Mum just stared at me. I could see her confusion. On one hand she was concerned her son sat before her with a slowly darkening black eye, on the other I could see she was restraining herself from smiling to my reply.

‘And that was when he hit you?’

‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘He just went red, like a tomato.’

‘Did he say anything else to you?’

‘No, he just stood there getting redder and redder.’

‘You said something else though, didn’t you?’

Mum looked to me and raised her cup to her lips.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘and then he punched me.’

Her eyes looked to me over the edge of her cup in prompt for me to tell all.

‘I looked to his big tummy,’ I told her. ‘And then I said that a hundred years ago he would have been in the circus.’

A spray of tea flew towards me across the table to my words.

Mum was battling her emotions.

With a stifled smile she wiped her mouth then tutted on reaching for a cloth to wipe the table between us.

‘You learnt a valuable lesson today,’ she said, her eyes fixed on the droplets of tea disappearing within a red and white striped cloth.

‘Not to tell the truth?’

The wiping stopped.

‘No, you must always tell the truth. Always.’

Mum’s words to me that day stayed with me.

In a way it enhanced the honest trait ingrained deep within me and so guided my development through the years.

As Mum finished wiping the table I watched her recount my words in her head.

Seeing her smiles fought once again to remain hidden the corners of my lips raised also.

I recall wincing to the throbbing beneath my eyebrow.

‘Remember,’ Mum looked straight at me. ‘Honesty is always the best policy, but sometimes somethings are best left unsaid.’

I nodded as she sat down again and together we drank the rest of our tea, with never a word of the incident spoken again.

I often think of that moment with great fondness.

There was nothing I enjoyed more than making my Mum smile, even if on most occasions such happiness caused was unintentional.
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The bruising around my eye soon faded. The fat boy never bothered me again. He was the victim, not I. I see now how his fears were in turn projected onto to me. How his dread of isolation was displayed before him in my cocoon of wanted solitude.

That incident beneath those last rays of warm autumnal sunlight triggered a preoccupation within me. One I have carried with me throughout my years, a fixation to understand another’s true feelings, the internal workings of someone’s doubts, fears and uncertainties in life. A never ending puzzle; and how I have always loved puzzles.

On the night of my fifteenth birthday, after my birthday dinner of a fish and chip take away had been cleared and candles blown out on the small cake me and Mum had shared, as if yesterday I clearly remember the rectangular wrapped box Mum placed on the kitchen table, and how unwrapping my present I had gazed down on its cover. A picture of a Japanese garden filled its top.

Studying the bright coloured flowers beneath a blue spring sky my attention fell to the small bridge in its center, its red lacquered sheen held in stark contrast within the greenery of such a natural setting. 

‘Open it,’ Mum said. ‘See what’s inside.’

Lifting the lid to see what this mysterious box contained I stared down to hundreds of small neatly cut pieces of differing shapes, some with crescents moons cut into them, others with straight edges and rounded offshoots. Looking at those squares of bright colours mixed amongst upside down grey ones waiting to be revealed my instincts told me they were to be placed together. My imagination was caught from that very moment.

Mum put a large sheet of cardboard down on the table and then nodded to me to empty the box’s contents across it. I smiled to the sound the pieces made on scattering out between us, the same I imagined as the rush of water from the stream dissecting the garden scene flanked on both sides by lush green grass.

Me and Mum turned each grey piece over until the table looked like a confused rainbow. Such disorder made my heart race. Without instruction I began to organise each piece in colour order, my pulse beginning to settle as a flat group of green grass squares sat together beside blue pieces of cloudless sky, which soon lay next to a collection of cherry blossom flowers, the red bridge and the pond it spanned. Each piece beckoned to be put in its place.

‘Corners first,’ Mum said, ‘then the sides.’

I liked that. The pattern, the order of things.

Together we searched for the edges, racing to be first to find one of the four corners that would designate the foundations of our quest.

As the puzzle began to take shape I reveled in the idea that a frame would soon be presented before us, its insides waiting to be filled. It was then Mum began to talk. Mum loved to talk.

Not being such a talker myself, I couldn’t believe the amount of words my Mum could contain. I knew she talked all day. You see, Mum was a hairdresser and my mind could only glimpse the chatter that would fill the small salon where she stood each and every day.

I must admit I learnt to switch off to tales of gossip and hearsay. My concentration would fix onto the latest book which captivated me in that given moment. Though there was a skill I developed from an early age, one which would both please my Mum and exasperate her also.

Often she would finish one monologue, pause, and then say.

‘You’re not listening to me, are you?’

I would then look to her and recount her words perfectly, hiding a grin as her eyes narrowed to me, then after a lengthy pause continue her recounting of numerous clients’ lives.

I don’t know how I managed to recall her words so well, but I knew it pleased my Mum. I suppose it confirmed that someone was listening to her, and in a way, that someone cared.

It took a week to complete that puzzle. Each day I would race home from school keen to continue, eager to see a Japanese garden reproduced across our kitchen table.

I had done my research. So fascinated by the flowers and trees I saw form before me I found the names of all, a hunt undertaken in the town library, aided by the kind man who drove the library van, the big yellow one that transported a world of books to my home town’s surrounding villages.

Mum would place our puzzle’s cardboard bed down after dinner, chatting away as was usual, I falling into my own silent world of books and the Asian garden evolving before my eyes as every piece found its home.

A quiet fear had accompanied me from the moment I had emptied the puzzle onto the table. What if a piece was missing? Trying to combat this dread my concentration multiplied, though with all my deliberation my worst fears were realised.

The slow dawning that the puzzle would be incomplete showed the difference in nature between me and my Mum. During the ensuing search for the elusive piece my Mum’s carefree attitude shone, telling me it was ok and it was only one bit of the puzzle which was missing. She could see the devastation in my eyes when our pursuit produced no result, my stare fixed tight on the small square gap amid a landscape of sheer beauty. A harsh dab of brown cardboard lay where the pond’s rippled reflection of Japanese blue sky should have been, a chasm similar to the one forming deep within me.

I slept little that night. At breakfast my eye line avoided the puzzle which had filled my delight and I left for school, avoiding my Mum’s customary hug.

That day I withdrew into myself more so than ever. Even my books could not bring me the solace needed. All I could see in my mind’s eye was the hole within the masterpiece which had held such joy to me. A hole that grew bigger in my mind with every passing hour.

My classmates saw my withdrawal though not one questioned my extraction from the world.

Since my confrontation with the fat boy no one had ever questioned me again, on anything. I think it was because they knew my uncanny insight into those around me and held trepidation I would announce the true feelings housed within them, so revealing the transparency I saw in all.

Returning home that night my eyes still avoided the imperfect puzzle as Mum handed me my tea.

‘Take a look,’ she said. ‘The puzzle’s complete.’

My eyes widened. Had she found the missing piece?

I stared over to the table, my sight automatically trying to pin point the pond and its eminent gap. There was none. No brown cardboard stuck out in my view. Following the bridge’s smooth red handrails I looked to the pond below.

‘You fixed it?’ I said, my view not leaving the place which had brought me such heartache.

‘With this.’

Mum smiled behind the coloured pencils she now held aloft.

Returning to the now finished puzzle I examined it more closely. Where the hole had been a small shard of white paper lay, shaded in blue tones by my Mum’s hand to match the pieces of pond surrounding it.

‘As good as new,’ Mum said.

She was right, and my happiness returned, not so much in that the Japanese garden was now complete in all its finery, but that my Mum had fixed it, the same way she did with every facet of my life.

Those moments have stayed with me. The way my Mum had fixed the puzzle was the basis for the greatest puzzle in my life. With all the people I encountered from that day on I did the same. I tried to find the missing piece within them. The gap embedded in their very being, the one keeping them from being whole. It was I who became the holder of such coloured pencils, ready to shade in the missing piece in their lives with the honesty rooted within me.

My first encounter with another’s missing piece arrived three months after my birthday, on what would be my last day of school.

It wasn’t that I didn’t understand the numbers presented to me in maths lessons, or the chemistry and physics offered in my other classes; it was just that I wasn’t interested. My energies lay in reading. This is where an anomaly presented itself. The one lesson I was interested in was commanded by someone who had one missing piece.

I had already read the books we were given in English class and although I had enjoyed most I didn’t see why I should read them again. So, tucking my latest book into the pages of the one I should have been reading became a regular act for me. That was until I got caught.

Engrossed in far off worlds of space pirates and the like I didn’t see the teacher’s hand swoop down and take my pages away from me.

Walking to the front of the class she cast down her intended reading material onto her desk with a slam. The whole class looked on as she examined the cover of my book. It was that cover which first attracted me to what words lay within, red spaceships in flight across a backdrop of yellow Martian skies, a hero beneath, gun drawn.

Her distaste ruffled men as its story proved as exciting as its cover.

‘And what is this?’ She asked.

‘It’s a book,’ I replied.

A peal of laughter played out from my classmates sat around me.

‘I can see that,’ her voice began to rise.

Turning the cover to her, she examined its artwork. With a sigh of contempt she stared at me.

‘Do you think you should be reading about space cars, in my class?’

I looked to the cover then back to her.

‘I think you‘ll find they are spaceships,’ I corrected.

Once again I watched the results of my words turn someone’s face red.

‘Do you know what I think?’ She asked, her grip tightening around my precious book.

Of course I didn’t, I thought. How could I know? Unsure as what to say I instead did what I thought was right. I asked her a question.

‘Do you know what I think?’ I said.

‘Tell me,’ she goaded.

Mum’s words came to me. I felt eight years old again. What she had told me then came to me; that sometimes somethings are best left unsaid.

I stood up and looked to my awaiting teacher.

‘If I were to say what I think,’ I said to her. ‘Then I would be in trouble. So, I’ll say it in my head.’

Placing my hands behind my back that is exactly what I did. In my mind I told her what I thought of her bullying ways and her bitterness sometimes glimpsed throughout my time under her tuition, my head moving slightly from side to side as mute words remained silenced.

‘Stop,’ she yelled across the classroom.

My classmates jumped to her orders. Their giggles returned in my reply.

‘I haven’t finished yet,’ I told reddening features, my head continuing its slight dance as the last of my internal words came to an end.

Mum collected me early from school that day.

Sat alone outside the headmaster’s office, I listened to the muffled discussion held within, trying to discern what was being said between the trio beyond a tightly closed door.

After what seemed an age Mum emerged from that meeting. Without a word she looked to me and with a flick of head motioned me to walk with her.

I tried to keep up with her hasty steps as we left the schools front doors and walked down the entrance path towards the wide open gates at its end.

Coming to a stop between those gates I stood at her side, my mind racing to understand the emotions Mum held.

‘What are we going to do with you?’ She said, the flicker of a faint smile playing across her.

‘I don’t know, Mum,’ I replied.

Somehow I knew this would be the last time I would walk through those gates, the ones I had entered and left over the previous four years.

‘You’ll be just fine,’ Mum said with a brief glance back to the school of which I would never return. ‘I have an idea,’ she added as together we left the grounds of my childhood.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE



[image: ]




We walked in silence away from those school gates, a departure that signified the dawning of adulthood to me.

The remnants of early afternoon April showers beneath our footfalls we strode steadily into town, not a word said between us.

I tried to reason if Mum was upset with me. I knew she wasn’t and felt some comfort seeing evidence of a slight smile to my actions that day. It was just my way, I sensed her emotions come to the fore, aware her son’s deep-rooted honesty would undoubtedly rise in every situation he was to happen upon.

Nearly everyone we passed on those slow drying streets either said hello or gave a courteous nod to us both. Mum knew everyone. At times our greetings would hold a hint of curiosity towards why I was not in school. I cared little for another’s assumptions. Being at Mum’s side was all that mattered.

It did seem strange to walk the streets of my birthplace at a time when I would usually be tucked up in a classroom. It was also odd it didn’t bring the anxiety a new routine would often carry. Looking back now it was maybe because the events that day were the right ones, as if meant to be. Walking without a word except for the occasional hello to others I had little idea of what was to unfold.

On reaching the centre of town Mum came to a stop, as did I dutifully at her side. Together we looked to the large open wrought iron gates beside us. It was the entrance to the park I would come to know so well.

Stepping forward Mum paused before one of the two stone columns supporting each gate. Intricately carved names ran down the length of each pillar, black etched letters on a backdrop of white polished marble. I knew what these names indicated, this epitaph of local young men who had given their lives amid the wars of older generations.

‘That was your great uncle,’ Mum said, her finger pointing half way up the list of those who had fallen. ‘He was only four years older than you are now.’

Reading his name drew on something deep inside me, a sense of belonging I had never encountered before; that I had the right to call this town my home.

I think Mum saw those feeling of belonging, confirming her thoughts towards the future she was to present me that day.

‘Come with me,’ she said, stepping forward through the park’s entrance.

Walking between those who had passed at such a tender age on far flung battlefields far from their homelands gave me an appreciation for life and all it contained.

My appreciation was amplified at Mum’s side as we looked out onto large oval flowerbeds welcoming all visitors, both of us walking in silence along the path lined with benches that looped the display.

Although only into the first weeks of spring, the flowers to rein in due course were yet to appear. I glanced to the park’s gardeners we passed by as they toiled, wielding hoes which aided the removal of winter bedding, turning the soil beneath them ready for a year’s new flowers to come.

Aware Mum watched my fascination with those who worked the land I looked ahead of us and to the trees dividing our view from the rest of the park.

‘They’re willow trees,’ I said, in awe of the brief flashes of sunlight sparkling through a gentle sway of hanging vine and new budding leaf. Mum just smiled. I knew she knew what those trees were, but I had a surprise in store.

Taking our pathway’s offshoot to the right beside a statue of another of my town’s fallen soldiers we entered the park’s main arena.
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