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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 Gethsemanes 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
  Mamas eyes.


  Mama, I said, its me, Erskine.


  The face contorted, the eyes moving rapidly from side to side as though searching the memorys 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.


  Its 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 rooms all ready and waiting, monsieur, she said. Up the stairs, turn left, lavvys along the landing. You do remember your old room, now,
  dont 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, dowagers 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 mermaids 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.)


  Im going swimming, Mama said. She smiled hopefully. Would you like to come swimming, Erskine? But you must have taken my swim cap. Ive looked all over but I
  cannot find it anywhere. You must have taken it. Oh, swimming! Ive 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 (Mamas 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, thered 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
  others 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). Shed 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
  childrens clothes (for both boys and girls). She didnt 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, shed 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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