
[ 27 ]

9

I didn’t know the man in the film. That’s the point, is it? None of  
us knew him but we’re supposed to look for meaning in whatever 
that was and his death? There isn’t any tho. It all ends and what’s left 
behind is a lot of  stuff  that has no meaning unless your in the know. 
I’m sure someone will look at that pile of  stuff  [Asbæk’s tower] and 
go oh of  course but that’s not me. It’s all stuff  and all the meaning 
will go out of  it the second you die like air from something drowned. 
It’s true what they say. It’s only memories that live after. A memory 
is not real but it’s the only thing that lives after. Why wouldn’t it 
be? We’re all meat and we spoil and the people who remember us 
after we’re gone are meat and they’ll spoil as well and in the end any 
of  the meat that remembered we were once alive will all have been 
spoiled and we’ll be gone for good. All the way dead. I didn’t even 
know the man and I’ll remember that film. It makes you wonder 
what we make anything for or keep anything for. I mean the amount 
of  books and DVDs and CDs and photos I’ve got. I could get hit 
by a bus tomorrow and all the air would go out of  them like THAT. 
My stuff  wouldn’t mean anything to anyone not all together. One 
of  my school friends died in his 20s of  cancer. It was the one grows 
up from your nuts through your lungs then your brain like the tree 
that grows inside you if  you accidentally swallow an apple pip. He 
was weird calm and accepting about it and everyone around him was 
going how are you so calm? He wasn’t calm obviously. He just held 
himself  together because not to would ruin what was left. There 
was like ninety days from the doctor finally making up his mind it 
was GAME OVER and him dying. He sold his stuff  and gave his 
money to friends to prepare his funeral. He organised it all himself. 
There were loads of  friends because he was sporty and belonged to 
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loads of  clubs. It was because he was so fit that the cancer grew so 
quickly without being noticed. That’s not the point of  the story. The 
point of  the story is when everyone got to the church there was a 
wooden puzzle on all of  the seats. The ones you get in toy shops. 
Stocking fillers at Christmas. There was a 3D cross and a box and a 
square you had to make up from triangles and rectangles. On each 
pew place there was a puzzle and after all the god for the family’s 
benefit his best mate read a letter from the dead man that basically 
said I’m gone and you can’t leave the church until you’ve solved your 
puzzle. I don’t think they would stopped anyone leaving tho the size 
of  some of  them rugby lads. Fuck. What we did when the talking 
was done was work on the wooden puzzles putting them together. 
After a little while people realised there were only about 12 different 
types and moved about to work together. One of  them would figure 
out how one was done and then they’d join up to share the answer. 
I mean I know how to do everyone of  them puzzles now. I met so 
many people that day including my wife would you believe. After I 
thought how clever it was. Them things you sit there and wonder 
what’s the point? what’s the answer? usually. And this time there was 
an answer only to a wooden puzzle. It wasn’t the answer you wanted. 
It wasn’t THE answer but at least he’d made an effort towards one. 
And the vicar didn’t ruin it by talking and stating the obvious like 
they usually do. I don’t know. It made me feel better about him dying 
the pointlessness of  everything. I mean he was 28. It’s like apparent-
ly pretending to laugh really does make you happier even tho your 
doing it fakely. And the best part was remembering the way everyone 
was in their groups. They were talking and laughing. It wasn’t taking 
anything away from Tom. I think we knew this was what he wanted. 
This was what he wanted to say at the end. Get on with it. When all 
them people in the church was working out the wooden models their 
attention was on the puzzles and he slipped out the side door. It was 
like we were a dog and he’d thrown us a ball and while we went after 
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it he went the other way and was gone. There was no point to it but 
no one who was there forgot it I bet. 
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I worry what will happen to my hands when I die. Not the rest of  my 
body. But my hands I worry about. The rest of  my body will vanish 
to slurry. My breasts, my stomach. My thighs. They’ll go. Into the 
earth like a knob of  butter in a pan.

I think it’s the sturdiness of  what’s left that upsets me. A leg bone 
is huge. It wouldn’t break. My spine. But my hands would be at the 
front of  me. On top of  me when I’m buried. They’d be in front and 
in greatest danger of  being broken, and when the flesh is gone they’ll 
be like those birds you eat whole. Bones and all. Crunching them up 
like uncooked noodles. That’s how I see my hands after the rotting 
has passed. Two bird skeletons. Two nests of  bones.

I still think there’ll be pain after I die. I think consciousness is part 
of  the entire body. My mind, obviously. But also my stomach, or 
my digestion. My womb. My heart and lungs. These seem to me to 
be places where I can believe thought exists. Where pain can exist. 
My skin, my nails. My eyes. My armpits. But once the body rots, I 
don’t believe the amount of  consciousness diminishes. It’s like the 
flavour in a stock. You reduce and reduce and reduce, but the flavour 
remains, more intense the more you reduce. And when the body is 
reduced in the grave, mind has to inhabit what remains. Eventually, 
that’s the bones. Alone. 

My hands aren’t hardy. They’re bird skeletons. They’re nests of  
bones, more brittle the drier they get. They’ll break. The earth cannot 
protect them. I cannot protect them, because by that time all I am is 
inside them. I am them.
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I don’t know the man in the film. I don’t know what you want me 
to write.

Ortolans is the word I was looking for. 
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I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with that. What can I say? I 
thought he [Peter Asbæk] would be talking. Isn’t he going to be re-
membered enough by people who loved him that he needs strangers 
to do it?

The only response I can make is a personal one as I’m assuming you 
were personally acquainted with the man and are therefore bereaved. 
I am bereaved too although it’s been over a year now. 

A friend described bereavement to me as being dropped from a cer-
tain height above the sea. An aged parent and it’s not too high, and 
when you hit the water you sink a certain depth and float up pretty 
soon. A spouse and it’s higher, you fear you’ll drown but still the 
descent eventually ends and you start to come up again. But a child 
and you’re dropped from high in the atmosphere. When you connect 
with the water the surface is like brick, it smashes you and you go 
down to where the whales live. Surfacing takes an age and not com-
ing up again at all is a possibility. This was my experience and I’m 
still surfacing.

I expected to drown. I wanted to drown, for there to be an ending. 
This was my existence for months. I wanted the air that was around 
me to be water so I could breathe in and die. The pain could stop. 
But all those rooms I was in persisted in being filled with air and not 
water. The pain was wordless and intimate and wholly unphysical. 
(I have a memory of  my son at 19 being dumped by his first boy-
friend and crying It hurts so much, I’m not in any pain but it hurts 
so much.) I did not work. I sickened of  all my friends who imagined 
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their role was to get me to exercise and find fun things to do. Dis-
tracting things I mean. It revolted me. They wanted to turn my atten-
tion away. So revolting of  them. I could not turn away. I needed to 
keep watch or to die or to do both at the same time. Not turn away.

On each breath I took, Be water I thought. Be water. Drown me. It 
was not a literal wish. I could have chucked myself  in Monson Pond 
if  I was that desperate. Suicide No but Death Yes.

Where my descent slowed and I began to surface was when I met my 
son in a dream. I told my friends this. Strangely it was only when I 
spoke of  this miraculous event that they truly pulled away from me. 
You’d think they’d allow someone who’d lost a son a little leeway in 
where their grief  took them but my experience that night or speaking 
of  it was unforgivable for them. I saw him in a dream but I don’t 
mean that he wasn’t real. He was real, the dream was the only place 
where he could exist in both my world and his. You might think of  
astral planes if  you like. (I’ve no interest in that.) 

He died when he was 22, I should have said earlier. In the dream I 
woke in a way station or halfway house at the moment I was closing 
the door to a tiny room. At the moment the door clicked shut be-
hind me it disappeared, turning into a wall. The wallpaper was old, 
burgundy, peeling off  at the top and damp at the bottom. The walls 
rattled from traffic outside but I couldn’t hear any traffic. 

I didn’t notice him at first. He was sitting on a mouldy old bed. A 
door was to the right of  him. He was wearing clothes the same col-
our as the walls. His elbows were on his knees and his hands were 
drooping between his knees. But then he looked up and he said

I don’t know how to die, mum.
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I didn’t fall apart. I was too grateful to see him. To smell him. I could 
smell him very distinctly. He was a gentle boy, the kind you worry 
about, the kind who would always remain close. He was so vivid 
I knew that while he was in the dream he was not of  the dream. I 
didn’t worry that I’d wake up or anything.

I’ve to be out of  here by daylight, he said, and I don’t know how.

Well, let’s see then, I said.

There was nothing in the room. I was helpless as my first thought 
was to pack and organise like I had to check he had his passport and 
money and visa and tickets. I neatened his clothes and his hair and 
wondered how I was to get him ready. I wasn’t sad. I was happy. I 
was happier than I’d ever been because I knew it was this I’d missed 
when he died. I hadn’t got him ready. I said

What do you think is out there?

I meant the door. He looked at it and said

Nothing. 

Is that where you were before you were in here?

Yes. There’s nothing there. But that’s because I wasn’t ready. I don’t 
know how to be dead. 

Let me go instead, I said.

He shook his head. There’s an in door and an out door, he said, but 
there’s only one door that stands for both. 
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I didn’t know what to do. I felt like I’d failed him. I didn’t know what 
ready meant, what it meant for him to be ready, and all the things I 
might have done or might have said when he was alive were not there 
for me at that moment. 

And then he did the strangest thing, something so unlike him. He 
butted his head to mine, not hard, but exactly as an affectionate cat 
does. He’s taller than me so his nose slid over my hair. My nose was 
in his neck. Nuzzling like a cat. Not to find a place of  rest or best fit 
but just to butt and butt again. That obstinate way cats have. 

And then we were riveted together at the forehead. It felt like a bolt 
connected us, two nuts tightened on the inside of  both our skulls. 
And between us passed the most exquisite joining I’d ever imagined. 
All his thoughts and memories passed from him to me. Things I 
never knew about him I suddenly knew. I knew somehow all his 
human qualities were passing into me and intuition told me that this 
was what readiness meant – to leave behind the human parts of  you. 
But parts of  me passed back. Since that night I have not felt hunger, 
hunger passed over to him, or sexual longing, or hatred. Fear passed 
over as well. All of  those animal things. I absorbed everything he 
didn’t need or couldn’t use and in exchange he took from me things 
I didn’t need anymore. 

When we sprang apart he was changed almost into an animal. He 
opened the door. It was light but nothing was out there. That was the 
only impression I got before the door closed behind him and turned 
into a wall. Behind me I heard the door I’d come in by click open. 
That door was suddenly there again. One door stands for both. 

The sorrow has not left but I have what passed over within me now. 
It is true his human essence is fading but it remains within. I think 
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of  this fading as him gradually falling asleep inside me and when he 
is fully asleep the sorrow will be gone. Falling asleep inside me again 
like the whole process is going in reverse and he’ll be absorbed back 
up then finally separate out into egg and sperm and he’ll be gone.

I have to stop now. The man is coming.
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This is a mood-staining device (power supplied by beard grass)…

…the inner workings of  a clockwork banshee…

Many pen(cil)s make one sound – the mob sound in the lone sound…

…shubbuddy shubbudy shubbudy…

This was a girl’s phone number!!!
 
  

14 The words of  this obituarist’s contribution do not make sense without the 
accompanying illustration (see overleaf).
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Now he’s a skellington!!!
 


