



[image: Cover Image]





MICHAEL MOORCOCK


London Bone


and Other Stories


Edited by John Davey


Illustrated by Michael Moorcock


[image: image]




For Linda




Acknowledgements


‘A Child’s Christmas in the Blitz’ was first published in DODGEM LOGIC No. 8 (courtesy Alan Moore), April 2011.


‘Lost London’ and ‘London Flesh’ were first published in London: City of Disappearances (courtesy Iain Sinclair), Hamish Hamilton, 2006.


‘A Winter Admiral’ was first published in the DAILY TELEGRAPH (courtesy John Coldstream), 1994.*


‘The Third Jungle Book’ was first published in ParaSpheres (courtesy Rusty Morrison & Ken Keegan), Omnidawn, 2006.


‘London Blood’ was first published in The Time Out Book of London Short Stories Volume 2 (courtesy Nicholas Royle), Penguin, 2000.


‘A Portrait in Ivory’ was first published in Logorrhea: Good Words Make Good Stories (courtesy John Klima), Bantam, 2007.*


‘Doves in the Circle’ was first published in The Time Out Book of New York Short Stories (courtesy Nicholas Royle), Penguin, 1997.


‘A Twist in the Lines’ was first published in Multiverse Expanded (courtesy Ole Hagen), Akershus Kunstsenter, 2011.


‘The Clapham Antichrist’ was first published in Smoke Signals (courtesy the London Arts Board), Penguin, 1993.*


‘Cake’ was first published in PROSPECT No. 111 (courtesy David Goodhart), June 2005.


‘London Bone’ was first published in New Worlds (courtesy David Garnett), White Wolf, 1997.*


‘Stories’ was first published in Stories: All-New Tales (courtesy Neil Gaiman & Al Sarrantonio), Morrow/Headline, 2010.*


‘The Cairene Purse’ was first published in Zenith 2 (courtesy David S. Garnett), Orbit, 1990. The chapter quotes are from poems or lyrics by: 1 Hood; 2 Khayyám/FitzGerald; 3 A.E.; 4 Dylan Thomas; 5 Wheldrake; 6 Yokum; 7 Aeschylus/MacNeice; 8 Vachel Lindsay; 9 F. Thompson; 10 Peake; 11 Treece; 12 Duffy; 13 Nye; 14 C.D. Lewis; 15 E. St V. Millay; 16 Nye.


‘Furniture’ was first broadcast by BBC Radio 4 on Book at Bedtime, 1999.*


‘Through the Shaving Mirror’ was first published in NATURE No. 6,803 (courtesy Philip Campbell), September 2000.*


‘Lost London Writers’ was first published in WATERSTONE’S MAGAZINE (courtesy Andrew Holgate), 1999.


* Exists in audio or Net audio versions.




A Child’s Christmas in the Blitz


DEAR JEAN-LUC,


Because you said that you were curious about my memories of growing up and celebrating Christmas during the Second World War, I’ll tell you. Well, Christmas at that time had a special luminosity, a particular atmosphere which I have never been able to recapture, perhaps because I was born into a world darkened, of necessity, by conflict in which one dull day would be followed by a black, black night sometimes suddenly filled with noise and brilliant explosions.


I remember a tree whose tinsel glowed faintly in the light of a dying fire, standing in one corner of the room where I also slept. Out beyond the blackout curtains, occasionally visible as a momentary glare of yellow light or heard as a screaming drone when some plane spiralled to earth under fire, or the steady thump of the ack-ack, the war in the air pursued its course. I hardly knew why or what was happening. Bombs fell, landscapes changed, and occasionally I was even allowed to watch from a darkened room as the searchlights roamed across clouds and silvery barrage balloons, seeking targets.


I’m sure you feel little nostalgia for those times which are marked for most postwar generations by the war films which followed, whether they were stories of the Resistance or epics like Von Ryan’s Express, but for me the War years are marked by a sense of domestic warmth and a deep, attractive melancholy which I suspect I am forever attempting to reproduce in my fiction; feelings allied to those that come from what Rose Macaulay describes as ‘the Pleasure of Ruins’, a romanticism not so much for the vanished splendours of the past as marked by a sense of human aspiration thwarted, of beauty destroyed, of surviving memory, which is the enemy of death.


I might have been able to tell you that Germany was attacking England, but more likely I would have said something about ‘dogfights’ and ‘us’ or ‘them’. I was absorbed with my Britain’s toy soldiers, miniature hollow-cast models of English Tommies, French poilus and American doughboys locked in conflict with the ultra-masculine Germans, in their pointed helmets, whom I imagined flying the planes that I passed through the beams of my battery-powered searchlights, re-enacting under our steel-strengthened dining-room table the conflict which would very much decide my family’s fate.


Actually, I always liked the French infantry best, perhaps for the colour of the uniforms, then the English, then the Americans. I must have learned enough not to admire the Germans, who, of course, wore grey, for me never an attractive colour. Even my fleet of tiny battleships seemed dull and though they were distinguished by name and type on the cigarette cards I had inherited from my father’s neatly collected sets (‘Modern British Warships’, ‘Our Modern Navy’ or ‘Our Maritime Heritage’) I never could summon much interest in them. The planes at least had brown and green camouflage and could be given thrilling noises as they closed in on their targets.


Of course my army wasn’t exactly up to date, any more than our real armies had been in 1939. It consisted chiefly of my father’s boyhood collection added to by what had been presented to me at birthdays and Christmas. I had rather more cavalry than was currently in action, a lot of auxiliaries dressed as cowboys or Red Indians and rather a preponderance of French zouaves, whose uniforms were considerably more romantic. There were a bunch of rather crudely cast solid metal 1914 machine-gunners. A couple of motorcycle dispatch riders. And a bunch of farm and zoo workers, who were ready, I suppose, as the final line of defence. There was a certain egalitarianism amongst them, I will admit. Sets of British soldiers, usually six to the box, consisted of two running men, two kneeling and firing men, two standing and firing men. More elaborate sets would include perhaps two machine-gunners, an officer with a sword, two men lying down and firing. They had identical opposite numbers in the German, American and French armies, in identical poses. The cowboys were often armed only with pistols and the Indians with tomahawks.


Before the War began, there had been a natural tendency for manufacturers, mostly Britain’s (though there were some inferior makers who tended to supply the bulk of the cannon fodder), to match both infantry, cavalry and artillery exactly one for one. There were, to be sure, no anti-aircraft gun-crews other than British. They came with each gun or searchlight, specially modelled to operate their machines. They sat in little bucket seats to wind their range-finders, or stretched their tiny arms to operate firing mechanisms. There was something of a dearth of airmen, too, all of whom were either English or American and far too big to enter the cockpits of the planes I sailed over their heads.


The dull thump of guns was echoed by my own childish imitations: ‘Bam! Bam! Kerrrump!’


The red boxes that the tiny matériel had arrived in became houses, aircraft hangars, barricades. The dark floral carpet was fields and cushions were hills. As the bombs outside whined down, I would crawl into a world bounded on four sides by heavy wire mesh into which had been let a small door. The mattress and pillows were a haven for my other comforts, the soft toys – patchwork rabbits, curly-furred dogs, Mickey and Minnie. Even then I was identifying with the Mouse. Not the middle-class, long-trousered Mouse of sanitised 1950s Disneyland, but the original, aggressive, trickster Mouse whose ancestors were Brer Rabbit and Tom Sawyer. That Mouse sported an evil grin and took cunning revenge on his enemies, mostly muscular cats and dogs in baggy pants supported by a single strap.


Christmas 1944. Home-made bunting, red, green, gold, silver, hanging in every room of the house. The candles flickering to life on the tree, wax dripping over the holders. You had to be careful. Many a house was destroyed by its Christmas candles. First a trip to Kennards, the big, grey Portland stone department store in Croydon. They had made the most of little, as we had done at home. And suddenly I am looking in awe at an intense colour. I can’t take my eyes off it. A colour I have never seen before. If it spelled a word, I wasn’t aware of it. Besides, I couldn’t read. It is the sign over Santa Claus’s grotto. Neon, rescued from some prewar hoard. A gorgeous, unworldly colour. A heavenly colour. I focused on it as others might have focused on gold nuggets or streaks of silver in a mine. I was looking at indigo. Glowing, pulsing indigo. Even as I passed under the sign into Santa’s grotto, all scarlet and white, with a big green tree festooned with the square fruit of brightly wrapped packages, I could not take my eyes off it. Indigo. Not until I saw Fantasia, the following Christmas, would I ever witness such intense colour again. Indigo. And then the enveloping scarlet, soft as my mother’s furs, of Santa as I sat on his knee and demanded ponies and – and something else. What is it, young man? What do you want?


I wanted indigo. I wanted to swallow or be swallowed by that colour. With Mickey Mouse and Santa Claus and a long-legged home-made Teddy Bear indigo will always mean Christmas to me. My birthstone, according to some, is Blue Zircon, Blue Topaz or Lapis Lazuli. Blue for a boy, the blues and birthdays, for a memory more vivid than flame shuddering up from a ruined house, of thick, black smoke coiling across a blue, late-summer sky. Blue for Mother’s eyes. Blue for peace. Infinite indigo.


That Christmas, haunted by the memory of indigo, Mickey Mouse would be the first movie I ever saw. I woke up on Christmas Day, just after dawn, unable to sleep for the excitement. The smoke of heavy coke and what little wood we had left. Distant voices. Busy voices. Savoury smells from the kitchen. My mother was up already and my father was doing something outside. I had been dimly aware of activity. Within me built a rising chord of anticipation. I pushed back the covers. The fire in my room was no more than a glow, a few rubies glittering amongst the pale ashes. I crawled out from under the steel-strengthened table and was getting into my dressing gown and slippers just as the door opened and my mother came in. My mother. Dark eyed, loving beauty. My constant.


‘It’s a white Christmas,’ she said. ‘We’re having a white Christmas.’ It’s the first I remember. She went to the big French windows and pulled back the heavy curtains so that I could see into our garden. Mrs White, our next-door neighbour, came in. She was holding a red-wrapped parcel. She was laughing. Big, heavy flakes were coming down so thick you could hardly see through them. But outside there was a shape. A dim figure moving about on the lawn, under the bare apple trees. Santa? No, it was too late for him. He would have come and gone with his sleigh and his reindeer when it was night, his passage muffled by the already settling snow. Who was it?


My mother laughed. ‘It’s your daddy,’ she said. ‘He’s gone mad.’


My father was out there rolling the snow into huge balls. One for a body, one for a head. He had made a Christmas snowman. As I watched he put pieces of anthracite in for eyes, a stick of dowel for a nose and another for a cigar sticking out of his lopsided mouth. A snowman. What else? I knew what to expect from Christmas. There was no such thing as disappointment. Not then. I watched wide-eyed as my mother got me out of my pyjamas and into my little boiler suit, a miniature of the kind Mr Churchill wore (though I heard later his were silk). And then she led me into the next room, the sitting room, where the tree rose so tall to the ceiling, topped by a tinsel fairy, the branches covered with crimson balls and little, pale tinkling bells. With red, green and white candles, each in its own little tin holder, clipped to a branch.


But this I had already seen. What was new were the green, red and silver wrapped boxes. The strangely shaped thing lying on the floor beneath them. And in the grate was a fire so lively and bright, sending its light skipping from golden globe to silver bell, so that the whole room seemed full of movement, full of a warmth and a merriment, a completeness which denied everything in the world outside, where grey reality reared up through the thickening snow doing its best to hide the ruins, the anti-aircraft guns, the craters and the dull, dull blackouts, the eye-sockets of houses that would never live again. White as icing on a poisoned cake, it grew thicker and thicker while inside my father came stamping in, laughing as he did more rarely these days, his white breath rising around his head like a halo, slapping his gloved hands together, stamping his feet on the thick, wheat-coloured doormat to knock the already melting snow from his clothes, eagerly taking off his overcoat and hat as he shouted ‘Merry Christmas’ to Mrs White. ‘Merry Christmas! Merry Christmas!’


My father, smelling of soap and brilliantine and cologne, sat down on the floor with me between his legs and helped me unwrap presents as our black-and-white Welsh collie, Pat, came running in, half dried by my mother, to sit panting by the fire and watch, half an ear cocked to the radio playing carols and dance music. ‘There’ll be bluebirds over, the white cliffs of Dover… I’m going to get lit up when the lights come on in London… Silent night, holy night…’


Of course, there was a box of soldiers. Red-coated ones this time, in the formal uniforms of the Scots Guards, in bearskins, marching with their shouldered guns. Not the most useful troops, but welcome nonetheless. A field gun, complete with tiny shells, fired by means of a spring-lever. A Rupert Annual from Mrs White, with that little bear always running towards some far horizon over perfect downs and welcoming woods, towards some wonderful adventure from which he would always return to the security of Mr and Mrs Bear and their beautiful cottage. Some Quality Street chocolates, wrapped in gold, silver and coloured cellophane, a picture of a dashing eighteenth-century soldier and his lady on the box, bought with carefully hoarded ration coupons, some bullseyes, bigger than my mouth, all brown and black and white stripes. And then the pièce-de-résistance – the mysteriously wrapped monster in red paper and tied with silver string – a scooter! A big, solid, wooden scooter, painted dark green and post-office red. A scooter like no other child I knew had ever owned. A huge, solid machine, with beautifully running rubber-tyred wheels. A scooter I could only run up and down the hall, unable to go out with it until the snow had melted. My father had made it, of course, as he made everything. It was meticulously finished, perfectly painted, aerodynamically designed as he made everything. You could smell the fresh paint on it, mingling with the smell of burning wood and coke from the fire, the cooking smells to which my mother dashed every so often to supervise the lunchtime turkey.


Those are the colours of that first Christmas I remember in detail. Indigo, deep green, scarlet, gold and the blanketing white snow. I’m sure I enjoyed our Christmas lunch and was happy to show off my presents to my uncles and aunts and their American friends from the airfields who began to arrive through the afternoon. There was the smell of tobacco, of beer and whisky, gin and sherry, the loud, happy laughter of my uncles, telling mysterious jokes which made my mother and her sisters squeal with mock outrage, the radio playing Bing Crosby and Guy Lombardo’s Royal Canadians, comic patter and crooning, the upbeat tempo of Harry James and Benny Goodman, of Glenn Miller. Coming in on a wing and a prayer – I’m dreaming of a White Christmas – Jingle bells – and the carpet and furniture rolled back against the walls so that my mother and father, uncles and aunts could foxtrot until the evening when one of our American guests would start to set up the movie projector and there would be Mickey Mouse again, the first movies I had ever seen, in flickering black and white projected against a slightly crumpled bedsheet. I have never since enjoyed a cartoon as much. The projector and movies were borrowed from the American base. Everyone loved them. Silently Mickey flew planes in amazing patterns, captained a steamboat, serenaded Minnie.


Only the Americans weren’t in civilian clothes. They were glamorous, attractive men whose uniforms were smarter than our own, who produced chewing gum and candy at will from their infinite pockets. They had brought me Captain Marvel comics. Unlike the black-and-white English comics, these were in full colour. Captain Marvel, with his white hussar’s cloak trimmed with gold, in his red suit with the yellow flash across his chest, looking exactly like Fred MacMurray whom I would later see in Double Indemnity, as powerful and benign an image as Santa, able to fly, to knock the evil scientist Sivana for six, given his powers by someone who actually looked a bit like Santa, the kindly old scientist Shazam. Captain Marvel was part of the Christmas pantheon. I loved Captain Marvel, who seemed pleasantly, even stupidly human, and I hated the rather pious, humourless Superman whom I had never seen, as I had seen Captain Marvel, handing out presents from the Christmas tree.


My family had opened their homes to the American flyers, some of them friends of my RAF uncle who had disappeared while ferrying a Spitfire in Rhodesia and was disappointed to be found in the Bush by rescuers. He hadn’t wanted to be rescued, he admitted to me many years later, he had enjoyed his African Christmases and had several African wives, extraordinary status in the village, and no chance of being shot at. He was already burned across his face and body, from where his Spitfire had been shot down in flames and he had had to bale out. And his wife, one of my mother’s many powerful sisters, he confided, was a bit of a harridan, though she had seemed very friendly, I thought, to our American visitors. He remained the most handsome man I ever knew, the living exemplar of the modestly heroic flying ace.


My father wasn’t a combatant. Like most of the other men in my family he was excused military service. Some were too old or unfit or, as in his case, were doing necessary war work. I grew up in what was essentially a matriarchy. One of the first fictitious characters I ever identified with was Jo March of Little Women. Jo March had known how to celebrate Christmas. She’s introduced to us discussing the subject. ‘Christmas isn’t really Christmas without presents…’ I would later see Judy Garland play her. Or was it my heart-throb June Allyson? Those girls also had an absent father, away fighting for the Union in the American Civil War. Mine, of course, wasn’t fighting. I think he was already involved in one of the several affairs he enjoyed as the only good-looking young man at Philips, the electrical firm where he worked on the radar which was helping us beat the apparently overwhelming Nazi forces. (A couple of Christmases later, his presents to me consisted of sheets of linen taken from his drawing offices, a box of pencils and a ruler. Looking back, I can assume he had missed the shops. It was, after all, on a Christmas Day that he had told my mother he was spending the holiday with his mistress; that he was leaving her.)


I would never see my father on Christmas Day again.


I have to admit I mostly remember my father in terms of the Christmas presents he gave me – his own collection of cigarette cards, his own toy soldiers, his beautiful, multicoloured marbles, his watercolour box, the tricycle and the full-size Norton motorbike frame and untyred wheels which he told me he was working on for me. He had also given me a Hornby clockwork train set which he took back in order to trade it for the bike frame. I remember one sharp December afternoon standing beside him in his workshop at the end of our garden, near the underground shelter we hardly ever used.


‘This is going to be yours,’ he assured me, as I held the oil-can for him. ‘You can have it for Christmas when you’re sixteen.’ My birthday was a week before Jesus’s, I knew. But I also understood his promise to be an abstraction. I knew the bike was really his and that, even if I was old enough to ride it at that time so far, far into the distant future, I probably wouldn’t. He hadn’t been able to resist it. ‘Your father loved bikes more than he loved us,’ my mother would tell me.


Even dressed as Santa, my father would reveal himself by his neatly pressed flannels, his fastidiously clipped fingernails. In spite of my uncle, the RAF hero, my father was the embodiment of elegant masculinity for me from his neatly cut fair hair to his smartly polished brogues.


At some point in time between Christmas and New Year’s, I got the train back again. I don’t remember what happened to the Norton. A busy trade would often occur between the children of the neighbourhood. Some time after Boxing Day, when I swapped my tricycle with a neighbour’s child for a different clockwork Hornby locomotive, my mother had stepped in and stopped the deal. After the train set was returned, I never saw the Norton again. It disappeared with the melting snow. I later wondered if this was one of the issues which had led to his leaving us on Christmas Day 1946. I had little affection for him at that time. I felt no pain at his departure, probably because he lacked the nerve to tell me he was leaving. Besides, all boys of my age had absent fathers. Many of them, like me, would grow up in mother-run homes.


But that first Christmas I remember, the bombs grew infrequent. The decorations were still up when my mother and I mounted the electric tram, whose brass rails sliced through the remains of the slushy snow, to go up to the centre of the city, to visit my Uncle Jack at 10 Downing Street. He hadn’t been able to spend Christmas with us, so we went to lunch with him and my Aunt Ivy, rather pious Christians who didn’t believe in too much pleasure. Uncle Jack had been on duty. He worked for Churchill. ‘Happy New Year, my boy!’ beamed the old warrior-drunk, puffing avuncularly on his vast cigar and smelling strongly of tobacco and brandy. I think he would have offered me a glass of brandy if my mother hadn’t been with me. He did, however, give me the benefit of his wisdom that afternoon. ‘Never be tempted to vote Liberal,’ he said.


After tea with my uncle we went to Oxford Street and Regent Street, where the big toyshop was and where I could spend the money I had been given for birthday and Christmas. My Uncle Jack always gave me a ten-shilling note. With this and my other cash I could replenish my miniature armies. This was the equivalent of an FDR loan to the British military. My mother couldn’t afford to buy me more than a box at a time, mostly restricted to infantry, though she might add the occasional tank. But with my Christmas wealth I could add to my cavalry, to my Indians and my cowboys, perhaps to my anti-aircraft batteries.


Then, as we left Hamleys or Gamages or one of the other emporia supplying my reinforcements, my heart would leap with pleasure at the sound of the aircraft siren, warning us of an attack. I knew what this meant. One of the rarest of pleasures. To my enormous delight, we were forced to descend into the Underground, to the depths of the Central Line, and join our fellow Londoners, some of whom lived there almost permanently. It would mean I could sleep on a platform with all the other people who would rather risk being buried alive or drowned than remain overhead in the dangerous, blacked-out streets. I used to hope for a bombing raid so that we could enjoy the adventure, the subterranean camaraderie and what didn’t seem like a false security.


Back at home, the Christmas holidays were still in force. My father disappeared again. From Boxing Day to the first full week in January we were free not only to play with our new planes, Roy Rogers cap pistols or other treasures, we were let out, wrapped tightly in little coats and scarves and mittens, to explore the surrounding destruction, a wonderland. There was only one condition. If we heard an air-raid siren, we were to come straight home. As my father’s snowman melted into the back garden, I followed older friends over ruins which became defensives, Nevada hills, the Sheriff of Nottingham’s castle. We climbed through the piled snow-topped rubble filling doorways, found staircases still intact, mounted them with practised balance as they swayed beneath our feet, reaching the second storey where whole rooms remained, sliced as if with a knife, everything in perfect condition – bathrooms, bedrooms, storerooms – and if we were lucky we found unlooted booty, including toys, saucepans, kettles and books. Christmas made us greedy for more and more wealth.


We became adept as high-wire artists at crossing the beams, all that remained of destroyed floors and roofs, glancing insouciantly down at the broken rooms some of which were still decorated for Christmas, with trees and tinsel. But these did not interest us. We learned to unroll lead from roofs and gutters, which the older kids hoarded or sold to scrap-metal dealers. The dealers made us put the lead into shopping bags or baskets so that our trade went unnoted. Churches were by far the richest source of lead, especially those which had stained-glass windows. The coloured glass was sometimes picked up before Christmas to make decorations. But we searched constantly for the Holy Grail of any boy’s collection – a piece of shrapnel which was more than tortured metal twisted like barley-sugar sticks, but recognisable as part of a plane. What we longed to find were whole pilots, whose goggles and parachutes, flying suits, helmets and perhaps even pistols we could scavenge.


We grew up instinctive scavengers. Vulture chicks hunting for choice titbits, for treasures we could carry home and show off to our parents and friends. We worked with busy efficiency and concentration, desperate to get the most we could before the Christmas holidays were over.


The snow never lasted for long in the city. For a while it gave a pristine, pseudo-virginity to our wrecked landscapes. As it melted, the old reminders of our situation, all the symbols of destruction, began to re-emerge. And, as school loomed, we became all the more frantic. How we longed for an unexploded anti-aircraft shell or a bomb or other ammunition to complete our Christmas collections. Shell cases were common currency and generally disdained. We had learned how to clamp the live shells and then set off the firing pins by putting a nail against them and striking them with a hammer. We tried to dig out the graphite, the powder, to make our own guns. Nobody seemed to think there was anything unwholesome in our warlike pursuits. Or perhaps their imaginations didn’t stretch to how we were entertaining ourselves. Presumably, they had no idea how long the War would last. We might need those skills when we were adults.


I don’t remember too many dogfights around Christmas, however. I somehow had the impression that the Nazis and the Allies broke for Christmas, much as we did for school. But I had seen some of the fiercest air-fighting. For years I thought that watching the Battle of Britain through the windows of our house, as the Spitfires and Messerschmitts wheeled and flared in a darkness speared by shafts of yellow light, had been nothing but a false memory, something inspired by watching movies. I put this to my mother a few years ago. ‘Oh, no,’ she said, ‘you saw the Battle of Britain. We were between three airfields, Biggin Hill, Croydon and another one whose name I forget. I used to hold you up to the window to watch the dogfights. They were amazing. And they kept you quiet when you were teething or whatever.’ Perhaps that’s why I’ve never sought the distraction of war movies. The real thing was so much more exciting. And, in an almost mythical fight, we actually won command of the skies.


During those quiet Christmas times, when it seemed Hitler’s Luftwaffe was permanently beaten, we enjoyed incredible freedom which would be unknown to our own children. In our little grey suits of flannel windjammers and shorts, shirts and jerseys, twice-tied black Oxfords, ties askew and hair sticking up like the wire which jutted dangerously from the blasted remnants of reinforced concrete, we were forever dusty.


That this was the dust of the doomed and the dead never occurred to us. That bodies might still lie undiscovered in those cellars or that the rust on exposed pipes might be blood was never mentioned by our elders and therefore never considered by us. We were told it was dangerous to climb the ruined houses, but we knew anyone could learn that skill. We were told to watch for ‘bad men’ lurking in the wreckage or in the bushes and copses of the nearby Common and golf links, so we kept our distance from adults. But the rest of the world was ours as it never would be again. The world was unbordered. All its walls had been smashed down. We came upon large, abandoned houses with stables and outhouses. We ranged through glass-roofed conservatories. We found tools and glue in the workshops. We learned to walk on roofs. The movie Hope and Glory catches some of this atmosphere but seemed bland to me compared to the richness of the reality.


When the flying bombs came back the next Christmas we returned to the shelters, the reinforced tables, the dugouts. My grandmother was Jewish, my father unmistakeably Anglo-Saxon. She would sit across from him in the big communal shelter, which nobody really trusted. She would hug her thermos flask and her packet of sandwiches as we heard the drone of the V1s overhead, then the sudden silence as their engines cut out, then the shriek of their passage earthwards as they hit Dahlia Gardens and Northborough Road and Mitcham Lane and all the other suburban streets laid out by planners in the ’20s, following the course of the railways to build bijou Tudor-style mansions for the upwardly mobile professional classes represented by my father and mother, the first of their families not to live by trade or the work of their hands.


My grandmother knew what would happen to her and presumably her children and grandchildren if the Nazis won. Facing my father in the cramped shelter stinking of sweat and urine she would rock back and forth as if in prayer as we listened to the dull drone of the V1 engines. She had a conceit which she was too intelligent a woman to believe, but she knew it annoyed my father. Her conceit was that if the Germans won the War, then all the Jews would be rounded up, put in concentration camps and killed. But if the English won the War, she insisted, then all the Anglo-Saxons would be rounded up, put in concentration camps and killed.


So she would sit rocking, her finger wagging, grinning into my father’s infuriated face. ‘Better hope the Germans win, Arthur,’ she would say. ‘Better hope the Germans win.’


It seemed the rockets, when they came, would never stop. British pilots had discovered ways of flying close to the V1s, which were essentially drone aircraft, and nudging them out of the way, but tracing the course of the V2s was almost impossible. And it seemed we were getting more than our fair share of both.


We didn’t know at the time that Churchill was deliberately misdirecting those flying bombs, that his departments would report strikes on crucial factories and aeroplane fields when actually all they were hitting were the civilians of South London. As a result of this inspired misdirection, South London received by far the greatest number of strikes. One day the house across the road was a living entity, containing people you knew, who lived much as you did, who tended little rose gardens and wisteria plants and kept their paintwork up to scratch; the next day it would be something else entirely. Something ruined and already in the process of being forgotten. Somewhere to explore, to loot, to roll the lead from. Mrs Archer and the little Archer girls, whom I still miss and dream about – removed. Their blonde pageboy haircuts and pleated grey skirts, their crisp white blouses and school hats are the originals of images I continue to find attractive. But they had gone before I noticed the intimations of sex. That would come a couple of years later when the War was over and we had moved to a timber yard. The smell of sawdust is almost as erotic for me as the smell of garlic or Mitsouko. Mr and Mrs Wall, their pebble-dashed miniature château a heap of rubble scarcely worth sifting through, forgotten. ‘Auntie’ Pat, who had run the corner newsagents and lent me all those wonderful books from her stock – Scott, Stevenson, Ballantine – gone one bright Sunday morning as she laid out the papers ready for delivery.


With my friends, and perhaps with my adult family, I learned never to mourn. To move on. To keep going. To act as if your number was never going to come up. Yet in all other respects we were far from stoical. We always knew, for instance, that we were luckier than the Russians, for instance. ‘Mustn’t grumble’ became a familiar refrain. ‘How are you?’ ‘Mustn’t grumble.’ – ‘Are your in-laws still living with you?’ ‘Yes. Mustn’t grumble…’ It would be a refrain that outlasted the War and allowed restaurateurs, in particular, to get away with horror.


I was sent to infant school in Robin Hood Road, part of the estate planned in that corrupted arts-and-crafts style which is so characteristic of early-twentieth-century London, a style it shares on a larger scale with Hollywood, where I always feel immediately at home. I was at school long enough to know what boredom meant, because I could already read and write. The headmistress said she would have to have a word with my mother, because I could not concentrate on the primers. I had in fact ruined one by putting it, open, on my brilliantined little head. When she asked what I read at home I said Edgar Rice Burroughs and George Bernard Shaw, which was true. For years I believed that to be taken seriously as a writer one had to have three names.


The headmistress seemed to get even angrier at my answer but she never got to have that word. Over the weekend a V-Bomb dropped out of a pale and silent sky and eliminated the school. I was free. Hitler had saved me. The school was a leadmine and, what was more, not even the headmistress had died. Within a day, little that was valuable remained of its site.


The V2s were worse than anything we had suffered. Morale, which had remained almost hysterically high during the Blitz, began to fray. Hitler knew the power of those massive rockets which could come out of nowhere and kill you before you had time to say a word. They were a cruel weapon. Today, when I hear about the bombardments of Baghdad or other cities, I know how cruel those weapons are. No time to compose yourself for death. No time to say ‘I love you’ or ‘Look after yourself’ and no time to find the inadequate safety of those shelters. The only warning you ever had was a few seconds when the yelling tube of explosives was streaking down on your head.


My imagination, however, was informed by those early years, just as my life felt dull after the War’s end. I had become used to metamorphosis, of almost constantly changing landscapes, of being able to see for miles. I had become used to the adrenaline rush of the bombing raids and the exploration of tottering ruins, of squeezing up through chimneys, of clambering walls whose only handholds were pits in the brick.


On VE Day, as if he had waited for Hitler to be defeated, my father announced that he was in love with the woman who would remain his companion for the rest of his life.


‘I couldn’t have loved him much,’ my mother said, ‘because I didn’t really mind. My pride was hurt, of course, but I had what I wanted. I had you.’ That was how she saw it. She never questioned her own emotions, she never wondered if her sexuality was repressed. She always vehemently defended her own father, whom some thought had ‘interfered’ with her and had been thus thrown out of the house by her mother. She was visibly happy throughout my childhood and would only grow miserable when the time came for me to leave home. She had what she wanted. Her brother and sister-in-law, who had come to live in our house when their own was blitzed, took advantage of my father’s leaving. In those days it was not easy for a single woman with a child to rent such a house for herself. So they took over the rent and soon she had left. She went to find a job and in doing so changed my life all the more for the better. Her job was in a timber yard as a book-keeper.


Earlier, when my father had gone for good, I found a pair of those brown brogues of his and put my feet into them, feeling as masculine as I ever had, then I went outside in my Wellington boots and joined the people jumping over the fire on which effigies of Hitler and Göring burned in the half-hearted rain. I loved those shoes. I loved the smell of the polish. I found the Cherry Blossom ‘Oxblood’ boot cleaner and I shone them up as proudly as he ever had. I looked forward to the day when they would fit. I suppose Oedipus could not have enjoyed greater satisfaction than I had with those captured shoes.


But my mother must have discovered them, no doubt, because she presented them to him on the first birthday I had after the Blitz when he came to take me off to the toyshop on the back of his BSA. He had forgotten to get me Christmas or birthday presents, of course. Happily my nativity was only a week before the Saviour’s, so he could get me both sets of presents at the same time.


I climbed onto his pillion. He gunned the engine. He kicked up the stand. There was a stink of ‘mixture’ as the engine fired. He told me to hold on tight to the belt of his leather jacket and then we were off, roaring through the darkening December streets to the big, usually unattainable toyshop in Streatham, close to the ice rink, which was usually far too expensive for me, even when I could get there. I don’t think he ever felt so guilty again, because he let me have the pick of the store. I bought infantry. I bought imperial Indian cavalry. I bought cowboys and Indians. I bought a ranch house. I bought long-range guns and I bought light cannon. I bought another searchlight, more glorious, more powerful than any I had ever owned before. I bought planes and battleships. And I bought Mickey and Minnie Mouse, who shared my initials and for whom I had developed a profound affection.


We came back with his saddlebags loaded with treasure. My mother insisted that much of it be wrapped for Christmas Day, even though I knew what most of it was. I think it was then that she gave him the shoes. I caught a whiff of Cherry Blossom as she handed him a bag.


The yard was in the grounds of a ruined mansion. There was a small two-room cottage made of corrugated iron, heated by an old-fashioned cooking range. We moved into that. By the winter of 1947 we were still there. I remember the snow being so deep that the path cleared to the outside toilet was actually higher than my head. We made the trip to the toilet as rarely as possible. I still remember the chamber pots and the smell of them.


By the time the War ended, Britain was massively in debt to America, who had only loaned her the money to fight a war they had advised her against pursuing. She was, like the rest of the European powers, in the process of losing her empire. Her returning soldiers, determined to overturn the old order, which they blamed for their troubles, voted in vast numbers for the Labour government and nationalisation of major industries, the implementation of our National Health Service and a whole programme of reform which it would take Margaret Thatcher to dismantle some thirty years later. We could not afford immediate rebuilding and so London remained in ruins far longer than Germany, by then benefitting from the Marshall Plan.


When I was fifteen I left school, determined to become a journalist (I had not yet set my sights on being a novelist) and worked for a shipping company in the city. From there I would go down to the countless miles of docks, filled with ships, with loading cranes and warehouses for as far as the eye could see. My way back would take me through a devastated landscape only slowly recovering from the intensity of the Blitz. I could walk from the river into the depths of the city using as my points of reference the same buildings used by my eighteenth-century ancestors. It was possible to stand outside the old Billingsgate fish market, whose porters carried up to fifteen baskets of fish on their heads and were famous for their foul language, and look over to the Custom House. As you climbed the hill up towards St Paul’s, you could see the Royal Mint, the Monument (to the Great Fire of London) and all the other buildings which had miraculously survived the Blitz while more recent structures, from the nineteenth century, had been totally blasted into rubble. On the artificial hills, like Celtic burial mounds, grew rosebay willowherb, imported from the slopes of Vesuvius by nineteenth-century botanists, escaped from Oxford nurseries and now growing wherever there was the ash it loved. You can still see it, blossoming beside the railway tracks which originally carried it from Oxford to London.


You didn’t need to make an effort of the imagination to feel the psychogeography of the place. I have often wondered if the Frenchman who created psychogeography and the wonderful philosophy of dérive, Guy Debord, had witnessed what I had witnessed in London. The very bones of the city, all her history, from Roman times to the present, were exposed and clearly visible. Here was Defoe’s city and Johnson’s city and Smollett’s city, while the city of Dickens, who had turned London into a character, a monstrous entity, was in ruins. Where great warehouses had loomed over black water, now there were green hillocks where, at weekends, Londoners enjoyed their picnics. Where diseased warrens of slums had existed, an indictment to all civilised beings, Hitler’s incendiaries had allowed the new socialist government to build attractive estates, designed by idealistic architects, not all of whom, as they later admitted, were misguided followers of Le Corbusier. Some built curving terraces, echoing the half-timbered lines of Tudor streets though without the chichi ersatz nostalgia which had characterised South London. Others erected monuments to the people, intended to bring sunlight and sanitation to all.


Even at their most brutal, the new estates were an improvement on the rat-runs thrown up in the nineteenth century to house the wage slaves servicing Britain’s imperial commerce. And in those noirish times, when every young man desired nothing much more than a trenchcoat and a battered fedora, when Graham Greene, John Lodwick and the bittersweet romantics of the London literary scene came into their own. They were hard times. Poor times. It always seemed to be raining. Even in the Ealing comedies you felt that the rain had only stopped for about ninety minutes and would continue again the moment Hue and Cry and Passport to Pimlico began to roll their credits. Disenchanted men, old before their time, smoked moody cigarettes and lounged unhappily on the Thames embankment, brooding on lost love and forgotten ideals. Colour seemed almost obscene, an outrage. The late ’40s and the ’50s were black-and-white years of Odd Man Out and It Always Rains on Sunday. All my girlfriends wore black and thought a lot about suicide. The novelists and playwrights, the so-called Angry Young Men, people like Kingsley Amis and John Osborne, expressed themselves with bitter laughter. They were still old enough to have swallowed the imperial myth which had betrayed them. By my generation, we had never accepted such myths in the first place and had no particular argument with our fathers, no inclination to shake our fists and yell ‘Damn you, England!’. And the poets – Betjeman, Larkin and the rest – wallowed in nostalgia, in melancholy, equally disenchanted, seeking the certainties of their boyhood. Larkin in particular could not bear the idea of being rescued from the black-and-white world and when it threatened to explode into colour, as it did in the ’60s, going from monochrome to Technicolor like Dorothy’s transportation from Kansas to Oz, he resisted, he grumbled and he sought out the pockets of gloom which even today can be found in the remoter parts of the British provinces.


The Angries were probably not the only ones to yearn for the camaraderie of hopelessness. Many missed the years of anxiety and austerity. For my own part I was delighted to escape the grey years, when one’s only choice of trousers was grey flannel or green corduroy. I embraced the ’60s. From 1963 to 1976 was my (rough) decade. I knew we had discovered ourselves in a Golden Age and that it would not last. I became determined to enjoy that age while it did continue.


The metamorphosis of blitzed London became the Chaotic landscapes of Elric the Albino. As in need of his soul-drinking sword as Chet Baker was in need of his junk, he witnessed the death of his empire, even conspired in it. The adrenaline rushes of aerial bombardment and imminent death informed the Jerry Cornelius stories where London’s ruins were re-created and disaster had a celebratory face. And the Holocaust became the background for the black comedies of my Colonel Pyat books. We tried to create a new literature which expressed our own experience – Ballard of his years in the Japanese civilian camp, Aldiss of the terrors of being a boy-soldier in Malaya – all the great writers who contributed to my journal NEW WORLDS were rejecting modernism not from any academic attempt to discover novelty but in order to find forms which actually described what they had witnessed, what they had felt. By 1945, Proust and Joyce and even Eliot felt as if they belonged to the nineteenth century, even if they were indeed that century’s greatest products. By 1945, we knew what had happened in Auschwitz and Dachau. We did not mourn the passing of liberal humanism or indeed of our humanity. We sought new ways of expressing them. We found humour in the H-Bomb, we made jokes about Vietnam, we sought our models not in the great moderns like Mann or Faulkner, but in earlier centuries, in the work of Grimmelshausen, Smollett, even Balzac. I myself unearthed a hero in George Meredith, marginalised by the modernist literary critics because he looked back to the eighteenth century for his models and in so doing spoke to those of us who found ourselves at last in the twenty-first.


All this experience, all this fiction, all this philosophy had its origins in what for me were the Blitz years, my years of childhood, when I was as unaware of any impending doom as a newborn lamb in a field knows nothing of the slaughterhouse. Circumstances made me something of an autodidact, unable to settle at any school for very long, expelled from a couple. The schools were always glad to see me go. I learned from reading and not knowing what was respectable literature and what was not. I read everything. I became an enthusiast for the blues, in common with many of my generation, and learned some of Woody Guthrie’s licks from Jack Elliott. I met Big Bill Broonzy and Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf. Their music was the music of hard times and though I don’t pretend a white Londoner shared the same experience as that of a black Clarksdale sharecropper, that music did find an echo in my soul so that I was also privileged to enjoy the enthusiasms and pleasures of rock and roll from its earliest years. I am decidedly a child of my times. And I did inherit some enthusiasms from my father, though we saw so little of each other. It was my father, after all, who left behind the Edgar Rice Burroughs and George Bernard Shaw books, which were amongst the first I read. And he left some jazz records which ultimately led me to the blues. He then did me a great favour by leaving me to the love of my egalitarian mother and the man who fell in love with her (though I suspect never shared her bed) whose name was Jellinek.


Ernst Jellinek had helped Jews escape from Germany and Austria, going in and out of those countries to save as many as he could. Two of my friends, she a Jewish poet, he a Jamaican sculptor, had been trapped in France when the Germans arrived and, I learned from them, it had been the man who had become my unofficial guardian, Ernst Jellinek, who had helped them get across the Pyrenees and from there eventually into Portugal and back to England. If my father had been faithful, I would never have had such a model of quiet, philosophical heroism as Ernst Jellinek. I would never have understood that there is nothing wrong with sticking to one’s ideals, to following one’s altruistic instincts while remaining, in his case, a practical businessman. I have never ceased to be grateful to my father for finding love outside the home…


I don’t remember my parents ever quarrelling, though I think I remember a few intense, whispered exchanges. One day when I opened the newspaper I found a piece cut out of it. I believe my mother must have done that. Probably a report of the separation proceedings. People avoided divorce in those days, because it was so hard to obtain.


When I was eighteen, my father came to see me on my birthday, as usual. He gave me an LP record of T-Bone Walker and we went out for a Christmas drink. Back in his car, he cleared his throat with some embarrassment and told me that he had taken out an endowment policy for me, to help with my education or perhaps marriage when I was twenty-one. I told him that I was earning good money (I was already a successful journalist) and to keep it for himself. Without another word, that’s exactly what he did. My own children’s birthdays he was always a bit hazy about and it never occurred to him to transfer the policy for their benefit. He remained an emotionally lazy, rather likeable man, who tended to change jobs whenever he was promoted to management, because he could not take the responsibility. But he was an obsessive record-keeper.


My father and mother never divorced. It would have involved too much trauma in those days. My father set up home with his mistress and in time she changed her name to his by deed poll. Many years later, when both were in their seventies, my father decided to apply for a divorce. He was afraid of my mother. The first I heard of it was when my mother phoned me, sobbing, to ask if I had spoken to my father recently. Although I saw more of him than she knew, I had not, as it happened, seen him for a while.


‘What’s the trouble, Mum?’


‘He wants a divorce,’ she said. ‘I got the papers from his solicitor this morning. Why would he want a divorce after all this time?’


Not long afterwards came the expected call from my father. ‘Um – does your mother live in Gratwicke Road?’


He had discovered what I had known for over a decade, that by chance they were living about a quarter of a mile apart in the same seaside town of Worthing. I had often wondered what would happen if they met. His solicitor, it emerged, was at the bottom of her road. And he was terrified.


They were both so emotionally overwrought by this event that I found myself acting as the mediator in my own elderly parents’ divorce, calming both of them down, assuring that neither had sinister or greedy motives.


‘If he thinks he’s not going to give me that two pounds a week, he’ll have to fight me for it,’ she declared. She had settled, out of pride, for the minimum support which he had always sent late, but never missed a payment.


And so the knot was severed at last. This time I did not receive a visit to the toyshop, but he did offer to give me the family bible. I said that he should hang on to it. That I would have it when he died. I had it expensively rebound for him as a Christmas present.


As it happened, he gave the bible to my cousin, forgetting that he had promised it to me. When he died, I found photographs of all my family except my mother and myself and discovered that his father had remembered everyone in the neighbourhood in his will, but not me. I had been ‘vanished’. My mother and I had been an embarrassment, evidence that he and his mistress had been living a lie. I also found every driving licence he had ever owned and, neatly stored in cardboard boxes, the stub of every postal order he had ever bought to send to the court for my mother’s and my support. I also discovered that in his youth he had been a passable artist and while I had always assumed that I got my own taste for the arts from the Jewish side of the family, I also discovered, thanks to another friend, that my great-great-great-aunt Rachel Moorcock had been a passable poet who had published a book of memoirs and a book of poems in her lifetime.


Outside, the all-clear sirens begin to blast through the early-morning light. It’s Christmas Day. I get up and find that my mother is already building a fire in the grate. She kisses me and wishes me a Merry Christmas. There are all my presents arranged around the bushy little tree with the candles burning on it.


‘Which one shall I open first?’ I ask her.


She smiles and shakes her head. ‘You choose.’


I know what I want. The large box. I rip the paper off it and see the familiar maroon red beneath. Slowly I take the top from the box and stare down at the camouflage green of the long-barrelled anti-aircraft gun. I remove it from the box and begin to set it up, settling it on its stand. Soon it is pointing menacingly towards the ceiling.


Once again, Londoners will be able to rest easily in their beds tonight.


NIGHTMORE STREET, WC1




Maisie Bishop’s Tic-Toc Club was in the basement of No. 21. Members included Dylan Thomas, Francis Bacon, Patrick Hamilton, Julian MacLaren-Ross, Henry Williamson and other literary luminaries of the 1940s and 1950s. The Colvin brothers (Jimmy and ‘Wicksy’) based their radio play Nightmare Street on the murder of Nigel Fox-Patterson, advertising manager of the News Chronicle. Fox-Patterson’s body was found hanging from the area railings on 13 October, 1946. At first thought to be suicide, it soon became clear that his death was the result of foul play. Johnny Nicholson, bookmaker cousin to the notorious Walworth Nicholsons, was arrested when it was discovered that the deceased owed him a substantial sum of money. Gordon Amis, cousin of the more eminent Kingsley, was also detained and later released. After months of evidence-gathering, there was no prosecution. Nightmare Street remains a popular play on the repertory circuit, featuring, as it does, characters clearly based on contemporary originals. The BBC recorded a television version as a real-time experiment which was said to have influenced Hitchcock and inspired his film of Patrick Hamilton’s Rope. See also: Dan Farson’s Hanging on Their Words (1962) and J. Michael Harrison’s What Maisie Didn’t Know (1966).





GOLDEN PLACE, WC2




Best known for the ‘Warrens’ on its north side, Golden Place was notorious as a thieves’ sanctuary, being technically Portuguese soil. A charter had been granted by Charles I to the Contessa d’Ecreta, an adventuress associated with L’École des Fleures, a secret society pursuing alchemical experiment and the search for the Emerald Stone – itself said to be a form taken by the Holy Grail (otherwise documented as the ‘Roone Staffe’). Originally the haunt of quacks and ‘hereticks’, Golden Place degenerated into a haven for criminals. It was returned to England by the Portuguese government in 1934. The Warrens endured as a slum of evil reputation while various government agencies debated jurisdiction and responsibility. Much of the area was flattened by German incendiary bombs in 1941. The offices of the Inland Security Services (IS4) now occupy the site.





THE VENUE UNDERGROUND, LITTLE MONMOUTH STREET, WC1




Originally (1954) opened as the Jazz Cellar. In the early 1960s it changed its name to The Cellar and later to The Basement. It was where The Beatles first performed in London, but was better known for its association with the Rolling Stones and The Who. The Basement was most famous for R&B combos such as Zoot Money’s Big Roll Band, Geno Washington’s Ram Jam Band, Long John Baldry’s Hoochie Coochie Men, Georgie Fame and the Blue Flames. Among notable early performers were the Small Faces, who would become The Faces – with Rod Stewart as their lead singer. Others associated with The Basement/the Venue Underground were Alex Harvey, Chris Farlowe, Bill ‘Loud Mouth’ Bailey and Robert Calvert. The Deep Fix were resident there until 1977, when the Venue decided to feature nothing but punk bands such as The Adverts, Siouxsie and the Banshees, and Needle. It is now chiefly associated with rap and hip-hop.







A Winter Admiral


AFTER LUNCH SHE woke up, thinking the rustling from the pantry must be a foraging mouse brought out of hibernation by the unusual warmth. She smiled. She never minded a mouse or two for company and she had secured anything she would not want them to touch.


No, she really didn’t mind the mice at all. Their forebears had been in these parts longer than hers and had quite as much right to the territory. More of them, after all, had bled and died for home and hearth. They had earned their tranquillity. Her London cats were perfectly happy to enjoy a life of peaceful coexistence.


‘We’re a family.’ She yawned and stretched. ‘We probably smell pretty much the same by now.’ She took up the brass poker and opened the firedoor of the stove. ‘One big happy family, us and the mice and the spiders.’
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‘A storyteller who can do the range of London voices’
Daily Telegraph





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
WGEN

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





