



  




  [image: cover]








  

     

  




  OUTSIDE OF A DOG




  

     

  




  OUTSIDE


  OF A DOG




  A Bibliomemoir




  Rick Gekoski




  CONSTABLE • LONDON




  

     

  




  Constable & Robinson Ltd


  3 The Lanchesters


  162 Fulham Palace Road


  London W6 9ER


  www.constablerobinson.com




  This edition published by Constable,


  an imprint of Constable & Robinson, 2009




  Copyright © Rick Gekoski, 2009




  The right of Rick Gekoski to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any

  form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




  A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in Publication


  Data is available from the British Library




  ISBN 978-1-84529-883-8




  Printed and bound in the EU




  1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2




  

     

  




  

    

      

        

          Outside of a dog, a book is man’s best friend.




          Inside of a dog, it’s too dark to read




          Groucho Marx
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  INTRODUCTION




  THE BATTLE OF THE BOOKS




  

    

      

        

          How many a man has dated a new era in his life from the reading of a book.




          Henry David Thoreau, Walden


        


      


    


  




  ‘Lot 147 then. Lovely item!’




  The auctioneer’s eyes flicked towards the left-hand wall.




  A ferrety porter in a green apron pointed out the object.




  ‘Showing here, sir!’




  ‘Who’ll start me at £100 then?’




  I stood along the left side of the room, my catalogue clutched damply in my hand, trying to look nonchalant. An audience of about fifty people wandered in and out, settled on

  their chairs, drank coffee from plastic cups. A middle-aged woman in a hat with a red feather bid excitedly on many of the items, waving her catalogue in the air. In the back row a silver-haired

  man was reading quietly to a toddler.




  Our local auction house had weekly sales of sub-antique household furniture, which were great fun for picking up the odd coal scuttle, rocking chair, or threadbare Oriental rug. Occasionally I

  might spend a tenner on a job lot of books with one or two first editions in it. The pickings were not bad: prosperous towns with large houses often disgorge interesting bric-a-brac. While

  Leamington Spa’s treasures weren’t as rich as those of, say, Bath or Cheltenham, there were bargains to be had.




  But this was not one of the weekly sales, but the monthly Fine Art Sale, which was not for the likes of me. In 1974 I only made £1,800 a year, and I had never spent more than £16 on

  an item for the house. I was very nervous, scanning the room for possible competition. A local dealer? Perhaps one of my university colleagues?




  ‘One hundred pounds? £100? Who’ll start me at £50 then?’ His eyes moved towards the back of the room, where a clutch of dealers were smoking and chatting noisily,

  apparently paying no attention.




  ‘I have £50.’




  He moved upwards slowly in increments of £5. I bided my time, prowling like a nervous lion, ready to pounce. The bidding reached £85 and the pace slowed. I raised my programme in the

  air, but wasn’t noticed. I raised my whole arm. Me, sir, pick me!




  ‘New place. £90. Thank you, sir.’




  The dealer at the back nodded once more, and I increased my bid to £100. There was a pause as the auctioneer peered round the room. The dealer shrugged and went back to his conversation.

  The laws of nature were suspended. Time stood still. The gavel poised in the air.




  ‘All done then? Last chance. Do I hear £110? . . . I’ll take £105 if you like.’




  A final leisurely look, and the gavel hit the podium with a satisfying crack. I lowered my arm, which had stayed suspended in the air as if I were acknowledging applause after scoring a

  goal.




  I was exultant. The very same item had been offered in a previous Fine Art Sale, at an estimate of £300–£500, and I had watched as it failed to sell. No way could I afford that

  much for a bookcase, however grand. I had a theory though – I had lots of theories in those days – which was that large bookcases were white elephants: if a person had a lot of

  books he was unlikely to have a big house, whereas people with large houses weren’t likely accumulators of books. So big bookcases need to find just the right buyer.




  That would be me, and this one was a beauty. Made of Victorian mahogany, it divided into six sections, the three top ones fitting on to the slightly protruding bottom sections, making a unit

  twelve feet long by ten feet high, with fifteen adjustable shelves that would hold, I reckoned, about a thousand books. My then-wife Barbara and I had recently refurbished a gracious Regency

  terraced house in the middle of Leamington Spa. It had four double bedrooms, a large sitting room with a balcony overlooking the garden and original wide-planked reddish Canadian pine floorboards,

  and an undistinguished marble fireplace, which we thought rather posh.




  In the process of furnishing the house, the recurrent problem was where to find room for all my books. I was not a book collector, but I acquired them avidly, and for any variety of reasons. I

  bought books to read immediately, books to read some time in the future, books that were useful for research, books that looked good to me or might look good to others. Many I bought for no reason

  at all, on one whim or another. And after a time there was nowhere to put them. The alcoves were all shelved, occasional bookcases bedecked the walls of the hallways, bedrooms, kitchen and study.

  Piles of books grew like spores, and prospered. The house was infested with them.




  And now, with the mere raising and eventual lowering of a hand, the problem was solved. I paid £20 to have our new bookcase delivered, assembled it on the left-hand wall of the sitting

  room, opposite the fireplace, and spent a sweaty weekend organizing and shelving, constructing an exhibition of my life as a reader. There were books from my high school and undergraduate years,

  like the tatty but heavily annotated A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. From my time at Oxford, working copies of all of Matthew Arnold, my annotated Lewis Carroll, long runs of

  Lawrence, Joyce and Eliot. And, most significantly, there were my Conrads: all of his books, many in first editions, as well as most of the available critical books on him, which I had used doing

  my DPhil. Then there were all of the books, with their heavy apparatus of notes, annotations, marginalia and insertions, that I had used while teaching at the University of Warwick: hundreds of

  volumes of philosophy, psychology and literature, the tools of my trade, each volume weighted with the memory of courses, syllabuses and seminars taught. There were books that charted my various

  enthusiasms: tomes on Chinese porcelain, a series of books on Oriental painting, shelves full of art books and exhibition catalogues, plus a mass of books about various sports: John Feinstein on

  golf and basketball, Mike Brearley on cricket captaincy, Hunter Davies on football, George Will on baseball, Nick Faldo on himself.




  When, some twenty-five years later, Barbara and I divorced, we came to the neat agreement that she would keep the house and its contents, and I would have our smaller London flat and its

  contents. The only exception to this admirably simple plan was that I would be allowed to retrieve my books whenever I was able to house them. But a divorce is seldom a simple or amicable thing:

  people don’t do it because they trust each other and know how to negotiate their differences. A year later, when I moved to a larger flat with my new girlfriend Belinda, I rang Barbara to ask

  when I could pick up the books. Never, she said. She was entitled to the contents of the house, as we had agreed, and if she had once, she acknowledged, allowed me to think of them as mine, she had

  changed her mind and was keeping them. Given that I had refused to return a Roger Hilton painting that I had given her as a gift, but which was still in London, why should she return my books?




  I was stunned. She was quite right about the painting, and I had behaved badly, but I had never expected anything as forensically undermining as the kidnapping of my books. I’d been

  outsmarted, mugged and denuded of a great treasure. I howled, I hooted, I imprecated. I cursed Barbara and I cursed God. These weren’t books, things of paste and ink and paper. They were as

  close as I came to a soul, they contained my history, my inner voices and connections to the transcendent, and she had excised it, as in Philip Pullman’s Northern Lights, where

  children’s daemons are surgically removed, and they waste away and die. Ex-wives know where your soft spots are, and this foray was wonderfully exact, as if beamed by micro-surgery into the

  secret places of my heart.




  The books were not of any interest to her. They were mine, they were archaeologically mine. If you dug through and into them, layers of my life were progressively uncovered. What hurt the worst

  was the loss of my Graham Greenes, which had been Bertie’s bottle books. Though Barbara had breast-fed our first child, Anna, by the time baby Bertie was born, some six years later, she had

  decided that anyone who goes through childbirth deserves a rest. I rather agreed, and was happy to give him his middle-of-the-night feed with a bottle. He would beam up at me, his silver-gold hair

  radiant as spun moonlight, and slurp away happily. I developed rather a neat posture in which I could tuck him into the crook of my left arm, place the bottle delicately in his mouth, and keep open

  a paperback Graham Greene in my right hand. I read fifteen of them before Bertie started to sleep through the night.




  I later bought, from Greene himself, a set of his Collected Works, each of the twenty volumes signed by him, which he’d formerly kept in his flat in Paris. I associated them,

  naturally enough, with Bertie. They were gone as well.




  My books were gone. The effect was tremendous, unexpected, physically distressing. I felt dizzy and nauseous, I kept having to sit down to regain my equilibrium. My books were gone. It prompted

  the questions, at once psychological and metaphysical: Was I still me? Who am I, with no books?




  You may think this was an overreaction. It was. Nobody died, yet what I experienced was a form of grief. After the initial pain and disbelief there was an aching sense of loss. If there was

  something clownishly self-indulgent about this response, the intensity of my reaction was fuelled from other sources, from the accumulated frustration, anger and hurt that the loss of love

  entails.




  But as time passed – we’re only talking six months here – what I increasingly and surprisingly felt was no longer a sense of loss, but one of release. All those books, all that

  dust, all those metres of shelf space crammed higgledy-piggledy with paperbacks with their spines coming off, assorted hardbacks with torn or missing dust wrappers, maps and guidebooks stuffed into

  corners, bits of stuff and guff and fluff. For a rare book dealer I treat my personal books with shocking disregard. I cram them into shelves, dog-ear pages as I read, remove dust wrappers and then

  lose them. I suppose I still regard most books, as academics do, as mere objects of utility.




  Though there may be comfort in large numbers of books, there’s very little beauty. The art dealer Anthony d’Offay, who began his career as a rare book dealer, once told me that of

  all the serious art collectors he knew ‘only two’ have large numbers of books anywhere in the house. His point was not that big-hitting art collectors are semi-literate, but that almost

  all of them regard large assemblages of books as ugly. Viewed in this way (you have to skew your head to the side and look carefully) what you see when you look at a lot of books is paper in

  various stages of decay. Over time it progressively becomes yellowed with age, musty, acidic, bowed or brittle, ready for decomposition. It takes longer for paper than for humans, but the process

  is the same, and the results similar.




  I like to think that when Philip Larkin memorably said ‘books are a load of crap’, he was not trying simply to shock. Perhaps he was also observing something about books as physical

  objects, and about the properties – the genesis and eventual decline – of paper? Paper begins when trees are reduced to vatfuls of yucky mulch; the books that are one of the results of

  this process can fertilize and nourish, to be sure, but there is something ineluctably physical, something that suggests decay and death, something disgusting about them.




  And the curious feeling that was gradually unfolding in me, I recognized, was relief. Books, if not exactly crap, were certainly a burden. It felt free to live in a space that wasn’t

  shelved on all sides, surrounded and defined by books. Large numbers of books seem to consume the very air. There’s something insistently aggressive about them, something clamorous:

  ‘Look at me! Read me! Remember me! Refer to me! Cite me! Dust me! Rearrange me!’ Perhaps this is why working in libraries has always made me feel anxious. Academic friends

  reminisce with delight about hours spent in Duke Humfrey’s Reading Room at Bodley, the Beinecke at Yale, the Ransom Center at Texas, the old Reading Room at the British Library. I’ve

  spent my time in each of them, anxiously plotting an escape.




  Too much unread, too much unknown, too poignant the sense of the futility of writing books. The British Library has millions of the damn things. Looking at the stacks I am often struck, not by

  the range and determination of man’s quest for knowledge, but by the utter fatuousness of it all, the vanity.




  Samuel Johnson – himself heavily represented in libraries – makes the point with characteristic zest:




  

    

      Of many writers who fill their age with wonder, and whose names we find celebrated in the books of their contemporaries, the works are now no longer to be seen, or are seen

      only among the lumber of libraries which are seldom visited, where they lie only to shew the deceitfulness of hope, and the uncertainty of honour.


    


  




  My books were gone? What a relief: they’d done their work, and I’d done mine. All of a sudden there was a new sense of lightness. This didn’t merely consist of more space in

  which to hang pictures, it meant that I felt less surrounded by my own history. I was a bookish person. I still am, only without many books. It was a giddy sensation. I felt deracinated,

  disassociated. And free.




  I suppose you need to be a certain age (I was fifty-five) to feel thus unencumbered; I would have taken it worse twenty years before, when I needed the books not merely as working tools, but as

  objects of self-definition. But now? Now they had become memento mori, and I was glad to take my eyes from them. I came to feel that if Barbara hadn’t initiated the process, I would

  (or at least should) have done it myself. I began, even, to feel grateful to her, for releasing me from these fusty appurtenances. She’d always had an acute sense of the fatuousness of

  academic life. Well, now all those books were her problem.




  After all, reading is what matters, and has always mattered to me. I can’t not do it, any more than I can stop eating or breathing. Left on my own for the briefest of moments

  – on a bus, in the toilet, waiting for the dentist – I am acutely uncomfortable without something, anything, to read. In extremis I take my wallet out and read my credit cards. (One of

  them has five sevens in the number!) I can’t stop reading without feeling anxious, and extinguished: I read, therefore I am.




  We are accustomed to talking of things and events ‘influencing’ our ‘development’: of the formative power of parental support or abuse, gifted or sadistic schoolteachers,

  changes of faces and venues, disappointment and delight in the pursuit of love, successes and failures in search of some goal or other. When we think of such experiences we too often neglect the

  way in which reading, too, has made us. Who would I be abstracted from what I have read, how would I have been formed? If I try to extract some sense of myself now, at the age of sixty-four, which

  is in some way independent of the myriad effects of my reading, there is only puzzlement. The same sort of bemusement that occurs when I wonder what it would have been like to have been an

  astronaut or a lion, grown up in Bangladesh or Peru, met an angel or been abducted by aliens.




  I am inconceivable without my books. You can’t take them away, they are inside me, they are what I am. Yet when the relations between reading and living are considered, it is often in

  passing, and frequently results in a formulation similar to that once made by Angela Carter: ‘You bring to a novel, anything you have read, all your experience of the world.’

  That’s an unremarkable thing to say. What else would you ‘bring’ to a novel? A prawn cocktail? But if you reverse Carter’s formulation, and also claim that you bring to

  life everything that you have read in novels – some version of the Emma Bovary thesis – you get a much more interesting, and less studied, topic.




  How do books make us? I don’t know. Putting the question at this level of abstraction suggests a topic for a psychologist or sociologist, and I have no taste for such generalities. What I

  want to know is how my books have made me. To recall, to reread and to re-encounter the books that filled my mahogany bookcase, and continue to fill my present self.




  What fun to pursue such a train of thought. To go into my (sparsely) book-lined study, turn that reading lamp inwards, and to reflect. To look at those (few) books in the dawning recognition

  that what they furnish is not a room, but a self.








  

     

  




  1




  HORTON AND MAYZIE




  

    

      Then they cheered and they cheered and they CHEERED more and more.




      They’d never seen anything like it before!




      ‘My goodness! My gracious!’ they shouted. ‘MY WORD!




      It’s something brand new!




      IT’S AN ELEPHANT BIRD!!’




      Dr Seuss, Horton Hatches the Egg


    


  




  I like things big. I adore Palladian villas, monumental Mark Rothkos, vases of gladioli, eagles, sixteen-ounce T-bone steaks. I can grasp the attractiveness of cottages, Indian

  miniatures, lilies of the valley, guinea pigs and roast quail. But it seems to me that, with a little more effort, any of these might make more of itself.




  It is of course typically American to equate mere largeness with abundance and generosity. The country has vast spaces and majestic vistas, but that doesn’t explain it. So does Tibet, and

  Tibetans rarely drive Hummers. When I grew up in the 1950s, size was an index of post-war prosperity: developments of four-bedroomed tract houses flourished like (large) mushrooms, cars sprouted

  fins and expanded in all directions, people gorged on the abundant food, and expanded to inhabit the capaciousness of their domiciles and transport.




  I suffer from some of this. But I rather suspect that in my case this predisposition to the outsized is also caused by that admirable pachyderm, Dr Seuss’s Horton the Elephant, to whom I

  was exposed at the impressionable age of four. (Elephants figure in the American imagination in a way that they don’t in the European: consider that American attempt to render the small and

  cute – Dumbo the baby flying elephant.) Horton is himself a symptom of this culture of largeness, but in me he is its cause.




  I adored Horton Hatches the Egg, one of the lesser known Seuss books, but my favourite by far. The reason for this doesn’t entirely reside in the text, which is unforgettably

  delightful, though hardly more so than many other of the Seuss books. I wonder, all these years later, whether I didn’t have, at that time, some obscure recognition that this particular story

  applied to me?




  The poem concerns a charming and winsome, but flighty, bird called Mayzie who, bored by the longeurs of egg-sitting, wishes instead to go on an extended holiday to Palm Beach. She flirtatiously

  prevails upon the kindly elephant Horton to take her place up in the tiny tree, in spite of his considerable misgivings:




  

    

      Why of all silly things!




      I haven’t feathers and I haven’t wings.




      ME on your egg? Why, that doesn’t make sense. . .




      Your egg is so small, ma’am, and I’m so immense!


    


  




  He gives in, of course, flattered by her eyelash batting, and reassured by the promise that she will hurry right back. Which of course she doesn’t, she’s having too much fun.




  Stuck up his tree for months, covered by snow and buffeted by wind – you quite understand why Mayzie didn’t fancy it – Horton is mocked by his fellow creatures, and eventually

  towed away, still sitting on his nest, to become the star turn of a travelling circus: Look at this unnatural, laughable fellow! He thinks he’s a bird! He’s so fat he must be

  pregnant!




  The egg, when it eventually hatches under the immeasurable placidity of Horton, reveals a hybrid creature, representative of both earth and air: a baby elephant with wings. Although Mayzie,

  visiting the circus when it arrives near Palm Beach, wishes to claim her chick, the baby (complete with tiny trunk – like Mayzie with a penis) flies directly into the arms of the estimable

  Horton, whom it recognizes as its androgynous progenitor:




  

    And it should be, it should be, it SHOULD be like that!




    Because Horton was faithful! He sat and he sat!




    He meant what he said




    And he said what he meant . . .




    . . . And they sent him home




    Happy,




    One hundred per cent!


  




  I’d beg: Again! Read it again! And if it was too late, or I’d asked too often, I’d snuggle up under the covers repeating to myself that final, immensely comforting

  verse: ‘Because Horton was faithful he sat and he sat . . .’ I loved this line so passionately, I suspect, because that was how my father, Bernie, was. He loved being at home, was

  happiest with a book, and an opera in the air. My mother, Edie, was in spirit a Mayzie: she hated sitting around, liked a drink, a fag and a party, loved travelling and seeing the world, had a rage

  for company and good talk. She didn’t so much dislike children as ignore them – they weren’t much fun – though she got on better with hers as they became more reasonable and

  responsive. But motherhood was never, she was happy to acknowledge, entirely her thing.




  ‘Babies? Ugh!’ she’d say.




  ‘How do you think that makes me feel, mom?’ I would ask.




  ‘You’re not a baby now, I can talk to you. I like children when you can talk to them.’




  She’d suffered badly from post-natal depression, and my father liked to claim, ruefully but proudly, that he had done much of my mothering: feeding, changing, bathing and putting me to bed

  and reading at night. My father was that sort of elephant, and my mother that sort of bird. It was a compelling contrast, and if at first glance the dice seem loaded in favour of Hortons,

  there’s a lot to be said for Mayzies. Mine was full of laughter, a great talker and a good listener, engaged, vibrant, attractive. On a good day. But like many Mayzies she was also

  self-absorbed, suffered violent mood swings, and could be as cruel and critical as she was kind and supportive. And the problem was: you never knew which side of her you were going to meet. She

  might light on the branch with you and chirp away or, for no obvious reason, peck you in the eye and fly off in a huff. And so childhood, with such a mother, consisted of a constant oscillation

  between connection and disconnection, elation and despair.




  In addition to her regular mood swings, she suffered severe pre-menstrual tension, and could fill the house – indeed, fill the entire neighbourhood – with a bleak and dangerous

  friability. (To this day I am convinced that I caused it and, indeed, that I am still the cause of all pre-menstrual tension.) The lesson was learned painfully early, and continued to inform

  my sense of women thereafter: when they are more than usually difficult, it is prudent to hide in an upstairs closet. There was nothing more delightful than connection to such a woman, and nothing

  more dangerous.




  One day she disappeared. She’d become rather large, and there was apparently a baby in her tummy, though that seemed preposterous to me. Just like a woman, just like a Mayzie, to fly off

  and leave you on some obscure mission, and then come back with an adored stranger in her arms. When the week-old Ruthie arrived home, a gigantic vase of orange gladioli appeared on the table in the

  hall, which is one of my earliest visual memories. I was apparently supposed to be excited by this gratuitous addition to the family, but spent my time in my room twisting coat hangers (I

  couldn’t find any way to attach screws or nails to them) making a ‘baby swatter’. My father came up to examine it: ‘Quite a good baby swatter. Shall we put it away?

  I’ll read to you, if you want.’




  Connection to a man that you could count on one hundred per cent. If Hortons are – let us admit it squarely – perhaps a little unexciting in their placidity and steadfastness, they

  aren’t just out for a good time, they can be counted on. Not in some paltry way, as you might rely on your accountant: Hortons are mature, reasonable and great suppliers of love and

  reading.




  But, sadly, you couldn’t just be read to for the rest of your life. Would you like to learn how to read yourself? I wasn’t so sure. Being read to was better, surely? Faster,

  more comfortable. I could drift off to sleep lapped by language, hardly aware of the last sentences, though my lips still moved with them. And then, right away, it would be morning. Could anything

  be better than that?




  There was certainly something worse. When you learned to read two unpleasant and frustrating things came together. First of all you didn’t get any more stories: no Babar and Queen

  Celeste, no little nuns, no Hansel or Gretel, no Dr Dolittle and his gang of animals. Having inhabited this enchanted realm, I was conscious of some going backwards, a regression, a fall. No

  stories, no sentences, not even any words. Only the acute sensation of beginning again, puzzling out, the frustration of, say, a native speaker confronted with a foreign tongue.




  I began singing and sounding my ABCs, well before they might be assigned the utilitarian task of being made up from sound to word. The first pleasure was simply in mastering the connections, the

  sounds, the sequences. As if I were learning to count, because B follows A as surely and satisfyingly as two follows one. I would follow my mother around the apartment for hours, counting to a

  hundred, doing it again, then singing my ABCs, incessantly. It drove her crazy.




  But when I got my first reading books, a process was initiated which was rather frightening, consisting of repeated experiences of puzzlement, frustration, and resolution.




  

    C – A – T


  




  Three sounds, in a slow order, then a faster one, as they are elided. What do they mean? Reading begins in anxiety. It is up to me to decipher and decide. Can I do

  this?




  A dawning recognition, a smile, a great sense of incipient achievement and relief. I get it! CAT!




  And on to the next word, and to the yet more creative and complex process of assembling those words into sentences. I am in my pyjamas, sitting on the edge of the bed. It’s night-time, the

  lamp is on, and the milk and Oreo cookies are on my bedside table. I sit on a lap, cuddle and squirm into some mutual organic rhythm, reach out and tentatively touch each letter, secure in the

  warmth and visceral encouragement of being held. My father smells better than my mother: a cigarette, closets and stuffed teddy smell; mom smells sharper, sometimes she almost stings my nose, with

  a smell mixed up of metal, marigolds and the wolf enclosure at the zoo.




  We’d sound out the words together. The reiterated moments of triumph as one overcomes those spurts of anxiety and learns to read is forever associated, I suspect, with warmth, proximity

  and physical comfort. People like me, who are compulsive lifetime readers, are unconsciously prompted as we turn the page by memories of this Edenic collaboration, in which the book ultimately

  replaces the breast or bottle. (Goethe says, ‘in all things we learn only from those we love.’)




  It was particularly hard when, at the same time, often in the same session, my own halting reading of some banal book or other might be interrupted and replaced, before going to sleep, with a

  chapter from, say, Dr Dolittle. Dr Dolittle! That was terrific, even with its paucity of elephants. And Jack and Jill? Junk. The lesson of this was obvious, and – learned early

  – has been a tenet for most of my adult life: never do for yourself what others can do better for you.




  It was the same with writing, for learning to read is also learning to write: why bother? Other people were much better at it than me. Let them write and me listen or, if I had to, read. For my

  earliest efforts at writing were even less interesting than the Jack and Jill books on which I painstakingly learned to read. I wrote my first book at the age of six. It consisted of a few

  sheets of scrappy paper, cut clumsily with scissors into pieces, chunks really, about two inches square, and stapled together. It bore its title in crayon on the front page: A Friend for

  Mickey. The text followed on the next four pages, also inscribed in crayon. It read: ‘Once upon a time a boy went wakking down the street to see his friend his friend was a good

  friend.’




  It was probably the product of a task set on a difficult day, buying my mother a few moments’ respite from my relentless counting and general fidgetiness. There is something rushed and

  uncommitted about my fulfilment of the assignment, characteristics that are an abiding part of my nature. But my mother, nonetheless, was sufficiently proud of my little book that it became the

  foundation document of her Old Age Box. It rather surprised me, rediscovering Mickey after she died in 1974, to find myself embarrassed by this palpable reminder of my early lack of anything

  approaching high intelligence or, at the very least, some small creative spark.




  Neither of the above. There was nothing promising in A Friend for Mickey. If it vaguely echoes – as I later imagined – the opening paragraph about Baby Tuckoo and his

  friend the moocow of Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, it can only be at the most fundamental archetypal level: an isolated child, the voyage down the road, the search

  for a boon companion. No, if books were to be a part of my life it was likely that somebody else was going to have to write them.




  But once I had read, indeed memorized, the available Dr Seuss books, it wasn’t entirely clear what to read next. Nothing was as good as them. My parents cast about for tempting

  material, but their frustration reflected something about the culture in which they found themselves: the choices were limited. There were the Babar books, but he (King of the Elephants!), his

  Queen Celeste and their children Pom, Flora and Alexander were rather inferior elephants compared to Horton. They didn’t hatch a single egg between them. A series of deliciously illustrated

  books about Madeline and some nuns interested me for a time, but the texts were dull compared to Dr Seuss, and Madeline was too small and inexplicably fond of lining up in rows. No, children were

  better catered for by the comics (the years 1949/1950 alone saw the first strips of Peanuts, Beetle Bailey, Pogo and Dennis the Menace), and shortly by that captivating new medium,

  television, than by the written word.




  By the middle of the 1950s the effect of television on reading was becoming evident. We loved The Howdy Doody Show, a captivatingly inane programme hosted by a toothy, freckled,

  red-haired puppet who had absolutely nothing to say for himself. He didn’t need to. He was there. At the age of four Ruthie, a beautiful and silent child who loitered on the edge of

  things, partaking rather than participating, was asked, as dessert was being served by our neighbours in the upstairs apartment, if she liked jelly roll?




  ‘I love him!’ she replied. ‘What channel is he on?’




  Within a year we got a TV too, and we spent our time either in front of it, or begging to be in front of it, though there was almost nothing worth watching. But it sure was better than

  reading.




  In 1955, Rudolf Flesch’s bestselling book Why Johnny Can’t Read: And What You Can Do About It caused such national consternation that even Life magazine, hardly a

  bastion of high literary culture, took up the cause. Its answer? We needed more Seuss books! In 1957, the obliging doctor responded with The Cat in the Hat and, sure enough, it sold huge

  quantities. Kids know quality when they see it: to this day 25 per cent of American children read a Dr Seuss title as their first book. But Rudolf Flesch missed the real point, because he thought

  that American child illiteracy resulted from bad teaching, whereas it is clear in retrospect that the very activity of reading was being superseded. Within a couple of generations, not merely many

  children, but their parents too, would admit without shame that they have never read a book.




  Even one by Dr Seuss. What a deprivation! His characters are so loveably free and wild, perfect embodiments of the lawlessness and egotism of childhood. His world is always in danger of falling

  apart: he is children’s laureate of entropy. Think of the crazy energy of The Cat in the Hat, or the infantile omnipotence of Yertle the Turtle. It is no surprise to hear that

  Dr Seuss (like my mom) didn’t actually like kids, because both knew you couldn’t trust them. Mrs Seuss once admitted that her husband was frightened of children, because he was so

  worried what they might do or ask next.




  That doesn’t bother me at all. Many of the greatest writers for or about children didn’t like kids much, partly because they understood and respected them so thoroughly, and

  anxiously knew what they were capable of: not only Dr Seuss, but Beatrix Potter, Charles M. Schulz, and Lewis Carroll (unless they were half-naked little girls). But from such child-phobic writers

  we get many of the abiding images and ideas that shape our sense of ourselves.




  I never thought of myself as one of Dr Seuss’s child figures. Though I flew to Horton like that new-born chick, it was the estimable elephant with whom I most identified. His heroism made

  me swoon with admiration: ‘he sat and he sat!’ From which, I rather believe, I derive both a lifetime preference for sitting rather than doing, and a tendency to present myself

  as bigger and more important than I actually am. Yet I am grateful for my inner Horton, who has otherwise guided me truly and well. Though if I regret anything from our lifetime association it lies

  in my apparent need, in unconscious acknowledgement of his internal presence, to emulate his waistline. I try to lose weight – in my time I have lost a Horton-amount of weight – but I

  just don’t feel comfortable at an everyday size. It’s better to be big.




  

     

  




  2




  SPRITZING OVER THE BOOKS




  

    

      

        

          my sexual appetite is directed towards myself . . .




          A patient of Magnus Hirschfeld,




          quoted in his Sexual Anomalies and Perversions


        


      


    


  




  At the time of writing A Friend for Mickey I was, according to Freud, supposed to be entering that phase of psychosexual development that he called the latency period. I

  had already failed my Oedipal tests by attaching myself to my father rather than my mother, not to mention identifying with an androgynous elephant-bird, and I didn’t do much better at this

  later stage. Latency is supposed to involve the sublimation of the heightened (oral, anal and phallic) sexual awareness of the infant into other interests and activities, until that reawakening

  that occurs at puberty.




  But it was just the opposite for me. All the polymorphous sexual pleasure and curiosity of the infant continued, thoroughly unsublimated, throughout my later childhood years, in which I could

  most frequently be found pants down behind a bush with any available child companion, peering and giggling. At least my parents never had to worry where I was. They’d lure me out, covered

  with leaves rather than embarrassment, and suggest I came in to have something to eat, and maybe read a book.




  My mother, Ruthie and I spent the summer holidays in Huntington, Long Island, in her parents’ bungalow in Harbor Heights Park, a community of modest dwellings that served as summer

  retreats for New Yorkers. The bungalow was a ten-minute walk – you could pick blackberries on the way – from Brown’s Beach, with its unreliable seaweed-stuffed tides, the oily

  surface of the water reflecting the sun in brilliant colours. The sand was mucky and unappealing, but there was a small snack bar where you could buy cream soda or root beer, and hotdogs with yummy

  green relish gone crusty in the heat. I wasn’t allowed in the water for an hour after my lunch, or I would get cramps and drown. But lots of other kids were allowed in the water right away, I

  observed to Granny Pearl, and they didn’t drown. She sniffed – her usual form of disapprobation or rebuttal – looked at her watch, and said, ‘One hour!’




  The bungalow was entirely without soundproofing, and it was easy to overhear conversations, the everyday intimacies of belching and arguing. There were only two bedrooms. Mom slept on the porch

  on a sofa-bed, in which dad would join her when he finally arrived to spend a couple of weeks, while Ruthie and I shared a room and bed next to the kitchen. Its great advantage was that the wall

  that separated it from the kitchen terminated – for no obvious reason – some eighteen inches short of the ceiling. If I stood on the bedstead I could just peer over, and see what was

  going on. Ruthie was too short, so I sent back reports.




  ‘Granny’s in there,’ I would whisper.




  ‘What’s she doing?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  Ricky! Ruthie! Will you go to sleep right now!




  There was a tiny third room, hardly more than a cupboard, where die schwarz would sleep. Each summer a young coloured woman, supplied by an agency in New York City, would spend the summer

  in the bungalow, tidying, cleaning and washing up. Granny was frequently exasperated with the help, unsure whether they made life easier or harder. What the poor girls made of it is almost

  impossible to imagine, and none of us even tried to. The demands of running a kosher kitchen were incomprehensibly arcane to most of them. ‘No, no! You don’t serve the

  butter when there is meat on the table. And you don’t use these dishes with the meat. How many times do I have to tell you?’




  An imposing woman grown plump in later life, granny had a noble bosom and a bottom that stuck out, a rolled mop of grey hair and an anxiously inquisitive expression on her round powdered face

  that suggested that the worst was yet to come. My major encounters with her were about food: did I finish my lunch? Had I eaten too much fruit, or too many cookies? Taken all of those candies? Was

  I a little feverish? Had I done a BM? The spectre of the enema bag loomed. I was fine. In tacit acknowledgement of her obsession with anal functioning, my girl cousins, sister and I would

  periodically inspect each other’s bottoms as we ducked behind a bush or tree. ‘Hey!’ Uncle Freddie would yell over to us, ‘if you want to show cookies go somewhere

  else!’ We did. Showing cookies was better, even, than eating them.




  I avoided Granny Pearl as best I could. Unlike Poppa Norman she knew nothing of baseball, or making things in the garage workshop, or polishing the Caddy. I adored being with him, watching and

  helping, or playing ‘catched’um-missed’um’ with a softball in the garden. He’d played semi-pro baseball, and had a catcher’s stocky body, with a thick and hairy

  torso, short legs, low centre of gravity. He loved Friday nights, shedding his elegant suit and colourful tie when he got to Huntington, spending the weekend puttering round the bungalow. He was

  great value in short spurts, but tired of the company of children quickly. You could make money out of that. ‘First one to fall asleep gets a nickel!’ he’d offer. Even in the

  afternoon I was happy to feign sleep, though I quickly raised the ante to a quarter.




  I was the only one of the children who was able to climb the posts of the low white picket fence that surrounded the bungalow, along which poppa placed pots of trailing geraniums, to lever

  myself up on to the roof. I could overhear the grown-ups talking on the back porch, only they rarely said anything interesting, and when it was, it was likely to be in Yiddish. But I knew that

  granny’s vocabulary – narishkeit, ganif, mishigas, meshuginah, shlepper, chutzpah, kvetch, tsouris – demarcated the myriad ways in which life could try and disappoint.




  Hidden behind the sloping roof line, I was as invisible as God with a handful of sugared almonds. One time I vanished sufficiently from the collective memory and was allowed to lie up on the

  roof as the light faded, and the moon came up. In the slow darkness the fireflies’ bottoms glowed like embers descended from the canopy of stars. The honeysuckle odour sharpened as the air

  cooled, and I looked upwards at the meaningless immensity. I felt alarmingly diminished, and reasoned that surely it must end, somewhere. In a wall perhaps? How high would such a wall have to be?

  How thick? What above? Beneath?




  I never repeated the experience. It was too unsettling. I decided to domesticate the roof instead. Often I’d take a cushion from the porch, and a book to read to ward off the silence of

  those infinite spaces. What did I read? It is hard to remember. Early things always are, you may be thinking. But childhood reading, for an American child of my period, is difficult to recall. To

  remember an American reading childhood you have to engage in manifold acts of recovery of what is almost irretrievably lost.




  This was not true for English children of the same time, at least for the middle and upper-class ones. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century England had produced a body of

  children’s literature – from Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll through the great period of high Edwardian whimsy: Barrie, Milne, Beatrix Potter, Kenneth Grahame – that became the

  lingua franca of an English childhood. It was impossible to grow up as an English child in the first half of the twentieth century without reading – indeed without owning – copies of

  the Alice and Pooh books, The Jungle Book, Peter Pan, the Beatrix Potters, The Wind in the Willows, as well as various Famous Fives or Just Williams.




  The message of these was remarkably similar: life may be a little dangerous, but not very; energy is hardly required to combat such dangers; it pays to be shoulder-shruggingly loveable and

  hapless. Think of Pooh or, indeed, of Bertie Wooster. If the Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton, which supplied the manpower for the next generations of Empire, that Empire

  was lost between the covers of Winnie the Pooh.




  I have vague memories of Alfred Olivant’s Bob, Son of Battle (dogs), Treasure Island (parrots and hooks), King Solomon’s Mines (diamonds) and Peter Pan

  (fairies and crocodiles), but more particular ones of Franklin W. Dixon’s Hardy Boys series. The Hardy Boys books were great. There were loads of them, and you could talk about them to your

  friends, even read them together. Everybody read the Hardy Boys. (Except girls. If you were a girl you read the Nancy Drew books instead. Boys never did that. Nancy Drew was stupid.)




  The joy of the Hardy Boys series was not that the individual books were particularly exciting, but that there were so many of them. They were remarkably similar. The two brothers, Joe and Frank,

  aged seventeen and eighteen and in all respects except hair colour indistinguishable, were boon companions and super sleuths, packers of one-punch knockouts, and energetic associates of their

  father, an investigative police officer. They could solve any plot devised by a sneaky foreigner, and though frequently thwarted or even kidnapped, they never came to the slightest harm. Neither

  did the foreigners: all they got was captured by our heroes, and sent off to the pokey, muttering, ‘Sacré bleu! Zese ’Ardy boys ’ave done eet again!’




  It didn’t matter what books I read. The key was to be seen to be reading. If I wasn’t up on the roof, I would retreat to my room (‘I’m reading and I need some peace

  and quiet!’) but I made sure to leave the door open. (‘He’s reading and he needs some peace and quiet!’) What I was reading was a book. It didn’t

  matter what the book was, and I hadn’t the faintest idea that one might be better than another. But to garner credit, to be approved of, left alone, quietly commended, it had to be a book.

  Comics wouldn’t do. Reading books gave the signal that intelligent life was going on: I didn’t merely read them, I displayed them like trophies.
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