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         I was shocked by the confidence with which this unknown hand had inserted the missing letter – in a library book of all holy places! – with a caret. The act uneasily combined correction and desecration, disfigurement and repair. Was this a vandal or a proofreading vigilante riding the range of print in the name of maintaining order? It made a difference that the mark was in ink, and green ink at that. Indelibility bespeaks courage and commitment – it’s not for nothing that Mephistopheles declines to give sellers of their souls the option of a pencil, however nicely they ask. ‘Caret’ means only ‘it is missing’ or ‘there is a lack’. Its symbol resembles a lambda pointing the wrong way. It’s a sturdy little jemmy, able to prise open a sentence for as long as it takes for missing elements to be restored to the body of the text.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         Knife, fork and spoon, the basic equipment. ‘Eating irons’ as some people call them – as my dad called them. In terms of acquiring cutlery I didn’t do badly out of my three undergraduate years, from 1970 to 1973, at Downing College, Cambridge. If that was the point of the exercise then I did better than most. I ended up with a useful haul. It wasn’t that I was greedy, I don’t think. I didn’t want a six-piece place serving, let alone twelve-piece. I wasn’t planning dinner parties or dainty lunches in punts. Everything was for my own personal use, to borrow the formula that defendants of the period fell back on when they were caught helping themselves from a smörgåsbord piled high with illegal drugs. In my case, though, it was true. I wanted a single knife, single fork, single spoon, nothing else. One of each item, but they had to be the right ones.

         Everyone needs to eat. This informative sentence pushes together two separate propositions, according to what is meant by ‘eat’. In one sense, ‘to eat’ means to take part in the economic structure of society and thereby to have food on your plate. More narrowly it addresses the next stage of the process, the conveying of food from plate to mouth. I won’t pretend the first stage has always been smooth sailing, but the second one has never been anything but tricky.

         Right knife, right fork, right spoon. These had to be tools I could use, and the requirements were strict. My left elbow had (and has) no movement, and the right elbow isn’t exactly spry though there’s a little play in it. My wrists don’t rotate, so there aren’t many utensils that can serve my turn in the first place. When I find them I don’t let them go. I stay loyal, I hang on like grim death. It so happened that my ownership of these items was illegal, knife-fork-spoon, and I’d like to point out that I would have acquired them respectably if that had been an option. I don’t break rules for the fun of it, or only when the assured dividend of fun is considerable. I’d rather be in the clear when I can manage it. It’s just that sometimes honesty is a luxury beyond my means.

         Peter Gladwell, the domestic bursar at Downing, in charge of the kitchens, was always complaining about how much money the college lost through pilferation of cutlery. Thousands of pounds were lost to the college over the years, and pilferation was something he was always preaching against. I never thought I’d be one of the bad boys, the light-fingered ones, but I have to put my hand up just a few token degrees of elevation and admit that I snaffled some myself. I scrumped a few plump apples from the laden branches of Downing’s catering department, branches so weighed down with fruit as to be within my reach.

         I wouldn’t have had the dexterity or the cheek to take anything away with me from a communal meal in Hall, but towards the end of my time in A6 Kenny Court it must have been obvious that I was at a low ebb. A meal tray would sometimes be sent over for my benefit, a spontaneous kindness but also an invitation to wrongdoing. Sometimes filching went on and the tray made its way back to the college kitchens a cutlery item short. On the occasion of the first crime I stage-managed a tableau of innocence, in case a steward returned to ask what had happened to the College fork which had been entrusted to me, by dropping it onto the floor. No one came to ask, and I wasn’t required to go through an I-must-have-dropped-it routine, inherently hollow since though I’m always dropping things (the notion of dropping should be expanded to mean any loss of mastery over an object’s whereabouts) it’s rare that I don’t notice. After that I realised that the reason Peter Gladwell laid so much emphasis on the seriousness of pilfering was that everyone but him thought of it as trivial.

         At the time, stealing from shops was routinely referred to as ‘liberating’ things, a usage that must have started as irony but soon lost any sort of edge. I certainly wouldn’t say that I had liberated my Downing knife-fork-spoon set, when they had liberated me, or at least liberated my mealtimes for an indefinite period.

         It’s true that if you bend backwards the spoon part of a standard spoon (the language insists on this redundancy) it can be made much more serviceable, but it isn’t something I can accomplish without help. You’d be surprised how reluctant restaurant staff are to modify the cutlery for the benefit of their diners. So much for the customer always being right!

         The Downing cutlery wasn’t exactly luxurious though it was smart enough, the design vaguely Scandinavian-modern in a way that has come to seem sixties-retro in its own right. The style is neither here nor there, it’s just that nothing else feels right in my hands. I take those eating irons with me wherever I go. I never use anything else. I eat left-handed, reversing the implements to cut food up if that’s required, slicing with the left by pushing with the shoulder. It’s the only way cutting of any sort will get done, though of course not all food needs to be cut up. Vegetarianism offers an unfair advantage in that respect, with food more likely to be bite-sized already. Then the fork in the right hand makes the deliveries.

         It has sometimes happened on æroplanes that the stewardess has brought me ‘proper cutlery’ from First Class, a lovely piece of good manners though not actually a functional improvement on my own tools. A starched napkin sometimes comes along for the ride, and this does serve a purpose, lending the Vegetarian Option a little reflected glamour.

         The Downing knife has its point of balance just where it should be, halfway along its length, not thrown out of equipoise by a weighty handle. The tines of the Downing-issue fork have quite a pronounced curve – I think that’s part of the secret. I hold a fork in my right hand, since my right shoulder has the more movement of the two, though I still can’t manage to reach my mouth with the fork horizontal. The technique I’ve learned involves accelerating on the upstroke to keep the food in place. It’s like dive-bombing, only in the opposite direction, bombing upward. It works with most foods. The Downing cutlery is lightweight, which is certainly an advantage. It’s easy to manœuvre. Crucially it’s not too long. Since my forearms are short, a long fork requires a more finicky angling effort towards the mouth, and that’s just the sort of movement my arms don’t run to.

         The Downing spoon isn’t quite so uniquely designed to suit me – most dessert spoons can be modified appropriately, if someone is good enough to increase the kink at the neck so as to improve the angle of incidence of the bowl. But it makes sense to have the full set, the integral place setting. Each item bore the engraved letters D C C – for Downing College Cambridge – at the larcenous moment, though the incriminating markings wore off after only a few years.

      

   


   
      
         
            Open the doors of orthography a crack

         

         If knives and forks and spoons can’t be too long or they stop being suitable (being Johnable, as I call it) then teaspoons are impossibly short. To suit my needs a teaspoon would have to be so long-handled that it would no longer fit the technical description of a teaspoon. In fact it would be a sundæ spoon, and that’s what I had brought with me from home when I arrived at Downing and used ever after. Again, it suits me perfectly, and perhaps my hand has conformed to its handle over the years as much as the other way around. There’s always a molecular exchange between tool and user, and it goes on in its marginal fashion even when the tool-user is as calcified and recalcitrant as I am.

         I know the use of the ligature ‘æ’ in sundæ spoon is somewhere on the continuum between optional, wayward and plain wrong, but my feeling is that so much typographical variety is being lost from year to year that it becomes an act of solidarity with the alphabet in its fullest form to keep ligatures and diacriticals alive. In some languages ‘æ’ has the status of a separate letter – why should we let the Faroese get all the credit for alphabetical hospitality? Let’s open the doors of orthography a crack, so that ‘æ’ and ‘œ’ can softly slip in.

         It looks so unassuming as an object, the sundæ spoon, that people think of it as interchangeable, a standard item. They hold it up and examine the trade name stamped on the stem – EYE WITNESS. Then it’s Oh I’m sure I’ve heard of that make. I’ll pick you up some spares, they say, shall I? Next time I’m in John Lewis (or Selfridges as the case may be). How many would you like? I’ll get you a handful. My pleasure. They never mention it again, not because they’ve forgotten, I don’t think, but because they’ve underestimated the task and feel embarrassed now that their breezy confidence has been shown up. They come back empty-handed, not having noticed the subtle cant to the bowl. A sundæ spoon with a six-inch stem, in stainless steel. It doesn’t sound like the Holy Grail, exactly, does it? Though it would be just the job if you happened to have the Holy Grail tucked away in a kitchen cupboard and wanted to serve a Knickerbocker Glory from it. Is it irreplaceable, my sundæ spoon? Let’s hope I never need to find out. It’s getting worn thin at a couple of edges. Lovingly eroded away, licked by the years and the abrasion of my tongue.

         At least the sundæ spoon isn’t stolen goods, unlike the rest of my eating implements. Perhaps my loyalty to these dishonestly acquired utensils softens the original crime, and at least when people ask what I got from my fancy education I know what to say. Downing knife, Downing fork and spoon. In that limited sense Cambridge equipped me for life.

         Cambridge also provided intellectual cutlery, of the sort you are actively encouraged to take away with you – that being the main idea behind those years of study. Furnish your mind with tools: confidently impaling fork, butterknife that lays on the charm, fish slice adept at lifting the flesh of an argument away from its bones. I suppose I use them too.

         The most primitive education would have given me adequate tools for a future of sitting around, sometimes in a wheelchair and sometimes not, supported by a half-resentful State. I was likely to be at least half-resentful myself unless I was able to meditate my way to serenity on a daily basis, to throw myself off the cliff of ego and plunge into the waters of not-I. Unfortunately my basic spiritual technique had broken down and my mantra had failed me. For three years I had been unable to meditate, when a five-week visit to India somehow drained the battery it was meant to recharge. My guru Ramana Maharshi often used mechanical analogies in discussing spiritual states. He wouldn’t have minded me saying that a devotee without a mantra is like a refrigerator with a broken thermostat. I had no confidence that my inner life was under warranty. Cool detachment from problems, uncompromised awareness of their illusory status, all this was a long shot in my present state.

         I still get begging communications from Downing, appealing to my generosity to endow this and that. I’m not tempted to reach for my cheque book. If I’m not in the bottom percentile in terms of income of any Downing product then I’d like to know what has become of my academic generation. Something has gone badly wrong! Then again perhaps I should take a broader view, change my will and set up a small fund, a Cromer Trust. Its aims would be highly specific: to provide appropriately modified cutlery for disabled students, not as loan items but as gifts outright. Why should they be beholden? Let them exercise proprietary rights in perpetuity. The design would be based on the Downing set in my possession, but the engraving on the handles (even on the sundæ spoons) would be C D rather than D C. Not Downing College but Cromer Donation. It’s an appealing idea, but I’ll only take the necessary steps if the guilt of my early-seventies thieving becomes too much for me. For the time being it’s no great weight.

         I don’t mean to suggest that our domestic bursar had no other subject of conversation, but I do remember Peter Gladwell playing another variation on the theme of cutlery one evening in Hall, addressing a little group of us who had perhaps shown polite interest. I doubt if it was more than that. ‘Believe it or not, gentlemen …’ he said – and ‘gentlemen’ always seemed to have a satirical tinge, as a recognition of mutations in the student species, in the years after the riot at the Garden House Hotel – ‘a college in the Other Place spent a fortune on knives and forks – the domestic bursar there must have let the architect walk all over him. Academics don’t live in the real world, that’s what domestic bursars are for.’ We pretended not to know what was meant by ‘the Other Place’.

      

   


   
      
         
            Sledges pulled by scandalised huskies 

         

         According to the traditional Cambridge understanding of the universe Oxford was a blank space on the map. There was nothing there. It was the non-existent county town of Blankshire, itself scratched out on any map available locally, on the shelves of Heffers, Bowes & Bowes and even W. H. Smith. University study is meant to expand the mind’s horizons, but there are always areas of darkness opened up at the same time. Oxford? The place simply didn’t exist. When indirect reference was made to the university it was as a byword for folly of some sort. I’m sure that an equivalent distortion applied in the other direction, with dons at Oxford murmuring ‘Cambridge?’ over their madeira. ‘Where might that be? Doesn’t ring a bell. In Massachusetts perhaps?’ The two rich little cities had something about them of mortified identical twins trying to forget their mother had once dressed them alike. They were obsessed with denying a resemblance that would never entirely go away. 

         ‘This architect, Danish chap,’ Peter Gladwell told us, ‘made all the decisions about fixtures and fittings. All of them special. So every time a light bulb blows, they have to send off to Denmark for replacements.’ There was definitely some exaggeration going on here. Bespoke items or not, they could be kept in a cupboard until they were needed. He made it sound as if they had to be specially delivered (to St Catherine’s was it? I think St Cat’s) from the far North, on sledges perhaps. Sledges pulled by scandalised huskies, howling at the moon in protest against the folly of architects. 

         ‘That’s enough madness to be getting on with, or so you might think, gentlemen. But when it came to designing the fittings for High Table the architect surpassed himself. It was the cutlery of bedlam. The knives and forks were one thing, but the soup spoons … they weren’t even symmetrical! The bowl was over to one side.’ 

         At this point I entered the conversation, or rather I politely registered my exclusion from it. ‘I say, Peter, would you mind taking a seat somewhere I can see you? Otherwise I’ll just be lobbing words in the general direction of your voice.’ I’ve put in years of that sort of lobbing in my time, dropping words into the post with no real idea of whether or not they will be delivered. I was taking only a slight risk by using his first name – this was cheeky but acceptable. The real risk lay in my claiming the right to take part in the steering of the conversation, not just following and laughing at the appropriate places. Assertive behaviour even of this mild kind always makes things awkward and the gambit has been known to misfire. In general I’m supposed to fit in with the standard ways of doing things, and I do my best, but when I can’t and I point this out people can get huffy. It’s normal for me to be at a disadvantage, apparently, doesn’t call for comment. And of course if you make too much of a fuss about being included actual conversation, real live human interchange, dies the death anyway. 

      

   


   
      
         
            In the land of asymmetrical spoons 

         

         Everybody budged up and fair play, Peter sat down opposite me without showing any irritation at being ambushed, though I imagine he felt some regret at having opened his mouth on a subject that turned out to interest me. Specialised cutlery isn’t a topic that usually sets conversation on fire. ‘Let me see if I’ve got this straight,’ I asked, ‘this architect designed soup spoons that went round a corner. So that the bowl, I think you called it, faced the eater?’ 

         ‘It’s more that the spoons bulged on one side, John. They ended up looking like musical notes, crotchets or whatnot.’ 

         ‘How very sensible. Did he do the same thing with the forks?’ 

         ‘No, he left the forks alone, more or less. Though they were a bit narrow and odd-looking.’ 

         ‘Then, with respect, you’re wrong to say he was mad – he didn’t go far enough. A fork that went round corners would make all the difference to me. What was it Blake said? If the foolish designer would persist in his folly, he would … design a better folly.’ Repartee is always a hit-and-miss affair, even in the dining halls of second-tier colleges in world-famous universities. You just hope people remember the bullseyes and forget the clangers. ‘Something along those lines.’ 

         ‘But you can’t expect everything to revolve around you, John!’ 

         ‘And I don’t. Not even my place setting. I’m glad to know someone somewhere has given it some thought, that’s all. Oxford’s better than nowhere at all, I suppose. Or don’t you agree?’ 

         ‘There was one snag with the chap’s spoons, though. You’ll never guess—’ 

         ‘I suppose left-handers couldn’t use them. If they tried to bring them to their mouths, soup just splashed onto the tablecloth, is that it?’ Classic Cromer own goal – I just couldn’t resist the opportunity to score points. I couldn’t seem to stop myself from trundling on, guessing away when I’d been told I would never guess, meaning that I shouldn’t try. I trundle on, life likewise trundles on. We trundle as one. In the land of asymmetrical spoons, the ambidextrous man is king – at least I stopped myself from saying that. 

         ‘I’m warning you, John, my wife is the only person who’s allowed to spoil my stories. And even so … that’s just on her birthday.’ All perfectly jovial, but I could see he wasn’t pleased, first held hostage at an undergraduate table and then pre-empted anecdotally. He wasn’t an academic but had picked up some of the mannerisms of high table, the rankling politeness. Prickliness is highly infectious in academic circles – it should be considered for listing as a notifiable disease. ‘Yes, you’re right, of course. Left-handers needed special spoons. More pointless expense.’ 

         ‘Well, Peter, it would certainly be cheaper to weed out left-handers at the interview stage, eliminate them from the shortlist, or else provide a compulsory salad starter for the southpaws.’ 

         I had taxed him too far. ‘No doubt. And now, gentlemen, I must leave you. I have a college to run.’ He levered himself away from my line of sight, striking suavely off towards the real world, natural habitat of domestic bursars, and away from my dim little aquarium of drifting weed, where I lurked inside a plastic castle and waggled my fins uncertainly in the half-light. 

         ‘Blimey, John, what was that about? I thought you liked Gladwell!’ And all I could say was ‘So did I.’ The general verdict was that I’d excelled myself. ‘Trust you to take that line, John! That’s you all over!’ As if it was my ambition to intersect so very rarely with other people’s ways of thinking. I was always being told I was a fully paid-up member of the awkward squad, which was conceivably a compliment. I tried to turn it into a joke anyway by saying, ‘Not so. They waived the entrance fee.’ Such a shame that meetings are held on the top floor of a building without lifts, but that’s in the constitution so there’s nothing we can do about it. 

         What was it about, that little cutlery skirmish in Hall? It was a fair question. I had struggled for three years as an undergraduate, determined to make the best of what was offered to me, as I assumed, in good faith. I was accepted as a student before the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act became law in 1970, so that Downing was under no legal obligation to take me. Legislation takes a long time to percolate by capillary action through the social fabric, and I certainly wasn’t expecting a red-carpet welcome. I don’t have much use for carpets at the best of times, and a red one wouldn’t have done much to disguise the unwelcoming approach to the room allotted me. My particular needs were only approximately met by A6 Kenny Court, access to which was blocked by two steps – not a full flight, but more than enough to make entering and leaving the premises difficult. Never mind! I would manage. I managed. And at least I had the privilege of not being shunted around like my contemporaries but staying there for three full years. 

         My trust in Downing even survived the discovery that Dad had been billed for the ceiling support system which allowed me to take a bath. Eventually charitable funding was found for this expense, in a way that offended me almost more than the original injustice. Why should a charity (one set up to help servicemen in need, and I suppose Dad was in need of help after being dunned) have to stump up for expenses that my college had knowingly incurred by taking me on? I was fully visible during the interview, and my difficulties must have leapt to the eyes. Being accepted to the university wouldn’t be enough in itself to reverse my medical history, and the equipment wasn’t for my exclusive use anyway. Any able-bodied student could treat himself to a joyride in that bathroom. It wasn’t as if I would be taking the rail away with me when I left, though I can’t deny I was tempted to contrive some subtle sabotage. A small explosive charge, detonated by remote control, at a time of my choosing in consultation with the I Ching. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Ripe for the snaffling 

         

         It was more that I had seen the indifference, or the hostility, of the institution as essentially faceless, and now I could put a face on it. I had chatted perfectly amicably with Peter Gladwell, without quite putting two and two together and understanding that if I was being denied certain basic rights then he was the one who determined that it should be so. The administrative decision that allowed me to stay in A6 Kenny for all three of my undergraduate years also allowed for some forward planning, and at the end of the third year there was still no sign of a ramp on those steps, front or back. Presumably such modification was deemed a pointless expense. It followed that I myself was a pointless expense. My well-being didn’t warrant an entry on a balance sheet. It’s true that a ramp wouldn’t have enabled me to manage on my own in my non-electric wheelchair, but it would have made it very much easier for my fellow students to lend a hand, and that would have been worth something, if only to me. 

         In the tussle over the rail over the bath the college’s representative had been the Dean, and it was only now, very late in my life as an undergraduate, that I realised he wasn’t the real adversary. It was Peter Gladwell who had spoken against my comfort, and though it would be exaggerating things to say I had seen him as a friend, there seemed to be an element of betrayal in his cordiality just the same. Domestic bursars lived in the real world, apparently – as if I didn’t, when I inhabited the consequences of their decisions. 

         At this point the whole debate concerning the nature of reality needs to be put to one side, philosophically and spiritually riveting but not useful just now. I particularly resented the fact that the course of my life was being dictated by my physical needs, when my whole practice was to deny the designation of ‘mind’ and ‘body’ as separate and opposed. Binary oppositions are essentially fictions. It can never be that simple. Binary stars pool their light and even binary code is a subtly shifting form of expression, its noughts just longing to merge into oneness while the ones are constantly tempted to be noughty. Take it from me, it’s exhausting to maintain a non-dualist worldview while you’re forcing yourself, in the full knowledge that you’re part of everything that imagines it excludes you, to argue for your rights as an individual and a special case. 

         The conversation about Danish cutlery revealed an unwelcome truth, though no one else seemed to notice it. A shocking revelation, even: over the course of my undergraduate career I’d learned to say things for effect. Reconfiguring the design of Downing forks, or spoons for that matter, would be no improvement from my point of view – in fact they suited me just fine as they were, making them in due course ripe for the snaffling. I was just showing off in conversation, building castles in the air out of bricks without straw. 

         Of course this character trait was part of what the University had been established to instil, and many of my contemporaries would find themselves well served by it in their working lives – it might even see them smoothly through to retirement. Those, though, were not the circles in which I would be moving. If a certain amount of posing had always been part of my character then it had become more pronounced, an aspect of the survival technique of any undergraduate. I exempt the sciences from these strictures. It was only in the humanities that learning to love the sound of your own voice was an unacknowledged part of the curriculum, printed in invisible ink on every prospectus. 

         Even so, it was true that I found something perversely admirable in the architect’s elaborate and expensive way of solving a problem he had himself created. For the benefit of High Table at Crazy College there must be left-handed soup spoons commissioned to cater to the needs of the oppressed minority, a minority that had never previously been disadvantaged during the soup course. There’s something so very Mayan about that procedure, and by ‘Mayan’ I intend no reference to an extinct South American civilisation but to Maya, the Hindu word for the domain of illusion, also known as the ‘real’ world, past or present (and consequently including Mayans, Aztecs, Inca and Norte Chico along with everyone else). I couldn’t leave it at that, though. I had to take a line and make a case, exaggerating and distorting mild opinions and fatally drawn towards absurdity. If the wise man would persist in his wisdom he will become foolish, as Blake didn’t say but Hinduism slyly suggests. 

         My tendency to preen and pontificate did nothing to set me apart from my fellows, it was absolutely part of the air we all breathed, but my future was going to be different from my contemporaries’. To be brutal – I was going to be living in a backwater on state benefits, while they would go on to greater things, to the Civil Service, to industry, to advertising, to Unilever. Empty poses would do them no harm, empty poses might even become their stock in trade, but my condition was different. The corridors of power were not wheelchair accessible any more than my old college room had been. I couldn’t expect much more from the cluttered passageways of self-sufficiency. 

      

   


   
      
         
            The flavour of a gypsy encampment 

         

         If as a rule I don’t join groups, it’s partly that I’m not asked very often. Sometimes I join a group because I have no choice, can’t help it, kicking and screaming making no odds. That’s what happened in the summer of 1973, when I became a graduate from an ancient university. In a fairground arcade game I loved as a boy, coins are mechanically nudged ever so slowly to a mirrored edge, until it seems from second to second that they must tip over, and still they don’t, however much you urge them to the drop. It felt rather different when I was one of the coins concerned, particularly as I personally don’t do well with changes of level. I balanced on my polished ledge as long as I could, but eventually there was no flooring left underneath me and I must fall. 

         Between my college room in Kenny Court and the flat in Mayflower House that I had been assigned by Cambridge Council there was nothing, three days and nights of unbroken nothing to be got through. The college could no longer house me, and the flat reluctantly made available to me by Social Services wasn’t yet ready. The only possible bridge across the yawning gulf of disaccommodation was my faithful red Mini, registration number OHM 962F. Though this car had made my education possible in its later, independent stages, it wasn’t in itself very accommodating. It did a poor impersonation of a bedroom. 

         On the morning after Downing College had washed its institutional hands of me, sending me out into the wider world, I woke up early in the Mini, sore, shivering, tired, hungry, homeless, and as I discovered after a racking series of sneezes, afflicted with a summer cold. Perfectly cheerful, though, within the limits set. In the night Maya had sent out little disembodied whines, to dramatise for my benefit the futility of feeling sorry for yourself. 

         The night had been uneventful, since discomfort and desperation, hanging on for dear life, aren’t actually events. There were two little incidents, or a single incident that happened twice. I was woken during my first sleep by a knock on the car window. I squirmed round to see who it was, and laboriously wound down the glass to make possible a conversation I couldn’t really avoid. It was a man wearing a hat, taking his dog for a walk, and wanting to know if I was all right. While the master looked down at me with an expression of slightly brusque concern the dog, a chocolate Labrador, looked up with the most sympathetic gaze I had been treated to for some time. 

         It can’t have been more than an hour afterwards that dog and owner paid me another call. Another tap on my window. The dog’s tenderness was unchanged, and the man wanted to know if I was really all right, though his benevolent aura was very threadbare by now, and his underlying question showed through the charade of neighbourliness: why are you still here? What exactly are you up to? 

         I understood that my status was becoming precarious. If I didn’t make some sort of appeal for help fairly soon I would become actively unwelcome in that neighbourhood. Unless I fitted a recognised category of innocent distress before too long, the Mini would take on some of the flavour of a gypsy encampment. I felt sure that the chocolate Lab would have shared his last bone with me, but unfortunately a dog lead is not an osmotic medium allowing for the interchange of emotions across a karmic membrane. Putting it more simply, the owner didn’t have a clue. He had a lot to learn from the being he led around. 

         I broke the surface of consciousness before it was light, and dozed between cramps, twinges and episodes of sneezing. I expelled air from my lungs through nose and mouth in a semi-autonomous, convulsive explosion that did nothing to relieve the irritation of my nasal mucosa. With a wriggle I could find a position in which one nostril cleared itself, with another I could persuade the second one to follow suit, but the first one promptly closed up. I stayed poised for a time (while time reconstituted itself) on the frontier of awareness, not having much of an incentive to present my papers. The day was inherently unpromising, and my cold was one more obstacle added to it. If you are a person so constructed that he can’t reach his nose without an instrument, a cold is a humiliating thing, or to put it another way, highly beneficial to the ego-diminishment project. If need be I can construct a little flower of tissue paper, lodge it in a cleft stick, and use it as a sort of remote-control handkerchief, the way window cleaners tackle panes on the upper floors with a series of connecting rods. But if I’m going to all that trouble then I’d rather wipe my bum than my nose. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Micturition syncope is real

         

         Eventually the wisps of sleep became too scanty to be meaningfully gathered round me, and I shrugged them away, accepting that I had been dealt a new day and must play my hand accordingly. Thursday. And on Saturday I would enter into a home of my own.

         I suspected the delay was artificial. Rents traditionally run from Saturday to Saturday, and it seemed highly likely that a flat that was fully prepared, gleaming with welcome, was being held back for reasons of administrative tidiness. And as a consequence I, who experience even smooth conditions as bumpy, was expected to rough it. Though in Roughing It – the book – I don’t remember Mark Twain having to sleep on any bed more uncomfortable than a pile of mailbags.

         It’s not easy to assess that night’s sleep, non-sleep and semi-sleep. Was it really such an ordeal? Objectivity requires measurements, so let’s imagine a hundred recent graduates spending the night in Minis … but no, the mental experiment, the scenario as people were beginning to say, breaks down immediately. It’s not just that the others would have an easier time of it, with the benefit of being fully articulated rather than merely articulate, but that they would have alternatives available in the first place. Why would anyone heading to an interview or a job on the Telegraph or with Unilever, wearing a tie that his mother picked out for him, sleep in a Mini except as part of some perversely delayed Rag Week exploit? So a perverse logic was in force, according to which I was faced with this episode not despite my particular difficulties but because of them.

         Don’t get me wrong – some of those hundred graduates would have a perfectly horrible summer. One of them might, for instance, pitch forward while taking a leak out of a full-length window in the course of a drunken party, suffering the combined consequences of bad manners and the sudden drop in blood pressure known as micturition syncope. It’s a real thing – look it up. And don’t risk it again.

         My joints loosen up to an extent with activity and warmth, as everyone’s do, even if the process is much less pronounced in my case. My neck is more or less exempt. It’s not that I get a crick in my neck. My neck is a crick, the crick is my neck.

         It was marginally more practical to drive somewhere while my body warmed up than to venture out of the car just yet. I had filled my pee bottle during the night, but with any luck I wouldn’t be driving fast enough, or turning corners wildly enough, to upset it. In general I had planned poorly for my Mini residence, not really being willing to contemplate it in advance. I had no supplies of water, and though I can swallow pills dry if I really must, I’d rather not, and first thing in the morning isn’t the best time to explore that particular talent.

         I hardly knew what I was looking for, unless it was a café that opened early, one that was neither empty nor full to overflowing. At the corner of Regent Street and Lensfield Road there seemed to be such a place. Modest prices were written directly on its windows in large red and green letters, which meant that I could strike a mental bargain between thrift and appetite before I even went in. I had £1.54 in liquid currency, and I was anxious not to splash it about. I could do the sums in the safety of the Mini, and then undertake the project of entering the premises in a state of approximate arithmetical calm.

         A woman was putting a display board out on the street, to alert passers-by to the immediate possibility of tea, coffee and sandwiches, just as I opened the Mini’s door. So much for the option of somehow emptying the pee bottle discreetly in the gutter. Discretion is a tall order in my case, since it normally calls for speed and inconspicuousness, two things that go against the grain. Taking my own sweet time is my normal pattern, and I’ve got used to being taken notice of several times during even the simplest procedures.

         The woman from the café went back in to fetch a broom and started sweeping the pavement. This seemed a slightly old-fashioned activity, a Coronation Street move, and it seemed more likely that she wanted an excuse to keep monitoring my progress. She had wildly frizzy hair, the sort that you imagine needs a lot of attention to keep it unruly, and was wearing platform-soled shoes, which I wouldn’t have thought ideal wear for waitressing work. She shielded her eyes with her hand as if the sun was in her eyes, or as if I was a distant and mysterious object, a boat far out to sea flying unfamiliar colours. In fact we were well within hailing distance, even if she seemed startled when I sang out ‘Good morning!’ True, it wasn’t one of my more convincing performances. Dryness of throat, blockage of nasal passages, these things between them robbed the greeting of its intended suavity. I would have needed hours of honey-gargling to smooth over the cracks in my vocal cords.

         She said ‘Good morning’ back, and I tried again with ‘Are you open for business?’ Nothing could be more obvious than that they were, but I’ve found it’s no bad thing to keep small talk undemanding while people weigh up what subtle threat it is, exactly, that I represent.

         ‘We’re serving breakfast.’

         I beamed at her. ‘I’d like some.’ Still keeping scrupulously to the reading-primer level. If the experiment was any sort of success I could introduce complex sentences later on, fancier grammatical ventures suited to more advanced projects than getting myself fed.

         ‘I’ll set up a table for you.’ She turned to go indoors, stumbling on the step in the process. Perhaps her platform soles were newly bought, and she hadn’t adjusted to the added height when changing levels. I wondered if she would still be wearing them by lunchtime, or if she had been sensible enough to bring an emergency pair of pumps in her bag.

      

   


   
      
         
            The rigours of perching 

         

         I think there must be a particularly intense flash of mortification that people feel when they make a mess of simple locomotion in my presence, and I was glad I couldn’t see her face. 

         How much does it take to prepare a table for my needs? My constitution may be eccentric but my demands are drearily orthodox. It would be more useful for me to have help, confronted with a step that was clearly treacherous even for the able-bodied. Waitresses are often psychic (it’s a useful skill when you want to avoid someone’s eyes) so I wasn’t particularly surprised when this one returned to help, after all. 

         I kept up a reassuring stream of comments during the manœuvre. I know people are particularly vulnerable at this juncture, when they’ve nerved themselves to be helpful however inadequate they feel, and I do try to make sure they’re supported all the way through their little ordeal. 

         ‘That’s the ticket … really I don’t need support so much as … hands ready to catch me. You could hold my stick for a moment … or else – no, that’s fine, put your hand against the small of my back. Or, yes, against my bum. Why not? – if that’s easier …’ I was very tired, and I dare say it wasn’t my most inspiriting performance. I hope I didn’t let her down. People like to be told they’re doing a good job. I like it myself. 

         When we got inside I realised she hadn’t been preparing the table but a chair, piling it high with cushions. The gesture was kind but not helpful. Most upright chairs defeat me though it’s hardly their fault, having more to do with the lack of give in my midsection. Cushions can’t remedy the underlying geometrical mismatch. I was actually more likely to cope on a stool, once I was installed there, though on this particular day I wouldn’t have been up to the rigours of perching. I didn’t feel that I was in a position to dictate terms just then, either. The management has the right to refuse admission without being obliged to provide a reason, and this ominous restriction placed on hospitality is something I never forget. Under my coaxing she got rid of all the cushions but one, and I wedged myself in as best I could.

          I wasn’t quite the only customer, but the clientèle amounted to four young men in tee shirts, donkey jackets on the backs of their chairs. To my rudimentary trade-spotting eye, they seemed likely to be council workers. They were obviously a group, but oddly distributed, with one sitting at a different table and keeping his back turned to the other three. When a packet of cigarettes was passed around, he wasn’t offered one, though he seemed to be as much sulking as rejected. The mood of the group was not sunny. The three took turns to read out football scores jeeringly from a paper, while the outsider banged his tea mug fiercely against the tabletop with every result. He spilled a fair bit of it without seeming to care or feeling the need to mop up. I was exhilarated. This was just the sort of non-academic tableau that I had gone short of for the last three years. If one of them had had a hand-rolled cigarette tucked behind his ear, almost hidden by a lock of greasy hair – better yet a half-smoked one – I would have been in heaven. 

         I’d grown up with a mother who despised anything suburban and longed for the sense of superiority that her own mother didn’t need to simulate. The effect of so much suppression of impulse was to give me the idea that the lower classes were in touch with life, as almost anyone was likely to be when set beside Mum. Dad’s life in the RAF (we always said Raff) gave him a different sense of hierarchy, which extended into the world of civil aviation. He saw the world in terms of ranked competence rather than stations fixed at birth, but he was always more hidden in his judgements anyway. His assumptions were so different from hers that he no longer thought of contradicting her, if he ever had. 

         When as a child I lived in a hospital I learned to disown the poshness that others smelled on me, training myself for instance to pronounce nougat as nugget rather than noogah. Then in rural India before I went up to Cambridge I encountered a different set of distinctions, more rigorously patrolled but mysteriously flexible, so that a woman of a farmer caste could voluntarily undertake the hygienic tasks barred to all but untouchables and devote herself to my needs. Yet the downward pull of desire drew me if anything to the caste below the farmers, the ones described by my hostess in India as ‘colony’, the lowest of the low. It’s mysterious that I should be attracted to outsiders. Didn’t I have enough untouchability in my own right? 

         There was a welcome feeling of activity in the café, not just of working-class people expressing primary emotions but of food being prepared for later in the day. I wasn’t made to feel like a startling distraction. 

         More than anything I needed a pee, but I know better than to ask for the facilities right away on unfamiliar premises. It runs deep, the suspicion among café staff that you want to take advantage of their plumbed porcelain without using their crockery. I can’t tell you why. I can only say that I thought it best to undertake the ridiculous business of sitting laboriously down and then standing up again to prove my good faith, though I’m an unlikely candidate for the old slash-and-run. The moment I had sat down I said, ‘Come to think of it, I need to use your toilet first. Would you mind helping me off with my shoulder bag?’ Surely nobody could have doubts about my trustworthiness if I was leaving it behind as a guarantee? – my dismal brown Greek tapestry bag on which a couple of badges still clung, of the many that had once been lodged there. SAPPHO WAS A RIGHT-ON WOMAN. TO THE ENGLISH LIBERTY MEANS A SHOP ON REGENT STREET. Cheap pressed-metal rallying cries of radical intent. Perhaps it was time to get rid of these activist stragglers, now that I had diverged from my generation and its rites of passage. I was no longer part of the student body. The expectation had been that I would be nourished and developed by Cambridge, but now a different model suggested itself. I had been moved on through the alimentary tract of higher education. Over three years in the university system I had been stripped of my nutrients and evacuated. 

      

   


   
      
         
            A whiff from the pit 

         

         The badge on my bag wasn’t referring to the Regent Street in Cambridge, where I was now, but the one in London. I don’t think it had subliminally steered me towards breakfast. 

         The waitress graciously escorted me, the preposterous soles of her built-up shoes making a strange and stately clatter. In the rudimentary loo, though below mirror level, I wondered uncomfortably if my grooming was below par, making me vulnerable. If you’re going to throw yourself on the mercy of the public, it’s a good idea to be clean and fresh. Bad breath, overtones of urine, a whiff from the pit, all these are strong suppressants of Samaritan impulse. Perhaps the original altruist, the one in the parable, had no sense of smell. 

         When I was back in place, uncomfortably reinstalled barely ten minutes after leaving my post, she offered me a menu. 

         ‘No need,’ I cried. I knew what I wanted. Tea and two pieces of toast. That was my ticket, my return ticket. That was what my metabolism needed to regain equilibrium, and that was also what my pocket could afford. I thought about splurging on an egg, and decided against it. If appetite and budget were at odds, I would not be siding with appetite. 

         A voice overruled me, coming from behind the direction of the counter. It was female and deep. ‘Hettie, darling,’ it said. ‘Give this young man the works. Bacon, two eggs, sausage, mushroom, tomato, beans. Forget about toast, what he needs is fried bread. I can see his ribs from here. I didn’t think they made starving orphans any more, but he’s the real thing. If he makes trouble, just keep frying eggs and serving them up.’ 

         Maddeningly the owner of this voice, who was either freeing me from hunger or saddling me with debt, remained invisible behind me. I felt a large damp hand on my shoulder, but that was all. On the home territory of this manageress or proprietrix I didn’t feel able to try the approach of simply saying ‘Why don’t you come round to the front where I can see you?’ It sometimes works. 

         It may have been the case that I was visibly underweight. Looking in the mirror doesn’t count as self-enquiry and even when I was a young man it wasn’t an activity that took up a significant amount of my time. I had certainly been going light on meals. Of course we who spend our time below the shoulder level of the general population (we adults I mean, since children clamber on chairs) live largely unmirrored lives. Domestic interiors by and large keep us innocent of our reflections. Modern architecture is less tactful, its silvered surfaces so often stretching down to the ground, ready to ambush us with our illusory selves. 

         The young woman called Hettie brought a little posy vase with a rosebud in it and placed it in front of my place setting. I asked if it was scented, and she picked it up and held it in front of my nose. Clever girl – very trainable, responsive without being servile, a promising mixture. I go through life explaining my limitations and my needs, but even when people are quick on the uptake we’re usually birds of passage relative to each other and the process must start again. My ideal is elusive though not altogether impracticable – to be surrounded by people who have developed a casual expertise, not an advanced degree but a modest diploma in John Studies. Then the machinery of personal interaction can mesh with such perfectly lubricated smoothness that no one feels the need to mention its existence. But naturally people move on and then it’s back to teaching strangers the alphabet, or at least The Cat Sat on the Mat. Though of course that’s part of the point. Mat-sitting isn’t for everyone. 

         I was a vegetarian, even a mildly self-righteous one, but my empty stomach had forgotten all about that, and my sausage-piqued nostrils and shamelessly responding salivary glands were no better. It was a truism of the Russian labour camps that the stomach has no memory. It also has no conscience. I had been outmanœuvred and outvoted by a quorum of amoral organs. Once more I was in the minority. I would have to lecture my guts on the need for solidarity later on. 

         Even so I had a qualm of sorts, a twinge of nausea when I thought of the overloaded plate being prepared for me. I’d rather be given a small portion and then ask for seconds. I don’t know whether this is a psychological recoil or just how a small stomach reacts. If I had my way, every restaurant would be buffet service. 

         Me and food – I don’t usually know if I’m hungry or just going through the motions until I’ve had five or six little bites. To start with I masticate more or less mechanically, giving the salivary glands their cue to build up ptyalin for the digestive task ahead. Sometimes a snack is more than enough, and sometimes when the snack is gone I’ve really only got started. That’s why buffets suit me so well – they’re elasticated, gusseted even, opening up or pulling tight to accommodate my very variable appetite. 

         Hunger is a mysterious and biologically complex state. We let children believe that taking food into the body is as simple a process as filling the fuel tank of a car, when in fact a substantial proportion of the energy contained in food must be devoted to converting the rest of it into a form that can be absorbed. There’s a sophisticated set of interlocking mechanisms in place to make sure that, even so, energy can be made available the moment our mouths are full. The metabolism makes an advance before the cheque has cleared, an emergency payout or bridging loan, to head off the risk of bankruptcy while the necessary funds are on the premises but not yet safely stored in the vaults. In this analogy is my body the bank or the customer? They can hardly have the same interests. I realise that I’ve gone straight back to explanations on the level of a nursery school, with money entering a bank as simply as petrol being pumped into the tank of a car. 

         The joys of the buffet are multiple. There’s no dancing of attendance, no pestering of the customer in the interests of inflating the bill. Would Sir care to be informed of Chef’s special recommendations? No indeed. Sir has doubts about Chef’s motives. Sir suspects that Chef is only a step ahead of the food inspectors and is trying to get rid of anything that’s brewing horrors in a hurry. 

         A menu places itself between appetite and satisfaction, when hunger is best addressed directly. Let the food arrive on the warming dishes without fanfare, and let eyes and nose decide. The buffet is a little theatre of independence and liberty. If you want mint sauce on your coleslaw no eyebrow will be raised even a fraction of an inch to impugn your preference. 

         Naturally I have to send out scouts to gather information about what is available, waves of scouts in fact, the second wave to answer supplementary questions, asking staff if necessary. The principle of self-service cannot be a capitulation to ignorance, and if food service personnel are reluctant to divulge, for instance, what type of oil has been used in frying (and in what quantities) then they could consider alternative careers. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Any number of nutritious skirmishes

         

         The All-You-Can-Eat buffet is the best possible approach to eating in public, despite the foolish name appealing to greed and the chimæra of the bargain. As if it would be a budgetary triumph to eat exactly one mouthful less than would make you throw it all up again! In my mind the All-You-Can-Eat buffet goes by a more tempting name. Secretly it’s called the Take-As-Little-As-You-Like buffet. When I’ve cleared my lightly loaded saucer I may want a few mouthfuls more. I’m better suited to grazing than to any sort of frontal assault on an overcrowded plate. At a buffet I can enjoy a series of nutritious skirmishes without being exposed to the panorama of the battlefield, which is all too likely to make my appetite close down with a shudder. Give me a big plate and I’ll leave most of it. Put a little ramekin in front of me and the chances are I’ll be purring for a second helping.

         I know what you’re thinking – what about the waiters? The waiters whose unchoreographed dances give you such reliable joy as they pass between one world and another, the crudeness of the kitchen and the decorum of the dining room, negotiating the gross and subtle sheaths that separate the orders of being? And of course you’re right. The only thing I would miss at a lifelong Take-As-Little-As-You-Like buffet, when set beside the hotel meals I enjoyed or endured with my grandmother, would be the tight black-trousered bums of the waiters, always bending over, for a reason or no reason at all, in my line of sight. But that’s a different appetite.

         At the café this Thursday morning there had been no particular fuss over ordering. It was all very free and easy. I had stated my modest wishes and been overruled.

         I now knew the waitress’s name but wasn’t sure I should use it. On balance I thought that laying claim to familiarity was likely to backfire. It was a better idea in the short term to appeal to neutral professionalism. ‘Excuse me. Excuse me? Oh hello. I’ve brought my own cutlery. I hope you don’t mind.’

         ‘That’s a new one. Don’t suppose we mind too much. Any particular reason? Maybe it’s to do with religion?’

         I was tired, I’d hardly slept. I take a childlike pleasure in mystifying people. There’s no excuse for what I told her. I should have said ‘Not at all. It’s purely a question of practicality.’ That’s even what I meant to say. What I said instead was ‘Indeed it is. I’m a Brahmin. A sort of Untouchable in reverse. Our cutlery is sacred. Anytime you want a crash course in Hindu table manners just say the word.’ Hettie made a neutral noise and left me to stew in my own stupid cleverness.

         Really, I’d rather not have a psychology at all than one that worked like that. Which was how Hinduism came to attract me in the first place, I suppose. My guru Ramana Maharshi started life as a Brahmin, but that all changed in the most casually propitious way when he arrived at the holy mountain Arunachala, having run away from home. He had his topknot cut off before he entered the temple, and this act, known as the puberal tonsure, though not ritual in itself, nevertheless marks a rite of passage. He ignored the ritual bath that was obligatory for his caste but it so happened that a shower of rain made up the lack as he approached the holy precincts, so that everything necessary was accomplished without effort. He didn’t renounce Brahmin status any more than a snake ‘renounces’ its skin when the time comes to shed it. His caste simply dropped off, like a scab when the flesh underneath is healed and whole.

         I envied Ramana Maharshi the clarity of his decisions, though ‘decisions’ is entirely the wrong word, just as envy is an inappropriate emotion for a devotee to feel. He could shed possessions so simply. A man might walk away from the ashram with a tiger skin rolled up and carried over his shoulder, and when stopped by the acolytes he might claim that the guru said it was all right for him to take it. Disbelieving, they did at least check with the guru, who said simply, ‘Somebody comes in and says sit on the tiger skin. I do so. Somebody else comes in and asks to keep it. I say yes.’ His desires not being involved at any point. He hadn’t consented to the fantasy of possession and could hardly be surprised when an object wandered away from him.

         Then Hettie was back, sitting opposite me with no better excuse for her visit – she wasn’t bearing actual food – than bringing salt and pepper. ‘They’re very anti left-handers in India, aren’t they? Very unfriendly.’

         ‘I don’t really know.’ I didn’t really know. It wasn’t a subject that had come up in the five weeks I’d spent in Tamil Nadu, following the footsteps of the guru in exactly the way he’d indicated was self-indulgent mimicry rather than self-realisation.

         ‘I went there last summer,’ she said, not specifying which ‘there’ she meant of the swarming number of ‘there’s that are there, ‘and you should have seen the dirty looks I got when I reached for the serving spoon with the wrong hand. It was horrible.’

         ‘Um …’ This was the stylised sort of Um, registering polite dissent. Not everybody twigs, but credit to her, she did.

         ‘Go on. What’s bothering you?’

         ‘Well … were you eating with your left hand?’

         ‘I’ve told you I’m left-handed so of course I was eating with my left hand. That’s what left-handers do!’

         ‘And you were eating with your hands.’

         ‘Yes. Yes! This wasn’t in a city – we didn’t want to go anywhere touristy. There were no tools provided so of course I was eating with my hands. What about it?’

         ‘It’s just that Indian eating habits involve a hygienic element …’

         ‘And left-handers are unclean, is that it?’

         ‘Well, that may be what they thought. I really don’t know.’ I really didn’t know. ‘But what is certainly unclean, and I don’t mean in religious terms but scientifically, is using the same hand for the food and the spoon that sits in the serving dish.’

         ‘I don’t follow.’

      

   


   
      
         
            I’ve not had the rhino virus 

         

         ‘Well, suppose your saliva contains some harmful organism, such as rhinovirus or flu or glandular fever, the people who eat with you are safe from it as long as the hand that goes to your mouth doesn’t touch the serving spoon that everybody uses. I mean, it’s not like the sort of infection barrier you’d aim for in a hospital, and if you have an airborne infection then it won’t help. It’s rough and ready but it works, as a first line of defence, at least.’ 

         ‘I’ve not had the rhino virus – I’ve had the others.’ 

         ‘Really? That would be surprising – that’s just a cold. The common cold in all its forms.’ 

         ‘Oh. Why didn’t you say so? And why don’t they explain the reason for the hand routine in India?’ 

         ‘They may not know it themselves – you don’t have to know how it works to get the benefit. Maybe it’s folk wisdom, like people in the olden days putting cobwebs on a wound. Mind you, the “hand routine” was explained to me by a highly sophisticated Indian businessman in Bombay.’ That was dreamy Raghu. 

         At Raghu’s table on my first night in India in the summer of 1970 I had been given a demonstration of Indian eating habits but had been exempted from trying something that was out of the question for me physically. I admired what I could not imitate. Use of the hand is traditional and regarded as showing the proper respect for food. There’s not much in a grain-based diet that can’t conveniently be eaten using the hand. Metal cutlery bespeaks cutting, impaling, mashing and scooping, operations stained with violence and destructive of the reverence that looks on every meal as a gift from divinity. Cutlery whether edged, tined or bowled disrupts the sacred transaction, while any gift received humbly into one’s hands has been received into the heart also. Unfortunately my hands aren’t up to the job, and I can’t believe that I’m supposed to express my reverence for food by starving. 

         India was an infinite door that had been opened to me then firmly closed in my face. There was no slamming, no indication of cosmic pique, but it was clear that if I ever went back I would need to leave behind any sense of spiritual urgency. If Hettie didn’t know the first thing about India then I didn’t know the second, and ought to be ashamed of passing myself off as some sort of expert. I was just a tourist, barely a rung above those who used the subcontinent as a backdrop for egotistical little excursions, to get a tan and smoke a joint on the beach. 

         I asked her if she went to an ashram. 

         ‘Oh yes.’ 

         ‘Which one?’ 

         ‘I don’t remember. It started with a Sri, I think.’ 

         ‘So many of them do! And was there a charge to go in?’ 

         ‘I think so. They may have called it a donation but you weren’t going to get in if you didn’t pay up. Yes, definitely.’ Oh, there always is, except at the ashram Ramana Maharshi allowed to be installed around him, where free access was one of the conditions he imposed for staying there. The spiritual life doesn’t always come cheap. 

         Enough brooding about India! ‘Actually, Hettie, I’ve got my own cutlery in my shoulder bag.’ Until I get to know someone, deciding how sharp a hint is needed to produce action can only be guesswork. ‘If you don’t mind getting them out for me.’ 

         ‘Of course, sorry.’ Hettie picked up the standard set of tools and slipped them into the wide front pocket of her apron. She gave my ones a thorough polish with a tea towel before laying them in front of me. My property, my stolen property, the Downing cutlery about to get its first criminal outing. It was as if she was a nurse assisting at an operation. 

         My nostrils had been sending delighted alarms for some minutes as the smells of cooking reached them. Now the laden plate itself arrived, laden beyond the possibility of appetite. I wasn’t in two minds about this feast, more like two bodies, one convinced that salvation had been served up in front of it, the other already fighting against disgust. ‘Have you got everything you need?’ Hettie asked. 

          ‘Well …’ I said. I did and I didn’t. I had all too much on my plate, but perhaps there was something missing even so. ‘Perhaps you’ll show me how that works.’ I indicated a playful part of the table setting, an outsized plastic tomato whose capped stalk was actually a nozzle for the dispensing of ketchup. 

         She flipped the cap open and passed it towards me, saying, ‘Just give it a good squeeze.’ I went on looking puzzled, hoping she would work out for herself that I had an intellectual grasp of the principle behind the device, but lacked the manual flexibility to do the squeezing she specified, however much I longed to improve the composition of my fry-up by directing a decorative squirt of acrid (but lycopene-rich) ketchup onto the nutritional canvas. A brutally explicit flavour that would make my palate ring, even in the addled state brought on by the cold I had. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Thixotropic isn’t a word

         

         The lycopene is present in cooked tomatoes only, not in the raw fruit. This peculiarity, even before it was generally known, gave tomato ketchup a bumptious eminence on the kitchen shelf and the school menu, as if it had knowledge somehow of its own super-condimentary status. The bottle squares its non-existent shoulders and looks down on its neighbour, brown sauce harbouring no nutritional secret weapon.

         ‘Oh for heaven’s sake!’ came the same rich voice that had overruled my thrifty breakfast order, but this time its owner swept into view (the owner I suppose of the business also) and grabbed the dispenser. She was plump, though well-shaped, and wore a polka-dot dress. She uncapped the nozzle and held the masquerading fruit in the palm of her hand, bouncing it up and down as if getting ready for the shot-put. ‘Stripes or swirls?’ she asked.

         ‘Free expression,’ I said. ‘Free choice.’ I was interested to see what shapes she would produce with the viscous fluid in its lurid container. Thixotropic isn’t a word I use lightly, and may not even be the most accurate way of characterising the behaviour of extruded ketchup, but it’s still true that anyone who has a grasp of the processes at work in that nozzle is well on the way to understanding the physical world. She narrowed her eyes and then delivered an even spiral of red starting on the outside of the plate and working in. The final flourish, accompanied by a rather unfortunate farting noise, was a jet aimed directly at the yellow of one of the fried eggs, forceful enough to rupture the yolk. ‘Sorry, no money back,’ she said, ‘but then breakfast is my treat. Oh, Hettie? Take that mug away. It’s no use to him. Bring him tea in one of my cups.’

         She sat down opposite me and lit a cigarette. Smokers took their rights for granted in those days, and even faculty libraries at the University had tables designated for the free exercise of self-destructive vice. ‘I’m not making you cough, am I?’ she asked breezily. ‘Not at all,’ I said, ‘I was coughing anyway.’ She would have to do a lot worse before I scolded a benefactor. I have a soft spot for buxom, bosomy ladies, I’d say motherly types except that there’s so little overlap with actual Mum, who was, as she said (without regret), ‘straight up and down’.

         The teacup steaming in front of me was an improvement on the vast mug it replaced, but not by much. The ideal vessel is actually a small mug, since I control the tilting action with a couple of fingers wedged through the handle but balance the mug itself on the back of my knuckles. With an unfamiliar cup or mug, particularly when it’s full, there can be an uncertain moment as it travels towards my mouth. Then I must prehensilise my lips, thrusting them forward in an attempt to create an effective seal rather than let liquid spill. It’s hard to give an impression of any great intelligence while executing this chimps’-tea-party manœuvre. I can feel as if I’m wearing a nappy and being fed from a bottle for the amusement of jaded zoo visitors with no actual interest in wildlife.

         I squared up to the teacup relatively successfully, then with a little embarrassment started to ply my imported cutlery. The lady’s eyes were slightly screwed up against the drift of her own smoke, but she managed to raise an eyebrow and called out, for the benefit of staff or anyone else in earshot, ‘Fair play to him, this one isn’t a stealer. He might even leave us a teaspoon as a tip. My name’s Whyvonne, by the way.’

         ‘Whyvonne with a W?’

         ‘Whyvonne with a Why.’

         ‘John.’ John with a baffled look.

         ‘Pleasta meetcha.’ Definitely invoking some sort of Hollywood musical I hadn’t seen. My cinematic range of reference was not wide. Yes, I’d seen a few musicals over the years, but the films that had made most impact on me during my time as an undergraduate were Wild Strawberries and El Topo.

         Yvonne, Y-vonne, or even Whyvonne, smoked while I ate and kept an eye on me, as if she wanted to make sure every scrap was hitting the metabolic bullseye. She matched me mouthful for mouthful, making the smoke she swallowed keep pace with the fry-up on my plate. The alternative possible spellings of her name flickered unstably in the peripheral vision of my mind’s eye like the beginnings of a proofreader’s migraine. I was grateful that she didn’t make conversation, having too much respect perhaps for the mysterious processes that unlock the energy in food and make it available. It’s hard enough to co-ordinate the rhythms of breathing and eating without complicating the equation with talking. There’s only one mammal that can choke on its food, and that’s us, the reason being the evolutionary changes in the layout of our throats that conspire to make speech possible. To talk while eating is to play Russian roulette at table, with your œsophagus as the gun.

         She wanted to see me fully fed now, in the present tense, while she watched me and talked in my direction. There was to be no tucking of bacon into pockets for later. She had obviously enjoyed establishing an ascendancy over her underling by anticipating my dilemmas with the giant tomato and the giant mug. Such little breakthroughs often send people crashing into my orbit.

         She leaned forward to inspect my face, in a friendly way though the effect was still disconcerting. She said, ‘I think you’ve been bitten, darling.’

         ‘Bitten?’

         ‘You’re coming up in red bumps.’ She produced a powder compact with a stylised black daisy embossed on it and used the mirror inside to show me what she meant. I was really more interested in the design, which used five overlapping discs to represent petals, though a daisy with five petals would be a poor thing, with a thin white ring vaguely hinting at a carpel. We complain about Chinese written characters not resembling the things they are supposed to illustrate, don’t we – that’s never a horse! – but we ourselves are capable of a thousand acts of oblique decipherment a day. This shape on a plastic compact certainly said ‘daisy’ to young female shoppers, though not in the language of flowers, hardly that.

         ‘You see what I mean, darling?’

         ‘I see what you mean. Coming up in red bumps.’ The little disembodied whines Maya had sent out in the night weren’t as disembodied as all that. They had borrowed the bodies of mosquitoes. I shouldn’t have been surprised, since the stagnant water of Hobson’s Conduit lay just the other side of the railings from where the Mini was parked. By leaving the window on the driver’s side slightly open I had advertised my deliciousness, sending out appetising John smells to lure members of the family Culicidæ over the glass threshold for their feast. And I know the ligature on Culicidæ is wrong in this Linnæan context but I can’t help myself. To my way of thinking vowels are balls of ice cream in a bowl and will always half melt into each other if given the chance.

         Somewhere Nietzsche says a clever thing about mosquitoes and their consciousness, but as usual I can’t remember if it was wise or only got as far as clever and stopped short.

         ‘When you’ve finished your breakfast, darling, I’ll see if I can find some TCP.’ I’d never really liked TCP, partly because of the smell and partly because they changed the formula sometime in my childhood, and I’m a bit of a traditionalist in such matters. Meanwhile Whyvonne bent down and picked up a large black cat with white markings, holding it on its back in her lap. It was certainly long-suffering. She swung it about as if it was no more than a scarf or a shawl. Perhaps she cultivated the habit of disconcerting her customers, though Mum had always done the same sort of thing, with cats and even with birds, wearing them as accessories in a way that compensated for her lack of interest in clothes.

         The cat under the woman’s stroking, searching, manipulating hands, their nails thickly coated with red polish, seemed absent in some definite way, though cats of course rather specialise in abstention from the attention they have demanded. He let himself be dandled rather fatalistically, and I wondered whether this unusual cat would even have the energy to make a landing, if she happened to drop him.

         ‘He’s not been well,’ she said, in a tone of voice that would have been suitable in a bulletin about a member of the royal family. ‘You’ll never guess what brought him down.’

         I was well stuck in on the second egg, the one with its yellow membrane intact. ‘A bad batch of catnip?’ I coughed, not surprisingly, since I was now, against my preferences, requiring my mouth to handle breathing, eating and talking duties simultaneously. The apparatus was overwhelmed.

         She made a face. ‘I’m serious.’

         ‘Don’t know.’

         ‘Antifreeze.’

         Antifreeze?

         ‘Antifreeze. It must taste good, or at least it must taste sweet. He came back from a prowl and could hardly stand. When I phoned the vet and described the symptoms, he diagnosed antifreeze poisoning. Apparently it’s rather common. He said it sounded like a severe case, and he asked if I had any alcohol in the house – clear spirit at least 40-proof … I told him I know how to choose spirits. I don’t need help. Then he explained it was to stabilise the cat! If you’ve ever tried to give a cat a pill, you can imagine what it might be like feeding vodka to a sick cat. Luckily he was too ill to put up much of a fight.’

         It doesn’t take much to arouse my medical brain, even when I’m exhausted. Curiosity overrode my dislike of mealtime conversation, inadvisable at the best of times, the brain’s way of taking in nourishment being inherently at odds with the body’s. ‘I wonder,’ I said. ‘Perhaps it’s a way of reducing the strain on the kidneys, if only temporarily – everyone knows the kidneys are a cat’s Achilles heel – by administering something that will be processed preferentiallyby the endocrine system, making the antifreeze wait its turn, and so buying time for more specialised intervention from the vet. Could that be it?’

         She seemed irritated rather than pleased that I had shown so much technical interest. ‘I have no idea. I expect it was something like that, some mad bit of veterinary cleverness … Did I miss you on University Challenge, darling? He pulled through, though he’s been rather floppy ever since. I quite like him this way. He was a bit of a horror with birds and mice in his time. Once he left a rat’s head under my bed. Charming! Particularly if you don’t find it right away. I’m glad that’s all over and done with. I haven’t asked you where you’re from, have I, darling? I mean, whether you’re local or just passing through. I’ve not seen you around and about.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Keep those insoluble polysaccharides coming 

         

         When Whyvonne crossed her legs I could see she was wearing strappy silver shoes, rather smart, suitable for dancing. Perhaps if I’d known more about Hollywood musicals I would have been able to place her in the genre. Was she the aspiring ingénue who gets a shot at stardom when the established lead breaks her leg? More likely a sturdy hard-working hoofer who would never miss a rehearsal, nor ever rise through the ranks however many of her fellow chorines were carted away in ambulances. 

         I said I was local in the sense that I had slept within a mile of Great St Mary’s for the last few years. It turned out that I didn’t need to explain that this was the residence requirement for undergraduates. 

         ‘So are you what they call a braingrader, darling?’ 

         ‘What’s that?’ 

         ‘It just means a student, I think – someone who is here to get his brain graded.’ Logically that should be a gradee rather than a grader, but tortuous are the ways of the vernacular, and ‘gradee’ also looks like a printing error, missing the middle letter that would produce ‘grandee’. A few students in my time had seemed ensnared in that very confusion. There was even a name for them – ‘members of the Pitt Club’. 

         ‘Who uses that word, I wonder?’ It could be hostile or self-mocking, it seemed to me, depending on the context. 

         ‘Someone was using it down the pub. He tried to sell me a magazine.’ 

         ‘Which magazine?’ 

         ‘A rather scruffy one. I believe it was called … it’s on the tip of my tongue. Oh, yes … I rather think it was called Braingrader.’ 

         ‘Well then, to answer your question, I suppose I’m a braingrader. Or I was until very recently.’ 

         ‘And what are you now, darling? – not that it’s any of my business.’ This was a question with a sharp point. Any more pointed and it would have punctured, once and for all, both appetite and ego. 

         When Whyvonne said she hadn’t seen me ‘around and about’ it was a way of saying that I’m intrinsically memorable – she would remember me if our paths had crossed – and this of course is a tribute to the accoutrements of wheelchair, crutch and stick rather than the sociable creature needing these things to get around and about if he is to have the opportunity to sparkle. Never mind. I take it kindly, on the whole. And the same proposition worked the other way round. Even without silver shoes she would have made an impression, just as in a university context there were little celebrities in whose presence people would take a step backwards and mouth to each other the magic word ‘Footlights’. Members of the famous amateur dramatic society who might go on to greater things, neither playing by the rules of straight society nor quite throwing in their hands with the counterculture. They might end up in a West End revue and make their parents embarrassed or proud, depending on the parents and of course the reviews. 

         Even without conversational obligations I don’t enjoy eating in front of strangers, however friendly they are. There’s no point in pretending. It makes me feel like a circus act. I have my own streak of showmanship, I can hardly deny it, a streak a mile wide, but the conditions have to be right. In those days I was much more likely to perform if helped to perch on a stool in a pub, encouraging people to bet against my being able to throw peanuts into my mouth, using the winnings to maintain the level of Abbot Ale in my glass, one with a stem not a handle. It made matters worse that I had a cold. My eating took on an animal quality by force of my having to breathe through my mouth while also shovelling nutrition into it. For once my appetite arrived in full at the same time as the food. The ptyalin in my saliva was raring to go. Keep those insoluble polysaccharides coming, waitress – we have extra staff on hand to deal with them. We know all about breaking the glycosidic bonds. 

         I could feel where a blob of egg-yolk which hadn’t reached my mouth was congealing in the short whiskers at the edge of my lip. Facial hair can be a trial, though shaving it is an unending series of trials. I wasn’t going to try to reach out for the blob with my tongue under the eyes of a rather exhausting café owner and her inert cat. I had to remind myself it was still morning. My university career had tailed away in silence, solitude, undernourishment and sombre contemplation of a narrow future. If this first day was anything to go by, my graduate life would be all snot, gorging, endearments and non-stop chat. 

         I was having trouble keeping my eyes open. Luckily the aches in my joints kept watch over me and warded off sleep. 

         Or so I thought, while in fact I dozed off. I was dimly aware of the manageress taking my plate away. She must have cleared my place with exaggerated discretion, and the sharp clicking sound I was hearing was her attempt to walk on tiptoe in shoes that didn’t permit it. Perhaps they were actual tap shoes and had metal plates at the front. My eyelids snapped open and I said, ‘Don’t take my cutlery away!’ in tones of high paranoia. I wasn’t going to be tricked so easily out of the only tangible benefit from my student days. She leaned over me and murmured, ‘Mind if I wash them for you, darling? I hate to be a bother, but it’s all part of the service. Close your eyes – blow – and when you open them again all your lovely things will be right there in front of you.’ As she spoke the word ‘blow’ she held a paper napkin against my nose with a gentle squeezing motion. I was too startled to speak, for once, and surprised myself by doing exactly as I was told. I could imagine the sharp tang of her nail polish without being able, in my current state, to smell it. 

         I had been working for years to eradicate every scrap of my mother’s claims on me, and now as Whyvonne’s fingers softly clenched my nostrils to increase the volume of mucus being expelled into the tissue I realised that this too was an area where Mum could be replaced. I was learning not to confuse access with intimacy, and not to be disproportionately grateful when my independence needed bolstering with a little outside help, in this case a brief constriction of the wings of the nose to guarantee an efficient discharge of the nasal mucosa. This person had a life of her own that wasn’t derailed by a little obligingness. Look! She was going off to supervise the sandwich-making. She was putting dishes in the sink and giving Hettie grief about leaving her handbag where anyone could fall over it. She wasn’t summoning all her friends to make sure they knew what a cruel trick fate had played on her. 

         I can honestly say that I haven’t picked my nose since the mid1950s. Do I win a prize? I can reach a nostril with my handy table knife but frankly I don’t see the appeal. It must be an addictive pattern of behaviour, though, one that yields a great deal of pleasure to the initiated, to judge by the number of people I see either surreptitiously or blatantly sliding digit into orificial socket, the nostril that seems to have co-evolved to accommodate it. 

         As it turned out, there were quite a few things going on that I would rather not have had happen. I had made the choice not to eat meat. I would rather not have an overfilled plate in front of me, death-riddled or otherwise, I would rather not have conversation while I am eating, I would rather not have my nose blown without permission, without negotiation of any kind. But I could hardly say I was being treated badly at this address. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Closer to you than your jugular vein 

         

         I was conscious even so that I was merely floating on an unstable layer of welcome, like a flightless insect on its leaf boat, while maliciously innocent boys chuck stones from the edge of the pond. No direct hit was required to unseat me. Any near miss would do the job. As a child I was alarmed by the passage of scripture concerning wheat and chaff and their respective fates (garnered into the barn of glory or brusquely burnt), certain without needing to be told that I was chaff. This had nothing to do with any sense of sin, either particular or general. It was simply a fact that I was the useless husk that surrounds the good grain. Yet at the same time that I was despairing, and awaiting my destruction, I was also thinking, since God is not wasteful, that there must be a use, however humble, to which chaff might be put. Chaff must be good for something. 

         In time I outgrew the God I had been brought up to worship. I found a much bigger God than the manic-depressive bigot of the Old Testament. God was unbelievably great, so great that he didn’t live in some far-off corner. He was so great that you couldn’t even limit him to being inscribed within a name. Yet this bigger God was closer than we can imagine, closer to you than your jugular vein, to borrow a lovely phrase from the Qu’rân (it’s at 50:16). I wanted to do away with unproductive distinctions, to let the goats back in among the sheep just to see how they get on, even-toed ungulates together. It seemed an odd separation to make in the first place. Were the goats making use of their harsher voices to tell the bleating sheep that there were alternatives to blind obedience? I wanted to mix up the scriptures into a nourishing broth with all the doctrine boiled away, and I wanted the chaff to rejoin the wheat in hearty wholegrain goodness. Now, though, it really seemed that I was being winnowed out from the graduate harvest, and incineration seemed almost preferable to the half-existence that was in store for me. At that time only seven per cent of people in the relevant age group went on to tertiary education, and seven per cent of that seven per cent – to pluck a figure from thin air – needn’t have bothered. 

         Breakfast had stunned my system but also anchored me to the world. I opened my eyes, and the next time Hettie was passing I asked her for a glass of water, two-thirds filled. When she brought it I had her search through the tapestry bag for one of the paper sachets stowed away there. Acting on my instructions she shook the sachet to settle the contents, then tore the top across and tipped them into the glass. I did some stirring with the sundæ spoon then drank the thick elixir down. 

         I had clamoured for Fybogel from the moment I heard of its existence in the Monthly Index of Medical Specialities. The surgery with which I was registered on Trinity Street took an enlightened approach when it came to the supplying of reading matter for patients waiting their turn – or perhaps it was my doctor specifically, Dr C. T. M. Wilson, who authorised the provision of out-of-date issues for my particular use. Any publication addressed to Doctors Only was bound to be of the first interest to me, who had no intention of being only a patient. 

         You would expect advertising material circulating within the profession to be technical and free of gimmicks, and much of it was, but there were also dreamier ones. The campaign for a sedative might show a middle-aged lady, palms folded, leaning against a mystic cloud as she drifted into sleep. Another advert showed a drawing of a fat little face, the nose replaced with a dripping tap, with the caption Dimotapp turns off runny noses. I don’t remember the caption for Fybogel, but the picture showed a substantial orangey-looking bolus passing through a man’s gut like a Hoover, mopping up recalcitrant bits and pieces as it went, leaving everything fresh and clean in its wake. I wanted that! I had to try it. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Delivered of an obese torpedo 

         

         This wasn’t really a medical necessity since my digestion gave no particular cause for concern but it was a sensible precaution just the same. The chief motor of digestion is physical activity. More than anything it is movement that winds the clock of the bowels. Compromised mobility makes the processing of food sluggish. It struck me that this was a good basis for testing a product, free of the distorting influence of immediate fears about health. I had greatly enjoyed amateur experimental science at school, and in the absence of any other available project or piece of apparatus I would experiment on myself. My bowels would be my chemistry set. Dr Wilson made no difficulties about prescribing a supply of sachets. 

         Twelve hours after the first dose I was comfortably delivered, in the communal toilets of staircase A, Kenny Court, of an obese torpedo. It was clear that Downing food left any amount of detritus behind, to be tidied away by this subtle internal sponge. I examined it visually, prodding it with my bum snorkel, the curved Perspex rod that was part of my personal equipment, not a standard medical item but a one-off design devised as an aid to self-wiping for the manually compromised. The imposing object spun lazily on its axis. Rigour would call for closer scrutiny, some sort of dissection procedure, but although my bedder Jean Beddoes was by our third year of intimate dealings highly devoted and even batty about me, she was nowhere near batty enough to go bowl-fishing on my behalf. I activated the flushing mechanism and watched it dive towards its leisurely oblivion. 

         I’ve never proselytised for Hinduism or homosexuality but I must admit I’ve put my weight behind Fybogel. Little travelling salesman with his sample sachets. Drummer with a very restricted manor. From that point on I took to preaching the gospel according to Fybogel, tireless in my huckstering. Medical students were well represented at Downing and overrepresented in my social circle. I enjoyed picking their brains, sometimes unpicking them also, when they seemed less than fully informed about what they had been taught. Personal testimony can only go so far, and conversion experiences aren’t infectious. I got into the habit of distributing sachets of Fybogel to my medic friends as if I was a benign version of the pusher, that bogeyman of the day. ‘Good stuff,’ I’d mutter with a wink. ‘Medical grade. Not a laxative, mind – no nasty surprises – merely a bulking agent.’ Handing out free samples until a need was created. ‘Tell me how it works for you. Plenty more where that came from.’ I pointed out the preponderance of natural ingredients, the inherent advantages over chemical-stimulant alternatives. 

         Reports were favourable. My guinea pigs benefited from improved regularity, enhanced digestive efficiency. They promised to prescribe Fybogel to their bunged-up patients as a matter of course when they were practitioners themselves, and this is how change comes about. If in the years since then a serene peristaltic murmur has spread out from Cambridge to the world, in gently pulsating waves, then I can claim to have played a part in that. Fybogel is a mantra that can be taken internally, taming the disorder of gastric thoughts. 

         When John the Baptist spoke of the one mightier than he that was coming after, whose fan was in his hand, who would thoroughly purge his floor and burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire (Matthew 3:11–12), he was speaking from a different perspective from my own, not just in religious terms but also digestively. Being a prophet in old Judea was anything but a sedentary occupation. John, and after him the disciples, spreading the word in an era when the primary form of mass communication was coinage, will have gone to great efforts themselves to circulate, going almost everywhere on foot. It may be an exaggeration to say that peristalsis is nine parts walking, but ordinary activity certainly makes a major contribution to the digestive process. Ambulation winds up the guts and keeps them chiming. Constipation is not a problem those holy men are likely to have encountered. My super-sedentary style of life, on the other hand, needs all the help it can get to keep the system moving. I have to tickle things along by other means. 

         That’s where Fybogel comes in. And what is Fybogel? Pulverised ispaghula husk, that’s what, and just about as chaffy as it’s possible to get. Quintessence of chaff, a disgraced substance nevertheless performing a salutary function. In fact there are plenty of uses for chaff, once it has been relieved of the burden of symbolising worthlessness. It makes a fine insulating material. Compress it into bricks and you have a viable fuel. 

         I’ve always been more attuned to the subtle hint than to the explicit statement, to the footnote in tiny type rather than to the blaring headline. I responded to the suggestiveness of homœopathy as an idea before I found it to be effective as a practice. Even so I would have to have been in an unusually sensitive state to notice the tickling of a gossamer thread, a little filament of meaning drifting across the breakfast table this Thursday morning. It might have soothed my feelings of somehow being doubly exiled, from a Britain where I didn’t belong and an India that had welcomed me only to reject me, perhaps offended that I had so presumptuously pronounced it my spiritual home. I might feel there was nothing to connect me any more with either my guru or the sacred mountain Arunachala, those identical twins who were always dressed alike, being manifestations of each other, however little the human eye could detect it – yet here I was in a café in Cambridge innocently drinking an agglutinated preparation of psyllium husks whose base plant, Plantago ovata, is native to India. Packaging in those days was remarkably reticent about its contents. Consumers weren’t expected to take any interest in the source or composition of what they bought, but India is the major exporter of these unglamorous but undeniably hygroscopic seed-fragments and with every dose of Fybogel I was ingesting a homœopathic dose of India, a subtle eupeptic whisper of reassurance taken internally. Quant. suff, meaning ‘as much as is needed’, words that used to appear on medicine bottles. Nobody ever thinks Latin is being used to mask vagueness! It’s as indefinite an instruction as Alice’s Drink Me. Medicine bottles kept just as quiet about their contents, for fear of diluting the authority of the doctor whose name appeared on the label. Failure couldn’t diminish the standing of a GP, even if people (by which I mean men, who were often secret hypochondriacs) tended to label such people ‘quacks’. As a word, ‘quack’ was disparaging but still carried a charge of superstitious respect. As for consultants, they were little divinities whose word was not to be questioned. 

      

   


   
      
         
            I could write FRESH in letters a yard high 

         

         I didn’t need to have my eyes open to realise that the café was beginning to get busier. I heard a man’s posh voice ask if the sandwiches were fresh, and Whyvonne letting some acid show in her reply without overriding its fruity quality. ‘Well, my dear, that’s an interesting question. You’ll have seen the blackboard outside on the street, as well as the signs on the windows, and it’s true that they say Sandwiches without going into the business of freshness at all. There’s a reason for that. I could write FRESH in letters a yard high and it still wouldn’t mean anything. Are you following? It’s a word and not a fact. But if I ask you, “What filling would you like?”, and you tell me, then you can see me taking the bread out of its wrapper, just here, and dip my knife in the butter just here, and you can see that it’s fresh because you were here even before there was a sandwich. So, dear, what filling would you like? And if you’re wondering about the coleslaw I’d give it a miss. It’s almost half an hour old, well past its prime. Don’t take the risk.’ 

         It was a very suave and hostile performance. Of course there’s nothing like dealing with the public, and the repetitive questions thrown out every day, to put an edge on the dullest tongue, but I wonder if there wasn’t more to it than that. In a university town you can never rule out the cropping-up in an unexpected place of a disaffected philosophy student, dialectical blades angled to shred any opposition, intellectual or otherwise. It’s also possible that the concentration of mental mass in the student group boosts levels of quibbling in the general population by social osmosis, but this wasn’t something I had noticed in the past. 

         Whyvonne’s ‘dear’ and ‘my dear’ to the seeker after freshness were obviously insincere, but her ‘darling’s to me seemed warm even when slightly barbed. It’s strange that I should respond to motherliness in almost every form it takes except the one that I was allotted by the illusion of birth. As I imagined it ‘Laura Cromer’, or ‘Mum’ to use her other Mayan name, was as stranded in her home surroundings of Bourne End, Bucks, as I was in my current unhoused state, but without the scalding grace of knowing it. She hadn’t made a step towards anything that could be called her own life, since it was probably the last thing that she wanted. She seemed unable to move without the crutch of my dependence. As her firstborn I was a special case, which may have been part of the reason for her frozen state. My brother Peter had been allowed to grow away from her without reprisal, though she was holding tight to little sister Audrey, not yet free in law to go her own way. And when that day came at last, there were always cats to keep and to breed. She prized independence in cats but penalised it in her children. 

         Behind closed eyes at Whyvonne’s café I made a mental list of the things that I absolutely had to do that day, without fail. It didn’t take long – there was only the one item on it. Everything else was optional, but it was incumbent on me to devise a proper stack of priorities. With a little effort I knocked up a few flimsy plans for making the time pass until I resumed my poor approximation of a sleeping posture in the Mini. A nap in the long hours of daylight was a treat I didn’t dare allow myself. 

         The blank hours must be given a contour, however arbitrary. I would have to blast cavities in the day, for the sole purpose of filling them in again with whatever amalgam I could scrape together and tamp down. 

         I thought of visiting the Fitzwilliam Museum, which had seemed pretty much impregnable on the one occasion I had sidled by. Museum visiting is a traditional way of passing the time, but I didn’t feel up to it. With my batteries charged I could usually galvanise a small group, a little gang to smooth the road for me, and I could probably manage to have myself conveyed to the galleries without too much indignity, but the problems of such excursions don’t begin and end with the brute question of access. To meet the needs of this particular art lover the Fitzwilliam staff would have to try a little harder, lowering everything eighteen inches or so from where it was normally, bringing the treasures on offer into my actual line of sight. As things stand, what I mainly get to see is the glare from the lights, bouncing off the glass in the picture frames. 

         I realised such radical obligingness was unlikely on the part of the Fitzwilliam. A museum is pretty much by definition an arthritic organism, and it doesn’t even take one to know one. Perhaps I could sidestep the proper channels with the coöperation of those who had helped me up the stairs. We might be able to arrange a piecemeal rehang, alarms permitting, with one painting at a time brought into proper focus. If necessary a female of the party could stage a faint to distract any small-minded curators. 

         It takes enormous effort to gather a modest team for a basic task, such as entering a theoretically public building, to get some momentum behind me, and it has always seemed a waste to disperse the group before esprit de corps has a chance to root itself at all deeply. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Elven financial instrument 

         

         It’s not that I want a standing army, but levying troops even for very limited manœuvres is always an exhausting business, and I have better uses for my energy than press-ganging strangers for short campaigns. With no king’s shilling beyond a smile. Some sort of Territorial Army system would be ideal, obviously, some agreed dispensation from professional commitments to allow for indenture of the able-bodied. No more than two weeks a year. 

         No Fitzwilliam, then. But there were other institutions, familiar and unfamiliar, at which I could throw myself, to see what would happen. Even so, it’s the way of some institutions not actively to debar me but instead to admit me to a sort of vestibule or side porch, nominally indoors but with none of the attendant privileges. You could say the University had followed that sly pattern, since I had arrived to read Modern Languages but found out over time that the element of the course involving residence abroad was being scrapped in my case, without my being consulted. The authorities threw up their hands. My ‘alma mater’ had never really planned to suckle me and withdrew the breast sharpish. I hardly got a glimpse of it before it was tucked decorously away. 

         The fixed element of my day was an expedition to my bank to withdraw money. I had £1.54 on me, in the form of three fifty-pence coins and a brace of two-pence pieces. I would need more of it. More rhino. More spondulicks. More bread. This was hollow-seeming money, the decimalised currency that made calculations easier but had no roots in deep memory. Its copper coins were neither big nor small, neither a substantial disc like the old penny nor diminutive like the farthing, that elven financial instrument, Queen Mab’s preference when she must pay the final demand for her gas bill or be cut off altogether. The lumpen seven-sided fifty-pence coin seemed a poor substitute for the ten-shilling note, printed in the reddy-brown of dried blood. I remembered when breaking into a ten-bob note seemed to open a crack in the cosmos at large. It sounds as if I’m being nostalgic, which I’m not, since both sets of objects, both forms of cash, are equally bloody inconvenient from my point of view. Those weren’t better times, it’s just that we didn’t know how bad they were, and that helps. 

         I wasn’t confident that the manageress would make good on her promise of a free meal, but she did so in some style, sending Hettie to place a saucer in front of me. On it lay a numbered sheet of paper torn from a pad with nothing on it but the imprint of a lipstick kiss. This charming flourish would have made a good ending for a scene in a film. Cut and print! Unfortunately I had to make my exit, which was necessarily as ungainly as my entry, accompanied by embarrassed scraping of chairs and calls from Hettie and Whyvonne of ‘Goodbye! Come again!’ that needed to be repeated as my departure prolonged itself, apparently forever. I wish people would just go about their business. There’s no need to stand and stare. Surely it’s obvious that I’ve left rooms before? If not to the satisfaction of others then at least to my own. Look away. Get back to your own lives. That’s all I’m trying to do myself. 

      

   


   
      
         
            I storm the vestibule 

         

         Hettie, having said goodbye, had to catch up with me and help me with the door and the step. By the time I reached the car I had the impression that there were people waving hankies and wishing me Bon Voyage from every window in Lensfield Road. 

         I wanted to be noticed until I suddenly didn’t, and this peculiarity makes me, well, just like everyone else, really. It’s an inexhaustible source of ordinariness. My devotion to my guru, though I was having a bit of a rocky time of it in the early 1970s, is very much an attraction of opposites. Ramana Maharshi, who must have believed less than anyone in the reality of what was in front of him, nevertheless submitted to every rule, somehow turning it inside out in the process. At the time of his last illness he went on giving audiences to anyone who turned up, and when his disciples (though they sound like a meddling bunch and should perhaps be called something more like ‘indisciples’) tried to clear the chamber so that he could rest he followed the crowd out, saying that if the room was to be emptied he obviously couldn’t stay there. In his quiet way he out-Jesused Jesus, rendering unto Cæsar the things that were Cæsar’s so relentlessly that Cæsar was left looking like a proper twit. Compliance with a trace of irony must be the best way of responding to whatever Maya throws at you, though I can’t claim to manage it often. 

         My bank, like my doctors’ surgery, was in Trinity Street. ‘My bank’ is one of those formulas, ‘my death’ being another, where the possessive adjective loses all force. Funds held in my name were administered, and small cash sums watchfully issued, at the Trinity Street branch of Williams & Glyn’s Bank, near the heart of the ancient university, where the great treasure-barges of learning were moored side by side. 

         The gangplanks and walkways that connected these floating palaces with dry land were precarious as a matter of principle. Cobbles were a favourite material, higgledy-piggledy stumps of snapped-off battlement that were effective deterrents in their own right to any dreams I might harbour of boarding. Sometimes the massive wooden door of one of these flagship colleges would have a smaller door set into it, for the admission of favoured individuals rather than whole processions of the entitled, but even then the suggestion of welcome was ambiguous. The smaller door seemed to invite a smaller visitor – but the inset door never went down all the way to the ground. Blocking any possible entry on my part there was always a low wall, only the height of a skirting board, a six-inch hurdle that might as well have been made of barbed wire with a high voltage passing through it. 

         St John’s, Trinity, (Gonville &) Caius and King’s all basked in their own impregnability. My own college was less scrupulously defended, so that with a concerted effort I had been able to storm the vestibule. 

         I didn’t get a special kick out of banking so centrally, though my dealings with William & Glyn’s were fraught with dark intentions, on both sides as I have to admit. In those days bank managers were not approachable figures. They had real authority, and took a fierce joy in saying No. It was understood, even by less distinguished concerns than Williams & Glyn’s, that opening a bank account was a privilege and not a right. Cheque books weren’t simply thrown into the baying mob. Applicants had to give proofs of their substance and responsibility before the magic booklet of watermarked promises-to-pay was handed reverently across. Williams & Glyn’s Bank was definitely a top-people’s bank in my estimation, a sort of subaltern Coutts, and I had taken it for granted they were out of my league. 

         Then at the Societies Fair in my first undergraduate year there was a representative of the bank offering accounts to new students, to general scepticism. Why would a bank be so rash? Pete from my college staircase, who pushed me, rather erratically, round the Societies Fair, said he had heard you needed a hundred thousand pounds to play with before they would let you get so much as a sniff of an account. 

         We had no idea about money, children of privilege who didn’t even know it. We thought we were being thrown a lifeline by the hated forces of capitalism, not noticing the lifeline took the shape of a hook. It didn’t occur to us that from a bank’s perspective we were larval herring highly likely to grow into plump adult fish saturated with fiscal oil, major future earners amply justifying the tiny risk taken by those who offered to stand surety for us – who could in any case apply pressure on our colleges or our parents if there was trouble. Since people don’t change banks except for pressing reasons, a fair proportion of these tiddlers snapped up by Williams & Glyn’s would stay in the revenue tank, fattening up steadily till retirement and beyond. 

         I dare say we were all fooled by the impression of solidity that no bank can dispense with, whether it is upright or crooked as an institution. Could any institution sound more soporifically trustworthy than one called Williams & Glyn’s? After ‘Williams & Glyn’s’ any fair-minded person would expect ‘male voice choir’ or ‘Methodist funerals’ as readily as ‘Bank’. It could hardly have sounded more Welsh if it was playing the harp with a leek. In fact Williams & Glyn’s was itself freshly minted in the year it solicited our custom, product of a merger between two subsidiaries of the Royal Bank of Scotland. That’s not how you build trust! Or perhaps that’s exactly how you build trust, by lying early and often. 

         My career prospects weren’t in the same category as my fellows’, as the bank must have known rather better than I did at the time. I was small fry and would never get any bigger, but then again, it wasn’t a necessary precaution for me to be plucked thrashing out of the bank’s net. It isn’t always worth the bother of throwing the little ones back. 

         As for my own base motives: I was pitifully keen to show I was different from Mum and Dad. To show who(m)? Myself, I suppose. I would have opened an account with Beelzebub himself rather than follow their example. Better the Lord of the Flies, better the Father of Lies, than dreary, suburban old Lloyd’s. Never mind that Lloyd’s also sounded Welsh! It’s true that Williams & Glyn’s waved an additional temptation in front of me. There’s no getting away from the glamour of an ampersand, and every cheque book I was issued, every cheque I laboriously made out and signed, announced in faint microscopic repetitions of the bank’s name the distinction of my financial arrangements. I suppose those magical markings were also a way of making forgers work for their money. 

         Perhaps in the end we were exploiting each other quite satisfactorily, the bank and I. I got my private snobbish pleasure from our association, with a little typographical cherry on top, while the bank, without making anything much from me in the way of profit, could still leave a favourable impression with the world in general by making sure that junior employees knew my name and helped me to gain access to the premises. Perhaps there was some sort of Identikit portrait of me behind the counter, alongside the various villains, the conmen and the outright robbers, with a caption encouraging them to greet me as if I was the sprightly uncle they never knew they had. 

         I’m not sure exactly when Williams & Glyn’s introduced cash machines. If they had come in when I was a freshman then I took no notice, though there was certainly one outside the Trinity Street branch in 1973. In the beginning it wasn’t something that was likely to attract my interest, this highly technological opportunity to practise in combination three things that don’t come easily to me even separately: standing up, typing and fighting a passer-by for possession of a banknote, all in the teeth of an embittered Cambridge wind. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Safe passage of baked goods

         

         The area in front of Trinity College was crowded, and a guide was pointing upwards to something on its façade above the gate. I didn’t need to follow the finger to know that he was indicating the chair-leg installed in place of his missing sceptre in the grip of a stone figure of Henry VIII, a high-spirited prank carried out while he was an undergraduate by the heir to that very throne, clambering up with a smile of confident mischief while the porters politely looked the other way. The crowd of tourists being given this history lesson tittered with the same politeness, while the lesson I learned, one more time, was that mobility is wasted on the able-bodied.

         It wasn’t simply the crowdedness of the pavement that made progress difficult but the sense of multiple tempos at odds with each other. There was a stream of the city’s residents more or less trotting on their errands, with more than one matron dangling a white cardboard box by its cradle of ribbon, a box with Fitzbillies written diagonally across it in a typeset version of flowing script. Such ladies will take extreme measures to protect their cakes against impact, glaring at any presumptuous wheelchair-user who might threaten the safe passage of baked goods. Tourists by contrast are either being herded at high speed through the glories of the town by their guides or making sudden stops to consult maps or entreat passersby for directions. Every now and then one of them would notice me. Sometimes people beam at me so fiercely it’s almost frightening. Beyond a certain level of intensity goodwill from a stranger takes on a demoniac tinge.

         There were always people who smiled, stood aside and made a gracious sweeping gesture to indicate that I had right of way and was at liberty to proceed. It was as if they anticipated a sudden burst of speed from me or wildly flailing movements. The real worry, the frown that lurked behind the smile, was perhaps that a spark of misfortune would leap the gap unless they stood well clear. Sometimes too, after a moment, there would be a faint double twitch of the curled fingers to beckon me forward, perhaps not even a conscious movement but still sending a second message to undermine the first. Get a move on. I don’t have all day. 

         Most of the time the eyes of tourists are raised and fixed on the middle distance, which is fine unless I happen to be straight in front of them just then, selfishly hogging their collective blind spot. Then I’m under the hooves when the herd moves on.

         The atmosphere inside the bank was quite a contrast, relaxed and almost village-like in the absence of undergraduates. To judge by the conversations I could hear, everyone in the bank, on either side of the counter, was just back from a holiday or about to leave on one. The holiday mood was inaccessible to me that Thursday morning, and I tried to feel businesslike as I took out ten pounds. This was in reality a dies non, a day on which no business could be transacted, and the first of a series of such non-days to be got through before I could find safe harbour. I wasn’t going about my business but going about a lack of business. Just filling in time – it’s a revealing phrase, that, one that imagines the hours as so many potholes to be made good.

         I asked for a fiver and five single notes. Large denominations perform differently from small ones, it’s a fact. Large sums are viscous and conserve their energy, small ones tend to dribble away through the cracks, the classic text on the subject being The Million-Pound Note. On the small scale of my financial dealings, of course, the difference was submicroscopic, or to put it in homœopathic terms, highly significant. True, there was little chance of people rubbing their eyes when granted a glimpse of my fiver, rushing to offer me unlimited credit while dazzled by the glare of its aura, but those single fingers of specie would make their way through the world differently from the consolidated fist of a fiver.

         It was eleven thirty, too early to think of seeing a film, though I was relying on the Arts Cinema to mop up a couple of hours in the afternoon. My digestion was dealing incredulously with the biggest breakfast it had encountered for years. My guts expressed both resentment and exhilaration, along the lines of an understaffed fire station called on to tackle a major blaze. This is what they signed up for! Enzymes that knew meat only by rumour were learning from scratch how to crack its codes.

         Metabolism is a strange old economy. You eat, you drink, and expended nutrients are replenished, simple as that – except it’s nowhere near as simple as that. Satiety is preabsorptive, which is a curious state of affairs when you think about it. Our bodies tell us we are full and can afford to stop eating long before the nourishment has been processed. There are mechanoreceptors in the stomach that register pressure and the fact of fullness. There are chemoreceptors in the small intestine alive to the presence of sugars and amino acids. Neither of these fully accounts for the phenomenon. The mouth seems to play a crucial part, passing on to the brain the good news that eating is in progress. The brain triggers a temporary rise in the levels of blood glucose, accompanied by a sharp reduction in the sensation of hunger. Experiments have shown this happens even when what is in the mouth, for instance a solution of saccharine, has no nutritional value at all. It doesn’t matter – emergency funds of energy are dispensed from the vaults just the same, long before the incoming cheque can be cleared. As I say, it’s a strange old economy.

         And what should I do while my digestion purred and sputtered? At the moment it was a toss-up between a visit to the Botanical Gardens, much loved, completely familiar, or to the Catholic church, which I only really knew from the defective sound of its clock-chime, something that had infused my sleep (and occasionally dissolved it) during every night I had spent in Downing. A little light œcumenical prayer in spiritually nourishing surroundings, leading by stages to an afternoon nap without loss of pious pretence. This was clearly a suitable programme for the middle parts of a day that gave no sign of being finite. Either institution would be able to provide the facilities when I felt the need of what was surely in the works, the excretion-event of a lifetime.

         The church got my vote since the Bot would wait. Its welcome would never wear out. Perhaps it’s the Bot that is entitled to the status of alma mater in my case, if any institution actually wants to claim me as a suckling.

      

   


   
      
         
            A boom preceded by its echo

         

         I have to hand it to the Catholic Church in general, or perhaps The Church of Our Lady and the English Martyrs in particular. I was made welcome. The wheelchair was hauled indoors without complaint and I was given a guided tour. Pamphlets were made available. Anecdotes were passed on. I learned for instance that the building of the church was funded by a single person, at first sight an unlikely benefactor. She had been a ballet dancer in Paris and at Drury Lane before marrying a grandee, whose wealth she went on to inherit. A happy ending, though no one funds the building of an entire church because there’s nothing keeping them awake at night, now do they?

         It was accepted at Our Lady and the English Martyrs that I was simply sightseeing. I was simply a ‘young man’ who was ‘taking an interest’ in a landmark of the city he knew only from a blinkered University standpoint. I was beetled up the steps by a collective of friendly ladies, and then left tactfully alone – just the sort of solitude I like, in fact, where someone comes to check on you every three minutes.

         There was no service in progress, but I was disappointed by the absence of any lingering smell of incense. Shouldn’t there be spectral curtains of scented fumes hanging in the transept, Mass or no Mass? In my ignorance I assumed that holy smoke was constantly being puffed out on church premises, but in my unwashed state I was probably making the only aromatic contribution to the atmosphere of the building.

         Since then I’ve learned that it’s Anglo-Catholics who are the real bells-and-smells merchants. Any that actually convert are likely to feel let down by the bareness of Catholic ceremonial. It’s like a flamboyant transvestite winning the right to live as a woman, and then finding that the wardrobe has been emptied of everything but tweedy suits and twinsets.

         Cambridge is full of ample spaces, but they weren’t my natural habitat. The Hall in Downing had been relatively intimate, and filled up with the clattering roar of a student body feeding itself without stopping talking. Otherwise I had been in the Senate House twice, once for matriculation and once for the dutiful expression of student unrest, and that was about it. I experienced the quiet of Our Lady and the English Martyrs as anything but soothing. The calm seemed deceptive, as in the opening sequences of a horror film.

         When I closed my eyes, the sense of space collapsed immediately. It was as if I was listening to a radio play set in a church, with sound-effects men winking and grinning at each other in a cramped studio as they produced the noise of a chair-leg scraping against a stone, a hassock thudding to the floor, the organist during his practice negotiating the hairpin bends of something that aspired to the ideal of melody but kept falling away. I pondered the curious acoustic that accompanies the closing of a church door, a boom preceded by its echo. When I opened my eyes the church materialised very promptly – everything ‘came back’ – but I wasn’t deceived. This was partly a consequence of sleep deprivation but mainly an insight into the workings of Maya. There’s no point in talking about the special-effects department of Maya, because that’s the only department there is. It’s the whole show.

         I had been confirmed in 1962, while at the Vulcan School (A Boarding School for the Education and Rehabilitation of Severely Disabled but Intelligent Boys), by the Bishop of Reading. There was a certain amount of pressure at school to sign up for the sacrament, presumably because piety piled on top of disability multiplied our magnetism when it came to raising funds. I can’t speak for anyone else, but I certainly didn’t plump for the sacrament of confirmation because of the present it was hinted we would get if went through with it. The present turned out to be a copy of the Book of Common Prayer, signed Eric Reading, which wasn’t a disappointment to me anyway. I hadn’t realised that according to protocol bishops take the names of their dioceses cognominally. I just thought it rather wonderful that someone with the surname of Reading had fulfilled what must have been a lifelong ambition in the church, by presiding over the diocese that happened to share his name.

      

   


   
      
         
            As worn by Father Brown 

         

         My upbringing was Christian, and I dare say my head is still full of pious remnants. In an emergency there’s no guarantee that what pops into my head is a mantra rather than the Lord’s Prayer. But from the moment I started using my thoughts to make a little headway in the world it seemed to me very unsatisfactory, full of murky and contradictory doctrine. ‘Who Art in Heaven’? So you’re not here then. ‘Hallowed Be Thy Name’? So you have a name. Funny, I’m trying to shed mine. ‘Thy Kingdom Come’? So it doesn’t exist yet. ‘Thy Will Be Done’? So you have a will, do you? Funny, I’m trying to shed that too. The rhythms are soothing because familiar, but the whole thing is a minefield of untenable assumptions about divinity. I don’t deny it has a certain sedative power, but it won’t do for grown-up worship. It’s a teddy bear of a prayer, and although there are people who go through adult life dragging their soft toys along I was doing my best not to be one of them. 

         At one point, eyes closed, I thought I heard steps approaching the wheelchair and marking a graceful pause before moving on. There was a sound of fabric in motion, and somehow I knew that the whispering skirt in question was male in character. I didn’t come near enough to the surface of consciousness to open my eyes, and so I missed the chance to see for myself an item that I’d only come across in the pages of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and perhaps in G. K. Chesterton, as worn by Father Brown. A soutane. Unless Maya was positively in overdrive and crashing her gears, the priest of Our Lady and the English Martyrs was paying a polite house call on this pilgrim sojourning, if not stalled, on his premises. 

         When I opened my eyes, there was a cup of tea and a biscuit within reach (more or less), laid out on a little portable folding table which had been erected in tactful silence. Who put that there? Thanks very much. 

         Elevenses was as much refreshment as I could hope for there and then, though my spiritual batteries were becoming dangerously depleted after so long disconnected from the trickle-charger of meditation. My next port of call was the Bot, which had become a sort of second home for me during my student years. It was open to the public and (more important) free, and full of offstage places where Minis could be parked and fuss made of their drivers. One particular worker had made me her particular pet. I don’t mind being made a pet of, every now and then, as long as I get to decide who does it and don’t altogether give up the right to bare my teeth. I don’t exactly set out to enlist people as helpers, but though the Old Testament isn’t much of a guide to behaviour I’ve found the idea of casting your bread upon the waters and having it return to you tenfold rather appealing (though Lord knows where ‘tenfold’ crept in from – it’s not in Ecclesiastes). I’m not in the least systematic about it, but I’ve learned to give the bread a good old buttering first, and then it sometimes comes back with jam. 

         Celia was Australian and always wore shorts, long and sturdy shorts, possibly hiker’s shorts if such garments exist, very different in ethos from the hot pants that were enjoying a furious vogue in 1973, and looking alluring on barely one pair of legs in ten. I’m hardly a connoisseur of women’s clothes, but my low standing in the world has made me a captive audience of skirts and shorts, of waistbands and the nervous smoothing-down of cardigans. I find it fascinating that so many women with knock knees wear outfits that advertise them when fashion dictates, and if I’d hung on to my old Box Brownie I would have had quite a rogues’ gallery of them by 1973. The great glory of the Box Brownie was that I could hold it some way from my eye, as I must, and still see the prospective photo nicely framed in the viewfinder. The moment it was considered an advance to have the user’s eye glued up against the body of the device then technology kicked me out of the camera club – and I’d left my Box Brownie behind at ‘home’ in Bourne End before the family ructions that made it impossible to ask for it back. 

         During the winter months Celia’s calves, any tan long since leached away, took on a blueish tinge. Gooseflesh seemed to be her skin’s natural state, but I understood that it was existentially impossible for her to change her style of dress. Celia in long trousers and Celia in skirts were equally unthinkable, definitively different creatures from her despite the superficial resemblance. I don’t think there was an ambiguity about gender at the root of her stubborn loyalty to shorts. More likely she was afraid of going native, returning to Alice Springs wan and tentative, addicted to crosswords and dark beer without fizz, her vocal cords turned plummy with exposure to cold and genteel ways. Some people assimilate to their surroundings on their travels but others positively condense their national identity. Celia was one of those. She didn’t need to fear being swallowed up by plummy Pommy affectations. 

         She was instinctively caring towards other forms of life, something that is routinely called motherliness but is more of a gardener’s reflex to my way of thinking, even when its beneficiaries are fauna rather than flora. She had seen a fox at the Bot, for instance, in a very bad state, and had ground up mange pills and hidden them in honey sandwiches so that it shouldn’t suspect her good intentions. After that it sought her out. She had tamed it, or (to look through the other end of the telescope) it had tamed her. She had trained it to trot right up to her, or to put it another way it had trained her to keep the honey sandwiches coming. Of course if you bring honey sandwiches for foxes for too long (she did try to be discreet) you end up resembling a lunatic rather than St Francis of Assisi. 

      

   


   
      
         
            An organism that differs from itself

         

         Sometimes it happens that gardeners who are used to extreme conditions are a little bit patronising about the demure flora of our temperate zone, but Celia wasn’t like that. She didn’t feel that an organism which had flourished against the odds was more valuable than one that had been cosseted by its environment, and I had seen tears in her eyes when she described a bearded iris which had flowered in surprising localised hues of brown and cream. That’s what in botany is called a ‘sport’. Peel away the outside leaves of that word, its associations with being a good loser, its matey meaning in Australian slang, and you have a fascinating idea at its heart. An organism that thanks to a chance mutation generates a variation in one area. Is it putting the matter too strongly to say that this is an organism that differs from itself? Evolution, so amply theorised in animals, seems to work differently in plants, perhaps because their genetic material is so exposed, easily accessible to mutagenic sunlight, while we animals keep ours hidden darkly away. Evolutionary theory in all its ramifications is a disenchanting spell that brings its own mysteries with it. We bipeds find it shocking to imagine that rooted beings might have their own changeability, wily ways of moving without moving.

         Celia never greeted the Mini with yelps of delight in the Dalmatian or red-setter style (though her colouring tended towards red setter), but she would reliably turn up soon after I arrived. Dalmatians are silly and red setters are flighty, and Celia was neither of those things. Still, there was the hint of a subtle lolloping in her welcome, as if I boosted her energy level as she reliably boosted mine. If I didn’t see her at the Bot when I visited then it meant that she wasn’t working that particular day. It was as if she was attuned to the engine note, as dogs learn to be, but didn’t want me to feel under siege. In practice I can take quite a lot of affectionate welcome before I feel the slightest bit intruded on, though it has to be said that dogs are no respecters of wheelchairs. They need to have their goodwill kept within bounds. Only the very small ones are polite, rendered so not by temperament but by the shortness of their legs and the consequent impossibility of overstepping.

         There’s nothing gardeners like more than a good old chat about pests and parasites. In the past Celia and I had discussed our worries about Pythium and possible strategies for use against it. People are always talking about animal attraction, and I don’t dispute that such a thing exists, but most relationships make more sense as a matter of vegetable attraction and the progressive intertwining between soundlessly rustling tendrils of affinity.

         Celia provided my first experience of that curious phenomenon HRT, though it wasn’t called that then. It hadn’t even been identified by sociophonetics, for the very good reason that the relevant subdiscipline hadn’t come into existence, and I wonder if Celia wasn’t an early case, possibly even a carrier. It seems quite wrong to stigmatise someone who was so consistently kind to me as a sort of Typhoid Mary of the High Rising Terminal, but her case may have some historical interest. This might be the first recorded instance of an invasive species of intonation, the equivalent of the first Sciurus carolinensis setting its beady little eyes on the habitat of Sciurus vulgaris. The original grey squirrel jinking with ominous intent towards the doomed dreys of the red. When Celia made what was meant to be a statement of fact, even a defiant assertion such as ‘Australian wine is good already? And it’s going to be great?’, it reeked of uncertainty. When she asked an actual question, on the other hand, it was stripped of the customary upward cadence. I suppose she needed somehow to distinguish the two very different types of speech act. She resorted – ‘How are you’ – to a strange downward curl of the voice. I’m sure there’s a way of notating such things in print. There must be. A struck-through question mark? No, that’s hopeless. In bold? No better. Though for her actual questions, which didn’t sound like questions, would it not be legitimate to borrow the upside-down question mark from Spanish¿, though using it for a different purpose?

      

   


   
      
         
            Flexing its nonseptate filaments

         

         Some entities seem actively amused by efforts to eradicate them, and I’m no longer referring to the recalcitrance of High Rising Terminal. Pythium is one of those stubborn ones, flexing its nonseptate filaments, mustering its motile zoospores to induce damping-off and root disease. It lurks for years in soil and plant refuse. When you’re up against Pythium it isn’t a gunfight but a game of chess whose most likely end is stalemate. The struggle is endless, with seedlings subtly undone by this relentless fungoid, eaten away from the very beginnings of their lives, reduced to sludge under the surface of the soil or else doomed to topple over in rot mere days after their emergence.

         Celia preached a gospel of calm, stressed the value of composted tree bark and the importance of avoiding the overcrowding of seedlings. She warned against the ‘legginess’ caused by insufficient light, open invitation to pathogenic fungi. I tried to match her expertise, passing on one tip that Dad had found useful: use pre-warmed water and make sure your drainage is up to snuff. A waterlogged seedling is a dead duck.

         We exchanged this hard-earned knowledge with the cheerful fatalism that is the hallmark of the horticultural personality. I doubt if Celia, as a professional, needed any reminder about attending to proper drainage and avoiding unnecessary lowering of the temperature of seeds and seedlings by cold watering, but that wasn’t important. Better that gardening lore be duplicated needlessly than not be passed on at all. We gardeners recognise each other not by a green thumb but by a brown one. Not everyone has the instinct to take the pulse of the soil, checking humidity as a matter of crucial importance.

         Celia was only at the Bot on a temporary basis. She had travelled from Australia by sea, as many people still did, on some sort of cargo ship. She was the only passenger on it (and the only woman). They had stopped off at an out-of-the-way place called Whyalla, New South Wales, to take on some iron ore, where the local paper had seized the chance to interview her, plucky Aussie girl going to France to study viticulture and winemaking. Local papers are always pressing the same exhausted vintage, and in terms of local journalism Celia was a plump grape with some real juice in her.

         The Suez Canal was in mothballs, of course, after the Six Day War, and so the journey took three months. They went round South Africa and broke down while battling terrific winds in the Roaring Forties. All this adventure made me feel that the only card I could play to match it, my trip to India before I arrived in Cambridge, was of low face value.

         Celia insisted that I abandon all snobbery about Australian wine. It had a real future? It would be a world-beater? I probably thought Australian wine was all old-fashioned and sweet, like muscatel and frontignac, when it wasn’t German-style riesling? I should forget all about the Aussie wine served in Earls Court from boxes on the bar – Bondi Bleach they called it, the white, and the red was Kangarouge. In fact I didn’t need to have my mind wiped clean. It was aseptic. I was so ignorant that I lacked even the basic prejudices. I was a hopeless case.

         Celia had chosen a bad time to learn the secrets of French winemaking on its home ground. Diplomatic relations between Australia and France were close to breakdown. Mail delivery was unreliable even when not formally suspended. These administrative problems had played havoc with Celia’s paperwork, and paperwork turned out to be something on which the French authorities were extremely keen. She had to postpone her course, and since she didn’t have the right to work in France she found a temporary job in the U.K. This job. So looking at it from the broadest possible perspective, if France hadn’t persisted in testing nuclear weapons in the Pacific, and if Australia hadn’t mounted a case at the International Court of Justice, and if France hadn’t ignored the verdict of the court … then I’d have had one less friendly presence to count on while I was living in my car. It was a nuclear-age version of the old saw about it being an ill wind that blows no one any good, in this case a tropical breeze laden with fallout. If an oppressive colonial power hadn’t exploded warheads on Mururoa Atoll in French Polynesia then Celia would be learning about grape varieties in Bordeaux rather than discussing the menace of Pythium, before escorting me back to the Mini.

          Celia had been very concerned when she realised I would be without a home of my own between Downing College and Mayflower House, but couldn’t offer me a place to stay. ‘I live up two flights of stairs?’ she explained. By this time the difference between indicative and interrogative had been washed clean away, and I no longer knew whether my own voice should rise or fall at any given point in a sentence. The pitch and roll of her intonation had cost me my sea legs.

         In my determination not to be a charity case I had given Celia the impression that I would have a roof over my head, and this could be defended as truthful. Cars have roofs, of course they do. How else could they have roof racks? Now to give more detailed reassurance I said I was staying round the corner from the Hobson Monument, which was also true since I parked the Mini off Lensfield Road. The monument was mere feet from the parking spot where I had spent the previous night, harassed by an unwelcoming neighbour though consoled by the love in the eyes of his dog.

         Thomas Hobson was a Cambridge worthy of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, whose improvements to the city’s water supply are commemorated by the Hobson monument, though his name has become proverbial in a different context. I explained Hobson’s Choice to Celia – ‘Hobson’s Choice’ being that you take what you’re given. Hobson in his livery stable didn’t let his customers have their choice of horses, though he had plenty of them. You had to have the one from the stall by the door, and so Hobson’s Choice had come to mean any choice that wasn’t really a choice.

         Then Celia explained Hobson’s Choice right back at me. ‘I went on a guided tour? A walking tour?’ All the way to Great Shelford, near the spring where the water rises. She took an interest since the Conduit itself passed along one edge of the Bot as it flowed along Trumpington Street. From the walking tour she learned that the reason Hobson didn’t allow his customers to choose a mount wasn’t just to be difficult. If he did, his customers would always pick the animal known to be the fastest, which rapidly became exhausted. Accepting Hobson’s choice meant that you might not get a fast horse but you were guaranteed a rested one.

         When I had parked the Mini off Lensfield Road that first night I had no conscious knowledge of the closeness of the Conduit, mere feet away, nor of Hobson’s Memorial being round the corner. Any awareness of them would be framed according to the wryly pessimistic principle I thought I knew, so that I was choosing a place whose associations made a mockery of choice. Now the same place had shifted in its overtones, and so had the principle, so as to suggest the benevolent withholding of short-sighted options. I was learning that there is more than one way of having no choice. Much apparent fixity permits a wobble.

         I don’t think we need go so far as to imagine that the guru was speaking through Celia, though it’s never quite a matter of ventriloquism. The words of the guru float on the breath of the mundane speaker. They emerge from him (or from her) without being imposed from outside. It is a consensual visitation.

         It made sense of a sort that Celia, a relatively recent arrival in Cambridge, should be better informed about the city than I was. I too was an incomer, but my relative seniority meant I could make a more authoritative approximation to the native’s entitlement of ignorance – like those born-and-bred Londoners (and proud of it) who have never stepped inside St Paul’s (and are also proud of that). There comes a time when not having paid a world-famous building a visit is almost a mark of distinction. Had I set foot inside King’s College Chapel, for instance? I kept meaning to. I keep meaning to. It’ll wait.

         When we got back to the Mini I could smell something new, and with my sense of smell blunted by my cold it could only be a strong odour. Disinfectant. I had managed to empty my pee bottle when I left the café that morning, but its lingering aroma had been bothering me all day. Now it had been rinsed and made fresh. The debris that had accumulated in the Mini during its and my student years, when it became some sort of undersized communal taxi, had been disposed of. I doubt if I had heard of the word ‘valeting’ at that point, applied to a car or anything else, but it has the right associations of Jeeves-like suavity and self-effacement. Bless you, Celia! I cringed with the embarrassment of being in need of such a favour, but it made a difference that it had been done with supreme tact, something approaching legerdemain.

         My waste had been conjured away. If only the trick could be repeated indefinitely … Abracadabra. Pee gone! Alacazam. Poo gone! Sign me up to apprentice membership of the Magic Circle – I enclose my stamped, self-addressed envelope, not risking a first-class stamp because I’m not getting my hopes up.

      

   


   
      
         
            Dragging their C-value down

         

         After I had started the engine she came round to the window and started talking into my blind spot. Not my deaf spot, obviously, and I could hear her perfectly well, but it’s bad manners to stare straight ahead of you just because it’s what your body demands, so I wriggled round as best I could. ‘I have a riddle for you, John?’ she was saying. ‘Something for you to think about? Why should Rhizanthella gardneri be the national flower of Australia¿ That’s Rhizanthella gardneri – I’ve written the name down for you?’ She waved a slip of paper in front of my eyes and then tucked it into the breast pocket of my shirt. Just where I can’t reach it. Then she banged on the roof of the Mini, as if I was a rally driver and she had just changed my tyres. She often had that effect on me anyway, giving me fresh traction on the day, and I liked having her riddle to ponder. It’s good for the brain circuitry to be shorted out from time to time, not to get too used to the illusion of knowing answers. All I knew about the given subject area was that the official national flower of Australia was in fact the Golden Wattle, Acacia pycnantha.

         I decided to inspect this Hobson’s Monument that had perhaps exercised a magnetic effect on my decisions. Normally I think it’s good manners for cars to restrict themselves to the road surface, but the pavement was wide, not an easy expanse for me to cross unaided and by the same token able to accommodate the Mini without inconvenience to pedestrians, so I mounted it and drew up by the railings. I felt safe enough from criticism – people don’t exactly fall over themselves to say Yes to me, but they think twice before saying No. The monument looked like an enormous white chess piece, most closely resembling a rook thanks to the effect of crenellation produced by the alternating coats of arms, cherubs and heraldic beasts (lion and unicorn) mounted at the top. In the English temperament – I know I’ve read this somewhere – the lion of common sense is matched by the unicorn of fancy.

         At least one of the cherubs had a visible willy and was carrying some sort of vessel, perhaps an ewer, which would make sense (the ewer not the willy) in a monument honouring an improvement in water supply. There was a rounded object installed as a finial that I eventually identified as a pineapple. Isn’t that the symbol of hospitality? It seemed to me that the case was made and well made. If ley lines, the invisible alignments that either marked ancient sacred sites or brought them into being, could imprint themselves on human awareness over the millennia, dry conduits through which the chthonic energies flowed, then this thumping great monument, with a pineapple throbbing on its top like a landing signal, had certainly affected my choice of a parking and sleeping place on the previous night.

         In mid-afternoon, refreshed by Celia’s talk and kind attentions, I went to the Arts Cinema. I didn’t much care what was showing, in fact it was their toilets I mostly had need of. A breakfast bigger than any meal I was used to had first stunned and then accelerated the digestive rhythms, and I hadn’t gone short on liquids either.

         ‘I’m afraid Granddad’s been caught short.’ Is that what has happened, or has the sanitary porcelain that would meet his needs migrated out of his reach? If so I feel for Granddad, and I’m quietly confident he would feel for me. Continence isn’t purely a physical matter. There are other variables.

         A little part of the brain is permanently thinking, ‘Where can I go, when I need to?’ but if your body conveys you smoothly to wherever it is you want to be then the urinary cortex (I’ve just made that up) can shrink almost to nothing. If on the other hand there is an obstacle course placed between you and any socially acceptable receptacle, then bladder preoccupation can come to dominate your mental activity. My bladder was in its pomp, a remarkably elastic organ taking quiet pride in its distensibility – these at least were muscles I could rely on – but even so there were limits.

         Equations don’t explain everything, and I have no special fondness for them, but in this area formulating things algebraically is a real help. C (continence) equals M multiplied by PF, where M represents Mobility and PF the proximity of facilities. So C would have a similar value for an able-bodied person wandering the streets of a strange town as it would for a disabled person in his home equipped with the proper amenities – unless the able-bodied person simply had a piss against a wall, which in algebraic terms would be, I don’t really know, but in human terms would be cheating. On the other hand an able-bodied person like the ones who undertook the King Street Run (eight pints in an hour at eight different pubs, with a ban on urinating) were dead set on dragging their C-value all the way down to zero.

         If those days of homelessness seem stubbornly unreal to me now, it’s only because they were unreal then. Maya was showing her hand, and I should have taken the opportunity of seeing right through her once and for all, but I went on trying frantically to keep up on a treadmill that I had built in the first place. One more opportunity to grasp the nettle of the unreal, and I was too busy thinking about the best environment for a bowel movement to take advantage of it.

         I punted myself along Arts Cinema passage to the box office, though Dad preferred the word ‘guichet’ for such retail outlets, not so much because he was cosmopolitan as because he liked to baffle the world, and particularly Mum. I disliked the affectation but loved the word, as perhaps he knew I would. The glass of the box office counter started at waist level, but that’s not where my waist is, even when it isn’t artificially lowered by being in a wheelchair. The young man behind the glass (in term time the guichet was mainly staffed by students, and maybe this was one such creature, oversummering) peered forward and blushed when he saw me. There’s a remarkably small variety of expression available to the human facial muscles, and perhaps my angle of vision, looking upwards, militates against the perception of nuance. Even so it’s surprising that the proud and eager look meaning ‘At last my chance to make a real difference to the life of a fellow-citizen!’ should in its lineaments so much resemble the one that means Here Comes Trouble.

         Then the young man’s face changed and he beamed at me. ‘Hold on, I think I’ve got a note about you.’ He rummaged briefly and produced in triumph a slip of paper. ‘We have to build you up in your seat with cushions, don’t we?’

         Only if you want me to see the screen.

         People certainly seem to enjoy having written instructions and the comfort of knowing they have a dispensation from making decisions of their own.

         ‘And does your piece of paper say anything about helping me downstairs to the loo?’

         He turned the paper over and sang out ‘Yup’ very cheerfully. ‘When do you want to go?’

         ‘No time like the present.’

         This was all going remarkably smoothly. The phone next to him rang, and he dealt with the caller’s needs by the ruthless expedient of picking up the receiver and putting it right down again. ‘Clare!’ he shouted.

         ‘What is it?’ came a voice from a distant point behind him.

         ‘I’m taking my break. Mind the wicket, will you?’

         ‘All right,’ the voice answered in a faintly resentful sing-song.

         ‘She’ll be fine,’ the young man explained, though I wasn’t worried. ‘We’re quiet today.’

         Then he swooped on me and swept me up out of the wheelchair. I didn’t have time to give him instructions – oral rather than written – about putting the brakes on first, and the chair trundled backwards at a fair pace to bump, without any great force admittedly, against the wall. If I had a pound for every time that has happened … actually I’d still have to watch the pennies, so let’s not let things get out of proportion.

         When it comes to giving me a carry, people (by which I usually mean young or youngish men) take one of two approaches: human forklift or ambulant hug. The human forklift, in which one arm supports my back and the other goes under my legs, gives me a view of my porter and a slice of the world through which I’m travelling. It looks a bit melodramatic, as if I’d just been dug out of the rubble somewhere and was being rushed to get medical treatment, but it gets the job done, and though I can never relax when I’m being carried up or down a flight of stairs (it’s funny, being dropped even once can bring on a state of tension that never quite goes away) at least this position means that the person doing the carrying has an unobstructed view. The ambulant hug is much more intimate, with the intermingling of breath it brings, and I certainly prefer it for short journeys on the flat. Over greater distances it can become claustrophobic, and changes of level are very unrelaxing indeed, especially if I can feel tremors of uncertainty or tiredness in the body whose choices are currently overriding mine.

      

   


   
      
         
            The rapidly spreading bloodstain 

         

         The young man from the guichet chose the ambulant hug and we set off down the stairs. I’m very aware that any person carrying me has both hands full, so that from the immediate perspective of our transit between floors the architect need not have bothered with installing a handrail or banister. As things stand there is nothing to impede or cushion a fall. My life was in his hands and my heart in my mouth. 

         There was definitely the sensation of a melting between us, something that I’ve often noticed when the masculine defences have been sidestepped. It’s touch that does it, touch sustained enough to exceed the duration of handshakes and even conventional hugs, touch able to establish a shared boundary. Heat is more easily conserved by the amalgamated organism, as the mirage of separateness dissipates. Either method of ‘giving me a carry’ is likely to achieve this welcome state. The ambulant hug raises temperatures faster than the human forklift, but in both cases physical closeness readily takes on a tinge of the sensual. 

         My porter and I were both lightly elated when he put me down at the bottom of the stairs, congratulating ourselves on our safe passage between levels before we progressed to the toilet itself. 

         I glanced at a dark mark on his shirt, and he looked down too, with the sort of dismay gunslingers show in films, raising a disbelieving hand to the rapidly spreading bloodstain on a shirtfront that lets them know they’ve been shot. This stain was different, being brown and not red, since it was chocolate rather than blood showing in a little patch through the loose weave of his summer shirt. There wasn’t a full bar of chocolate in his breast pocket, just a group of four squares roughly wrapped in foil and being hoarded, I imagine, for a slack afternoon moment, antidote to the energy dip that afflicts so many at that time of day. These sweet squares (we call them squares though their rectangularity leaps to the eye) had surrendered their solidity to a three-pronged attack, from the warmth of the day, from the thermal output of two bodies combined and from the pressure of the contact between them. 

         There were other processes at work. He glowed with the relief of not having dropped me, just as I glowed with the relief of not being dropped. The melting point of a young man is less predictable than the melting point of chocolate but this too had been reached. My escort’s energy, far from dipping, was rising to a peak. Those aroused rectangles in his breast pocket were trembling on the edge of liquefaction, and I could detect a tingle of interest below his waist. Gingerly he pulled the misshapen chocolate out of the pocket that had failed to protect it and did his best to peel off the foil, which was partly embedded in it. It would be wrong to say that he broke the chocolate in two, since the notion of breaking belongs to a world of solids that this confection had left. He separated the chocolate into two parts and posted one of them into my astonished mouth. As he did so, and before he ate his own two Dalí quadrilaterals, he murmured the words ‘Old Jamaica’. Normally I’m not a fan of being told what I’m eating or am going to eat. If anything it’s one of my pet hates – let the taste buds find their own way, make their own discoveries. But this had the status of a special occasion, when the sensual impact of the chocolate with its (let’s be frank) slightly rancid tang of rum and raisin coincided so precisely with the arrival of the words in my brain, perhaps in the immediately adjacent neural ganglion, as they delivered their message of soothing piratical nostalgia. 

         I didn’t have any appetite as such, not after the monstrous transgression of breakfast, but then chocolate’s secret is that it bypasses appetite, addressing greed directly. And greed I had. 

         It makes perfect sense that anyone who has acted as my porter should have a certain amount of power over me, even after I’m back on my own two feet (with crutch and stick helping out) or four wheels. It’s much less obvious that I should have a residue of power over them. All I can say is that I have found it to be the case. The results are consistent. I wasn’t shocked that this box office worker at the Arts Cinema (not founded by John Maynard Keynes as the Arts Theatre was, in case you’re interested – the great man didn’t have much time for the flicks) should waggle his chocolate-smeared fingers in my field of vision, and yes, I was slightly disappointed that he didn’t in the end offer those clibby digits to me to be licked clean but did the job himself. There was perhaps a last-minute loss of nerve on his part. ‘Clibby’ is a lovely word I picked up from Call My Bluff on television, and I’m reasonably confident that ‘sticky’ was the real meaning of the word rather than one of the false definitions. It’s not an adjective that has ever cropped up in conversation, but I’d hate to be committing a solecism even in the privacy of my own head. 

         That fleeting moment of affinity with its rum and raisin flavour was the high point of the adventure. Then we had to get me into a toilet cubicle before I burst. Even when I was established he understood that he would need to mount guard duty, since I couldn’t lock myself in, though I encouraged him to wait a little way off. ‘Do you have a match?’ I called after him, and he called back, ‘Sorry, I don’t smoke,’ as if I had only wanted to come down to the basement to sneak a ciggy. That wasn’t at all what I meant. He and I might both feel the benefit of a lit match, with its eerie though nevertheless empirically provable ability to cover up shit smells, in such proximity to an imminent fæcal event. Perhaps it isn’t a matter of covering the bad smells up so much as making them change key, shifting them towards a more appealing set of associations. I suspect the reason for this olfactory rhyme is an underlying correspondence. Digestion is a slow form of combustion, the ignition of a match-head a rapid one. 

         At CRX in Taplow, the hospital-cum-school where I spent the years after my belated diagnosis, my nickname had been Dropper, quite an accolade in an institution where few of use had better than rudimentary control over our bodies. Objects disobey me, always have. I couldn’t pretend to be surprised, therefore, when I dropped the bum snorkel in that toilet cubicle at the Arts Cinema. I hadn’t finished using it, so there was a little clump of loo paper held in its Perspex cleft, clean rather than soiled though these are nuances of indignity not easily calibrated. There was no room to manœuvre in the cubicle, and even in a less restricted space I wouldn’t fancy my chances at retrieving the thing. I called out to my assistant in the corridor. ‘Oh, Mr Porter!’ 

         I couldn’t help myself. Oh, Mr Porter! had been shown more than once at CRX, and I think I speak for my generation when I say that it’s a film I could happily watch once a week. I needed to attract attention in the basement of a cinema – do I need apologise for resorting to a film reference? By the 1970s Will Hay’s name was not exactly one to conjure with, and I realise that not every temporary guichet worker at the Arts is saturated in film knowledge, but pandering to ignorance is hardly a virtue. 

         He didn’t hear me anyway. I had to resort to crooning, and then bellowing, ‘I say! You there.’ I tried to imagine my imperious Granny saying those words, which would have had the world come running if she spoke them, but her intonation was inimitable. Eventually he opened the door a crack and asked if I was ready for the return journey. I had to explain that I’d dropped something necessary for completion of the sit-down session. ‘Oh dear – what is it?’ There seemed no need to spell out the precise design and function of the bum snorkel. ‘It’s a device … and this is rather an awkward situation,’ I said, meaning that I didn’t want him to see me with the Velcro strip installed by Mum to secure my waistband (to say nothing of anything else) flapping in the summer breeze. Few people look their best with knickers at half-mast. ‘Do you mind … if we pretend this is a party game?’ 

         ‘I suppose not. What sort of game?’ 
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