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            ‘Brian Dillon’s fascinating bildungsroman Ambivalence tells the story of a mind making itself up, changing, deleting, willfully transforming itself. Every book, every friendship, every conversation marks our anti-hero B, who feels compelled to create himself, while the eponymous title assures me he is aware of failure, the frailties of the intellectual life, and how knowing is also always unknowing and unlearning. His resistance, disillusions and embraces create a completely engaging world in which grows an amazing virtual library of necessary readings and investigations. This reader trusts people who doubt themselves and their ideas, and Ambivalence honours a productive and essential trust between writer and reader. This is an exceptional work.’

            — Lynne Tillman, author of Weird Fucks

            ‘This is a brilliant book, which I couldn’t put down. It tells the story of an education that reads like the evocation of an entirely dead world of philosophy, theory and letters in the late 1980s and 90s. It works because of its steadfast refusal of sentimentality. Dillon writes about himself as if he were someone else, someone not in any way clearly visible. Just feint lines on a page. Yet somehow, in its impersonality and distancing, Dillon conjures an intimacy, a compelling and genuinely shaking pathos rather than sham authenticity. Dillon, asks, “Does education still keep its promises?” On the evidence of the prose of this book, it does. And for us, as confusing as one’s intellectual formation always looks in retrospect, it must.’

            — Simon Critchley, author of On Mysticism

            ‘Brian Dillon is always invigoratingly brilliant. His sentences, his stylistic innovations, the range and potency of his intellectual adventures; he is a true master of the literary arts and a writer I would never hesitate to read, whatever his subject.’

            — Max Porter, author of Shy 4

            ‘Brian Dillon is one of the true treasures of contemporary literature – a critic and essayist of unmatched style, sensitivity and purpose.’

            — Mark O’Connell, author of A Thread of Violence

            ‘Dillon is a mournful, witty and original writer.’

            — Parul Sehgal, New York Times

            Praise for Affinities

            ‘Brian Dillon’s essays match discernment and critical thinking with a sense of pleasure…. His writing is exact and calm; rather than explain he explores, playing what is tentative against what is certain.’

            — Colm Tóibín, author of The Magician

            ‘In Affinities, Brian Dillon has woven a sparking electric web of aesthetic attention, an astonishingly deft and slantwise autobiography through the images of others. With this third panel in his brilliant triptych – with Essayism and Suppose a Sentence – Dillon has made himself a quiet apostle of close looking, drawing such intimate connections between such disparate things that he reveals marvel after marvel, and miraculously passes his affinities along to the reader. His project, it seems to me, is a nearly holy one, borne of deep generosity and love for the world.’

            — Lauren Groff, author of Matrix

            ‘Brian Dillon set himself firmly in the postmodernist tradition established by European, especially French, critics in the last third of the twentieth century, with its emphasis on close reading and aesthetic autonomy…. His taste in these essays is for the hovering, liminal quality in a wide range of work and personalities…. [F]ascinating and moving.’

            — John Banville, Times Literary Supplement 5

            ‘In this engaging and exhilarating Wunderkammer of a book, [Dillon] offers us the world – in this case, the visual world – as he experiences it: his way of seeing, and of being, in a web of thrilling, sometimes unexpected, connection.’

            — Claire Messud, New York Times

            ‘The most moving essays in this superb collection are the autobiographical investigations, but every piece, even the most ostensibly impersonal, arrives imbued with Brian Dillon’s signature tactic of bliss-seeking focus on visual details, on impalpable atmospheres, on connections drawn as if in a state of clairvoyant summation. He spins language’s roulette wheel with a finesse and seriousness that recalls the severe yet secretly florid tones of Sontag, Sebald, Benjamin and other principled foragers in the realm of the buried, the overlooked, the ecstatic. I feel safer in the world, knowing that a diviner as keen-eyed as Brian Dillon is operating the control panel of the sentence.’

            — Wayne Koestenbaum, author of Figure it Out

            Praise for Suppose a Sentence

            ‘This rich and various collection resembles a beguiling, inspiriting conversation with a personable and wry intelligence who keeps you happily up late, incites you to note some follow-up reading, and opens your eyes further to the multifarious syntactical and emotional capacities of even a few joined words of English. Enjoyable and thought-provoking reading!’

            — Lydia Davis, author of Can’t and Won’t

            ‘Dillon has brilliantly reinvented the commonplace book in this witty, erudite and addictively readable guide to the sentences that have stayed with him over the years.’

            — Jenny Offill, author of Weather 6
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            ‘Since this gathering has some relation to gratification, inevitably it will also be a space of disappointment.’

            — Roland Barthes, ‘To the Seminar’ (1974)

            ‘It is a curious learning that cuts into your flesh, leaving a scar, a longing never satisfied, a wound of feeling hard to live with.’

            — Elizabeth Hardwick, ‘Billie Holiday’ (1976)

            ‘Who isn’t a quack at eighteen?’

            — Diane Seuss, ‘Modern Poetry’ (2024) 14
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            1986/1987

         

         ¶ A boy stands at the crossroads, considers his limited options. In one direction, whose topography looks arduous but dully familiar, lie the determinations expected of him: to face the realities of learning and working and making his way in the world—which is to say, acquiescing to the world, its conventions dressed as opportunities and responsibilities. Duty, his father likes to say about everything from homework to mass-going to getting yourself a secure job to obeying the commands of an exhausted, scared and sarcastic father. Is that all? Are there no larger duties, such as his father might once have felt? On the other side, in B’s mind, there is the flight from facts at hand, which he has been pursuing now for years, mostly alone. One day at school he approached two of his friends and asked what they were talking about. What’s it to you, Dillon? All you care about is what’s in the ‘hit parade’. It is not exactly true: a lot of the music he loves will never make it into the charts. He cares also about the magazines in which he reads about new music; certain music critics there, whose pronouncements he carries around in his heart like prayers; the writers and books he first came across in the pages of those same magazines, or in the lyrics and interviews of David Bowie, with whom he used to be obsessed. (Primal scene of this fixation: he is about twelve years old, and a boy behind him in class prods him in the back and points to a large Bowie badge on his jumper. Is that a man or a woman? He simply cannot say. Exactly, it’s David Bowie.) To say he cares means he cannot, when he is not longing for love, stop thinking about these subjects from one end of the day to the other.

         He cares, but what does he know? He has grown up, as they say, in a house full of books. Aside from a year or so in 16his early teens when, under the influence of boys at school, he bluntly refused to pick up anything more demanding than ‘novels’ spun off from the TV series Grange Hill, he has never stopped reading. At seven or eight he loved Enid Blyton’s Five Find-Outers and Secret Seven series, which turned him into a child detective, equipped with notebook and binoculars, pushing through bushes at the end of the garden, in search of clues to unknown crimes. A little later, the prep-school adventures of the reckless Jennings and his myopic friend Darbishire—here (unlike the Blyton books) the author, Anthony Buckeridge, was irrelevant. There were the west-of-Ireland novels—The Lost Island and The Island of Horses—of Eilís Dillon, who came from Galway like his grandfather, and whom he thought must be distantly related (no evidence). When he was ten or eleven he read The Scarlet Pimpernel by Baroness Orczy; afterwards he copied out in red ink a line drawing of the little red flower from which the hero took his nom de guerre, then stuck this picture on a tiny golden badge he’d got from a bubblegum machine—secret insignia, never worn in public. Dickens, Defoe, Stevenson: he read these at his father’s suggestion, but around the age of twelve his literary imagination collided with his taste in television, and he was gripped by science fiction and fantasy. On the day of his Confirmation, offered the rare treat of a trip to the cinema, he insisted, because he had read the novel by Arthur C. Clarke, that the whole family sit mystified through a revived screening of 2001: A Space Odyssey. Less dizzying, less portentous: the adventures of a grifter and thief in Harry Harrison’s wry pulpy novels.

         In the five years since, he has gone from The Stainless Steel Rat to The Psychopathology of Everyday Life. From The Sands of Mars to Subculture: The Meaning of Style. In the realm of ideas, he knows the barest facts about 17existentialism, gleaned from a Pelican paperback in the mahogany bookcase his father has had built into a corner of the infrequently used dining room. He has read quite random pages by Ernest Jones on psychoanalysis, and some passages from Freud himself. Somewhat misunderstood: concepts of self-fashioning and situation, the second of which he has confused with something else, called Situationism. He has not read his father’s slim blue copy of The Communist Manifesto, but he has read ‘The Soul of Man Under Socialism’ by Oscar Wilde and a lot of his maxims on art and life. He believes, consequently, in style as its own kind of revolution. He knows a little about semiotics, enough to believe that the science of signs, with its attention to the surface of things, shares something with his own commitment to style. But his reading in this field has taught him to think about desire and pleasure—he knows the French word jouissance, but not its ordinary usage—as a kind of dissolution and surrender, so far solitary, so far discovered mainly in the texture of, and the talk around, music and books and movies he loves.

         
             

         

         ¶ He is seventeen at the start of the school year, and feels sure he is running out of time, which substance rises and falls inside him like heat or sickness or his uphill breath as he cycles from school. Breathe in—panic. Breathe out—boredom. These are not so different: both leave him immobile for hours, a state his father has lately started to deplore. At home they once were five and for a year and a half now are four. A simple child, / That lightly draws its breath, / And feels its life in every limb, / What should it know of death? His mother died in high summer: the season will always feel funereal. Sometimes the father succeeds in leading the boy on long walks during which they do 18not describe their loss. Panic boredom: though he won’t encounter this phrase for years, it belongs to a writer who has already altered aspects of B’s interior life and the attitudes he sometimes finds a place to express. On a solo visit to the city’s largest bookshop he considers stealing books by Roland Barthes, stands for an age on the first floor in front of a tiny selection of short translated works, before conceding he will never make it downstairs and out onto the street—shoplifting is not his style, not even the book he covets most, with its mock-Magritte cover showing bowler hat and antique camera. (He does not know yet that half the book is about the author’s mother, recently dead.) Instead—most public instance of a fretful standstill that prefaces for him the act of reading, and sometimes means he cannot start at all—instead he descends empty-handed to the front of the shop where magazines fill one long wall to the ceiling, and a dozen smaller displays merge nearby with the paperback stands. What is he looking for? A copy of the Times Lit, as his father still calls it. Likely not one of the music papers he will already have picked up near home. The morning after his mother died, he walked as usual to the newsagents, then sat on his bed half the day, reading grudging accounts of the Live Aid spectacle he had watched on Saturday, while she lay in hospital. Now he stands inside the front doors of Eason’s among the children (comic books, football magazines) and housewives (fashion, general interest, pious Catholic weeklies) and men of all ages (cars, DIY, fly-fishing). He is searching for a future—a future to be found, he is convinced, in the pages of what will in time be known, nostalgically, as the style press of the 1980s. In the spring of 1987, he senses this future may already be receding: he rarely now finds the bylines of the magazine writers he loves, and in the cultural-political mood of that 19year, unlike the music, he no longer feels the promise of transformation—for others a revolution of body and soul, for him mostly in the mind—that had seemed near at hand a year or two ago. Still he searches, because he fervently believes in fashion (he wouldn’t yet say art, let alone literature, though he might say writing) or rather in the idea that just beyond the horizon of the present lies a sensibility, a set of attitudes and a way of moving in the world that will mean for him no going back, no shaming slump into the facts of his family, their tedious predicament and the crushing piety that surrounds it. The magazines—i-D, Blitz, The Face—lie in drifts between his bed and the wall. He takes an issue from the pile and tells its pages again, like a rosary.

         
             

         

         ¶ He is not always alone on his excursions into town. For at least a year he has been in love with his best friend, S: his blue eyes and his blue hair, an androgyny that was once flagrant and recently is becoming fixed into a mode of being that is more obviously gay (still secretly gay) and from which, once they have left school, he will feel himself slowly excluded. For now they keep to a near-nightly routine of long gossipy phone calls in which classmates and teachers are torn apart for their dullness, poor taste and pitiful efforts at wit. On evenings when S does not phone, or fails to return B’s calls: agonies of abandonment. Since their early teens they have shared an expanding star-chart of camp coordinates: girl groups of the 1960s; via Boy George (the singer who to their schoolfriends they insisted was not gay) the autobiography of the movie star Frances Farmer, incarcerated and abused at a psychiatric institution; the vicious-affectionate tone of TV comedians (Julian Clary, Victoria Wood) they imitate on their annual visits to the Ideal Homes Exhibition. Their shared 20cruelty is the chief comfort and delight of B’s life.

         At school, the unalloyed adult sarcasm of most teachers, their random violence and determined spite in the face of his failure: all of this is bearable because of S and the private language of arch mockery that shields the two of them. But some things now he hides from S: half the music he listens to and most of what he reads, because he is afraid his best friend will find it all absurdly serious, pretentious even. One set of aesthetic-intellectual postures too far at a time when between them they have so far relished the accusation: poser. Once when he was off sick from school their English teacher read out, anonymously, an essay B had written, a mostly plagiarized fantasy about a political and cultural revolution in Ireland: the Taoiseach Charles Haughey lynched, the U2 singer Bono bundled inside the engine cowling of an Aer Lingus jet and chopped to pieces, the rising instigated by feminist writer and journalist Nell McCafferty, whose catchphrase on television ended his essay: Goodnight, sisters. The teacher was impressed: who did the class think had written this? S that evening on the phone: Of course I guessed it was you. More exasperated than admiring.

         
             

         

         ¶ He goes around with a head full of phrases—a feast of seriousness is in full swing inside him. He stares at the photographs in a book by RB, and pages back and forth from text to image, relishing what RB calls the matte quality of the stupidity visible on the face of the prince in Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible, and admiring the mode of thinking conjured by that phrase, which does a powerfully unexpected job of observation and translation. He would love to be able to speak or write a language that discerns and distorts with the same sounds, the same marks on the page. But he loves too the tone of a maxim, slogan 21or manifesto. So many secrets, so many unspoken excitements, so many scenes of disappointment, betrayal even, when he discovers his private thrills and enthusiasms are not shared—nor his fears, nor his lassitude—or finds that for others these things appear passing, trivial, adolescent after all. The beautiful ones / Always smash the picture / Always, every time.

         
             

         

         ¶ Bookshop, library, bedroom, the living room in front of his brothers and his father: no matter the setting, he keeps some aspect of his reading secret. Not so secret: reading, he realizes, is private but invaded, even if only by a second-guessing aspect of himself. He suffers self-conscious interludes when he believes he should be feeling or thinking or simply apprehending in some approved fashion, but finds himself always shy of or overshooting the mark. He has not found the right book or writer, he has failed to perform the correct operation on himself, at the level of sensation or sentiment more than understanding, to grasp the language at hand. Or his reading is excessive; he sees things that are not there, he gives in to sentimentality. The summer of 1986: he sat facing the bay window of a holiday bungalow, a short walk from the chalets in his mother’s village where the five of them had until then stayed each July or August. Later, he will not recall what the novel was that he read on those wet afternoons when his family, if still a family, no longer walked the beach or the back roads together. The most he will remember of this book is an atmosphere of decayed manorial grandeur, the panicked ambience of a colonial milieu on its uppers, some dreamy Continental scenes. Something mournful (war, surely) that blights the youthful characters of the novel, but also liberates them, allows them to drift and languish and dream. Years later again, browsing a friend’s 22library, he will conclude it must have been a book by the Irish writer M. J. Farrell (Molly Keane), in a green paperback Virago edition borrowed from his father that very day—it was not the kind of thing he would himself have chosen from the shelves at home. The combination of a poised, near-aesthete vision of the past with a subtle derangement of mood, and the verge of tears—was it the first time a book had done this to him? What was it once before? The divine Oscar. The rich odour of roses. The fantastic shadows of birds in flight. The sullen murmur of the bees shouldering their way through the long unmown grass.

         Shouldering their way. He treasures and despises such moments and phrases, fears the influx of feeling as much as he tries to find it in books and records, the words from which also sound in his head all day. Ecstatic dislocation, super-cynical judgement: they contend in his mind always, uncontrolled and each one coaxing, demanding some commitment, an irreversible either/or. These imperious feelings do not stop him from arguing with himself, pro and contra, concerning the possibility of an undoing, unthinking pleasure in aesthetic shock or languor. He already feels that this is writing: the lucid description of a dissolving or exploding sensibility.

         Another scene of near-solitary reading: he stands, on Saturday afternoons or during school holidays, in the nearest of two local libraries—a Carnegie-built hulk from 1913, where he used to come with his mother, clutching his small green library card. Here in the past two years he has discovered a canon of writers he loves even though he knows they are not quite his, and some of them have belonged to teenage boys for decades. Stories by Edgar Allen Poe and Franz Kafka. Essays but not fiction by Norman Mailer, Gore Vidal and Tom Wolfe. Jean Paul Sartre’s The Age of Reason. Before you read that sort of 23thing, his father says, you should study the classics. How is Sartre not among the classics? He does not read very much of The Age of Reason and concludes that Sartre, like Mailer, should have stayed away from fiction. He reads the very obvious trio of Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg and (for preference) William Burroughs: On the Road, Big Sur, Doctor Sax, Howl, Kaddish, The Wild Boys, The Soft Machine, The Ticket That Exploded. Some of these books he must conceal—Mailer, his father announces with authority, is a madman—and he does not even risk borrowing The Female Eunuch by Germaine Greer or Andrea Dworkin’s Intercourse so reads a little of Greer and a lot of Dworkin standing by the library shelves. He reads mostly men, but has decided he is a feminist.

         
             

         

         ¶ His mother still comes to him in his dreams. Not dead, like the mother of Stephen Dedalus (or the young James Joyce)—her wasted body within its loose brown graveclothes giving off an odour of wax and rosewood, her breath, that had bent upon him, mute, reproachful, a faint odour of wetted ashes—but still alive and simply there, off at the edge of things, out of reach and frequently silent: her voice will fade from his mind before her face does. She is more present now in dreams than in any conversation he has had, since her death, with his father or brothers, his relatives or friends.

         
             

         

         ¶ Twelve months ago the newspapers and television were filled with arguments about the coming divorce referendum, and interviews with Irish people whose marriages had ended in all but legal terms (violence, infidelity, simple incompatibility, late realizations about sexuality) and who now wished to escape. His father said: These people and their emotions. 24

         
             

         

         ¶ Early in the year, he talks about his academic future with his father, who has been employed since the age of fourteen, did not make it to university till he was in his thirties, and must have resolved that his sons would not be deprived of any portion of their education and all it makes possible. Does education still keep its promises? The main fact about working life that B is sure of in this decade whose end seems already in sight: there are no jobs to be had in Dublin in the 1980s, perhaps not even for a youth from a more-or-less stable lower-middle-class background. But his father has cause for optimism, or at least stern encouragement, which comes also with a closing down of possibilities. In 1992 what is still called the European Community will become the European Union, with more economic, political and civil integration. When that time comes, so politicians now like to say, Ireland will be open for business. Languages will matter, says the boy’s father, and commerce. B does not have a mind for business but, thanks to his reading of Barthes and his father’s copy of The Hidden Persuaders by Vance Packard, he has a sceptical interest in advertising, and so between them they conclude he should apply for a degree in Marketing and French—not at a full-blown university but the second-tier National Institute for Higher Education. He puts all of this out of his mind as soon as it is decided.

         
             

         

         ¶ I used to think that the day would never come / That my life would depend on the morning sun. One sunny morning at school, he has failed to start let alone complete his French homework, not even a cursory attempt on the bus, and this lapse causes the teacher, a large ruddy man who respects only rugby players, to become hysterical. S, under his breath: Could you not for once have kept him 25happy? The colour of B’s laziness is not decadent purple or spiteful green or coward’s yellow, but a field of pure white potential. Blanched spirit, a whiteout present with no future, but this void provoking little real anxiety or fear. Laziness is an intermittent visitor in his life, and always (but only) seems explicable in retrospect. He was too frightened or confused to begin the work at hand, but could not see or feel this at the time. He has failed to plan and so lost his way at the outset; or he failed to establish a rhythm of labour, imagining time and conditions would soon be magically apt—not yet. Looking back, sometimes only days or weeks after the disaster, he might discover a tangle of events or emotions that rendered him immobile. But in the midst of things, while he is being lazy, pursuing his laziness as a singular goal, there is only vacancy; he is not unhappy, but something more than merely resigned. It is not ease—ease (like joy) is for later in life—nor melancholy, though his father will suggest as much on summer afternoons when B and his brothers lie around the house, heads teeming with words and images and music, but unmoving, curled in shade in the back garden, or fixed in place on the mustard-coloured armchairs and sofa. Like an old people’s home, his father says from the sitting-room door as he leaves for a walk. What he has been told to think of as his laziness, the potential ruin of his future, feels to B like a pale and brightly lit present, imminently redeemable by time itself—time will provide. And if not? The proper response to catastrophe, when it arrives, is to let it bathe him coldly in its Holy Ghost flame. Why not accept the gift of failure, when all that really matters is inside his head, intact and even victorious?

         
             

         

         ¶ He is afraid that certain kinds of reading will contaminate him, that a spell may be cast, or broken. He will never 26entirely be rid of this anxiety. To assuage it he rereads, inoculating himself regularly with the proper dose of poison. Already at seventeen he senses that the model of reading as disease might disqualify him from being a scholar, let alone a real writer. Outside of schoolwork he never writes anything, or writes anything down; the childish attachment to notebooks, diaries and pens—no luxury, but an abundance of these utensils—is long gone, with it his habit of noting scraps of knowledge from Virtue’s Catholic Encyclopaedia about dogs or flags or Leonardo da Vinci, from his little books about ciphers and codes, or the details of famous hauntings and apparitions. The results of his reading, the bones of ideas and verbal fragments, now sound in his head or have so far penetrated his character that they constitute a style, mode, structure of feeling from which nothing can easily be subtracted. He has strictly no clue what this eucharistic ingestion of language is supposed to train or prepare him for—what duty, what adventure?

         Most of the books he picks up at the library are already rumours by the time he finds them, hints and casual citations brokered by the magazines he reads or the musicians he listens to. This is how he comes to Jean Genet, Truman Capote, the ridiculous diaries of Salvador Dalí, a biography of Rainer Werner Fassbinder, a long history of early and experimental Soviet cinema, the novel Riddley Walker by Russell Hoban. Often he fails to finish these books; instead they are talismans, guarantors that another set of possibilities exists, beyond the circuit of school and home. Alongside the library books, there is the small collection of adult books he owns, and for which (having no employment or regular pocket money) he has to persuade his father to pay. Among these, a growing number of American novelists and short-story writers: 27a year or so ago, he was fixated on the stories and novels of Flannery O’Connor: some aspect of her version of Southern Gothic seemed to him to say something about the world he lived in too: a sickness below the surface of the world of family, church; raw reminders of rural life even in the city. A portion of what he reads, or attempts to read, he simply does not understand at all. Some time in 1987 he borrows from Rathmines Library a copy of The Order of Things by Michel Foucault, and finds he has reached the limit of language, ideas and reference points on which he can secure any purchase. The book, with its black cover and brutalist grey lettering raked by shadows, like a heavy-metal album sleeve, sits among his magazines for a couple of weeks before he returns it and forgets it, for now. Later he will only dimly recall, on returning to Foucault, this first reading, in which he may or may not have skipped forward to the end of The Order of Things and the assertion that ‘man’ is a modern invention, apt one day to be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea.

         Among the books he comes back to and borrows again, a collection of manifestos by the Dadaist Tristan Tzara, with abstract drawings by Francis Picabia. In stray moments at school, or on rare occasions when he finishes his homework at home, he has started copying these drawings, or attempting his own, in the margins of textbooks. Small points or circles disposed about the page and strung together by swerving lines that shatter mid-curve into zigzags, like vital signs spiking on a screen or the flashing forms of a migraine aura. The Dadaists and Futurists are cited by musicians and music writers he admires: he knows enough to name Hugo Ball and the Cabaret Voltaire, Luigi Russolo and his art of noises. And Tzara? He found the book by accident on a library 28shelf and straight away recognized—alongside familiar ideas about art, destruction and chance—a tone that was not random or chaotic at all but absolutely lucid, charming and impudent. What if there was a writing that was all slogans, but oblique and perfectly useless? Tzara recommends ‘writing’ poems by cutting up newspaper stories and rearranging the words and phrases. He likes the sound of this affront to artistic originality, arrived at decades before Burroughs and his cut-ups, but he finds his own kind of poetry in Tzara’s prose: Long live the stretcher-bearers of the convocations of ecstasies! The bitterest banditry is to finish one’s thought-out phrase. Put the photographic plate of the face in the acid bath. The shocks that have sensitized it will become visible and will surprise you. Punch yourself in the face and drop dead.

         
             

         

         ¶ At the start of the fifth year, in response to his new English teacher’s instruction to write about the kind of music, art or literature he likes, he constructs an essay based on an interview he has read in the NME with a musician variously known as Clint Ruin and Jim Foetus. He lifts whole paragraphs from this article and ties them together to compose an argument, or simply a rant, about art, violence, horror and death. He quotes the singer quoting Joyce: History is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake. Some days later the graded essays are handed back, but his is not among them; the teacher has not marked it, and wants to speak to him after class. The essay is not really an essay, Mr G says, though he can imagine it as an article. Has he guessed it was plagiarized, or does he mean it really seems like a piece of publishable prose? Should he feel encouraged or ashamed? He will try in future to write as if there are rules for this sort of thing, though nobody has told him what they are. 29

         
             

         

         ¶ Some mornings before school he sneaks a bottle from the dining-room cabinet and swigs a capful of his father’s whiskey, then quickly brushes his teeth in the downstairs bathroom before jumping on his bike. His hope is that sitting down twenty minutes later for a double maths lesson, in the front row of a class of thirty boys, he will still feel dazed and blurred, as if he might not be seen. In some subjects (notably Irish and Accounting: strange choice) and for some teachers, he has in fact disappeared; there are no questions, no humiliations, no punishments—long after leaving school, he realizes what kindnesses have quietly been at work.

         
             

         

         ¶ Failure, as always, arrives slowly and then suddenly. For months he has known that the exams for which they are supposed to be preparing will be quite beyond him. He has done next to no schoolwork since his mother died in the summer of 1985. A few weeks before that, when he was still an obedient if not enthusiastic student, he sat his Intermediate Certificate exams with the voice in his head of his then English teacher, who assured him in front of all the class that he was about to fail and it would be his own fault. In fact he was the only one of his year to score above a C grade in Inter Cert English. (That the same teacher read out to the class portions of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and even Finnegans Wake, and tried, before he was on any school syllabus, to enthuse them about Seamus Heaney—none of this, aside perhaps from the weirdness of the Wake, made any mark on him, and for a time made him wonder if there were any Irish writers to his taste aside from Wilde.) No pride, but a small thrill that he had earned his B grade, hunched hotly over a trestle table near the front of the gym, in part by writing an essay about the darkness of subject and sound on 30The Velvet Underground & Nico. (He does not always feel confident in his defence of artistic perversion: for a project in his sixth year, he writes a drudging life of Wilde, in which he conveys neither the writer’s wit nor the precise reason for Wilde’s trial.) His final school essay—it might be the last thing he ever writes, if he fails to get into university—is a defence of his recent reading, which is often American. The essay title he’s been set: ‘A Good Book’. What is it he admires or desires in the likes of Burroughs and Kerouac? At first, it was the outlaw reputation, a glimpse of a world of sex and drugs and danger that coincided with his discovery of a lineage of music and movies. A couple of years later, he discerns (or imagines) something else, a chaotic texture deriving from disciplined decisions: to write at great speed, or according to some deranging rule, to dismantle or explode what you’ve written, or steal it all and do the same to some mundane or official found language. He feels himself shying from this, feeling that he cannot or must not reveal it to his teacher—and so he turns on the final page to a polemic for a novel he was reading two years ago, while his mother was dying. Less Than Zero by Brett Easton Ellis: a book whose blankness and anomie were some kind of relief. His last sentence, whose tone makes him blush as he writes it: A good book won’t change your life, but it might change how you walk through it. Evenings when he is alone at the kitchen table, fluorescent light buzzing overhead and John Peel on the radio, are the only moments he feels he is thinking or doing—or learning.

         
             

         

         ¶ One afternoon earlier in the summer he and his father cycled to Merrion Strand, through the comfortable tree-lined streets of Ranelagh and on into Herbert Park, meeting the coast at Sandymount beach. B on his blue 31five-speed Viking racer, which three years before he had crashed the first time he tried it out. (Later, coming out of mass with his mother, they met the driver of the car he rode into, still furious and demanding recompense. Leave us alone, his mother said as she hurried him away.) His father was on his big black Robin Hood roadster, with its one gear, its fascinating system of rod brakes, its huge saddle bag. He’d owned it since the 1940s, and B wondered if this was a route he used to cycle as a young man, taking himself away to the seaside on a day off from his clerical job. But he did not ask. On their way back it rained so hard they were soaked through in their shirtsleeves, and the soaking didn’t stop when they took shelter under a tree.

         
             

         

         ¶ To find out his Leaving Cert results he must cycle the six miles to school, a regular journey that on a hot August morning already seems well in the past. S has been working all summer and they have hardly seen or spoken to each other since exams in June. Despite the heat, he is wearing a thin blue sweater with a collar and a single button, which he bought only because S had worn one at the start of the summer. S doesn’t mention it, and they join a crowd of boys no longer in their grey uniforms, clutching pieces of paper and trying to work out the implications: how many admissions points their grades will translate into, how the required points may have risen (they will almost certainly rise) by the time university places are listed in an overnight edition of the Irish Times. He looks at his own marks: D in Irish, C in English, B in Maths (but at Pass level, not Honours), D in History, D in Geography, C in French and an F in Accounting, which he took only because S was in that class. In the corridor, teachers circulate among the boys, offering congratulations and 32advice. His History teacher approaches, takes the paper from him, and says with a smirk that the mark was only to be expected, given how little work he did. It occurs to him to talk back, and versions of the proper response will occur to him for years, decades even: You boring bastard you ruined an intelligent and assiduous child’s interest in history with your six long years dictating numbered facts to the empty air and asking nothing of us but to mouth them back at you and periodically list them again, in writing, off the tops of our heads. That is not teaching, that is not history. But he knows he also did no work, and so moves away before this person can start mocking his grades in other subjects.

         
             

         

         ¶ September arrives, and he has failed to get into college: not even Arts at University College Dublin, the degree that he and his father have tacitly assumed will be his fallback after Marketing and French, which combination suddenly seems to him unthinkable. As alternatives unfold in the autumn, his dominant mood is secret relief. S too has done poorly in the Leaving: and so they line up one morning outside Rathmines Senior College, which runs one of the city’s several one-year repeat courses for disappointed university applicants. Alongside the vanishing prospect of a life in marketing, the second consolation of the season: S and he will spend another year together. Already on the first day he feels less anxious in a room of new faces (half of them girls) because S’s confidence, looks and wit protect him by association. Has S already resolved not to stay? His phone call that evening seems abrupt: out of nowhere he has decided to join a two-year course in tourism, miles away in Dún Laoghaire. Tomorrow B will be on his own.

         Everything is your fault, and everything is out of your control. You spent the first ten years of school 33half-believing you were as bright as your teachers and sometimes your parents said you were. At ten, a reading age of twelve or thirteen, this seemingly based on your love of interwar books for English boys: dogfights over the trenches, midnight feasts and canings, a sinister semitic figure spied down a country lane. At twelve you won an essay-writing competition at school, with a short story in which you stole your (real) teacher’s (real) stick, with which he would scratch his balls before attacking any boy who displeased him, including the brightest and best-behaved, who had further to fall in his estimation. Weeks later, somebody actually stole the teacher’s stick. This fact lingers in your mind, not the headmaster asking, as he handed over your essay-competition plaque, if you wanted to be a writer. And in any case, you cheated: in a passage of the story where your narrator hid under a desk for a long time, the hated teacher corrected to for a seemingly interminable time. It must have been this that impressed the competition judges, and you did not even write it. You had no choice; your entire academic success as a child, your brightness so-called, was a result of fear—fear of violence, mostly.

         The fear has gone now, and you have even escaped the tedium that took its place. You will never again have to submit to the vicious whims of authoritarian idiots—you will admit one or two exceptions to the general rule of brutishness—nor spend your days digesting crude facts you can hardly hold in your head till the end of a lesson. Or rather, you will have to do that for one more academic year, with very plausibly more failure at the end of it. But it cannot be so bad: your situation seems already like a reprieve—to be a failure among failures will not feel so shameful. Told all your life that education, which is mostly a question of obedience, matters above all else, 34you begin to see for the first time that for close on half a decade you have been engaged in your own sort of education, that in your lazy fashion you have pursued each aesthetic clue (each book, record, magazine, film or TV show) as if it would solve everything. Everything? The question of how to compose or comport yourself as you walk through the world. And if there is no world, no place for you in the reality you have worked hard to evade? All of these sounds and words and images, will they be enough to make a life? Your dream of disappearing into a work of art, which is a version of vanishing into a loved person: you are still unsure if this is the adventure itself or an armour put on to ensure you survive.

         
             

         

         ¶ Always on your mind is the prospect of wasting your life, which means doing what you are told and doing it poorly, but well enough to find, in time, a job and a station in life that will blight all ambitions and all attachments to art, language, thought, desire. 3536
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