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         ‘The Coming Bad Days is raw, dazzling and bracingly new. A vividly original novel about the fractured difficulty of living.’ – Rebecca Tamás, author of Strangers 

          

         ‘Sinewy and seductive. A beautiful, mysterious, existential shudder of a book, and a map of disorientation.’ – Olivia Sudjic, author of Asylum Road 

          

         ‘The Coming Bad Days is lucid, funny and darkly alive; a bright knife that refuses to cut out the worm in the heart.’ – Daisy Lafarge, author of Life Without Air 

          

         ‘An exceptionally sharp, poised novel about the fragility and strangeness of existence. By turns mournful, wry and starkly beautiful, this is a book to savour.’ – Megan Hunter, author of The Harpy
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         I left the man with whom I had been living one morning in late summer after opening the wardrobe and seeing the tidy line of his shirt collars, white and blue, white and blue. I felt sick. I began to see my life rolling out in front of me and it looked like the street on which we then lived, with the blue and green and white houses and the red and yellow doors. And I could discern in the distance the seasons rolling in, and the apples falling in the orchard, and the windows freezing shut, and the blue smell of spring, and the children in the wading pool in the baked summer light. And I knew that underneath it all were these hard and secret things. Prior to this moment, which proved in fact to be a decisive one in the course of my life, I had been afraid of being alone. The notion that I was free in theory but also in practice to do whatever I liked with my life was terrifying; it was nothing short of a nightmare. I moved to a low stone cottage on a street of low stone cottages. Soon it was autumn and the windows looked out onto the night, which fell promptly at half past four in the afternoon. All 6 around me was quiet. During the day I sat at my desk and felt the light drain from the bedroom as the sun moved out of the eastern sky. I watched the trees submit to the passing of the seasons. Various birds came and went. Occasionally I ventured into the garden to collect leaves into a brown bin assigned to the address by the council, or else to cut back the ivy that grew around the garden’s perimeter. During these several months of making unsuccessful job applications from my desk, which was wide and beautiful, oak, I began to travel by train to the city nearby with some frequency. At first I had a fear of taking the train by myself. I had read a story about a girl who got on a train one night and was found dead weeks later in a forest far away. The local news affiliates circulated an image of this girl taken from CCTV footage. In the still she was standing on the railway plat-form wearing an expression that seemed to me familiar. In short the story about this girl confirmed what I had long suspected, namely that journeys of this kind, taken alone, taken by women, end in self-annihilation.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         7I began to appreciate being amongst things that were mine only. I cleaned with a puritanical zeal. I found a rug beater and dragged the living room rug into the garden. I scrubbed the floorboards on my hands and knees. I scoured away all evidence of the cottage’s past inhabitants, any hint that lives had been lived in the place before mine. Each morning I rose early and walked up a hill. From there I could see the sea, the city and more hills rising gently out of the land. I stood on this hill in the fog, in the sun, in the early morning rain, often in the cloud and more rarely in the snow, and felt triumphant. The vital thing, the absolutely most vital thing, is not to let anybody get to the bottom of you.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         8I had around that time been awarded my PhD for a thesis on poetry in the Maghreb, literature about which I cared deeply, and at once found myself in the position of having to apply for jobs. My research was met with contempt from administrators and hiring panels alike, who customarily rejected my applications outright, although, and this was less common, I was now and then required to submit to routinely humiliating interviews. My professional, not to mention personal, failures at this time were so complete that to this day I wonder whether I would not have been better off taking my own life. In the end I was too cowardly to carry out even this pitiful act of self-assertion, though I had the means close to hand. I arrived at last at the point at which the heroine should pull herself up by the so to speak bootstraps and succeed against all odds and on her own terms. Instead, after several weeks of drinking quantities of gin in my pyjamas, I elected to give in to the exigencies of the world as it was. Having never read Celan, I chose a new research topic – Speech and Silence: Paul Celan and the 9 Transcendental – more or less at random. The department that finally took me on, defined under such broad areas of categorisation as English and Comparative Literatures, was chaired by a man whose research profile comprised only the words The Rhetoric of John Donne. I felt I understood the requirements of the post. I eschewed all personal relationships except insofar as they dealt expediently and discreetly with specific physical yearnings. I never invited colleagues to my home that in any case was outside of the city, and I did not fraternise with students outside of the cold seminar rooms except during my office hours, from which they often left crying. As a result of this, my work, which had yet to generate any material output, and indeed was unlikely ever to do so, was considered serious if somewhat obscure, and I was left to my own devices.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         10The presiding instincts of the university department that engaged me were those of tribalism and aggression. Colleagues disappeared with a regularity I found at first alarming but to which in fact I acclimatised quite rapidly. The sustained and targeted campaigns of harassment affected some more than others, to be sure, their objectives were barely concealed, and yet I knew implicitly that recovering any evidence as to precisely what had happened would have been impossible. Besides, up until then my presence had barely registered, and I had no interest in sticking my head above the proverbial parapet. I sat in my office reading Celan, and at lunchtime ate a cheese sandwich standing by the window, watching my female colleagues furtively cross the quadrangle. At least once a week I witnessed one being waylaid by undergraduates and carried off into a doorway. I knew most of these women by sight, having encountered them either at the monthly staff meetings or else at the department’s weekly seminars, both of which, the latter in particular, were exercises in barbarism. Each Wednesday 11 lunchtime the elected member of staff would stand in front of a podium and lecture for an hour upon a subject of his or her choosing, at intervals reaching out a trembling hand for a sip of water. At the end of this hour, my colleagues took turns decimating the speaker, undermining his or her argument and by extension his or her life’s work or else and indeed just as often casting aspersions on his or her personal life. After this we held a wine reception. I felt I fitted in quite well, but one day, arriving at my office, I found a note tucked under the door.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         12Sometimes this genius goes dark and sinks down into the bitter well of his heart.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         13When Celan jumped to his death on an April day in Paris – incidentally, and perhaps by no small coincidence, my own birthday – he left a biography of Hölderlin lying open on his desk with these words underlined. I had given no reason for anyone to think I was possessed of genius. I had arrived in the post via the careful cultivation of an aura of tedious scholarliness in fact modelled upon a man I once loved and who had treated me as a perennial distraction from his important intellectual work. My most recent involvement, in reality the only person with whom I had been involved since I left the man with the blue and white shirts, ended our relationship via email five days before Christmas, citing as a reason his sadness, which was the result of a series of personal traumas dating back to his childhood, the memories of which he had not, he admitted, altogether recovered. My failure to respond generated a series of further missives that continue to this day in which he outlined, amongst other things, his new lovers’ outlook on his cock, which, he wrote, I might recollect 14 curved inwards at an angle of approximately forty degrees. What can I say. A man wants a cipher.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         15At night I lay awake listening to the police helicopters that had been despatched in great numbers following the disappearance of two girls. The searches brought up nothing in spite of the increased presence of these vehicles, whose spotlights roved through the dark streets and even occasionally came through windows, patches alighting briefly upon a desk, say, or on a person looking out at the night. By day I sat in my office, filling notebooks with quotations that had no discernible relationship to one another except a pleasing sound. I had difficulty organising my ideas, which I could only catch in a peripheral way. I felt vacuous and degenerate and, when confronted with contact with other people, utterly contentless. I thought more often of the note slipped under my door and watched my colleagues closely at the Wednesday seminars. I wondered whether any of these people had the wherewithal to write out the words in blue ink, to fold the slip of paper and clandestinely to slide it underneath my office door. It seemed beyond them, beyond these mostly enervated people to carry out such an 16 act. I struggled even to imagine, for instance, the Emerson scholar tying his rubbish in a bag and carrying it out to the bin, an activity he must have performed at least once in his life, but which seemed at the same time unlikely to the point of impossibility. And this man, this relatively young scholar of Emerson, was by far the most physically mobile person within the department, so that, if I found it difficult to imagine him writing out a note in blue ink, bending down, and sliding it beneath the office door of a person who was, when one came to it, little more than a stranger, it stretched credulity to a breaking point to even consider the possibility that any one of the other members of the department could have undertaken this same series of actions. At the seminars we stood in knots discussing, more often than not, the deteriorating weather, for instance the early falling darkness or the steadily falling snow, or in warmer seasons, the lashing rain or the debilitating heat, all of which, for various reasons, impeded the work of the department, either as a result of the roads being blocked due to ice or to flooding, causing delays or cancellations to classes and meetings, or else because of the daylight, of which there was too much or not enough. We did not discuss the girls’ disappearance, nor the search helicopters, whether because my colleagues were somehow unaware of the goings-on in the city or had decided for some reason that remained unclear to me not to discuss the matter, I 17 was uncertain. As the autumn term wore on, conversation centred more and more on the lengthening nights, which had roused the department to a state of dejection in which they exulted. At the same time, and owing to the unspoken but nevertheless concerted effort by certain agents to cull scholars deemed to be difficult, and to do so, you understand, in a way that would not open them up to legal action of any kind, there were very few women on campus by the time the term ended. It was a fact which went unremarked upon but which was significant in that male members of staff found themselves sitting, astonished, on exam boards, awash in paperwork. One does, I observed, after all and on occasion find oneself at the mercy of the impediments we ourselves have laid down for others.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         18During those autumn months, my next-door neighbour – who, as a result of his leaving certain items of clothing hanging on the line for several weeks, together with the fact of his walkway being strewn with empty crisp packets, fried chicken containers and flyers advertising takeaways and wellness cafes, brought in, presumably, on the wind (for the city in which we lived was very windy) or alternatively by stray animals, I had for some time suspected of having committed suicide – resurfaced. Each night after his return, as I lay in bed trying to fall asleep, feeling a mute horror, or sometimes a certain tightening of the chest that indicates the incipience of a panic attack, I listened – for the head of my bed was pushed up against the wall we shared – to the neighbour’s nocturnal activities. At this stage, his interests seemed primarily to be concerned with home improvement, since I could hear, and indeed had heard, unmistakeably, the high whine of a circular saw on the other side of the wall. At times he seemed to be engaged in drilling quantities of holes; at others to be sanding vast slabs of wood. 19 He had, it appeared, a veritable arsenal of power tools at his disposal, which he deployed nightly in the service of some important and secret project. Weeks passed in this manner, and the power tools and the mysterious uses to which they were put, like the search helicopters before them, became a familiar, even integral, part of my night-time routine. I meditated on these mechanical noises, wondering what effect their infiltration into my sleeping mind might have. I had become interested in the idea of rationalising the body, and so I looked hopefully for indications that my psyche was taking on aspects of the machine. I wanted something beyond and far away from the brute fact of the body and the sympathy and repulsion it evoked in turn. I wanted a state of grace. I began, for instance, to have all of my pubic hair waxed off by a woman called Charlotte. By day, Charlotte waxed women’s labia – my own included – and by night, Charlotte stood on the cantilever bridge that stretched over the bay and took photographs of passing cars. She had difficulty understanding what people took from personal relationships, she explained one afternoon as she applied warm wax to my inner thighs. She was more interested in strangers, in the idea of other people. For instance, she said, when people drive in cars late at night, they are, more often than not, driving in their cars alone. Often they are tired, going home from somewhere else, or leaving their homes later than expected to meet some person in need of 20 assistance. In these moments, she continued, their faces seem in a state of suspension – not quite expressionless, no, but with an aspect of hanging there, behind the windscreen, in the space of the car, the windows up or down, the air freshened or unfreshened, in silence or with music playing. I feel more connected to, more familiar with these people, Charlotte explained, than I do with my own family, many members of which I see on a daily basis. I met Charlotte every five weeks, in a small room at the back of a hair salon near the park. I was interested primarily in the pursuit of a perfect smoothness, a smoothness that was the after-effect of pain and also of a stranger’s impersonal intimacy with my body. A smoothness on whose affordances I would skim the surface of the world, no longer mired in the flesh but pure intellect, high and radiant. And so, as I lay in bed at night, listening either to the neighbour’s exertions or else to the helicopters, and sometimes to both at once, I attempted to will my body into a state of pure instrumentality. One night, after the weather had turned, the moon hanging cold in the sky like the blade of a knife, I woke up from a dream about a moth extinguishing itself on a windowsill somewhere in Sussex. Through the wall I could hear the neighbour sobbing. Low, and then louder, a raw, animal sound. Why, I heard the neighbour say through his sobs. I listened to him as he went on in this way for some time. Yes, I thought, as I wiggled my toes under the duvet, each 21 of us has in our mouths the incomparable taste of our own lives. We roll it around with our tongues, over and under, above and below. We hold it in or else we spit it out. And sometimes, sometimes we choke on it.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         22The thirteenth floor, on which my office was located, happened to be the top floor of the building. From my office window, I could see the hill that stood near to my cottage, and to the left of it, beyond the rows and rows of houses, the bay, and beyond the bay, the sea. The window faced east so that it would catch the morning sun, on those unlikely occasions the sun happened to show itself. The building had been decommissioned several years earlier as part of a plan for its restoration but had subsequently to be put back into use after the university converted a number of the teaching spaces on the main campus, in buildings that looked especially picturesque in the autumn, standing as they did amongst a variety of maple trees, of elm trees, of oak and ash, and even a solitary willow, into administrative offices. Finding themselves with a shortage of space in which to enact what seemed to some the primary functions of the university, the central administrators were forced to allocate some rooms in the formerly decommissioned building to teaching and research, on, I was given to understand, a 23 temporary basis. There were two offices on the thirteenth floor: mine, whose window faced east, and that of another new hire, whose window faced west. The other rooms along the corridor were either completely empty or filled from floor to ceiling with upturned tables and chairs. A few extant blackboards hung here and there on the walls. In the corridor on the opposite wing of the building, which is to say the north wing, which one reached by traversing a series of fire doors, passing by the lifts and going through a further series of fire doors, was a kitchen, unfurnished apart from a small refrigerator and a kettle. On my first day in the building, the other new hire had pushed open the door to my office and within moments, and without having exchanged a word, I found myself carrying one end of a previously upturned desk through the series of fire doors, past the lifts, beyond the further series of fire doors and into the kitchen. The new hire and I also carried in some chairs. He communicated largely via hand gestures and winced when I spoke aloud, but the silence did not seem overtly hostile, in fact I might even have described it as companionable. I thought about pinning things to the corkboards hanging on the walls of my office or placing personal items on my desk but was discouraged by the likelihood of having to move these effects to another space at short notice. Besides, I had no idea of what these things might be. I could see that the walls of the other new hire’s 24 office were also bare, which made me wonder to what extent the decision was informed by the contingent conditions in which we worked, or whether it could be attributed to some more personal and shared quality. Sometimes I looked into his room as I passed by on my way in or out, he seemed always to be there, but soon he began to shut the door while he worked, and after a while covered the narrow glass pane running the length of the door with newspaper. I liked the space of my office. I liked especially to observe the way the sea changed colour from moment to moment, as the day broke or died, as the fog rose or fell, as the rain came down or paused, for a moment, at three o’clock in the afternoon.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         25As part of a programme of staff well-being recently implemented by the university’s administration, all employees were required to participate in collective exercise classes led by professionals at various locations on campus. A sign-up sheet was circulated, attendance would be monitored. I did not under any circumstances wish to witness my colleagues attempt anything called fluid movement, nor to partake in a team sport, I did not want to touch anybody, but the programme demanded engagement in some kind of group activity, and so I embarked upon a course of tai chi. The instructor was a small, elderly white man who rarely spoke aloud and held his sessions in the university’s chaplaincy rooms, although at times he would lead us outside, my colleagues and I following in single file, in our sweatpants, in silence, finally arriving at a nearby park. There were few of us in the class, team sports having proved remarkably popular for a group of basically atomised and even adversarial individuals, and those of us who were present were uncoordinated in the main, stiff in the joints and 26 decidedly pedestrian in our spiritual attainments. Our instructor did not seem to mind, merely undertook his private series of movements for approximately one hour at a time, and we followed as best we could. According to the communications that had been issued regarding this programme of action and that stipulated our participation in the same, employees of the university were to pursue a holistic approach to wellness by attending to and accessing our minds, bodies and spirits. The last of these elements was penetrated via the presence of an occasional gang of dogs who would appear in the atrium of our building and whose handlers would encourage passers-by, in cajoling tones, to caress the creatures. As a body, the staff put up little resistance to this scheme of enforced health. In any case it transpired that we had signed away certain rights in our contracts; from a legal standpoint any pushback would be construed as a breach of employment conditions, we did not have a leg to stand on. The performance of physical wellness did not concern me; beyond the mild indignity of appearing in a sweatsuit before my colleagues, it did not require very much effort on my part. I was much less sanguine, however, about the institution’s attempted incursions into my psychic life and the applications to which any testimony might be put. This became relevant once the administration published a further edict requiring staff to submit to a series of psychiatric sessions with a doctor 27 appointed by the institution. I understood analysis from a theoretical standpoint, had studied it in terms of its contribution to twentieth-century intellectual production, and so I knew that an analyst was basically a wild card. For these reasons I approached my preliminary appointment with trepidation. It was nearing the end of my first term in post on the day I first entered the analyst’s office. She and I regarded each other in silence for a long moment, sizing each other up, establishing there and then the dynamic that would form the basis of all our future encounters. I speculated that she was accustomed to a certain amount of hostility and obfuscation from her patients; she was certainly keeping her cool, and so I was not surprised when finally, and quite calmly, she asked me to describe how I felt at semester’s end. She seemed to be aware of the details of my employment, had evidently got hold of a file from which she gleaned this information, I wondered vaguely at the regularity of the rather leading line of questioning she pursued but in the end acquiesced to it. To begin with I explained that my life, thought of as a series of days which were discrete in themselves but nevertheless added up to a collective something, seemed inconceivable. I had now experienced over ten and a half thousand mornings. I had woken up as myself over ten and a half thousand times. What these days amounted to remained, I said, a sheer mystery to me. And yet, there were certain moments 28 that seemed somehow to have been decisive, that seemed to have been formative, although I could not recall any of them offhand. I had looked my whole life long, I explained to the analyst, who rarely seemed to be paying attention and indeed sometimes openly read a newspaper as she sat before me, for some reason to carry on living. So far, this had been in vain. In fact, I continued, on the occasion of my last birthday, I became acutely aware of the fact that outside of existence, there was nobody. What I meant by this was that fundamentally, in a very real way, although I had attempted to work through the misery that had characterised my state of mind for as long as I could remember, as far back even as early childhood, what I had come to realise was that on the other side of this misery, there was nothing. My life had operated according to a narrative of progress which had, perhaps recently, or perhaps as long ago as a decade, broken down completely so that the futility of my own existence had been thrown into relief. When I thought, for instance, of how little I had accomplished in ten and a half thousand days, give or take, I was moved to despair. At this point, the analyst looked at her watch. She laid the newspaper across her lap. Perhaps, she said, it might be useful to think of yourself instead as a slab of marble being carved down by a sculptor, which is to say by time, your life gradually taking shape. Imagine, continued the analyst, that in the first place this sculptor has only the vaguest 29 idea of the human form, and, what’s more, that he is not a sculptor per se but in fact primarily works in another occupation, in the factory, say, or the slaughterhouse, and sculpts on a part-time basis to supplement his wages, which are not in themselves sufficient to support his ever-growing family. So that as the sculptor carves, although perhaps chipping or even hacking might more accurately describe the action, he carves away until there is nothing left. Our lifetime, she said, is finite. For instance, she continued, she had opened her diary that morning and noticed, for the first time, though it was true it must always have been there, that underneath the date there were two numbers: one, indicating the current day of the year, and the other, indicating the number of days left. Although she was aware of the passage of time, it was nonetheless a jarring reminder to her, that morning, as she ate her muesli while simultaneously packing a lunch and tending to one of her pallid children, that our lives slipped away from us swiftly and forever. She stood up, indicating our session had ended, and escorted me to the door.
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