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DENTON WELCH was born in Shanghai in 1915, the youngest of four boys, to a wealthy British-American family. After leaving his English boarding school (Repton), Welch decided to follow his dream of becoming a painter, and studied art at Goldsmiths in London. The physical injuries sustained in a cycling accident in 1935, however, saw him increasingly turn towards a hitherto secondary interest: writing. When Welch’s debut, Maiden Voyage, was published in 1942, it was an instant literary sensation (‘I have been told that it reeks of homosexuality,’ wrote Winston Churchill’s secretary; ‘I think I must get it’). This was followed by In Youth Is Pleasure in 1945 and, after his premature death from spinal tuberculosis in 1948, the publication of his unfinished masterpiece, A Voice Through A Cloud. ‘If any writer has been neglected it is Denton’, wrote William Burroughs in 1985 – but Welch is also a writer who has attracted a firm coterie of admirers, ranging from W.H. Auden to Alan Bennett, Edith Sitwell to John Waters. Of his short life, Edmund White has noted, ‘He had the power to generate interest out of even the most meagre materials. He had this gift from the beginning but suffering and illness refined it to a white-hot flame.’


 


 


 


 


‘Denton Welch makes the reader aware of the magic that is right under his eyes… If any writer has been neglected it is Denton’


WILLIAM BURROUGHS


 


‘Denton Welch is like a British baby Proust in his astounding grasp of his own (usually ‘mundane’) experience. Nothing much happens in his books but the most wonderful writing’


RICHARD HELL


 


‘Are we not all, emotionally, what Mr Welch is in fact – orphans, each traveling alone on a journey which, if it is headed in the direction of unknown dangers, at least is heading away from the fears one knows?’


W.H. AUDEN


 


‘So much of what Welch wrote trembled on the brink of sex. His art is full of colour… and more than fifty years later, it is unfaded’


ALAN BENNETT


 


‘Welch’s work is all extraordinary passages: he is an anthologist of his own life’


TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT


 


‘The fact that Welch could, at times, only manage a few sentences a day makes his energy, his beautifully odd way of translating the world, all the more spectacular’


TIFFANY MURRAY
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INTRODUCTION


 


 


A Voice Through a Cloud is one of the saddest books in all fiction. It is also one of the most exquisite. Nowhere is Denton Welch’s peculiar talent more in evidence. The almost-naïve simplicity of the writing; the focus on moments of intense feeling, rather than on conventional plot; the richness of metaphor; the psychological acuity and depth of yearning: these are familiar to readers of his fiction. But in A Voice, his considerable gifts find their most profound topic: the accident and hospitalisation of a young man who, in every respect, resembles Welch himself.


‘My thoughts were trapped in my body. They turned and twisted in a terrible maze of pain and heat. I saw myself running for ever down a heated metal passage, banging my head on the walls, never able to escape’. ‘The pain, like some huge grizzly bear, seemed to take me between its paws. I screamed from sheer shock at its sudden increased violence’. ‘I wanted to warn the nurses, to tell them that nothing was real but torture. Nobody seemed to realise that this was the only thing on earth’. ‘I cried out many times. I cried out madly again and again’. The opening chapters of A Voice take us through the immediate aftermath of the narrator’s accident. All is pain – for no purpose, and permitting no escape. The narrator is helpless and dependent, thrown upon the cold mercy of his insensitively efficient nurses. His new life as an invalid removes him from the fresh air and independence so recently taken for granted. He sinks into morbid introspection, alienating the doctor who he had come to regard as his one true friend. His neediness and emotional desolation make him unfit for any kind of human companionship. The narrator is more isolated than ever.


‘My life must shape itself alone. I knew this and was dumb’. ‘What was my life? It was all a scraping together of little incidents, a sucking of them dry before I hurried on in search of one more drop of nectar’. ‘I would stare at the uneven ceiling and wonder how much longer my life would lack direction, how much longer I would be cut off yet searching for my true place in the world’. ‘What was I for? Why were we being wasted? And why was there all round us the vast overwhelming waste of lamps, streets, trees, houses? Why was that great sea mouthing at the beach? And why was the land so passive and dumb?’ A Voice takes us to an existential pain beyond tears, beyond protest or complaint – to a bathetic gloom, resigned and fatalistic.


 


*


 


Denton Welch was the youngest of three brothers, born to an American Christian Scientist mother and a businessman father, in 1915. His early childhood was spent travelling with his mother, whilst his father pursued his business interests in China. The young Welch loved to collect Victorian knick-knacks – decorated snuffboxes, pieces of ivory, old china, prints – around which he wove fantastic stories. His mother died when he was eleven, and he went on to spend two unhappy years at Repton School in Derbyshire, where he nurtured his artistic gifts. He entered Goldsmiths School of Art, to study painting, at the age of seventeen. At this time, as we learn in his posthumously published As I Walked to My Grandfather’s House, Welch began take pleasure in walking tours, strengthening his body in the open air.


But this spell of freedom was brief. On 9 June 1935, cycling in the countryside, Welch was hit by a car, suffering multiple injuries, including a fractured spine. The most serious long-term effect of his spinal fracture was the paralysis of the bladder, which led to infections resulting in fevers and headaches, as well as high blood pressure. After a long stay in hospital and in a nursing home, Welch regained most of his movement. He won a considerable sum in the court case following his accident, giving him means to live independently, but the long-term effects on his health were dire. He was left partially impotent, wore a catheter, and was often in considerable pain.


Nevertheless, Welch, with great determination, now set about becoming a writer. He had seen himself as an artist, and indeed he continued painting and illustrating throughout his life, to considerable acclaim. But it seems that hospitalisation and long months of recovery made him turn inwards. ‘Life seemed nothing but a long reverie, made up of imaginings and memories of childhood’, he writes in A Voice. ‘Over this sunken, buried life, the facts of every day rippled and tinkled like a shallow stream; and they seemed to move so rapidly that I had no time for reflection’. Welch’s writing was an extension of this self-exploration. One of his biographers claims it ‘soon became a useful means of therapy’, allowing Welch to explore ‘the origins of his own unhappiness’:


 


[Welch] allows himself to become almost addicted to recalling and writing about the early part of his life; he found it to be the most effective way of escaping from having to confront the pain of the present and the hopelessness of the future.


 


In 1942, Welch’s first story appeared in Horizon. A year later, his first novel, Maiden Voyage, appeared; two years after that, his second novel, In Youth is Pleasure. His work was celebrated by the major writers of the day, and it is easy to see why. Welch’s fiction, nearly always directly autobiographical, is marked by hallucinatory powers of observation and recall, by a uniqueness of sensibility and psychological candour. There’s an attractive openness to his heroes and narrators – a restless desire for encounter, coupled with an immense emotional need, an eternally frustrated desire for fulfilment. His fiction is suffused with homosexual yearning and a delicious masochism.


Welch’s fiction is wonderfully strange. There are dreams: ‘He found himself lying full-length in an enormous open wound. The exposed, gently bubbling, cushiony fleshy was very comfortable…’ Whims: ‘Suddenly, without knowing why, he lay down at full length on the cold slab and put his lips to the brass lady’s face’. Fantasies, wild excesses of emotion: ‘The rain made me want to sing and exult and give up trying. I wanted to sink like a burning ship, with immense guttering of flames’. Sumptuous description: ‘truffles, like rusty little cannon-balls because they were dipped in bitter red cocoa powder, fondant sausages rolled in chocolate beads as small and glittering as fishes’ eggs…’ And there is sheer, wondrous oddness: ‘Long after my brother’s friends had gone, I left the strawberries on my chest and watched them rising and falling gently’.


 


*


 


Welch began A Voice on 11 January 1944, having made a decision to relinquish his focus on childhood and early adolescence. He intended to reckon with his accident. Five days later, he was already reporting that the book was ‘agonising to write’. Partly, this was because Welch had just met his companion-to-be, Eric Oliver, and was in turmoil, weighing up whether he wanted to live the life of a recluse, dedicated to his art, or whether he should open himself to a romantic relationship. But by June, the two men found a way to live together, and Welch at last felt able to continue with A Voice. There were other distractions: the proofs of In Youth is Pleasure arrived; a little later, Welch took it upon himself to restore an old doll’s house. But one can imagine that Welch’s reluctance to work on A Voice was to do with its harrowing subject-matter. Writing was no longer a matter, for him, of escaping the pain of the present. At a time when his own health was beginning to fail, Welch brought himself face to face with his greatest source of misery.


In autumn 1945, Welch reports himself as being two-thirds done with the novel, although he notes his difficulty in finding an appropriate ending. He spent 1946 largely occupied with the stories that he published in Brave and Cruel. By the time he returned to A Voice, his health was in serious decline. Yet his ambition burned more strongly than ever. ‘How I am aware of the thinness, the affectation and strain of what I write!’, he records in his journals in March 1947. ‘Revising, correcting is hateful, fishy, shaming. I would knock the posturing out of words, bash them into shape, iron out their obstinate awkwardness. Wishing violence means importance’. He went on regardless. Come 1948, his mind was fogged with morphine. He was able to work for only a few minutes a day. He succumbed to his illness on 30 December 1948.


Welch wasn’t far from completing A Voice, which is missing only a dozen or so concluding pages. Undoubtedly, the novel loses focus when accounts of unremitting pain and lonely despair give way to details of house-hunting and the visits of friends. Welch doesn’t seem to know how to end his novel. But it doesn’t matter. The novel has already done justice to its themes: the shattering of faith; the cruel arbitrariness of events; and, of course, the meaninglessness of physical torment. In this novel, Welch becomes the laureate of the suffering body.
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One Whitsun holiday, when I was an art student in London, I got on my bicycle and left my room on Croom’s Hill for my uncle’s vicarage in Surrey. I took very little with me, only pyjamas, tooth-brush, shaving things, and the creamy-white ivory comb which I had bought with my grandfather’s present to me. I was very fond of this comb, so I wrapped it up carefully in the pyjamas and stowed it with the other things in the shiny black bag that was fastened on the back of the seat.


I had not told my aunt that I was coming, but I knew that she would find room for me somewhere.


As I walked up the hill to Blackheath, I looked at all the charming rather squalid old houses again, at the little rubbed brick gazebo with the late seventeenth-century date and the harsh new roof, and at the row of houses, now turned into flats, which had carved Medusa heads above the doors. Then I turned to the other side where Greenwich Park, with its ancient squat Spanish chestnuts, rose up in a hump, on which stood the Observatory. Below me was Inigo Jones’s Queen’s House and the winding river with the Isle of Dogs on the further bank.


The wind was blowing on Blackheath, flattening the shiny colourless grass to the earth. There were no lovers under the trees in Chesterfield Walk at this time of day. I jumped on my bicycle and pedalled quickly across the heath until I dipped down into Lewisham. I passed the clock tower and came to the campanile of the Roman Catholic church. Feeling inquisitive, I got off here and went inside. I had been in twice before; once with another student, when we had tentatively added two candles to the bright mass round the Virgin Mary and had then been frightened away by a keen, glittering-eyed youngish priest in buckled shoes. He came up to us, smiling, and asking where we lived. As we stood in front of him I was filled with the fear of having done something wrong. I thought that perhaps only expectant mothers or women desiring to have children were supposed to light candles to the Virgin. The other time I had gone in on some saint’s day and found pretty girls with wreaths in their hair, carrying on their shoulders a little enshrined image smothered in flowers. Very slowly they moved round the church to the sound of organ music. I was at the end of a pew and the procession stopped close to me. The girls stood almost touching me, breathing deeply, wriggling their shoulders a little to ease them under the weight of the holy shrine. On their faces they wore nervous expressions which were nearly smiles. I thought the procession so beautiful that I wanted it to go out of the church doors into the street where all the people gathered round the market stalls.


Now, as I entered, I found two nuns in wide starched caps kneeling in a curious, thrown-forward position, as if they had been naughty boys ordered to ‘bend over’. Their lips were moving, and I heard the bony rattle of their rosaries. Again I was overcome with a feeling of trespass and ignorance. I left without daring to dip my fingers in the holy water.


I bicycled on under the railway bridge with the blackened Queen Anne house beside it, past the delightful little alms-houses lost and dwarfed amid hoardings and tall new buildings, until I came to the corner at Catford, where little painted pleasure-boats bump together and drift on a round pond under bald-looking weeping-willows. Here I turned to the right and rode towards Beckenham.


I was not used to traffic, usually only riding my bicycle on country roads in the holidays, so I felt pleased when I saw how well I managed the lights and the cars. When the lights were against me I remembered what I had seen other people do and threaded in and out between huge lorries and waiting buses until I reached the front line.


Near Beckenham I saw teas and light refreshments advertised on a newly painted board next to some old gates. The gates made me wonder what the house would be like. I decided to turn in and order some coffee. I rode down a long drive through parkland laid out as a golf course. Figures, made to look very small by the wide expanse of smooth green, moved about alone or in groups of two and three. Behind them were soft clumps of trees turned feathery and blue by the light heat haze.


The drive led me at last to the front of a small eighteenth-century house with a portico of Ionic columns rising to the height of two stories. Under the portico there were niches for statues on either side of the front door. It was a beautiful little house, and I stood in the drive looking up at it for some moments before mounting the shallow stone steps and entering the dark hall. Above my head, half lost in the shadows, was a gallery, with the doors of the bedrooms opening onto it. I passed through the hall and found myself in what must once have been the drawing-room. It was oval, with three huge sash-windows reaching from floor to ceiling. Panelled shutters folded into the thickness of the wall on each side of the windows, and the double door by which I had entered was of deep rich mahogany set in a framework of plain white-painted wood.


This noble room was spoilt by a counter with sizzling tea-urns, and by the wicker tables and chairs, the Japanese crêpe tablecloths, and the glossy plaques advertising Schweppes’s soda water and Players’ cigarettes. Except for the two waitresses behind the counter, the room was empty. I sat down at one of the little tables and ordered coffee and biscuits. As I waited, I looked out of the windows at the little figures moving against the bright green and the pale pink of the bunkers. Looking at the sides of the windows, I saw that some of the beautiful little brass handles on the shutters were broken or missing. I was given a vague uneasy feeling of universal damage and loss. The waitress brought my coffee, then retired behind the counter again and began to laugh and talk quietly with her companion. I wondered if she was laughing at me, but her voice was so low I could hear nothing.


I drank my coffee and ate my biscuits. I did not want anything more for lunch. Long after I had finished them I was content to sit in the oval drawing-room, taking in its details with my eyes, at the same time thinking happily about my life and this Whitsun holiday. I thought of the picture I was painting of a Corinthian capital with strange plants and weeds growing in the crevices. Some of the plants were imaginary, but others I had copied from things I had found in the playing field behind the art school. I had rooted them up and brought them back to the still-life room, where I stuffed them between the twists and volutes of the plaster capital. I thought that this was going to be my best picture so far, and it made me feel warm. At last I got up to go. I gave the room a final look, then recrossed the galleried hall and passed out beneath the portico. My head was full of plans for restoring the house. I was ruthlessly sweeping away the waitresses, the laced parchment lamp-shades, the wicker furniture and the food counter.


My bicycle had been left leaning against one of the garden urns. I wheeled it over the gravel, looking back once or twice; then I jumped on and rode down another arm of the drive until I reached the main road again.


It was now only early afternoon and the heat haze seemed to be drawing nearer, to be shimmering on the grass as well as on the distant trees. I passed through the gates and pedalled on towards Bromley. I hoped that I might arrive at the vicarage in time for tea. Once I had to look at my map, and then ask the way. As cars and lorries sped past me, I remembered how my father used to call me Safety First when I was a small child, because of my fear of traffic and my great caution in crossing roads. I thought that the ride had been very easy and pleasant so far. I felt I had wasted many opportunities by leaving my bicycle in the country and not bringing it to London before.


I was going along a straight wide road, keeping close to the kerb, not looking behind or bothering about the traffic at all... I heard a voice through a great cloud of agony and sickness. The voice was asking questions. It seemed to be opening and closing like a concertina. The words were loud, as the swelling notes of an organ, then they melted to the tiniest wiry tinkle of water in a glass.


I knew that I was lying on my back on the grass; I could feel the shiny blades on my neck. I was staring at the sky and I could not move. Everything about me seemed to be reeling and breaking up. My whole body was screaming with pain, filling my head with its roaring, and my eyes were swimming in a sort of gum mucilage. Rich clouds of what seemed to be a combination of ink and velvet soot kept belching over me, soaking into me, then melting away. Bright little points glittered all down the front of the liquid man kneeling beside me. I knew at once that he was a policeman, and I thought that, in his official capacity, he was performing some ritual operation on me. There was a confusion in my mind between being brought to life – forceps, navel-cords, midwives – and being put to death – ropes, axes and black masks; but whatever it was that was happening, I felt that all men came to this at last. I was caught and could never escape the terrible natural law.


‘What is your name? Where do you live? Where were you going?’ the policeman kept asking. I could hear the fright in his voice. The fright made the voice more cruel and hard and impatient, I realised that he had been asking me these questions for a long time, and I told myself that I must give him the right answers at once, that I could think quite clear bloodless sentences, if I tried.


The words came out of my mouth. Some of them were slightly incorrect, others a little fantastic. I knew this, but felt that I had not real control over the words, and if I tried to repeat them again soberly they would arrange themselves in a still more grotesque pattern.


And as the shaken policeman bent over me, trying to take down my words, I felt the boiling and seething rise in me. It was drowning my brain, beating on it, plunging over it, shattering it. The earth swung, hovered, leaving my feet in the air and my head far below. I was overcome and drowned in waves of sickness and blackness...


 









*


It was night now and there seemed to be walls round me. A ball of light shone through a screen of coarse green twill. I was exquisitely conscious of the textures of things. There was torture in the smooth sheets, in the hair of the mattress and the weight of the blankets. My eyes darted about, consuming the smoothness of the paint on the cupboard beside me, then fixing voraciously on the tiny balls of cotton woven into the twill of the screen.


There was a noise. The walls round me seemed to be shaking and moving, then a gap appeared and two nurses came towards me, carrying something which I took to be a papier mâché tunnel for a child’s toy railway. It seemed rather large, but I had no real doubts as to what it was. They pulled back the bedclothes and put this toy tunnel over my legs. As they did so a memory suddenly leapt up in my mind... I was walking with my mother and her friend, and I was eight years old. The friend was saying to my mother, ‘Rosalind, I was so comfortable in the nursing home this time, because they put a hoop-like object over me to keep the bedclothes off...’


Now, as the nurses settled the cradle firmly on the mattress, I cried out, ‘But I don’t want that! You only put those things over people to keep the bedclothes from pressing on their stomachs when they are going to have babies.’


I saw the nurses exchange superior and knowing smiles. I was aware of having said something silly. I even felt slightly ashamed, so I said again in a louder voice, defiantly, ‘I’m not going to have a baby.’


This time the nurses both gave short hard laughs. They spread the bedclothes over the cradle, tucked them in, then turned to leave. As she pushed back the screens, one of them said to me, ‘Now just you keep quiet and still. We don’t want any more of that talking.’


I was left alone, wondering at the coldness in their voices and their laughs. It was bewildering; I seemed to be in disgrace, and my thoughts were trapped in my body. They turned and twisted in a terrible maze of pain and heat. I saw myself running forever down a heated metal passage, banging my head on the walls, never able to escape.


I tried to tell myself that the agony was not real, that I would wake up to find it a dream. It seemed too violent and extraordinary to be real; but then I knew that it was real and that the comforting thought was the lie.


The next time I regained consciousness I saw the screens moving again. No nurse appeared, but a white rounded hand reached towards me. At the same moment I heard the voice of one of my aunts. I was surprised, and told myself immediately that I must behave normally, brightly, intelligently. The idea of proper behaviour obsessed me.


‘Is that you, Aunt Edith?’ I asked, for I still could not see her face; it seemed to be too far above me.


‘Don’t talk,’ she said softly, coming nearer and grasping one of my hands. I wanted to shake her hand, but she did not let mine go; it rested under hers and I felt all her mournfulness and helplessness beneath the soothing words. I hated her sadness; I wished she would talk.


‘How did you get here? Did someone drive you up?’ I asked, still filled with my mad determination to make ordinary conversation.


‘Don’t talk now,’ she said again. ‘Lie quite still and try not to think of anything at all.’


She turned her head and I heard her murmuring something to the nurse; then she left me and I saw for a moment the alarmed interested eyes of my cousin as he stared through the gap in the screens. I heard them walking away.


One pain inside me began to conquer all the others. I did not know what was happening. When I could bear it no longer, I cried out to the nurses, but they were as stern and unbending as Roman matrons. They told me not to be silly and not to make a fuss.


At last one of them must have realised what was wrong with me, for she went to call a male nurse from a far wing of the hospital.


When, after a long time, this man appeared in his white coat, I took him for a doctor.


I screamed at him for help.


‘I’m not a doctor, son,’ he said quietly; he put down his tray on top of the cupboard and pulled back the bedclothes.


I remember being filled with a sense of surprise and wonder as I watched him pushing the soft little rubber tube down the urethra. It seemed to me an extraordinary thing to be doing, and I felt that I ought perhaps to resent his taking such strange liberties with my body when I was defenceless. I wondered, too, why I did not feel alarm as the little tube sank deeper and deeper into me. But I had neither of these feelings. I watched him with a peculiar interest. It seemed marvellous that anything could be pushed down such a tiny and delicate passage.


The relief, when it came, was so enormous that I forgot for a moment all my other pains; and in that moment I loved the man better than anyone else on earth and felt that I could never thank him enough for what he had done.


He sat down on the edge of the bed with his hands on his knees, waiting till all the water should have drained into the kidney-dish. He felt in one of the pockets of his overall and brought out a stub of cigarette; he lighted it and began to smoke with extreme caution, shielding the glowing end with his hand and only letting minute puffs of smoke out of his mouth.


I realised suddenly that it was not right for a nurse to smoke on duty, and that this one was taking advantage of the screens round my bed. I disliked him for it violently. I felt tricked and cheated; for he was no longer perfect and I could no longer feel whole-heartedly grateful to him.


After a few more furtive puffs, the man stubbed out the cigarette and put it back in his pocket; then he withdrew the catheter with a careless swiftness which startled me. He collected everything on the tray again, spread a cloth over the top and stood up to go.


‘Good-night, son; you’ll feel better now,’ he said.


I looked up at his face. He had a little coarse moustache, rather light­ brown, with peppery white hairs in it. He wasn’t young and he wasn’t middle-aged. His face was brownish-red. He looked sweet-tempered and lazy; unbelievably lazy, I thought.


When he left me, I lay still, trying to make myself think clearly. But nothing came, except the frightening vignette of myself lying on the grass and the policeman bending over me. After leaving the old house at Beckenham, I could recapture nothing but this one little picture.


As I looked at the green glow of the lamp, heard the hissingly quiet voices of the nurses, felt the drumming, thundering tingle in the legs which I could not move, it seemed to me that something had happened which I had expected all my life. The nurses appeared to take my situation quite calmly, to show no surprise at the terrible change in me. I began to believe that I ought not to feel bewildered and lost myself, that I ought to accept the horror as something quite ordinary.


The nurses came back to tidy my bed after the male nurse’s visit. They talked across me brightly.


‘Nurse,’ I said suddenly, addressing one of them and breaking in on their conversation, ‘I have been run over, haven’t I?’ It all seemed clear to me in a moment.


She looked at me sharply, then she nodded her head, shaped her lips into ‘yes’, but said nothing aloud. She seemed uneasy, as if she expected a whole string of embarrassing questions from me.


‘Now you try to go to sleep,’ the other one said briskly, to stop my talking.


‘But, Nurse, I can’t go to sleep!’ I said, suddenly terrified of being left alone for the night.


‘You must try.’


It was horrible; they were going to abandon me, and my legs were bristling and burning and I could not move them, and my head was throwing out waves of black sickness which seemed about to drown me. I began to talk to the nurses wildly. I asked them questions; I told them things; I laughed and smiled. And all the time I knew that they were watching me and judging me. They were not taking anything I said seriously.


Then the pain, like some huge grizzly bear, seemed to take me between its paws. I screamed from sheer shock at its sudden increased violence.


‘Stop it,’ the nurses said together. ‘You’ll wake the others.’ They seemed about to stifle me if I dared to make another sound.


I must have screamed again, for all I can remember is a shriek and a pain invading my whole body. The shriek seemed to be following the pain into every limb. I was nothing but a shriek and a pain. I was sweating. Everything was wet. I was crying. Saliva dribbled out of my mouth.


In the middle of the furnace inside me there was a clear thought like a text in cross-stitch. I wanted to warn the nurses, to tell them that nothing was real but torture. Nobody seemed to realise that this was the only thing on earth. People didn’t know that it was waiting for them quietly, patiently.


I felt that if I bore the agony a moment longer it would split my skin. It was such a growing and powerful thing; it would burst out of the tightness of my body.


I heard footsteps hurrying away; then silence. One of the nurses was still holding me, trying to stop me from moving.


At last the other one came back and she had a dainty dish and a little gun or model road-drill with her. It struck me that these articles were so small and finical that they could only be drawing-room tea-toys, and I thought that they should have been made of silver and not chromium.


The nurse lifted up my arm, swabbed a little place with cotton wool. I realised that she was trying to help me. I knew what the gun was for now, but I did not believe in its power. It was still associated in my mind with sugar-tongs and tea-strainers.


But the moment she pricked me so heartlessly, pushing the needle right in with vicious pleasure, I had faith; I knew that it was magic. It was like the Sleeping Beauty magic. Exactly the same, I thought, amazed at the similarity. Everything was there, the sudden prick, the venomous influence wishing me evil; then there would be the hundred years’ sleep. I knew it in spite of the pain. The pain did not abate at all. It was still there, eating me up; but in the hundred years’ sleep it would die. It couldn’t live for a hundred years. And brambles would grow and everything turn marble-grey. The dust would be as thick and as exquisite to the touch as mole-skin; and there would be moonlight always.
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Early in the morning someone was washing me. The top part of my body was naked, and I saw all the cuts on my chest and hip and side. There were some, too, in the tender delicate hollow of my groin. The biggest ones were covered over with dressings and the rest were painted with some bright yellow liquid, which turned the redness of the gashes to a peculiar dead-meat orange.


The nurse who was pretending to wash me dabbed round these wounds, then ran the flannel carefully along my jaw.


I lifted my hand quickly and touched all my teeth, one by one. They were all there and I could find nothing wrong with them, except for a tiny chip which I imagined I felt at one corner.


When the nurse had dried me, I saw that she pulled up an extraordinary flannel nightdress, all darns and patches. She tied the tapes at the back of my neck; there was no other fastening. The garment remained open at the back from top to bottom.


‘This is queer,’ I said. ‘Where are my pyjamas? I had some in my bicycle bag.’


‘You don’t wear your own pyjamas here,’ was her only answer.


She left me, and nothing more happened till a nurse with a different shaped cap pushed the screens apart and wheeled in a glistening glass and chromium trolley.


After giving me one preoccupied witch-like glance, she undid the tapes at the back of my neck and the nightshirt was pulled down again. She stared at my cut body, then, without any warning, stretched out her hand and ripped off one of the dressings.


My mouth jerked open and I heard my own shuddering intake of breath. The shock made me feel sick.


‘Don’t!’ I implored, when I saw her stretching for the next dressing. ‘You can’t, Nurse!’


‘Can’t what?’ she asked, affronted. ‘This is the right way to do it. I’ve got too much to do to waste my time playing about. Just show me what you’re made of instead of creating.’


I suddenly had an idea.


‘Nurse, I will loosen them for you while you are getting the new dressings ready.’ I began desperately to ease the comer of one of the pieces of sticking-plaster.


‘You leave it alone,’ she said, slapping my hand; then she caught hold of the corner I had lifted and tore the dressing off.


After this I waited, helpless and defeated. Sometimes she ripped off the dressings almost painlessly. There was the swish of her arm and then the coolness of the air on the exposed cut; but at other times there was the delicate crackle of tiny hairs being torn out of the flesh round the wound. Then I cried out and she took no notice. She coolly and efficiently made new dressings and fitted them. I saw how proud she was of her duties and her position. She knew that whatever she did was right.


When she had finished the cuts, she pulled the bedclothes down further, and I saw for the first time that one of my legs was in a splint which reached from ankle to knee. The nurse began to unwind the many layers of bandage. I watched, growing more and more amazed as the leg emerged. It was all of the deepest plum colour, with a sort of cerulean blue and a mustard yellow in it, too.


‘Nurse, isn’t it extraordinary!’ I said in wonder.


She bent her head and I saw that she was paying special attention to the ankle, which was swollen to the size of a young tree trunk.


I could not move either of my legs, but they were both filled with a biting, bristling tingle which never left them, and the pain in the broken ankle was like fire.


When the nurse touched the flesh of the bruised leg, it yielded in just the way that a wine jelly yields to the pressure of a spoon.


The ordeal of refitting the splint began. It was in vain that I told the nurse that I could not bear so tight a bandage on my terribly bruised leg. She said that the splint had to be tied tightly and that I was not to try to teach her her own business.


She swirled away with her trolley, leaving me without another word.


I lay with my head right back and my chin in the air, exhausted from the pain, wondering what new terrible thing was in store for me.


Someone brought me some milk in a pap-bowl and I winced, thinking that he was a new torturer. The curiously shaped drinking-cup alarmed me. But realising that I was everybody’s victim now, I let this man, who must have been another patient, hold it to my lips. I hated drinking from the pap­bowl; I hated to be fed. It seemed the final degradation. But I couldn’t fight or use my will any more.


Later in the morning I opened my eyes to find a thing like a bier by my side. I realised at once that I was going to be moved, and the idea was so horrible that I called out urgently to the sister. I told her that I felt I could not stand being jolted or lifted.


‘You’ll be all right,’ she said firmly and soothingly. ‘You’re only going to the X-ray room; you’ll be back in a few minutes.’


I shut my eyes and took a deep breath; then I surrendered myself to the porters. There was nothing left for me to do but yell if the pain became too strong.


As the porters lifted me they said things to quieten me, for they saw that I was as raw as a piece of butcher’s meat.


I said nothing, but I gasped and lifted my lip. They laid me on the high trolley. As they wheeled me along I stared up at the ceiling. The ward seemed never ending; there were two glass partitions dividing its gigantic length.


We were in a lift now; then I was wheeled into a little room with one large window. After moving me on to a table over which hung large lights and other apparatus, the porters went out of the door, talking together.


I was alone.


I moved myself on my elbows, trying to ease the pain at the bottom of my spine, trying to make the hardness of the table a little more bearable.


When I looked down, after the great effort of moving myself a few inches, I saw a neat little lump lying on the table. It reminded me of the little sausages dogs leave tidily at the side of the pavement. I was amazed and interested, realising that for the moment I had lost control of everything below the waist. With a sort of resigned amusement I picked up the little pellet at once and threw it out of the open window. I watched it drop, feeling a childish pleasure in my own adroitness.


The next moment the door opened and a sober-looking man came in. He began quietly to X-ray me. He spoke hardly at all, and his hands were cold, but he gave me no feeling of hardness or indifference; I even gained a little strength from his cool remoteness.


The porters came back and wheeled me away. I entered the harassed, bustling life of the huge ward again. I saw that some of the patients were out of bed, helping the nurses by passing bottles or carrying water. I saw one man whose heavily bandaged leg was fixed to a pulley and stretched out above his head. His whole attitude, and the rope and pulley, made me imagine, for a moment, that he was being tortured for some misdeed. The picture was so entire that I could not disbelieve; then I told myself sharply that such imaginings were ridiculous.


Another man with a bandaged ear looked up from his book and fixed me with a condemning stare. His expression was a blank of hopelessness, deadness. Other people seemed to show interest; their expressions seemed to ask, ‘What’s your story? What’s happened to you?’


When I was put back into bed I sighed many times. The mattress, which had been so torturingly hard, was soft and kind in comparison with the trolley and the X-ray table. I lay, trying to recover from my journey. The noise in the ward stupefied me. I tried to think of someone who could help me. All my thoughts fixed on a friend who had known me all my life. They fixed on her because she was a Christian Scientist and I longed to be told to get up and walk.


When Sister came and stood by my bed I was filled with an unnecessary wiliness.


‘Sister,’ I said, ‘would you telephone a friend for me and tell her what has happened? I was going to tea with her today and she will worry.’ This was a lie, but I felt that I had to make up some story, if I wanted Sister to take any notice of my wish.


She looked at me and then memorised the message and the number. I was surprised that she did not question me or raise objections. I had imagined the communication with the outside world would be forbidden, that telephone calls would be thought preposterous.


Sister went away, and I waited. I felt happier, not so abandoned and lost. I knew that Clare was the right person to call.


Sister came back, looking slightly bewildered.


‘Are you getting muddled?’ she asked, speaking kindly but frowning at the same time. ‘I gave your message, but your friend said you weren’t going there to tea this afternoon.’


‘Oh, I thought I was,’ I said as convincingly as possible. I was bitterly disappointed, afraid that Clare had not understood and so would not come. I looked miserably at Sister; then she said, ‘When I told her what had happened, your friend said she would come here as soon as possible. I’ve told them to let her in, although visitors aren’t really allowed till this afternoon.’


Sister wanted me to realise how good she had been. I was filled with so much pleasure at the thought of Clare’s visit that I was able to give her all the gratitude she expected.


I tried to lull myself to sleep, to forget everything and wait for Clare, but all the pleasant things that only yesterday I liked so much rose up to haunt me. I thought of eating delicious food, wearing good clothes, feeling proud and gay, going for walks, singing and dancing alone, fencing and swimming and painting pictures with other people, reading books. And everything seemed horrible and thin and nasty as soiled paper. I wondered how I could ever have believed in these things, how I could even for a moment have thought they were real. Now I knew nothing was real but pain, heat, blood, tingling, loneliness and sweat. I began almost to gloat on the horror of my situation and surroundings. I felt paid out, dragged down, punished finally. Never again would my own good fortune make me feel guilty. I could look any beggars, blind people in the face now. Everything I had loved was disgusting; and I was disgusting, too.


As this terrible gloating unhappiness flooded over me, my head began to swim; the pain sucked me under and I wanted to die and not be tortured any more.


Then someone in brown was standing beside my bed. Sister had brought her. I saw Sister going away. I could see on the brown person the satin-lined tie of her coat glistening richly, like wet mud. I suddenly thought the skin-like reflecting surface exceedingly pretty. I put out my hand to feel it. I knew that it was Clare who was standing there, but it was the satin tie I wanted to touch. Because Clare stood so close to my bed, her face seemed too far away to be seen properly.


As she stood over me, I felt a strong emotion flowing from her to me. It was startlingly unlike the nurses’ slick indifference and my aunt’s unhappy helpfulness. Clare’s feeling seemed to arise from a stern purposeful marshalling of forces; she was gathering up her love, her fierce denial of the evidence of the senses, all the obstinate fight in her body.


She said little or nothing to me, because she was so busy denying the power of evil; but it was delightful to have her there – even the tingle in my legs seemed to be less biting. I began to be frightened of losing this deep calm when Clare should leave me. I started to talk rapidly, in an effort to keep her. The brown satin tie of the coat still held my attention.


‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘It’s like a little silk animal.’


I patted and stroked it again, then I asked Clare if she understood the made-up message given to her by Sister.


‘It wasn’t true,’ I said.


‘I understood,’ answered Clare; ‘that’s why I’ve come.’


Words began to pour out of my mouth in a continuous stream. I asked Clare questions, but did not wait for the answers. I laughed; and my voice must have grown louder and louder, for Sister came up and told Clare that she must go.


I saw her taking Clare away. It was terrible. Clare’s promise to come the next day meant nothing to me. It was nothing but so many words. I wanted her now.


The tingling increased in my legs; I became more and more aware of the brutal tightness of the splint. As the day wore on this pain became so unbearable that I felt down my leg and came to the knot of the bandage at the knee. I touched it and played with it again and again, wondering if l dared to undo it. I knew how furious the nurses would be; I even condemned myself for wanting to do anything so destructive; but at last I could stand no more. I pulled at the knot and had it undone in a moment. I was delighted to see how quick and nimble my fingers were. All the rest of my body seemed spoilt, but these and my arms still acted perfectly.


Rapidly I unrolled the bandage. Soon the bed was full of bandage and cotton wool. The padded splint fell away and I breathed with a glorious relief. The torturing tingle was still in my legs, but the relentless iron pressing of the splint on the bruised flesh had gone.


I lay very still, hoping that no one would discover what I had done.


A little while later Sister came up to me with a pap-bowl of tea. She told me that I must drink it and that I would like it; then she held my head up and gave it to me carefully. I wanted to drink it for her, to make up for my behaviour over the splint.


When I had finished the tea, Sister bent down to tidy the bed. She saw something stiff lying at a curious angle in the bed. She felt through the clothes; I watched her in fear.


‘Maurice, what is this?’ she asked ominously.


To be called Maurice was an added shock for me. It was my first name, which had never been used, and I wondered how Sister knew it, until I realised that I myself must have given it when being questioned in only a half-conscious state.


‘Sister, I had to take it off. I couldn’t bear the pain any more,’ I explained.


She pulled back the clothes and saw the bed full of tangled bandage and cotton wool.


‘Maurice, you are a very naughty boy.’ She spoke with the threatening sternness one uses to a child or a dog. ‘I didn’t expect this sort of thing from you. It’s not good enough. We do all that work for you and this is your return!’


Under her grief she seemed violently angry.


‘I’m very sorry, Sister, but I couldn’t stand it pressing on my leg. You know my leg is just black jelly. It doesn’t look like a leg at all. Please don’t put the splint back just yet; I don’t know what I’d do.’


I watched Sister’s face to see if my words made any impression; but she showed no sign. She turned away, saying grimly that she was going to fetch another nurse.


I was left to wait with my fear.


When Sister reappeared with the nurse she said nothing; they set about their work coldly. Sister held the splint against my leg while the nurse bound it on again. I was past imploring. I bit my tongue hard, to give myself another pain to think of.


The nurse finished her binding and turned to me; she said that it was too bad to make all that extra work, and I couldn’t be trusted.


I turned away, feeling the shame she wanted me to feel. Why couldn’t I fight their petty bullying? I longed to, but I had no power left.


‘It will be plaster of Paris tomorrow for you, my lad, and you won’t be able to do anything about that,’ said Sister with a mock sternness that suddenly showed her real good nature.


After putting me further in disgrace with a few more remarks, they left. I waited until they were out of the ward, then started deliberately to undo the bandage again. I seemed to have no compunction left, nor did the thought of the consequences trouble me. My present pain was the only important thing.


The knots were tighter this time, but again I delighted in the agility of my fingers. All the quickness in my body seemed to have gone into them.


The scene at night, when my second disobedience was discovered, shook me. In my weak state I was made to cry. The matron herself was brought to stand over me and intimidate me. The nurse who readjusted the splint fixed it so that the knots were at the ankle, out of my reach; for I could not sit up or move my legs. She pulled fiercely on the knots, making them into balls as hard as oak apples.


Then she pricked my arm; and after a little while I began to float away, and the pain began to float away, too. I imagined the pain as diamond dew evaporating in the morning sun. This time my mind was filled with the thought of dew; its jewel-like wetness, its faint ghostly steam as it rose and disappeared in the air...


I could only have slept for a few hours, for when I woke it was still dark. All I could see was the green-shaded lamp on the night nurse’s table. For some reason I was terrified. I knew nothing. Everything had been forgotten. I was lost and obliterated. I seemed to be hovering in the air, looking down on the rows of beds. I suddenly saw myself lying in one of the beds. I could tell myself perfectly, by the nose, the throat, and the tight­curled matted hair. I sailed through the air, so that I hovered directly above myself in the bed. Then began an extraordinary sort of elastic play between myself in the air and myself on the bed. It was like nothing so much as the bouncing and springing of a tennis ball fixed to a long piece of rubber. The see-sawings, the magnetic drawing downward and then the springing away were exciting, like a ride on the scenic railway. But, like the scenic railway, they were followed by a sickening after-effect; and mixed with this sickness was a black terror which seemed to be swelling and growing. I was so overcome with nightmare and bewilderment that I cried out. I heard steps coming towards me quickly, then I saw the very young face of the night nurse. It seemed to wake me out of my horrible trance; I felt inside me a great leap of gratitude towards her. I caught hold of her hand and held on to it tightly. I held on so fiercely that I must have hurt her. In the darkness her face glimmered palely above me. She bent closer and I saw her worried frown. She tried to withdraw her hand, but I clung to it desperately. She said ‘Don’t’, and left her mouth half open after the words. She was uneasy.


Suddenly she pulled away her hand, whispering at the same time, ‘I’ll bring you some hot milk.’


While she was away I thought she must be a very new nurse; she had not yet become inhuman, but was trying to learn the trick.


She brought the milk, not in a drinking-cup, but in a tall glass. She held it to my lips, but my head was thrown back too far and so some of the milk dribbled over my chin, burning it. The rest went into my mouth in painful gulps.


I wished she would take the milk away and just stay with me until I felt safer; but when I tried to hold her hand again, she had become perfectly hard and professional. She put my hands under the bedclothes, then tucked the bedclothes in tightly, as if she would imprison them.


‘Try to go to sleep now, and don’t make any more noise; you’ve got to think of the others, you know,’ she said mechanically. I waited, wondering how to make her more human and real.


The next moment she had slipped away from me into the dark. I was left to face the blackness alone. I could trust no one and no one would help me. My fears and bewilderment came flooding back. I cried out many times. I cried out madly again and again.
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After the terrible night the sunrise came as a wonder. I looked out of the window and saw wild streaks of rose, lemon, emerald and violet. Below were countless mauve-grey roofs and crooked chimney-pots. I knew for certain that I was back in London.


I wondered dimly why I had been brought all the way back, when the accident must have happened in the outer suburbs, or even in the country. I tried again to force a memory of something that happened after my leaving the colonnaded house, but no spark glowed.


I gazed at the beautiful fantastic sky and thought of the night that had gone before, its stifling blackness, seemingly everlasting, the pain and fear which had magnified themselves in the darkness until they were monstrous scarecrows, bearing down to smother me in their horrible rags.


Now the darkness was gone, and I was so lightened and relieved that I forgot my helplessness for a moment. I was not resentful when the nurse washed me, or when one of the convalescent patients held the pap-bowl to my lips.


Later Sister appeared with the nurse who had done my dressings. They both looked grim and purposeful. They pulled down the bedclothes, and after taking the splint off began to wrap my leg in bandages soaked in plaster of Paris. They did their work carefully and beautifully. As I felt the plaster hardening, I became filled with a sort of panic. I would never be able to get at the leg again, never be able to ease the pain and tingle by undoing the bandages.


Sister and nurse seemed pleased with their work. As if echoing my thoughts, Sister said: ‘You won’t be able to do anything about that.’ She went on to tell me that I must keep myself tidy, because the doctor was coming to see me. I rebelled against her solemn tone, her assumption that a visit from the doctor was rather like a visit from a god.


He came in the middle of the morning. He had a little circle of students round him. He asked me several questions, but did not seem to show much interest in the answers. He kept the students in the background; I saw them staring at me over his shoulder. I resented their apathy, their curiosity, their dull loutish faces, their keen bright-eyed ones. Some of them scribbled notes on little pads, some of them picked their noses; others blew theirs, or scratched the spots on their chins. I told myself that they were more like animals than human beings. They were stupid bullocks following a dispirited bull. As the sorry little group moved from bed to bed, my intolerance grew. Would they never have done with their pawing and prodding and catechising? Was this the indignity in store for each patient each day?


I realised that I was prejudiced, that all my feelings were humourless and excessive, but this knowledge had no effect on my mood.
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In the afternoon the wards began to fill up with visitors. I lay there watching, trying to forget myself and my pain by looking at the people. As each bed came gradually to have a visitor standing or sitting beside it, and I had none, I felt that I would probably be left quite alone in the hospital until I died. By this time I thought that even Clare had forgotten about me.


I idly watched two girls who were looking from side to side in rather a bewildered way, as though they were searching for someone. Suddenly I realised that they were Cora and Betsy from the art school. Cora was wearing a little yellow hat and holding a small red book against her bosom, while Betsy wore no hat but carried a bunch of roses wrapped in blue tissue paper.


‘Cora! Betsy!’ I shouted excitedly.


Their heads jerked round; they came walking quickly towards me. As they approached, I saw the dismay spreading over their faces. Cora tried to wipe the expression off, but Betsy’s mouth fell into an ‘O’; she almost ran up to my bed.


‘Sonny Boy!’ she exclaimed. They had once given me this distressing nickname. Mixed with the horror in her voice was a peculiar sort of amusement.


I said, ‘What’s it like, Betsy? What’s wrong? Show me quickly in your mirror.’


I was all agog to see the damage to my face. I wasn’t afraid, but interested and amused.


Betsy opened her bag, then turned suddenly to Cora and said, ‘Do you think I ought to?’ She spoke as if I wasn’t there.


While she turned to Cora, with the worried frown on her face, I put up my hand and snatched the little mirror from its slot.


I looked at my face and saw that I was unrecognisable. My eyes, tiny and slit-like, were sunk in two bulging purple velvet cushions. A forked cut, like red lightning, spread right across my forehead and down my nose. On my head were cuts, surrounded by large bald patches where the hair had been snipped away. The rest of the hair stood up in isolated curls and jagged tufts. The parts of my face that were not purple or red were dyed brilliant sulphur-yellow.


Betsy’s absurd ‘Sonny Boy’ kept ringing in my ears. Could anything be more grotesque than such a name for such a face?


After the first shock, I was quick to see that the damage was not really serious. Black eyes would pass away, my hair would grow, the cuts were not deep. The yellow colour was due to some antiseptic. I felt made up for some stage performance, disguised as a frightening bogey.


‘No wonder you were looking all over the ward for me!’ I laughed. Cora and Betsy began to shower me with questions. They could hardly believe that I knew no more than themselves.


‘Try to remember,’ they insisted.


I tried and felt hopeless. To stop them from questioning me, I asked how they had found out that I was in the hospital.


‘We went to your rooms to see you,’ Betsy said. ‘Miss Hellier opened the door and told us at once about the accident; she had just received a message from your aunt. So we came here as quickly as we could. It’s the strangest old hospital, Sonny Boy. The porter told me it used to be an infirmary or workhouse or something. It’s got an ancient barbaric saint’s name that suits it exactly.’


‘Horrible!’ said Cora, making herself shiver. ‘Makes me think of faggots and flames and martyrdom and the gospel.’


I felt very gay with Cora and Betsy. They brought back my active life so vividly that it seemed all wrong for me to be lying in bed, unable to move my legs. I refused to believe that I should be in this condition for long. I told myself with only the slightest hint of defiance that I would be up and about in a week or a fortnight.


The bell was ringing to clear the visitors from the ward. Cora and Betsy left their presents on my bed and stood up to go. They looked sad.


‘Get well quickly,’ said Cora.


‘I do hope they get you out of this place soon,’ murmured Betsy.


I watched them until they passed behind one of the glass partitions at the far end of the ward; Cora’s little yellow hat bobbed and twinkled to the last. I felt like a child whose newest toy has floated down the river out of sight.


I turned to the roses, trying to bury my thoughts in them. I breathed in their scent and stared at the bright beads of water which nested between the petals. The colour and the shape of the roses seemed to mean nothing to me. I had lost delight even in touching their creamy smoothness. They were uneatable brussels sprouts, doll’s cabbages. Alone and forlorn in that hideous ward they only looked gruesome, pathetic, wasted.


Next I opened the little red book that Cora had brought. It was The Rose and the Ring. I turned the pages until I came to the delicate picture of the Princess Angelica giving the plum bun to the little dirty wretch.


Holding the book above my head, I tried to begin to read; but my arm and my eyes and my mind ached. The book dropped from my hand. I stared up blankly at the ceiling.


After some time I stretched out my hands behind my head and caught hold of the iron bed-rails. I enjoyed the feeling of hanging on to something; I felt steadier, more secure. It was a moment or two before I realised that, by clutching on to these bars, I could move myself from one side of the bed to the other without hurting my back and legs so much.


I hated to think of my legs; I concentrated on my quick-moving still strong arms. I turned my stiff body from side to side, delighted with my discovery; then I lay flat, exhausted.


I seemed to be swimming now, and I wasn’t certain whether it was night or day. I saw all the other faces in the beds and I wondered why there were no women’s faces there. I could not understand this exclusively male line of faces. I saw the female nurses running about and I thought that there should also have been female faces mixed with the male ones in the beds. That there were none seemed curious, not quite natural.
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