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Preface to the 2014 Edition





Paul Ableman – playwright, experimental novelist and screenwriter – was one of the most recognisable and well-loved literary figures of Hampstead.


When I first knew him, he was living in a penthouse flat in Fellows Road, which went through many metamorphoses during his long residence. It started off as a small bachelor pad in the wild late sixties, but expanded mysteriously over the years to accommodate more and more books, computers, his second wife Sheila, his younger son Tom, talkative dinner parties, and large summer parties of guests who would crowd on to newly sprouting balconies amongst the pot plants, sit on top of one another on settees, and yell at one another happily in crowded corridors. It was like the Tardis. There was much more room in there than you would have thought possible.


Ableman, too, though small of stature, contained multitudes. He was born in Leeds in 1927 into an unorthodox Jewish family. His father, Jack, was a tailor. His mother, Gertrude, wanted to be an actress, left his father and moved to London, to Hampstead, where she fell in love with an American journalist, Thurston Macauley. (I liked his mother, a flamboyant woman who used to make lively contributions to my class at Morley College, but Paul was more critical of her, and I guess he knew her a lot better than I did.)


Paul was brought up in New York with his mother and stepfather and sent to Stuyvesant High School, returning to England aged eighteen. He did his National Service in the Education Corps, in Gibraltar and Scapa Flow, then went to King’s College London to read English, but did not finish his degree, hanging out in Paris instead, writing erotic fiction.


His novels include I Hear Voices (1957), published by the Olympia Press (a work of which Maurice Girodias was very proud), As Near as I Can Get (1962), Vac (1968), The Twilight of the Vilp (1969, his first book to be produced by Gollancz), and Tornado Pratt (1978): these works were praised for their inventive language, bawdy high spirits, and originality of form by Anthony Burgess, Philip Toynbee, Robert Nye and other friends of the avant-garde.


But his first publication had been a play, written with his mother, Even His Enemy (1948) – produced in London as Letters to a Lady in 1951. Green Julia, his first full-length play, in which two young men discuss an absent mistress, was a great success at the 1965 Edinburgh Festival, and other surreal and experimental plays (such as Tests, 1966) followed, with the encouragement of establishment critics like Harold Hobson, but Ableman also wrote screenplays of a more popular nature. He described himself, proudly, as a freelance writer, and could turn his hand to many different genres, including general science books.


He made something of a speciality of ‘novelising’ BBC series, such as Shoestring (Shoestring, 1979, and Shoestring’s Finest Hour, 1980), Porridge (Porridge: The Inside Story, 1979, and others under the pseudonym Paul Victor), Hi-de-hi (Hi-de-hi, 1983), Dad’s Army (Dad’s Army: The Defence of a Front Line English Village, 1989), Minder (Straight Up: The Autobiography of Arthur Daley, 1991) and Last of the Summer Wine (Last of the Summer Wine: A Country Companion by Clegg, Foggy and Compo, 1992).


His embrace of the sexual revolution of the 1960s unwittingly exposed him to risks. In 1969 he published a book called The Mouth, a harmlessly entertaining and informative book about orality drawing on mythology, psychoanalysis, literature and art, and pleasantly illustrated with images from Magritte, Kitagawa Utamaro and other respectable sources. This provoked an obscenity case of some hilarity, which was very ably contested by Jeremy Hutchinson, and the book and its author were triumphantly acquitted. I appeared as witness for the defence and I hope made a good case for Ableman’s good heart, innocent intentions and literary merit.


Ableman’s first marriage to Tina Carrs-Brown ended in amicable divorce: they had one son, Martin. He married Sheila Hutton-Fox in 1978, with whom he had Tom. His emotional life went through periods of turbulence, but he was always an attentive and affectionate father. As he grew older, he grew milder and more benign (although his amazing shock of hair grew larger and wilder), and he remained an eccentric rather than a conformist.


He was a great walker, and liked to set off into the wilds with his compass, alone or with his wife and son, sometimes sleeping in the amazing expanding Dandy he attached to his car. He made a good gin and tonic in his Dandy, high on Exmoor. He loved the natural world as intensely as he loved the pubs of Soho. On my last walk with him, in the Chilterns, we sat in a field eating our sandwiches, watching a red kite, while he explained to me his theory of the mind, which he expounded in his last book. He was a wonderful talker, but never a deliverer of monologues: he was always eager for a response, and listened to the stories of others with keen curiosity.


The Secret of Consciousness (1999) concerns the function of dreams and the archival capacity and processing mechanisms of the brain during sleep. His claims have yet to be tested, although he maintained it would be easy to do so in a sleep laboratory. His scientist friends (who included Lewis Wolpert) were not persuaded by them. He believed that during sleep the brain sorts and stores diurnal sensory impressions, on a Twin-Data system, one pathway leading to consciousness, the other to the archival memory, and that identity is no more (or less) than the unique set, or narrative, of sensory data of each individual. He saw the novelist’s use of ‘interior monologue’ as an attempt to describe this fluid and ever-changing process of creation.


In later years he began to keep an impressively detailed journal – a sort of forerunner, as he saw it, of the blog – in which he noted domestic and social events and his thoughts on such disparate matters as Judaism, technology, the restaurants of Swiss Cottage and the acting techniques of Peter Sellers: a record of an enquiring mind which found all human life of interest.


Ableman bore his last years of illness with an exemplary mixture of stoicism, good manners and good humour that made his company a pleasure. He never complained, and retained his affectionate delight in others to the last.


 


Margaret Drabble


 


(Margaret Drabble’s obituary for Paul Ableman was first printed in the Independent on 31 October 2006.)



















Until, gentlemen, you decide further


what my occupation is, you may as well


announce me as comforting 35 whirlpools


below sound.—A Schizophrenic

























I Hear Voices





NOW WHAT’S HAPPENING? I reach out for Cousin Susan. I think it is morning. But all I hear is buzzing. Can that be flies or machines? I can see nothing. The thought comes to me—are my eyes open, or do the lids still press upon the lens? Is there something opaque, the membrane, between the source of light and the inner eye and brain? How shall I know if there is any light?


“Arthur?” I call. “Maria? Jane? Cousin Susan? Anyone? Is anyone there? Is it daylight?”


Now that is strange. They don’t hear me, but I hear them. They must be near me. They must be discussing me. I must be the third person they’re discussing. And yet they don’t sound near, nor even very real, not like the voices of humans rooted to the earth, heavy and tangible, but like diagnosticians impersonally analyzing—abstract voices—and yet I am sure they move in the light.


“Is he all right?” asks one, without feeling, without any but the attempt to secure a curt reassurance and so shed responsibility. It is a masculine voice, perhaps that of Arthur or of the darker of those three, Merkitt, Merew, who hopped beside the ditch. Children’s voices? Can it be the selfish voice of a child? Not Merkitt for I never knew his name. It must be Arthur.


“He is muffled this morning.”


“He is stony.”


“He is turning again.”


“Quite a villain.”


“Quite well off.”


Why do they do that to me? Why do they misunderstand my condition? I can’t be held responsible in this way. I can’t be worried. I’m not a swollen thumb, nor rags.


“What peace shall we give him?”


“Arthur, is that you?”


“Yes, yes, me—Arthur.”


“Ah, well that is something. I suppose you’re going to work?”


“To my office. I’d prefer it if you said ‘I suppose you’re going to your office.’ It sounds more—well—responsible.”


“Yes, I meant that—to your office. I suppose you’re on your way out? Only one of you will go?”


“I go alone.”


How fine to be awake at last! There are the walls and curtains, and chinks, and I know there are houses beyond. I was apparently mistaken. Only Arthur is with me and I doubt if he simulated all those voices.


“You look very fine, old fellow,” I compliment him. “Very fine, to a younger brother’s eye. I admire that suit and your general air of grooming and efficiency. Well, I wish you a prosperous day, no less than that—as for myself—”


But then I break down again. I am not whole like Arthur. What can I wish myself?


“Yes, yourself,” insists Arthur, fixing me with that terrible, questioning stare. “Yourself?”


For a moment, I fear that he will pursue it to the end, driving me, driving me, but no—he glances at some art and his voice is quite casual when he asks, having modified the question, “What’ll you do today?”


“Twenty-four hours—”


“Twenty-four hours of the best, round cheeses of time. Eat them, my lad, devour them!”


“That’s a good idea, Arthur,” I enthuse, with what I hope will seem fitting gratitude. But somehow he is not pleased.


“Oh, go to Hell!” he snaps, and strides from the room.


Sometimes, when Arthur displays that unreasonable touchiness of his, and is rude and abrupt to me for no reason at all, I get quite resentful. I’ve even felt myself sweat momentarily with resentment so that if I had the strength I might pursue him into the street and—But not today. Today I just feel relieved that he’s gone and I stretch out my arms to embrace solitude. How real, how logical is solitude! There one may cultivate damsons. There one may—I devise different plans at different times. Of course, I’m not an actor.


When I have thought enough, I get dressed and go down to the cheery tavern dining room.


“I dare say you get better every day,” cries the cheerful waitress. She does not clap her hands, or stand with arms akimbo, but genuine delight at the improvement she has detected is reflected on her pretty face. She wears a bonnet. “I’ll get you a lovely breakfast.”


She turns to hurry away to the huge, fragrant kitchen to assemble a selection of its richest and best productions for my meal. Unhappily, I have to prevent her. I realize now that this is, in fact, an important day. Normally, I would be sad and reluctant to truncate her enthusiasm, and I have, on occasion, gone to extraordinary lengths, eating bad food, allowing myself to be misdirected, wearing repulsive articles of clothing, rather than be reponsible for thwarting the sort of impulse that now moves the girl. But today there can be no question of heeding that sort of consideration. After all, there are levels of importance. Since I am going today to win for this girl, and for everyone else, eternal fulfillment, eternal enthusiasm, there can be no justification, since time presses, for staying to minister to the small, regional branch of it that has now appeared.


“One moment, my dear.”


She hurries back to me and I can tell from the change in her expression that already something of the majesty of my mission is apparent to her. She looks at me now with awe and respect, in the way that a common soldier might look at a gold and scarlet general into whose headquarters he has brought a message, or an ordinary workman in a factory at the little group of immaculate managers who descend into the clattering works every so often, preoccupied not with the trivial concerns of workmen but with matters of high policy.


“Yes, sir?” she asks timidly, although a slight wrinkle of preoccupation begins to work on her brow.


“No, I shan’t have time for breakfast. You see—”


And I begin to explain to her, as well as I can, the reasons why I am unable to concern myself with matters like eating and drinking on this particular morning. The explanation, however, does not proceed very well, partly because I find great difficulty in remembering what it is, and partly because I am distracted by doubts as to whether the attentive expression of the girl’s face is really caused by absorption in what I am saying.


“Are you really listening?” I ask finally.


“Oh yes, sir.”


“Not like Arthur?”


“Oh no, not like him.”


“No, well then—what’s wrong with your stocking?”


At this, she bursts into tears.


“I can’t help it, sir, it’s not my fault. It keeps slipping.”


And now that the truth is out, she bends, raises her skirt and fumbles with the attachment of her stocking, sobs shaking her body the whole time.


“It’s all right,” I comfort her.


“Perhaps,” she says, letting her skirt fall again and moving to the window seat, “I know more than you. Do you like daylight?”


I try to see it with her, judging, from the light of rapture on her face, that each granule must be worth attention, but the buildings distract me.


“I suppose,” she says, looking at me now from lowered, suggestive eyes, “you find me quite submissive?”


That can hardly be. I’ve been so much trouble already. I don’t willfully oversleep or mope—and once I tore my trousers—but I understand the effects. I know why that flinty woman cursed. I know why they observed me, and anyway I’m used to it by now.


And then I see that she’s mocking me. But this time I merely smile.


“We must divide here,” I say gently.


“I thought so.”


“I thought it for you. I was led to it and you marched in the host.”


And, before she can mention chasms, I go quickly out.


And for the first time that day, I feel genuinely calm.


It lasts quite a long time. The calm undulates around me, crossed by flickering lights. It is not serene.


I am just becoming aware of this when Cousin Susan brings me in my breakfast.


“Not dressed yet?” she asks. “You’re merely an added complication.”


“My racer’s broken.”


“I have no patience with you.”


“It’s stuck. Auntie May, it’s stuck.”


She shakes her head, standing by me with the tray, but I can tell by the deliberate manner in which she does it that I’ve really caught her attention. She does not, however, yield to her curiosity and, a moment later, firmly deposits the tray at my bedside.


“There’s an egg. Now come on. You like eggs.”


“Yes—I’m just getting up—” I look at her irritably.


“Now if you don’t eat that egg—” She wants to threaten but, after another long look, she turns and leaves the room. Almost immediately I jump out of bed, rush to the window and look out. It is a fair, speckled day with smoke and children.


I eat the egg quickly and get dressed. As I leave the house, on my way to work, the thought comes to me, “Dear, good Cousin Susan. How much she gives up for my sake!”


How well I have done! How long I have gone on! Every morning through streets, every hour, every meal. Sometimes they tear about me, sometimes they address me or address themselves to me. They have even flattered or kindled. I can’t be nothing. One rustled—one—there’s been great variety at least.


Unexpectedly I bump into Arthur.


“Come up for cigars,” he suggests


He is very affable, very expansive and takes me through the immense building. We rise swiftly and then beam at each other across his enormous desk.


“Rapid promotion,” he explains. “I’m doing very well.”


“Yes—I see—”


“Yes, I know. I found it hard to believe. One settles in. One gets used to the way of it. Here’s authority. Here’s dominion. Just press that button.”


“Arthur,” I begin, somewhat anxiously. “I don’t see any—”


“That button!” he cries, his temper flaring again, though not, this time, very savagely. “That button—there.”


“Do you mean this buffer?”


“Lean against it, put your weight to it! Oh, for God’s—”


Maddened, as so often before, by my ineptitude, he strides over to the window and stands glaring out at the hollow buildings beyond.


“Have you grasped the principle?”


“It’s been pushed,” I assure him. I look round as if expecting some response, knowing that really, since at the last moment I forgot to push it, nothing will happen. Nothing does, and after a moment Arthur slumps into his comfortable, padded chair.


“The staff are away,” he admits.


“Oh well—I mean that explains it. Don’t be sad.”


But he does look sad, quite disconsolate in fact, as if the impossibility of some event, of some anticipated experience of great delicacy and truth, had suddenly become clear to him.


“It’s remarkable, Arthur,” I say, looking enthusiastically around the imposing room, “the scope you have here. I suppose you can do virtually anything, within limits, of course. It must be enormously satisfying.”


“It certainly is.”


“I can see that. I mean you can sit here at this desk and direct all sorts of things, plan and scheme—can you move mountains?”


“I’m only a clerk.”


“No, don’t think of it—”


“I don’t want your sympathy!” he springs up again, furious once more, but this time he merely stands at the desk and glares challengingly at me. “I’m getting on. I’m doing all right. I’ll have buttons enough one day—what the hell are you doing here anyway?”


“Well, you asked me—”


“Well, you can clear out now. You’ve seen.” A terrified look comes into his eyes and he wrings his hands. “What if Mr. Bagshot came in? What if he found you smoking his cigars? Look, here, quick, through this door. Come on now, hurry, hurry—”


Without another word, I do as he demands and slip quickly away into the street. I feel that I have a new insight into Arthur’s character. I can make very little of it. And now my own affairs take precedence. It’s obvious, at this stage, that only the most meticulous, the most elaborate and detailed, organization will suffice to accommodate them. They ramify so. They extend their meanings. Their significance ranges and ramifies and multiplies its implications. All interact, weaving like a wind-stirred mesh of boughs. All summon, all presume—I have to begin. I must work at my plumbing job. I must think some more. I must turn my—First transport—I see the usual city scene. I see the people streaming on the pavements, the vehicles streaming in the streets. I see the lights and glass and feel how friendly it is this afternoon—how human. We are all—


But what are my plans? Can I hold the Government responsible? I’m sure they understood. They had my brief. I concealed very little and listed all the vital aspects. My official side, perhaps, has always been somewhat underdeveloped but I took great pains. I feel sure I itemized and listed. I shan’t visit them yet, though I may minute them or dismiss them. I may move amongst them before long. But that’s a minor part of it. First I must eat this egg.


I pick off the shell, wishing miserably that Cousin Susan had drawn back the curtains. They think I don’t notice my surroundings and would be content with a large box. Not so at all. This dingy room drags at my spirits. There are no castles or magic friends. The street, you might think, would be little better but, when they draw the curtains, I can see beyond it. I can see the blue sky or the smudge or the kettle. And I am sure that the street has no part in that. Little houses? Neighbors? What are they? People in husks. People in shells. Really they never move. Oh, I know all about them. I’ve seen Horton and his great bean, and that noisy bunch of young men.


“Wake up, now.”


“Wake? I am awake. Cousin Susan? You want the tray?”


“I told you to eat that egg.”


“I started it—I—no don’t—”


She lets go and moves away. She doesn’t say anything, but the things she does, a slight movement of her cheek, a stiffening of her attitude, make me feel sick and wretched. And this feeling persists after she’s gone and I have to eat the cold, congealed egg. I never like them, nor anything like them, nor her. She’s no mother. Just bulbs. And she hasn’t even drawn the curtains. If I was older, or if I was younger, but I’m just this age. And I still miss my animals and—


I slide out onto the cold, slick floor and finally look out. I draw back half the curtains. There is no clock in my room and so I have no idea what time of day I am seeing. I judge as best I can from the visions. Still, it is very dull. What mandarin wouldn’t think so? Sated with Chinese scenes, sated with bamboo, tigers and arches, he’d find nothing here to graze upon. Possibly the sky. But not Hunter’s old van or that villain whistling. And at the bottom he’d see a cinema. Inside that he might find a Chinese scene—with guns or planes. I’m tired of films myself. The question raises itself again—am I tired of everything?


Lord God who floats, Lord God who appears—answer straight my question.


Tell me again what to do. I can hardly remember. I can hardly even think today. Where are the words?


Happily Arthur comes in at that moment to tell me he’s ready. Every morning he drives me into town and now, as we wind through the busy streets, he questions me, in friendly and sympathetic vein, about my mission.


“You’ve got it all fixed up, then?”


He is certainly friendly today. But shall I take it at face value? Is he genuinely concerned with my affairs?


He shoots me an encouraging smile.


“Well? I’m waiting to hear. I thought you wanted to talk to me. I’ve been looking forward to it.”


“Well—is this the place?”


“The place? It’s a place—as good as any I suppose. Now what’s holding you back?”


“No, of course, I want to get on with it. It’s just that—you see, Arthur, I can’t help noticing your movements.”


“My movements?”


“I’m sorry, Arthur. I do apologize but, you see, I thought you kept making movements.”


“Of course I do—necessary movements.”


“That’s right. That’s what they are. There’s not much doubt of that. Well, I’d better get on with it.”


“Let it go, old son. Get it out.”


“Yes, well—it’s not really as simple as it sounds.”


“I see.”


“Do you understand?”


“I’m in that area.”


“What area, Arthur?”


“The area of your thoughts, old son. I’m living with you, in the truest sense. Our single force is doubled.”


“It’s about that old lady.”


“I thought it might be.”


“Hideous old ruin. Blotchy and sodden—I noticed her pull up her stocking. Well, I had no feeling for that woman.”


“No sentiment—”


“As a matter of fact, I was anxious to know the time. I couldn’t ask her.”


“Hardly.”


“And that’s about it.”


Arthur now pulls up the car near a terrible entrance. He looks at me shrewdly, his glance intended merely to hold me in abeyance while he considers the matter.


“I’ll take you as near as I dare,” he mutters finally.


Poor Arthur. He has so much to contend with. He’s our breadwinner. He keeps trying to do the decent thing, run errands, go as far as he can to meet the individual demands we all make on him. But naturally business has to come first. I know at what a sacrifice of precious time, yes and of nervous energy too, it is that he’s doing this for me. Nevertheless, I had to ask him. How could I have got there without him?


Temporarily at ease, now that I know the mission is under way, I sit comfortably back in the splendid machine and watch the passing scene. It passes rapidly, mostly brown or pinkish but some is rather rough still. Someone swoops past on our left, leaving a howl fading in our ears. A merry party severs itself from a hoop and drums towards us. I have not seen any people yet but rather an abundance of dials. Suddenly, I am forced to look at Arthur reproachfully.


“It’s on the way, old chap,” he pleads. “I don’t want to come all the way back. We’ll only be a few minutes.”


There is nothing I can do but follow him and, as I feared, the convivial affair soon engulfs us.


Our hostess sings the introductions.


“Have you met—Colonel Balder?


  Very proper, very smart.


  Have you met—Sally Punter?


  She’s a dear.


  Have you met Fred and Ted?


  They’re both frightfully ill-bred—”


Her voice continues to reach me in snatches as I am separated from Arthur, whom I last see searching the room, with eager glance, for something which the very intensity of his search makes it seem unlikely will be there, and borne by the current to different parts of the room. I visit Ermine, the sullen queen who rules a tongueless people. I visit Koko and Jabwort who fight an eternal duel with bladders. Each time they smite, they turn to the nearest attendant slave-girl and explain that but a few more blows and the long contest will be at an end. Then, they intimate, with rolling eye and dangling tongue, what sport, what animation! I visit Martop, the recluse, who has retreated from the tumult to reside permanently in some barren corner of a divan. The results of his scornful reflections are not to be had for less than a casual greeting or passing remark. I visit Cortex the Statue, full-fleshed and heavy-headed, who, having already been exalted by all those present, need do nothing but manifest a presence. I visit Finway, the fluent, the knowing, who lies back educating, with a stream of sophisticated anecdote, Clearleaf, the enthusiastic, and Bell-like, whose girlish tinkle indiscriminately accompanies, even to his occasional consternation, all that Finway says. I listen, trying at the same time to keep my attention fixed on Arthur, who keeps disappearing, foraging ever more desperately through the room, and then reappearing, but always a long way away.


“Arthur?” I call finally, “Arthur, don’t forget. We must be leaving soon.”


“I know,” he shouts back at me, but there is an impatient note in his voice that makes me fear for the occasion. “I haven’t forgotten, but leave me alone a little! Amuse yourself. Finish that egg.”


The egg is cold and viscous now. However it expects to be eaten and has poised itself cleverly towards me, drooping over the cracked tray. The room is shivered too and I hardly believe in the light. Once there was Cousin Susan. Once I was injected and I sting in every nerve from that intrusion. Oh, they’ll stop at nothing. There are those who wear the face of men, who use the speech of men and pad amongst us. Are they corks? Are they agrometers? Do they know that other haven? And now I hear a step.


“Draw my curtains!” I cry. “Please. Please. Someone. Come and draw my curtains!”


But they don’t come. The foot descends, slackens away into silence and I know that no matter how I shriek and wail they still won’t come. And I am left lying helpless in the terrible anguish of helplessness and still they won’t come. And from the void, spiraling towards me like an arrow of light, comes a thought which drains the breath from my body:


“What if they never come? What if there is no one to come? What if there is only need and no succor forever?”


“Good morning, Colonel Grözer.”


Addressed thus, Maria just sighs and goes on drawing back the curtains. But a moment later my sally works through to her although she had thought herself, by now, immune to my drolleries. A dragging and reluctant little laugh escapes her. But she really wants to be sardonic and shakes her head.


“Why do you sit in the dark? You can’t see to eat.”


“I didn’t want to, Maria,” I explain. And then more feeling charges my voice than I intend. “I hated it! You’ve no idea. I wanted to call out.”


“You could have opened them—silly. Couldn’t you have got out of bed and opened them?”


“Yes.”


“Well then—” She approaches. “Have you finished your egg? Well, Susan’s going to be very annoyed—”


“Is Jane still here?”


But this time Maria is prepared and her expression remains fixed as she sets the tray right and puts the spoon in my hand and then, as an afterthought, induced by the basic tenderness of her woman’s nature, she adjusts my bedclothes.


“Is Jane all right?”


“Of course.”


“And are you all right? Do tell me, Maria, I don’t want to forget you.”


“Oh, you won’t forget me. We’re going out together later.”


“Out? Where?”


But Maria merely points firmly to my egg and doesn’t answer and later, after she’s gone, I wonder if there was anything in her manner corresponding to the words “you know perfectly well where.”


I suppose she will lead me out. It’s useless to pretend. You see I know them very well. I was born into a family and I noted the way they went about things. I came to associate things and read little signs. Emotions awoke in me. They partook of me. I developed a sense of my own importance but I was inclined to be sullen. Sometimes I accosted them. Sometimes I belied them. I was very careful with what I garnered. Once, I remember, Arthur tried to deceive me.


“Not quite, old lad,” he said, “not quite the healthiest. Not quite the most salubrious.”


“Organ pipe,” I retorted. “Brother pipe.”


I wish it would amuse me more to recollect it, but I’ve bedded so much around it by now. Perhaps I can give you a single twitch with which to fix it. You’ve never met my brother Arthur. He has a reason. I see very little of him these days. I see very little of anyone. They’re chipping me, you see, and I’m the chisel.


“Arthur? Maria? Someone? Let in the world a bit.”


But this time my dilemma is acute. I can’t be sure I really called. The only way is to go and find them. But could I be sure I’d really gone? I begin to feel wretched again. They take everything away and leave me to gasp in this exhausted tank.


Soon, I put on my grey suit and creep cautiously from the house. An hour ago I would have been appalled at the immensity of the task. I would have peered, nervous anxiety quivering on my face, into every face I passed, asking, “Is he the one? Does she know where?” Not so now. I drink in the pale, city sunshine and return it, more vital than before, as a radiant smile for those I know and an honest greeting for strangers. Oh, you say, the street is the street. Its wood and stucco are neutral. Its substance is immune. No, my smile polishes its wood and binds the stony atoms more firmly.


Nevertheless, at the corner, a momentary perplexity takes hold of me. Both ways the traffic roars. But which of the ways is mine? While I am trying to recall some instructions young Merkitt approaches and I almost take it for a sign.


“Lad,” I call, “ditch-hopper, point me out my path.”


He bites his lip and at once an understanding of his reluctance comes over me.


“Young Merkitt,” I say gently, “you betray no trust. The delay will be slight.”


“It isn’t that.”


“What then?”


“They keep getting at me. Do you know how old I am? Do you remember that ditch? And now I was on my way to buy something sweet or noisy. And I never see my pal. I never see Merew.”


And Merkitt waves a small, fierce arm over the roaring city into whose immensity, the gesture seems to say, his friend has vanished.


How can I retrieve Merew? I am not familiar with the neighborhood. I look ahead in the direction Merkitt appeared to be going but see only a twist of metal. Merkitt looks at me from time to time with something shy and cunning in his manner. For a moment I wonder if he thinks I’m Merew. Then I wonder if he needs money.


“I have no money,” I assure him


“That may be true.”


“Your mother gives you money.”


“They tell me to earn it. It’s that sort of thing I was talking about. I can do bits of jobs anywhere.”


But I feel we haven’t got to the root of it.


“Is it Merew?” I ask him.


“That ditch lad? They made bricks of him. That trouser boy? He was a cheerful one. And mean.”


“And now you’re going—”


“I’ve got lots of pals,” he interrupts. He licks his lips in an insolent way. “I told you before.” He turns and starts away but before he’s gone far, he turns and calls something back. He is too far away, however, and I do not hear what it is. Nevertheless, it upsets me. I feel sure it was an insult or taunt. I watch him swagger away until I find that my glance is resting on the tree behind which he disappeared. I listen but the voices are still subverbal. I turn and strike out boldly in the direction opposite to the one taken by Merkitt. I know there are millions of people in this city. I know that one of them is Merew. Between these poles, I feel, other knowledge is condensing.


And now the hardships of the day really begin.


The conductor resembles Arthur. I know that it can not be Arthur for Arthur would scorn to do anything as humble as collect fares. Also the man doesn’t recognize me although for a moment, as he stands tapping his leather bag and eyeing me, I fancy there is a faint glint of recognition in his eye. I am about to formulate some casual but allusive remark that will force him to reveal whether or not he is in fact Arthur when he seizes the initiative and, by the impersonal, albeit somewhat discourteous and sullen, tone of his voice, reassures me.


“Would you mind moving down a bit?” he asks. “I’d prefer it if you sat there by that flowerpot.”


As I obligingly rise, he presses me back into my seat.


“No, don’t bother,” he growls. “I get sick of rearranging you. The balance is all right. And what if it isn’t?”


“I wouldn’t presume—”


“No, you wouldn’t know. It takes years of training. Do you want to get like me? Look at my face—closely now.”


He brings his dusty face close down before me and, as I search attentively amongst the features, the glad certainty comes to me that little of this could be attributed to Arthur.


“You look relieved,” he says, straightening up again. He looks at me thoughtfully for a moment or two. “I’d better have your fare. You were afraid I was Arthur.”


But this makes me indignant.


“Not at all,” I urge. “Fear doesn’t enter into it. Naturally one likes to live one’s own life a bit sometimes. But few people cherish a higher regard—that is few people feel a purer fraternal—”


“That flowerpot may hear you,” he cautions, gesturing towards the swollen female beside whom he earlier wanted me to sit. “Still, go ahead.”


“Is it a long drive?” I ask him.


He nods.


“It is a bit. That’s why I showed you my face and let you confide in me about Arthur. I’d been alone with her for miles.”


“And doesn’t she talk?”


“She probably can. She makes little noises all the time. If we’re quiet, we might hear her.”


He cocks his head to catch the faint sounds, but I realize the sterility of this and stop him.


“You haven’t taken my fare and you haven’t told me why you took this mobile job.”


“You look at it that way, do you?” he asks and I can tell that I have intrigued him by providing a fresh perspective. “I don’t know if I can really explain. I thought you’d see certain things in my face.”


“Oh, I did,” I assure him, but the memory is already vague. “I don’t mean just superficial things. I saw that little scar. I liked most of what I saw.”


He muses, looking ahead down the aisle, past the flowerpot, at the far escarpment and the swan-like clouds. He looks at the dappled world, at the underrun and at the drifting scraps of things.


“Do you read books?” he asks me.


And I can only hang my head in shame. I’ve seen books of course and I begged them to install a bookcase. I’ve held books too, but I always obscure them.


“They were always muddy,” I explain. “They were’t properly developed or focused. These aren’t just excuses. I know the world.”


“Here’s a book,” he announces, producing a small tablet that looks like a lottery-book or a receipt-book. “It says, ‘Supply one to bearer.’ Do you like that?”


“Do you know,” I say, a suitable reply coming to me, “I think I prefer nature to books. That pond down there.”


I look anxiously at the gleaming example, unsure, in fact, whether it may not be shining metal or some liquified abstraction. Certainly it holds no ducks. No reeds sway above it. However, my companion is absorbed in contemplation and does not notice.


“How about this?” he asks. “Lime is used.’ Do you like that?”


“Yes,” I assure him, trusting to my ability to simulate genuine appreciation to magnify the faint sting of pleasure that is all I really feel. “There’s truth there. And a sort of grandeur. But there’s more to it than that.”


“That’s what I always feel,” he agrees, shutting the book and replacing it in his trouser pocket. “There’s always more to it than that. One chap writes, ‘All is dark. All is desolate.’ That’s very true. Another writes, ‘All is wings. The sun shineth.’ Well, we know that too. We know both those things and there’s more to it than both of them.”


He looks down at Flower-Pot who, although a modern woman and, if overfed, elegant, now wallows in her seat like something mindless and new-risen from steaming seas. “I’ll tell you something. I know what’s wrong with all books. And there’s no way it can be helped.” He looks at me in the cool manner of a man about to reveal something and then says: “They take time to read. Did you ever think of that? They can’t be read instantaneously! That’s the root of it. That’s the heart of it and it can’t be helped that I can see. What do you think?”


It is a difficult question and I don’t feel confident that the discussion is getting anywhere. Nevertheless, I feel well-disposed towards this conductor who has clearly done his best to make my journey pleasant.


“Do you mean school-books?” I ask cautiously.


“I could write those,” he admits. “Adventure books, love books—all kinds, but the thing that’s always stopped me is what I’ve been telling you. They’d take time to read and who knows what would happen during that time? Things wouldn’t stop. Children would fidget, spheres would turn—things would clash and interact as they always have done. And if the book took time to read, how could it influence them? Do you see my problem? There’d be no point of application. That’s why I’m here, jingling my change and cornering passengers. How can one write—a thunderbolt?”


And now, as the skies darken, a distinct moaning and sobbing comes from the she-whale on the further seat. She rises, a carton of flesh and lubricant, and rolls towards us. She has the pretty face of a model or actress.


“This is my stop,” she says. “Feel the soft, warm rain moistening the putrescence of my bed. I shall gobble and sprawl and giggle to myself for days. Come and lie with me.”


And arm-like excrescences ooze towards us. I shrink back into my seat and the conductor rings furiously at the bell. The vehicle comes ponderously to rest.


“Out then,” he snaps. ‘Quick, or we’ll be off and you’ll have missed it.”


And now, mooing and crooning, seeming ready to dissolve into thick, organic juices, she casts a last, languishing look upon us. “No sweets?” she asks. “Nothing for Flower-Pot at all?” And still yearning hungrily back towards us, she wobbles heavily down the steps and away.


“Is she really gone?” I ask fearfully.


“Yes, she’s gone. Though I’ll meet her again. She often rides this way. Her swamp’s just over there.”


And now I see that the wonderful colored banks have begun on either side of us. “Oh,” I exclaim, “how fine, we’ve reached the bowers at last.”


The conductor nods cheerfully.


“These are lovely bowers. These bowers have been provided by some benevolence. We never stop in these bowers.”


“Still, just to look at them—”


They are like roses, like sunset-cloud and dream.


“What could one do in such bowers?” I ask.


“Only bask.”


Only bask? Is he really honest with me, this conductor?


“You’re very plausible,” I say coldly and I see him stiffen slightly. His hand moves towards the bell.


“This is your stop,” he says. “There can be nothing more between us.”


And with an awful heaviness, I descend, plod wearily up the barren street and resume my egg.


Our house is a small house. It is half a house and half the lives of our neighbors streams through its walls. I have not taken much interest in it lately. Breakfast is the meal I remember best. How old am I? You must count the vibrations and these are numerous. I tend to get out of touch with things. They never bring me newspapers. True, they never ask my opinion of the news but that doesn’t seem satisfactory either.


I lie back and close my eyes. Is this my dark world? How deep shall I find it? How deep dare I descend? Whose hand waves in those dark mists? Is this my dark world? Is this my destiny?


“Ah, younger brother, brave wanderer in dread regions.”


“Arthur? Arthur, are you here too?”


“In a sense, old son, in a sense I’m still beside you. You didn’t dream old Arthur got down here, did you? Old Arthur, you thought, blunt, sceptical old Arthur, he has no suspicion of my journeyings and explorations. Why, if I took old Arthur back a branch of the tree of night, he’s say it grew in old Groggin’s garden. But here I am, old son, groping beside you.”


“Arthur,” I begin, and my heart is so full that I can hardly bring the words to my lips, “Arthur, I think I had rather you were here beside me than we were both careless in the bowers. But, Arthur—Arthur, what shall we do?”


“Life tells you, old son. It always tells you, because you see, there is always only one thing to be done. We must plunge deeper yet.”


“We will still be moving, then?”


“Still moving, old son.”


“I do hear you, Arthur. I’m paying close attention.”


I strain to see him but see only a subterfuge. No one whistles, and then, tinkling through this dark world, comes a tin kicked in the street and restores my mortality.


Arthur is not with me. Once I will not be deceived but it will be enough. It will be everything. Meanwhile it is a tissue. And this is my normal mood, the sort of mood they continually interrupt as I pursue it. I call it the indivisible. I see myself, broached in some corner and you would never guess the speed of my immobility. It takes that form. I must stay ever stiller to accelerate until—until—but this is my log—


“Have you been good?”


A relative has appeared in the doorway. For some time I do not answer, maintaining my glance on a blue resemblance. This makes her fearful and why should she not be fearful? Then I relent and allow her access to my glance. But it appears that she is not in the least fearful for she rummages furiously through my possessions.


“Jane,” I cry, “Jane, what are you doing?”


“Cousin Susan says, have you finished your egg?”


“Has she got someone there? Did you look?”


But the child only sits on the end of my bed looking a little cautious.


“Jane, did you hear anything this morning?” I ask, trying to get to the bottom of this sprouting relative. “Don’t you respect me?”


But she only mumbles incoherently and, before I can decide how to proceed, someone, probably Cousin Susan, calls out her name and she patters away.


I had better escape from here soon. I fancy some of them are imposters. They set me out too early. They also tried to bewilder me. I look down at the egg and try to distract myself with the yolk. Again, my thoughts flash to the brooding hen, the little bit of dust, the storm-torn sea, the hard rocks and the soft inter-streaming rocks—


Oh stop, I plead, stop, a moment, grant me one moment to recollect myself.


The prayer works. Wonderingly I touch the white sheet and thin ridges of my breast. I am here. This is No. 75, Walpole Avenue and my name is—this is No. 75, Walpole—and I am certainly here—no dates, I don’t really need them even at moments like these—but this is my real home and Arthur and Cousin Susan and the rest are about. I won’t have to work today. Of course, I haven’t worked for a long time. Firmly, I resist a fleeting impulse to brood on this matter. And then, to improve the morning, I lay back my coverings, turn myself out of bed and pad, the surface rather waxy and disagreeable admittedly, to the windows. I draw back half the curtains and look out into Cabbage—no into Walpole Street.


How we have caked the earth. How our deposits mar its surface. A number of us live in Walpole Street, brains working the whole time. Ivy Calverson who married an Italian lives here. Lots of others—Groggins—we keep them apart—Just now, at this early hour, the street is not very blue. It is not convulsed. A neighbor issues from his doorway, hesitates, and then makes a gesture at a flower or possibly at some parasite to which the flower is host. Then he looks sad for some time and then he looks at his watch. The street roars violently with engines. Cables lash above the street and above the world and a glare—


No, a glass of beetroot. A glass of sage-dust and a little ear thing. It does not appear to be a school day. I detect no scholars. I do not hear their sad music for lately they have revived the old custom of assembling scholars into enormous choirs to chant sad hymns of endurance—they also crash—they have spirit, the scholars of today.


But now I turn my attention once more to Corcoran Street and I notice that it is running slightly, as if there were a permanent drain of its substance. I also see a woman peering at me. I see a dog, of the kind that once hunted chores in the Lebanon and I can see little other life. There is little of it left these days. Hunter, I think it was, planted an apple pip recently but I don’t think anything came of it. Anyway, it is hardly lilac time. It is a curious time this morning. Things I had assumed to be parallel really form intersections. There is no postman, nor teeming couriers. There is no oak-heart. Now some bits of metal are empanoplied, empaneled—now some cores have begun emitting—I wonder briefly about the Central Focus but am distracted by Hunter climbing into his old van.


I think they are setting up a hammer further on to pound down obsolete houses. They have started chasing people with metal claws and they are rolling huge steel balls down the side streets. These are all recent developments but they contribute to the general unrest.


People are restless. You can tell by the way they move about. You can tell from the rigid bony structure. Governments are powerless to control it. They have not enough delegates. To keep the situation really in hand you need one for every handful of people. You need spies. You need tailors and the best carved goblets. There’s no government in the world has these resources. Sometimes they strike a new mine or dig up hosts of treasure that may, incidentally, provide illumination on other ages. Government had the same problems then. They kept changing. Parts of government would slide back into populace. Populace would rear up a crest of authority and become government. Who were the spies? Who really gave their attention to it? Not King Bohad of the emergent tribes. History states plainly that his main concern was wheedling. Not the High Minister of the Apennines. He got lost one afternoon and the sceptre slipped from his grasp. Did the Chamber, the Duma, the Pinnace or the Pentacle? Men frowning at each other, wondering about the milk situation or placating Baron Grüber. Deep are the roots of history. Subtle, profound and ineluctable are the forces that drive Mavis into Woolworth’s for green silk knickers. Did he who painted those knickers, paint the leaves? Did he who wove their fabric, weave the plots of dynasty and conquest? Did he chase the scaly fishes from the sea? Did he hurl the darting lizard through the sky? Did he refine the coarse visage of the ape until—until—


I turn my head slightly. Susan stands in the doorway, spying on me. I do not reveal my anger. One must be very cunning, very cautious and plan each gesture, each word and movement in advance or they will scoop you out from little signs.


“I finished my egg,” I say casually, but then, although realizing that I am vitiating the effect by unconvincing elaboration, I find myself continuing, “Was it from Farmer Brown? I particularly noticed the grain. In any case, Cousin Susan, it was very thoughtful of you to cook it like that, knowing I can’t eat my eggs any other way. I thought I’d have a rest.”


I move casually towards the bed, having planned to get in and then burrow beneath the covers but, with sinking heart, notice that Cousin Susan is laying out my suit. Now genuine revolt stirs in me and I march to the wall beside the bed and gaze at the toffee-colored paper.


They make a great stir and chattering behind me.


“Oof—” says little Jane.


“What does it matter?” shrills Maria. “I did phone the laundry. Well —”


“Is that a pie collar? Is it?”


“Be quiet, Jane. Well, he’ll have to wear the blue one.”


“You didn’t draw the curtains,” I reproach her, thinking this may shame her sufficiently to win me a short reprieve. “I say you didn’t draw the curtains, either of you. You don’t know what I may have missed.” They go on squabbling over the clothes. “I’m not going out,” I urge flatly.


“Oh yes you are.” I hear the rough but somehow amiable voice of Maria, but I am cross with her too.


“Is he going out?” asks the beastly, insensate sprout, glair dribble depending from her nose. “Is he going out? Is he going out?”


Mechanically Cousin Susan threatens.


“You’ll go out in a minute!”


“You could stifle her,” I say, but this does not produce a happy effect. Little Jane looks frightened and grows silent, watching me and sucking her thumb. Cousin Susan begins, “We could stifle—” but something makes her reluctant to continue and she shoos Jane from the room and goes on sorting clothes. But I realize that she will be ashamed and unrelenting later on and I tap triumphantly on the parchment. Now that I have attained the upper hand I do not want to be too exacting. I turn round and study them closely.


“I could escape at any moment,” I announce coolly. They affect not to hear me but my knowledge of psychology and acoustics brings an ironic smile to my lips. I go closer and snap Maria’s apron elastic, at which she whirls furiously, but I mimic consternation and draw back to the wall again. “I could give you meanings,” I boast, but the situation is already fading. “Maria? Would you like to sniff an ancient rose?”


“I have work to do,” she replies but, although she is always busy and practical and quite immersed in the demands that daily living makes on capable females, she finds time to dart me a look of such intense longing that her face is twisted by it into an ugly and disquieting shape. Another challenge. I have no ancient roses nor can one ever breathe them. I have no hands for Maria. I do not know her bridge. I do not know where she came from, although there are rumors that she married an Italian. I do not know what happened to her husband nor to any children she may have borne him, nor to her hats and underwear. There were reports of war. There were far reports and others that leapt from brain to brain so that the sunset was pricked with doubt and signaled a spectrum of confused acknowledgement. There were men like moles whose antennae quivered. There were men like wheels and trumpets like men. They say one dropped in a wheatfield and others were dispersed amongst the million rays and vital nodes of things.


“Have you finished?” I ask them. “Have you finished that futile business?”


But they do not hear me. I might just as well be in bed dreaming of them or waiting for them to arrive.


“You were in a desolate state,” says Maria with sudden feeling. She leaves Cousin Susan and, her fingers still unraveling some tangled threads, moves towards me expectantly. “What was the nature of your depression?”


“Well,” I begin and, anxious not to lose the opportunity, I try to find a simple and convincing explanation for her. “I had met with some reverses. You’ve heard Arthur speak of increments and annuities?”


“I never listen to that slab,” she retorts scornfully and, although I am forced to condemn this disrespectful remark, I can not help feeling strangely cheered by her manner.


“It’s not really germane in any case,” I point out. “Look, Maria, perhaps you’d care to accompany me? I have some calls to make and I could give you fuller details on the way.”


Maria agrees. She goes away and puts on her best clothes and, a little later, we leave the house together, little troubled by Cousin Susan who, in any case, confines her reproaches to murmuring “you’ve really no business to” and ostentatiously continuing to sort clothes.


“That was just a ruse, wasn’t it?” urges Maria as I hail a taxi and give the driver instructions.


“Yes it was,” I smile. I find the situation very satisfying. Maria is proving to be a wittier, more graceful and in every way more attractive companion than the years of merely domestic contact could have led me to expect. I look out at the commodities lining the road. Frequently I instruct the driver to pull up and I get out and buy some of them for Maria. I bestow all sorts of improvements on her to make her life sweeter and more like life in the bowers.
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