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Merry Hell





When I left Vulcan, that self-proclaimed ‘boarding school for the education and rehabilitation of severely disabled but intelligent boys’, a phase of my mundane education was over. I was now an Old Vulcanian, though not in any hurry to attend reunions – if any were even held.


I had been much changed during my years on those premises. Perhaps you could say I had been Vulcanised, vulcanisation being a process for treating rubber by adding sulphur or other substances in the presence of heat and pressure. Vulcanisation enhances rubber’s strength, resistance and elasticity. The description can be made to fit. I (or actually only ‘I’) had been strengthened and weakened in a complex simultaneous process, fortified and adulterated.


Then gradually the whole world became Vulcanised, in a different sense. A few years later the Star Trek series started to be broadcast and became extremely popular. English fans were told that no work was done at NASA on a Friday evening, because staff were required to watch Star Trek. They too had to learn what the future would be like.


Some of us loved the graceful shape of the Starship Enterprise itself, others coveted the weaponry, those stunning phasers, or the ability to beam down onto planets directly, descending like gods in a cascade of molecules. Others loved the comely communications officer Lieutenant Uhura (of the United States of Africa). No one had any respect for the theme tune – a swoony number which would have gone better with Come Dancing – or the nasty nylon trousers worn stupidly short.


I personally was spellbound by the automatic doors on the Starship Enterprise, which opened and closed with a distinctive squawking swish.


It was obvious to me that there would be automatic doors in the future, superseding every other sort of mechanism. There would be no more awkward pushing and pulling, no more knobs out of reach. The technology was elementary, surely? No real challenge for a boffin. I wasn’t holding my breath for matter transporters or warp drives, but I was confident that there would soon be automatic doors everywhere, swishing open to admit me to privileged spaces, swishing closed behind me to seal off the outside world. I was eager for that future to begin, and I’m a patient person. I have to be, and I’m still waiting.


One element of the Star Trek saga threw a light backwards on my past as a severely disabled but intelligent schoolboy. This was the enigmatic character of Mr Spock, impassive and elfin, who came from a planet with the same name as my old school, Vulcan. Technically in fact he was only half-Vulcan, but nevertheless he made us familiar with a number of practices from his home planet, techniques of combat and communication: the Vulcan Death Grip and the Vulcan Mind Meld.


I went along with the general enjoyment of the programme, but I experienced an extra layer of response. To me the phrase ‘Vulcan Death Grip’ could only conjure up Judy Brisby holding me by the ankles over the stairwell of the school after I had refused a meal of slimy fish, even when she tried to cram the hated pilchards down my throat. The manœuvre as performed by Mr Spock and his kind, though, was a nerve pinch rather than the nerve punches which were Judy Brisby’s speciality. It produced unconsciousness without involving pain, a set of priorities for which Judy Brisby would have had no use.


‘Vulcan Mind Meld’, on the other hand, seemed a perfect way of describing the ecstatic episode in the Music Room, when Luke Squires and I played the melancholy waltz called Plaisir d’Amour and were mysteriously played upon in our turn by a poorly tuned upright piano transformed into a blaring Wurlitzer of synæsthetic sensation.


Hip hurdles


In my final interview with Miss Marion Willis, sole Principal of Vulcan, I had made out that Burnham Grammar School was waiting with open arms to shield me from the cold winds of special education, holding out a blanket and a steaming mug of cocoa, to make sure that I was never again exposed to the piercing blasts of winter, as I had experienced them in a frozen turret bathroom of Farley Castle, a folly imperfectly turned into a school.


In fact we weren’t quite ready for our encounter, the school and I. There were two hurdles that I had to clear before I could take my rightful place in the state educational system. A perverse way of putting it, perhaps, the clearing of hurdles, since those hurdles were my hips.


Even after I had started being a pupil of Vulcan School I would return every few months to the Canadian Red Cross Memorial Hospital in Taplow (known to initiates as CRX) for the eminent Dr Ansell to give me the once-over. The measuring process no longer included nude photography, as it had done when I had lived in the hospital, and the object in view was explicitly spelled out. She was waiting for me to stop growing. To the untrained eye I hardly seemed to be growing at all, but I was doing it on the sly, and Ansell was patiently waiting for that furtive impulse to spend itself at last.


Usually Ansell spoke to me as grown-up to grown-up, but sometimes she forgot and talked to someone else as if I wasn’t there. Even in the days when I was living at the hospital, I had hated the way Ansell would start off in her friendly vein, encouraging me to develop an understanding of my physical situation and a relationship with the medical experts, and then turn to a colleague and say something entirely different, something that was clearly designed to exclude me from understanding. It seemed so rude. On my return visits from Vulcan for monitoring she fell into the same bad habit. So she might say to me, ‘John, we’re examining your legs in such a lot of detail because when you’ve stopped growing we can do something about those hips of yours. I’m sure you’d like to sit down properly after all this time!’ But then she’d turn to a junior doctor and say something about epiphysis.


Epiphysis. I hated that word, hated and feared it though I learned to say it correctly in my head. Four short syllables, with the stress on the second.


It was being kept in the dark that felt so horrible. There was obviously a reason for it, and I knew what it had to be: I had an extra illness that they weren’t telling me about. I didn’t just have Still’s Disease, I had epiphysis as well, and considering how foul Still’s was, epiphysis must be much worse, or else they’d tell me about it, wouldn’t they?


It took me a long time to realise that Ansell wasn’t saying anything very different to her junior than what she was saying to me. She was just changing from plain English to technical language. An epiphysis is the growing end of a long bone. Once I understood that, I calmed down and even rather enjoyed the word. There’s nothing like a technical vocabulary for conferring the illusion of control. I could see that there were parallels in other parts of the natural world, the growing tips of plants, for instance. It’s one of my great regrets that I’ve never climbed to the top of a coconut tree, to witness the glory of that vegetable epiphysis. Still, who’s to say it’s too late? Perhaps a fork-lift truck could be commandeered.


Slow frenzy of growth


In my early teens my epiphyses played me merry hell. My legs developed excrescences. Nasty ugly lumps. It began to look as if I had a knob stuck on the outer edge of each leg, to the side of where a working knee ought to be. I thought them very unsightly. I felt they let me down, though I don’t have great expectations of this body.


I was almost fond of ‘epiphysis’ by this time, the word though not the thing, but the same trick didn’t work for ‘excrescence’. By derivation the words aren’t so very different – they both mean something that grows out of something else. Their overtones don’t overlap, though. Nice ethereal epiphysis – nasty brutish grotty excrescence.


Luckily my excrescent epiphyses didn’t hurt. I thought they did, but I was wrong. One of Ansell’s deputies explained that since the knee joint was fully fused and had no moving parts, there could be no pain. In those days it was up to the doctor to decide whether the patient was in pain or not. Personally I thought my epiphyses hurt quite a lot, they weren’t just eyesores they were bloody sore, but I was outvoted and told otherwise. I had a certain amount of experience of pain by this time, but apparently I could still be fooled like any novice.


The doctor who pooh-poohed my idea that the lumps hurt didn’t deny that there were pain sensors in the area of the knee, and also working nerves, he just maintained that there was no movement to set them off. Personally I think that he was defining movement rather narrowly. The end of the tibia was moving all right, in the slow frenzy of growth, blindly pushing against a socket that couldn’t accommodate it. Possibly I mean the fibula. But either way – bone grinding against bone. Whatever the explanation, I disliked what I fancied I felt, like the ‘faith-healer of Deal’ in the limerick. I disliked it more than ever before.


Over time the pain diminished and the excrescences themselves seemed to shrink. Logically this should have prepared me for the idea that my epiphyses had settled down and that my body had done all the growing of which it was capable. I should have been relieved, but I experienced it as a surprise and a worry when Ansell told me that the waiting was over at last. Now it was time to operate.


I wasn’t exactly overjoyed. I didn’t look forward to going under the knife. Mum was the impatient one. She had been saying for years, ‘I can’t think why they haven’t done the operations yet. Why don’t they do them now? They should get a move on!’


I wasn’t in a hurry. When I was told it was time for those operations I burst out with, ‘But you said it wouldn’t happen until I was sixteen!’ I sounded like a betrayed child, the very thing I wanted so badly not to be taken for. Ansell told me as gently as she could that my body was ready and I should be too. I should be pleased – she said that. There was nothing to be gained by any further delay.


In fact Mum and I were both behaving out of character. We were like clumsy actors with some amateur troupe who simultaneously drop their scripts at a read-through, and pick up each other’s without noticing. I was always the one who wanted independence and normality at any cost, and now I was dreading a decisive move in that direction. Mum was convinced that I would never be able to manage on my own, but here she was showing impatience about something that would help (fingers crossed) to bring that about.


For a long moment we spoke each other’s lines without finding it strange. The tone of the family drama was remarkably unchanged by the actors going off the rails for a little while, and we soon got back in character.


We made so much of our differences, of course, because we had so much in common. Often the difference was only one of emphasis. For instance, Mum’s greatest fear was that she would die, and then there would be no one to look after me. My greatest fear was almost the same. I was afraid that Mum would make me helpless without her, and then die. Almost the same thing, you see, but not quite.


Loving care and domination


My whole grammar-school scheme played into Mum’s hands, in a certain sense. Our minds were set on different phases of the future. Grammar school pointed me away from the disabled world, it addressed me firmly to a wider set of possibilities, yes, all of that, except that in the short term (a short term to be measured in years) it didn’t. I had made the subtle transition from in-patient to boarder in a disabled school, but now on my triumphant progress towards the main stream of life I would pass through a period of being a day-boy, someone who returned after school hours to the loving care and domination of his mother.


So from Mum’s point of view the independence I had promised myself was a cloud with a silver lining – and the silver lining preceded the cloud. There must have seemed every chance that the cloud would simply drift away in its own sweet time, leaving the two of us curled up in its lining.


You might think that having a young daughter would give Mum all the maternal focus she needed. Mum had thought so herself, before the young daughter actually arrived and showed what she was made of. Audrey was no picnic. She was very watchful as a baby, but once she had seen everything she needed to know she started to throw her weight around.


When Audrey chose the womb, as according to the Tibetan Book of the Dead we all do (with the benefit of an unobstructed view free of time and space), she must have seen her chance to continue the family tradition of conflict between the generations, as shown by Mum’s hopeless struggle against Granny. The day Audrey had her first tantrum she showed that she was already a force fully formed. This was a hurricane that would never simply blow itself out. Local seismographs must have scribbled on slowly moving paper the initial tremors of the Bourne End Fault.


Her behaviour, though, was never quite predictable. Like any sensible volcano, she learned the virtue of long dormant periods, emitting just the odd sulphurous puff to make the villagers in the lava path look up and tremble.


My volatility was necessarily more limited. Mum’s thinking started to go in reverse. She began to hedge her bets. Whatever my shortcomings as a son, my huge advantage in Mum’s eyes was that I would – surely? – never leave her. She wrote me back into her future, when Audrey started showing how spectacularly unfitted she was to the rôle of the dutiful daughter. My job was to be the bitter consolation of a disappointed life. But only if I let it happen.


Mum hadn’t either opposed or strongly supported my bid to escape from Vulcan, but there was no doubt she would be the beneficiary. She would minister to my needs and fall back, unless I was very vigilant, into her old rôle of interpreting me to the world. She would try to be self-effacing and I would try to be grateful. For a couple of years it wouldn’t be too bad – but what happened afterwards? No one had suggested any plausible future for me at the end of my education. We were not much further forward than in those days of the 1950s when we looked, she and I, at the uniforms of various careers with a photograph of my smiling face pasted at the back and showing through portholes cut in the illustrations. Since then Dad had suggested I might be an actor, perhaps playing an old lady marooned in a chair who nevertheless bossed everybody about (an immobile Granny, essentially).


Mr Turpin at CRX had suggested I might become a clerk, though it was never clear how someone whose handwriting was the weakest point of his whole academic performance would ever make a go of that. Since then there had been silence about my future. Miss Willis, the Principal of Vulcan, had wanted me to do my A-levels under her ægis, but that was really so that she could point to me as evidence of what the school could do, a sort of high-water mark which would galvanise supporters of the school into paroxysms of funding, not because the academic achievement would usher me into a world of fulfilling work. Or unfulfilling work, come to that.


Mum was the last person to visualise me finding a real place in the world, one that would challenge her monopoly on suffering. She could let events take their course, and rely on their leaving me stranded, with no other options. So I must think of myself as a lodger only. If I let the waters of home close over my head I would never be heard from again. No door would close behind me with any finality, but no new door would open ever.


The human cloth


The end of physical growth is I suppose a sort of rite of passage. High tide. They measured me at the hospital twice in one day, just for the record books. In the morning I was four foot nine and one eighth inches. Comfortably taller than Edith Piaf. They measured me again at the end of the day – since the spine compresses in an upright position, even an upright position as approximate as mine. At the end of the day I measured four foot eight and seven eighths inches. Still just a little taller than Edith Piaf. She was the lady on the radio who had no regrets (and showed you how to roll the French r correctly, at the back of the palate), but wouldn’t she have wanted to be a tiny bit taller? I couldn’t see that she could object to that – in which case she must have at least one regret, about being so diminutive without the robust excuse of bone disease. This was logical, but human beings, as Mr Spock was not the first to point out, are not logical.


There was logic, though, to the plan laid out for me in my next phase of life, logic in abundance. I would be having artificial hips installed, first one and then the other. There would be plenty of recovery time between. More than the standard period of rehabilitation would be required. I would spend whole months after each operation learning to use my legs. I wasn’t starting from scratch, exactly, but the last time I had the benefit of functioning hips had been when I was three. It would be a long process learning to manage such amenities again. For my years of bed rest I had lain down, then gradually I was able to add standing up to my repertoire, but there hadn’t actually been anything in between, unless you count lying rigidly at an angle in one wheeled contraption or another. Now whole teams of professionals would be devoting themselves to extending my world of movement. It would be a year-long crash course in flexibility.


So I had a good long time to wait before going to Burnham Grammar School, which wouldn’t happen until the autumn of 1967. Educational normality wasn’t bearing down on me at any great rate. 1966 was an interregnum, a sort of premature gap year, but I wasn’t exactly going to be idle. That gap would be filled to bursting with activity – even if it was largely activity that would be visited on me, namely surgery and physiotherapy. Cutting and then stretching the human cloth. My diary was empty but my days would be full.


The good news about the hip operations was that they were allowed to hurt. Ansell was clear about that. The pain from my epiphyses had been unauthorised. The medical authorities had not accepted its bonafides. It didn’t meet their standards, and they threw it out of court.


Of course pain is unreal, and naturally it’s easier to be sure of this when the pain is someone else’s, but I felt it was a little presumptuous of medical science to be so selective, to single out my knee-pangs as bogus with such confidence. Now, though, I was going to have some respectable pain, licensed pain, pain that could hold its head up and have its docket stamped, its credentials accepted by the British Medical Assocation.


Ansell didn’t use the word ‘pain’, not out of squeamishness but professional exactness. The phrase she used was ‘a certain amount of discomfort’. This would be alleviated briefly with Pethidine and then with Panasorb. Pethidine a strong jamming signal blocking the reception of pain, Panasorb a soothing background hum in the nervous system. Ansell was optimistic, telling me that for the operation to be successful all I needed was a little muscle. And thanks in part to my childhood GP’s advice on flexing the quadriceps, that’s exactly what I had. I had a little muscle. Bless you, Dr Duckett! Bless your isometric cotton socks.


Physiotherapy, to take place before the operations as well as after, would help to build that little muscle up into a rather more competent bundle of fibres, able to fling my new hip all over the shop, or at least to steer me around nimbly enough.


Artificial hips – arthroplasties – were more or less new technology in those days. Spare parts for the human body! Running repairs. The stuff of science fiction, like the moon landing that hadn’t happened yet, like the automatic doors that still haven’t. Nowadays everyone’s auntie has had hip replacements, but back then people didn’t even call them that. Nobody said that I was going to have hip replacements. I was going to have ‘McKee pins’.


The idea of mending joints goes back quite a long way. The challenge for those who set themselves to repair nature’s failings (above all for the benefit of arthritic patients) has always been to come up with a material that was compatible with human tissue, but strong enough to stand up to the great forces brought to bear on the hip joint. Early candidates included gold, magnesium and zinc, muscles, fat, and pig bladder. None of these cut the mustard. A home-made joint is a tall order.


McKee’s breakthrough came while he was tinkering with cars and motorbikes. He thought it was a shame that you couldn’t simply replace components in the body that wore out or broke, and he wondered if it might not in fact be possible. His was an engineering perspective, and he set out to solve a medical problem in those terms.


The first operations to install McKee pins were done at the Norwich and Norfolk hospital in the 1950s, but it was years after that before they became anything like routine, and then only in certain cases, rather extreme ones like mine By the time I came to be a possible candidate for the pins, only a few hundred operations had been done. It was still a big step.


The new hip joint would be metal on metal. Partly plastic joints were being installed by Sir John Charnley, but they were still experimental. Metal on metal was tested and predictable. Metal on metal joints had been shown to work well and would last for literally years.


Nothing ages more quickly than progress in medicine. Soon this year’s startling new technique resembles nothing so much as a blood-caked saw from two centuries back.


Up to the arseholes in bliss


Mum had her worries and I had mine. Mum was worried about the operations, though she wasn’t worrying as an ex-nurse, but as a practising needlewoman. She knew from Dorothy Foot’s sewing circle and the skills which she had developed there that sewing three pieces together was always tricky. Two was a doddle, and four not much harder. But three was no joke, whatever the material, whether it was corduroy or human tissue. In the case of actual surgery, a neat piece of darning wouldn’t just be a matter of wanting things to look nicely finished off – it would be about securing a strong supply of blood to every part. Arthroplasties weren’t plain sailing and they weren’t plain sewing.


I wasn’t worried about the surgery in store for me so much as the nursing. I would be lying motionless in bed for considerable periods of time. It wasn’t the return to childhood confinement that I feared, though it would certainly test that elusive thing, my illusion of making progress in life. It wasn’t even my hips that I was worried about – there was no worldly oracle I trusted more than Ansell – but my bottom. I dreaded a return to CRX conditions of bottom-wiping. My worry could be summed up with a quartet of terrible words: Standard Hospital Bedpan Procedure. In my days of bed rest, Mum had been there to attend to me, Mum who was a dab hand with a kidney dish, but she wouldn’t be on duty now. Besides, I was a teenager now, too old to be babied in that way, but not ready for the psychic sandpaper of having my tender parts wiped by someone for whom it was the most degrading part of an unrewarding job.


In the end Mum made enquiries. It turned out that the bedbound life was going to be much less of an ordeal in the 1960s than it had been before. Hospitals were better equipped now. There were special mattresses made in three sections. All the nurse had to do was slide out the middle section and place a bedpan underneath. Bob’s your uncle and Fanny’s your aunt! I would be in heaven, comparatively speaking.


In heaven there is to be no weeping, and presumably no wiping of arses. There isn’t much literature about the after-life of bottoms, but there’s enough. As Rabelais describes the virtuous dead in the Elysian Fields they’re up to the arseholes in bliss, since they enjoy the great privilege of wiping themselves on the necks of live white geese, whose softness (in Sir Thomas Urquhart’s version) imparts a sensible heat to the nockhole. Something to look forward to, unless you’re a goose.


I was moved from Vulcan School to Wexham Park Hospital, Slough, in an ambulance, which wasn’t strictly necessary. There was no emergency (this wasn’t appendicitis chapter two). If I could survive expeditions in the school’s jolting bus then I needed no special cosseting. I enjoyed the ride, though, and managed not to pester the ambulance men for treats or special attention. One of the school matrons, Mrs Buchanan, came with me, just to be a bit of company, a link from the old life to the new, and we had a rare old chat, mainly about books.


For the next year (and more) I would be studying independently, and I had no end of reading lists, including one given me by the English teacher Mr Latham. Mrs Buchanan had her own enthusiasms, and she passed them on. There’s no sweeter contagion than a recommended book. She was mad for a writer called J. D. Salinger, whose books had wonderful, ridiculous titles like For Esmé with Love and Squalor and The Catcher in the Rye. Salinger was right up her street, she said, and she thought he might be right up mine as well.


Tom Dooley


There were no white geese at Wexham Park Hospital to warm the nockholes of the patients, but there was a different sort of exotic creature, something I had rarely seen before in my career as a patient: a male nurse. He was called (can he have been called?) Jack Juggernaut, and he was from Mauritius. Perhaps it was a workplace nickname, or a warping by lazy English tongues of a name considered unpronounceable. The name conveyed his strength, but missed his delicacy. He was certainly strong. Dad was no weakling, with or without jungle training, but my standard of male power was the motorcycle policeman who had once carried me to my seat at the Royal Tournament on an expedition from Vulcan School. He was simply steel. Jack Juggernaut was not – there was a litheness and ease about him. He was also gorgeous in his white smock. Mauritius rhymes with delicious. It could have been horrible to watch that perfect body moving through the halls of the sick, but actually it was glorious. Envy was not a possible response. Wonder carried the day unchallenged. Jack Juggernaut had an enormous dark fruity voice and smelled of vanilla ice cream. Sometimes when he spoke he seemed to hit the resonating frequency of human bones – at least of bones like mine. He was on my wave-length.


Male nurses were a small minority. I assume that I was assigned one to save me the embarrassment which goes with being ministered to intimately by the sex not yours. Of course in my case it caused much more embarrassment than it saved, but in a different key. I wanked myself silly in an effort to keep my fascination with him discreet. Then I could enjoy the sensation of being bathed by this god without causing scandal.


It fell to Jack Juggernaut to shave my groin on the morning of the first operation. I thought I was well insured against arousal, but the touch of his hand summoned up an excitement from the far side of fatigue. He wasn’t at all offended by what was offered him, saying sweetly, ‘You’ve got high blood pressure, haven’t you? You’ve got the horn and no mistake. You’ve got the high blood pressure in your Tom Dooley! Never seen such high blood pressure!’


I was mortified. Mortified mainly because I had been shy and slow on the uptake. This wasn’t the first time he had used such phrases. Often enough he had said, ‘I need someone to raise my blood pressure,’ only I hadn’t caught the sexual implication. He had been flirting all along. I’d failed to pick up masses of innuendo, cubic tons of the stuff, and now I’d missed my chances. I’d taken out my frustration on poor Tom Dooley, when perhaps there had been other ways to proceed.


Too late. Now I was going to be immobilised for months while I learned to sort-of-walk all over again, and I had wasted my freedom while I had it. After the operation everything would be different. Flirting would be out of the question when I was back on bloody bed rest. It’s not that flirting necessarily leads to anything else, but the whole enterprise is a washout when there’s no possibility of going any further. I had been served up delicious Mauritius on a plate and I hadn’t even noticed. As the anæsthetics started to take hold I said goodbye to the illusion of consciousness in a state of weary bafflement, as if I was shutting the door on a stray dog that wouldn’t leave me alone.


Mystical matiness


While my blood filled up with absence I thought of the only time Jack Juggernaut had actually held me in his arms. Since anæsthetics is (let’s hope) a science and not just a series of wild guesses, my weight had to be assessed. It isn’t just boxers and jockeys who must ritually be weighed before the big event.


Ever since I had become ill this was an indirect process, since I couldn’t stand up on the scales, and supporting me would falsify the results. So now Jack Juggernaut weighed himself, then stood on the scales again with me in his arms, decorously wrapped in a sheet. My weight, of course, was the difference between the two readings.


I enjoyed the idea that my weight was a cosmic unknown, almost on a par with π, not to be apprehended directly but deducible by calculation. I savoured those few seconds in Jack’s arms, though I tried to keep my blood pressure low. The body heat blazed through the smock he wore, and I was blissfully cooked in his mystical matiness. This was a perfect moment and would have remained so, even if Jack had a fit of the Aztecs immediately afterwards, tearing my heart out with his large warm hand and throwing it down the sacrificial steps.


There’s never a photographer around when you want one, is there? I wouldn’t have minded having that moment recorded. A single radiant image to outweigh all the pictures taken of me in hospital over the years. Somewhere in the offices of CRX in Taplow there was a photographic archive documenting the scanty progress of my generation of Still’s Disease patients, effectively a rogues’ gallery, showing our every deviation from normal posture and shapeliness. We were habitual offenders, backsliders, recidivists, stubbornly attached to the mistakes our bodies made.


I don’t remember exactly what I weighed in those days. Not very much, but certainly more than Edith Piaf, since as everyone knows sparrows’ bones are hollow and extremely light. And mine are not.


To fabricate the morning


The moment I woke up after the operation I knew something was wrong. Of course, ‘waking up’ misdescribes what happens after anæsthesia, or any other condition of absence. The world disappears every time we go to sleep, and the ego has to build it from scratch every time, to fabricate the morning. But the world as I reconstituted it in a side ward after the operation wasn’t up to the usual standards of realism. Everything was askew and wired up wrong. As I became more aware of what my body was telling me, its messages made less sense rather than more. I wasn’t in ‘a certain amount of discomfort’. That wasn’t it at all. I was in stark pain, not the suburbs of agony but the main square, in carnival.


I couldn’t understand what was happening. It was wrong for me to be having pain on this scale, but that wasn’t the half of it: the pain was in the wrong place. The ‘certain amount of discomfort’ was scheduled for the left hip, but neither of my hips felt any different from the way it had before.


My throat was a different matter, scraped and swollen. It was in torment. When I tried to swallow I almost fainted. I could only think they’d done a throat replacement by mistake. They must have installed an artificial throat, a McKee gullet. Metal on metal. Those brilliant engineers had found nothing better to do than ram a motorcycle exhaust down my throat, still hot from the racetrack.


Everybody knows the scare stories, the scandals of botching. The sweet kidney yanked instead of the rank one, the innocent toes lopped and the guilty spared. Now it had happened to me. I coughed, and clots of blood came up.


Even a newly installed artificial throat should by rights be less painful than this. Perhaps they didn’t have the right size in stock, so they made do with what they had, which was far too big to fit the throat space available. The Extra-Large. Then it must have jammed, so they leaned on it until the metal tube forced a passage. They’d gone to work on my throat the way a clumsy burglar forces a lock.


I was rising and falling through layers of dreaming, shunning the surface where the air was so raw but then fearing that I’d drown if I went down too far.


I even dreamed that Judy Brisby, my Vulcan nemesis, matron of monstrosity, had tracked me down at my most vulnerable, sneaking into theatre while I was unconscious and going back to her old tricks of force-feeding. With no pilchards to hand she had made do with a kitchen funnel, and forced broken glass down it.


Force-feeding was of course one of the techniques used on hunger-strikers such as the suffragettes, a form of torture supposedly acceptable because the alternative was starving to death. In my chemical sleep I had been mistaken for a suffragette, when I didn’t even want the vote.


These were all good guesses, though I coudn’t quite work it out for myself. Previous invasions of my body (appendectomy and so on) had been made under cover of gas. My body was used to that insidious process and raised no objection. I breathed in without protest the fumes of oblivion. Unconsciousness is how we describe it when the body recedes and the Self consults itself in privacy.


This time, though, the approach had been different. The protocols of anæsthesia had changed. This time the somniferous chemical came in through a vein and not the lungs, and my body didn’t like that one bit. It retaliated and it sulked. This body passed a vote of no confidence. My throat closed up and I quickly turned blue.


Then there was dismay in theatre. They had to do something fast, but the emergency procedure wasn’t obvious or easy. It’s a technical point of anæsthesia – if something goes wrong when you’re using gas you can just pump it out, and pump oxygen back in, clearing the fumes. You can’t do that with an allergen which is already in the bloodstream. You can’t just suck it out, any more than you can make a cup of coffee black when you’ve already poured in the milk. So when something goes wrong after you’ve administered something intravenous it’s action stations. If not panic stations.


Desperate measures were called for, desperate and damaging. The theatre staff had to keep my throat open no matter what. They assaulted me to do it, jamming a laryngoscope down my throat.


A throat lined with barbed wire


In a way, though, I conspired with those who hurt me. For years I had imposed myself on the world by the firmness of my sentence structure. I didn’t let anyone take me for a child, though my size might excuse that delusion. Now this successful insistence on adult status worked against me, and I suffered for it. I had managed to persuade the hospital staff that they were dealing with an adult, but the throat they needed to penetrate if they were going to save me was, indeed, child-sized. An adult tube wouldn’t go in. There were no child-sized tubes in the theatre. They made do with what they had. They forced the adult laryngoscope down my closed throat, and they brought me back as best they could. With the same fused old hips I’d gone to sleep with, plus a throat newly lined with barbed wire.


All this I learned from Jack Juggernaut in tiny instalments, gradually building up a coherent story. The first thing he said gave only the most general impression. It sounded in his basso croon like something from an ancient blues song: ‘Little man, they’ve done you wrong.’ I didn’t like being called little, but man more than made up for that.


I didn’t know whether I wanted to be held and not let go, or never touched again. Jack told me my mother was on her way, and I tried to remember that she was really an obstacle to any further independence, but it was too much of an effort. The last thing I wanted to be was someone who cried for his Mummy when things went wrong, but for the time being that was what I was.


When Mum turned up to comfort me, saying, ‘What have they done to you, my poor boy?’, she was dragging Audrey with her, redfaced and raging.


The way Mum looked was a bit of a shock. She had taken the scissors to her long hair. Short hair had been fashionable for some time, but it had never been her style. We would all take a while to get used to it, even after she had tidied it up a bit.


Her new look wasn’t an experiment in fashion but a desperate measure. As a toddler Audrey would only go to sleep if she could play with Mum’s hair. She would select a single dangling strand and wrap it round her fingers, holding it close to her face. She would tickle her nose with it, breathing in and out very quickly, releasing and capturing some essence which guaranteed sleep. As Audrey grew and she fitted less neatly on Mum’s lap, these demands came to seem less charming.


Eventually Mum started to put her hair up with hairpins, reversing Rapunzel’s strategy by winching the magic ladder up out of reach of the suitor below. Audrey only became more frantic to reach the enchanted strands. She retaliated by stealing and hiding any hairpins she could find, so that Mum would be forced to let down her hair. Audrey would bury the pins in the garden.


Audrey may have loved Mum’s hair, but she wasn’t quite so fond of Mum herself, particularly when Mum withdrew the most important part of herself. Audrey would rage and grieve. Now Mum had been driven to the extreme step of cutting off her hair just to free herself from the fingers that reached for it with maddening possessiveness whenever Audrey was drowsy. And Audrey wasn’t happy about the change.


The nurse approached Audrey with a bargainer’s smile and said, ‘Wouldn’t you like a lollipop instead of that silly thumb?’


To judge by the muffled timbre of her voice, Audrey pushed the thumb even deeper in as she gave her answer: ‘No.’


The nurse persisted, with wheedling of a different character. ‘A shame for such a pretty girl still to be sucking her thumb.’ If I had been able to groan on anyone’s account but my own at this point, I might have done it. Audrey was not an easy child to chivvy. She didn’t take it well. The comment which the nurse had just passed made it significantly more likely that Audrey would tuck her bouquet under her arm on her wedding day, the better to jam her thumb into her mouth below the veil.


In the short term her response was also characteristic. ‘You don’t know what’s in my garden,’ she said, with vicious emphasis. ‘You don’t even know I’ve got a swing!’ At an early stage – perhaps in the womb, where so much is learned – Audrey had developed the knack of winning arguments without going to the trouble of joining in.


I tried not to sob when Mum sat down by the bed in my side ward, partly to preserve some last shred of dignity (some imaginary last shred) and partly out of self-preservation. Sobbing constricted my throat. It aggravated the pain to which it offered the relief of expression.


Dolorific calculus


There’s no gold standard for pain, no agreed yardstick. To be truthful, any yardstick would have to experience the pain directly, to flinch and writhe in the very throes of measurement.


Obviously it would be useful if doctors could quantify the amount of pain caused by a particular procedure, so as to compare it with other routes to the same therapeutic objective. Patients might eventually be offered a choice between paths through pain, in which personal preference would play a part. There are those who would opt for the agony-sprint, others for the long haul of sub-acute torment. Torturers of course could make use of the same figures in their own calculations.


An attempt was made at the University of Uppsala in the 1950s, with the participation of local hospitals, to codify responses to pain. In practice the answers people gave were inconsistent beyond the resolving power of statistical correction. It was impossible to screen out the variables, even after the questionnaires were twice redesigned. Pain itself seems to be mutable, so that sometimes it becomes more intense with repetition, while at other times it dulls into numbness. Flirtatiously the toothache lies low, the moment it has led you trembling to the dentist’s chair.


The Uppsala research led nowhere, in the end. It offered a poor return on the krona. So all that remains of the idea is the name of an imaginary standardised unit of pain – the dolor – while the actual project of a workable dolorific calculus was abandoned. So Mum and I couldn’t have a conversation, seasoned patient to ex-nurse, on the level of ‘Mum, it was agony! It was an 88!’ – ‘You poor thing, JJ. Childbirth only averages 55 – and I should know!’ Our exchanges were much vaguer, with tears on both sides.


Deprived of Mum’s attention for those few seconds, Audrey saw her chance of winning it back with interest. She went very quiet, which should have made us suspicious right away, but Mum was preoccupied with soothing me.


Nurses were popping in and out of the side ward every couple of minutes, and Audrey must have taken advantage of one such entrance and exit to slip out herself. So far she only did what any stroppy six-year-old would have done, but in the latter part of the escapade she showed her quality. When Mum had raised the alarm and charged off to lead the search party, she somehow managed to sneak back to where I was. From my position in bed, traumatised and now also upstaged, all I saw was the door of the side ward swinging open and then closed. No head showed at my level. Then a little later Audrey gave a loud and very stagey yawn and stood up, saying she had had ever such a lovely sleep and where was her Mummy? I pressed the bell for a nurse and slowly the fuss died down, with Audrey sticking to her story that she had never left the room. She even said that I had seen her, which was physically impossible, though it also meant I couldn’t flatly contradict her story, however little I was tempted to believe her. I could see Mum wavering. It wasn’t that she was convinced, she just preferred to think that she wasn’t sharing her home with a manipulative little madam.


Audrey was back in a merry mood. She seemed to think the whole thing was funny, which in a way it was. Mum had longed for years with so much intensity to have a daughter. She dreamed of the completion a female child would bring. She had wanted to be so close to someone that they could almost hear each other’s thoughts, but now that it had come true she didn’t really enjoy it that much.


It was a little breakthrough for Audrey. She had always been a good liar, but now she was an inspired one. She had acquired the knack of being the first believer of her own untruths, letting them radiate unstoppably outwards from that secure core of falsehood.


If Mum really wanted a child who couldn’t get away, I was much the better bet – not that I consented to any such transfer of her hopes, but I could see the truth of the situation. Audrey was already a lost cause. She was supremely well armed, with slyness and subterfuge. She exercised charm relatively late in any negotiation, just before the nuclear tantrum of last resort.


Ice cream and jellies all the way


The diet for traumatised throats favoured by at least one of the matrons at Vulcan (a fanatical advocate of dry toast as a healing agent) hadn’t reached Wexham Park, or if it had the staff felt too guilty and embarrassed by my particular case to implement it. It was ice cream and jellies all the way, and I didn’t need to look toast in the face for weeks.


It took me a week or two to recover from the assault on my throat – slow progress. Another day another dolor. I didn’t have all that much incentive to get better, not when I was only getting back to square one. Finally I was pronounced ready for a second go at being operated on. The operation to install the first McKee pin, referred to by others but not by me as my ‘op’.


I rather resented the abbreviation. I felt that styling the coming ordeal was my privilege rather than anyone else’s. Others should follow my lead and say ‘operation’, unless and until I gave the signal to authorise the short form. They should defer to me in this matter, since it was the only little bit of surgery in my power.


It wasn’t Jack Juggernaut but another nurse who shaved my groin when it became time again. Not that my pubic thatch had made much of a comeback in those weeks. It was still at the itchy stage. I wondered if the change of personnel showed that I was in disgrace for my excitement the last time I was shaved.


The new nurse was the same delicious colour as Jack Juggernaut, and had a lovely faint smile playing about her lips while she went to work. I wasn’t worried – that is, I was mildly anxious about the operation but not about the shaving. Later I found out she was Jack’s sister. I wondered madly if they had compared notes about Tom Dooley, hardly likely in their culture but something which would nevertheless explain the smile. When she saw him, Tom was dozing even before the anæsthetist arrived with the gas. Naturally it was gas this time.


Mum’s warning about how difficult it was to sew together three pieces of cloth – and therefore also of skin – had given me pause, but I wasn’t seriously bothered, even after the botch-up of the anaesthetic. I’d seen the excellence of Mum’s work as a seamstress. She rose to every challenge, and there was no reason to think that the surgeon was any less skilled. Mum wasn’t even a professional dressmaker, just a gifted amateur working for pin money, so it made sense that there should be many levels of expertise beyond hers, Himalayas beyond the foothills where she practised her useful domestic skills. A surgeon operating at a proper hospital must be more than just handy with the scissors and the pins and the needles, with basting and seams. He would be a scientist who was also an artist, a visionary thinker, a Leonardo of the surgical blade. Would my case even be distinctive enough to hold his interest? I hoped at least it would take his mind off the cryptic crossword he had been doing before he entered the sterile area. It would be sad to disappoint a person of such qualities.


I wasn’t entirely wrong. The surgeon had skills. He wasn’t intrinsically a bodger. Maybe the problem was simply that we were treating the body as a machine, and if the body is a machine then pain is one of the things it produces. The surgeon who operated on me specialised in arthroplasties, in McKee pins, metal on metal. He even had experience in performing them on patients with Still’s Disease. So he was a specialist within a specialism. It’s just that I turned out to be, once again, even more special than anyone had anticipated.


I was sick to the back teeth of special, but I couldn’t make myself ordinary by an act of will or I might have been tempted to try it a long time ago, provided it was on the Ellisdons mail-order catalogue basis, On Approval, your money back guaranteed if not perfectly satisfied.


The worst of the whole darn bunch


I surfaced, by incredulous degrees, from the anæsthetic, into an experience of pain that was beyond anything I had suffered at Manor Hospital, where they tickled the bone with a little hook to get a biopsy sample, or at CRX when Miss Krüger had made us dance for her pleasure. It was worse because it was constant, without modulation. It was some time before I could bring it down into something as mild as an internal scream of betrayal. Ansell had lied to me. Ansell of all people. Et tu, Barbara! If this was ‘a certain amount of discomfort’, then she was a devil who enjoyed making people hurt, who got a thrill out of offering reassurance and then kicking it away, leaving me to dangle on a rope of pain. She was a compendium of all the ghouls I had ever known or heard of: she was Miss Krüger with her invisible pointe shoes of agony, she was Vera Cole wielding her razor on sick boys because she hated to see them suffer, she was Judy Brisby with her nerve punches, she was Anna Mitchell-Hedges letting demons out of their travelling-case. She was the worst of the whole darn bunch because she had seemed so much like a friend.


With the assault on my throat after the botched anæsthetic I had thought my dolor rating, my theoretical Uppsala score, was close to the maximum, but now I had to reconsider my settings. The new sensation was off the scale. Perhaps there came a point, as with my tape recorder, when the needle flicked far into the red and the apparatus began to fail, the signal unrecognisably distorted.


Again I was told that Mum was on her way, as if that was the answer to everything, to anything. I still didn’t know what I had done to deserve this black jackpot. I was a dolor millionaire, no doubt about it, and I couldn’t help suspecting that they’d done the little man wrong all over again.


Burning spiders in the socket


I had only one consolation as I lay there, with a spouting volcano of agony newly installed in my hip, which I lacked even the power to protect by curling up around, though instinct continued to dictate that impossible reflex. At least the pain was in the right place. The intolerable signals were being broadcast from a transmitter at the proper address, where the left hip was. There was far too much of the pain, and the surgeon had sewn burning spiders into the new socket, he was a hateful monstrous illegitimate brute but at least he wasn’t incompetent. He was torturing me in the right place. The left hip was the one chosen for the first operation. The right hip had the benefit of a little movement, but the left was always a hopeless case.


People came in every now and then and spoke to me, but I couldn’t take in what they were saying. And sometimes I answered them, but I didn’t know what I was saying either. I was howling with pain, and when they gave me pain-killers they didn’t kill the pain at all, only muffled the howling. The pain shrugged off the pain-killers, the pain had been inoculated against pain-killers, but at least I wasn’t making so much noise and upsetting other patients along the corridor.


Over time I realised that Jack Juggernaut was in my room, smiling and saying something reassuring. ‘Don’t worry,’ he was saying. ‘We’ve heard it all before.’ Heard all what before? I didn’t understand.


Eventually he was able to get through to me. It turned out that when I started to come round I used every swear word I knew. I didn’t know many. I had had very little experience of using swear words, since the time at Woodlands camp when I had learned a useful word and for a few days fucked everything that fucking moved. I had no real feel for the grandeur of the expletive, and there wasn’t any artfulness involved in what I howled. I didn’t swear like a trooper, I swore like a raw recruit to the world of taboo slang, howling the same thing again and again.


My untutored combination, though, had found favour with those who witnessed my agonies. ‘“Fucking buggers!”’ said Jack Juggernaut appreciatively. ‘That’s downright catchy. Once you’ve heard it you can’t get it out of your mind. We have to watch ourselves round Sister these days. In case it slips out.’


Jack Juggernaut felt the need to reassure me about my swearing because when I wasn’t swearing I had been apologising for swearing. I’d go, ‘Fucking buggers fucking buggers,’ and then, ‘I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.’ And then ‘Fucking buggers fucking buggers,’ the same rough music as before. ‘I’m so sorry,’ all over again. Jack wasn’t trying to stop me from swearing, only from apologising.


Rabble of shits


What Jack Juggernaut told me showed that even when I wasn’t fully present in mind and able to control my language, I was ashamed of its foulness. It wasn’t just middle-class scruple – there was something else involved. In spite of the dominance of the pain, a part of me remembered that swearing isn’t a real recourse for the disabled. You can achieve a brutal short-term effect with foul language, you can make people reel back a bit, but you incur a great loss of prestige over time (and your prestige, however forlorn, is your trump card). It’s not remotely fair but that doesn’t stop it being true. Whatever goes for women goes twice over for the disabled. A foul mouth isn’t ladylike, and it isn’t disabledlike either. People will make way for you all right, if you bellow, ‘Fuck off and clear a path, you rabble of shits.’ The wheelchair will meet no further obstruction – but it’s not the best bargain you can strike with the world of your fellows.


Swearing is dirty, and we’re above it. That may be the mechanism. Swearing is powerful. We’re not entitled. Perhaps the two notions converge in some way I don’t see.


Mum took the bus to Slough from Bourne End. We might live on the desirable Abbotsbrook Estate, but we were like poor relations in that prosperous parish, and Mum relied on public transport unless a friend with driving skills happened to be free. She was on her own this time, but she still talked mainly about Audrey, sounding variations on the old theme of I’m-at-my-wits’-end. After Mum cut her hair short, Audrey developed a new obsession – the hairpins she had once hated so much for putting Mum’s hair out of reach. Now instead they represented what she had lost, hair that could be worn either up or down. Now hairpins became relics, almost fetishes. She exhumed rusty hairpins from where she had hidden them in the garden, and wore them herself. Finally she insisted on having her own hair cut short, and the hairpins lost their poignancy for her. This whole period of her development was just mourning after mourning – a trailing after symbols that had only ever been symbols of other symbols. This is the pathology of attachments. No wonder psychiatrists are so busy! Sensible religions set out to break attachment before it starts, to nip it in the bud.


Talking to anyone, even Mum, was like trying to concentrate on a chess problem while someone applied a soldering iron to my bones from the inside. Asking about Audrey became as much of an achievement as it would be to work out a dazzling move (RxKtch!), with the smell of burning marrow in my nostrils making me want to retch up my empty stomach to the last square inch of its lining.


My wounded hip was reluctant to heal. It was very sorry for itself, and couldn’t forgive the insults it had received. After a time it even started to weep. It cried thick tears of pus. I was put on antibiotics, but they didn’t help. Finally the command was given to wheel the bed outside, thereby exposing the damage to sunlight and air. The effect was miraculous, on the hip and the whole person. I think the crucial element was actually breeze, the movement of air. The sense that I was taking breaths from a live environment, a larger world that was going about its business without any intention of leaving me behind.


By the time I was moved back to CRX for my rehabilitation I had made a little breakthrough, discovering my own trick for fighting pain. At times when my medication was beginning to wear off, but there were still hours to wait until it was topped up, I found that by concentrating on my breathing I could get a certain amount of relief. The technique may have gone all the way back to my years of bed rest, in which case I was only dusting it off and putting it back into use.


The trick seemed to work differently from the medication. Instead of the pain going away, I went away from the pain. I was practising a sort of home-grown meditation. It was hardly surprising that my method wasn’t very sophisticated. Transcendental meditation hadn’t hit the headlines just yet – I dare say the Beatles were only just beginning to hear of it. But it was a lot better than nothing, however rough and ready my technique.


Only when I had been transferred to CRX for my rehabilitation, did I get an explanation of why the discomfort had disregarded the promised limits. How my body had failed to coöperate in its mauling as everyone had assured me it would.


CRX seemed to be where I ended up when no one else knew what to do with me. Sometimes I wondered what would happen if I died – would I wake up in CRX on Ward One Thousand, with the tea trolley looming and Ansell doing her rounds, ready with another display of medical words I didn’t understand?


When I was installed in Men’s Surgical Ansell sat on the bed and came as close to an apology as an authoritarian ever can. ‘John,’ she said, ‘I’m not in the habit of lying to my patients – in fact in the past I’ve got into trouble for telling them too much of the truth. But in your case, though I didn’t lie, I discounted a crucial aspect of your case and seriously misled you as a consequence. My excuse can only be that you – my dear John – are so very unique.’ Ansell was teetering on the brink of tenderness, such a joyous novelty that it even interfered with my pedantic urge to point out that there can be no degrees of uniqueness. We’re each of us unique, or at least that’s the idea we all (identically) cling to.


There were considerate actions as well as kind words. Ansell scrounged up a set of linen sheets from somewhere, for old times’ sake. My wardmates made do with cotton, but flaxen whispers lulled this battered body to a threadbare sleep.


Ansell at her softest got through to me. My sense of natural justice, which had become badly inflamed and even infected in the aftermath of the operation, began to heal over at last.


Brimpton or Frilsham


The reason for my swearing, all my foulmouthed groggy screaming, was that from a surgical point of view I was such a special case. One of a kind. It’s possible to get just a little sick of being Mr Special.


There was something different about my history. It had been in my medical notes from my first week at CRX – in red ink, by rights – and still it had somehow been forgotten. ‘The illness has raged’, as Ansell had said the first time we met, and there was nothing to be done about that.


There had been no point in putting me on steroids so late in the day. In my whole life I had only been put on cortisone for two weeks. No time at all.


All this was on the record, yet had somehow been missed. People always worry about not noticing the small print, but sometimes it’s the large print that becomes invisible. It’s something that happens when you pay very close attention to a map, until your eye is calibrated to spot the tiniest hamlet with the silliest name (Brimpton, say, or Frilsham), and BERKSHIRE, or ENGLAND itself, looming hugely in widely spaced capitals, eludes you completely.


So we had surprises for each other in the operating theatre, the surgeon and I. He was expecting bones softened up by steroids. He felt entitled to that amount of coöperation from the raw materials of his art, before he went under the flesh to find my bones and save them from themselves. But softness was not what he got, anything but. My bones were hard-core.


I was expecting skilled intervention of a routine sort, a more sophisticated version of a householder changing a plug. It’s probably a bit of a fantasy, my idea of the standard operation from which mine deviated so sharply. I seriously doubt whether the pins ever actually slide into the bone-putty, with the surgeon hardly needing to bother with his drill – whistling tunefully as he instals the spare part into the machine disassembled on his bench. But my case, at the opposite end of the spectrum, was more abattoir than workshop. It was certainly no sewing circle.


My hip was so dense and so fused that the designated engineer couldn’t get any purchase on it. In the end he had to break the bone, in the only way he could think of. That was the surprise my body got in its sleep, the nightmare which made it wake up screaming. The surgeon sitting on my left hip to break it.


He didn’t perch gingerly on my hip, as you might mime sitting on a balloon in a party game, since the idea after all was to break it. He had to come slamming down. It must have been more like what happens when schoolboys misbehave in a playground they’re too old for. I don’t mean the ones who sprint to the swings to exploit the unlimited power of their teenaged bodies, making time stop as they pause at the highest point. I mean the ones who monopolise the seesaw, bucking and plunging wildly until the pivot groans, slamming themselves down onto the seat after being suspended so high above it that you can see blue sky beneath their uniform trousers. It must have been like that in the operating theatre at Wexham Park Hospital, Slough, until the pivot of my hip finally gave way beneath the grimly bouncing surgeon.


I could tell that Ansell was being sincere in her apologies. She took an interest in my diet, recommending wholemilk yoghurt to build me up. Calcium, I suppose, for healthy bones. She tried to get me to gain some weight, putting me on a course of anabolic steroids, making sure I understood that they weren’t the same sort of steroids that were prescribed for Still’s itself.


Cream of yoga


Yoghurt seemed a very exotic substance to me then, but I liked its grainy sourness from the start. Mum started making it rather than go to all the trouble of tracking it down – yoghurt was hard to find in the mid-1960s, at least in the environs of Bourne End, a town that was no great magnet for epicures. Making yoghurt was hardly a more conventional occupation than taking asses’-milk baths, come to that, but it didn’t take long for Mum to get the knack. She would cook the milk, reduce it through evaporation, add the live culture and then leave it in the oven on the lowest setting.


I acquired a real yen for yoghurt, partly because it seemed to me linked to yoga and to yogis, two things that fascinated me. It pleased me to think I was consuming Cream of Yoga in slow spoonfuls. False etymology can be very seductive, but it couldn’t help me to put on any weight, and Ansell continued to fret over me.


I don’t know how long it was supposed to take a normal case to rehabilitate after McKee pins, or even a normal case of Still’s. In my case it took a good six months – and that was just one hip. A fused joint with only a shred of tenuous muscle attached to it doesn’t come back from the dead so easily. We were dragging my hip out of the Stone Age and into the twentieth century.


In the short term (which actually lasted rather a long time) my new hip brought total immobility rather than walking power. I was back in the suffocating cocoon of bed rest, after all the trouble it had taken for me to pupate the last time.


Books were my life-raft – or books were the sea on which my life-raft bobbed. My reading lists got me through that time, both Mr Latham’s and Mrs Buchanan’s. I loved Pamela, and it’s gloriously long. I pretended to groan at the very idea of long books, but secretly I adored them. My impatience was put on. I was like the child on a journey who keeps on asking, ‘Are we there yet?’ but actually wants to be told, not ‘Nearly, darling’, nor ‘Pipe down you little pest!’, but ‘Nowhere near’. We’ve hardly started.


Even so I took a break between Book 1 and Book 2 to read The Catcher in the Rye. If my Premium Bond (I had just the one, a present from Granny) had come up and I’d received some fantastic jackpot (say £1,000), I would have hired someone to make the experience of reading less physically taxing. I wouldn’t have minded being read to, though I like to hear a book’s voice in my head without anyone else intervening, but an infinitely adjustable human lectern would have been even better, to hold the book at a suitable distance in front of my eyes for hours on end, so I could rest my arm and didn’t have to stop reading until my brain itself was tired.


I shouldn’t exaggerate. Reading wasn’t that much of a martyrdom. Granted, having palms that can’t turn and face me is an obstacle to cradling a book as other people do (though it would have to be a light book to be manageable – this explains my fondness for pamphlets). On the other hand, my left elbow being fixed immovable has certain compensations. I can lie on my left side with the elbow tirelessly holding the book open, though these days my left eye tends to lacrimate (without any particular reference to the content of the book) when I hold the position for too long. In those days, though, my tear ducts were in fine fettle, and any crying I did for poor Pamela was properly symmetrical.





Pain and the radio


Sometimes while I was reading Pamela ‘Pamela, Pamela’ would come on. ‘Pamela, Pamela’ the song, by Wayne Fontana and the Mindbenders. It’s almost perverse, the convergence between pain and the radio. So many songs have reached me through an intensifying filter of bodily distress.


The two Pamelas worked quite differently, of course. Today I could pick up Richardson’s Pamela and read it afresh, overriding my previous impressions – but ‘Pamela, Pamela’ is hopelessly porous. I can’t hear it except with teenaged ears. It’s a magic hanky in which my tears will never be dry … A song about growth and regret, really. When the rest of your childhood forgets as a dream / And the harshness of life dims those peaches and cream. God-awful grammar, mind you, but still young Wayne had put his finger on something. I was just mature enough to regress emotionally.


Reading is the worst possible mechanism for making time pass. Reading makes time unreal, not by shrinkage but expansion. Look up from your book and be amazed at how little the clock has moved while you entered the stream of mental events. How freely books pour into consciousness. Those books, Salinger and Richardson alike, were doses of atropine instilled into my mind’s eye, dilating it to admit a stream of rich blurred images.


There was some startling stuff in Catcher in the Rye. One passage in particular made me tense up while I read, though my lying posture made it physically impossible for anyone to look over my shoulder and surprise my guilty thoughts (if I was benefiting from a hired bookholder I would have had to work on my poker face). He said it didn’t matter if a guy was married or not. He said half the married guys in the world were flits and didn’t even know it. He said you could turn into one practically overnight, if you had all the traits and all. He used to scare the hell out of us. I kept waiting to turn into a flit or something. The funny thing about old Luce, I used to think he was sort of flitty himself, in a way. He was always saying, ‘Try this for size,’ and then he’d goose the hell out of you while you were going down the corridor …


Perhaps America was uniquely wicked. Otherwise I could reasonably hope to encounter that sort of thing in the corridors of Burnham Grammar School, when the next phase of my mundane education got under way at last. I would have to keep my eyes peeled and my wheelchair oiled for every flitting opportunity.


Surly crackle


During my rehabilitation I had to adjust to an unfamiliar style of physiotherapist. The previous physios I had known, the two German ones at CRX, though as different as night and day, poison and balm, had both been what we would now call holistic. Each in her way addressed the whole person. Miss Krüger wasn’t satisfied simply with making pain, she wanted to snuff out something essential in the patient. That was her game. Perhaps it really was a game, and she wanted to snuff out her charge’s vital spark and then bring it back, as if children were like the Magic Candles in the Ellisdons catalogue which it was so much fun to blow out and watch rekindle after a few smoking moments.


Gisela wanted to make me wholly better, not just the parts of me that lay under her hands. Now I was dealing with physios who took a narrower view than those thorough German ladies. When these ones spoke, it was only to say, ‘Again,’ or ‘One more time.’ Or ‘Same time tomorrow.’ They attended strictly to business and seemed to have been vaccinated against conversation.


My life at CRX had begun on Ward One and continued on Ward Two. Now I had made it all the way to Ward Three, Men’s Surgical. Being on a male surgical ward was the first time I had been an adult among adults. The atmosphere seemed very benign, after what I had known before. Once everyone got acquainted it didn’t matter that there was no privacy. My wardmates would lend me their newspapers – always the Mirror or the Sketch, occasionally the Mail, which was definitely my favourite. The Mirror was physically compact, a tabloid, while the Mail was rather larger but not as big as the papers Dad favoured, a happy medium.


They bought these papers from the WVS trolley in the mornings, along with cigarettes and magazines. I found tabloids much easier to manage from a lying position than the unwieldy quality press could ever have been. There’s nothing to be gained from reading a high-toned editorial if the recalcitrant unwieldy page keeps falling forward onto your face.


Reading a newspaper not meant for Upper People was a real thrill. Sometimes at home, Mum would buy a Mirror out of the housekeeping. ‘Let’s take a peek,’ she said, ‘Just to see how awful it is!’ Then we would devour it, absolutely devour it. We pored over every page, reading against the clock since the paper had to be destroyed before Dad got home, every shred of it burnt.


When Dad caught me reading the tabloids in Ward Three he was shocked that a son of his could sink so low, but he rallied and tried to bribe me into better habits. ‘Tell you what, John,’ he said, ‘What do you say to having the Daily Telegraph delivered every morning? Not just to the hospital, not just to the ward, but right here to your bed? Right into your hand? What do you say?’


My fiscal mind got busy. At 4d a throw, I thought the Telegraph a scandalous waste of money. And six issues a week would come to two shillings! I asked for my pocket money to be increased by that amount instead, to seven shillings a week. I pointed out that this gave me the choice of how to use the extra cash. I might buy the odd newspaper, but would certainly make it last more than a single day.


This attempt at striking a bargain was rejected out of hand. It had to be the Telegraph or nothing, and so it was nothing. Dad couldn’t see that I wouldn’t have accepted his offer even if I’d enjoyed reading the Telegraph. It would have driven a wedge between me and the men on the ward, who were kind enough to turn a blind eye to my reading just so long as I was discreet and didn’t start group discussions about the epistolary novel. They made sure the radio wasn’t so loud it derailed my concentration.


I was back in the limbo of bed rest, but the limbo was different and so was I. There is actually no limit to the range of limbos – they’re like the greys on an infinite paint card. In various ways the new one was lighter, since I had consented to this period of deprivation and I knew what I had to gain from staying still. There was an end in sight, however distant, a horizon over which rays of unknown wave-lengths would eventually send their light. All the same, I wasn’t patient. My body would be seized every now and then with wayward energy, a surly crackle that could only be adolescence.


At various times of life there have been words which have had a sharper significance for me than they did for the world at large. The first word of this sort was obviously ‘Granny’, not in my family a cloud of lavender-scented sweetness but the inventor of her own style of conversational judo throw, using her opponents’ strength against them and leaving them panting on the mat.


The second such word was librarian. A librarian for me is a sort of lay magus, broker of knowledge and fascination, and all thanks to Mrs Pavey, the head librarian in Bourne End. She was a melancholy-seeming woman plagued by migraines, but remarkably conscientious. She didn’t see her job as passive, a matter of meeting requests merely. She anticipated needs. I think she saw herself as a sort of matchmaker, arranging encounters between books and readers whose affinities weren’t obvious. Love at first sight can look after itself. Love at second sight requires careful planning.


So Mrs Pavey would search out books on subjects which Mum told her might interest me, to beguile those long months of rehabilitation, but she was also quite capable of sending something along unprompted. You could never predict what might turn up in Mum’s bicycle basket, in the slightly sticky plastic covers that library books wore in those days.


In Hinduism there’s a technical term for someone who has been well on the Path in a previous life and then stumbled. A brahmarashtra. The point being that such people are surrounded by helpfulness on their next go-round – just as everyone will be particularly patient with a learner driver who has failed the test a few times.


Isn’t this exactly my profile? I’ve never felt hampered by an avarana, a veil of ignorance. I’ve been beetling after enlightenment from the word go. By ‘my profile’ I mean increased difficulties but a prodigal scattering of hints and clues, inklings galore, signposts as far as the eye can see.


Come and get me, Copper!


Mrs Pavey got hold of The Tibetan Book of the Dead at my insistence, though I must admit I found it a rather penitential read. There was just one wonderful idea in it, which I immediately made my own – that we choose the womb in the privileged instant between lives. The idea seemed very familiar. That jewel of insight was like the ear-ring which turns up at last in the dust-bag of the vacuum-cleaner. It gave me a sense of relief and restitution rather than new discovery.


A real bull’s-eye of Mrs Pavey’s was Gardening for Adventure by R. H. Menage. Mum made a good pitch for the book. ‘It’s got a section on sundews,’ she said, ‘Venus Flytraps, pitcher-plants and butterworts. Mrs Pavey and I felt it would be right up your street. And it would give you and Dad something to talk about, and things to do when you come home …’ By saying this Mum was recognising a profound truth about the man she had married, that he was always happier and more amenable if there was a project of some sort on hand. Marriage did not fit his definition of a project.


Dad had always been a true botanist, with a disinterested fascination for the workings of nature. He did all the gardening proper, but he regarded the garden as a laboratory as much as a showpiece. Mum’s attitude to the plant kingdom was different. She was a kitchen alchemist with no real interest beyond her herb garden.


Usually when people told me I was going to like something, I decided on principle to hate it to bits. This time, though, Mum and Mrs Pavey had got my number. If anything though, the phrase ‘right up your street’ understated things. Gardening for Adventure was so far up my street it had its tongue through my letterbox.


Inactive in bed between my linen sheets, their chaste rustling an audible mark of caste privilege, I was like some winter bulb, dimly thriving, from which little overt growth could be expected. No wonder my mind was attuned to the vegetable kingdom. I was almost part of it.


The introduction to Gardening for Adventure got things off to a flying start. It ended, ‘By growing the plants described in this book I think you will find that gardening can be an adventure – even if the realisation only comes in a police cell after you have been arrested for the possession of opium or Indian hemp.’


I couldn’t see what could possibly be so wrong about growing this plant, particularly when the author had explained so carefully how he tended his. On the other hand, I found the idea of sitting in a police cell strangely attractive. When I had been on Ward Two of CRX I had been terrified of moving up to Ward Three, and now I was there I found it wasn’t so bad. I was sure I could handle police custody and even prison if it came to that. I was used to institutions – hospitals and schools – and was sure I could turn it all into a game until I had collected the whole set.


There was even a picture of Cannabis sativa on the front cover of the book. Combined with the assertion on the back cover that all the illustrations in the book were taken by the author of plants he had grown himself, this seemed splendidly defiant – a gentlemanly way of drawling COME AND GET ME, COPPER!


Mr Menage certainly showed more knowledge of the plant than was common at the time. The leaves can be made into cigarettes known to the underworld as ‘reefers’ and hashish is prepared from the exuded resin. Other names given to the plant are bhang which consists of selected dried leaves and twigs, and ganjah (or gunjah) which is the flowering tops.


About opium he was similarly open-minded (‘Many experts state that opium smoking is in fact little more harmful than tobacco smoking – in spite of publicity given to the contrary’). His description of the methods of preparing it for smoking could almost be mistaken for instructions (‘It is then placed in the orifice of a special pipe which is puffed four or five times’). Specifying the number of puffs suggested a knowledge more than academic. OVER HERE, FLATFOOT! CRIMINAL MASTERMIND STICKING OUT HIS TONGUE!


I was excited by the possibility of invisible transgression in the allotment, civil disobedience in the rockery. I longed for a criminal record more than anything, while knowing that disability squelched any real possibility of going to the bad.


It was an annoying logic, but I couldn’t see any way out of it: I needed to be good in order to deserve to be looked after, but however good I was I would never be as good as the people who looked after me, since they were being ‘selfless’ and giving up part of their lives to make mine possible. I wanted to be ‘selfless’ myself, but perhaps I already meant something different by that word.


I was still indefatigably asking the question ‘Who am I?’, but not getting very far at this stage. I didn’t know whether I should feel special or not special at all, part of the broad sweep of humanity or only an afterthought, a slip of the creator’s tongue.


‘Handicap’ was the polite word then, not ‘disability’. I had ‘a handicap’, and so did our neighbour Arthur Foot, but that was only to do with golf. I knew that the word meant a different thing used in that way, but the co-incidence was still rather tempting. It set off new thoughts Arthur had a handicap because he was so good at golf, and a way had to be found for him to play with other people and not beat them every time. Otherwise everyone would soon become bored. And perhaps I was handicapped for the same general reason, to give other people a chance. I could manage to feel worthless fairly often, but the more desirable state of humility seemed to be beyond me.


A stink bomb come to life


There were plenty of other surprises in Menage’s book. Mimosa pudica folded up when you touched it or blew on it hard – I suppose the name meant that it was embarrassed, somehow – but it didn’t react to rain, whether a shower or a downpour. It could discriminate between stimuli. It ‘knew’ the difference.


Desmodium gyrans, the Indian Telegraph plant, had leaves which moved round and round whenever the temperature rose above 70 degrees Fahrenheit. The movement was very rapid in plant terms, easily visible. The hotter it got the faster they moved. They twirled and twirled until they dropped off, presumably from the equivalent (in the vegetable kingdom) of metal fatigue.


I learned the finer points of parasitism. There are plants which have photosynthetic leaves, like mistletoe, so that they don’t get all their nourishment from the host plant – hemiparasites – and there are holoparasites like the dodder we saw on the marshland by Abbotsbrook, with no ability to fend for themselves. There are even endoparasites, plants which live entirely inside the stems of the host, only manifesting themselves as a tiny bud opening into a diminutive flower. Rather like a pimple on your face suddenly turning into a carnation, a buttonhole worn rather too high up. I winced when I thought of that. My complexion was not at its best in those years. When no one was looking I’d sometimes try to burst my pimples with the point of a pencil. It’s not a technique I can really recommend, though it’s remarkably addictive.


Mr Menage also wrote about Sauromatum guttatum, otherwise known as Monarch of the East, and resolved an old dispute. Sauromatum was an old friend, though a bittersweet one who had produced a certain amount of conflict. I’d been given one of these bulbs when I was living in CRX, way back when Ward Two was still Ward One. Mr Mole was a porter who thought himself a gardening expert. He told me that it ate insects but I didn’t believe him. I knew and loved the carnivores, and this wasn’t on the list.


The great thing about Sauromatum guttatum is that it’s a powerful osmophore – that’s the scientific way of saying that it stinks to high heaven. What more could a boy want from a plant? Sauromatum was an Ellisdons Stink Bomb come to life. Look after it, keep it warm and it will flower. I waited for the big day, the day of pungent flowering. The girls on the ward duly cringed and coughed and said they needed clothes-pegs for their noses. I enjoyed watching them scream and giggle as they came closer to the source of the stink, then reeled away. The inflorescence only lasts a day or so. Then Sauromatum was put back on the windowsill and I forgot all about it. A day or two later Mr Mole took the shrivelled flower and casually prised it open. Inside there were two or three dead flies.


They proved nothing. Absolutely nothing! I hated Mr Mole for saying ‘Didn’t I tell you so?’, for imagining he’d proved his point and had won our duel of botanical expertise. Everyone thought I was in the wrong. It was almost physically painful to know that I was right. Mr Mole was hopelessly unscientific and just jumped to conclusions. When it came to Sauromata, he knew sod-all. He had no feeling for them, or he would have asked himself why a plant that – according to his theory – ate flies didn’t bother to digest them. It was agony to be dismissed by someone who knew less than I did.


Now, in the same hospital, I finally got the lowdown on Sauromatum guttatum. There it was plainly in Menage’s book: the plant attracted flies as pollinating agents, not as food. I felt vindicated but also mortified. There had never been any doubt in my mind that Sauromatum guttatum wasn’t a carnivorous plant. Now I had the evidence – and no one to show it to. I asked after Mr Mole with pretended fondness, but he’d been gone for years, no one knew where. I’m sorry to say that if I’d had a time machine at my disposal at that moment, and only one return trip to make in it, I would probably have used it to turn up with a gardening book from the future, just for the satisfaction of proving Mr Mole wrong in front of witnesses. Of course on the return journey I would have found myself in an unrecognisable 1966, where with the refutation of Mole’s Fallacy all ignorance had withered away.


Sometimes Mum brought Peter along to visit me at CRX. Most teenagers sharing a bedroom with their older brother would see some advantage to having it to themselves, but Peter seemed not to think that way. He had never acquired the knack of consulting his own interests ahead of mine. He seemed to yawn all the time, partly with the exhaustion of healthy growth – he too was negotiating adolescence, in a way much more obvious than mine – but also because of his new schedule of early mornings.


We both wanted to grow up and find our own way in the world, but his path was clear. There was nothing to stop him from reaching escape velocity – he was practically on the launch pad already. During the holidays he was doing a paper round! He was earning already. Prepare for blast-off!


We both shared the enthusiasm of the time for outer space and exploration, though we had cried when Laika the dog, first creature in space, died in orbit, trapped in a metal box with none of the smells that she loved. I must have been seven at the time, and Peter five or six. We couldn’t understand why no one else was upset – but then we hadn’t realised that there had never been a plan to bring her back. Death was part of her mission, as it is of ours.


A thwarting engine


Fired by my reading, I wanted Dad to put up a greenhouse next to the house, so that I could raise specimens of Drosophyllum lusitanicum in there. The Portuguese Sundew. One of the few carnivores that likes dry conditions, temperamental, a real challenge. Dad wanted a greenhouse too, but Mum wasn’t too keen. Could I mould them both to my sovereign will? It didn’t seem likely, since they never seemed to agree about anything. Deadlock was inevitable unless I used subtle strategy.


Dad wasn’t easy to handle, even when you and he wanted the same thing. He was less a person in any conventional sense than a sort of thwarting engine. He was strongly counter-suggestible. If there was something anyone wanted, then his reflex was to rule it out, and he found it much easier to come up with reasons against than to wonder why he was so opposed to it in the first place.


It was a curious piece of psychological wiring. If you made any sort of claim on him, he would smack you down. But if you built a wall against him, as Peter and I were busy doing, then a helpless fondness would show through the chinks of it.


For weeks the McKee pin installed at such expense of pain seemed to be a dud. My left hip had no more than a little grudging movement, like a hinge so rusty that nobody can get at it with the oil can. Then I suppose the endless physiotherapy, although painful as well as boring, built the muscle up sufficiently for me to notice the difference. My new mechanical hip changed its tune, starting to make murmurs of competence. It responded, after a fashion, to instructions. It fell into line. I began to be able to sit approximately, not as most of the world sits but to half-sit at a jaunty sideways angle. Sitting with a bit of leaning built into it. This was a welcome change.


Walking was also mildly transformed. I needed a stick to help my balance, but as long as I had that I could get about fairly smartly. Still at a snail’s pace, but a limber, youthful snail, impatient to find what was round the corner.


To beguile the tedium of healing the Platonic Librarian of Bourne End worked hard on my behalf. She cast her net widely. Mum had been filling Mrs Pavey in about my foibles and fascinations. She must have mentioned my interest in the occult and mystical, and so various books came along that were attuned to those vibrations. I remember Psychic Self-Defence by Dion Fortune, which made me want to join some sort of esoteric Order. But how to find one, and how to know it was the right one? Through Mum I ordered a monthly journal called Prediction from the stationer’s in Bourne End and pored over the cryptic small advertisements. Of course the occult wave-lengths are jammed with trash. I needed the equivalent of Mum’s indispensable consumer guide to pick and choose among the hundreds on offer, a sort of Which Cult? The desire to retreat from the world was fierce in me, perhaps because the world seemed to care so little whether I was in it or not. It was the same they’ll-miss-me-when-I’m-gone motivation as lay behind my ‘suicide attempt’ at school.


Mrs Pavey also unearthed books on astral projection and the Tarot. I read the astral projection one first. Hardly surprising that I was drawn to an occult practice that promises so much. I needed no convincing that the physical body was a rubbishy contraption, hopelessly inefficient and outmoded. The book gave instructions for travel in another dimension, no ticket required.


Autofellation


You needed neither driving licence nor working hips. All you needed was ‘a dream of knowledge’ – a lucid dream, to wit a dream in which you knew you were dreaming. I had plenty of those. It’s just that I was accustomed to using them in a rather vulgar way. It turned out I was already an old hand at astral projection, I just didn’t project myself very far. To be exact, I projected myself just far enough away from the physical body to get astral cock into astral mouth. Autofellation. On the astral plane I turned out to be remarkably limber. In lucid dreams I became Ouroboros, mystical worm swallowing its own tail. If my tail was good enough for Luke Squires at Vulcan School it was good enough for me. It had never occurred to me before I read the book from Mrs Pavey’s library that I could use the same technique to leave the room.


Now, armed with new knowledge, I was ready for some proper exploring. I learned to drift away from the physical envelope through the escape hatch of a dream of knowledge. One night I found myself in a sort of astral maze, opening doors which just led to grey corridors full of other doors, which led to more of the same. An esoteric labyrinth from which there seemed to be no exit, a dreadful place.


Another time I made better progress. I remember leaving the body and venturing forth into the æther. The night sky received me warmly. I looked back, and I could see myself sleeping. The book said I would see a glowing cord linking the astral body and the gross bundle back in the bed, a sort of mystical umbilical, but there was no sign of anything like that. I was untethered. I was a kite without a string. Undeterred I started off into the welcoming void, waiting to feel the astral breeze on my face, to gaze on the placid features of eternity, when suddenly I had a rush of panic. It wasn’t a feeling that seemed to belong to me but (of course) a disembodied panic. Then I had the sensation of returning, actually twanging back to the physical plane with great force. There was an almost audible snapping of the spiritual elastic. I woke up with a start, re-identified with the gross, inefficient, outmoded body. This wasn’t an outcome foreseen by the book I was using as my guide. I took it seriously. There had been no umbilical cord! I had gone exploring on the cliffs of the infinite without being safely attached to base camp. If I had ventured any further I might never have been able to get back.


From then on I stayed put in my sleep. The dream of knowledge seemed to be an unreliable contraption, as much an ejector seat as a gateway to mystical experience. Soon I stopped having the dreams of knowledge, as if I had closed the door on them myself. I was missing an important clue. What I was being offered was something subtler than an escape from this uncoöperative body.


The dream of knowledge, the dream in which you know you’re dreaming, is a microcosm or a metaphor. If it’s possible to be dreaming but also to know it, then it is possible in ‘waking life’ to be aware of life’s illusory nature. The technical term for illusion being Maya. The guru, the adept, the – as he’s called – jñani dreams as much as anyone else, but he (or she, though really neither he nor she, since gender is only another of Maya’s little notions) always knows he’s dreaming. He’s awake in his sleep, and in his waking hours he sees through the illusions of life.


I had much more joy from the other book, The Tarot by Mouni Sadhu. The book’s subtitle was ‘A Contemporary Course of the Quintessence of Hermetic Occultism’, which was a mystical thunderbolt in itself. I also loved the epigraph, frustratingly unassigned to a source: Peu de science éloigne de Dieu / Beaucoup de science y ramène. A little know ledge estranges one from God – great knowledge brings one back into the fold. The moment I read it I recognised this as my own motto. Since then I’ve seen it ascribed to both Pasteur and Francis Bacon.


My mind salivated when it read the description of the Tarot on the first page of the Introduction as ‘a truly philosophical machine’. I read the book all the way to the end, not wanting to admit to myself that I was completely baffled and bogged down. Privilege Teth: the Adept is in command of the universal therapeutics. This means, that he possesses the art of the absolute criticism (in the mental plane), the art of disinvultuation in the astral, and the use of medical magnetism on the physical plane. 500-odd pages in that vein. It certainly wasn’t plane sailing, on any plane I knew.


Even so I was bewitched, partly by the author’s name, and would say it over and over again under my breath. Mouni Sadhu Mouni Sadhu. It became a sort of mantra, but it worked the wrong way round, stirring up my thoughts instead of dissipating them. I’m rather embarrassed by the book now, but at the time it nourished me with dark hints and cryptic formulas. I had to crawl through a thicket of obscurities before I could emerge from the gloom and see daylight for the first time.


Gardening for Adventure was partly responsible. Thanks to R. H. Menage I now saw the vegetable kingdom as a place of instructive freakishness, paradox and transgression. His book was a sort of botanical Apocrypha, even a Kabbala. Plants set traps to hunt meat, they fanned themselves when they got hot (Desmodium), they brewed deep inside their own tissues the liquors of enlightenment (Lophophora willamsii). It turned out that nature didn’t bother much with the Laws of Nature, as we so confidently formulated them on her behalf. And that was the part of nature I felt part of, mercury-nature, pumice-nature, platypus-nature, where a metal could be a liquid, a stone could float and a mammal lay eggs.


Milk running down abdominal grooves


Of course I was romanticising my own status dreadfully. The apparent exotica belong to exactly the same order of things as iron-nature, limestone-nature, cow-nature. There’s nothing wildly abnormal about mercury or pumice or platypus, they just don’t seem to fit the standard categories, lazy preconceptions. There’s mercury in thermometers, pumice in many bathrooms, and platypuses … well, in the zoo or on television. Even in Tasmania I suppose you don’t exactly fall over them, but you might see one if you were swimming in a stream there, and actually if it was a male he might give you a nasty dig with his venom-spur – and serve you right for thinking it was your stream and not his. It’s entirely normal for platypuses to be the way they are, that’s the point. There’s nothing unnatural about lactating through the pores, without benefit of nipples, and having the milk run down abdominal grooves for your young to lick up, it’s just not the human style of motherhood. Still, we’d rather treat ourselves to a shudder of wonder than make a little more room in our pigeon-holes.


At the time I was attuned to a cruder logic. Since I was debarred from so many ordinary activities, it seemed to follow that I would have a special affinity for the esoteric. That would balance the cosmic accounts nicely. My bailiwick would be the occult and the perverse.


I thought Mouni Sadhu might have written another simpler book, and pestered Mrs Pavey through Mum until she came up with a much smaller volume called In Days of Great Peace, which was more like an autobiography and didn’t really engage me. I read about Mouni Sadhu’s visit to a spiritual leader in Southern India called Maharshi, whose face expressed endless friendship and understanding, how Mouni Sadhu dissolved into tears which washed away the stains of multiple incarnations and so on, and I thought ‘how nice for him’ without going any deeper.


Discreet off-stage cough


I must have read the sentence, ‘He walked with difficulty, as his joints and knees were affected by acute rheumatism’, and yet felt no particular quickening of interest. What else was I looking for, if not a guru with arthritis? The fit was incredibly close, yet I missed it. It was as if I was being protected by a sort of lightning conductor, from premature contact with energy of a high order. I put the book aside unaffected, at least on the surface. In this way a leading player in my life gave notice of his existence with a discreet off-stage cough, waiting in the wings, years before he made his entrance proper.


People value what they pay for. The things they get for free, such as a national health service, tend to be under-appreciated. I wasn’t going to make that mistake. Morale is important. I was deeply in debt to a system which was the envy of the world, and I didn’t want anyone to imagine they had inserted a metal hip into an ingrate. As soon as I decently could, as soon as there was a chance of being believed, I had been saying how pleased I was with the operation. Despite everything I passed congratulations on to the surgeon who had done the work at Wexham Park – Mr Arden – saying how marvellous it was to have a hip that worked, a hip that didn’t just sit there. Modern medical science was wonderful, just wonderful. I was a new person, with my new hip! Hip hip hurray!


But maybe one Hip hurray! was celebration enough. When a little time had gone by, I started mentioning that of course the other hip, the one that hadn’t been replaced, had never been as bad as the one that had. Which was true, but all the same I was working up to something in my naïvely devious way. It was rather a waste of money – of people’s taxes, when you came right down to it – to operate on the other hip, when really I was fine now.


Then Ansell came and sat on my bed and routed my little scheme. She said, ‘John, you do know that you’re going to have to have the other operation, don’t you?’ A doctor sitting on a bed in Men’s Surgical didn’t mean you were dying, as it had when I was on the children’s wards, but it wasn’t exactly relaxing. I was in for some sort of scolding.


I tried to bluster, but blustering doesn’t really work from a horizontal position. It helps if you can loom. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I was thinking that maybe I’m all right the way I am now.’ I was being partly truthful. There’s nothing like having a sore new hip that has to be coaxed into the slightest movement to make you fall in love with the good old fixed one. Rigid, dependable, everything a hip should be. ‘The physios have been super, and I can do such a lot more now than I ever could. I can’t help feeling that there are other patients who have much more to gain from the operation than I do.’


Ansell wasn’t fooled for a moment. ‘And I don’t suppose this is about the pain, is it? The pain that I said you wouldn’t have, and turned out to be so severe?’


I didn’t have the strength of character to deny it outright, so I just put my head on one side by a few degrees and raised my eyebrows, as if I was considering something that had never occurred to me before.


‘Next time at least you’ll know what you’re in for. And I couldn’t in all conscience encourage you to stop now. You’ve had half the pain already, but you haven’t had more than a tenth of the mobility that we can give you with two good hips.’


Hip honeymoon


I gave it a good thinking-over. The new hip worked extremely well. The increase in my ability to live up to my biped pretensions was tremendous. But I wasn’t convinced that a second operation would bring about a second transformation. It seemed to suit my gait to have one hip fixed and the other mobile. Would I really be able to manage without a stick after a second operation? Somehow I couldn’t imagine a future of walking without aids of any kind, and a stick was a relatively discreet accessory. It could be tucked tidily away when it wasn’t needed. I was having a hip honeymoon now, certainly, but it wouldn’t last for ever. Sooner or later I’d just have to get on with things, but would a second operation really bring me the life I dreamed of?


I tried to visualise my walking style with two mobile hips. Perhaps my body would go bendy in the middle, if I didn’t have the muscle strength to brace myself and hold myself steady in the proper posture. Then I’d be sorry that I’d said yes to the second operation.


After all, who was the one who knew most about the management of this body? I was so sure it was me, when apparently it was the ones who walked around with all their parts well-formed and smoothly functioning. They knew more about the subject than I could ever hope to. I rehearsed my objections to Mum, who said I must take it up with Dr Ansell. Ansell just said, ‘We can’t have you going through life without being able to walk correctly!’ So overall the argument of ‘it just isn’t on’ won the day, despite not being an argument. I voiced my worry about ‘going all bendy in the middle’ and was told that although that might be the case for a few days, my muscles would soon strengthen up and I’d wonder at my silly doubts. I still wasn’t convinced and asked, ‘What if I really can’t manage? Can’t I at least try life with one hip and see how I get on? I feel so well set up …’


Dr Ansell had the grace to consult Mr Arden on this point. The message relayed back from him was that if I really didn’t get on with a mobile right hip, he could do another operation to set things permanently, ‘at any angle you want’.


Somehow I knew that the right hip wouldn’t be such a success, and I told Ansell so. ‘Don’t be silly, John,’ she said. ‘What makes you think you know better than the surgeon? You’re always saying he did a good job on the left hip.’ Once the burning spiders had gone to sleep, that is.


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I just feel it in my bones.’ Then Ansell looked at me with a very strange expression, as if after all this time she still didn’t know what to make of me.


Anyway, that was me dished and dashed. In all honesty I couldn’t go against the doctor who’d done so much for me. I had to bite the bullet. One day soon I would have to go to sleep in a hospital, knowing that I would wake up feeling like a piece of playground equipment that has been methodically vandalised by people who should know better, trained health-service professionals. Grown-ups. Perhaps this time the anæsthetist would get in on the act. Let everyone have a go, the porter, the lady from the canteen, the whole bang lot. Last one on John’s hip’s a sissy.


Only one thing made me submit to a second assault, and it wasn’t actually reverence for Ansell. I had gone against her in the past, when she had devised walking aids for me that I refused outright, and I could do it again. But until the second hip was done I wouldn’t be able to adopt anything close to a conventional sitting posture. I wasn’t worried about taking tea with the Queen. I would rely on her, when the time came, to put me at my ease – isn’t that her job? But with two working hips, even in the event that one worked less well than the other – as I so confidently anticipated – learning to drive came a lot nearer. Still a long shot but not a flat impossibility.


I quite see the comedy of someone who had always resisted mechanistic accounts of the universe deciding that his life wasn’t complete without a car. On the other hand, if I didn’t grab the steering wheel with both hands, the joke would be on me for all time. I’d never be able to take charge of my own life. If I didn’t make it to the driver’s seat then I would never be more than a passenger, dependent on the good will of others. A finite quality, as I had already understood. The people who looked after me had limited stocks of patience, and for all I knew they were more forbearing than most. I had never experienced what it was to carry a burden – and that was the whole point. My only experience of burdens was of being one, and I couldn’t claim to have unlimited patience either, in that rôle.


Yod Hé Vau Hé!


By the time I returned to Wexham Park for my second dose of agony I was armed with new expletives. I didn’t want to amuse the staff with amateur swearing a second time. When the pain came I would try, however distressed and disoriented, to invoke the symbolic tetrad as explained in The Tarot, represented in the Mysteries of Memphis and Thebes by the four aspects of the sphinx (man, eagle, lion, bull) and also by the four elements. I planned to cry out Yod Hé Vau Hé, visualising the seductive shapes of the Hebrew letters in the book. I practised writing them out on the backs of envelopes and leaving them round, just to show that doctors didn’t have a monopoly on mysterious scribblings. I too could play that game.


I left The Tarot conspicuous by my bedside when Mr Arden the surgeon came to give me his pre-operative briefing. This was a pep talk which didn’t leave me with much pep, now that we both knew the flintiness of the material that was waiting for him beneath the veneer of skin. I remember him saying, ‘Orthopædics is a fairly brutal business.’ He was apologising in advance. He promised he would use the saw wherever he could, and only break what he must of my concrete hip. If he noticed the book he didn’t say anything. This was rather disappointing, but it’s the sad fact that high professional accomplishment doesn’t necessarily broaden the mind. The Top Man in Granny’s sense, someone who had soared so high in his medical specialty that he had transcended Dr and become mere Mr again, could still be almost mediocre, viewed in his other aspects. No doubt there were times in my teens when I was downright snooty. I was working very hard to feel superior to the man who planned to crack open one of my hips for the second time.


The pre-operative ritual had changed by the time of my second hip-cracking. It was no longer necessary, apparently, to shave my groin ahead of time.


There was no explanation given. By then I should have realised that explanations were not available on the National Health. It seemed a bit odd, all the same. If it was such a vital procedure last time, then why not now? What had changed? Perhaps I’d gained some immunity from infection along the way. If so, how did they know?


I felt pretty silly asking why I wasn’t having this intimate service rendered – as if I was anxious to go under the barber’s blade as well as the surgeon’s. I certainly had more of a crop of pubic hair than I had had the previous year. My personal experience didn’t put me in a position to refute the old-wives’-tale that shaved hair grows back with twice the force.


Fingers in the till of oblivion


There was something I thought I remembered about the anæsthetist on the first hip operation – not the time I had had the intravenous dose to which I was so disastrously allergic, but the second try with gas.


I remembered the anæsthetist having a lovely big beaky nose, a real schnozz, and he said cheerfully, ‘I’ll just make sure this mask is the right size for you!’, slipping it playfully over his own giant conk before fitting it over mine, taking a good old sniff in the process. Was I remembering right? Could that possibly be professional conduct?


Of course anæsthesia distorts perception of its very nature, and after I came round I was too busy trying to surf the waves of pain to be sure of my memories. This time I determined to notice everything, to participate in the experience to the fullest degree and forget nothing that happened, right up to the moment that the mask of consciousness slipped from my face.


I remember the mask itself seeming to grow huge as the gas took effect, and everything becoming unreal and full of echoes. I even think I struggled, trying to kick and move my arms to fight the anæsthetist off.


But it was the earlier bit that was more interesting. This time he didn’t say he was testing the fit of the mask, he said he was testing the flow of the gas, but yes, once again he took a good sniff on his own account before it was my turn.


Later, after I had crawled out of the trench of pain into which Mr Arden, summoning up all his professional skill, had tenderly lowered me, I asked Mum about what I had seen. She didn’t seem at all surprised. Apparently it’s a well-known professional hazard, liable to catch up with you in the long run. Anæsthetists don’t exactly fall asleep on the job, but they can’t always resist the temptation of dipping their fingers in the till of oblivion.


I think I kept to my resolution of using Mouni Sadhu’s The Tarot as my own personal dictionary of mystical expletives. I believe I kept ‘fucking buggers’ up my sleeve for other emergencies. The nursing staff looked at me a little strangely, which was probably no bad thing. I wanted to sound in my agony like an Adept uttering words of power rather than a schoolchild howling.


The man in the next bed when I was installed back at CRX was Mr Thatcher, a nice man who was recovering from having his gallstones out. He had been promised they would give him the stones in a jar, to take home with him when he left. He offered to let me take a look when they did. I was looking forward to it. Apparently there’s a lot of individual variation in the size, colour and texture of gallstones. ‘Some people,’ he told me, ‘have just one, but it looks like a mahogany doorknob. Other people just have a handful of gravel.’ Somehow it was immediately obvious that he was over towards the doorknob end of the gallstone spectrum.


Glottal-stop gurgle


Most of my conversations with Mr Thatcher revolved around gratifyingly adult subjects: sex, money and alcoholic drink. Because I was anæmic and underweight, Ansell prescribed me a bottle of beer every evening. She had upped the stakes from wholemilk yoghurt. Now it was up to Mackeson to build me up.


I didn’t like the beer, it was nasty stuff, but I loved having it. Ansell must have known what a thrill it was for a teenager in a-certain-amount-of-discomfort to be downing beer on doctor’s orders. Mr Thatcher was certainly jealous of my evening prescription, the medicine which came with a bottle-opener, and a nurse to work it.


When my medicine arrived, Mr Thatcher would launch into a lip-smacking rendition of the familiar advertisement for Mackeson. ‘Looks good …’ he would say, in slow tempo and countryman’s tones, ‘tastes good … and by golly it does you good.’ Imitating in fact the tones of Bernard Miles, unforgettably frightening Long John Silver on stage and patron of the Vulcan School. Obligingly I would make a glottal-stop gurgle as I swallowed the beer, which was so peatily sweet it did indeed taste like medicine.


I think Mackeson’s was one of the first products to fall foul of the Trades Descriptions Act. For a while the company retained the script, omitting only the last four words, so that the false claim went on sounding in the ears of the faithful.


I was aware that drinking stout was a rather Coronation Street thing to be doing. That was something else we did, Mum and I, besides covertly reading the Mirror, as a way of wincing at the disgustingness of the working classes. It was certainly a different world – in those days the Northern accents were much thicker. When Mum told me with her nurse’s knowledge that ‘milk stout’, which characters like Ena Sharples always seemed to order at the Rovers’ Return, was so called because it was thought to promote lactation, I was fascinated. So that was why working-class women were so big up top! But somebody should have told Muzzie and Caroline, posh mother and older sister of my dear friend Sarah on the children’s ward, before they overindulged in the elixir and became so shamingly buxom.


Mr Thatcher had definite ideas about sex. This was at the time when the Sexual Offences Bill decriminalising certain acts between men was making its way, stage by stage, towards reality. ‘Homosexuality is a sad condition,’ said Mr Thatcher (I held my breath), ‘but what can society expect if there are schools with no girls in them? When boys from schools like that come into puberty, they’ve lost touch with their instincts. They don’t know what they’re supposed to do.’ Co-education would solve that particular problem in a generation. Satisfied, Mr Thatcher moved on to the next social issue in his newspaper.


He himself wasn’t married. ‘My needs are met by a very special lady, John,’ he explained. ‘Known her for years. We get on very well. Of course I have to pay, but that doesn’t worry me. Just think about it for a moment. People end up having to pay for their sexual business one way or another. No exceptions. Those that get married pay most of all. And it’s good to have things settled – I don’t like going to different ladies. I keep to the same one. She knows me, y’know. Once you’re a regular, her charges are very reasonable. She likes to have things settled too, y’see. Monica says she’s fond of me, and I believe her. We have a nice chat and a cup of tea afterwards. We’ve become good friends. She tells me she wants to take me out to a meal one day, when she’s not quite so busy. I can tell you, I’m really looking forward to that!’


Mr Thatcher looked at me rather wistfully. ‘We could always meet up after we’ve both got better and left hospital. We could visit the lady I’ve been telling you about. If you were with me, and I recommended you, I dare say you’d get a discount. Especially if you’ve never done it before.’ Of course I’d ‘done it’, just not in the way Mr Thatcher meant – I’d had assignations in school lavatories and music rooms, I’d been pounced on in armchairs and fellated, without my permission though not exactly against my will.


He searched my eyes for any flicker of interest, saying, ‘You shouldn’t worry too much about the money side of it, John. In fact, why don’t you take it as a present from me?’


He really liked the idea of having me as his little pal, but I was getting a bit fed up with people offering me special rates on their prostitutes. What was it that made people think, ‘He looks a bit down in the mouth – let’s treat him to a working girl’? First Jimmy at the Vulcan School and now Mr Thatcher. I have to say that Jimmy’s Minouche, with her cute scrunched-up face, sounded more fun than Mr Thatcher’s Monica with her cups of tea and busy schedule. If a similar offer was made a third time I’d get quite shirty, particularly if the downward trend continued, towards the shabbiest drabs and doxies of Slough. Did I really look so helpless? If I’d wanted what they wanted I wouldn’t be shy about it, but it so happened that I wanted something different.





Plutocrat in embryo


Still, the ice had been broken between us, Mr Thatcher and me. I particularly enjoyed our conversations on the subject of money. He said he’d got a tidy sum put aside, but was cagy about how much exactly. Still, when I asked if he could raise £1,000 he looked pretty smug and said he thought he could manage that. I was impressed. I had managed to amass £72 10s 5d over the years, and I liked money very much indeed. That’s why I kept it in the Guardian Bank, which had its offices in Jersey. I was a plutocrat in embryo. It was a canny decision to put my funds there, because the Guardian Bank, avoiding U.K. tax, paid 8% per annum. I kept my assets out of the taxman’s reach. My money wasn’t just saved, it was sheltered, safe from the storms of the business world. It wasn’t just in a bank, it was in a haven.


Then the news broke on the radio that the Guardian Bank Ltd had been taken into receivership. It was reported the next day in the Telegraph, which is where Dad read about it.


I lay in the bed on Ward Three of CRX and considered my newly acquired poverty.


Was the roof over my head about to fall in? No.


Would my food now be stopped? No.


Would I stop getting medicines and nursing? No.


Why, I was even sipping beer that I didn’t have to pay for.


Along the corridor I could hear the echoes of Dr Ansell’s voice, and I knew she’d be at my bedside in a moment, checking whether I was doing my exercises. She would ask if I was enjoying my Mackesons. I was and I wasn’t, but life was good and warm, and I felt as though I was being cradled in an enormous tender hand.


Mum, though, visited in tears because of what had happened to the Guardian Bank. She was literally wringing her hands as she asked, ‘What are we going to do about your money now?’


I replied that I wasn’t going to do anything. Then Dad came in, stiffly formal, dressed for work. Any whiff of crisis made their incompatibility glaring. They didn’t seem anything like husband and wife – more like an unhinged widow and the military policeman detailed to inform her of her loss. While Mum went on falling apart, Dad brandished a stiff upper lip that could have knocked down walls. He advised me to take it on the chin, saying he hoped this setback wouldn’t deter me from a future in the world of finance. He even said something about him and Mum helping out if the receiver was unable to recover my money.


I’m sure I was supposed to erupt in tears of joy. I was committing one more crime against the laws of family temperament. Mum wanted more drama and Dad wanted me to hide my shattered feelings behind a mask of indifference. I offended them both in different ways by not really being bothered. I cheated them of any sort of display, either hysteria or stoicism. It didn’t sit well with either of them that I took things so much in my stride. Meanwhile the love of money dropped off me like an old scab.


Before he left, CRX kept its promise to Mr Thatcher by giving him the jar with his gallstones in it, and he kept his promise by letting me have a look. It was an ordinary jar with a screw-top, the sort of thing Mum kept in her spice-rack. His gallstones turned out to be more or less in the middle of the range of styles and colours. There were five or six of them, yellow in colour, slightly streaked and glossy. They looked like old-fashioned boiled sweets that had been sucked but not chewed, mint humbugs, perhaps. I wondered what they would taste like, but we weren’t sufficiently on intimate terms, he and I, for me to ask if I could pop one in my mouth.


Of course Mr Thatcher was only serving a short sentence at CRX, while I was an old lag. The way things were going, I would be lucky not to become a lifer. Before he left he asked for my address and telephone number, and I gave them with a little reluctance. I didn’t want any discounts on suburban courtesans. Perhaps Monica in her turn would be shown the fossilised confectionery cooked up by his misbehaving insides. I hoped Mr Thatcher would have the sensitivity to show her after the act, rather than before.


The law was changing that year, to allow the desires of people like me some legitimate expression. If I selected my partners with great care (screening out under-21s and members of the armed services and Merchant Navy, and one at a time, please), making sure everything happened in private, I could have a sexual life all of my own, within the law. Oh, as long as I waited three years or so without jumping the gun.


I had heard mention among the nurses of a Mr Peever, who had been in the hospital and was ‘queer as a coot’. They had to watch him in the toilets. They had to watch me in the toilets, too, in case I fell down, but I realised this was different. He had been loitering with intent – tottering with intent, really – more or less from the moment he could stand up after his surgery. Sister Wright, who smoked eighty Consulate a day, sniggered and said ‘Who’d go with him?’ Well, I would. And wouldn’t anyone rather ‘go with him’ than kiss her mentholated mouth?


I started to pray to Mr Peever in my head, Please, Mr Peever come back to hospital and I’ll go with you. Please, Mr Peever. I asked as discreetly as I could when he’d been in the hospital and they said about six months previous. And will he be coming back soon? Of course they looked at me as if I was mad. I’d come back to CRX myself after an absence, but of course I was a special case. I had a season ticket, I was a hospital yo-yo. Mr Peever never did come back, or not while I was there. Meantime I broadcast on all frequencies to Mr Peever, Mr Peever, please, Mr Peever. I wore a track in my mind with my prayers. We can be flitty together, Mr Peever, just the two of us. Apart from anything else, his name was so perfect, an unimprovable compound of pervert and peeper. It seemed unfair for God to make such a creature and then withhold him from me. It was a big day when I could finally go to the lavatory under my own steam. That was the proper chapel for my prayers.


Physiotherapy was unrelenting. Eventually they broke it to me that the right hip, despite having the more mobility of the two preoperationally, would never have the final mobility of the left. I managed to act surprised. Gosh, that’s a pity. Nobody remembered that I had predicted this outcome, and I never knew how I knew.


Before the pins I tottered, afterwards I came closer to hobbling. Those aren’t technical terms but approximations. My walking also was an approximation. The later motion was sturdier and less precarious. It could cover more ground – but it looked worse. A crutch and a cane advertised the deficiences of what doesn’t altogether qualify, even now, as a gait. Strangers have never found my progress reassuring. They look on in alarm.





Equals futility


No one helped me understand the disappointment of the second operation. Perhaps they didn’t understand themselves, just shrugging it off as one of those things, but I worked to get to the bottom of it myself. There was a gain of movement in both axes, from side to side and also backwards and forwards, but this wasn’t necessarily a good thing. The problem was that I couldn’t control the lateral component. However much work we did, the physiotherapists and I, there wasn’t enough muscle to support me reliably. All the calculations were correct, but the sum didn’t work out as it should have, and I did indeed become bendy in the middle, in very much the way I had feared. The basic arithmetic was off. The sum didn’t go ‘one successful hip operation plus another successful hip operation equals fully ambulant and permanently cheery chappy, praising the National Health Service with every newly bouncy step’. It went mobility minus stability equals futility. I was worse off than I had been before the second operation.


There was no second honeymoon after the second intervention in my bones, since it marked an estrangement, a widening of the asymmetry in my bodily competence. To guarantee my balance I now needed to use my new crutch (with a sort of padded gutter on which to rest my arm) as well as a stick. The right side, the second one to be operated on, was much the weaker, which was quite convenient, since the right arm was the one with enough flexibility to fit comfortably into the gutter of the crutch.


Medical science had over-corrected matters and created new problems. The intermediate stage between operations, with one hip newly flexible, the other still rigid, had actually offered the best compromise and the closest approximation to normal human walking. Dimly I had sensed this at the time, but hadn’t been able to overrule the authorities around me. Instead I had agreed to a painful setback disguised as a technical improvement.


I managed never to say ‘I told you so’ to Ansell or anyone else about the relative failure of the second operation. I’m capable of suppressing my baser self on special occasions, though there’s something about my expression which makes people assume I’m constipated when I do, and I had taken enough Senokot on the children’s wards of CRX to last me several lifetimes.


I didn’t point out that I had been right, and no one ever apologised or repeated the offer of re-doing the operation so as to leave my leg fixed in the position of my choice. I wouldn’t have taken up such an offer anyway. I’d learned that there was a tariff to be paid even on a free offer, and I accepted that no amount of tinkering would make my legs keep in step. The whole pattern of my progress (if progress was what I was making) seemed to be one step forward and one step back, which would never be more painfully clear than it was now. One hip forward. And one hip back.


I was still sinking deep roots into Gardening for Adventure – Mrs Pavey would only ask Mum for a book back if someone requested it. Despite Menage’s enthusiasm I couldn’t get excited about orchids at this time of my life, perhaps because Dad was such an enthusiast.


Hobbies were a sort of battleground for us. I loved the challenge of imposing one of my interests on Dad (he being far the most hobby-minded of the tribe), having it supersede one of his own. He in his turn tried to interest me in his obsessions, but I was oddly resistant, so that the net flow of hobbies was in the other direction.


Dad found orchids full of fascination and charm. I went on finding them rather boring – just a load of leaves coming out of bulb-things in pots which sometimes offered you flowers. Perhaps I was working up to a phase of resistance to Dad, and practising on a small scale by rejecting his interests.


If Dad had really wanted to sell me on orchids, he would have told me that they are like ideas. Or perhaps ideas are like orchids. They’re born from almost nothing, in sterile conditions – the faintest contamination prevents them from germinating. Then, once started, they depend on getting exactly the right balance of nutrients. They need moisture, but almost more than that they need a breeze. They flourish in the crannies of other plants, not dependent but simply sheltered, in the crook of a tree, say. From a million spores only a few plants will establish themselves – but then they can assume an astounding range of sizes and shapes, from the barely visible (Platystele jungermannioides, its flowers barely a hundredth of an inch across) to the towering (Sobralia altissima, which can grow nearly thirty feet tall).


I had one particular idea in my head, of all the mental spores, cradled and moistened, scrupulously blown on, which refused to die altogether. After the first hip operation (or rather, between the botched first attempt and the agonising second) Dad had tried to cheer me up, telling me that once my hips had been fixed I would be able to do many more normal things. ‘You could travel,’ he said. ‘Why not? You could even fly, if I said the word,’ Dad said.


‘Really?’ I was roughly as surprised as Wendy Darling must have been when Peter Pan first held her hand and took to the air.


It turned out that BOAC let the family members of employees fly at greatly reduced prices. ‘How do you feel about Paris?’ Dad asked me.


I didn’t feel much about Paris, either way, but I let the idea take root inside me. After that I would remind Dad from time to time of the promise he had made. He hadn’t come close to anything as binding as an actual promise, of course, but it did no harm to let him think he had. I jogged his memory from time to time after that, and though he never committed himself in definite terms he seemed to concede that an undertaking had been made to me.


Far more interesting to me than any possible orchid was the succulent known as the Mescal Button, Lophophora williamsii. According to Menage, it was sacred to a tribe of Indians in America (the Kiowas of the Rio Grande) who took it as part of their religious rites. I read that slices of Mescal Button were used to replace the bread and wine in church services in Mexico ‘as late as 1918’, though that didn’t seem very recent to me.


The communicants would get coloured visions and coloured emotions and then see the colours of their God. This was really starting to be fun. Mr Menage explained that the phenomenon was caused by a substance in the cactus called mescaline. Researchers who had eaten mescal were unable to describe sensations which lay so far outside ordinary experience. One side-effect was that the drug sometimes ‘fixes the limbs in strange, grotesque positions where they remain for a considerable time’. That didn’t scare me. I felt sure I was immune. The words ‘Mescal’ and ‘Mescaline’ acquired a shimmering aura for me, and I decided that some mescaline tablets would greatly accelerate my convalescence. I wondered if CRX had any tucked away.





Tendrils and serifs


The song on the radio every few minutes was Procol Harum’s ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’, an oddly solemn and gloomy song, more dirge than anthem. I loved it – even before I was told that the group took its name from a pedigree Burmese cat. I loved Burmese cats in their own right.


Nurse Oliveira, a pretty Singhalese girl on Ward Three, was also mad about the song, and wanted to know the words, which were notoriously cryptic. I listened every time it was played, and had soon caught most of them. I wrote them out as neatly as I could and gave them to her. She was thrilled and said, ‘Now it’s my turn to give you something,’ and she wrote something out in her native script. It was wonderful – so much nicer than our alphabet. All those pretty curls. Tendrils and serifs luxuriantly multiplying.


She had another gift for me, a little book which revived my love of such things, the style of mini-book (not even 30 pages) that Dad disparaged as a ‘tract’. It was called The Satipatthana Sutta and Its Application to Modern Life, a lecture on a Buddhist text delivered by V. F. Gunaratna (Retd. Public Trustee, Ceylon) to the Education Department Buddhist Society, Colombo. It was printed at the Sita Printing Works in Kandy for the Buddhist Publication Society as No. 60 in its series The Wheel.


I liked the stress in the little book on Anapana-sati, mindfulness of breathing, as a key to unadulterated blissful abiding. As he breathes in a long breath, the Buddhist monk knows, ‘I am breathing in a long breath.’ As he breathes out a long breath, he knows, ‘I am breathing out a long breath.’ Ditto with short breaths. Ditto with John, though no Buddhist monk. ‘When practising mindfulness of breathing, attention should be focused at the tip of the nose or at the point of the upper lip immediately below where the current of air can be felt.’ I had groped my way towards this practice with my breathing games during bed rest, and more recently after the McKee pins.


It was good to be told, too, that the lotus position or padmasana was optional (‘nowadays rather difficult to many, even to easterners’). And there was ripe irony in being urged to set aside ‘a special time for sitting-practice’. Why else was I in CRX? When I wasn’t learning to totter again, with two semi-functioning hips, I was learning to sit.


The emphasis on mindfulness was refreshing, and new to me. It made sense to tame the mind by concentrating it on humble processes, to use its strength against itself.


One set of exercises was a bit like spiritual isometrics, to be practised wherever you happened to be, on the bus, in the queue at the bakers, in the doctor’s surgery. This was spirituality that demanded no sacrifice, content with scraps of time to do its work. ‘You come tearing down in your car and as you approach a junction, the green colour of the traffic lights have just given place to amber. You curse youself, and come to a halt. It is all tension for you as you impatiently wait a seeming eternity until the red colour gives way to amber and another seeming eternity until amber gives way to green.’ In those two seeming eternities you can retire into the silence of your self and practise a little mindfulness.


You were supposed to see everything as it was, not as it claimed to be. Be a ‘bare observer’, not a partisan one. So for instance you would see a banknote as a piece of paper, no more and no less, divorced from the illusion of its buying power. This was an exercise designed to neutralise the workings of imagination, which finds so much more in the world than there is. This was a rather risky piece of chastening in my case, since my life was more or less entirely imaginary. But perhaps that was the point.


Presumably as you got really good at this game you would reach a point where The Satipatthana Sutta and Its Application to Modern Life itself became no more than sheets of paper and arbitrary squiggles of ink. Then you could lay the book aside in a state of blissful blankness, the Nibbana – curious spelling – mentioned in a text whose meaning had now dissolved in fulfilment of its own teaching. This was the disappearing-ink idea which I had loved so much as a child, given a mystical twist, flowing by capillary action into the Indian Rope that would perform the Trick of fulfilment by vanishing.


Fathom-long carcass


There were aspects of the teaching that didn’t sit quite so well with me. Buddhist monks are supposed to reflect ritually on the repulsiveness of the body, from the soles of its feet up, and from the top of its head-hairs down, this ‘fathom-long carcass’ enveloped by skin and full of manifold impurity. They are supposed to itemise the body’s individually repellent elements in their meditation, thinking, ‘There are in this body hairs of the head, hairs of the body, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sinews, bones, marrow, kidney, heart, liver, midriff, spleen, lungs, intestines, mesentery, gorge, fæces, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, grease, saliva, nasal mucus, synovial fluid, urine.’ Curious that synovial fluid hadn’t been left out. Did I have any of that transparent viscid lubricant left in my joints, after so many years of Still’s?


There were moods when I felt that the task of finding my body (this bag of tubes) repulsive could safely be left to other people. There was one nurse, for instance, Derek, who would sometimes sail right past me, ignoring my requests for help. I knew that nurses were busy people – I had been studying them for years in their natural habitat. They weren’t servants, and they weren’t responsible for me alone. Still, how hard is it to say, ‘I’ll be with you in a moment, John’? All the other nurses seemed able to manage it. When he was wiping my bottom, a procedure that didn’t give white-goose joy though much improved since my first days at CRX thanks to those slide-away panels, he completely ignored my attempts at chat. Perhaps repugnance came into the picture.


Derek wasn’t a physical genius in the Jack Juggernaut class, but he was still easy on the eye. He was blond even if he wasn’t tall – well, everybody’s tall (except Edith Piaf), but Derek was no taller than many of his female colleagues.


What made being ignored by Derek so wounding was that he was very thick with another young man with Still’s. David Webb. I say ‘young man’, but although at fifteen David wasn’t much younger than me he still seemed a boy. He still had a piping voice. I had to admit he looked quite cuddly – it’s only now that I see the cuddliness as a consequence of steroids, nothing more or less.


Derek always found time for David, who was blind. So the question for me was: am I too disabled to attract Derek’s attention, or not disabled enough? Perhaps it was the bonus of David’s blindness that gave him a competitive edge in the nurse-attraction business.


Understandably the question of physical repulsiveness was much on my mind at this period. I decided that simply finding my body repulsive, à la Satipatthana Sutta, was too easy to count as a mental discipline. My task was more complicated: first I had to promote my body to equal status with everyone else’s, and then despise it along with all the others in its class. I tucked away for later chewing-over a rebellious quibble: if indifference is the goal, then isn’t cultivating feelings of disgust an odd way to attain it?


When Derek was chatting to little David, it was as if he wanted everyone on the ward to know about it. He was loud about everything he did. Loudly he cultivated David, and loudly he ignored me.


Nothing he said seemed to be private. One day I heard him boasting about his knowledge of drugs. There wasn’t much he didn’t know on that subject, to hear him talk, from opium to purple hearts. You could hear him from several beds away. I was feeling very starved of his attention. I may as well admit that. So when I had finally got him cornered I told him I’d heard about this stuff called mescaline, and it sounded just the ticket for me. I tried to whisper to get a nice conspiratorial atmosphere going. I like a good conspiracy – the good ones are the ones that don’t exclude me. He was practically shouting, and couldn’t seem to catch the name of this funny drug. He wanted to know if it was written down somewhere. I said no, but I wrote it on a piece of paper for him. ‘Interesting,’ he said. ‘I’ll see what I can find out.’ I was certainly intrigued by Lophophora williamsii, but once I had got Derek’s attention it was mission accomplished, really.


A snail’s eyes on stalks


He came back the next day with a book in his hand and a strange alarmed look on his face. He asked, ‘How on earth did you find out about this stuff? It’s very hush-hush. Who told you about it?’ He looked at me very intently.


I said I didn’t remember. Gardening for Adventure had got me into trouble, just as Mr Menage had warned, and now I was afraid that the book itself was in danger of being confiscated. I had been silly to be so blatant about dark desires and taboo subjects. Fortunately I realised that if I snapped the book shut straight away, even supposing I could do it discreetly, I would give the game away. So I left it open and said as casually as I could that I’d heard the name somewhere – probably from one of the doctors talking.


Derek picked up Gardening for Adventure and ran his eyes over it. My heart was beating hard. The word ‘mescaline’ seemed to stand out from the page like a snail’s eyes on stalks, and still Derek didn’t see it. When he shut my book I asked if I could see his book in return. Fair dos. He said no. He wasn’t in a hurry to admit that his know ledge was every bit as second-hand as mine – but my book was better than his book. Or at least more broad-minded. His book obviously regarded poor Lophophora williamsii as a very wicked piece of vegetation indeed.


Soon after this moment of cosiness I encountered the other sort of conspiracy, the less nice, in the form of a human bubble which sealed me out and left me to suffocate.


As I practised the defective repair which was my walking I became aware of silences on the ward, zones of inhibition which blossomed as I approached. Suddenly membranes of secrets closed in front of me, opened up behind me, like parodies of the automatic doors on Star Trek.


In this way I received my birthright, my minority birthright, of paranoia. Information is always in movement and the best way to keep up with it is to move freely yourself. Gossip has a naturally fast pace, it’s a game of tag, and there’s something very artificial about being included when you can’t compete, like a child who’s not supposed to feel patronised being patted an easy ball by a grown-up.


Patients on Ward Three would be discussing things in a group but would suddenly hush up when I approached, or even if I stuck my head up from the bed to show I was listening hard. I soon found that the best way of hearing what they were saying was to keep my eye very firmly on my book – The Count of Monte Cristo – and not to look up. I felt thoroughly got at until I understood that they weren’t talking about me. The conversation was actually about Derek, and I soon realised I wasn’t the only one to be excluded from it. The group went quiet when all sorts of people were nearby. There would be quite a gaggle of patients talking about Derek, and then the ward orderly would come in to mop up. By the time he had put his bucket down there would be a pregnant hush – pregnant specifically in the manner of a viviparous fish, say a guppy. The moment the orderly moved on from the ward, that hush would spawn dozens of lively wriggling murmurs.


For two or three weeks I struggled to solve the mystery, and then at last, when two or three insiders were huddled in conspiracy, one of them called me over. He waited for me to hobble over, not letting any impatience show. ‘You don’t look as if you’re the type to grass on a fellow,’ he said. ‘I think it’s time we told you what’s what.’ He told me Derek’s secret. Derek’s career was at risk, and everyone was trying to help.


He had a creeping deafness. It had been detected when he was interviewed for nursing, and he was told that he was employable so long as it didn’t get any worse. It got worse. It was so bad now that he was all but deaf.


‘But that’s impossible!’ I said. ‘I was chatting away to him only yesterday. We talked about all sorts of things …’ Which wasn’t entirely true. The pressure to converse was entirely on my side, and I had always detected a reluctance, which now I began to understand.


‘Yes,’ came the answer. ‘He’s become very good at lip-reading. Just watch his eyes when you talk to him again. We’re all doing what we can to help him keep his job. Of course if he has to go on night duty he’s sunk …’


With my new knowledge I tested Derek by mixing up the labial consonants, asking him to bull me pack in the chair, etc. He watched my lips very intently. Perhaps one of the factors in his friendship with David Webb was that he could watch as closely as he liked and David would never notice. It was a strange idea to me, that someone could be invisibly disabled. Part of me felt that if your disability could be kept secret it wasn’t up to much. Kids’ stuff. There should be a different word for it. Perhaps that was where handicap should come in. I was disabled and Derek was only handicapped. He had to work harder to keep up, but he was still in the game.


All the same I wanted to justify the confidence I had been given, and tried my hardest to be on Derek’s side. The other nurses did their bit, but they couldn’t swap their shifts around indefinitely to help him avoid working at night. When the day (night) finally came that he couldn’t dodge a late shift, a staff nurse quietly turned up and spoke to him from behind, and that was that. He was given his cards. Obviously there had been some sort of tip-off, and one of the same people who had tried to help him had informed on him to the authorities. Everyone claimed to be shocked, but I wasn’t so sure. Were we really saying that Derek had a right to his job even if he couldn’t hear the patients in his care ringing for attention? I found myself reluctantly siding with the authorities.


With an imaginary spoon


One thing at least was clear, with Derek’s departure. I wouldn’t be getting that mescaline any time soon.


I adored The Count of Monte Cristo. A long rehabilitation demands a long book. First hip Pamela, second hip Monte Cristo. Richardson and Dumas both knew how to play the long game. I wasn’t in a hurry. The Count of Monte Cristo wasn’t prescribed by any reading list but it was still irresistible. I identified pretty strongly with Edmond Dantès. He was gloriously cold and nasty, and we were both stuck – if he had the Château d’If, then I had CRX. Perhaps it’s perverse to find your release in an account of someone else’s confinement, but that was how it was with me. Dantès was accused of treason and imprisoned – it was almost a disappointment when he got free. And what is juvenile rheumatoid arthritis if not a treason of the body, physical mutiny? My most trusted generals turned against me, leaving me to tunnel my way out with an imaginary spoon.


The only thing against such a big book was its physical awkwardness (or mine). If my human-lectern idea lacked practicality, then I didn’t see why the National Health Service, if it could run to linen sheets and bottles of stout, couldn’t afford to pay for a reader. Bernard Miles, perhaps, why not? Since he was philanthropically minded (a benefactor of Vulcan) and had a juicy voice, though CRX wouldn’t be able to match the fees he got from Mackeson. There would be a certain amount of grumbling from the ward codgers at first, but I was confident that in time they would surrender as wholly as I had. I wouldn’t have minded starting again from the beginning. The nurses might not be so happy, since they’d have to pull themselves away from the story to wipe bottoms and save lives.


I wish I’d known then that being read to as they worked was one of the perks traditionally enjoyed by the cigar-rollers of Havana. The lector was paid out of the workers’ wages. He would start with the daily papers and move on to essays or novels, according to the votes of the workers. Supposedly the workers named a new brand of cigar after the book they enjoyed most of all as they rolled the carcinogenic leaves of their livelihood … hence the Montecristo. I might have put in a plea for the Pamela, but their choice has a lot to be said for it.


The book itself was as close as I have ever come to a big fat cigar, rolled by an expert, delivering the slow-burning pleasure of narrative intoxication. I inhaled it page after page. I blew smoke-rings of pleasure up at the ceiling.


I had an invisible cigar, and since the collapse of the Guardian Bank my money likewise was invisible. Still, I had my evening Mackeson and my copy of Satipatthana Sutta and Its Application to Modern Life – so much better as a guide to life than the Daily Telegraph. I could even look forward to legal sexual expression only a few years down the road, as long as I could keep my desire for uniforms under control. For now, only the songs on the radio gave a feeling of what I was missing by spending most of the Summer of Love in the Château d’If.


I was relatively indifferent to my surroundings during this period, not entirely thanks to my absorption in The Count of Monte Cristo. This was something that made an impression in its own right. I wasn’t my usual chatty and forthcoming self. My fellow patients hardly seemed worth the trouble of cultivating, since they were mainly in-patients for a few days only. Why waste precious charm on transients?


My appetite for books had slackened off, and this too was interpreted as a sign of low mood. Of course I finished reading The Count of Monte Cristo, but that was different. I was on the last 400 pages by then, so I was really only coasting home. A certain amount of chivvying was set in motion on an administrative level, which took the final form of Ansell sitting on the bed one more time and urging me to cheer up – I was on the last lap, after all, and mustn’t lose heart. The second operation hadn’t been a roaring success, but I was still much better fitted for life than I had been before the whole cycle of surgery and rehabilitation began.


I’m not sure my mood was really so low – Western culture, uncomfortable with inwardness, tends to interpret it negatively – but I went along with the fiction of depression, smiling wanly and promising to buck myself up.


Of course it’s natural, as Dad was always pointing out, for baby birds to be pushed out of the nest by their parents, to fend for themselves. But it’s also natural, when it’s time to leave any place of safety, for even a senior chick to go back to bed and pull the bedclothes over his head.


Chronic female veto


There was a surprise waiting for me when I came out of CRX the second time, as rehabilitated as I ever would be: Mum and Dad had put up a greenhouse! I was delighted. I showed every shade of appreciation and wonder that the human face can manage. Possibly I overdid it. I didn’t know when to stop. I couldn’t recognise the point where plausible extremes of joy had been acted out to everyone’s satisfaction.


It was an act because I knew quite well what had been going on. My plan all along. I’d been using Peter as my cat’s-paw in a campaign of action-at-a-distance, briefing him when he visited me and sending him letters with additional instructions when necessary.


First he had suggested the whole scheme to Dad. The experiment was designed to exploit Peter’s standing in the family – I had the idea that Dad was less fully armoured against his second-born than his first-. Dad didn’t dismiss the scheme, but he wasn’t exactly encouraging, pointing out that Mum would exercise her chronic female veto.


After a suitably calculated interval, Peter was primed to remark that Mum would dearly love somewhere to sunbathe out of the wind. What a shame there was nowhere suitable in the garden … particularly as you could divide off one section of a greenhouse – if you had one – and call it a sun-lounge. Was there a nicer word than ‘greenhouse’, do you think, Dad? Didn’t some people say ‘conservatory’ instead? Perhaps Mum would like the idea better if we used the word ‘conservatory’…


The vocabulary was a critical element. I thought of using the word ‘solarium’ instead of sun-lounge, but it was a matter of knowing your market. Dad might enjoy the word, but he wasn’t the one with a passion for burning his skin, and Mum would find it intimidating.


Dad said he’d think about it. Maybe it wasn’t out of the question. Then the final touch was for Peter to say that Mum would have to be careful not to get sunburn even if there was glass between her and the sun, wouldn’t she? I relied on this very oblique hint tipping the scales with Dad.


This was string-pulling in the grand tradition of Granny, although on a humble scale and without real ruthlessness. Everyone was happy, weren’t they? I had somewhere to grow Drosophyllum lusitanicum, Dad had an indispensable aid to his own more ambitious gardening projects, and Mum had somewhere to bask like a lizard in sunny weather, even on windy days.


That greenhouse was as much my work as if I had slipped out of the body every night, using the handy exit of a dream of knowledge, and dug the foundations with my own astral hands.


I wondered how Granny found the strength to conduct such campaigns on a number of fronts at a time. Yes, I had got my way, and it was fascinating to see that under certain circumstances people could be flicked against each other in predictable pathways like so many marbles, but still I felt depleted and even a little sick.


Peter had had a few Boy-Scoutish qualms about his rôle in the experiment. ‘Aren’t we being a little …?’ he asked, and I cheerfully supplied the missing word as ‘sneaky’.


It was all very well for him to have high standards, he could wipe his own bottom. I depended on paid strangers or close kin for humiliating tasks and had no prospect of equal dealing, so all I was doing was evening up the odds. Isn’t the Boy Scout motto ‘Be prepared’ anyway? I was prepared to be sneaky. I can claim Homer in my corner, as well as Baden-Powell. All very well for Achilles to be heroic – he’s invulnerable as long as he does what his Mamma says and wears his riding hat and his special shoes. Odysseus has to be sneaky to get by.


There was only one detail of the scheme which caused me a little guilt. Dad and I knew perfectly well that the ‘sun-lounge’ wouldn’t help Mum tan, since window glass filters out the short-wave radiation responsible. We were more or less conspiring against her, he and I. We would have needed to fit Vita glass (very expensive) to lend real assistance to her sun-damage project, though this was the heyday of the suntan, its traumatic effects on the dermis unknown or unpublicised, and I can’t pretend we were actually looking out for her welfare. I didn’t know why Dad got a kick out of putting one over on Mum, but I knew it was so, and that a hint about the screening effects of window glass would give him a final nudge towards the project.


There was no need to mention any of this to the lady of the house. Her happy moods weren’t so common that we could risk spoiling them. She pulsated with contentment as she lay there out of the wind on the lounger, basking in placebo sunshine.


Of course we none of us said ‘sun-lounger’. Mum’s love of brand names had raised this item above the common ruck of loungers. This was the Relaxator.


Mum not only went around recommending products but advertised their disgrace if they failed to perform, denouncing them from her kitchen pulpit. Unable to live up to her mother’s religion of the Top Man, she made do with the cult of the household name and the Which? Best Buy. Top Thing was a better bet than Top Person – but if a well-known or much-recommended purchase let her down it was a devastating blow, a sort of compound treason-fraud-sacrilege. When a washing-machine got the shakes just out of guarantee (though multiply lauded and endorsed), this was an assault on the integrity of the entire market-place. Hers was a world-view in which trailing threads were always likely to unravel the flimsy gestalt, and any little snag could ladder the sheer stocking of her self-belief.


Examples: Kit-Kat (chocolate-covered snack) was on her blacklist because she could never get the wafer fingers to snap as crisply as they did on the advert, despite the foil wrapper which undertook to keep them fresh. Kit-e-Kat (cat food) was condemned because it intensified the vileness of feline breath.


When we were slumming it by watching ITV and Kit-e-Kat was advertised during commercial breaks, with a voice asking cheerily, ‘Is your cat a Kit-e-Kat?’ we would all answer in mock-Cockney accents, ‘Then it mustn’t ’arf stink!’ This was our Bourne End saturnalia – sneering at the common people from our precarious upper rung. The only ITV programme which commanded our full respect, though it was always turned on ‘for John’, was the Saturday-night wrestling. It was the squirming aspect which spoke to me, I think, not the throwing about – I can’t answer for anyone else. I found it utterly thrilling, and was amazed it was allowed in any way at all. I kept quiet but Mum felt free to comment, saying, for instance, ‘Amazing to think that all these wrestling positions have names!’ One evening a wrestler was pinned on his back with his hands immobilised, so all he could do was push up with his pelvis in the hope of unseating his opponent, busy pushing down in the same style. Mum just said, ‘Gosh, Dennis, anybody would think those two were mating!’


The ruddy crutch


It was strange to be home at Trees with my newly adjusted disability (Granny had drummed into us the vulgarity of adorning your house name with inverted commas). The spaces were deeply familiar but had to be negotiated in a new way. As I moved around the house I had new problems of balance to contend with. I could now make reasonable progress, for instance, advancing towards the kitchen sink or the basin in the bathroom, but I needed somewhere to stow my crutch and cane while I used the facilities once I had reached them. No question of putting them on the floor, obviously, so I would lean them against the sink or the basin. Usually the cane stayed put but the crutch, being top-heavy, invariably fell with a scrape and a crash. Then the cry would go up, ‘The ruddy crutch!!’ Humorous, mock-exasperated. Or rather, expressing true exasperation beneath the mockery of it.


Audrey would repeat the phrase in fun, copying those around her. She must have been six at the time, seven at the most. Mum and Dad seemed disproportionately irritated by the jarring noise, while Audrey’s laugh was genuine and delighted, which should have taken the sting out of it. Yet her repetition, though perfectly innocent, was the one I found most wounding. There was joy in it, and the joy that was in it made it so much worse – but I knew better than to ask her not to say it. Audrey’s wilfulness was already highly developed, and it was wisest not to alert her to her power to hurt, in case she explored it at her leisure.


When the crutch fell, after the family hubbub had died down, I’d either have to lever it up somehow with the cane or ask for help. Peter would help me very willingly, and Audrey would return the crutch to my possession with exaggerated graciousness, as if it was a prize at the village fête, and she the Lady Mayoress doing the honours.


No one thought of doing anything silly, like attaching a simple bracket to the basin and the sink, some little retaining hook for the crutch to lean against.


It strikes me now how ridiculously easy such a gadget would have been to make. It would hardly test anyone’s do-it-yourself skills, but of course do-it-myself isn’t an option. Even Peter could have had a shot at it, if he had dared to swim against the tide. All he would have needed was a wire coathanger, bent so that one end curled round the base of one of the taps, the other run to the front of the basin and formed into a hook – into which I could tuck the crutch and still have it handy. Professor Branestawm would have been proud of Peter for such a useful bit of bodging, and so would I. But everyone seemed to prefer waiting for the crash and then raising an outcry. The whole family was oddly attached to my status as a nuisance.


In the kitchen I liked to perch on a stool if given a choice, a privileged position bought with much effort. Perching was always my attitude relative to furniture, I was only pretending to sit out of politeness. I’d need help to get up there, but it was worth it. Perching was my great delight. Of course I had to leave the crutch somewhere, and someone would knock against it, and then the senseless cry would go up, as if in some way it was all my fault. The ruddy crutch. The ruddy family. The ruddy business of being alive.


My sprouting groin


A tube of Immac, procured with much labour from a chemist in Bourne End, had delayed the moment when physical maturity had to be acknowledged, but there was only so much a depilatory could be expected to do. The caustic smell, moreover, was hateful, and I certainly didn’t dare use it lower down, though my almost luxuriant pubic hair gave the lie to the Mummy’s-little-darling idea, on which tender relations with Mum depended, at least as much as my ghost of a moustache.


Perhaps because of distaste for my sprouting groin, Mum made over responsibility for bathing me to Dad, who almost seemed to enjoy it. He was always drily complimenting me on the excellence of my equipment, which was nice the first time – I so rarely seemed to meet his standards – and rather awkward after that. No teenager wants to be told more than once that he is in possession of a magnificent beast, does he? Not more than a few times anyway, and not by a parent.


Wiping my bottom was a grey area that became a battlefield. In theory this was a job which fell to Dad before he set off for work (I was a reliable morning defæcator), but he soon learned to get an early start so as to leave bog duty to Mum. There was no obvious willpower in the man, yet it was remarkably difficult to get him to do anything he didn’t want to do. He didn’t seem to have any personal preference until the air around him thickened with an implied course of conduct, and then he generally voted against it.


It’s odd, but I don’t remember seeing Granny at all during the period of my operations and rehabilitations, but then hospital visiting wouldn’t have been her style. She didn’t go in for sustained nurture but spectacular interventions. Not for her the weeding and the watering of some humble patch of garden. She would rather just happen to be passing when a hundred-year cactus bursts into the ecstasy of flower, charmingly disowning any credit but letting people come to their own conclusions.


Now and then the trolley which carried the ward telephone would bear down on me, with Granny’s precise diction ready to pounce from the receiver, so I had occasional bulletins about her activities. During this period, rather to her surprise, she had made friends with a neighbour in Tangmere. Mere friendship was rather a come-down for someone whose preferred style of relationship was the slow-burning feud. She found a strange sort of nourishment in antagonism, and there was active disappointment for her in soft emotions and smooth dealings.


The mutual benefit of the friendship was that Granny had money but no car, the neighbour a car and no money. All of this may also be part of the explanation for Granny’s absence from my bedside, that she and her neighbour were busy motoring to country towns and staying in what Granny never wavered from calling Otels.


At the end of such conversations Granny would say, ‘That’s all my news, John, and I won’t embarrass you by asking you for yours. How could you have any, marooned as you are? And I’m sure the food is terrible. Make sure your mother brings you something better. She has no talent as a maker of salads, as you will undoubtedly know. If she has forgotten how to make the salad dressing I showed her, tell her to telephone me. She has only to ask.’


It’s only now that I realise that there is a simpler explanation for absence than either a preference for other styles of charitable act or else her Otel commitments. Ridiculously simple, once the Granular mystique has worn away and you’ve given the thought permission to occur. Granny hated hospitals, and so she stayed away.


What do people hate about hospitals? The smell. The lighting. Bad tea in the canteen. The fact that death comes calling.


So when people say they ‘hate’ hospitals, it only means they fear them. Normally Granny embraced hatred with a certain amount of affection, and left the fearing to other people. But during the year-plus of my operations and rehabilitations, it was fear which drove her in any direction but mine, far more reliably than her neighbour’s car.


Despite everything I remember the sense of a warm breeze moving through the house, which was partly summer, of course, but also corresponded to a break in the family weather, a climate in which lightning hardly ever flashed but clouds were slow to clear. Tensions never seemed to come to a proper rolling boil, but it was rare for them to stop simmering altogether for the duration of a radiant interlude. It was our nature as a family to seethe rather than explode, and even when we did explode there was no actual violence and very little damage to property. Admittedly Audrey showed signs of being a wild card, who would not play by the established rules that were good or bad enough for everyone else.


Dad had a new job with BOAC, I had a new hip and a crutch whose misadventures seemed to tickle everybody, Peter had a paper round and Audrey hadn’t yet devised a hiding place beyond Mum’s power to find.


I felt proprietorial about the conservatory-greenhouse (although of course I couldn’t say so) and I liked to be parked by it. I was already planning what Dad should grow there, apart from the Drosophyllum lusitanicum in whose interest the whole long-distance hypnosis experiment had been conducted.


Love in the key of exasperation


My next project would be to persuade Dad to experiment, in the new greenhouse, with another of Menage’s tips, Musa ensete – the Abyssinian banana. If we sowed it in spring next year it would reach nearly four foot by early autumn, needing to be transplanted first into a seven-inch and then a twelve-inch pot. By the end of the second year it would be pressing outwards against the panes of the conservatory, and Menage’s advice was to get rid of it and start again from scratch. It would be interesting to see whether Dad could be so casual about the fate of the cuckoo in his greenhouse – a plant which would have by then more or less the status of a family member. Then we’d see how good a job he made of rejecting the claims of a vegetable child.


Mum fussed over me endlessly, which I tried whole-heartedly to hate. What do fully-fledged chicks feel when the mother bird regurgitates food down their throats, long after they’ve learned to feed themselves? Love, I expect, love in the key of exasperation.


She was good at the job. She was more than competent. She wasn’t like some of the professionals I had experienced over the years, who had secretly hated the job, or parts of it, and had passed that hatred on. With Mum it was just the reverse. She liked it too much. It would fit her personality and her character (Heather) in the Bach herbal system, for there to be one child who never outgrew the need for her. Then she would never need to outgrow her own need. Audrey wasn’t the answer to her prayers after all, was in fact showing signs of being a right little madam, while Peter (with that paper round and pub work in prospect) was almost out of her orbit already.


I wanted Mum’s life to have meaning – of course I did – as long as its meaning wasn’t that she had a tragically stricken son who couldn’t manage without her. Unfortunately that was the meaning she had her heart set on.


She was always on my side, but whose side was I on? Not hers. I couldn’t afford to be. She was a helper who was also an obstacle. Mum wasn’t the alternative to an ‘institution’, she was an institution in her own right, a one-woman hospice-hermitage yawning to receive me.


Bare observation


I spent a lot of time viewing Mum through the wrong end of a mental telescope, practising the Buddhist vision – bare observation, indifferent to the agreed meanings of things – taught by the Satipatthana Sutta. What was Mum? Mum was a fathom-long carcass (closer to the fathom mark, in fact, than I would ever be), fat, tears, grease, saliva, etc. More to the point, Mum was the champion of the Relaxator, the Bernina – the sewing-machine – and Sqezy (I was troubled and thrilled by the manufacturer’s licence to drop the mandatory u after q), booster of the Kenwood, the Rayburn, Kia-Ora, Yeast-Vite and Nescaff, compulsive denigrator of Kit-e-Kat and Kit-Kat. The layman’s term for this spiritual enterprise is ‘hardening the heart’.


When his family spilled out into the garden which was his exclusive province for much of the year, Dad tended to retreat into the shed. Mum’s main reason for being in the garden was to pick herbs. She had white paving stones laid in the back plot just outside the kitchen door, in the form of a chess board. Her herbs grew in the black squares, and she could walk on the white squares when she wanted to pick them.


The first thing she did on a picking expedition was to shake her right hand, as if she was holding an invisible thermometer and trying to get the mercury back down to its bulb. When I asked her what she was doing, she explained it was to make her hand go floppy. ‘I want to be guided by influences far from the brain,’ she would say with a faraway look in her eyes. Her loosened arm would then rise smoothly up and get its bearings. Within a second or two it had jerked decisively towards the appropriate accents to be added to lunch.


Clearly this was herbalist dowsing, yet Mum was horrified when she found out that Peter and I had been playing with ouija boards. I couldn’t see the difference – except that regimented herbs don’t talk back. But when it was me calling on influences far from the brain, that was somehow sinister and appalling.


In our ouija sessions Peter and I had been having snatches of conversation with two ancestors, Great-Grandpa who designed the Cambridge Divinity School and Newnham College (not to mention bits of Girton) and Mum’s Uncle Ted who suicided himself at Jesus College, Cambridge. The ouija board seemed to have a strong Cambridge bias. If it was controlled (Mum’s theory) by a minor devil, then it was one that sported a light-blue scarf.


The ouija board was a homely device, nothing more than a glass upside-down on a piece of Dad’s shirt-cardboard marked with the letters of the alphabet. It wasn’t practical for me to put my hand on top of the glass, so Peter was flying solo. I suppose he might have been cheating, but the messages which came through weren’t in his style. Great-Uncle Ted kept saying I THOUGHT IT WOULD BE QUICK, round and round again, and then the astral switchboard seemed to lose interest, saying BLAH BLAH BLAH instead. ‘Are you tired?’ I asked, and the answer came back, SURE AM, BOSS. After that, no movement at all, however long we tried. Peter seemed disappointed, but I thought this was a good result. A pair of teenaged boys at a loose end had bored the Spirit World out of its tiny mind. Something to be proud of.


We were fairly bored too, on our side of the spectral divide, with Great-Uncle Ted and Great-Grandpa endlessly repeating the same things. Even knowing the ouija board was prohibited couldn’t make it interesting indefinitely. There’s some forbidden fruit that tastes of nothing much.


One particular song sums up that summer for me. Memory chooses a slice to sum up the whole, but it’s no great feat of compression in this case since the record was hardly ever off the turntable. ‘Good Vibrations’ by the Beach Boys, as radiant and bouncy a song as ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’ was strange and riddling.


The record wasn’t newly released or even newly bought. It was bought with a Christmas present, but not in a hurry. Peter and I had consulted extensively about it. Mum and Dad had actually given him a book token, in an attempt to enlarge his rather basic library (Jane’s Fighting Ships and the Observer Book of Aeroplanes). I didn’t think presents should have strings attached, so I had taken the educational sting from Christmas by agreeing to swap the reproachful token for cash. It was no sacrifice. There were always books I wanted to buy.


I did find it funny that it was Jane who catalogued the fighting ships – it seemed so much more a job for Tarzan. But maybe he was busy picking nits off Cheeta’s fur or gathering fruit for lunch.


Soon, of course, with the benefits of his paper round accruing (and lucrative pub work looming), Peter would be standing casually at the counter of a record shop to ask for a single, positively willing the assistant to ask if he had just had a birthday, just so that he could answer ‘No’ in a faintly baffled tone, as a way of signalling that he was now a man of the world – emancipated from the yearly cycle of presents, rising above the grudging shillings of pocket money, able to plonk down eight-and-sixpence from his earnings as a matter of course, with only a trifling acceleration of the heartbeat at the rash committing of cash to an object that was perishable both in terms of material and its vulnerability to fashion. Those cash-flush days were only just round the corner, but for now expenditure still needed to be carefully monitored, and ‘Good Vibrations’ had proved a solid investment, vindicating the long period of consultation.


Posh, spinsterly and shrewd


Mum and Dad were predictably incompatible in their tastes for entertainment. Mum favoured light comic songs and routines – her top favourite being Joyce Grenfell, sly, posh, spinsterly and shrewd, because her observations were ‘so true’.


Dad on the other hand admired Eartha Kitt, who was sexual and predatory – she even called Father Christmas ‘Santa baby’, for Heaven’s sake, as if he was no more than a sugar daddy in fur-trimmed pyjamas – yet somehow blatantly for sale herself. No better than she should be, and out for what she could get.


I wonder, though, if Mum had her priorities right. Eartha Kitt was no real threat. If she had turned up in Dad’s office he wouldn’t have known what to say. He would have looked at his shoes, not her cleavage. Joyce Grenfell, though, could be much more dangerous in her quiet way.


I don’t think Mum ever knew that Grenfell was a niece of Nancy Astor’s (not to mention a fellow Christian Scientist) and had a cottage on the Cliveden estate. It would have given her the willies to think that Joyce Grenfell might have sat near her in the CRX cafeteria one day, inconspicuous in a little tweed hat and fawn coat, on the alert for intonations and mannerisms. Mum’s admiration for the truthfulness of Joyce Grenfell’s would have turned to panic. She would hardly have dared to listen to her on the radio for fear of hearing herself transformed in a monologue. It would have been hellish to be on the sharp end of that truthfulness.


When from time to time Dad threatened to buy Mum a record of Eartha Kitt’s for Christmas he was teasing, exaggerating for comic effect an insensitivity to her tastes which was perfectly sincere. Like all the men of the era he took something like pride in being a hopeless shopper, clueless and mildly resentful when confronted with a lingerie department, a perfume counter or a high-class confectioner’s. Why should he be expected to know what size his wife was, what she liked to smell of, whether she favoured the hard centres or the soft, chocolate plain or milky? These were feminine mysteries and husbands found them baffling on principle. A man who understood his wife’s needs would be regarded with something like suspicion. Something must have gone rather badly wrong to produce this morbid state of communication.


Dad despised florists not in his capacity as a male but as a gardener. If Mum wanted to be bought flowers by her husband, she had married the wrong man. In any case, buying her flowers would always have been a perilous enterprise. That whole area was hedged about with superstitions which the most innocent bouquet-giver was sure to trespass onto, let alone Dad. It was unlucky to give lilies, those deathly blooms, or a bunch which mixed red and white flowers. Once when a neighbour gave her just such a bunch for her birthday – carnations – Mum hardly waited to say Thank You before frantically segregating them by colour in different vases so that the bad luck drained away, muttering ‘blood and bandages’ the whole time. Apparently those were the ominous associations of the ill-starred mixture, though I was mystified by the fuss kicked up. If there’s blood, don’t you want to have bandages handy?


In the case of ‘Good Vibrations’ Mum overcame her prejudices, while Dad remained stubbornly attached to his. He violently disapproved of everything about the record, from the barbarous phrase ‘Beach Boys’ down. It was obvious to him that ‘beach boys’ were no more than loafers and layabouts. What they needed was jobs. I know Peter could imagine no better job than being in the Beach Boys, but he couldn’t quite find the words to say so.


This was a song which really came into its own when the sun shone and the French windows were thrown open. Day by day the volume dial on the household’s Bush radiogram crept up, in stealthy increments.


When ‘Good Vibrations’ was playing, Mum’s herb-picking became especially adventurous, with the music pulsing and prancing behind her. She would execute a courtly dance among her plantings in search of the right flavours, like a bee spoiled for choice between flowers. She danced a happy bumbling gavotte around the aromatic chequerboard of the herb garden.


Audrey trotted out from the house and joined in, treating the paving stones as a sort of practice court for hopscotch. Sometimes she lost her balance and trod on a planting, which seemed genuinely accidental, though taking a small revenge on anything which attracted Mum’s attention away from her wouldn’t have been out of character. She knew exactly how many times she could get away with saying, ‘Oh dear, I’ve treaded on Mummy’s parsy,’ before she was suspected of systematic trampling. For Audrey in those days, parsley was parsy and there was no other herb, hardly another piece of greenery. From her point of view the vegetable kingdom was made up of the holy trinity, parsley, rose and Christmas tree.


Peter would be exercising rather self-consciously in the sunlight with the chest-expander Dad had given him for his birthday, two wooden handles connected with woven elastic ropes. As his powers increased he was supposed to add more of these ropes, clipping them to rings on the handles. Eventually the chest-expander would have six strings, like a guitar, though currently he was stranded at the banjo stage with four – but still, he was stringing and tuning his teenaged vigour as if it was an actual instrument. He was proud enough of his progress to exercise where he could be seen, shy enough to keep the operative area out of sight by wearing an ærtex shirt rather than a singlet.


Even Gipsy joined in the harmonious mood, an ageing dog these days, sedately romping. By now her hips were more or less on a par with my substandard ones, though of course she made no exorbitant demands on them for balance. They held her up without any trouble, it’s just that they moved rather stiffly and made her unwilling to risk the blithe jumps of her youth. Dogs’ hips don’t last for ever. Mine at least had improved with age, thanks to the visionary butchering of Mr Arden.


Sustained hedon bombardment


Dad, of course, retreated to the greenhouse in protest at the din, but gave the game away by leaving the door open a few inches. The elementary particles of sensation had always seemed to stream right through Dad, or to bounce off him. His pain threshold was high, his pleasure threshold higher still. Perhaps this was only the side of him we saw, but we saw a lot of it. It took mighty waves of positively charged experience to provoke the smallest interior ripple of enjoyment. He preferred to go through life without being obliged to provide emotional commentary.


There must be a benefit, for the species if not for the individual, in the refusal of joy. A hedon is the unit of pleasure, just as a dolor is the unit of pain. The hedon isn’t recognised by any authority, not even one as marginal as a Swedish university research project. Still, it’s logically necessary, even if I just this minute made it up.


Hedon radiation was agitating every molecule of the shed, hedons were pulsing and throbbing like fireflies, tickling the soft palate of anyone within range like inhaled lemonade. Strong California sunshine trapped in grooves of black plastic was converted back into the visible spectrum by the travelling prism, tip down, of the stylus on the family record player. Our English summer was given substance by the American one on the record.


Even Dad couldn’t hold out against the Beach Boys for ever. Sustained hedon bombardment day after day, relentless, was bound to find the chink in the shed, and Dad’s armour. It took its toll. Dad’s resistance was high but he wasn’t quite hedon-proof, much (for some reason) as he might want that.


One day he was watering the garden while Mum was playing the song indoors at the usual volume, and I could see for myself how those good vibrations infiltrated the arm that held the hose. Whenever that peculiar passage came round when an unearthly electronic instrument goes OOOWEEEYOOO OOOWEEEE like an ecstatic banshee, Dad would move the hose in luxurious loops and spirals. Random beds and plantings in the garden got the benefit of a more generous, carefree sprinkling, the moisture subtly ionised by Dad’s grudging pleasure in the song.


There came a day when I caught him whistling bits of the tune. Dad’s was a generation of whistlers. They whistled when they were cheerful and also when they weren’t. They whistled their way into the War, and those who came back were still whistling, when it ended, with a fair approximation of nonchalance.


In later life they whistled as they washed the car, as they tidied the tools in the shed, and on their way to the funerals of their contemporaries, though it was always considered poor form to reproduce much in the way of a tune. And now Dad, despite himself, was whistling a song he wanted to hate. I looked enquiringly at him, hoping he would admit to liking and enjoying something that we all loved, but he didn’t respond. It would be too much of a loss of face to come clean and admit that not all songs with guitars in them were infantile rubbish. That would mean, somehow, that we had won, if he ever admitted he was just as much seduced by this luminous summer anthem as anyone else.


Intolerable coffee please


There was a similar pattern of behaviour on the rare occasions we went to a restaurant for any sort of celebration meal. Dad would start to rally his troops immediately after pudding, and I would ask, ‘Can we have some coffee, please Dad?’


‘No point, John,’ he would say. ‘We’ll have it at home where they know how to make it. Everyone knows the coffee here is intolerable.’


‘Have you tasted it yourself?’


‘I expect so.’ Dad didn’t enjoy telling actual lies, untruths without any blurring at their edges. He didn’t have much of a gift for equivocation, come to that. He was a little better at changing the subject, but I was too fast for him.


‘Try to remember. Have you had the coffee here?’


He looked at the corner of the room. ‘Possibly not.’


‘Then how do you know it’s so bad?’


‘Experience and common sense.’


‘It isn’t experience if you haven’t experienced it, and it can’t be common sense if it’s not sensible.’


‘It seems I must order some intolerable coffee in order to pander to the prejudices of my son.’


‘Yes please, Dad.’


‘Waiter! I’d like a cup of your’ – the next word was mumbled – ‘intolerable coffee, please.’


‘Yes, sir. Right away.’


When it arrived he took a small sip. ‘What’s it like, Dad?’


‘Worst coffee I ever tasted.’


‘Are you going to leave it, then?’


‘Certainly not. Senseless waste. Now put a cork in it, John. Can’t a man have a little peace in which to try not to taste his intolerable cup of coffee?’


When he had finished the cup he made a final pronouncement: ‘Positively the worst cup of coffee I ever drank or even heard of. Do you want some?’


‘Yes please, Dad.’ Of course it was delicious. But he’d already given the game away by the way he relaxed as the coffee got to work on him. His look was almost dreamy.


He wasn’t trying to be difficult. No one enjoys seeing a fixed idea go up in smoke, an axiom torpedoed. I think it gave him physical pain to change his mind.


Dad got his little bit of revenge for ‘Good Vibrations’ by commandeering the record player himself, and putting on his own favourite song again and again. Not anything by Eartha Kitt, in fact (perhaps he was more fascinated by the singer than the songs) but a song from a film – ‘Moon River’ from Breakfast at Tiffany’s. The song wasn’t a single but a track on an album (of Andy Williams singing songs from films), so Dad had to keep returning the needle to the right place on the record by hand, instead of letting it find its own way to the beginning of the song again, as Peter did when he left the repeat lever in the up position. ‘Moon River’ is a nice enough song, and I was quite likely to find myself humming its tune, but it never saturated the garden the way ‘Good Vibrations’ did. It didn’t have the power to charge Mum’s dowsing hand as she picked her herbs, or to make Peter’s chest-expanding exercises keep time with its beat (it didn’t really have one). After a while Dad would tire of re-positioning the needle, and we would hear other classic hits from the Henry Mancini songbook, and when the whole side of the record finished (with ‘Three Coins in the Fountain’) the time was ripe for the Beach Boys to storm the turntable all over again.


I knew there was a link between ‘Moon River’ and Audrey Hepburn, she being the star of Breakfast at Tiffany’s. My little sister had been named after that demure goddess, and perhaps the idea had been to align her with certain feminine qualities, with neatness and self-control. If so it hadn’t taken.


There was a line in ‘Moon River’ which struck me as being as mysterious as anything in ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’. The song starts talking about two drifters setting off to see the world. Apparently they’re after the same rainbow’s end, / Waitin’ ’round the bend / My huckleberry friend, moon river, and me …


What on earth was a ‘huckleberry friend’? I knew that a gooseberry was someone who stopped two people from being together, but as for huckleberry I was stumped. Dad didn’t know either, though he seemed irritated to admit it. Either that or he didn’t want me to know what a huckleberry friend was. Perhaps he was afraid I’d ask where his was, if I knew, or want one of my own.
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“One of the most remarkable novels I have read in recent years.’
Margaret Drabble (on Pilerouw)





