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            Preface

         

         In 2006 I published In the Blood: A Memoir of My Childhood; it ends as I reach the age of seventeen. What follows here is a sequel, in the sense that it begins when I’m still seventeen, then moves forward across the next fifty years, before stopping in the spring of 2020. But it breaks the pattern of the earlier book in several ways. In the Blood is written in the historic present and sees everything from a child’s point of view, in the hope of catching childhood’s freshness and surprise. Sleeping on Islands has an adult point of view, is written in the past tense, and is also more selective: it concentrates mainly on my life in poetry, and on my meetings and friendships with other poets, most of them now dead. This means among other things that it has a more fragmented form than its predecessor – but so be it. Like most people, I find my memories are just that: fragments. Although as my title suggests, I prefer to think of them as islands.
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            1970

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

             

         

         When our summer term ended and school broke up, the three of us went home for a fortnight to earn some money, then met up again at Victoria station and caught the night train to France. We were sixth-formers, best friends, and this was our first big adventure – our proof of independence: Michael, who would soon be going to Cambridge and later become a doctor like both his parents; Sandy and I, who were a year younger, interested in painting (Sandy) and poetry (me), but with only the vaguest idea of how that interest might develop. A couple of days later, via Munich and the Alps and Athens, we landed on the island of Skyros in the Aegean, and pitched our camp under a fig tree on the beach near the jetty. Michael and I planned to sleep inside the tent, but Sandy didn’t want to do that because he disapproved of our cigarettes. Fair enough, we thought, and stayed up to talk in the open for a while. Lay down, rather, because none of us had slept much during the journey, and now the splash of waves, the rotting seaweed smell, and the warm sea breeze were making us drowsy. There was a black moon overhead – a wheel of cheese we’d wedged in the branches to keep it from the ants. The real moon, the bone-white moon blazing in the sky beyond, was too bright to look at for long so I turned to the stars instead, feeling my heart quicken when I saw one ignite and tear across the darkness, drifting more steadily among the fixed constellations.

         
            *

         

         My mother had written to me at school every Monday and Thursday for ten years and I’d always thrown away her letters after reading them. Hundreds of letters. Thousands of lines. Millions of words. Now, because of the accident, I hoarded whatever scraps of her handwriting I came across: shopping lists tucked into cookbooks; a holiday postcard from Sicily, dropped down the back of a chest of drawers; her inscription in Rupert Brooke’s Collected Poems, which she’d given me for my seventeenth birthday last autumn. ‘Andrew from his Mother’ it said on the flyleaf, in curly blue fountain-pen ink. I’d felt disappointed when I first saw what she’d written; it sounded too formal. But now I’d changed my mind and decided it was grown-up. Besides, look where it had led and look what it started.

         
            *

         

         The sunrise woke us, but we had to scrap breakfast because a thief had climbed into the fig tree during the night and stolen our wheel of cheese. Or had Sandy …? But no, he couldn’t have eaten as much as a whole cheese, and anyway it didn’t matter. We still had our water and we’d be fine, even if the man in the cafe on the jetty didn’t think so; he’d laughed at us yesterday when we told him about our plan to walk to Rupert Brooke’s grave. In those shoes? he said, or words to that effect, rolling his eyes at our flip-flops. Did we realise what the ground was like on that part of the island? Did we even know where to look? Not really. All we had to go on were the notes I’d taken from Christopher Hassall’s biography: after Brooke had died of septicaemia on board the troop transport the Grantully Castle as it sailed through the Aegean on 23 April 1915, his soldier friends rowed the body to Skyros, because that was the island nearest to the ship, landed in Tresboukis Bay, carried it a few hundred yards up a dry streambed, and buried it in an olive grove. A good place for a poet. Then they said a prayer and walked back down the sandy path to their rowing boat. A month later most of them were killed at Gallipoli.

         
            *

         

         My mother was vanishing, all the pictures in my head fading day by day, week by week – then suddenly whoosh, gone. Like when my father laid a fire in the sitting room and held up a sheet of newspaper to make it draw, and the flames leaped, and the paper stiffened, then rusted, then caught, then turned into a shining feather and floated up the chimney. Which was when my father climbed to his feet and brushed yesterday’s ash off his knees.

         
            *

         

         The man in the cafe had known what he was talking about: there was no path to Brooke’s grave, not even a track, just low hills of ancient lava wreckage, and thyme bushes made of knives. We hopped and swerved and stumbled for half a mile, then returned to camp with our ankles lacerated, rummaged in our backpacks for the socks and long trousers we’d worn when leaving England, tied strips of plastic bag round our feet to stop our flip-flops flip-flopping, and set off again. Five hours later we were still tramping, the sun now directly overhead and our brains scorched. There was no shade anywhere, not a single tree, and no kindness in the ground. I thought of Lawrence of Arabia – Peter O’Toole with his ice-blue eyes that never showed the heat – and remembered how he had ridden his camel back into the desert to rescue the boy he loved. Mirages and delirium. Then I thought about James Gardiner, the son of a teacher at school. James had died of heatstroke last year when he was travelling in Turkey before going to university. A red-faced boy, black hair, smiley, embarrassed even though his dad was popular. I didn’t know the whole story, just how he fainted at the side of a road because nobody stopped while he was waiting to hitch a lift. Before James slipped away, he must have seen what I was seeing: the sun swinging across the sky like a light bulb in a cellar, and the sea pouring off the edge of the world.

         
            *

         

         I sat down in the shade of a boulder and my life backed away from me: these were my hands lying sunburned in my lap, but they might have belonged to anyone; and these were my friends peering down at me but seeming like ghosts. I dragged them into real time: Michael with his bustling squarish body, his false front tooth, which was darker than the others, his money belt, and complicated camera settings. And Sandy with his beefiness and curly rock-star hair. Sandy who felt like a brother, only more so. Sandy who was holding a flask to my mouth and telling me that he’d heard a shepherd rounding up sheep on the hills nearby, and was going to ask him about the grave: the shepherd was bound to know where it was.

         
            *

         

         My mother lay on a hospital bed with her hands folded across her stomach and her head propped on a high bank of pillows. Her nose and mouth were hidden by the oxygen mask, a clamp the colour of dirty snow, but the rest of her face was clear. Cheeks sunken. Eyes shut. Eyelids faintly flickering. The bruise at her temple had faded now, softening from deep raspberry red to mushy brown and violet, and the hair on her scalp – growing back after the operation – was darker than it used to be when she lived in the world. Did those tremors in her eyelids mean she was dreaming? Or was she awake in a way the rest of us didn’t understand, and still thinking her thoughts? Could she tell, for instance, when my father left her bedside carrying that day’s laundry, and her night alone began? Or had all time become the same for her, an endless present with no memories and nothing to ripple the surface?

         
            *

         

         Sandy disappeared – his shadow stretching and snapping alongside him – and his voice in the far distance skimmed over the thorn bushes as he yelled to the shepherd. Michael, meanwhile, patient and careful Michael, stayed close in the shade of the boulder, adjusting the brim of my hat to keep the sun out of my face. His own face looked scalded by the heat and his lips had cracked – he was rubbing cream on them. Did I want some? Why not. He squeezed a dab of white onto the tip of my forefinger and as I lifted it to my mouth, I saw my mother bending towards the mirror on her dressing table in the time before the accident, puckering her own mouth as she stroked with the angled tip of her lipstick. There. She slid a Kleenex between her lips and pressed them together. Done. Then came a rattle of stones and Sandy walloped back. He’d found the shepherd – just a boy about our age; he hadn’t spoken any English but he knew what the word ‘Brooke’ meant. ‘Brooke! Brooke!’ he’d said, pointing inland. Sandy reckoned the grave was only five minutes away.

         
            *

         

         Originally Brooke’s friends buried him in the parched ground of the olive grove, piled lava blocks into a rough sarcophagus shape, then planted a plain wooden cross inscribed with his name and rank. Later, when the war was over, the Anglo-Hellenic League arranged for something more permanent. A white marble sarcophagus surrounded by green railings, a squat square pillar at each corner, and the encircling inscription, which we solemnly translated from Greek into English: ‘Here lies Rupert Brooke, who died for the delivery of Constantinople from the Turks.’ We’d been expecting this – the biography had told us about it. But the thing itself was still astonishing. So violently out of place. So lumpenly English in the olive grove’s nimble light. Embarrassing, really – especially when it came to the inscription.

         I bowed my head and stared at the dust beneath my feet: these weren’t the sort of thoughts I should be having; I wanted something more exalted. Brooke might not have been a great poet – there might, I dimly realised, even have been something slightly repellent about his personality, and the way his death had been manipulated to turn him into a hero. But he was the most eye-catching of the small number of poets I’d read, and coming to Skyros was an act of faith. It demonstrated a realignment in myself, and my loyalty to a creed that had nothing to do with parents or home or upbringing.

         The dust stirred as my weight shifted, and the scent of thyme drifted through my head. Then I looked up again. A column of red soldier ants was marching out from a crack at the head of the sarcophagus, each one carrying a wizened-looking load the size of a peppercorn and disappearing with it into the shade. We’d got here just in time. We were seeing the last of Rupert Brooke.

         
            *

         

         It was early evening and we expected to reach our camp under the fig tree by nightfall. But after tramping a couple of miles we saw a storm blowing in from the sea and changed our plans. One minute the sun was quietly unravelling in a tangle of purple clouds, the next it had erupted in a gigantic saffron fireball, the next there was darkness and strong wind rushing to meet us. We tacked towards the coast, where the ground was more broken and gouged, hoping to come across another dry streambed where we could shelter for the night. And we did find a place – a gulley between steep lava walls, which ended in a cliff overlooking the sea. The wind was even fiercer by this time, howling over the top of our camp, whipping the waves below us into whitecaps, and blowing dust in our eyes. But that was all right: we were explorers, and this was the kind of thing explorers had to put up with. Sandy opened his rucksack with a little cough of self-congratulation, showing us that he’d packed our primus, as well as a can of beans, a can-opener, and a spoon. We slapped him on the back, suddenly ravenous, as thunder clouds ruptured overhead. A single crack like a prophecy, then a pause, then two, three, four sky-swallowing booms. And rain. Fat separate globules to start with, but soon a downpour, and the bare streambed beneath us turning back into a stream. We gave up the idea of using the primus, scrambled to the side of the gulley where the ground was still dry, then opened the can and took turns to dredge up a spoonful before passing it on.

         
            *

         

         My father was a brewer and commuted every weekday to an office in London. But he had always thought of himself as a country man and lived for his weekends and country pleasures – until my mother’s accident. Now he was first and foremost a hospital visitor, stopping at my mother’s bedside for an hour every evening on his way back from the station, before continuing on towards home. As his headlights bloomed then died inside the garage beside the house, I came down from my bedroom and waited for him in the hall. My brother Kit, two and a half years younger than me, was already sitting on the bench in the shadows, but we didn’t speak. We knew what happened next. We looked at each other and waited for the crunch of footsteps.

         Five years earlier, when my parents had first moved into this house, which stood at the edge of a village near the Essex/ Suffolk border, my mother had asked for panes of glass to be put in the top panels of the door, because she thought this hallway was too dark. She must have imagined multicolours and warm gules on the carpet. What she got was plain see-through squares, their edges bevelled like a mirror. Those edges caught the sunlight sometimes and refracted it in rainbows, but mostly it was simple white and yellow that came through. And now the shadow of my father’s head as he paused on the front step, shifting his briefcase from his right hand to his left. The briefcase that he opened once he’d come indoors and greeted us: always gently formal, never a kiss on the cheek but instead a pat on the shoulder. The briefcase from which he now gingerly lifted the plastic bag containing the nightie that he’d collected from my mother’s bedside cupboard in the hospital. The same routine every day. Just as every day he next took the plastic bag through to the boot room where we kept the washing machine, and held his breath while he tossed the nightie into the drum, and slammed the door, and put in the powder, and switched on the machine, before breathing freely again and marching through to the kitchen, where he poured himself two inches of Scotch. No wonder he seemed withdrawn from us, as we padded along behind him. He was suffocating in his own sadness.

         
            *

         

         Sandy and Michael and I finished eating, still sheltering on the higher ground beside the stream of storm water, and tipped back our heads to watch the sky perform. The whole island was flinching under the lash of lightning. Stroke after juddering stroke, and each one flashing a jigsaw of thorn tufts and thyme bushes. Monster-rocks and smooth creaturely flanks. A few olive trees hunched over like beggars. And the sea leaping and wincing away to our left – throwing its waves into the air, sliding in oily-looking slabs, dragging its beach-stones together. The gravelly sound reminded me that Achilles had lived on Skyros before leaving for the war against Troy. The keel of his ship must have sounded like that when it scraped into the water and he sailed away. Tonight there was nothing like a ship, just broken pieces of lightning and a procession of pictures. Brooke’s friends rowing back to their ship after the burial. My father at home in the empty house, one hand clamped round his whisky glass and the other clenched in his lap. My mother beneath the clock on the wall at the end of her ward, its finger trembling as it waited to start a new minute. Then the pictures disappeared, and a stronger gust plunged into our camp, snatching up the empty food can. I heard it clatter through the darkness, flying over the edge of the cliff and down onto the stony beach, where it gleamed into the sea and drowned.

         
            *

         

         When the storm blew itself out and the sky deepened again, we searched for a patch of dry ground, then lay down to sleep. I clasped my hands behind my head, climbing up through the emptiness, wandering among the constellations. I was thinking about islands. How Skyros was an island, and England was part of an island that was surrounded by other islands, and how living with that kind of separation, of isolation even, was like being inside a poem. Because poems like islands could easily be joined and considered under one heading but were also self-contained and distinct. They were way stations and destinations at the same time. Did that mean I could talk about sleeping in a poem, in the same way that I could say that I was sleeping on an island? My mind was losing its footing, closing down, but I kept going. Sleeping on this island tonight meant losing consciousness. Sleeping in a poem meant entering a different sort of wakefulness, where the mind had no particular orders but instead followed its instincts, free-floating from territory to territory, trying to complete things which felt unfinished in the world, things which … But that was as far as I could get before my eyes closed.

         
            *

         

         We were only away from England a few weeks, but when I got back it was home and not Greece that felt like a foreign country. Travelling had shaken what used to be solid ground. Or not so much shaken it as turned everything back to front, so that what had once seemed fresh and natural now felt stifling and strange. My father’s friends with their booming voices and red faces and seething complaints about boys who looked like girls, and girls who looked like boys, and music that wasn’t music: all these men had been through the war, and although they never talked about it, the shadow of battles fell across everything. Battles they’d won while still wearing uniform, and now were losing in the peace. It made them irritable and worse. I thought of my father’s friend Anthony Round, a farmer who lived half an hour towards the coast; when we were visiting him and his family for lunch one Sunday, he’d suddenly jumped up from the table, fetched his twelve-bore from next door, opened the window, and shot a cat that was sunning itself in the yard outside. For no reason except that it was there. I wanted nothing to do with people like that. I retreated to my bedroom and shut the door, stalling and stewing while I waited for time to pass and the future to arrive.

         
            *

         

         ‘You need to take more exercise,’ my father told me. ‘You’re liverish,’ and every afternoon I stamped across the field outside the house and disappeared into the Ashground, where I moped and smoked and wrote in my notebook beneath the trees. It wasn’t enough. Apparently I was still liverish. So I revived a routine I’d begun with my mother, and did the weekly food shop in Coggeshall, which was our nearest country town. In the old days I’d gone round to the butcher and baker and candlestick maker while my mother sat with Leslie, who cut and permed her hair. Now I visited Leslie alone, chatting to him for a minute or two between his appointments. We didn’t have much to say to each other, but I enjoyed knowing that our friendship puzzled my father, and Leslie liked to hear how my mother was doing in hospital.

         One day Leslie introduced me to his friend Mr Anderson: he thought I’d be interested in meeting him because Mr Anderson had just published a book. It was called Foxed! and was about a fox cub, which I thought was a pity, like the exclamation mark in the title. But never mind, Mr Anderson was the first proper writer I’d met, and he certainly looked the part: loose and gangling and sad, with long grey hair and a lean face. He asked me to come over to his house for tea, so that we could get to know each other better.

         The life of the mind! This was more like it, I thought, especially when it turned out that Mr Anderson’s house was really a cottage in the middle of a wood, where he lived with his friend Alex – it made them seem like characters in a story. When I arrived, Alex was lying on a sofa in front of the fire and lifted his hand as though he expected me to kiss it. When I didn’t, he giggled. ‘Poor baby,’ said Mr Anderson, rattling down a tray of cups and saucers, and I wasn’t sure which of us he meant, me or Alex. Then he started talking about his book. He’d found the fox cub while out walking, he said; it had somehow got separated from its mother and looked very mangey, so he’d decided to raise it himself. Things had gone well to start with: the cub drank milk from a bowl and took pieces of chicken from his fingers. But gradually it grew more and more difficult to control – it was a wild animal after all, and didn’t understand that he was only trying to help. Eventually it ran away. Then the local hunt held one of their meets nearby, and Mr Anderson thought the hounds had probably eaten it. Like they’d also eaten the mother.

         We drank our cups of tea and listened to the fire crackling, and after a while Alex changed the subject; he told us about his life as a dancer, and how one day he’d broken his foot, which was why he now spent most of the time lying down. I thought Mr Anderson might say ‘Poor baby’ again, but he didn’t; he offered me a glass of wine and asked me to stay for supper.

         I said my father was waiting for me and I had to get home, and Mr Anderson looked disappointed. ‘Another day,’ he said, and gave me a copy of his book as I stood up to leave. I thanked him and said I’d come back next week, but when I told my father where I’d been, he said he didn’t like the sound of Mr Anderson, and that was the end of that. I never saw Mr Anderson again. But I never forgot the way he said ‘Poor baby’, or how the trees seemed to bend closer to the cottage while we talked, until they were scratching at the windows, or the faint purring sound when Alex ran his fingers through the fringe of his white scarf, talking about how his life with Mr Anderson used to be illegal but wasn’t any more because the law had changed. Their fox might have disappeared, and they were both melancholy in their way, but deep down they also seemed like the most contented people I’d met for a long time.

         
            *

         

         When I saw the red spine of Foxed! shining on the shelf in my bedroom, it made me want to write a book myself. But what would it be about? The wish to say something seemed to have come before I knew which words I wanted to use, or what their subject might be. Although of course the answer was obvious: the only original thing in my life, the calamity that set me apart from everyone else, was my mother’s accident. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to write about that, because I didn’t want people to take pity on me, and didn’t know how to connect it with the rest of life. Death had set my mother apart, stored her somewhere it could keep her constantly in view, and we didn’t even have a name for this place. It wasn’t still ‘the accident’ – that was over, if not done with. And it wasn’t ‘sickness’ or ‘illness’ – they implied she had a disease, which wasn’t true. Perhaps ‘limbo’ was the word? But even that didn’t feel entirely right; it carried a whiff of religion – of dead souls waiting for judgement – and my mother wasn’t a dead soul – not yet, anyway – and she certainly didn’t deserve to be judged in that way.

         The words tumbled round, and eventually it occurred to me that I might be able to settle them down if I wrote about death more generally. That way, I thought, I might see how it was actually a part of life, and not simply an explosion of life or the end of life. So I made a list of all the people I knew who’d already died, beginning with my great-grandmother Jessie. How small she’d looked when my mother drove me over to her house years ago to say goodbye – like a wizened child who’d got lost and collapsed in the enormous snowfield of her bed. And how like a painting everything was, in that room with the curtains drawn against the sun, and her white lace cap lopsided on her head, and her sharp little mousy fingernails scratching the palm of my hand.

         Then Louise Oliphant, who sat next to me at primary school and was killed in a skiing accident, only I didn’t hear about that until much later, so imagined she must be alive and living alongside me when all the time she was nowhere. Louise was a girl and therefore as rare in my early life as spice, but that wasn’t the only reason I remembered her so well. It was also because she’d peed on the floor one day while still sitting at her desk in our classroom. That in itself wasn’t remarkable: accidents of that sort happened now and then. What was surprising, to me at any rate, was that when I saw the flood creeping towards my sandals I wasn’t in the least disgusted, but only wanted to kneel down beside her and hold her tight.

         Then William Brooks at my next school, who had cancer; as a memento, his parents had given my English teacher a book their son had hollowed out to make a hiding place for a radio, radios being illegal. When my teacher showed it to me, he had tears in his eyes – the only time I saw him at a loss.

         Then Mr Catchpole the maths master, with his bad skin and weird lunging walk: an unhappy man obviously, who fell in love with a boy he used to take golfing. Nobody knew exactly what happened next, but when the summer term ended Mr Catchpole went to his room on the top floor of the building where the unmarried masters lived, and killed himself. Nobody found him until nearly two months later and the autumn term had begun; nobody had missed him.

         Then Major Gosling with his purple face and salt-and-pepper moustache, who was my father’s commanding officer when their regiment landed in Normandy on D-Day. He was the man who got angry when my father drove his half-track off the landing craft onto the beach through three feet of water, then opened the lid of the vehicle and stood up while there were bullets still flying everywhere. ‘Captain Motion!’ the major had yelled. ‘Do you want your bloody head shot off?’ My father had turned around quite calmly and said that he was changing his trousers; if he was going to die, he wanted to be wearing dry trousers. Twenty-odd years later Major Gosling was the one shot – by accident apparently, when he climbed through a fence without checking the safety catch on his gun: the trigger snagged on a bramble. Well yes, my mother said, when my father told me that. Well yes.

         
            *

         

         Back at school, Sandy and Michael and I gave a talk about our trip to Skyros; we all wanted to boast about our adventures, and I wanted to advertise my new loyalties, and let people know that I had a new identity. My English teacher Peter Way, who had organised the event, and knew that I was now writing poems as well as reading them outside the classroom, asked the school’s headmaster to come and listen: Denis Silk. According to my father, Silk’s predecessor had been a lounge lizard, but Silk himself was definitely human, always frowning to make sure that everyone knew he was concentrating, then speaking slowly and urgently, as if each word were a seed that had to be pressed into our brains. When our talk about Skyros ended, he kept me behind and told me that although he was a headmaster, and headmasters were supposed to be interested in rules and nothing else, he was actually very keen on poetry, war poetry in particular, and back in the day he’d known Siegfried Sassoon. They’d met playing cricket, apparently, and when Sassoon was an old man, and his doctor wouldn’t let him drive any more, Silk had sometimes chauffeured him around. A Humber Snipe. The leafy lanes of Wiltshire. And not only that. Through Sassoon, Silk had also got to know Geoffrey Keynes, the younger brother of Maynard.

         I could hardly believe what I was hearing. What little I already knew about writers had given me the idea that all the seriously good ones (the ones who didn’t write books about foxes) were either long dead or somehow not a part of ordinary life. But here was someone who’d done the most humdrum thing – drive a car! – with a famous poet sitting beside him in the passenger seat. I looked down at Silk’s hand, a large and meaty paw, well made for taking a difficult catch in the outfield, and thought how it must have shaken Sassoon’s hand. If I shook it too, would something of Sassoon be passed on to me? A ridiculous idea, obviously, but it connected with something I’d begun to think about while I was standing beside Brooke’s grave. The idea that as I turned towards poetry, and away from the life I’d inherited from my father, I was entering a world where time worked differently. Where living and dead people could communicate in an endless flow, and there was no clear boundary between real things and imagined things. Geoffrey, I knew, already lived in this somewhere. He’d been to school and university with Brooke, they’d been best friends, and ever since Brooke died, Geoffrey had been his literary executor. He was in his late seventies now and living in a village the other side of Cambridge. Perhaps if I could meet him, he’d be able to lead me further in the direction I wanted to go? Not that I said as much to Silk, and not that I had to. He gave one of his most earnest frowns, and suggested we drive over for lunch one weekend; it was time he saw old Geoffrey again, and the story of our Skyros adventure was bound to go down well.

         
            *

         

         As Silk’s car began the journey east towards Geoffrey’s house, I leaned my head against the window and let the vibration of the wheels fizz through me, reminding me that I was made of atoms. It was like star-gazing at our camp under the fig tree in Greece. I might fly into pieces at any moment. I might vanish altogether.

         Then the front door of Lammas House swung open, and my head-photo of young Geoffrey suddenly warmed into life, coloured in, and creased into old age: thin white hair, bristly grey moustache, gaunt sun-browned face, slightly hunched back, and a bony hand with a heavy antique ring on the little finger, clasping my own hand. This wasn’t poetry any more. This was flesh and blood. And alarming as well as marvellous, because although Geoffrey seemed pleased to see us, smiling, then lifting his hand to wipe his mouth, he also looked fierce. Like a sparrowhawk, I thought at first, then changed my mind. More like a thrush when it bounces across a lawn with its head tilted to one side, listening to what’s happening underground before stabbing down with its beak and eating.

         A collector.

         Silk was a collector too – Staffordshire pottery: we’d stopped at an antiques place on the way over, and he’d bought a figure of W. G. Grace. But according to Silk this was nothing compared to Geoffrey: Geoffrey was a one-man museum. It meant I expected his house to be huge, but now that we were stepping inside, I could see that it was a family home – with no family in it any more. Three bedrooms upstairs at a guess, and everything downstairs small-scale except the dining room, which was two rooms knocked together. But Silk was right, there really were pictures everywhere – everywhere – including here in the hall, where Geoffrey was already pointing things out, grinning and sometimes spitting a little, as though he was seeing them for the first time and could hardly contain his excitement: William Blake’s Canterbury Pilgrims, Stanley Spencer’s Coronation Cockatoo and John Donne Arriving in Heaven, where Donne looked like a bat flying up through a trapdoor into an empty green field.

         Geoffrey saw me gazing around and took this as a cue to keep going, plunging further into the house and pointing busily to left and right. Here was a painting of Stonehenge by John Constable; here were William Cowper’s pet hares Tiny and Puss, stitched in silk thread by Blake’s wife Catherine; here were dozens of other Blake drawings, paintings, prints, and sketches, including The Ghost of a Flea, hanging in the breakfast room, where Geoffrey could keep an eye on it while he ate his porridge. Here was J. B. Pyne’s View of Old Exeter, which Sassoon had written a poem about (a poem I could quote from, and did, nodding towards the ‘clouds like safe investments floating by’). And here were books. Books in bedrooms, books along passageways, books in the bathroom (as long as they were paperbacks), books in the dining room, but mostly books in Geoffrey’s study. Glass-fronted cases there because everything was rare and precious; the shelves were double-stacked.

         ‘What would you like to see?’

         I aimed as high as I knew, at my favourite of all poets: ‘Keats.’ And there they were: the 1816 Poems, and Endymion, and the book with the odes in it, all first editions.

         I went again. ‘Donne.’ This time it was two copies, both first editions, and one perfect but the other with eighteenth-century scribbles inside it. ‘Dull dull dull,’ it said on one page, in rusty brown ink; and on another, ‘Dr Donne is a dull ass.’ Geoffrey snapped the book shut and laughed, then wiped his hand over his lips again. I realised he must have false teeth and they didn’t fit very well; he had to keep checking they weren’t falling out.

         
            *

         

         I turned aside for a moment and looked out of the window, thinking about the dead who had already sunk into the underworld, and the thousands of leaf-shadows flickering as they waited to be ferried across the River Styx. Then I turned back and ran my eye along the dark spines on Geoffrey’s bookshelves, watching his hand swoop to pluck another and then another soul from the pit, before passing it over for me to admire. When I opened a page, the ancient black words looked so delicate on the whiteness, their survival felt like a miracle. How could something so nearly non-existent have made such lifelong demands on Geoffrey? And would they ask the same questions of me? If I gave my life to writing, would I always be in thrall, or would I be in charge? Geoffrey might not be a poet himself, but as the friend of poets – of every kind of writer – I thought he was bound to know the answers, and help me to open the door that separated my present existence from the future I could still see only in glimpses and glances. And if this guidance came in the form of friendship, so much the better. It would make ambition seem an intimate and deeply felt thing, not merely self-assertion, or cold-eyed calculation. At the same time, it helped me to manage my rapidly developing sense of privilege, and the guilt that it produced. Although I was rejecting or modifying the life that my parents had imagined for me, and although I knew that my mother’s accident was the tragic opposite of good luck, I also realised that my background and schooling made me exceptionally fortunate. I felt that by refocusing this fortune and transforming it into friendship – with Geoffrey now, and perhaps with other mentor figures in the future – I was doing something to earn it. In ways that hadn’t previously seemed possible, I was beginning to make my life my own, and take responsibility for it.

         
            *

         

         Geoffrey’s wife Margaret was the sister of Gwen Raverat, which meant that she was a Darwin and a Wedgwood combined. Geoffrey wanted me to know that, and told me as he introduced us, but Margaret only smiled and shrugged. She looked like Mrs Tiggywinkle, with her grey hair in a bun, her soft round face, and her glasses twinkling in the depths of her sitting room across the hall from Geoffrey’s study. Always rustling her papers and keeping things simple. Bloomsbury-simple, as I understood it. No central heating in her room and none in the rest of the house either. Bare boards and threadbare rugs everywhere, worn-through lino in the kitchen, and a small bilious Aga. Plain living and plain food. Even today, Sunday, now that we were sitting down to eat. Geoffrey was hacking lumps off a leg of lamb with a carving knife that looked as though he’d sharpened it every day of his life – the blade was thin and tarnished as a strip of burned paper. Geoffrey the doctor who’d been given his knighthood for surgery. Geoffrey stabbing with his glance and chopping with his impatient hands. The ghost of a flea hovering in the room behind him, with its mincing gait and devilish sideways glance.

         
            *

         

         It didn’t matter that Geoffrey was sixty years older than me – it just proved what I’d been saying about how time worked differently for people who cared about poems – and after that first visit, I stayed with him for a part of every school holiday; Lammas was only an hour’s drive from my father’s house. It was a strange friendship, though, and not only because of the quizzical looks that other people sometimes threw in our direction, when they thought about the difference between our ages. I liked books (or not) because of what was in them, and Geoffrey liked books if they were rare. Although he did read a lot too, and not just old dead people. The first time I went to Lammas alone, I found Seamus Heaney’s collection Death of a Naturalist lying on Geoffrey’s desk. I’d already read it, and for once felt that I could surprise Geoffrey, not the other way around, because I’d recently met Heaney. Ted Hughes, too. I’d gone to London before Christmas to hear them both reading poems by Wordsworth. It was a kind of dare, like the trek to Brooke’s grave, though on a smaller scale: I’d scarcely been to London before, except to see doctors and dentists, and I’d never been to a poetry reading. But I’d joined the Poetry Society, and they put on a Wordsworth evening at their headquarters in Earl’s Court, because there was some kind of anniversary.

         An upstairs room with a dozen people in the audience and a lot of empty chairs; I sat to one side, feeling embarrassed and half wishing that I hadn’t come – until the reading began. Then Heaney read too fast and quietly for me to understand everything he was saying, but that didn’t matter because his accent made up for it – the way it turned his words into a mixture of song and talk. And as for Hughes: his gleaming jaguar voice pounced on the words and shook them almost to death. ‘She was an elfin pinnace; lustily/ I dipped my oars into the silent Lake,/ And as I rose upon the stroke, my Boat/ Went heaving through the water, like a Swan.’ The surge of the water almost lifted me out of my seat.

         When it was over, I went up to the podium, where the two of them were sitting at a little table, and asked if they’d sign copies of their books, which I’d brought with me: Door into the Dark and Lupercal. As they did this, I remembered looking at Silk’s hand and thinking how it had shaken Sassoon’s hand, and then at Geoffrey’s hand while thinking how it had touched Rupert Brooke. Now I watched Heaney’s hand and Hughes’s hand as they wrote their names in my books. Exaltation again. Rarefication. But ordinary and explicable as well. Heaney was wearing a nice heathery tweed suit that looked brand new – had he bought it specially to come to London? Hughes was much scruffier and had a razor cut on his chin, so he obviously hadn’t shaved very carefully; he’d even missed a bit on one cheek. It didn’t stop him being a kind of wizard, though. After they’d finished with me and I’d retreated to my chair, I watched other people in the audience take up their books for signing. Some of them, the women especially, actually seemed to curl up against Hughes while he wrote their names above his own. Did poetry always have this effect? Heaney had a little mob swarming around him, too, although the attention seemed to make him uncomfortable: he was smiling but leaning backwards, as if he wanted to avoid the heat of a fire.

         
            *

         

         Every time I went to Lammas, Geoffrey and I made a ritual of walking at some point through the gate at the end of the garden, where a track led across the corner of a field and ended in a clump of balsam poplars that Geoffrey had planted when he first came to live here years ago. Now the saplings were full-grown trees, and on summer evenings they released a delicious sweet scent that seeped across the country roundabout, and even reached into the house. Standing under their canopy, watching the sun flicker pale green and yellow, I felt the richness of Geoffrey’s life even more powerfully than I did in his library. Beauty came towards him everywhere, or he tracked it down everywhere – even, as it turned out, in the little triangle of land I’d just walked across, between the gate and these trees. Geoffrey told me that whenever the farmer went round with his plough in the autumn, he followed it looking for flint arrowheads among the furrows, and those he found he kept in a saucer on his desk: shiny black leaves with their facets catching the light. Now, as we walked back to the house for tea, we searched again but found nothing. ‘Never mind,’ said Geoffrey, with his dry barking laugh, ‘they’re here somewhere,’ then took me by the arm and pulled me closer, kissing me. Darting, dry kisses, tight-lipped, with his moustache prickling. I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t decide whether I liked it, but I certainly didn’t mind. Next morning, Geoffrey came into my bedroom early with a cup of tea slopping in one hand, and with his other hand he pulled down the bedclothes to look at me. Not touching, just looking. Then he tugged the curtains open and left me to drink my tea.

         
            *

         

         Another time Geoffrey announced at breakfast that we were going to drive to Lavenham, half an hour away, because there was someone he wanted me to meet. ‘Who’s that?’ I asked, but he wouldn’t tell me; it was a surprise. Off we went from Cambridgeshire into Suffolk, with Geoffrey revving and grinding as though his car was the only one allowed to use the roads and there was no danger of us meeting anyone else coming the other way. When we reached Lavenham we stopped to look at the church, a masterpiece made of flint and light, then zoomed on downhill again and swerved into the yard of an old mill house. Here Geoffrey turned off the engine and faced towards me: had I worked out who lived here yet? No, I hadn’t, and I didn’t like it when he kept me in the dark; it made me feel stupid. Bright white clapboard, larch trees bending overhead, and the murmur of a stream somewhere in the background. I still had no idea. And no idea again when we stepped indoors. These red-brick floors and damp walls – they gave nothing away, and neither did the woman with a strangely smooth face who suddenly appeared out of nowhere and pulled Geoffrey aside, whispering in his ear. I couldn’t catch what they were saying but got the gist: we mustn’t stay for long. Geoffrey nodded and led me through the hallway past an open kitchen door, then down some treacherous steps into a pantry: I saw shelves loaded with jam jars, a ham under a fly-guard like a fencing visor, and a shaft of sunlight boiling with dust. Dust that made me think the mill wheel must still be grinding away upstairs, spewing out chaff.

         ‘This is Edmund Blunden,’ Geoffrey said, pointing through the light-beam into a corner filled with shadows. Edmund Blunden? I knew he’d survived the war, I’d read his poems and his autobiography, but it had never crossed my mind that he might still be alive. Alive after a fashion, anyway: I saw a wild flushed face twisting out of the darkness – white hair, panicking eyes, skin tortured with blood vessels, mouth aghast – and stepped forward. Blunden’s eyes narrowed. ‘Who are you?’ he said in a strangled shout, and I told him, holding out my right hand. Slowly he lifted his own hand, and the tips of his fingers were cold against my palm. Then the ruined face swivelled away, the shadows darkened again, and I followed Geoffrey back up the steps past the kitchen and outside into the light.

         
            *

         

         Geoffrey wanted me to apply to university in Cambridge, because Cambridge was close to Lammas and we’d be able to see each other every weekend. But my English teacher at school, Peter Way, had other ideas and told me to apply to Oxford instead – he’d been there himself and thought the English course would suit me better: it meant beginning at the beginning with the Anglo-Saxons, then going straight through to the Second World War and stopping. The complete story, just like that. Geoffrey was miffed but not seriously, and a few weeks before leaving home to begin my first term I went to stay with him again, coinciding with the annual village fete. It was all low-key and traditional: a lopsided tent where the publican’s wife dressed up as a gypsy and read fortunes, a game of Smack the Rat, and in the centre of the village green a large marquee that even at a distance smelled thickly of roses and wet canvas.

         As I followed him into the gloom of the tent, it suddenly occurred to me to ask, ‘What did Rupert Brooke look like?’ I don’t understand what possessed me – it felt as though someone else had put the words into my mind – because I already knew perfectly well what Brooke looked like; I’d stared at photographs of him for years and had them off by heart. Besides, my timing was off: Geoffrey was distracted by the vegetable competition, hunching over the displays of carrots and onions to see if his own entries had won anything: he was always competitive, even about the little things.

         Then out of nowhere Brooke sauntered up to us, brushed against Geoffrey’s shoulder, and smiled directly into our faces, before lounging through the flap and disappearing. Six feet one and a half inches tall (‘the same height as Christ’), floppy fair hair, loose-limbed, rosy skin, glancing approvingly to left and right. Geoffrey turned around and watched him go. ‘He looked like that,’ he said, giving a chuckle of disbelief. ‘Exactly like that.’
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         A pattern was beginning to appear, like the beginning of a story. But to call it a story felt wrong. How could there be a story, when there was no reliable way of connecting one thing with the next? Life was random, wasn’t it, a series of accidents? I wasn’t sure. One minute it seemed so, and the next it felt as though an idea of structure emerged from events, or imposed itself on them, whether I liked it or not. Take poetry, for instance. I’d begun writing because it was a place to be private, because it helped me to deepen what I was feeling (and sometimes to understand myself better), and because it was about as unlike my father’s world as anything I could imagine. Then my English teacher read what I’d done and encouraged me to keep going. Then I began reading more seriously and got my crush on Rupert Brooke – which led to Skyros, which led to Geoffrey, which led to yet more encouragement, which had now brought me to the point of leaving home for university, where no one in my father’s family had been before. That all created a sort of pattern, didn’t it? That sounded like the beginning of a story?

         As a child I’d thought time must be like a broken mirror, because I could see my face – my idea of myself – flashing back at me from this piece or that piece of life, but otherwise disappearing in the cracks between each fragment. Now the pieces seemed to be better connected than I’d imagined, but I still felt that I was looking at reflections, never seeing the whole picture, never living inside the mirror. Was this something I’d inherited, or was it just me? There was no point asking my father, he’d only harrumph – it was too personal. And I couldn’t ask my mother because she was still floating in her unconsciousness, not speaking. Which meant there was all the more reason for me to hurry up and leave home, and meet the sort of people who were supposed to be interested in questions like this.

         Before that happened, I had another idea about stories. About my mother’s story, in particular. When I thought of her life purely in terms of events, it contained not much before the accident: a quiet childhood in Beaconsfield as the daughter of a GP; a dim school and no chance of university (because she was a girl); a quick trip to South Africa to ‘see the world’; a part-time job working as a typist in Pinewood Studios; then marriage to my father when she was twenty-three, two boys in quick succession, and a housebound life as a housewife, punctuated by illnesses of one kind and another. All insignificant in the great scheme of things, but all precious and fascinating to me because they were the facts of her life. Because they were her story.

         Then came the accident, which looked at from one angle marked the end of her story but was really the beginning of another. Although this second story was different. It was a collection of moments in which time never moved to a steady beat with a steady step, but lurched, veered, stopped, started again, wandered. So who was to say what constituted a story and what didn’t, and who was to decide on the true scale and importance of things? Did education, travel, love, and family matter more than shock, pain, disappointment, and grief? Or did I have to think differently about what had meaning in life and what didn’t? Either everything was a story, or nothing was: it all depended on how I looked at the world. And on whether I trusted facts – because facts could be fickle, as my mother also proved.

         In the days immediately after her accident, my father and Kit and I had scrambled to find out what exactly had brought it about – but because no one had seen her fall, there were no completely reliable witnesses. The consensus was, she’d been riding her pony Serenade through a wood, the pony had stumbled as she came out into a field, she’d flopped forward but clung on to the pommel of the saddle, the rotation of the pony’s shoulder-bone had knocked off her hard hat, and when she eventually let go of the saddle she landed on a cement track; the blow knocked her out, cracked her skull, and produced a blood clot on her brain which the doctors later removed; now she was in a coma.

         It helped to know this sequence of events. We could imagine the scene, understand the connections between cause and effect, and gradually learned how to compress the story into a shape that made it repeatable. We found ways to live with it. But a while later, after I’d published an account of the accident somewhere, a man called Paul Smith wrote to me out of the blue saying that I’d got it wrong. My mother had been riding near a big house where he worked as a gamekeeper, and he’d seen it all. In the old days, there’d been a ha-ha dividing this house and its garden from the surrounding fields, and although this ha-ha had been filled in long ago, it had left a dip in the ground which was often lined with shadows. When Serenade had seen these shadows, she’d been spooked, reared up, and caught my mother off guard. My mother had tumbled backwards out of her saddle, and as she fell Serenade had instinctively kicked out, clipping my mother on the side of her head with the edge of her metal shoe. Smith said that he’d run forward and knelt down beside her in the grass, but she was out cold, with blood dribbling from her ear; he’d raised the alarm and waited with her while someone else rang for an ambulance, and half an hour later she was taken away to hospital.

         If this story was true, and I believed it was, did it matter that I now had to revise the version I’d been living with? In one sense it made no difference to anything, because the outcome was still the same: my mother was in hospital and unconscious. But in other ways it changed everything – not just the details of the setting, but the associations and the forces those details suggested. A big house and its surroundings instead of a wild wood. Less risk and more simple bad luck. A tumble with someone watching instead of a fall in solitude. But what did these differences amount to? I didn’t know how to decide. Stories mattered and they didn’t matter. They seemed coherent, but really they were shadows flickering in the grass.

         
            *

         

         It crossed my mind that I might be reluctant to think of lives as stories, because the story I knew better than any other, which was the story of my mother’s present, was only going to end one way. In other words, the chain of events implied by the word ‘story’, which was also the organising principle in all the novels I’d read (admittedly not many), was bound to form a sequence that ended in death. Poems, on the other hand, which weren’t so keen on telling tales in a consecutive way, were a means of confirming but also of weakening that connection. They were a way of accepting the inevitable, but also of arresting time or stepping outside time.

         This paradox felt valuable because it was like my experience of time itself. Which is to say: now that my childhood was ending – was already over, perhaps – parts of it were hardening into pictures that refused to fade. Sometimes these pictures troubled me because I thought they were equivalent to the songs of the Sirens and would lure me back to the past when it was the future I wanted. More often they seemed like visions: things that I had seen with my heart and not just my eyes – often very small-seeming, very modest, very humdrum things, but marvellous nonetheless. Spots of time. A glimpse of the scullery next to the kitchen in our old house, for instance, where years ago my mother had washed sheets in the sink on laundry day, then fed them through the mangle before scooping them up in a kind of hug and taking them outside to hang on the line by the greenhouse. Her hands were mottled with cold, and the wet ghost of the sheets made an impression on the front of her housecoat. After she’d gone out, the cracked wooden lips of the mangle grinned at me with their idiotic bubbles.

         Or the coal man presenting his sooty face outside the kitchen window, touching his grimy cap to my mother and giving her a thumbs up. Then the coal man opening the flap of the cellar, heaving the sacks against his chest one by one, gripping them by the corners to empty them, and nearly but not quite disappearing as the coal-lumps rumbled downwards into the dark, leaving a wisp of slack that fled across the yard like a genie escaping its bottle.

         Or the trampled mud near the cattle trough in the far corner of the field adjacent to the house, where the top one or two inches of water always froze solid in the winter, which meant the cows couldn’t drink from it. When I went to sort it out, waving away the drooling mouths and coils of steamy breath, I chipped round the edges of the ice because I wanted to take it out in a single sheet, like the glass for a window-frame, then hold it up to the sun. But even when I managed that, it was impossible to see through; there were too many bubbles and ridges. I ended up chucking the ice sheet down onto the mud and watching it smash, which made the cattle buck and snort and shimmy away, then cautiously come back for a closer look, still breathing hard through their shiny noses.
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