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            Yes – the history of a man for the nine months preceding his birth would probably be far more interesting, and contain events of greater moment, than all the three score and ten years that follow it.

            samuel taylor coleridge
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            Foreword

         

         Our father agonised about publishing this book. Part memoir, part making sense of his mental illness, his terrors. He wrote it over a number of years, and it’s filled with his gentle insight, some of it more obviously polished, humorous, while the later parts seem to have been written from a different, inner place, excavating how anxiety – how waking each day in a state of alarm – came to dominate his life, and how he dealt with it.

         A Stinging Delight draws together for us, his children, familiar but still extraordinary stories of his growing up, the third son of a coal miner, on one of England’s first council estates. He tells of meeting our mother, of being ‘sold’ to a rugby league club, of becoming an artist and his escape to the Slade School of Fine Art and London. Here he began to write his first novel, This Sporting Life, while teaching in rough schools across the East End and King’s Cross. The work tells too of his discovery of the theatre and his deep relationships with collaborators and friends Lindsay Anderson, Jocelyn Herbert and Ralph Richardson.

         It was through Ralph that he came to his title:

         
            Memento: Ralph at lunchtime, sitting in his caravan in the yard at the side of the studios where we are televising the play, showing me the book he is reading (a much tattered study of the Greek myths) and, passing it to me, declaring, ‘These are the most beautiful lines I know. I was trying to find them the other day.’

            
               Thrasybulus, this chariot of love songs I send you after supper. May it be shared by all amongst the drinkers and Dionysus’s fruits and the cups from Athens, a stinging delight; when the wearying cares of men pass away from their breasts, and in the sea of golden wealth all alike we sail to a shore of lies.

               Pindar

            

         

         He began to write A Stinging Delight in recovery from his first breakdown, which had taken him into hospital. Our mother, Barbara, no longer able to cope. The astonishing thing for us, his children, is how well he hid his distress. Later, eventually, as the grip of his depression came and went, and as I got older, we talked about it, Dad appearing in his dressing gown and slippers, having ‘skimmed up the motorway’ in the early morning to arrive unannounced.

         This book was submitted for publication in early 2012, only to be withdrawn by Dad weeks later. The exposure of his family’s unspoken anguish, and his relationship with his older brother, driving renewed anxiety. Our mother supported him, as ever: ‘if it distressed him, he should not publish it’. With his children, asking whether he should go ahead but not providing us with the manuscript, he concluded eventually, ‘not in my lifetime’. So here, with the advice of his agent, Bill Hamilton, and edited with the sure hand and guidance of Rob Dinsdale, four years after Dad died, this book is finally published. It captures a time, a transcendence from northern working-class life to a then more aspirational London in the South. Above all, it is about people, grief and love, about the forces that shape who we are. What should not be surprising to anyone who knew him or his work is his honesty. He has written without apology, direct, no judgement, as it was.

         Kate Storey, June 2020

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘Lynton’,

38, Thornes Road,

Wakefield.

            
                

            

            Saturday 7th Jan (1933).

            
                

            

            Dear Mr + Mrs Storey,

            I had a great shock this afternoon when I read the notice about Neville in the paper. I can’t tell you how sorry I am.

            When he was in hospital we made enquiries about him, + I know Miss Pilling was allowed to go up and peep at him one night as he lay asleep. She told me about him, + said he looked like a little angel. Then we heard that he had come home, and was beginning to walk about, + I was looking forward to seeing him after the holidays. I had hopes to see him before, but was taken ill a week before breaking up, so all my Christmas plans went wrong.

            We all loved Neville. He was so bright, and full of life, and interested in his work. It must be a sad blow for you who had known him for six years. I had known him to teach only for a few weeks, + grew to love him, so I felt that I must write, + tell you how much I feel for you, + pray that you may be sustained and helped at this time.

            Yours very sincerely,

            Kathleen Parkes.
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            1

         

         Not a day goes by when, in one form or another, you’re not present in my mind.

         You’d have been six and a half by the time I was announced. Maybe you were told in the way our parents told me, eight years later, of our youngest brother’s imminent arrival: namely, that they had ‘placed an order’ with the doctor, setting off one teatime – a bemused-looking father in his best (and only) suit, and an expectant-looking mother in her best (and only) coat – to see if the doctor ‘might have something on the shelf’, and returning, singularly embarrassed yet cosily contented (a combination that only our family, it seemed, could simultaneously arouse), to announce that ‘an order had been placed’. When I protested that seven months seemed an unreasonable length of time to wait, I was reminded it was wartime: ‘there was a queue’. The logic of waiting for this, as for everything else, seemed, in the circumstances, little to complain about.

         Our mother was three months gone the night you died.

         Half a lifetime later, I took to reading all I could on symptoms like mine – waking, as I did each morning, with the unmistakable impression that someone had died; the sensation that life, in the most frightening way possible, was coming to an end.

         One morning, in my fifty-first year, I endured the curious sensation of being hurled in front of a train. I had gone to the local Tube station, on my way into London, and, as the train came in, was seized by what I can only describe as a gigantic hand. I recall my fear and surprise – and my instant reaction:

         I clung to the wall, spreadeagled, my arms flung out on either side, aware at the same time of the curious faces moving past, the clouds of dust, the thrown-up refuse.

         I stepped across the platform and passed inside the doors. The train moved off. It was the climax to several years of heightened terror, as if your death were revivified each night – a state of mind from which I endeavoured to reclaim myself each morning.

         The purpose of this reclamation was somewhat obscure: to save my wife and children from the pain of my destruction, to save myself, to save our parents; to save everyone I loved – a diurnal crucifixion.

         An experience as indefinable as this goes on, as they say, inside. Although words may attempt to give an account of it, no combination of them adequately conveys the feelings involved: to be enclosed within an experience that can’t be described is, in itself, a unique form of suffering.

         I took to reading in search of an answer. I had been plagued by attacks of terror from the age of three or four: each was accompanied by an unbearable sense of loss. The undertow from these experiences never left me – to the extent that, until my middle years, I took them to be a part of everyday life. My illness, my life.

         By the time I was fifty-one, however, these sensations were with me all the while – all-consuming, all-pervading, distorting everything I thought and felt.

         In searching for an explanation I moved on from psychology to teratology, the science of animal and vegetable monstrosities. In a journal dedicated to this subject I came across an experiment carried out on mice by Californian scientists. While pregnant, the mice were kept in a state of constant alarm, subjected to arbitrary lights, sounds, irregular food and electric shocks. The floor of their cage was frequently in motion. In no time at all their behaviour was considered ‘mad’.

         The moment their offspring were born, they were returned to their previous stable environment. Their behaviour reverted to normal – but the behaviour of their offspring was irrevocably changed: from the moment of birth, they displayed those symptoms of distress that had characterised their mothers’ behaviour in the experimental cage. These symptoms continued, without abatement, to the end of their lives.

         I couldn’t fail to make the analogy with my own condition: a mother who was traumatised at a critical stage of her pregnancy; who, at some point during the following six months, threatened to commit suicide; and who, when her child was born, was unable to fondle or embrace it except at feeding times – rationalising this trait in later life as a determination on her part ‘to make it a man’.

         Your death, I reasoned – alive one evening, dead the following morning – must have had a traumatic effect not only on our mother but also on the fetus she was carrying: a speculation that was carried into conviction when I discovered that, in the twelfth week of fetal life, the central nervous system comes on tap, is still developing and vulnerable to outside influences, noxious as well as wholesome, with potential permanent effect.

         How otherwise to explain the behaviour of me, their latest child? I never cried – in later years, our parents were able to recall only one instance when, ‘whimpering’, I was lifted from a bath – a silence described by them as ‘golden’ (endorsing the view, encouraged by our father, that ‘to save your mother from killing herself’ I was, explicitly and directly, ‘a gift from God’).

         
             

         

         You’d been boxing with our father on the hearthrug and were sent off to the shops to buy some cigarettes. It was evening. You came back feeling hot.

         Soon you were having difficulty breathing. Alarmed by your deterioration, our parents put you in their bed. It was winter. Our father set off on his bike to find a doctor. The first wouldn’t come (you weren’t on his list); the second, for the same reason, wouldn’t come either; a third, who had just set up in practice, got out his bike and rode back with our father, his bag fastened on a rack behind his saddle.

         When they reached our house, our mother said you were worse. She put on the light in the bedroom. After bending over you for several seconds, the doctor glanced up and announced you were dead.

         He declined a fee at the door.

         During the night, our parents were roused by three large blows delivered ‘as if by a giant fist’ against the side of the house. The doors and windows shook. Our father got up. Nothing was disturbed. Our other brother, aged four, was sleeping in his bed; the doors and windows were fastened.

         The event marked the beginning of our parents’ mystical interpretation of your death and, some months later, of their third son’s birth and subsequent life: death as meaningless as yours, silence as enigmatic as mine, had to add up to something.

         Much of what I have learnt of your life has reinforced my inclination to add significance to the event. You were conceived before our parents’ marriage – a disturbing state of affairs to the chapel-going family that was our mother’s and the church-going one that was our father’s. Our mother, the youngest of three daughters – with an older and a younger brother – had been designated to be the household servant while the rest of the family went out to work (the daughters in local mills), and when she announced she was going to get married there was intense opposition (all the more disagreeable when it was discovered she was pregnant). Neither the bride’s nor the groom’s parents came to the ill-conceived summer marriage – though, when you were born the following spring, you and our parents lived for a while in a room in our maternal grandparents’ house.

         A local councillor visited them one morning. Our father was in bed from his night shift at the local pit, our mother washing you in a tub on the floor. The confinement of the room persuaded the councillor to get our parents a house on the new council estate being built at Lupset, on the western fringes of the town.

         Within months, the three of you moved in – to be joined by a second male child, our brother Tony, less than two years later. Yet the stigma of premarital conception remained with them for the rest of their lives; that they beat you frequently and hard they later confessed – with perplexity and shame. As soon as you were able to, you ran away from home. In her later years our mother described how, on one occasion, she’d roped you to a tree to prevent you running off (and, as she discovered later, thieving from shops in the town). Later, I would look at your drawings, a book of them, in pastels, sent by your teacher after your death, each protected by a sheet of transparent paper, surprised that you were only six when you died: the dexterity of the line, the subtlety of the colour, the assurance and skill were those of an adult.

         I look at your face in those early photographs: the working-class features, the council-house child; the belligerence, the sturdy frame, the tenderness in holding our brother’s hand; and, looking at the earliest photograph of all, you cradled in our mother’s arms, I know that you were loved.
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         Did you make as much as I did of our estate? Luppe’s Headland (a Viking warlord) or Luppe’s Sett (‘a place of wolves’): a ridge of moorland overlooking the Calder Valley where it disgorges from the Pennines onto the Plain of York. Farmed, crossed by drystone walls, mined – by gin pits, the mounds of grey waste, topped by silver birch and sycamore, still visible among the houses – its steep slopes and sharply incised valleys were covered by the largest council housing estate in Europe: a maze of curved crescents, avenues, cul-de-sacs and roads, in the centre of which we came to live ourselves.

         At the top of the estate, overlooking the foothills of the Pennines and the broadening river valley, were the stonebuilt church (its materials transported from a nearby mill), the brick-built primary, junior and secondary schools (the former of which we all attended, the second, all but you) and, on the highest ridge, the isolation fever hospital where you had a chest operation shortly before you died – an operation carried out without our parents’ consent or knowledge.

         In another of the earliest photographs of you cradled in our father’s arms, he is sitting in the long moorland grass at the back of the house. Visible are the enclosing houses with their unfenced gardens – the lack of cultivation, the builders’ rubble, the bricks and mortar, the tiles and chimneys: a pioneer, so it feels, hacking out a home.

         Soon the photographs show flowers, a rockery, a hedge – and your stocky, belligerent figure. Maybe the provisional nature of those early years – the roads and houses creeping across the eastward-facing slope – played its part in loosening what hold home and family had on your recalcitrant nature: freedom only came when you took off, at five, at six, for the town.

         You must have seen it each day when you descended the hill from school: the cathedral spire (the tallest in Yorkshire), dark, dog-toothed, a cockerel weathervane at its summit; the town hall tower, like a broad, flat chisel blade against the sky; the dome of the county hall, the square, Greek-temple contours of the courts of law – a line of buildings, soot-blackened, running along the crest of a parallel ridge to the east like the battlements of a castle – the place you made for when, whatever your motive, you ran away from home.

         
             

         

         Where did we come from, you and I? ‘Storr’: a Viking word, denoting ‘a big man’, our ancestry that tribe of pirates who settled on the north-east coast of England. Our immediate paternal ancestors were rope-makers. Thirty years ago I discovered their shop, with its rope-walk still intact, in the old village high street in Bridlington, some distance inland from the coastal resort of today. A shoe shop, it still retained its dark interior: low, overhanging beams, a window on either side of the central door, living quarters above. In an undertaker’s shop at the end of the virtually unchanged village street, I discovered a man who recalled our father’s father – ‘a gentle man’ whose reticence inhibited him from demanding payment for his bills. In the final decade of the nineteenth century, he sold up – and, meeting a young woman on holiday at Bridlington, he followed her inland, to her home town of Normanton, in the West Riding of Yorkshire. Here, in the hinterland between the Aire and Calder valleys, he married and earned his living in factories and coal mines – his father-in-law a colliery carpenter, employing several men – and fathered thirteen children, eleven of whom survived: two daughters and nine sons.

         Did you think of him the same as I did? When I knew him, he was quiet and calm – with a much-chastised appetite for women. During the war, for a while, he lived with us: a widower with dark, humorous eyes (and new false teeth), he would talk flirtatiously to the women neighbours, forty years his junior. During the raids, smoking his pipe, he would sit underneath the living-room table. ‘You go out to the shelter. I’ll be safe on me own in here. I’ll catch me death in yon.’

         A large, beak-like nose (inherited by our father), sharply pronounced cheekbones, a Mediterranean complexion: variously, our ancestry was boosted by reports of a marriage between a Wellingtonian soldier (‘a colonel’) and a Spanish ‘princess’ during the Peninsular War and, more vaguely, by a ‘Jewish’ connection. Our paternal grandmother, authoritative and dark-eyed, with allegedly mediumistic powers – and with pretensions to connections with the gentry – dominated the family in a way that our grandfather clearly did not. Our mother, however, would later recall how kind her mother-in-law had been in the early years of hers and our father’s marriage. When this formidable woman died, she left nothing to her husband – presumably on the basis that he had brought nothing to their marriage. Instead, she left her estate to her children, our father quarrelling with his brothers and remaining sister when they refused to join him in handing their modest inheritances back, and from that day on inserting an ‘e’ into our family name to mark his displeasure. Having lost touch with us in his last years, the old man died, minus one leg, in a seamen’s home in Hull, his last connection, perhaps, with his old rope-making trade in Bridlington.

         Our mother’s mother came from South Wales via the Midlands coalfields: Devey, the proprietors of a gin pit in Sutton Coldfield. Small, round-featured, my memories of her are of a rosy-cheeked yet paradoxically embittered woman sitting by a black enamelled stove in the one-roomed terraced council bungalow she shared with her husband – a shy, languorous fellow who, invariably, would be stretched out on a horsehair sofa. His conversation was comprised almost exclusively of the one word, ‘Aye’ – offered with an infinite range of inflections. Our mother, together with her eldest sister, did much of the domestic work in their later years. On my way home from the grammar school, I would occasionally join them – summoned by our mother, who, voicing my latest achievements, would draw her parents’ attention to my uniform (eliciting, as far as I could see, little more than the by now familiar ‘Aye’). Angered and embarrassed (our mother not infrequently weeping at our grandmother’s latest rebuke), I would accompany her back home – concurring with our father’s rage when he saw her tears: ‘We’ll have no more to do with them!’

         I last saw this oddly contrasted couple in their double bed at the back of their room, ‘dying’, as our mother, weeping, announced – on their backs, their eyes closed, their toothless mouths wide open. The patchwork quilt, the sucked-in cheeks, the skull-like heads – all of this was an alarming comment on something I could neither understand nor adequately describe, a travesty of the proverbial knight and lady effigied in the darkness of a chapel.

         Our maternal grandmother was a Liberal, a chapel-goer and, in her earliest years, something of a drinker (in her early days she had been a barmaid; later, I heard tales of our mother waiting outside the Wakefield dockside pub as a child to see her mother home for fear of her falling in the river). Our mother would recall her earliest and worst memories of living in a two-roomed cottage at the end of a street adjacent to the Calder at Thornes; of sleeping with her two sisters in one bed, her parents in a second bed in the dark back room and her elder brother on a couch in the front room: the darkness, the dankness, the rats ‘as big as dogs’.

         ‘Not much to write home about,’ I hear you say: Welsh, Anglo-Saxon, Viking, bloody-mindedness (your disregard for homelessness, your leaving for somewhere else).

         Would the maverick in you have been tied down by uniform, clean shoes, combed hair: discipline, academia, drilled sports? With your life loused up by everything we didn’t want – disobedience, recklessness, criminality, death – I fell in step behind.

         
             

         

         I guess you liked our father: a pugnacious, good-humoured little bugger, not much more than five feet tall, stocky, broad-shouldered, with bowed legs from early rickets. At work by the age of thirteen and with a lifelong difficulty with writing, he volunteered shortly after the First World War and ended up in the Royal Naval Air Service in his teens, sent on that earliest of all aircraft carriers, the Ark Royal, to the Crimea ‘to save the Czar’. There he marched with marines, Gurkhas and miscellaneous forces the six hundred miles to Rostov-on-Don, then marched back again, fighting Reds, fighting Whites, fighting women (who came in at night to steal the food). At Novorossiysk, they dumped their aircraft and took on refugees, mainly women and children, transporting them to Turkey where, deloused (hosed down in the holds), they were let ashore; one of them, bedecked with jewels (in our father’s account), invited him to marry her.

         From there he went to Egypt, to build an aerodrome at Abu Sueir; then, sailing a torpedoed ship, with sealed holds, under tow to Liverpool. He ended his military career at a Canadian Air Force base in Lincolnshire, stripping aeroplane engines.

         From there to Walton Pit.

         I went there recently – an expanse of waste ground broken by pools of stagnant water. The site stands beside the railway track running south from Wakefield to London, the colliery, at one time, the first sign that you’d reached your destination. He’d had various jobs before applying, as a steel-erector, to the new colliery site at Walton – work of which he’d had no experience. Invited by the foreman to follow him along the girders for the engine-house roof, he walked along the narrow rims with a nonchalance that finally got him the job.

         One day, inspecting the steel lining of the shaft – suspended in a bucket several hundred feet above the shaft bottom – he felt the bucket swing away from him. At the point at which he would have fallen, his companion grasped his ankle and, twohanded, levered him back.

         His ankle snapped.

         For several days, reluctant to lose the job, he worked on. Only when he could no longer put his foot to the ground was he taken off, in a cart, to hospital.

         Returning to work several days later, he discovered his job had been taken by a man who had reported him dead. The foreman invited our father and his successor to go behind a nearby hut and sort it out between them: ‘whoever came out first’ could have the job.

         He worked at Walton for the next twenty years – deciding against moving to Scunthorpe with his employers once the pit was commissioned – taking a job as an electric-pumpman at the base of the shaft down which he had almost fallen.

         It was while his leg was in plaster that he met our mother – seeing her one Sunday evening, after church, in the Bull Ring in the centre of Wakefield, and deciding at first glance that she was the woman he would marry.

         Curiously, twenty-five years later, on much the same spot, I first glimpsed a schoolgirl of fifteen and made the same irrevocable decision – the mystique associated with these two events to be added to that associated with the family as a whole.

         
             

         

         By the time I was born, fences had replaced the wires around the gardens: the back field, enclosed on all sides by houses, had become a playing area not only for children but for fathers – football, cricket, flying kites (our father one of several men who built more-than-man-sized ones). As the fathers tired or grew older, the children claimed the area exclusively for themselves: the place became a jungle, a battlefield, a sea; a cricket pitch, a football field, an unroofed den. It was never large enough to hold you, but for me it encapsulated much of what I felt: a locale, a state of mind; a rectangular field, a dip at one end, a fragment of the original moor, domesticated, containable, grand.

         In those days, the circumstances of my birth had not been revealed. Only slowly were they introduced, primarily as a comment on my behaviour: my periods of quiet reflection, which aroused unease, provoking intervention from our brother, our father, our mother, a subliminal reproach: ‘How long are you going to go on sitting there?’ In these moments, I would transfer my dreaming to the field – digging dens, sharing games. Each of the uniform red-brick houses took on the identity of the people living inside it: the Simpsons’ looked like the Simpsons, the Thompsons’ like the Thompsons, faces formulated in doors and windows, in brick and tile. The Storeys’ alone remained an enigma, the one gap in that otherwise companionable facade.

         In place of your turbulence came my calmness. What would it have been like if you hadn’t happened? What would my life have been without your death: no sense of loss, no terror? I look to you for insights not into what I might have been, but how I am. On meeting people, I see their fallibility before their strength, their fear before their courage, their hatred before their love. Your gaze is always before me: your past is all I have. I identify you in everything that refuses to be chained, improved, unloved. In taking so much from me by your death, you gave me the means to see in the dark: a Siamese twin, an alter ego, a conjunction of what is with what is not – a deathly gift.

         At the age of one I was sitting on a slope above a lake a few miles to the south of Wakefield. To my right were our mother, our father – and your younger but now my older brother. Below us, on the lake, boats moved to and fro. The weather was warm. Other groups sat on the grass.

         To my right appeared a hen. I was astonished by its colours. Above all, I was enraptured by its eye. It paused, head height, behind where I was sitting. I put out my hand. The hen ran off.

         I got to my feet.

         I heard our mother call, ‘He’s walking!’

         Apart from understanding what she said, the most curious thought came to me: ‘I could have walked like this before. I have walked like this many times before, in many lives, on many occasions’, and I saw, like a vista of reflecting mirrors, all the lives I had lived receding endlessly before me.

         God, in me, would make up everything that had been lost in you: this was our family consciousness; this was our family myth. Was this, I later – much later – reflected, your consciousness in me?

         A tortuous (and tortured) mythology, authorised by the circumstances surrounding your death. The unique blending of genetic influences that goes to make up what I am. Your death qualifies my life, giving it not only character but structure – continuity, insight, expressiveness: depth.

         
             

         

         I was lying in bed talking about you with our brother. It was late evening, the light still visible beyond the curtains. Out of the wall to my left a mist appeared, head height, amorphous. At the foot of the bed it paused, moved to the foot of our brother’s, paused again, then, with the same slowness with which it had arrived, disappeared into the opposite wall.

         I assumed the event had been an aberration, evoked by the lateness of the hour and the subject of our conversation. Having paused in his conversation, our brother enquired, ‘Did you see anything unusual then?’

         ‘A mist,’ I said.

         ‘You tell me what you saw first. I’ll tell you what happened next.’

         ‘It came out of the left-hand wall,’ I told him.

         ‘And paused at the foot of your bed,’ he said.

         ‘Then at the foot of yours.’

         ‘Then disappeared,’ he concluded, ‘through the right-hand wall.’

         The event, witnessed simultaneously, did nothing but confirm the mystical nature of your presence in our lives: the legacy from your death has, if not haunted, possessed us ever since.

         That something was ‘there’ I had no doubt: that you were an element of it I also took for granted. In me, passivity alternated with bouts of aggression, the former underlain by feelings of terror and a prevailing sense of loss. This inner world, privately perceived and privately endured, was countered sensationally by moments of elation; on several occasions during my adolescence I experienced the curious sensation of being transported from the ground.

         My ability to draw and paint came seemingly from nowhere. I was dreamy by nature, and I came to associate it not merely with my bouts of terror and prevailing sense of loss, but with feelings of containment, and eventually of subterfuge. The complement of this inner resource and external need would one day come to characterise everything I wrote – fiction, principally, preoccupied with the way people realise themselves in their relationships with others: footballers, workers, teachers, students – families, groups. At the time, all I was aware of was a desire for self-expression: an otherwise unspeaking voice asking to be heard.

         At the age of fifteen I was sitting at my desk at the grammar school, listening to the French master reciting in a toneless voice Verlaine’s ‘Chanson d’automne’. ‘The violin sobs of the autumn wound my heart with a monotonous languor,’ I mentally translated. The next moment I was struck, not unlike Saul on the road to Damascus, by a blinding light: it lasted, conceivably, no longer than a second. And in that second I saw my classmates embarked on a set of rails that took them off to a far horizon, above which was inscribed the one word, ‘Death’.

         My companions, including the teacher, were embarked on a journey that had already been prescribed: a job, a wife, a home, a family. ‘I shall only live once,’ I told myself, ‘I must do what no one else can do. I must paint what no one else can paint, write what no one else can write.’

         Life as an ‘artist’ began.

         What is the nature of the interaction between a traumatised and finally suicidal mother and the fetus she is carrying? What are the consequences of that interaction? How traumatised is a silent baby? Is it, in fact, traumatised, or is it in possession of an insight into its past – an insight that it can’t articulate but which subsequently informs everything it thinks and feels? Is this a basis for art? Is art the corollary of the darkness that preceded it?

         Your vividness invades my life, your turbulence my spirit. An object of infinite weight, density and darkness ossifies inside my head. A black hole. A dark comet.
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         On September 3rd, 1939, war was declared.

         After listening to the Prime Minister’s voice on the radio, I went out into the field at the back of the house. Above the grey cloud, aircraft, I imagined, were already waiting, carrying their cargoes of troops and bombs. I gazed at the clover by my feet; I gazed at the weeds of a neglected den. I glanced at the houses. Already I saw the broken windows, the shattered walls, the roofless hulks. The autonomy of the grass no longer grass, the soil no longer soil, the brick no longer brick. Its permanence had gone.

         
             

         

         The war happened when I was six years old, the age at which you died. When it seemed inconceivable that the Germans wouldn’t invade, our father announced that, rather than allow us to fall into their hands, he would kill us – our mother, our brother, myself – using a rifle left by an evacuated soldier. Lastly, he declared, he would kill himself.

         An image of our corpses laid in a row – on the lawn outside – preoccupied me for several months. Who would he shoot first? I, being the youngest, or our brother, being the eldest? An additional image came to mind: our father alone, our corpses at his feet. A more potent image of desolation I had yet to imagine. I tried to dissuade him. His graphic descriptions of what the Germans would do (had already done in the countries they had occupied) and, further, the awesome unspecified ‘thing’ they would do to our mother, convinced us he was right. For our mother’s sake, we would have to die. At some point the enemy would arrive, steel-helmeted, jackbooted. The gleam of the bayonets I could already see in the sunlit garden. Our neighbours and my friends would be gone. What value the life remaining to us?

         
             

         

         Perhaps it was the threat of destruction that made our father reckless. The prospect of our execution still vivid in the house, I came home from school one teatime to find him in his only suit, our mother in her best and only coat, about to leave for the doctor’s – from where they returned to confirm that an ‘order’ had been placed. It was the seventh (unmentioned) anniversary of your death. In the autumn of that year, our youngest brother, Michael, was born.

         
             

         

         I recall him, wrapped in a white woollen shawl, in our mother’s arms, being lifted from the taxi, which, sensationally, our father had gone to the expense of hiring. His face inflamed from crying, Michael was placed on the hearthrug. His nappy was removed, his sexual organs disproportionate, or so it seemed, to the remainder of his body. A live, unnervingly noisy creature had not only entered but taken over the house. The nappy replaced, our mother made signs of unbuttoning her dress. Our father, galvanised, thrust a hand into his trouser pocket. Pulling out a half-crown, surprisingly hot, he pressed it into my hand. ‘Fetch us some cigarettes,’ he said. ‘Not from Hoylands’ (the nearest shop). ‘The Co-op.’

         ‘You don’t need cigarettes,’ our mother said.

         ‘I’ll need some soon,’ our father replied.

         ‘He doesn’t have to go,’ our mother went on.

         ‘I need them,’ our father persisted, moving me to the door.

         Not sure whether to take my time or to return as quickly as I could, I did both, walking through the estate to the Co-op and returning at a run. When I arrived, curious and elated, our mother was feeding our brother upstairs.

         
             

         

         One evening, already asleep – the light still visible beyond the curtains – I was aware of a loud explosion and, simultaneously, of being lifted into the air. Moments later, lying on the floor, our mother was bending over me.

         The air-raid siren began to wail.

         A bomb, one of three delivered by a low-flying aircraft, had fallen several roads away. A house, we discovered later, had been destroyed. The second bomb had fallen in the park, the third on a house across the town.

         The following morning, I trailed my magnet through the gutters, picking up thin, grey shards of metal – pausing outside the nearby shops, examining their spectacularly broken windows, then finally outside the smouldering house itself. Not long after, our mother, our brother and myself were crouched in the cupboard underneath the stairs, our heads bowed to the slope of the ceiling, the interior – normally dominated by the ribbed metal tub containing the week’s washing – illuminated by the yellowish light from a miner’s lamp. The air reeked of its fuel. Immediately below me lay our youngest brother’s sleeping head, couched in the hexagonal-shaped orange box fashioned into a cradle by our father. From overhead came the oscillating roar of German engines, passing, nightly now, en route to Sheffield and the south. Our father, in his oversized, grey-painted warden’s helmet, was somewhere in the road outside. Moments before, from beyond the door, we had heard his voice warning us not to come out.

         We heard a shriek.

         Moments later it became a scream.

         ‘This is it,’ our mother said.

         The scream became a whistle.

         We heard a rush of air.

         The whistle became a crescendo, like a bulky metal object rushing down a chute.

         The house shook.

         ‘It’ll go off in a minute,’ our mother said.

         The clatter of anti-aircraft guns, like the clashing of giant dustbin lids, came from the school playing field at the top of the estate.

         The air grew still.

         We waited.

         The all-clear sounded.

         We re-emerged.

         Several nights later, a family, crouched in their shelter in an adjoining road, heard a ticking sound behind the corrugated metal. The following day, the surrounding houses were cordoned off. Deep down – the earth having closed above it – a time bomb had been found. A block of wood had been placed between the detonator and the firing pin.

         
            *

         

         A pattern had begun: each morning I was woken by a sensation analogous to someone waking to find themselves inside a coffin – a sense of being abandoned, unable to give a sign, invisibly confined. Where did the feeling come from? Walking to and from school each day, discussing aircraft lost, guns and tanks and prisoners taken, ground gained, ships sunk, it and the feelings aroused by the war became interchangeable.

         Exhausted soldiers littered the grass verges after Dunkirk. Taffy, our evacuated soldier, slit his trousers to claim another pair – and to give his current pair to our father. He was told on parade (his shirt tail pulled demonstrably through the hole for the benefit of his officer and to the delight of we watching children) that no more uniforms were available. He sat in his underpants as our mother sewed the trousers up and then, giving our father his rifle and ammunition (his looted medals and foreign coins – plus three tins of sugar, the weight of which had almost pulled him under off the beaches at Dunkirk), he announced he had had enough of war. Later, our father visited him in prison where, allegedly, he awaited trial for threatening to shoot an officer.

         You would have revelled in the war, a disturbance to match your own: the air-raid shelter our father dug, timbered, brickfloored (everything brought home from the pit); the twin pairs of bunks made from colliery timber and cut-up conveyor – an interior that flooded and was finally abandoned, replaced by an Anderson shelter, which drained into a sewer at the back of the house. To me, that shelter served as a ship, a submarine, an aircraft and a tank, the long-necked colliery pump a convincing-looking machine-gun. Nightly the aircraft flew overhead. Searchlights lit up the dark sky. By day, the Valentine and Churchill tanks lumbered down from their factory to the testing ground, south of the town, at Woolley. There was so much to excite the runaway, the putative artist, the roustabout.

         The world as I knew it came to an end.

      

   


   
      
         
            4

         

         Because of an administrative error, I found myself taking the ‘eleven-plus’ at the age of nine. To everyone’s surprise, I passed – and ended up, at the age of ten, in a class at the local grammar school whose average age was twelve and a half. Other than by my being kept down a year (three years later), I would have been eligible for university at the age of fifteen.

         School, which I trundled to at the age of five, had initially been a place of confusion: reprimanded for talking, I burst into tears – only to be taken against the matronly teacher’s bosom (the smell of chalk from her flower-patterned smock) and, astonished by the softness, gently swayed.

         It was my first experience of a female embrace – the potency added to by the quietness of her voice.

         This first, benevolent teacher was replaced, in my second year, by a more orthodox one: mathematical tables, intimidatingly inscribed on the blackboard, were learnt parrot-fashion, en masse; spellings, similarly inscribed on the blackboard, were also ‘sung’, while tests were varyingly held on Friday mornings. Success and failure were clearly marked.

         After two years in the Infants department, I was moved to the first-year ‘B’ stream in the Juniors. Misunderstanding the overnight instruction to learn one verse of Wordsworth’s ‘Daffodils’, I attempted to learn the whole of it – but was unable to recall any of it, when requested, the following morning. Canings began, by the muscular headmaster – for misdemeanours, the nature of which I failed to understand: miscuing my drum beats in the class band, or, more dramatically, waving a fragment of St George’s flag at the wrong moment in the class’s rendering of ‘The Yeomen of England’. Canings were always felt in the rectum and the throat: standing in the school doorway, gasping for air, en route from the headmaster’s study to the classroom where, in my second Junior year, the class teacher would wait, with visible pleasure, for evidence of the result.

         One day, in the crowded playground, unaware that he was identifying their second surviving son, he singled me out to our parents, describing me as ‘the worst little devil we have in the school’. They were too embarrassed to claim me as their own.

         My third-year teacher was Miss Setchell, who gazed out at the world from behind thick glasses. Short, stout and good-humoured, her last lesson on Friday, reading from The Wind in the Willows, was the summons, the first I recall, to try and write myself. It was from her class that, against the odds, I passed the two examinations that took me to the grammar school. In this, to some extent, I was aided by our father. Our brother was already at the school, having passed the scholarship, at his second attempt, at the more reasonable age of eleven. Our father taught me decimals, having taught himself beforehand; he set me ‘compositions’, marking them with a red pencil he’d brought home for that purpose from the pit – his relish blunted by his irritated enquiries for spellings from our mother (who had stayed on at school until sixteen: diplomas in English and hygiene). ‘How many “f”s in effort, Lily?’; ‘How many “s”s in concentrate, Lily?’ At the bottom of each of my efforts he would write a comment, snorting with satisfaction while I read it aloud: ‘Could do better’; ‘Needs to work harder’; ‘More effort’. He who had, by his own admission, on several occasions, run away from school (‘to work’) at the age of twelve.

         The red pencil he used was one of many objects ‘borrowed’ from the pit. In addition to the materials for his home-made shelter, there were the sheets of graph paper and coloured pencils he used to design a bomb suspended at the end of a metal chain to be flown into the path of approaching German aircraft; the oval-shaped bullet and bent-barrelled rifle that would, allegedly, fire round corners (‘Won’t it kill the man who fires it?’ our mother infuriatingly enquired); and the electric wires suspended beneath an insulated ship that would electrocute the crews of submerged U-boats (our father hadn’t been in the Naval Air Service for nothing). Illustrations testifying to the efficacy of these inventions (‘Adolf! Help me!’ from decapitated heads) were despatched to the War Office in London. On one occasion, when an acknowledgement arrived, he took it off in triumph to work.

         Many years later I heard of an attempt, during the war, to fly bombs into the path of approaching German aircraft, the scheme defeated by the carrying aircraft being blown up as well.

         
             

         

         The morning of my first day at the grammar school – my uniform and football gear (second hand) already bought – our mother came into the bathroom to find me with my face submerged in the washbowl. I emerged to explain it was in preparation for the ritual that, our brother had informed me, would take place the moment I arrived. ‘Training’ involved keeping my face submerged while I counted to ten – the speed of the count determined by the imagined mood of my tormenters (among whom our brother promised to be one).

         I had already shown a curious ambivalence to physical violence. On the one hand, I hadn’t been indisposed to promoting it myself; on the other, a curious passivity would afflict me at unusual, not to say inappropriate moments – a passivity that, in one or two instances, made me prone to being bullied. In reporting one such incident to our father, he instructed me to return to school the following day and punish my tormenters. ‘If you don’t,’ he advised, ‘it’ll be nothing to the hiding you’ll get from me.’

         That night, I scarcely slept. Neither of my tormenters were visible on the road the following morning, nor at the corners where I waited. Nor were they visible in the playground. Neither appeared at school that morning, nor in the afternoon. When I returned home at teatime our father was working in the scullery, making a draughts board on which, his tongue protruding beneath his teeth, he was incising the black and white squares. This activity, I reasoned, would distract him from my failure – a thought no sooner realised than he glanced up to enquire if I had wreaked a suitable revenge.

         My announcement that neither of my oppressors had turned up was treated with disbelief. He instructed me to go up to the bedroom and wait for his arrival.

         He brought a leather belt and, in a manner already familiar from his treatment of our brother, bent me over the bed. Violence from a familial figure was something I had never got used to – added to, on this occasion, by the predetermined nature with which he had presumably, before coming up, unbuckled his belt and finished his job in the scullery. How long I cried, or if at all, or what sympathy I canvassed from our mother, I don’t recall. My susceptibility to bullying came to an end.

         Small beer for someone as robust as yourself – and who, by all accounts, endured far worse. Though, to some degree, I followed in your imagined footsteps, most of my subsequent fights involved me attempting to discourage my opponents from making themselves vulnerable, our observers incredulous at the apologies that accompanied each successful blow.

         At this point of my life I was under ‘stress’ – not merely injunctions from our father to beat up adversaries (in the field at the back of the house as well as at school), but to succeed in examinations that instinct told me were not within my grasp. I had trouble with my bowels; the need to evacuate would come upon me on the way home from school. One day, proceeding in a crab-like fashion, constricted by abdominal pains, I lost control. I hid my underpants in the washtub in the hope that, beneath so much washing, they mightn’t be discovered – even that I might find a moment to wash them myself. No such opportunity occurred that evening, nor the following morning before I left for school. Nor the following lunchtime.

         Returning at teatime, in something like the same distress, I found my underpants, folded back to the evidence, lying outside the bathroom door.

         Moments later, our mother was on the stairs. Maybe I caught a glimpse of how you must have seen her in those early years – face swollen, cheeks reddened, eyes malevolent dots. Overworked, distraught, three children and a collier husband to wash and clean and cook for, the incident must have brought all her humiliations and frustrations to the fore. ‘Look at it!’ she screamed. ‘I’m supposed to wash it!’

         Seizing my hair, she picked up the underpants and thrust them in my face. Still screaming, she dragged me to her bedroom. There, by the window, was her dressing table and mirror. Holding me before it, my hair gripped in her hand, her face reflected beside my own, she rubbed the underpants around my nose.

         ‘Smell it!’ came her scream.

         Rubbing the excrement across my forehead, around my eyes, over my cheeks and ears, across my hair, she forced it finally into my mouth.

         I recall looking at my face and thinking, ‘I shall never look at myself again.’

         It was the only embrace from her that I recall: her hand on my hair, her face beside my own, her breast against my shoulder. The smell of excrement, its taste, its colour.

         I doubted if I had ever loved her. I became (perhaps already was – and certainly remained) a dutiful son, poised between acceptance and something other than revenge.

         
             

         

         The horror I had seen in the mirror was allied to the one I experienced each morning on waking – and to the less subtle one of being hated by the one by whom I needed to be loved. That hatred turned, catastrophically, into that most merciless of all emotions, self-disgust. With a predisposition in this direction already, the incident was not so much an initiation into a new phase of feeling as the confirmation of one already in place. The circumstances that gave rise to the event were in themselves characterised by a need to propitiate our parents, to secure by achievement what hadn’t been felt.

         Our other brothers did not have this experience of her – one that, to some degree, must have paralleled your own. She devoted much of her time in later years to promoting an image of herself that excluded not only experiences of this sort but that part of her to which they specifically referred. The illness that would later dictate my life, to the extent that it embraced this experience, became thereby the family illness, reuniting me circuitously with you.

         I went on trying harder, fuelled by self-disgust. The self-disgust immobilised those forces intended to appease it.

         The snake, swallowing its own tail, came finally to its head.

         Maternal dismissal became the frame from within which I began to fashion my life. Worth had to be established by something other than love. It had, for a start, to be constructed, and from elements found in places other than where most people, normally, might have looked.

         Your death, which changed my life (making me something other than I might have been), was as blameless as our mother’s situation. Short on love herself, overworked and over-conscientious, ‘a woman,’ she often explained, ‘in a house of men’, she could scarcely be chastised for breaking down in the way she did. But in responding to her own dilemma, she witlessly fortified my own.

      

   


   
      
         
            5

         

         At the age of twelve, our father announced that he couldn’t afford to keep us at the grammar school without a contribution from the benefiting parties. After reading an advertisement in the local paper, I rode out on my bike one morning to one of the farms to the south of the town and – having lied about my age – got myself a job. My first morning I was instructed to clear a pasture of nettles with a hand scythe, avoiding a group of horses that regularly panicked at disturbances from a nearby road and railway line. Working there until the mist cleared (and the corn dried), I was then taken off by the foreman to a field of wheat, where we began the laborious task of ‘opening out’. I’d been engaged on the principle that ‘if I could keep up with the men’ I would be paid a half-rate of nine pence an hour.

         I worked all day with the foreman, he cutting a track with a scythe round the perimeter of the field, while I gathered the wheat (and thistles and nettles) and fastened them in sheaves behind. The two other men worked in a similar fashion in the opposite direction. The sun was hot. The cut stalks and thistles and nettles stung my arms, my palms and inner arms pulped with blood. ‘You all right?’ the foreman would ask, leaning on his scythe as, periodically, he sharpened the blade, half-expecting, if not challenging me to give up (‘A college boy?’ he had previously enquired, sceptically, with a smile).

         ‘All right,’ I’d tell him.

         I worked there most of the summer. Often it was dark by the time I got back. The blood congealed, the scabs hardened; each evening came the painful task of immersing them in a bowl of salt water. When no more fields were left, I got a job on another farm, where I worked with two prisoners of war, a tall, lugubrious Italian (taken prisoner in the North African desert) and a German fighter pilot, short, squat, and with a mischievous sense of humour. Regularly, he and the Italian would quarrel – invariably in English (neither, if they could help it, on principle, spoke the other’s language): ‘You fat’, ‘You pig’, ‘You lazy’, ‘You bastard!’ Often, perhaps for my amusement, they would roll on the ground in mock combat, the farmer watching idly with his perennial joke, ‘Mek sure they don’t escape!’

         The long hours, the thirst, the forays after rabbits (the farmer or the foreman with his gun) as the last patch of corn in the centre of the field was cut – sitting under a hedge drinking tea and eating the home-cured ham sandwiches, with homemade bread, that this second farmer’s wife brought out each afternoon. Once our father appeared on his bike and leant on a gate. Angered by my accounts of the indolence of my fellow workers (‘They ought to realise what a beano they have in being prisoners of war over here. Hitler would have shot them!’), he was disarmed by the charm of the German and the ingratiation of the Italian (‘You’ve a fine, hard-working son there, Mr Storey. A son any father could be proud of!’) and pedalled away with something of a swing. That night, when I got back home, he remarked, ‘They’re not that bad, when you get to know them.’

         
             

         

         The following summer, higher rates of pay and even longer hours were offered to ‘men and boys’ who were prepared to work at a local tent firm. Andrassy’s occupied a yard close to the river where our mother had been brought up – a triangular patch of ground occupied by sheds, yards, a house and a row of terraced cottages flanked by a converging road and railway.

         By the time the office was open, a group of men, but no boys, was waiting: itinerant labourers, invalided miners, craftsmen out of a job. When it came to my turn to enter the office, I was met with the alarming sight of the middle-aged secretary from the grammar school – a woman of whom not only the masters but the headmaster was reputedly afraid.

         ‘Storey!’ she exclaimed – a cry that caught the attention of the men outside. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

         Mrs Andrassy – I hadn’t thought of the connection – was the wife of one of the brothers who were partners in the firm.

         ‘I’ve come for a job,’ I said, unable to think of any alternative excuse.

         ‘A grammar-school boy! What for?’

         ‘We need the money.’

         ‘Money’ appeared to be something that Mrs Andrassy had heard little about – at least, not in connection with the grammar school. Its motto, Turpe Nescire, translated as ‘It is disgraceful to be ignorant’ – or, to put it another way, ‘It is disgraceful to apply for a job with a bunch of bums employed by my husband’.

         ‘What’s this?’ a voice – avuncular and deep-throated, regional enquired from behind. A burly, jovial-looking figure was standing there, dressed in a sports jacket – from which it threatened to burst – and a pair of corduroy trousers.

         ‘There’s a boy here from the grammar school “asking for a job”!’

         ‘Why not?’ the man enquired, his smile extending to me.

         ‘Think of the language,’ the secretary said, ‘of the men.’

         ‘If I can stand it, he can,’ the man responded. ‘Can you stand the language, young ’un?’

         I must have answered in the affirmative. Glancing out, I recall seeing the startled faces of my fellow workers gazing in at the window, our voices audible through the open door.

         ‘What would Mr Grace think,’ the secretary replied, invoking the headmaster by name, ‘if he knew one of his boys was here?’

         ‘I’ll give him one day,’ the genial figure decided. ‘If he’s not up to scratch, he’s out.’

         My rescuer was George, son of one of the three partners, and nephew to the grammar-school secretary. Out in the yard, I was assigned to his gang – to be driven in a loaded lorry to a house in Bradford, twelve miles away, where a wedding marquee was to be erected on a lawn. ‘You can come in here with me,’ George announced, indicating the cab before we set out. ‘I could do with an intelligent conversation.’ I followed him inside, where a second workman was sitting with us. The third workman I’d displaced, George told me with humorous anticipation, was hanging on the back.

         We talked about Latin (‘amo, amas, amat’ was all he remembered) and about the school, of which he disapproved. ‘The only place you learn aught is at work,’ he said. ‘I’m glad I left. I couldn’t wait to get working. How about you?’

         ‘I’ll stay on,’ I told him.

         ‘I’ll call you “college boy”, in that case,’ he concluded. Soon we arrived at a large stone house on the outskirts of Bradford. ‘Austin,’ he went on, ‘won’t be at all pleased you’ve been riding in the cab.’ And, indeed, hardly had we got out than Austin – a bow-legged, beer-gutted man with a voice like gravel – came at me. ‘So you’re the fucker riding in the cab. That’s my fucking place is that!’

         George was curiously disinclined to involve himself in the argument, as if, having provoked it, he was persuaded of the virtue of hanging back. But the threats from Austin paled compared to the ones that soon came from Paddy, a muscular Irishman – cast, to the point of caricature, in the role of ‘labourer’. Paddy’s dislike of my appearance, age, accent, my ancestry (and, in particular, my education) grew, within minutes of our arrival – stumbling with the heavy loads of canvas, stakes, ropes and poles between the ornately laid-out flower beds to the sunken terraced lawn at the back – into little short of an uncontrollable rage. Between two flower beds, as I struggled with my ‘hundredweight’ sack of canvas, he seized me by the throat. ‘I’m going to kill you, you fucker!’ he announced.

         ‘I should leave him,’ George said; then, as genially disposed to the Irishman as he was, by tone of voice, to me, he added, ‘He’ll be on the back on the road home. We’re giving him a test out today.’

         
             

         

         Challenged to survive, I set about doing precisely that, the sobriquet ‘college boy’ replaced over the following weeks by that of ‘Tarzan’. Browning quickly in the sun – a family trait – my appearance was further enhanced by the lifting of heavy weights and the wielding of a fourteen-pound hammer, to drive in the wooden stakes. The work was enjoyable: the arrival at the site, the laying out of the equipment, the drawing out of the canvas, the lacing, the coordinated pulling up, the dressing of the tent. The labourers employed were a disparate lot, as varied and as formative as the work itself. Some jobs were hard: a field of marquees erected in driving rain, by a flooding river, in a crag-strewn valley at the edge of the moors: mud, wind and numbing cold. The drive back to town, soaked, on the back of a lorry. The driving in of stakes in rock-hard ground. Just as hard were the miserable quarrels with the combative men, who, semi-displaced, saw in education an unmistakable and, ultimately, unavoidable challenge. On one occasion I found myself in the back of a truck, the road spinning inches away from my pushed-back head, my adversary, urged on by his fellow workers, straddling my chest. As the fight continued at the showground site the moment we arrived (the sports field at the Burton tailoring factory in Leeds), my realisation that education did not invalidate physique produced an outcome that resulted in my seldom being challenged again.

         In subsequent years, hearing of my ‘success’, other academics joined me and, in my final year, an undergraduate from Oxford: the contentiousness of that first dramatic summer had, by that time, disappeared. The money, too, was significant: most weeks we worked the full seven days, with time and a half on Saturday afternoons and double time on Sundays. My income equalled and, some weeks, exceeded our father’s: my education, with additional work at Easter, planting potatoes, and delivering the post at Christmas, was partly self-financed.

         From the age of thirteen to my eighteenth year, Austin Pickersgill from Andrassy’s was one of my principal mentors. His voice and personality (his drinking, his anecdotes, his vividly recounted sexual exploits) dominated those back-of-the-lorry outings to remote moorland villages and country houses where we set out our marquees for agricultural shows and weddings – and those back-of-the-lorry journeys home (clinging to ropes on top of the load on the outward trips, ensconced among tarpaulins on the way back). A mobile tree trunk in appearance, I noticed, on my first trial day, the dainty-looking Wellington boots he swapped for his shoes the moment we arrived (he had anachronistically tiny feet). As the seasons passed, I grew enamoured of his ribaldry and insults, his outrageous bets, his drinking, his strength, his refusal to defer to education, his – what I could only perceive as – poetic mastery of profanity, ‘fuck’, not unlike ‘amore’, rapturously declined. Poems of one word, if not of one syllable, flowed effortlessly from his lascivious mind. From him I heard my first comprehensive, physiological account of – as well as paean of praise for – that other source of fascination, the cunt. What he did to it, with it, in it, on it, about it, over it, beneath it, beside it, deprived of it, because of it, in praise of it, in despair of it, in need of it, in search of it, set me back by my thirteen-year-old ears. What Mrs Andrassy – labouring over her typewriter in the yard office, or in the secretary’s office adjacent to the headmaster’s at the Queen Elizabeth Grammar School of Wakefield – might have made of it, I didn’t dare to think. If the primary role of education, as viewed from the grammar school’s mock-Gothic portals, was to dispel ignorance, Austin subscribed to the ethic in a joyously comprehensive, not to say uniquely entertaining way.

         At the end of my first week, we drove out to a remote agricultural site in the Yorkshire Dales. We erected marquees in the driving rain and pools of water and, perhaps as a consequence of this scene of desolation and a need for entertainment, one of the men – recently released from prison – bet that Austin wouldn’t swing his sixteen-pound hammer on a stake while the ex-con’s hand was still on it. Austin, characteristically, said he would. The man laid his hand across the stake. Austin swung his hammer and, with his usual vigour, crashed it down. ‘I thought the silly fucker would move it,’ he said, collecting the bet before the man was led away to one of the Andrassy partners’ cars to be taken off to hospital.

         On the Stray at Harrogate, erecting the Yorkshire Show, he bet me one week’s wage he could beat me over a hundred yards. ‘Yards for years,’ he added, after I’d eagerly agreed, insisting he was forty-nine. Moving off before the signal was given, his bow-legged figure scuttled over the grass (in his dainty, turned-down Wellington boots) in such a hilarious fashion that I felt obliged to lose in order not to violate what I could only see as his obscene yet stoical, inviolable dignity.

         Sensing my motive, he forwent the bet, settling for a pint of beer.

         On one occasion I saw one of his Wellington boots fall off the rack at the top of the cab (he riding inside) and, taking a perverse delight in watching it recede in the road, I didn’t call out. Upon our arrival, I watched, with the same delight, his consternation as he took off his shoes to find only one boot for his much-holed stockinged feet.

         ‘I saw one of them fall off,’ I finally announced.

         ‘Why didn’t you stop the fucking lorry?’

         ‘It wasn’t your turn to ride inside,’ I said.

         ‘Fucking college boy,’ he declared.

         For a week – much to my surprise (and illumination) – he refused to acknowledge my existence. One night, alone with him and one other worker (whom I knew he disliked), driving back from the Dales beneath a tarpaulin, he began to choke. His false teeth protruded. His lips frothed. His face swelled.

         The teeth fell from his mouth, but the lorry rattled on. The reddening of his face did not recede. His body, lifeless, rolled from side to side. ‘Come on, Austin, you silly fucker,’ the other man complained, but Austin didn’t stir. Soon, Leeds was left behind and we whirred along the road to Wakefield.

         ‘Perhaps he’s dead,’ the other man said.

         He leant over to examine Austin’s chest. With a roar that drove the man into the tarpaulin above his head, Austin rose, breaking into laughter. ‘I told you he was a silly fucker,’ he said, turning to me for confirmation, I suddenly aware the incident had been contrived, if indirectly, to bring the two of us together. My tutelage, after my indiscretion, continued undisturbed. I last saw him in my late teens outside the Wakefield School of Art: he was standing at the back of a corporation cleaning lorry, still in his turned-down Wellington boots, holding a suction pump down a roadside grate. ‘What are you doing here?’ he said, looking up at the dark stone building (a place of purgatory to me then). I told him I was attending classes there before going to London ‘to be an artist’. He listened to my description of the freedoms of self-expression; then, ramming the suction pump between his Wellingtoned feet, declared, ‘You draw ’em, I’ll fuck ’em: that’s the difference between us, kid.’
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‘Mesmerising . . . its abiding quality is,
in the end, a kind of fearlessness.’

‘A major work in its own right.’
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