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            … ‘Where does the thunder sleep?

            Where doth he hide his terrible head? And his swift and fiery daughters,

            Where do they shroud their fiery wings, and the terrors of their hair?’

            William Blake, ‘Tiriel’

            
                

            

            A word about the weather

            There is no weather per se in this book. Passing reference is made to weather in a few instances. Assume whatever season you like throughout. Summer makes the most sense in a book of this length. That way, pages do not have to be used up describing people taking off and putting on overcoats.

            Fran Ross, Oreoviii

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraph

                  	I 

                  	1. I wasn’t there 

                  	2. Notes on anger 

                  	3. The noise I learnt to make as a young animal 

                  	4. Lalage 

                  	5. Being good with words 

                  	6. The act of writing 

                  	7. The refusal of place 

                  	8. Small talk 

                  	9. The dark path 

                  	II 

                  	10. Amplification 

                  	11. Singing along 

                  	12. I stirred in my sleep 

                  	13. Hesitation 

                  	14. What happened 

                  	15. Lyrical, domestic 

                  	16. This is my voice 

                  	17. Ordinary speech 

                  	18. Echo 

                  	19. Formative 

                  	20. Talking about myself 

                  	21. A woman I once knew who might have been me 

                  	III 

                  	22. Venus (a manifesto) 

                  	23. The rain 

                  	24. The hard work of sleep 

                  	25. What, when, where, why, (who) 

                  	26. The tree in my heart 

                  	27. Solitude and its opposite 

                  	28. Fuck quiet 

                  	29. The things I have wanted to say and the stories I will not tell 

                  	30. Speechlessness 

                  	 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Notes 

                  	About the Author 

                  	By the Same Author  

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            I

         

         
      2
    

      

   


   
      
         
3
            1. I wasn’t there

         

         At fifteen, I suffered a rupture that I still can’t explain. My mother later described it as When you stopped being able to learn. My mind locked away what it knew and refused to absorb any­thing further so that I started to fail at school in subjects where I’d not had to try. At this time I was putting most of my energy into having feelings – reading and writing poems, listening to music, falling in and out of love, going anywhere and doing anything in hope of experience. No wonder I found this sudden blankness restful. It was so absolute that I didn’t really understand it was happening and did not ask for help.

         By then I knew something of the dangers of presence and what it might attract. If I put myself forward to be seen or heard, I was inviting a response. If the bad thing happened, it was my fault because I had been dancing or drinking or walk­ing in the woods. I had raised my hand or laughed or argued back. I had opened a door and entered a room. I had seen and heard. My presence was the explanation for whatever hap­pened next. So perhaps I was refusing to be present or refusing to learn more about this.

         Or the rupture was the result of some internal equation: opposing forces cancelling each other out. I was afraid of agency but determined on experience, guarded and avid, brimming and shrinking. Despite this, I wanted to be there – wherever there was – so badly that I overcame the fear of negotiating a world in which I had stopped working. This was also a time when everything felt important, above all who I was standing next to, what I was listening to, what I wore and said, and how I moved and all I felt. I was so intensely there that I could not bear it.

         When I was forty, I began work on a book about the role music can play in growing up. I was the single mother of a teenager. I’d escaped a bad situation, secured us a home, pub­lished three books and had started to teach. I’d been discussed and reviewed, praised, rewarded, criticised and rejected, and I thought I had the good and bad of all that at a healthy remove. Life was more rewarding and calmer than it had ever been. Yet I could not bring myself to break a habit I didn’t even know I had: that I would withhold myself rather than risk presence. On page 192 I left home, and on page 193 I had a baby. In the years between those two pages I sang in a band and made a record but I knew, from the start, that I wasn’t going to men­tion any of this. People ask why and I haven’t known what to say. The decision occurred at such a deep level that I’m not even aware of having made it. Now I’m in my late fifties and almost as far from that forty-year-old as she was from the teenager she wrote about. I’ve been wondering about that silence and why, in a book about music, I withheld the one time I made it the focus of my life. Between eighteen and twenty I was at college but I also did this other thing. A handful of people thought of me as a singer. I sang.

         Writing the book took me back to the record shop where I used to hang out after class, wanting to talk about music and relieved to have found others to whom it meant so much. I was as intent as all the other people in the room, who were boys. Their expertise was nuanced, judgemental and competitive – mine too. I kept turning up at the shop until someone said hello and then the man behind the counter knew my name and held things back that he thought I’d like and we became friends. He was always interested in what I had to say but, on the whole, the boys were just waiting for their turn to speak.

         We didn’t document our lives and had few photographs to share. We just said, I was there. This meant more than that you’d turned up. It suggested that you were part of a scene. Much of the talk was about having been at a particular concert, one that had already been deemed legendary. Anyone could listen to a record but being in the room, even knowing how to find it, meant that you were serious. Even now when I say I like a particular band, a man will ask only if I saw them, when and where. He will then give a tight nod and ask nothing further because he’s not interested in my thoughts about the band so much as whether or not I have the right to talk about them. The concerts I went to are all in my diary but even so I wonder if I’m making it up. So much of me wasn’t there at all.

         I remember two versions of myself in that shop. There was the one who trusted her knowledge and taste, and who held fierce opinions, and who made her way into the group by persisting. I made myself present. I’m still here. But there was also the one who would silence herself and diminish her own presence so as to be allowed to remain. I’m not really here. How did I expect to claim anyone’s attention when I was barely present? I wanted to say this and this and this but to step aside as I said it.

         This movement between presence and absence might be a failure of nerve but it is also key to how I write. I start by being intensely present and work towards my own disappearance, which can be achieved even when writing in the first person. The idea is Look at this not Look at me. I use myself in order to articulate an experience that can be recognised by someone I’ve never met. I have to step aside so that they can point at the page and say to themselves Look at me.

         Since I was first published thirty years ago, I’ve been asked questions about writing, and about myself, that I haven’t want­ed to answer. I’ve been so strongly conditioned to respond that even when the question is hostile or intrusive, I usually try. It’s only polite. The person who asks the question controls what is discussed. Where my closest friends might hesitate to enquire, strangers give themselves permission, and I hand over my private self. Questions about writing can be just as tricky as the personal ones because they’re often far too gen­eral to address or aren’t questions at all but someone making a point. Still I do my best, rushing around, gathering detail, doubling back. I am driven to be precise (to tell the truth) and so say a bit more and usually too much. When I’m seen, I want to be seen clearly – who doesn’t? I’m quite relaxed about what people see in my work but I do not want them to tell me who I am.

         These days I find it easier to deflect a question and I am anyway more interested in what might lie behind it – the assumptions out of which the question has been formed. I try to question the question or to say what feels most true without shaping this to what I’m being asked. I have started to think about what I have never been asked – the answers without questions, the unframed response.

         The questions I’m asked remain those of the investigative precept: What do you write about? Where do you write? When do you write? Why do you write? The only question missing is Who. Who is writing this?

         My voice arose out of the desire to connect and was shaped in reaction and resistance. It became my own when I started to use words in a way for which I had no example. All the voices I used to imitate, knowingly or not, fell silent and the only one I could hear was my own. And who likes the sound of their own voice?

         This process is enacted again and again as my voice changes and I approach a new book. Each time, it feels as if I’ve stopped working. Something in me is saying no but in doing this it is setting out towards what it wants to say yes to. Perhaps this is what happened when I was fifteen.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Notes on anger

         

         
            I am angry and much of my anger is directed towards myself. For not saying that I didn’t agree and didn’t want, not that, not now, not there, and stop and no. For, in the largest and small­est situations, letting others decide what I intended because I could not bring myself to resist, let alone correct them.

            For a long time I was afraid of this anger and worried that if I paid it direct attention, it would overwhelm what I wanted to think and write about. I’ve come to believe that it defines me – not the anger itself but the force it moves to protect. Because although I wasn’t speaking up, I was taking note. I saw and knew and remembered even if I didn’t act accordingly.

            A man I loved when I was young scribbled a quote from Nietzsche on a slip of paper and gave it to me. I was enchanted by this man and read the quote he gave me as a spell, one I could recite without any real consideration.

            
               The great periods of our life occur when we gain the courage to rechristen what is bad about us as what is best.1

            

            You can find it scattered all over the internet like breadcrumbs, a fairy-tale solution Follow this. I was desperate for someone to scatter breadcrumbs, and followed the man without looking where I was going just as I followed Nietzsche’s advice with­out thinking about what it might mean. Now I’m starting to understand what rechristening entails. Not a quick fix through renaming things or a shuffle of interpretation that tells you everything’s fine, but that sometimes you get to a point where all you can do is face the dark parts, they’re all you have left, and so you turn them over. You don’t transform yourself or rename the dark parts but you look clearly at their powers and make use of them.

            There was the discovery that what I felt was anger and then the recognition of anger as a reasonable response. After that there were the years of plain anger when I was ashamed and afraid of myself. Now my anger seems to have revealed its opposite nature as a form of power, an electrification.

            Anger sustains me – as long as I do not get angry. Anger needs to be described.

            Becoming angry is a form of perceptual collapse. It’s an obliter­ation, not an assertion, of the self. I sound as if I’m attacking what’s around me when really I’m just trying to hold my place. My anger is often about the failure of someone to hear what I’m saying, which of course to me is clear and logical and why wouldn’t anyone respond with That makes sense! Let me revise and build on that! But I am not clear and logical. I’m desperate and my language, too, has collapsed – fuck … fucking … fuck. Whenever I hear someone else, particularly a woman, swearing like this, I wince because it will be perceived as a loss of control and so a loss of authority. To express anger that will be taken seriously, you have to sound not angry at all. You must speak in measured tones, calmly and coherently and without evident bias. But isn’t anger a response to what seems unbalanced, dis­honest, unfair?

            Anger, when delivered with total conviction, can hold its authority. I have felt anger billow out of me to no effect because the other person has been able to tell that I am willing to deny it. But anger is a form of energy. Trapped, it concentrates. It loses its hold on its subject or target and reverses itself.

            Anger might be a form of power but it is the body’s last resort. It becomes a first resort in situations that repeat themselves.

            In childhood, I could make a lot of noise that sounded angry but I experienced this noise only as a loss of control, as desper­ation, a plea. I wanted the person I was angry with to love and hold me. They didn’t need to agree with me but I desperately wanted them to understand. I never thought of that feeling as justified, assertive or clear.

            I learnt to express fear in the form of a question and while that question might have been addressed, no one addressed my fear.

            There is something unbreachable about a lie told with total conviction. Even when you brandish the proof, if the liar holds their nerve, your righteous outrage falters. You have been trained to be reasonable and to see both sides. You scurry from one side to the other till you have no idea where you are. The liar remains absolutely still. You become a blur and they are terribly clear. Their refusal of fact and evidence and reason is dazzling. You take your anger back inside yourself but no longer trust it. Are you mad?

            I was angry because although I knew it was a lie, I believed it. I let the lie lie.

            The last time I was extremely angry, I said things that I regret­ted because they were unkind – but none of them were untrue. I meant what I said. The blurting of them so shocked me that I had to examine them afterwards. They weren’t resolved but they had been ejected and externalised, and so could now be seen and grasped. I moved to conceal them again but, to my astonishment, stopped myself. I meant what I said.

            I have never chosen to raise my voice in anger. It happens with­out volition and as a result of words being shoved (shovelled, even) out of my mouth and into the air by my smallest self. I am doing what I can to push back or to stay put. I am also, disastrously, reaching out.

            Children suffer the anger of parents who shout when they are tired or in pain or miss a bus or drop a cup or cannot turn on a machine. Later they take the child in their arms and say, I’m sorry I shouted, I had a terrible day, and believe they have deleted any harm. Perhaps they have.

            A child doesn’t have the manoeuvres, the sentences. Their anger is pure and red and quick and easily dismissed.

            If a parent is never angry then a child has no model for anger. When it arises within themselves, they might experience it as an illness, a visitation of something foreign and hostile that needs to be expelled, and it does seem to move outwards, and to pass, only to turn up again. It is gone and not gone, like a haunting.

            Before I was old enough to moderate my anger, I would say the terrible thing and nothing happened. That was more disturb­ing than a response.

            Anger can be withheld to the point where it becomes constitu­ent: no longer an emotion but a texture deep in the tissue.

            My idea of being is one of capacity – what I’m able to contain rather than what I might take in. There is little choice in what is taken in. Anger can be the only way to say Enough.

            It is easy to be angry on someone else’s behalf because your role is to convey rather than to express.

            Why, when my own anger seems impotent, am I so afraid of the anger of others? If I hold my ground or press or say no, I am overwhelmed by fear. Each act of assertion, anything I know might disappoint or provoke, prompts dread to the extent that I avoid the response. I’m afraid to read the most routine message because of the anger it might contain. When you can’t hear someone’s voice, anger is easy to construe. You can deflect it by refusing to listen.

            I live in a time of reduced gestures, where words and actions are abbreviated, and the barely perceptible act of hostility gathers power. The more it is cloaked in light conversation, the harder it is to deflect. There are people who, whenever I meet them, offer something of this kind. They smile as they say it and I smile back, even murmuring agreement. I try to work out what they want (what will make them go away). I’m paralysed by a detonation in my body, something like a depth charge, which feels so internal that it has to be of my own making. If I recog­nised it as anger, I might be able to act.

            You’re better at talking about feelings than feeling them. Although my talking about feelings quickly becomes noise, I still try to feel in words. It seems the clearest way to make sense of myself and to convey what I want to. I realise now that going straight to words can be a way to reach past myself. It is possible that I use words to disown myself. Why, then, am I surprised when others fail to see me?

            It doesn’t always help to tell. If I made a list now of the events that make me most angry with myself, I would not stop feeling that anger.

            The point is not to defuse the past but to defuse myself and the way to do that is to become more angry, to allow that anger is assertion, insistence, and needs to move rather than be met.

            I followed the man in the fairy tale into the forest where he rechristened everything about me. By the time he’d finished, I was the forest. Why have you brought me here? he said. He had such conviction in his anger that he didn’t need to raise his voice. Even in this I followed him and so turned on myself. Why have you brought me here? I said.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            3. The noise I learnt to make as a young animal

         

         My first winter was one of tremendous snow. It started to fall in London on Boxing Day and didn’t thaw until March. For those three months, there was not a single night without frost. The Thames iced over and the sea froze a mile from shore.

         My mother was twenty-five and I was the second of her four children, all born twenty months apart. She put me and my brother in the pram, stowed the washing underneath and on top of us, and inched her way down the hill to the launderette. The pavement was packed with snow and snow rose in great walls to either side. She had to push everything back up the hill too. She made coal fires and filled paraffin heaters, and kept us well wrapped up. She had no access to thermal underwear or down jackets. It was simply a matter of adding more layers. Our beds were made up of sheets and blankets, and so she added more blankets. Day and night, we were packed in wool.

         Frost gripped the windows and in the morning the inside of the glass dripped with the liquid of our cooled breath. Milk bottles put out at the end of the day sank beneath more snow by morning. Cars, animals and people were disappearing. Our bodies concentrated on keeping warm and we gathered our­selves inwards. Everything slowed – all movement from the blood in our veins to the birds in the sky. Imagine the hush, the peace, the danger.

         At five months, I was starting to look about me. My first idea of the world was of a palpable emptiness with which I had no direct contact. I should have been developing a sense of distance, colour, surface and depth but I was moved around a blank geometry, across white planes and between white walls. As I began to see further, these shapes grew no clearer. My place in the world would always be unanchored, my vision a rush towards emptiness, my approaches out of kilter – too much, too little, too late, too soon.

         I woke each day beside a window with a view onto a freshly undisturbed garden but beyond that, the snow was less simple. As the weeks passed, the tremendous dishevelled piles that lined the roads exuded black, grey, yellow and brown as if leaching the true colours of the city from what lay beneath.

         I had been born at home on the hill on a grey summer afternoon. Four weeks earlier, smog had blanketed the city. London was still a place of gas, steam and coal, its air heavy with particulates. Its streets were jagged with demolition and bomb sites, and the towers of Westminster looked as if they were built out of soot. When the smog returned again in December, I was mostly asleep. I could grasp what my mother passed to me but I didn’t yet know how to let it go.

         The sounds I heard were minor: the relaxing hiss of the par­affin heater, the muttering of coal, the wheels of the pram, the clump of boots, my mother’s voice in continual murmur and play. She has a lovely voice, rather like a fall of snow, and she sang to me. Imagine the quiet of a home where there is only the telephone, the doorbell and the radio. I didn’t cry often. Kept close to my mother, in that quiet world, I didn’t need to.

         I was eight months old before the earth revealed itself. No wonder I was so eager to explore it. The first time I let you crawl across the garden, I had to take a dead wasp and a rusty nail out of your mouth. That summer, my mother was pregnant again with my sister and I started to make noise.

         Of course I remember nothing of this. All I know is what I feel when that winter is described, which is complicit, austere, held and at peace. A still world of deep snow and darkness restored me forty years later when I travelled north of the Arctic Circle in midwinter. Each day there was a brief time of pallid, primordial light but otherwise I was in darkness. The temperature dropped to minus fifty and I disappeared under layers of clothes. Move­ment and speech were such an effort that my mind slowed down too. My need to formulate the world, always so urgent, gave way and my thoughts relaxed. I started to make notes towards a dif­ferent kind of poetry that would be less crowded and eventful. I wanted to look rather than feel, to stay still, and to spend more time in the dark.

         The noise I learnt to make as a young animal is lightly sub­stanced – like salt, snow or grit. Its arrangements are crystalline. It is a series of minor gestures with an underlying precariousness, a testing of surfaces, the taking of small steps, an acceptance of blanks, an urge to get lost, a tension around form. A distaste for signs, directions, swift movement and sudden change. It can be stiff, anxious, layered, fulfilled, insular, intimate and withdrawn.

         All my life I have dreamt of going to sleep in snow. This is not about imposing myself on emptiness. Not even an empty page is empty. Whatever it is – snow or page – I want to dis­solve into it, to be so present that I’m no longer there.

      



OEBPS/images/logo_online.png
faber





OEBPS/images/landing_rgb_online.png





OEBPS/images/9780571368679_cover_epub.jpg
Some

ADSWGFS

Without

Questions

ff

LAVINIA GREENLAW





