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  I cannot say I have not been warned. Again and again in M. John Harrison’s astonishing novels, those who are tasked with interpretation find themselves baffled,

  frustrated or worse. Theorists, detectives, scientists and code-breakers are all left intellectually concussed by their attempts to construe complexity. Even the machines of unimaginable

  hermeneutic power that inhabit his science fiction are unable to process the universe successfully. Some surplus of dark matter always exceeds their comprehension, some aspect of pattern persists

  that will not be reduced or translated. Signal is ultimately inextricable from noise, message from clutter. Empty Space (2012) – the novel that completes the trilogy begun so

  dazzlingly by Light (2002) – features a rounded chamber called a ‘mortsafe’, with a viewing window but no discernible contents: the mortsafe beckons the eye but refuses

  to be scryed, and as such is a version of the book that contains it. And in Climbers – certainly the best novel about climbing ever written, though such a description drastically

  limits its achievements – there is no steady ascent to enlightenment. The novel never, in the language of climbing, tops out. Mike, the main character, is left altered by his year on the

  rocks, but unwiser. In the final pages, he solos a route on a Welsh sea-cliff that he had climbed months before, and rests on a sunny ledge one hundred and fifty feet above the glassy sea, thinking

  back through what has happened to him. His only revelation concerns the persistence of confusion: ‘I sat in the niche for a long time. I realised I didn’t know any more than I had the

  last time I sat there. I didn’t know anything about anything.’




  Hindsight is no clarifier in Harrison’s world, overview no advantage and analysis no virtue. Anyone who tries to write about his fiction – as I am here – must therefore adapt

  their methods. The usual critical duty of elucidation by paraphrase is pointless, for Harrison’s subjects are indecision, bewilderment, estrangement, apprehension, ‘empty space’,

  and grace, and these are all experiences necessarily unamenable to translation. The content of his prose cannot be extracted, processed and consumed: in this way, as in others, his politics are

  grained deep into his style. Because he is concerned above all with kinds of not-knowing, any account of his writing needs to safeguard that indeterminacy and to stand – in David

  Winter’s memorable phrase – ‘amazed in front of an unknown object at odds with the world’.




  So let me try to express a little of the amazement I feel when standing in front of the work of Harrison, who is best known as one of the restless fathers of modern SF but who is to my mind

  among the most brilliant novelists writing today, and with regard to whom the question of genre is a flimsy irrelevance. To read Light, Nova Swing, Empty Space or

  Climbers is to encounter fiction doing what fiction must: carrying out the kinds of thinking and expression that would be possible in no other form. I pass through his novels feeling a

  mixture of wonder, calmness and disturbance; I end them brain-jarred and unsettled. It takes me time to recover. Metaphysical tremors and echoes persist for days afterwards. It feels as if my

  vision has had its depth of field skewed or a faint strabismus induced, causing illusions that slowly resolve into insights.




  It takes time, also, to realise that what feels at first like bleakness in Harrison’s novels is in fact something more like parity of gaze. He offers lucidity without pity, but without

  rancour either. Although the fierce ease with which capitalism husks humanity is one of his main anxieties, and although debris – emotional and material – is one of his chief

  preoccupations, and although rupture and damage are the textures that most attract his eye, his vision is devoid neither of tenderness nor of hope. His compassion will be unmistakable to anyone who

  reads him, though it is unsentimental and tends to be activated by detachment rather than intimacy: one thinks in the Kefahuchi Tract trilogy of Seria Mau’s longings for the childhood she

  gave up, or of Kearney’s distant counter-factuals of parenthood, or in Climbers of Mike’s imperfectly suppressed trauma after the death of his step-daughter Nina, whose spleen

  is pierced by a shard of glass from a coffee table onto which she has fallen.




  For all his interest in loss and harm, Harrison is also fascinated by the gifts that life gives to even the most broken-down and beaten-up of people. His books gleam with the lustre of found

  beauty and brief happiness: moments of being that exceed the claims and costs of market forces. This aspect of his work is, I think, what led Michael Moorcock to christen Harrison ‘an

  anarchist aesthete’. There are no candy-cane epiphanies or take-home morals – just occasional light-flares from unexpected sources, swift flips of the world from verso to dexter, surges

  of sensation that might make existence worth enduring. As Mike puts it early in Climbers:




  

    There are days when, driving home from some gloomy hole in the hillside near Bolton, you wish the whole world was like this:




    White bungalows on a hill, floating against a blue cloud full of rain. A one-track road looping across the moor. Old pop music on the radio. Sore fingertips. Nothing ever again but crags you

    have never seen before, made of a wonderful new kind of rock.


  




  This is pure Harrison: the shabby everydayness of circumstance, the unforeseen onset of illusion (the ‘floating bungalows’), the experience of infinity

  (‘nothing ever again’) being contained within, but not annihilated by, the knowledge of transience, and the sudden shocking shift of reality across one of its internal borders, so that

  the crags seem briefly but utterly wonderful – strange to the point of otherworldly.




  There is little point trying to précis the plot of Climbers, for it does not really deal in plot. What would one say? That a man in flight from a failed

  marriage moves north to Yorkshire, and becomes involved with the climbing scene. That the book follows him and his friends for a year or so as they climb, drink, fuck, laugh and fall. Such a

  summary drops foolishly short of the thing itself. What might be added? That one need not be a climber to read this novel, for one of its implications is that we are all climbers, in that we all

  seek to convert the external world into a symbolic system for self-explanation. That this is a novel which borders on the memoir (‘Mike’ shares not only a first name but also several

  on-record biographical facts with ‘M. John Harrison’). That this is a novel that knows more than its narrator, and perhaps more than its author, for it does its remarkable thinking at

  the levels of form and style. And that this is one of the finest books I know about the messed-up, mixed-up landscape of modern Britain.




  Landscape is as surely one of its characters as Mike, Normal, Sankey or Gaz. The Britain about which Harrison writes here, though, is far from the bosomy green dreams of Batsford or the National

  Trust. This is a Britain – mostly a northern England – of mucky edgeland and contamination, of industry, scurf and discard. To evoke it, Harrison creates a language in which the natural

  and the artificial are indistinguishable. Dribbles of ice on winter rock are ‘shiny as solidified Superglue’. Hedge mustard is ‘stark as a tangle of barbed-wire’. Fireweed

  silk ‘looks like fibreglass waste’. Everywhere, the toxic and the beautiful twine or spar with one another: in a public lavatory in spring, the ‘cubicles [are] full of the smell

  of hawthorn, strange and lulling in a place like that, which overpowered even the reek of piss.’




  The tone is set early on, when Normal drives Mike to a watershed on the moors above Manchester. There, abandoned by the roadside, they find ‘a three-piece suite out of someone’s

  front room in Hyde: light tan; moquette; sodden.’ Mike and Normal sit in the armchairs,




  

    facing out towards Stand Edge and Floating Lights, across lines of peat hags like black combers rolling in from an infinitely polluted sea. The car-park bobbed gently on the

    psychic swell. All around its edges at our feet was the site of a murder. The icy pools of the watershed were full of children’s clothing. Acrylic dungarees and tracksuits, jumpers and

    quilted polyester dressing gowns; cotton dresses, slips with a bit of cheap broderie, knickers, and little teenage bras. Whoever had put them there had preferred bright colours. It looked as if

    whole families of Asian children had been murdered among the collapsed cardboard boxes, the heaps of industrial sawdust, the used Durex and the detached pages of Swank.


  




  This is landscape writing, but not as we know it: a description so scoured of the delusions of the pastoral and the grandiosities of the sublime that the place it records seems

  surreal for being true. Again and again Harrison does this: stripping back perceptual conventions to leave places startling. At one point he writes of how months of drought cause the water-levels

  in the nearby reservoirs to drop, ‘revealing strange fossil beaches, submerged cliffs and channels, a monolithic architecture of tunnels and ramps.’ It stands as an image of

  Harrison’s own practice as a writer: draining away the familiar to reveal the alien structures beneath.




  Harrison’s Britain is not denatured. Life persists; the green fuse still burns. But ‘nature’ is a compromised category, which expresses itself in ecologies of neglect and

  corruption, as in the London basement court in which ‘a mysterious vitality had caused its walls of greyish brick to grow damp moss, and in one place small clumps of willow herb and bright

  yellow ragwort’. The climbers themselves are versions of these weedy species, clinging to their walls of limestone and gritstone, finding their niches in quarries where the west wind blows in

  ‘sulphur from the badly managed factories in Stockport and Stalybridge’, stoking their ‘vitality’ with beer and cigarettes. The climbing they do is also impure, verging at

  times on the tawdry. It lacks the clean nobility of winter mountaineering, or the epic grandeur of big-range expeditions. It is mucky, messy, thrutchy stuff, that happens from litter-strewn

  crag-foot terraces, within eyeshot of cities and earshot of motorways. Nevertheless, it has its honour codes, its idiolect, its ‘numbers’, and – because it is as easy to die from

  twenty feet off the ground as from two thousand – it offers its practitioners exultations and depressions of extreme intensity, in which fear and excitement combine to become

  ‘indistinguishable from joy’.




  That search for that fearful high is one of the reasons that Harrison’s climbers climb. Another – though they would never put it like this – is their desire to impose order

  upon chaos. Climbers, like all of Harrison’s novels, is obsessed with mess, foulness and excess. Almost every page features something that leaks or discharges. Mould furs wallpaper.

  Dirty crockery piles up in sinks. A stray cat coughs ‘grey puddles’ of vomit daily on the floor of a flat. Animals are ‘runny-eyed’. Pornographic magazines sprawl in

  slippery piles. Factory chimneys spew toxins. When Mike pokes an old man in the stomach during an argument, the man threatens to shit himself in response. Confronted daily by such evidence of

  abjection, struggling with the disarray of low-income lives, the climbers seek control and neatness in their sport. As Mike remarks of Sankey, ‘the climb, the moves necessary to complete it

  or survive it, existed for him solely as an excuse, as a phantom of his own sense of absolute personal orientation.’ It takes Mike to see this: the other climbers are not interested in

  examining their actions, despite the risks involved. Their causes for climbing are at once too obvious and too fugitive for expression, and so motive remains mysterious to them. As, eventually, it

  does to Mike, who attempts to analyse the subculture he has joined but who, like all Harrison’s analysts, fails in his task. At the book’s close, he examines a set of Polaroids taken

  during the preceding months: the only information the photographs yield to him is that ‘events’ do not ‘understand themselves more accurately towards the end than the

  beginning’.




  Speaking to Rolling Stone about his novel Libra in 1988 – the year Harrison completed Climbers – Don DeLillo described fiction as an

  art-form capable of ‘rescuing history from its confusions . . . providing balance and rhythm . . . correcting, clearing up and, perhaps most important of all, finding rhythms and

  symmetries’. DeLillo’s mandate for fiction could hardly be further from Harrison’s, whose novels explore confusion without dispelling it, have no ambitions to clarification, and

  are characterised in their telling by arrhythmia and imbalance. Nothing in Climbers seems quite to signify in the way it ought to; events that should be crucial flit past in a few

  sentences, barely registered. The many deaths and injuries that occur are particularly shocking for the distracted scarcity of their narration: the killing of Mike’s adopted stray cat,

  Nina’s fatal accident, or the boy from Lancaster who ‘panicked above the crux of quite an easy route called Touch of Class and fell with a groan of fear backwards onto zinc grey

  boulders the size of commercial refrigerators.’ What a sentence that is – and how hard I will find it to forget it. Even as Mike recalls someone’s appalling injury, his

  climber’s mind is still grading the climb (‘quite . . . easy’), and implicitly disdaining the boy for failing on it. The ‘groan of fear’ is chilling, but more terrible

  still is the comparison of the boulders with ‘commercial refrigerators’, an image that brings a white-goods mundanity to the event, and also suggests the unyielding edges and corners

  onto which the boy plummets. Shades here of The Smiths, a band not mentioned in the novel but whose music – at least to my ear – haunts it: ‘Young bones groan / And

  the rocks below say / “Throw your skinny body down, son” ’. . .




  So unfamiliar is the landscape of Climbers, and so powerful the dissonances it incites in the reader, that at times the book feels sprung from another world or era entirely. Hints of apocalypse

  play about its edges: near the M6 motorway Gaz and Mike ‘squat at the base of a wall in our patched baggy tracksuit trousers and headbands, like the remains of a punitive expedition gone

  native among the tribes in the killing humidity’. Normal shows Mike a photograph taken by his wife of a rusting car on a Welsh beach, in which ‘everything – the shingle belt, the

  frieze of corroded side panels and deformed chrome window frames, the sky itself – had a brownish tinge, as if she had exposed the film in an atmosphere of tars’. The novel generates an

  atmosphere of catastrophe, in which the whole world seems to exist as quaked ruins – though as ever in Harrison, the causes of this destruction are left unspecified.




  Although Climbers is seen as an outlier in Harrison’s oeuvre, a rare real-world expedition, its kinships with other work – especially his dystopian The Committed

  Men (1971), or the Kefahuchi Tract trilogy of Light, Nova Swing and Empty Space, are unmistakable. To Harrison, all life is alien: the inhabitants of a motorway

  service station near Penrith or an inner-city Sheffield café are as compellingly bizarre as anywhere in The Halo or Radio Bay. The climbers have their SF counterparts in the ‘shadow

  operators’ of the Kefahuchi novels, the snickering figures who haunt the periphery, ‘algorithms with a life of their own . . . full of crime and beauty and inexplicable motives’.

  The hailstones that fall like ‘bone dice’ upon the Yorkshire crags will later return as The Shrander’s stolen goods. The terminal beach on which Kearney waits towards the end of

  Light, ‘a metaphor for some other transitional site or boundary, a beach at the edge of which lapped the whole universe’, is a later version of the moor over whose

  ‘psychic swell’ Normal and Mike gaze from their dumped armchairs. Even the free indirect style in which Climbers is told, slipping restlessly from consciousness to

  consciousness, anticipates the technology that permits Seria Mau to inhabit her K-ship as a dispersed extension of her own mind.




  Rock-climbing is, at its exhilarating best, a free indirect form of motion, in which the climber becomes – as Mike puts it – ‘the idea or intuition that sat cleverly at the

  centre of [the climb], directing it’. I have never been nearly a good enough climber to enter this state myself, though I have watched it happen to others. The climber achieves a faultless

  fluency in which instinct absorbs the role of conscious choice, holds leap to hand, and static rock and shifting body appear to morph together. Harrison seems to write his novels in some chronic

  version of this state. I have read nearly two thousand pages of his work, and cannot recall a single mis-step or over-reach – only a sustained and mobile grace. Here he is, describing the

  train journey that Mike and his ex-wife Pauline take south, shortly after Nina’s death in a northern hospital:




  

    All the way down to London, immense columns of smoke rose from the burning stubble in the fields. Near at hand they were a thick greyish white; on the horizon, faint, brown,

    dissipated smears through which the late sun burned like a blood orange. Misty lenses and feathers drifted over the dark stripe of woodland, the flint churches and comfortable houses between

    Newark and Peterborough. A little further south Pauline counted twelve plumes of smoke. ‘You can see the flames now!’ But the other passengers seemed not to care . . . Near

    Peterborough in the twilight, everything became fluid, deceptive: a charred field with small white puffs of smoke hanging just above the ground revealed itself as a long field of fresh water,

    fringed with reeds and dotted with swans; even the stubble, burning in the middle distance like a line of liquid fire, sometimes resolved into the neon signs of factories and cinemas. It was soon

    dark. I went to the buffet, and when I came back Pauline asked me,




    ‘Doesn’t it break your heart to see anything so beautiful?’


  




  It is extraordinary prose: using a precision of utterance to evoke desperate bewilderment. What appears at first to be sheer description is in fact reactive in its every phrase

  and detail to the terrible loss that the pair have sustained. The ‘blood orange’ of the sun hangs as a sanguine reminder of the scene they have just left behind; the ‘comfortable

  houses’ are in view but out of reach. Pauline distracts herself tragically with counting games. Even as Mike’s perception closes in on specificities – the ‘misty

  lenses’ of smoke, the ‘charred field’ – they slip away, shape-shift, deceive. There is no resting point for the eye or the unquiet mind; nothing for it but to go to the

  buffet. In this way – in this style – the everyday shades into the lyric, which tends to the allegorical, which becomes the surreal, which at last curves round to reveal itself again as

  an aspect of the heart-breakingly actual.




   




  – Robert Macfarlane, November 2012
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  I went by bus on a wet day in January to the indoor practice wall of a private sports centre near Leeds. It wasn’t very successful. Some of the problems there are quite

  intimidating, with crux moves well up on them, in damaging situations if you inadvertently let go. The return of my sense of balance had given me secret dreams. I would work the winter out of my

  muscles. I would dance. But hanging high above the badminton players in that huge cold echoing hall with its stink of sweat and rubber soles, I could only pant and groan and slither back down to

  the floor.




  I sat in the changing rooms afterwards tired out, listening to a repetitive noise which I thought at first must be the sound of children shouting or singing in the swimming pool. Then I realised

  it was the wind I could hear, rising and falling about the bizarre cantilevered roof of the place.




  Two fat boys were washing their hair in the shower. The soap and water made them shine. They stood close together and watched me guardedly as I swilled the gymnast’s chalk off my hands so

  I could look at the cuts underneath, and only began to talk again, about different kinds of lager, when I went to get my clothes. They were just like fat pink seals, backing away from the hand

  outstretched on the ice. Was I a tourist or a sealer? Either way, shreds of skin hung off three fingers of my left hand where I had jammed and twisted the knuckles into a crack in the concrete

  wall. I am never quite clear what makes you hang on so hard, even when there is such a short way to fall.




  ‘Prawn cocktail crisps here, nice—’ said an oldish woman to her friend, walking up and down in front of the Vendepac machine on the floor above.




  ‘– yes, I’ve seen them dear, very nice.’




  They put some coins in, nothing happened, someone showed them what to do. When they had sat down again one of them said, raising her hands to the side of her head, palms inward, and moving them

  rapidly backwards and forwards as if demonstrating some kind of blinker, ‘I’m just not straightforward with a mechanical thing. You know.’




  (As I looked down at the badminton players their white faces had for a moment seemed to be swinging slightly to and fro above me.)




  The first time I went to that wall was for its official opening. Schofield, who had financed it, looked away when he spoke to you; his venality was deeply impressive.

  ‘Enjoy yourselves, lads!’ he called. It was free for today, or at least for an hour, so that the climbing press would write him up. ‘Remember we close at two.’ Sunday lunch

  time: thirty or forty of us stood in the hangar-like space, watched disapprovingly by some people who were trying to have a game of tennis, waiting for one of the great working-class climbers of

  the previous generation to christen it, then bless us as the inheritors of his tradition. Bemused-looking and pissed he made one or two jerky moves on the easiest of the problems and went back to

  the bar. In a low voice Schofield assured him he would never have to pay for his drinks here again. Any time he wanted to come he would be welcome here. They had wheeled out this exhausted man,

  with his Durham accent and his memories of death by stonefall on the Freney Pillar under the relentless telescopes of European journalists, so that the adventure sports trade could have its last

  good squeeze of him before he was forgotten; and as we left the hall the tennis players were already lined up to complain.




  ‘Tennis, badminton, squash, a sauna: you can have them all for twelve pounds more on your sub. Don’t forget, lads,’ said Schofield. ‘Don’t forget.’




  On the way back Normal parked the car on the edge of the moor, to photograph the things which had been dumped there. Normal had a gap in his teeth, he was hyperactive, full of suppressed

  violence: we had done rock climbs together all over Yorkshire, Lancashire and the Peak District, but nothing yet in Wales or Scotland. He had climbed whenever he could for fifteen years. He had

  worked on the railways until he fell off a train, then at a Manchester climbing shop, where I met him. On Mondays I signed his unemployment form for him. ‘I’ll never go back now.’

  He ran about on the moor, appearing and disappearing in the rain and cloud. It was wet weather, killing weather. The south-west wind, full of sulphur from the badly managed factories in Stockport

  and Stalybridge, plastered his thin hair to his face, and his arms and legs stuck out of a long, bulbous waistcoat made of Chinese down. As he hopped about trying to attract my attention he looked

  like an overgrown insect, a species doomed, unknown, used to a better climate.




  ‘What’s out there?’ I called, pointing at the slimy ribbon of the Pennine Way, but not quite meaning that.




  ‘Floating Lights Quarry,’ he said. ‘Where I died. Come out of that car before I drag you out. Look at this.’




  He laughed.




  Abandoned to the streaming mist, there on the exact watershed of the grouse moor, the exact border between Yorkshire and Greater Manchester, sixteen hundred feet above sea level, giving to these

  surroundings the rakish, cosy, fake-surrealist air of a cigarette advert, was a three-piece suite out of someone’s front room in Hyde: light tan; moquette; sodden. We sat in the armchairs,

  facing out towards Stand Edge and Floating Lights, across lines of peat hags like black combers rolling in from an infinitely polluted sea. The car-park bobbed gently on the psychic swell. All

  around its edges at our feet was the site of a murder. The icy pools of the watershed were full of children’s clothing. Acrylic dungarees and tracksuits; jumpers and quilted polyester

  dressing gowns; cotton dresses, slips with a bit of cheap broderie, knickers and little teenage bras. Dozens of plastic dustbin bags had burst and were slowly spewing their contents out on to the

  moor. Whoever had put them there had preferred bright colours. It looked as if whole families of Asian children had been murdered among the collapsed cardboard boxes, the heaps of industrial

  sawdust, the used Durex and detached pages of Spank. Bare buttocks popped out into the weather. Grey smiles woke up suddenly among the pulp.




  We poked about half-heartedly in this stuff for a bit, then went home. We had the photographs, we’d had our free go on Schofield’s wall. Who knew what might be buried further out,

  among the more distant pools beyond the NO TIPPING sign?




  ‘I still can’t believe that bloody sofa!’




  Some climbers Normal had introduced me to:




  Bob Almanac looked like an ageing butcher’s boy – tough, stocky, round-faced and cheerful, impeccably polite and very competent. I watched him cleaning a new route at Running Hill

  Pits, chopping turf and loose rock out of the crack-system with quick deft strokes from the pick of an obsolete ice-hammer. The rain soaked his curly hair as he dangled patiently from the abseil

  rope, forty feet up in a quarry like a dark slot in the hillside above Diggle. ‘Anyone else would have gone home an hour ago.’ Bob had spent his life getting wet in places like this

  – steep, cold, greasy with a kind of bright green lichen which turns into paste as soon as your hand touches it; places which greet your human energy with resentment – and he

  didn’t seem to notice it any more.




  With Almanac you always met his friend David. David was a fireman, whose prematurely white hair gave him a kind but slightly overdressed look, like a professional snooker player. The story was

  that he once caught another climber, who had fallen off while soloing in the quarry above Dovestones Reservoir.




  Normal explained, ‘It’s his training. They’re trained to instinctively save life, firemen.’




  David had never said anything to me about it, and whether he was being shy or noncommittal wasn’t clear. Dovestones Quarry is loose. Most people would wince away from the shadow of a bird

  there. David had held out his arms, so there was more to it than training. I observed him discreetly, perhaps hoping things would repeat themselves.




  ‘Too wet to make anything out of this today,’ conceded Almanac eventually, dropping his hammer in disgust. ‘Look out below.’ Mucking around underneath, Normal had got

  himself showered with earth.




  Sankey was frail, lantern-jawed, pale-cheeked. It was as if he had outgrown his strength while he was still a boy, and never grown into it again. He had once been the best climber in the valley.

  He had a nervous laugh, and a way of saying something ordinary that showed he thought of it as a new and desperate observation. He always wiped his friction boots carefully with a piece of frayed

  towel before he started to climb. He said: ‘This is the sort of move you really need chalk for. It seems easier if you put a bit of chalk on your fingers first. Ha ha.’ It was as if he

  had invented chalk himself, a long time after the rest of us. We had proper little tailored bags to carry ours in, brightly coloured, suspended from a bit of nylon tape so our hands were free,

  bought over the counters of outdoor sports outlets in Sheffield or Manchester. Sankey’s chalk bag looked like the inside of a trouser pocket. He carried it in one hand, walking in his stiff

  way from problem to problem, craning his neck to look up at the difficulties, rubbing his fingertips together thoughtfully.




  He lived in a terraced cottage below the local cliffs. I can still imagine him wandering about there rather vaguely at night, or in very bad weather, a mild man full of frustrations, his feet

  slipping suddenly near the top in the dark wind and rain. In my imagination he looks out of his windows at the stone walls dipping down into a dry valley where the ewes move uneasily in the wind.

  One of them has a chocolate brown patch, like a saddle slipped to one side, which gives her what he describes to himself as a risky, escaped air, like an old-fashioned divorcee. All the walls and

  rutted tracks seem to meet at the head of the valley, by the flimsy wooden sheds which last year and the year before sheltered the new lambs. The wind has started to knock one of them down. Two or

  three massive gritstone gateposts lie foundering in the waterlogged mud. The air is saturated. The steep moorside gullies over by Ramsden Clough are still full of damp snow. But Sankey can often

  sense the end of February now, and feel that dry cold wind which sometimes accompanies it.




  In a week, in two, the year will have picked up. Or so he hopes.




  When I was a child I always felt as if I was on the verge of discovering something. I thought that if I was patient things would show more of themselves than other people could

  see. Looking at the colours in an ice cream I caught my breath just as if I had jumped into cold water up to the waist: they had somehow been made fluorescent by the sky at Skegness: it had entered

  them. After that, appearances had for me a kind of perilous promise, an allure, an immanence. Most children feel like that, I suppose.




  My mother took me with her to the cafes and hairdressers of Ilkley, or into Leeds and Bradford for a day’s shopping. When I think of Littlewoods, or Marks & Spencer’s I remember

  straight away the clatter of pots, the smell of a match just struck, cigarette smoke, wet woollen coats, voices reduced by the damp warm air to an intimate buzz, out of which you could pick a woman

  at another table saying, ‘Enough to realise how miserable things are going to be—’ On a wet afternoon in November it sent you to sleep. My mother tore the top off a sachet of

  sugar and tapped it into the ashtray. I dabbed my finger in it and looked at her sulkily, wondering where we would have to go next.




  There was a tinted plate-glass window the whole length of the place we were in. Through it you could see the car-park in the Bradford rain – long shallow puddles ruffled by the wind, one

  or two cars parked at careless angles, the back entrance of Smith’s or Menzies’. On the inside of the glass was the reflection of the cafe. By an optical accident they were

  superimposed. It was as if someone had dragged thirty plastic tables out there, and a hundred plastic chairs. The women behind the stainless steel counter wiped their faces with a characteristic

  gesture in the steam, unconscious of the puddles under their feet.




  After I had made this discovery a kind of tranquillity came over me. My mother receded, speaking in charged murmurs. The rattle of cutlery and metal trays reached me only from a great distance

  as I watched people come into the car-park laughing and hang their coats up on ghostly hooks between the cars. They rubbed their hands and sat down to eat squares of dry Battenberg cake and exclaim

  ‘Mm,’ how good it was. There they sat, out in the cold, and smiled at one another. They certainly were a lot more cheerful out there. The wind and rain had no power over them. A man on

  his own had a letter which he opened and began to read.




  ‘Dear Ted,’ it said.




  Waitresses went to and fro round him in their dark blue nylon overalls, for the most part girls with white legs and flat shoes. Some buttoned the top button of their overalls, some didn’t.

  They carried the trays of food with a thoughtless confidence. When they spoke to one another it was in a language full of ellipses, hints and abrupt changes of subject, in which the concrete things

  were items and prices. I wanted to go and join them. Their lives, I imagined, like the lives of everyone out there in the car-park, were identical to their way of walking between the tables –

  a neat, safe, confident movement, a movement without a trace of uncertainty through a less restrictive medium than the one I was forced to inhabit.




  ‘You know what Jackie’s like with money,’ I would say to introduce myself. ‘No, not big Jackie, Carol’s Jackie up at Mason’s. She bought herself a new

  ski-jacket for work, Asda actually, only ten ninety-nine—’




  ‘Well you know Pam!’ they might reply. Or with a quick shout of laughter, ‘By the time you’ve been you-know-where, and bought all those cakes!’




  Soon, there was only one car left in the car-park, drops of water trembling in the wind on its polished orange bonnet. One of the girls walked up and put her tray down on top of it. She wiped

  her hands on a cloth which she took out of the driver’s seat without opening the door; and then stood staring ahead as if she had begun to suspect that she was caught up in two worlds. Her

  image dominated both of them, a patient girl of seventeen with chipped nail varnish and a tired back from sorting cutlery all morning. Suddenly she gave a delighted laugh.




  She looked directly out at me and waved.




  She stood straight up on tiptoe and beckoned. I could see her mouth open and close to make the words, ‘Here! Over here!’




  She’s alive! I thought.




  It was a shock. I felt that I was alive, too. I saw in quick succession in the back of my mind: grains of sand from very close up, with the sense that behind me was a broad space of sea, mud,

  salt and gulls; muddy water in a bucket, like thick smoke turning over and over itself; an ice cream in the sunshine.




  ‘Over here!’




  I got up and ran straight into the plate-glass window and was concussed. Someone dropped a tray of cutlery. I heard a peculiar voice, going away from me very fast, ‘What’s he done?

  What’s he done now?’ Then those first eight or nine years of my life were completed – sealed away from me neatly like the bubble in a spirit level, clearly visible but strange and

  inaccessible, made of nothing.




  There are days when, driving home from some gloomy hole in the hillside near Bolton, you wish the whole word was like this:




  White bungalows on a hill, floating against a blue cloud full of rain. A one-track road looping across the moor. Old pop music on the radio. Sore fingertips. Nothing ever again but crags you

  have never seen before, made of a wonderful new kind of rock.
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  Driving through Huddersfield one lunch time we saw Sankey walking slowly along the pavement outside the Yorkshire Bank. He had on a black and white woollen hat and there was an

  electrical screwdriver in his top pocket. We wound down the windows and waved but he didn’t seem to recognise Normal’s car. Ten minutes later we passed him again in exactly the same

  place. When we stopped and shouted he gave a disoriented start, as if he’d just been woken up.




  ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Was that you before? I knew someone was waving but I didn’t know it was you. Ha ha.’




  Had he been into the bank? Or had he been standing there all along, trying to decide who would wave at him at half past twelve in the middle of Huddersfield? Normal was jealous of this

  vagueness, also of Sankey’s habit of wearing a running shoe on one foot and a cheap suede boot on the other.




  Before I knew Sankey, Normal always talked enthusiastically about him, urging me, ‘You must meet him, I’ll arrange it.’




  Sankey, he said, had been climbing for twenty years, and during that time he’d been all over the world, bolting routes in Colorado in the early Sixties, freeing them later in Verdon when

  the first big push of exploration was going on in that enormous gorge, putting up new ones in Kenya and Norway on crags no one had ever heard of. He had been an acquaintance of Harding, and Layton

  Kor; he still knew Jill Lawrence. He had once spoken to the legendary technician John Gill, who invented modern climbing on boulders not twenty feet above the ground. All the hardest local problems

  were of Sankey’s invention. Besides, he was mad. And so on. But as soon as I did meet Sankey, Normal began to pretend he had some dark reservation about Sankey’s character; and when I

  said, ‘I really like Sankey,’ or, ‘Sankey’s a real lunatic isn’t he?’ he would reply after a long, thoughtful pause –




  ‘The trouble with Sankey is . . . well, he’s a weird guy, that one.’




  Like calls to like:




  Sankey was once on his way to the Lake District along the A65. The weather was hot and the hawthorn blossom, still thick on the roadside hedges, filled his three-wheeler with a smell like

  drugged sweets. He stopped in a crowded lay-by to get himself a sandwich and when he had finished it decided to sit for ten minutes in the sunshine before he went on. Motorcycles glittered in rows

  under the trees. Behind the lay-by and a little below it was a wide pool where it flowed under a bridge. Elderly tourists, enchanted by the clean counter and mint-green awning of the Hot Snacks

  van, wiped bacon fat off their fingers and smiled reminiscently down at the water. A few mentally retarded teenage boys, on a day out from some institution in Bradford or Rotherham, stood in the

  queue for cups of tea, clutching their money in hands that seemed too big or not quite the right shape. One of them murmured suddenly,




  ‘I’m a new farm worker on this farm, and this is my dog.’




  He stood expectantly in front of Sankey.




  ‘I’ve just got to get to know which fields to spread on. I don’t know the buildings but I do know the fields.’




  He was fifteen or sixteen years of age, dressed in frayed denim shorts and a white singlet, and all his features were very close together in the centre of his face. He carried his teacup with

  exaggerated care but at an odd angle, as if he didn’t quite understand how it worked. His voice was slow and determined.




  ‘I’m new here.’




  Waiting painfully for Sankey to answer, he screwed up his eyes and tried to read the sign which pointed along the river to ‘Ruskin’s View’; then gave equal attention to the

  discarded film packs and squashed soft drinks cans on the bank. The light shining through the branches of the trees on to the parked motorcycles seemed to confuse him.




  ‘The dog knows the buildings. He knows the buildings better than me.’




  ‘Which farm is that, kid?’ Sankey said eventually. ‘Is it round here?’




  But the boy was already walking off, slopping his tea on his white shoes. After he had drunk what remained of it he went into the lavatories, where Sankey found him trying to wash his behind. It

  was quite clean, but he had his shorts down round his ankles and he was fiddling helplessly with the washbasin taps. ‘Hey mister!’ he appealed. ‘Do you know if this

  works? I can’t get anything out.’ The lavatory cubicles were full of the smell of hawthorn, strange and lulling in a place like that, which overpowered even the reek of

  piss.




  ‘I advised him to try pressing,’ Sankey would later maintain. ‘He did have a dog though. I saw it. He did have a dog. Ha ha.’




  Although I had first heard it from him Normal claimed not to believe this story, which was typical of Sankey’s gentleness and obliquity. I couldn’t understand why. Two months before,

  it had been, ‘Sankey does boulder problems in his back garden,’ Sankey could do no wrong, ‘Oh you must meet Sankey!’ Now I had, it was, ‘Well . . .’




  It snowed again before the end of February, poor sleety stuff at first, driven in from the south-west on a blustery wind. It settled for an hour or two, then mud like melted brown sugar became

  visible through it in streaks and feathers on the hillsides; and down in Huddersfield the raw damp air soon turned it transparent and flushed it into the drains. Old men shuffled through the slush

  to collect their pensions at the Northumberland Street post office, which they left smelling strongly of clothes stored for a long time in a damp place.




  ‘Wind’s in thaw quarter,’ they advised one another.




  ‘Aye, it’s in thaw quarter all right. They can’t get these causeways cleared of it soon enough for me.’




  That night in the villages along the edge of the moor, spindrift eddied stealthily in the almost lemon yellow light of the sodium lamps, plastering the walls, furring the doors and padlocks of

  the coal sheds, piling up in the straw-filled ruts of the farm yards until they were covered up bland and spotless. When Sankey came home from work the wind had changed, thunder growled and banged

  distantly above it. By the next morning he thought the waterfall in Issue Clough might be frozen hard enough to climb: there were jackets of ice on the electricity supply cables where they drooped

  slackly from barn to barn, icicles developing along them at intervals like the spines and barbels of pale exotic fish; long lines of icicles hung from the corrugated roof of the milking shed. But

  by mid-day when, bundled up like a middle-aged farmer’s wife in a dirty nylon anorak, he plodded through the village to get coal, his hands hanging in front of him, they had begun to melt.

  Light poured in over the blackened threshold of the old smokehouse, falling among the eroded beams on to a clutter of broken ladders. A few dry beech leaves blew about in the heap of coal. As he

  stood there looking in, thunder banged tinnily again over towards Huddersfield.
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