
[image: Image Missing]



[image: Image Missing]


This is the fourth year of JM Originals,


a list from John Murray.


It is a home for fresh and distinctive new writing;


for books that provoke and entertain.




About the Author


Sam Thompson was born in London in 1978. His first book Communion Town was longlisted for the 2012 Man Booker Prize. Jott is his second. He lives in Belfast.




Also by Sam Thompson


Communion Town




       [image: Image Missing]



[image: Image Missing]


         www.johnmurray.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2018 by John Murray (Publishers)


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Sam Thompson 2018


The right of Sam Thompson to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978-1-473-67506-3


John Murray (Publishers)


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.johnmurray.co.uk




To Caoileann, Oisín, Odhrán and Sadhbh
And to the family




that’s how it was


Samuel Beckett


 


 


in actual fact it’s not like that at all


Geoffrey Thompson




ONE


They walked in the grounds in silence. Meeting at the gate, it had been apparent that Louis was not in a talking mood, so Arthur, saying nothing, had fallen in step beside him, and in the time since then they had not spoken. Instead their shoes scraped on the path and the crows called in the trees. The Calvary might have been deserted.


The silence was not yet a long one, but the urge to speak was growing. He could ask after the work, reckless as that would be, or he could try Venn, or offer some morsel of medical life. The woman he had seen on admission this morning would appeal to Louis’s taste, no doubt, having come here from a penitential retreat where after fasting and watching for three days and nights she had seen the devil scuttling for her along the floor of the dormitory. But he kept pace with Louis and said nothing, and the need eased. The discipline was meeting these moments when they came and passing through them into deeper silence.


They turned on to a path that led away from the main cluster of buildings, through stands of trees, past the nurses’ houses and towards the woodland at the edge of the grounds. His fingers were numb, but he knew better than to suggest giving up the walk. The paradox was that for Louis to make the journey into the deep silence he craved, he needed a companion. To be silent alone just meant having no one to talk to, but to stay unspeaking with your friend beside you was to choose the silence, so that when you walked together wordlessly for hours, tracing and retracing these footpaths in cold mist, it became something achieved, and you grew to see that every conversation was the better for being unhad, because silence was more exacting than speech and more truly communicative. That they had often spent hours and even days together without exchanging a word was the mark of their friendship, its signature or proof. So it seemed to Arthur, though it was possible that Louis saw things differently. They had never actually discussed it.


As they passed the stone steps that led down to the croquet lawn, Louis stopped walking, arrested by some stray thought. Arthur continued a little further along the path, then waited. He blew on his fingernails. At this distance Louis cut a bedraggled figure, dark-headed and untidily tall, one hand gathering the lapels of his old tweed overcoat. There was no use in impatience, because it had never occurred to Louis to hurry himself on another person’s account. All of his time was his own. Venn aside, he spent his days tramping around Battersea Park or hiding out in galleries, museums and pubs. When all else failed he’d go back to his digs and try to work, until the attempt brought him to such despair that he would trek out to the hospital, where Arthur would give him as long as he needed, saying no, of course it wasn’t inconvenient and he wasn’t too busy. In truth, though, he was always too busy. Arthur’s time belonged to others.


They walked on, into the woodland that skirted the estate. Friendship was a word whose meaning grew less clear the more he said it to himself, but he knew that it was worth keeping. It was the work of many years. The longer a silence lasts the harder it becomes to break, and they would not now be capable of these rare silences if they hadn’t shared the prehistory of schoolboy obsessions, student philosophising, angst of youth and all that. In his first term at Donard, he had been cornered in the library by two boys who snatched a letter he was writing to his mother and read it aloud in snivelling voices, until Louis appeared, levering himself up from an armchair and somehow, with a few casual and friendly-seeming words, causing the larger of the two boys to drop the letter on the table and hasten out of the library, snarling at his accomplice to keep up. Arthur couldn’t remember how he’d felt about being rescued, whether he was glad or ashamed or in fact anything, because that was the era before he had been shaped into a thinking being with a point of view from which to make sense of what happened to him. As a new boy he hadn’t so much minded a life regimented by early rising and cold baths, rules about where you could go when, morning chapel and cross-country runs. What had appalled him were the gaps in the timetable where you were left to fend for yourself. In the world that had swallowed him, he dimly understood, the trappings of the routine, with its hierarchies and rituals and organised violence, were only the visible signs of a deeper threat, which was invisible and nameless but which he had felt as it moved along the corridors and waited in the boot rooms. Even then he’d known the school wanted something from him that he was not prepared to give. Since those days he had thought of himself as hating institutional life and wanting only to be free, but then consider the evidence: after Donard, TCD, then more barrack life at Baggot Street, and now here he was, living and working in the Calvary and never going anywhere except to traipse up to Bloomsbury three times a week and pay his own tribute to Venn. And where was that supposed to lead?


Arthur still regularly lost his bearings when he walked around the hospital. The trees that grew throughout the grounds were disorienting, sometimes folding themselves aside to reveal one of the modern villas that housed most of the treatment rooms and offices, then a few paces later closing up so that nothing was visible but trunks rising from a mossy floor. Now, as they struck back towards the centre of the hospital, the greenery opened and two figures came towards them. A male nurse was escorting a male patient through the grounds. Louis stared frankly at the pair, but they passed by, keys clanking, as if they saw nothing. Some people could get on good easy terms with nurses with just a few words, a joke and a grin, which was an advantage, especially here, but Arthur had never had the knack.


The rims of his ears burned with the cold. A worse pain than his fingers. It was futile to be trailing around out here, putting on this pretence of companionable meditation when in truth he hated the cold waste of time and the pointless silence through which he always resigned himself to suffer until Louis decided it should end. He seemed to have no choice in this. It couldn’t be fair, could it, to be made responsible for someone else, but at some turning point long forgotten he’d allowed it to happen. Certainly the tone had been set before they left Donard. Take that night in their last year when Louis had smuggled in a half-bottle of whiskey, necked the lot and slipped out of the school after lights out. Arthur had been furious and ready to break with him for good, but he had followed, deadly scared of getting caught out of bounds, to trail Louis across the playing fields and persuade him back inside.


Another screen of foliage shifted and the red brick of Creedy House was above them. Quiet Female One and Convalescent. The electric lamp over the entrance was lit. Arthur saw Celia Prentice with her face upturned at midnight in the light of a street lamp, her lips apart, waiting, beginning to laugh. Thanks be to Christ Louis doesn’t know of that at least. But who could tell what Louis knew: perhaps he knew well that Arthur hated these silent walks, and perhaps he imposed them in a spirit of contempt, chuckling inwardly at Arthur putting up with it, Arthur squirming but not being honest enough to bring it to an end. Perhaps Louis was taking some form of revenge. But how much revenge did he need for all the miles of pavement Arthur had walked with him, and all the nights in dingy rooms spent sitting up until dawn? It was obvious by now that they would never reach the end of it. Whenever he thought he had discharged his duties they returned in a new guise, and he knew what the silence meant today. The book which Louis had been writing, in theory if not practice, ever since he had moved to London was in its customary state of crisis. The provisional title was Jott: beyond this cryptic syllable Louis had not revealed any of the details of what he was trying to write, though he would talk at length about the agonies involved in failing to write it. Arthur gathered that the book had been at death’s door for months. It seemed likely that when it finally expired Louis would throw in his London life and limp back to Dublin, and that this would do him no good at all.


They passed the other ward blocks and the chapel, then cut down an alley where the back wall of the kitchens vented steam and the smell of overcooked vegetables. The daylight was starting to go. If that was the meaning of the silence then it was Arthur’s fault, of course, for talking too much about his own work in the first weeks. But Louis had led him into it by asking every time they met, and seeming so interested that Arthur could hardly be blamed if he’d shown off a little about his new responsibilities. Louis had asked all manner of questions about the hospital: about how wards were organised and what therapies were practised, about the attitudes of nurses to patients and of doctors to nurses, about the difficulties of caring for those who could not be held responsible for their words or actions. He wanted to hear about the patients themselves, and above all about the long-term cases, the hopeless ones, of whom there weren’t many and whose presence was strictly against the rules, as the Calvary Royal Hospital was an institution for the curably insane. Why the chronic cases should have a special appeal for Louis Arthur did not want to ask, for fear of giving encouragement. If Arthur put Louis in a white coat and took him on a ward round then probably no one would give him a second glance, and really there could be no harm in it, but Arthur felt, without knowing quite why, that it must not happen.


Above all Louis wanted to meet Mr Walker, about whom he’d heard so much. He had only made the request once, on one of these walks in the hospital grounds: Arthur had mumbled something about it being an interesting idea and his having to see, and since then had been ever more conscious of Louis’s irreproachable silence on the matter. Perhaps it was true that in some mysterious way going on the wards would help Louis get on with his book, and no doubt Arthur would be able to square it with his conscience well enough, telling himself it was a kindness to a friend and that putting the patients at the service of a struggling writer, doing them no harm, was no real betrayal. But he would know that in truth it was simpler than this, and that yet again he had been the weak one who gives way because the other will is stronger.


They were coming back towards the main gate, where the administration block, the junior doctors’ accommodation and the reception ward faced one another across a courtyard. A purple tint had leaked into the air from among the branches of the trees, which were enormous, much taller than any of the hospital buildings: you could work here for weeks on end without registering them at all, and then at a moment like this you saw them for what they were, huge, ungraspable expressions of matter. And then, if you let them, they began to look like messengers, signifying perhaps that Arthur would never again be known in the way that Louis knew him, because no one he could hope to meet in his life from now on would get so deep a hold, because an association like this must begin before you are formed, because it’s what forms you, and that can only happen once. Louis had stolen Arthur’s chance to be other than what he was, now or ever; Louis had come here today for no other purpose than to torment him with silence until he surrendered; Louis was ruthless, and there was no escape. These were unreasonable thoughts but they were gaining now, so, close to giving himself away with some small noise or gesture, Arthur did the same thing he had done at this stage of every other visit that Louis had paid to the hospital, and challenged him to a game.


At Donard they had played all the time, Louis winning more often than not, though the outcome was unpredictable enough to make the game worthwhile. The oldest roots of their friendship were in shared enthusiasms of this kind. They had both been addicted to Conan Doyle, Wodehouse and M. R. James, and had amused one another by writing parodies and satires. They had gone through obsessions with piquet and whist and phases of inventing wordgames. Both being good at the books, they had become rival scholars: Louis was untouchable at languages ancient and modern, but Arthur sometimes edged him into second place in English and always beat him at the sciences. Arthur hated rugby, unlike Louis, who played fly half for the first fifteen, but both were decent cricketers and in the summer term of their fourth year they opened the batting. Their alliance had faced certain tests, too, as when they had decided they would refuse to join the Officer Training Corps, so that the deputy headmaster called them to his office and spoke with dangerous restraint about their duty to school and nation. While Louis observed that no rule compelled them to take part, Arthur stood tongue-tied and horrified that a bit of blustering talk after prep had led to this, so that the deputy head, spotting his target, leaned close, eyes bulging with the disfavour that would follow if Arthur did not betray his comrade, and invited him to change his mind. But somehow he held the line, and with a final snort the man dismissed them. As they escaped into the corridor they stifled laughter, Arthur not having known this kind of triumph was possible. They spent the Saturday afternoon lounging beside the tennis courts watching boys and masters march about, Arthur saying that patriotism was for asses, Louis adding that a nation was nothing more than a deceit practised on its people and both agreeing furthermore that religion was bosh and that society in its current form was rotten, though whereas Arthur took the view that science would eventually free humankind from all forms of unhappiness, Louis predicted that civilisation would stumble to a close before long and those left in the ashes would be better off. And one June Sunday they walked into the fields around the school, lay down under an oak tree and tried to learn ‘Julian and Maddalo’ by heart, Arthur soon forgetting all but a few lines of the poem but remembering the buzzing grasses and the glare of the sky.


Now Arthur pointed at Louis’s left fist, which opened to reveal a white pawn. They had the junior doctors’ common room to themselves. Ellis had been here, but as they came in he had swigged the last of his tea, shaken his newspaper shut and risen, nodding vaguely as he left. Now that they were alone they could draw a pair of low, threadbare armchairs up close to the electric fire, which was better than the one in Arthur’s room. Louis set up the board with quick, sure movements and swivelled it to present him with White.


The set was a small boxwood Staunton which Louis had given Arthur when he began the Calvary job, saying he had found it in a Brompton junk shop and that it would give him an excuse to visit the hospital. Junk shop or not, it must have cost more than Louis could easily afford. Arthur liked the pieces, with their lead weighting and green felt bases, but as usual he couldn’t think why he had let himself in for a game.


He slid the queen’s pawn forward two squares, feeling reasonably sure that this did not amount to a howler. Playing White was worse because his opening move had nothing to guide it except his own incompetence. Louis moved his own queen’s pawn out to meet White’s, and at once the array of possible mistakes became overwhelming. Arthur advanced another pawn, the queen’s bishop’s, to stand beside the first. He could still remember one or two openings to a depth of a few moves, and he liked this one because it felt asymmetrical and surprising, as if he had a plan. If he could avoid disaster for two or three turns he might put up a respectable show.


Louis pushed the steel-rimmed spectacles up on his forehead, considering White’s gambit. Arthur tried to concentrate. His second pawn was offering itself for capture, a lure to draw Black into a weaker position. Black could accept the gambit by taking the pawn, or decline it by moving up a second pawn to defend the first, but Louis did neither. He ignored the lure and brought out a knight to threaten White’s pawn instead. Immediately at sea, Arthur stared at the board for too long, willing inspiration, and finally pushed another pawn forward. It was a purposeless move, but Louis brought his face closer to the board and pursed his lips as if searching for hidden brilliance.


At school it had never occurred to Arthur that chess was a waste of time, because, like cricket, cards and chemistry, like everything they did in those days, it was not so much itself as a promise of what was to come. Far from being trivial, those games had been their guarantees of what the future owed; but now it was today, and so much more had happened, and the only reason to play was to get it over with. Black having declined White’s opening gambit, the pieces stayed where they were, blocking the middle of the board. All opening moves had been made, knights and bishops deployed and pawns locked into position, and Arthur could find nothing to do that would not expose him. Sooner or later in every game the pieces turned into dumb bits of wood, meaningless in relation to one another.


He had lost his taste for chess soon after going up to Trinity, where although they still played, most often in Louis’s rooms with the foliage of Botany Bay screening the window, they were no longer a good match. Arthur had stopped improving, and any feeling he’d had for the game was leaving him. He needed to concentrate on other things. Arthur was reading medicine, Louis modern languages, and the fact of having come here together had introduced an intrepid note to their friendship. The first term in Dublin was solid rain, with light barely breaking the clouds each day before evening closed in, but Arthur was dizzy with discovering that all of this was his: O’Connell Street’s decaying fronts, Stephen’s Green, the reeling gulls and the river stinking of the sea, the Georgian slums, dank tea shops and pubs and the unkind faces that swarmed in the streets. He was falling towards the future, and if he was too smitten with his freedom to do much with it, that didn’t seem to matter, because to be here was enough. It was enough that at chucking-out time he and Louis stumbled back to Front Arch, not feeling the cold though it had them shivering, to make it through before the porters locked up for the night. First thing in the morning Arthur hurried with shaking hands to the dissection room, then eight hours later called on Louis to find him still in bed but willing to rise for dinner in the chophouse on George Street, after which and a restorative in O’Neill’s they would see a play at the Abbey, sitting in their favourite seats on the balcony aisle.


Louis castled on the kingside, picking up the king and the rook in one hand and switching them around with a fluent gesture. There seemed to be an essential difference between those prompt black pieces and the white ones that sat on this side of the board, refusing to cooperate. At school Arthur and Louis had both liked the idea that it was in the nature of chess for the position to become, within a few moves, far too complex to understand, so that you had to play less against your opponent than against your own inadequacy to the task. It meant that the sensible approach was untroubled curiosity, watching the pattern unfold, learning from it and not minding the outcome, but Louis had always been better at that kind of detachment, and not only at the chessboard. When he wanted to he could take himself out of consideration, which accounted for his curious ability to go anywhere and speak to anyone. Once, walking through Rutland Square, Arthur had caught sight of Louis cross-legged on the pavement, deep in talk with the madman who sat there every day calling at passers-by. They looked as if they were thrashing out a serious matter, so Arthur kept his head down and continued along Frederick Street, unsure what he had learned about his friend. And the following spring Louis took him on a walk that lasted for most of a day, heading first into the rookeries of the north side, through foul alleys where Arthur saw foul sights – grown men squabbling like children, a small girl squatting naked, a doorway in which two maimed soldiers begged – and felt so conspicuous that putting one foot in front of the other became an unfamiliar operation, as in the dream where you trip yourself at every step.


Try telling mother and her friends about this, Louis had said as they walked along the canal towards the prison. Tell them about this down in Dalkey and they’ll clench their nostrils like you’ve farted a goodun. Arthur, impressed, wanted to agree: it was true, the misery of the world was not to be tolerated. They went out as far as the racecourse and walked back through the Phoenix Park while the sky sifted into rust-red, grey and old gold, getting back to college soon after dark, where, sitting up in Botany Bay, Louis talked until the small hours and Arthur slowly understood that he was hearing the story of a broken heart. There had been a young woman, a friend of the Molyneux family, known to Louis since they were small, whom he had loved for most of the time he had been at Donard. This was the first Arthur had heard of it. Louis had seen her in the summer vacations, but their mothers had found out about the attachment and separated them. Her name was Connie. He had not seen her alone for nearly three years, and not at all since coming up to Dublin, and now, yesterday, he had learned that she had died of tuberculosis, the news given as an aside in a letter from his mother. Arthur had not the faintest idea what to say. More confidences came out, quite casually, as Louis told the story: a liaison with a girl from the Modern Languages Society had come to an unpleasant end a fortnight ago; Louis had been paying night visits to Monto all the time he had been in the city. Arthur could think of nothing except to tell Louis that he should take a Wassermann test as soon as possible, and saying this he heard his own voice as that of a prim schoolboy, frightened and ignorant and trying to hide it. But why had Louis not let him in on that side of life: was it so plain that he had no business there? He had never had the chance, he’d barely spoken to a woman. No one could have been worse equipped to give counsel on these matters, but still, for some reason, Louis needed him to listen.


He noticed, too late, that Louis had set up a fork so that White was bound to lose either his queen or a bishop. He searched for a way out, wondering if perhaps an overlooked piece could spring into play and upset the scheme, but there was nothing. He moved the queen out of harm’s way and the bishop was snapped up. It was an effort not to apologise for the weakness of his play now, and he knew the urge would grow with every move, as it did in every game. But saying sorry for a poor move was unsporting. A truly successful game would be one in which he made it all the way to defeat without apologising to Louis at all, but if he faltered once then successive apologies became harder to resist. There had been shameful encounters in which he had ended up mumbling his regrets every time he touched a piece. It had occurred to him that this struggle was more significant than the game itself, and a more important kind of victory to pursue, but the insight did not help either in the game itself or in the game outside the game. Louis moved a rook. The light caught softly on the pale wood and harder on the black. A sequence of five or six moves took place without Arthur thinking about them, at the end of which pawns were exchanged. He lost a rook through sheer inattention, and then, getting flustered, another pawn.


Louis was smiling in a foxy way that Arthur knew well. It meant he wanted something which Arthur would prefer not to give.


Louis dropped his gaze, keeping the smile to himself, and studied the board, in no hurry to make his next move. Arthur was pinned. He knew that when Louis asked again to go on the wards, asking here and now, face to face, with the weight of their friendship bearing down, he would weaken and agree. He was helpless to prevent it. It was no wonder Louis had taken so much from him over the years when he gave it so easily. In their third year at Trinity, when Louis was prone to nasty moods and was dropping his friends left and right, Arthur had carried on listening to his troubles. Sometimes, when Louis tired of saying wicked things against the world and himself, he would start saying them against Arthur, who would hear without complaint, cultivating his bedside manner and never once getting up and walking out. That he hadn’t was incomprehensible, looking back. One night they sat up late in Arthur’s room on Front Square, with the lights off and curtains open, the two of them sunk in the high-backed armchairs while Louis’s voice, soft and vicious, explained that their association was a joke. You have your uses, but I have always despised you. Tomorrow, he added, he would take it back, as they both knew. He would ask forgiveness and beg Arthur to find out what was wrong with him that he could say such things to his oldest friend, but remember this: tomorrow he would be lying, and tonight he was telling the truth. His face was a livid shadow. A long silence followed, and then Louis asked: Do you want me to go? Arthur shook his head. He was being outplayed as always, but he wouldn’t throw Louis out of the room. They sat on in silence instead.


The pieces were thinning out as White was forced into more frequent exchanges. Arthur thought of resigning, but it would be churlish not to let Black’s triumph play out, so he occupied himself by advancing the last couple of pawns slowly down the rightmost files as if they believed they might reach the far side untaken. He had been too preoccupied with not losing his queen and had made bad moves to preserve her, so that now she was cornered and powerless. He glanced at the face above the chessboard. His life now would be quite different if, even once, he had walked away from Louis, pausing perhaps to suggest that his friend go and fuck himself.


But that had been the period in which, for the first time since school, Louis had started asking him to read things. Arthur had hardly known what to make of what he saw. There were clever, unfriendly poems, full of rain, rotting fruit, failed loves, dead animals and crippled children. There was a story, a few pages long, about a sensitive youth trying to escape the monstrous emotional demands of his mother through an encounter with a depraved girl in Amiens Street Station: after botching the transaction, the details of which remained shadowy, the youth returned to his dark family home never to leave again. There were essays, most of them appreciations of modern European poets and novelists whose names were unknown to Arthur. Louis apparently knew what he was talking about, but the style was an acid parody of scholarly prose, disfigured by self-contempt. It was obvious that the author wanted to slap the faces of the professors he was writing for. Arthur couldn’t see that Louis would do himself any good like that, but no doubt he knew what would impress his audience.


Louis got the top first in his year and left Trinity swearing never to return to that boneyard of blathering cadavers. He borrowed money from his mother and moved to Paris, where he was to subsist giving English lessons, and write. Meanwhile, Arthur, free of all-day walks and night-long conversations, applied for a research fellowship in biochemistry at Guy’s and St Thomas’s, which he took up immediately after qualifying. It was the first time he had been outside Ireland, and London offered daunting freedoms. Each morning the young women went to work, swinging on to buses and striding through parks in the middle distance. One evening he attended a lecture by Edwin Webb at the Institute of Psychoanalysis, after which he walked into the night air thrilled that the secrets of human life could be exposed in a packed auditorium and examined without shame. He had discovered something, but, not knowing what to do about it, he finished the six months of the fellowship and returned to Dublin to take up a post as junior house physician at Baggot Street. So far it was an enviable career.


The letters that came from Paris bristled with parodies, puzzles, impersonations and sarcasm that cut in many directions at once, making slapstick of Louis’s trials: the Sisyphean toil each morning of writing the sentence that he would spend the afternoon crossing out, the allergy to gainful employment and the persistent headaches that were, on the whole, less painful than his attempts at book reviewing and his efforts to get publishers to take an interest in the slim volume of stories he was preparing. Arthur put off replying, conscious that his own letters were dull things by comparison, but dreading that another would arrive from Paris before he had answered the previous. He tried, at least, to give Louis advice on his physical ailments, though in doing so he was plainly indulging a form of hypochondria. If he hadn’t, perhaps none of the rest would have followed. But it makes no difference how far back you trace the causes: it only matters that once, long ago, he came and begged you to help him, and you helped, and now you owe him your care forever.


Black put White’s king in check, and Arthur saw he could not prevent his queen from being captured on the next turn. He stared at the board for a while, seeking a single inspired move that would transform the position, freeing his king and in the same stroke setting up an irresistible offensive. He moved the king and Black took the queen. Louis never seemed shy about winning. The endgame worked itself through, and soon the white king was dodging behind his only surviving pawn, evading Black’s queen and rook, but not for long. Arthur tipped the piece on its side.


‘Ah well,’ he said. ‘I didn’t suffer.’


‘Tell me something now,’ Louis said, still contemplating the board. He was smiling again. The moment was here and he was about to strike, but the surprise was that he had misjudged his move. Quite unexpectedly, Arthur had the resolve he needed. He would say that, regrettably, no, as it turned out it would not be possible for Louis to meet Walker or any other patient either now or in the future. He had decided it couldn’t be done. This would be the end of it. Straightening his back, lifting his chin, finding that he was not so tired as he’d thought, he met Louis’s eyes.


In his second year after qualifying, while he was still a houseman at Baggot Street, Arthur was involved in the treatment of a fifteen-year-old girl suffering from a congenital dislocation of the hip. The condition, which posed no threat to her life but which, left untreated, would in time cause increasing pain and incapacity, could be improved by a straightforward surgical procedure which she was therefore scheduled to undergo. The only unusual aspect, which would keep the case in Arthur’s mind for some time afterwards, was the patient’s unshakeable belief that if they operated on her she would die. At every consultation she told her mother and her doctors that this would happen, politely ignoring assurances to the contrary, not trying to dissuade them from the operation but seeming resigned to her fate. The mother was frightened by the girl’s talk, but the registrar explained that there was no danger, the procedure being both safe and necessary. Her daughter was guilty only of a bit of excusable foolishness, and she would snap out of it once she was in recovery. Arthur observed the procedure, which went by the book in every respect except that after surgery the girl failed to recover consciousness, and some hours later did in fact die, no explanation for which could be found.


Arthur mentioned the case in a letter to Paris, and eleven months later Louis sent him a recent issue of a London little magazine, The Margin, in which he had published a story called ‘A Routine Procedure’. The events were those of Arthur’s anecdote, but in Louis’s version it had become a horror tale, with the physicians and surgeons as pompous professional clowns who in treating the girl seemed instead of trying to correct a physical problem to be acting out strange, unacknowledged desires of their own. The story gave prominence to the youngest doctor, who in the fiction was the one responsible for sending the patient to perish on the operating table, and furthermore turned out in the final pages to have had some prior involvement with the girl’s mother, his former schoolmistress, a fact which shaped the outcome, the story implied, though precisely how was not made clear. When the girl died she was the victim of her doctors and their self-deceits, but in a way she had also bested them, exposing them in some deep moral lack. The story finished by overplaying its irony, Arthur felt, with a scene of the mother humbly thanking the young doctor for everything he had done.


He tried to write a letter. He wanted to ask why Louis hadn’t mentioned that he was working on the story and whether it was meant as the personal attack that it appeared to be, but such questions were out of bounds, he felt, and besides, what he really wanted to do was demonstrate that Louis had got it all wrong. The story had missed everything that mattered in the events it recounted. Certainly there was a question worth exploring here. Arthur had thought a good deal about the physical and psychological aspects of that case, asking himself whether the patient’s delusional premonition had been pure coincidence or a causative factor of some sort that had yet to be understood. If Louis’s story wanted to take a poor view of the medical profession, Arthur didn’t mind: he was unhappy himself with the scorn of Dublin doctors for what the sick might have to say about their own ailments, and he had seen enough to think that the mental life of the patient, far from being ignored, should be viewed as integral to diagnosis and treatment. But Louis did not seem to be making any such argument, or suggesting that there was anything to be learned from the case at all. Instead the story played a trick. It appeared to take the side of the patient, showing how her life had been stolen by doctors who were complacent and sadistic – but how, actually, could Louis know the truth, and how could he presume to speak on the patient’s behalf? Arthur could as easily accuse him of exploiting the case for his own ends, turning another person’s misfortune into a pantomime of fancy words, and he could point out too that the story did not express the closeness of the room in which he had stood while the registrar spoke to the patient, or the way she lowered her head to show white scalp in her dark parting while she listened, rolling one of her small thumbs between the other thumb and forefinger. The story had none of this, but after reading it he was no longer sure that he knew what had really happened. If Louis’s version hadn’t displaced the reality, it had at least confused matters. Arthur wanted to say so, but he could not find the right way to begin the letter, and eventually, finding it too difficult and himself too tired and too busy, he gave up. And now it was hardly strange if he hesitated to bring Louis on the wards, however much he might want to trust that, given the chance, he would describe the hospital as it really was.


That question remained unresolved, because after checkmating him Louis had not asked the favour Arthur had been expecting. Instead he’d said: Come into town tonight, won’t you? We’re going boozing. Arthur, who had been planning to roost beside his bar heater and struggle through a number of the International Journal of Psychoanalysis that Venn had lent him, felt only weariness at the prospect of a night in the Lantern-Bearers with Louis’s friends, but, caught unawares, he had promised to go. After seeing Louis to the gate he had found himself with just enough time to snatch his white coat from his room before hastening to Sinfield House for the evening round.


The charge nurse, Parry, was six feet four inches tall, with black curls and a handsome Roman face. Arthur had once overheard him telling a patient that he was born and bred in Bethnal Green. His movements were gentle, making you aware of how he would never use his big hands to pick you up and sling you into one of the quiet rooms where you would remain for as long as he chose. Arthur was pleased to find him on duty. On Parry’s shifts the ward was calm, the patients cooperative and even likeable. There were other nurses, perfectly competent, whose presence would put a ward on the edge of insurrection. Outside the windows the lamps were coming on, setting up walls of darkness beyond. Parry whistled through his teeth as he shambled the length of the main corridor to collect the prescription book from the nurses’ station.


It was slack time on the ward, the patients having been given tea an hour ago and another two hours remaining until bedtime. A few men moved along the corridor, some drifting, others restive. Beside the door to the latrine one spoke urgently to another, who paid him no attention. The rest were in the day rooms. Some read and some were listening to the concert on the wireless, but most just sat, ignoring the piano, the billiard table, the bookcases and one another. Someone out of sight was grumbling to himself without conviction. If Louis were to visit he would be disappointed by how pleasant it all was. The patients’ rooms were clean and private, each with a Lloyd Loom chair and a window on the gardens. If the Calvary were a hotel, it would be a well-kept, comfortable one catering to two hundred and fifty guests at its full capacity. The worst one could say, on an evening like this, was that the heat from the radiators was stifling and that the whole place smelled excessively of paraldehyde: the walls, the furniture, the patients themselves steeped in a sweet, volatile odour like pear drops dissolved in ethyl alcohol, with a layer of rabbit-hutch rankness underneath.


Occasionally the Senior Assistant Physician might decide to gather the firm and lead a formal round of the wards, but daily rounds were left to the juniors, which was safe enough since the only medical decision that arose, or could possibly arise, was whether to increase a patient’s paraldehyde or to keep him at his present dosage. Every patient in the Calvary was on a regime of paraldehyde. As he went around, Arthur introduced variation where he could: here, a measure of brandy to be given as an afternoon stimulant for a man tending to become depressed; there, hyoscine and a sulphonamide for one who had been picking at his scalp. Parry’s pen scratched in the prescription book in a manner emphasising that he was nothing but an instrument of the doctor’s will. In truth Parry knew the patients’ needs better than Arthur, better than Ellis, better than the Physician-Superintendent himself. You could tell that a ward round had been successful if at no point the charge nurse stiffened for an instant before writing down the instruction with more than the usual servility. It couldn’t be helped. Parry was probably younger than Arthur, but he had been working at the Calvary for seven years already and might stay for the next forty if he made no mistakes, whereas Arthur had been here for three months and would be finished by the end of the year. It was no wonder the hospital didn’t trust its junior doctors to do anything on their own initiative, but it would have mattered more if there were really anything to be done. Everyone he had trained with must think he’d made a perverse choice, and there was no denying that he had sidetracked himself. By now he could have been well on the way to consultant physician at Baggot Street or the Rotunda, but instead he had chosen to come to London and become a junior house officer all over again, at a psychiatric hospital of all places, cut off from the advance of scientific medicine, with no real clinical work to speak of, only the unvaried round of sedation and caretaking, unambitious, underpaid and without hope of private practice in future. It was bewildering that his younger self could have dared to stake his prospects on this. Had he been so desperate to escape? But he still remembered that time as one of joy, the weather in Dublin clearing and himself becoming effectual as well as bold, writing letters to influential people, making the arrangements, keeping his plans to himself until it was time to announce them and then doing so without hesitation. Medical Dublin was a prison and he was not one to languish when a little enterprise could break him out. He’d laughed inside himself at how scandalised they would be when they heard that he who looked so promising and straight and had been appointed FRCPI less than a year ago was packing it in for psychological medicine, that unspeakable voodoo. He knew what they would think, but he defied them in his heart and made the voyage to Holyhead.


Waiting for Parry to let him out of the ward, Arthur wondered if it would be possible for them to become friends. Parry seemed a fair picture of what a friend should be. He would be a gentle, bearish one, to be relied on for strength and good humour. Arthur thanked him, and the clatter of the locks echoed in the stairwell. A friend you could rely on in any situation. Swinging around the turn with a hand on the iron banister, he thought of the time he had introduced Louis to his parents. For reasons lost to history Arthur had decided it would do Louis good to spend a weekend away, so they took the train to Wexford and soon found themselves sitting across the tea table from Arthur’s mother and father. Mr and Mrs Bourne were baffled not so much by the ruinous state of Louis’s overcoat, or by the fact that he refused to take it off for tea, as by his silence. He sat staring at the table top, his eyes blanked by his spectacles, and said nothing. At the offer of a scone he shook his head imperceptibly. Mr Bourne cleared his throat and asked whether Louis had noticed any of the new barns in the fields on the way in. Louis said that he was not interested in barns. Mrs Bourne suggested that Louis might like to walk up the hill later and see the town. Louis said that he was not interested in hills, or in towns. Mr Bourne said that he understood Louis was a literary man, and asked whether he could recommend any good books.


I’m not interested in books, Louis muttered. Arthur, not looking at his parents, drained his cup so fast that he got a mouthful of tea leaves.


That had been in the time after Louis gave up Paris. When life there had proved unsustainable he had come back to Dublin, still hoping to make a go of himself as a writer, or at least with no better idea: an old tutor at Trinity had invited him to apply for a temporary teaching post, making clear that the job was his for the asking, but Louis had refused to consider it, and, having no money, had no option but to go home to Dalkey. When Arthur met him in Doyle’s or O’Neill’s or Kennedy’s, Louis would report that he had settled back into the maternal deadlock as if he’d never been away, and that he had now worked several of his short stories to a pitch of perfection such that no editor in the civilised world or the Irish Free State could be expected to read them to the end, let alone take them on. Most of all he complained about the headaches, which since he came home had grown monstrously in strength and could now leave him helpless for days on end. Then one afternoon Arthur finished a shift at Baggot Street and found Louis clinging to the railings outside the hospital, looking as if he had grown old overnight, his eyes bloodshot and the flesh of his face hanging like wetted paper. He smelled of vomit. He stumbled forward. Arthur caught him, helped him inside and checked him over while Louis clawed at his head, groaning. With a dose of tincture of opium he curled up shivering on an examination couch and slept.


That night Arthur took him back to the surgery. The days that followed would fix themselves in his memory, as in a bright gel, as a picture of happiness. He would leave Louis dosed in the room and come back from work to find him awake enough to submit to physical examination and talk again through the history of his complaint. Headache was no longer the word for it, he said shakily. Nowadays the skull pains were only the main theme in a grand composition. To begin with, sparkling silver blotches would spread across his field of vision until he was almost blind; he would shiver, he couldn’t get warm; he would be nauseous, then vomiting. Constipated also. As long as it lasts my bowels are like water but I can’t move them for the life of me, he said, not a squirt however long I spend in the jakes cramping and retching and imploring the mercy of the Sainted Virgin Mother of Jesus. Then I know it’s ending because it all pours out at once. My head clears and for about ten minutes I dance the Charleston, but I know I can expect another visitation in a week. Two if I’m lucky. I can’t be doing with it any more, do you know?
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