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CHAPTER ONE


The nerve was worse and yet it was such a small complaint. It had twitched at the corner of my left eye for days. I knew almost nothing about illness and at first was pleased to imagine that it was caused by a bug – some minute and venomous germ looting and rampaging under my skin. Soon it became too irritating for such an elaboration and I settled on the nerve. My eye was half closed and wept. I had no idea what might salve it, nor was I used to going to the doctor for such an apparently minor ailment. I waited for it to go away.


On that Saturday morning, it seemed to attack me the moment I woke up. Possibly its stupid twitching alarmed me out of sleep. No dream chased me into consciousness; I’m rarely woken by dreams. If it weren’t ‘proved’ that we all dreamed, I’d say I never dreamed. I was more likely to be disturbed into life by the dustcart which cleared the street on that, as every Saturday morning. It made a sound like an animal, a horse perhaps, but one which had been trapped and ironed by an engine, become half-beast, half-machine. Now the chained animal was forced to heave in its breath, uttering these terrible metallic groans while it fed on the rubbish of the streets, forced to suck in gutters where once there had been grass.


I was afraid of noise by then and tried to pacify these new London street cries by such fantasies.


After the dustcart had passed by I distinguished other sounds: wirelesses, next door downstairs and across the street; the high-heeled trot of the nurse in the flat above; the intermittent revving of his motor-bike by the boy who spent all weekend stripping and reassembling it; the flapping of children’s sandals as they ran along the pavement; and behind all that the ceaseless boom of cars from the main road, forty yards away. No aeroplanes though, thank God. But no milk float either – the clattering of the bottles was a cheerful noise, like the sound of the children, both reminders of a time when noise had been companionable. I lay still but for the twitching eye, trying to shore up the ruins of myself against another day.


Perhaps it is possible to imagine all this noise as music. If you cut it into suitable lengths it would be not unlike some contemporary compositions; such an urban assault had possibly inspired the composers in their work. But I like tunes and harmonies, birds and silences; none there, none here. Birds might still announce the dawn but forty-ton lorries and man-shaking drills enter and occupy the day.


It is difficult now, in this home, accurately to recapture that waking. Memory is not enough; what has happened since has discoloured it. But I think it is accurate to say that within a few moments of leaving sleep I felt in danger. My throat was sore and so constricted that I had to suck at the air as I’d imagined the dustcart sucking at the debris. Some unnameable fear lit a fuse along my veins and the blood spurted coarsely through my chest; heart hammering against the rib-cage as if it were balsa wood and rice paper. And in the centre of my mind, a violent exhaustion pleaded for more sleep, oblivion, an evasion of the day – a mercy which my body would not grant.


Getting up was an act of will and in the command I found some relief. Getting up was often an act of will for everyone. One of my most effective goads to action was to invoke ‘everybody’: it usefully diminished self-importance, found safety in the numbers. But such methods were losing their potency.


I drew the curtains. The first dare. I drew back the curtain to look out on this street I had come to live in nine months previously: a street which had accompanied the desperation and in many ways acted as a metaphor. On that morning I looked in such a way as someone might have peeped over sandbags at the Front. However inappropriate that comparison appears it is the truth of how I felt. The street was the outside world and what was outside me was against me. Moreover, that drawing apart of the curtains was a definite act: I emphasised this by accomplishing it in a manner which had just a slight air of theatricality. For, somehow, I felt that this oppressive, still subdued fear I was enduring made me a player where before I’d been one of the audience. I was the drama now, the play.


That small, self-important revelation was difficult to make. Once I would never have dreamt of allowing myself so to draw attention to myself. Even when alone. But by that time appearances were flaking off, the manner was no longer being nourished by the matter, the style of life I had constructed could no longer deal with the content. Now, writing this, I wonder at the past time before that day: a time of certainties in appearance and manner and style; even with regret at its death.


The room to which I turned had grown out of a regard for such certainties; a regard for the world and my place in it. It was to be seen as well as lived in: as if some god, a compound of mother, teacher, employer, heroes, revered men dead and alive, of fears and fantasies and infantile longings – as if this demanding monster sprawled across the ceiling knowing that the furniture was arranged for its gloating appraisal; or, more accurately, to appease it.


It was eighteen feet by fifteen and served as bedroom and sitting room: the bed, when covered with an Arab blanket and littered with small cushions, became (I hoped) a settee. No one had ever sat on it. There had never been more than three people in the room and I had three armchairs – bought in junk shops like all my furniture, none costing more than a few pounds and each, I had once thought, ‘stylish’. I had not cared what the style was as long as it was there: as long as it was as unlike my mother’s careful Co-op cosiness as possible. The armchairs lounged around the room with a certain battered grace, I used to think, the commodities of a previous century grown to distinction with the years. There were oil paintings on the walls – portraits, eight pounds ten the lot. Intermixed (casually I’d say to myself), set against the ‘old’, were two works in cork and plywood by former students of mine – both painted white and very large – and various prints and sketches I’d picked up cheaply. There was a wardrobe, and of course a desk neatly stacked with my notes, a couple of well-worn Persian mats and knick-knacks from cultures and climates I’d never known. Most of all there were books – almost two thousand of them – covering two of the walls.


When I put on a side light in the evening and the street quietened down, then some reality was given to an adolescent dream of a book-lined study, scholarship, peace, learning – the daydreams of the swot I’d been. No need to list the books in detail: yards of hard-backed English classics, bought for sixpence each in their twentieth Victorian reprint; scores of Penguins; inches of European ‘moderns’. Interspersed with these (which I saw as the ‘backbone’ like those few oil paintings) were books on religion and psychology, philosophy and sociology as well as lectures and old sermons and oddities: no pornography. Like the paintings on the wall, and the furniture, but much more personally and powerfully, those books represented a background I had made for myself. Neither of my parents could have read one of them without falling asleep; nor could I, now.


I have spent some time describing that room because I spent a great deal of time in it. I could say more: talk of the way the position of the paintings had once preoccupied me for days: recollect the circumstances of each purchase: try to transmit the excited feeling of having ‘arrived’ when first I’d sat alone in this womb of my making and self-consciously ‘dipped into’ a book. I’d deliberately chosen a heavy leather-bound volume – Middleton’s Dictionary of the Arts. That moment had crystallised something: how soon the crystal had disintegrated.


I had a kitchen and a bathroom as well and had felt very sure of being snug when I’d taken the flat; even though the nurse from upstairs had to pass through my corridor, and the two men who lived below would sometimes site their quarrels in the downstairs passage. But the bathroom was a sanctuary. The habit, too, of bathing in the mornings had still not lost its strangeness although I’d begun it at university twelve years previously. I’m thirty.


I’d begun a new life there. A way of thinking about things as well as doing them: that is not clear enough. But all those who have been brought up in households where analysis is not brought to bear on any subject, where topics and people are discussed or dismissed according to custom or prejudice, will know what a revelation and what a strain it is suddenly to discover that there can be explorations and questions. And what a reaction, also, when, a few years later, you discover that there are no certain answers. Only in the past are there certain answers.


Usually, I’d open the taps and then stroll back into my bedroom – now become a sitting room with the laying on of the Arab blanket – and I’m sure I did this on that morning. I liked to stand by my desk in my dressing-gown, the water toppling into the bath, and ‘glance at my notes’. I was a lecturer in General Studies at a north London technical college and was then preparing a new series of lectures on the Arts and Contemporary Society. Once I would have been eager to give you a précis of this but now it seems to hold as little interest as the furniture or the books. It is all part of a construction which became obsolete. Possibly it had been undermined for years or at least for months: but one day there was no more love for it. I still pretended, however, or did not recognise the lack, and on that morning would have ‘leafed through’ my notes and perhaps even remembered the pleasure I used to find in doing so.


I put on the kettle, a low flame, timed to coincide with the bath – it was a minor triumph to programme the operation precisely. Coffee, fruit juice, toast and cheese for breakfast – my mother would have considered it no start to the day: more; the cause of all my trouble.


While I am still hesitant about continuing this, let me give you a little more information. Besides the lecturing job, I also do book reviews for a quarterly magazine called The Novel. It has intellectual ambitions which it achieves, I think, and, coincidentally, its circulation is very limited. It pays no one a fee. I have occasionally reviewed for one of the ‘heavy’ Sundays – but never enjoyed it; the possibility that many people would see my name in print somehow made me uncertain of the value of anything I said.


My flat is in north London in Hampstead, near the Heath. It’s strange and rather amusing that I should be in a district which attracts as many clichés as the one in which I’d been brought up. People in the Lake District – where I was born – were constantly being caricatured as ‘Dalesmen’, ‘Slow-thinking but hard-headed’, ‘Shrewd countrymen’ and so on; so many tourists wanted the people to be as unchanging and as easy to identify as the Lakes themselves that there was even more of sloppy social anthropologising than usual. Everyone who has lived in a rural area must know how useless it is to attempt to counteract the weight of this patronising opinion: in the Lake District, a rural area which was also a beauty spot, the weight was sometimes oppressive. And at university – I went to Bristol – there was the cliché of the Northerner to be bored by: where he’d once been thought of as Blunt and Thrifty and Common he was now expected to be Bright and Abrasive and Original. This spurious North-South dialectic worked both ways because when I returned to the Lakes I was suspected of being Soft, Smooth and Southern. While Hampstead – one of the areas in London in which a number of writers, film people, teachers and painters live – Hampstead was supposed to be Intellectual, Arty and Smart. No mention would be made of the working people who made up the bulk of the population in the district.


For me it was ideal: near work, near a tube station, near shops and cafés and, most of all, near the Heath, open countryside on a miniature scale within half an hour of the centre of the City.


To risk a generalisation – which I attempt to puncture or deride in the writing of others – this addiction to labelling is so pervasive that even English class snobbery cannot fully account for it. Probably it is something to do with tribalism – a wish to keep groups both small and quickly identifiable for easier co-habitation or more rapid extermination. I want a tribe. What is relevant to this account is that I was very aware of the cliché I had walked into so willingly and though I would not admit its accuracy to anyone else or of anyone else, nevertheless I used to think it did apply to me. That somehow I was Intellectual and Arty – and even (in consequence) Smart: and I then thought that I was secretly grateful to borrow such a definite personality from the district, having destroyed forevermore that inner source from which springs a unique character. As I had in some way been ejected from my former mind by what I had read in books, so I was rejected by my former social place and found myself grasping at available clichés. Sometimes I would be amused to imagine that my mind had broken out as from a chrysalis (this was during a brief optimistic period): but the wings were irreparably harmed and where could the poor butterfly lodge but under the nearest cabbage leaf? Alas.


A final – probably unnecessary – addition to this anti-dramatic introduction: all the talk of ‘my mind’ and so on – do not think that I consider it to be special other than that it is my own. Its comparative failure on important occasions – in examinations and interviews and on many blank pages intended for fiction or verse – this failure was undoubtedly a cause of unhappiness and strain. Nor was it the failure of a mighty circuit which just happened to ‘short’: there was not enough power there in the first place.


Nevertheless, it would be useless for me to attempt to disguise the fact that for long periods of my life the inner landscape – conscious as well as unconscious – has been more absorbing than the outer. Dully staring over some inchoate reflection has been more to my taste than browsing through nature; sprinting through a book was more alluring than spinning around streets: thinking was more satisfying than doing. Fiction’s more real to me, more affecting, than facts.


I have now taken you right out of that morning, those moments in the room on that day, and digressed perhaps too much. But even as I have been writing I have been doubting whether I could actually bring myself to put down what did happen. Once the first confession is made – why do I call it a ‘confession’ as if sin were involved in an act whose farthest causes might have been to do with the total failure of Christian faith? – once that event is described then I, as present narrator, can move back and let the story take over.


It is this first person, too, which causes anxiety. This ‘I’ who is such a former self, such a stranger, nearer fiction than fact.


In the bathroom, then – I made a point of opening the windows wide, already feeling a little stuffy on this warm August morning – I undressed and glanced at the mirror. The eye was swollen; seeing it so definitely out of order reassured me a little. My anxiety, that shiver of fear even, this swelling could be their valid cause. I tried not to look at my body: at school I’d gone through a period of sickening (secret) narcissism and even now it would break out if I encouraged it: like a rash just waiting for that first scratch to flare out in force. Though I wear glasses – affectedly, really: I only need them for reading – and in the past deliberately repressed natural open movement as being too vigorous and so too exhibitionist, thus making my physical appearance that of someone diffident and apologetic, I have the build of a farm labourer. It used to embarrass me. Hulking, proportioned for endurance, not grace – ugly and hairy. The determination (or the fear) which had once succeeded in forcing that form to imitate a notion of aesthetic langour is distressing.


In the bath I expected to relax. Instead, the water seemed to remind my skin of its vulnerability and immediately the veins and nerves, the blood and the pulse panicked. My body was shuddering as if a violent infection had just overcome the last resistance and was swarming under the skin plundering the integrity of everything it encountered. Then I felt I was bleeding, under the skin, that the blood had seeped out of the arteries and was streaming down my body, wave after wave down. And my head cramped, like a muscle it cramped. I pulled myself upright and got out of the bath. Stood still trying to turn the shivering into the acceptable shaking of a wet body in cool air: but the air was too warm to allow the excuse.


I tried to pretend to look for a cause for this; to listen for any loud noises, invoke unpleasant experiences which might relate; tried whatever I could to keep away this swarm from my head. I opened my jaw and yawned as widely as I could to loosen the grip of the cramp. Outside I heard the jostling of the milk bottles on the milk float: once, I had delivered milk, during a summer holiday from school – the picture of myself in short pants going up the garden paths on the council estate with a holder which carried four pint bottles slackened the cramp for a moment. Now I thought of this attack as being against an oppression – a counter-revolution; as if my body were rebelling against that part of myself which had once tyrannised it. I stood, wet, naked, leaning against the basin, hoping (crying out inside myself) that this would not also happen inside my head. The past; that would help, I thought: and, just before it came, I thought; the present, too. Don’t go away, don’t give up this day, don’t collapse and be taken away – this day must be lived through because one life is murdering another; if inside you are slaughters and executions you must keep awake, keep in existence through it all or it will be only a dead body that is left.


It came. The walls of my mind crumbled and I imagined black blood seeping down the grey linings of my brain; penetrating that thinnest of membranes which keeps separate the complexities of a life. Blankness and silver screens which streaked to blankness once more. Like water now; like the sea it was beating down an old wall it had long made rotten. And now the entire brain slipped its moorings and was dashed around the skull which had become an ocean, and was thrown up on waves of ancient sickness which spewed from forgotten casks the storm had revealed and broken open: there was no steering this mind – for now it was a bladder, a small discoloured bladder, which was slowly being sucked down into a swamp of vomit – and again it was blood and the walls flaked away, so thin they were, so fragile, to reveal blackness, blackness, no guide, no light. I had the past. I had the day. The milk float was passing by. The water would be boiling over. My eye was closed and when I touched the nerve, it was like fingering a detached knob of flesh. There was mucus coming from the eye now. I pushed myself from the basin and moved towards the kitchen: a kick in my throat forced me to stop. I felt I was swallowing a baby – very old, raw, unskinned, screaming. It was in my throat.


 


‘Bloody baby. Bloody kid. Bloody baby! Get in that kitchen. Get out of my bloody road. Won’t lift a spade? Your father’s got to lift a spade and more than a spade a bloody sight more. Can’t do it because of your clothes? What kind of bloody talk is that? Your bloody mother shouldn’t put you in clothes like that if you can’t work in them, and don’t look at that bloody book – look at me! Look at somebody that works for his living – with his hands – see – see that broken nail – want to know how I tore that? Put that bloody book DOWN. Bloody clean clothes! When did I last get a new jacket? When did she buy me a bloody new jacket last? Eh? Pour us a cup of tea. Now! You can do that in your school blazer, can’t you? It’s like bloody Irish stew anyway. It’ll need a lily-white hand to stroke it through that spout. And don’t set your face like that at ME. I’m your father even though your mother’s trying to make you ashamed of it. Git!


‘Sit on that chair. On THAT chair. Sit. Sit up. UP! Now. Now then. Now.


‘We should be able to talk to each other. Eh? Ted? You talk enough to your mother. Bloody well talk to me.’


‘I want to, father, I want to. Or, I’m frightened not to. But this sweat, all over me. I can’t. And I’m watching your hands. Ready to dodge. I wanted to help you in the garden but my mother would kill me if I messed up my school things. She would. Say nothing – you know. Nothing but just look. And that would kill me. Whatever I did forevermore afterward would never make up for that. Why do you have to shout so much? How can I like you when you shout so much? You want me to do things with you – you say that – but only things that will get me into trouble with her.’


‘I’ve been working on my own all day, my bloody lonesome, do you understand that? In those fields, cutting that dyke; not even a road next to me for cars to go past me and have a look at. I want to talk to somebody lad, eh? Have yourself a cup of tea with me, eh? Before your mother comes back.’


‘When you talk gently like that it’s even worse. I can’t answer then because of the lump in my throat. When I try to bring up a word, the lump seems to stamp on it, push it back into my body. It’s painful, like those moments just before you cry.’


‘Say something, lad. Neither of you have a word for me nowadays. Is it any wonder I shout? Is it any wonder I go out? The wonder is that I come back.’


‘We don’t want you to come back. Or, she doesn’t. When I think of you never coming back I can’t think any more. I can’t imagine what might follow.’


‘You stick in, lad. Don’t take any notice of me. You stick in with your schoolwork and your books and doing what your mother tells you. I mean it – yes – listen. No, no – I’m not getting at you. You keep to it. You keep working. And never cross anybody, Edward: never cheat anybody: never get into any debt, and with the education you’ll have by the time she’s finished with you – you can’t go wrong. Made for life, you’ll be, after all that: set up for good.’


And later when I grew up and his threats became pathetic gestures, I would look at that exhausted man and beside the pity and the fear, have this question in my head. How could I follow him? If we grow by imitation; if we live by what we see and have imagined from that then how far could I travel in his steps? He who had been defeated after what could have appeared the first independent victory of new manhood – his marriage? I’d already ‘passed’ him at school, as easily as I had outgrown him in height. Now I look back through the confusion of tears and misery. Then, I could not bear him who should have borne me.


‘You’re a good lad. A good lad. You’re a good lad to your mother. You are – though I say it myself – you’re better than I was to mine. You are. And I’m sorry I said “bloody”.’


 


There’s a stage of drunkenness where your only contact with consciousness is the feel of a solid object touched by your body. Or when you are in a fever and your hand touches the bed-clothes or encounters the bedside table – the touch renews associations which had disappeared.


That’s the nearest I can get by comparison with other experience to telling you how I survived the next few minutes. It was worse than either of those: much worse.


I remember leaning my face into the steam which surged from the kettle spout: I let it condense on my skin, perhaps hoping it would wash away the fear. And my hand, so heavy and numb, the clumsy hand. (I might have tried to make it appear comical; I used to do that as a trick for relief, later: then I’m sure I would still have been completely unnerved by the leaden thing which swung by my side and terminated in chunky, unfeeling fingers.) I reached for the security of the quilted oven glove and eventually lifted the kettle off the gas and even managed to knock off the gas: but I put the kettle down again. A cup would have had to be found, a saucer, a spoon, Nescafé, sugar, milk – it was all too difficult and exhausting. I could have cried at the labour involved and perhaps there were tears mixed with the substance which still dribbled from my bad eye.


How to staunch this wound inside my head? I went into the big room and sat in the chair which was angled to ‘take in’ the most imposing view of the books. Their titles seemed to peel off from the spines and dive into my brain; like midget planes; suicide pilots; titles crashing into the débris of my skull. Born the week war was declared: through childhood and adolescence a mind bombarded by images of machines and men at war and I saw that for the previous months my mind had been like a battleground; snipings and bombings, assaults and retreats, the language and the pictures suited the facts. And then that nerve helped detonate the big bomb inside my head and fear pushed out all else. I considered: no, not ‘considered’. All this time the waves beat over me, each time threatening to drown me. I wanted to get up from that chair and dress. I knew how to do that.


But once more came that terrible sensation of the baby in my throat and once more the throat was constricted. The child grew into a monster – a scabby, festering, infected thing – made up of suppressions and surrenders, of aborted ambitions and miscarried attempts: it reached out to murder the life it should have had. On many nights the spools of thought had come off the brain’s projector and I’d watched my life screened at crazy speeds in crazy order – but the comfort then had been in the obvious ‘madness’, and the explanation for that in the obvious strain. Scientific analogies – though only partly understood – were a help: like a circuit being overloaded, and so on. But this, this great heave of fear, this displacement as if the reality of a moon had dropped too near the ocean and sucked out the sea – this could not be thought of as something that might happen again: I might not be able to survive this first time. If only I could get out of  the chair and get dressed: but between the desire and the decision was the gulf out of which were clambering these malignant destroyers. Once more there was some slight relief in animalising the danger: better they were fiends, or distorted and crippled remainders of former selves – better that than they be unknown, unnameable. I wanted to be free to stand.


Voices from the street. Like boys taunting each other in the schoolyard – the National Primary School where I’d gone to, built in 1840, condemned in 1912, still used in 1950 – its yards and high walls exactly like the prisons and workhouses and lunatic asylums of the period: the same period as my present street. Now, below, was the same ringing of shrill excited tones against high faces of brick.


Remembered: ‘Go on then. Start it!’ ‘You start it!’ ‘I’ve already started it!’ ‘Start it again.’ ‘Right . . . I will.’ ‘Right then.’ ‘Right – there. There, I’ve started it.’ ‘Yes. You’ve started it now.’ A Fight! A Scrap! A Fight! A Fight! Squeaking, shrill, they’d rush to the shores of the scrap and jostle for a view. ‘Get him! Hit him! Get him!’ Sickness in the gorge and sweat on the palms. Baying boys – sulky when too soon the schoolmaster came out to stop the messy contest.


That was the sound from the street and it drew me from the chair to the window where I stood and peered down, swaying as if the real blood were streaming from my head as rapidly as the imagined blood. But watching. Praying for the incident to conduct me through memory to present coherence.


 


‘You bloody try it, mate. You – bloody try it. Go on – go on – go on.’


It was no contest. The muscular young skinhead who drove the milk float would have murdered Mr Snell. Both of them knew it: and he was brave – bad-tempered middle-aged Mr Snell who lived in the basement flat with a ‘wife and one and another on the way’, and a Standard Ten for his front garden, a third-hand vehicle which received fanatical devotion – brave not to scuddle back down his basement steps as rapidly as he scurried up them whenever his Standard Ten was threatened.


‘I’m just saying’ – he found difficulty in just saying that: but he kept on. Perhaps the gathering crowd, the window-watchers and morning-shoppers – perhaps they were protection – ‘I’m just saying that you should be more careful.’


‘WHAT DID I DO? Eh? I’ve seen your sort. You rabbitin’ prick. WHAT DID I DO? Eh?’


‘I’m just saying . . .’ He repeated his previous low-pitched sentence.


I could imagine Mrs Snell alone in the back room of the basement – the bottom layer of our four-storeyed building – much younger than her husband. Too much. Even to an outsider like me the discrepancy obviously aggravated jealousy which a natural bad temper was frequently ready to act on: or it encouraged gestures which occasionally, as now, were shown to be gestures only.


‘It’s YOU,’ said the young man, ‘isn’t it? Eh! It’s YOU complains to the bloody council about the dustbins in this street, isn’t it? Don’t tell me. I know them all on the lorry. I always knew it was you. Now I can tell. Eh. Come on then. Come on then. Show me where I scraped your bloody car then. Show me.’


The car was spotless, burnished rather than polished.


‘I’m just saying . . . you have to be very careful with that float. It’s a difficult thing to drive. Must be. Isn’t it?’


‘Don’t try to suck me up! Show us that mark, mate, or I’ll put one on you.’


But the threat was just that fraction less convincing: the instant having passed, the young man was finding it difficult to hold on to his anger and the justification for violence. The number of people now watching seemed to make him a little shy: he tried to enjoy his part as the innocent who’d turned on the bully – but his own reaction itself had so quickly turned to bullying that he was confused. He had no other tone, it seemed, for the situation: and the meekness of Mr Snell’s manner now matching the comparative weakness of his appearance, the young man’s threats became more strident, more in search of an enemy than confronted by one.


‘I’m not looking for trouble . . .’ Snell began.
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