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  for Joanna




  





  We learn to restrain ourselves as we get older. We keep apart when we have quarrelled, express ourselves in well-bred phrases, and in this way preserve a

  dignified alienation, showing much firmness on one side, and swallowing much grief on the other.




  George Eliot, The Mill on the Floss




  





  Part One




  





  Railway Children




  Advances in railway engineering and carriage pressurization mean that your ears no longer pop when you emerge from Box Tunnel. When I was five, this was the significant

  announcement of one’s homecoming – the elastic release of a strained tympanum, as the train slithered free of the Wiltshire hillside and, tumbling first through steep cuttings and then

  alongside the Avon water meadows, began its approach to Bath Spa Station. Like some landlocked monster in its lair, Brunel’s tunnel screamed at you to go round, not through . . .




  Box Tunnel is not the only burrow exit from the city. There is another way out (or in), underneath Fox Hill and Rainbow Woods, on the defunct Somerset and Dorset Railway – the Slow and

  Dirty, as it was perhaps better known. Combe Down tunnel, built for a single track, was always a less epic construction than Brunel’s, though it has since become more evocative in its

  desuetude. Things of night and leftovers of the day – bats, foxes, vagrants from the Bear Flat – colonized its tenebrous mile and a half for nearly twenty years after the official

  closure in 1966, before the council walled up the entrances in 1985. Its southern section was collapsing, they said; of course, it had been collapsing for years. That was what made its soot-clogged

  claustrophobia so appealing. That was the whole point of being thirteen and daring oneself to confront it, without a torch: Box Tunnel hit you suddenly, and with piercing earache; Combe Down lay in

  wait, like an open secret. The fact that it was out of bounds to all of us at Lyncombe School was inducement enough to stagger blindly through it. But we were also, in our way, the clumsy curators

  of its past, kicking at the gut of the muddy hill like revenant navvies.




  One Friday afternoon in the early autumn of 1983, Nigel Dooley, the games master at Lyncombe, decided to take the whole of 3TD through Combe Down tunnel on an official field trip. Dooley was

  young – around twenty-six or so – and attractive in a yobbish way, with dirty blue tracksuit trousers, mousy stubble and a shaggy perm, inconceivably fashionable at the time. Like all

  games masters, he also taught geography and took a dim view of doctors’ notes. In Dooley’s book, only the diaphanous and drip-fed were ill enough to miss rugby – which Peter

  Lillingston, who had bone-marrow disease, patently was (though even he wasn’t normally excused). The decision to broach Combe Down nevertheless showed that Dooley, too, had his off-days, when

  the childlike intrigue of playing Pied Piper seemed preferable to the rote aggression of scrums and rucks.




  Combe Down suited me fine. Like the weaker boys, I hated rugby, along with most other contact sports – though not for fear of assault. Rather, as a long-legged, agile adolescent, with big

  hands and pincer fingers – the sort that preyed suddenly, cripplingly, on other boys’ shoulders in the corridor – I was shamed by my lack of coordination. Who could not envy the

  bona fide weeds, like Lillingston? No one expected a wraith to be any good at rugby; but to be tall for one’s age (five feet and eight inches) and cloddish, with tentacular limbs that only

  ever worried the ball, or inexplicably sailed away from it on some lunatic trajectory of their own, was a special kind of curse. Christ, Rathbone, stop leaping about and get stuck in, you

  berk. Dooley’s rebukes were not empty of sympathy and even earned me an eccentric popularity (I was known as the ‘leaping professor’).




  ‘Ri-ight,’ Dooley shouted above the changing-room babble, ‘find a partner and get your rough books out. And do it qui-i-etly. This isn’t a ski-ive, it’s a field

  trip. What is it, Professor Rathbone?’




  ‘A ski-ive, sir.’




  ‘A field trip, that’s ri-ight.’




  Every teacher has tics that become the intellectual property of his cheekier pupils. Long vowels, particularly long ‘i’s, were Dooley’s. Long vowels, partial deafness, and a

  tendency to use the wrong word when trying to suggest the hidden extent of his intellect. He was tolerant, too, of my feeble mimicry, recognizing in it the bright kid’s refuge from creepdom.

  It made me popular, and him something of a hero in my eyes.




  Encouraged and supported by a ripple of laughter, I nudged Gregory Bray, the solemn, unhandsome boy next to me on the bench, and said, ‘Do you want to be with me?’




  Bray declined to answer but curled his lip and elbowed me back harder. In the gestural vocabulary of the male pubescent, this means ‘Maybe, but you’ve probably blown it by

  asking.’




  ‘Mr Dooley, sir, please sir, can I ask a question now?’




  A squeaky American accent grated on my back two fillings. It came from an oddball on the opposite bench with finger-in-the-socket ginger hair and peppery freckles. We all groaned.




  ‘Ye-es, Schumacher. As long as it’s pertinent.’




  Relevant would have been a big word for Dooley, but ‘pertinent’ – that was a self-conscious giveaway, and we knew it. Particularly Carey Schumacher, who, instead of joining in

  the chorus of mockery (‘Very pertinent, Nige’), chirped a ludicrous ‘Yessir!’ Carey was one of those nerdy boys whose unpopularity with his peers led him to solicit every

  authority figure with a show of attentiveness. Dooley, a fair-minded man with a high regard for effort and none at all for sucking up, had disappeared, embarrassed, into the kit room adjoining the

  changing area. Someone else wanted to know why we always had to do things in twos or in groups, but Carey would not be deterred. ‘Can I ask a question now?’ was his favourite opening:

  the question which made another question, and so a conversation of sorts, however superficial, inevitable.




  ‘I was wondering, sir,’ Carey called after him, defying more groans, ‘why you wanted us to take our books. Because it’ll be dark in the tunnel, sir, and we won’t be

  able to write, or see what we’re doing. At least I don’t think we will, sir. And that’s all I wanted to – hey, that’s all. Ow.’




  Weakly, Carey fended off a missile from the class maniac, Bruce Hartt (‘Oi! Smacker!’), whose aim, through two rows of coat-pegs, was too true. Hartt specialized in making flob-bombs

  – boluses of masticated paper and crisp-scented saliva – to which activity he devoted the first ten minutes of every lesson, waiting usually until the final bell before splattering his

  chosen victim. Carey’s keenness made him a candidate for more immediate correction, however; even his so-called friends, of whom I was one, could see that. Sometimes, Hartt didn’t even

  wait for him to open his mouth, or, worse, snared him with a gesture of forbearance – ‘No ’ard feelin’s, Schumacher, a’ right?’; ‘Sure, Bruce. Cool’

  – before hailing him again – ‘Oi! Smacker!’ – with an exploding dollop of grey filth. The teachers all reviled the practice; it was ‘obscene’,

  ‘spread disease’, ‘would result in immediate suspension’. It never did.




  Dooley now re-emerged from the kit room, carrying a box full of torches and Gaz lanterns, to find Carey wiping the remains of Hartt’s f-bomb off his blazer and tie. (The wrong tie, too;

  Carey’s liberal mother, who taught tapestry at the local college of art and wanted her son to be unusual, made him wear button-down yellow shirts and pressed slacks, instead of the black and

  grey school uniform.) Hartt sniggered.




  ‘You. Hartt,’ Dooley yelled.




  ‘Wasn’t me, sir.’




  ‘Mouth. Shut it.’




  ‘You’re always pickin’ on me, sir.’




  ‘That’s because you’re an easy target,’ Dooley replied, ‘and if I see any more of that stuff flying around, you’ll be following it. With the same results on

  impact, sunshine.’




  Hartt’s razor-haired cohorts cackled – when he laughed, you could see Craig Spillings’s tonsils through the gap in his front teeth – and playful punches were thrown.




  ‘Ri-ight then,’ Dooley continued, ignoring both Hartt’s fisticuffs and Carey’s pleas for redress, ‘in answer to Mr Schumacher’s useful query, you’ll be

  glad to hear that we’re taking these torches with us – courtesy of the Caving Club – which means you’ll be able to look for signs of erosion in the cuttings and continue

  taking notes while in the tunnel. Understood? Erosion is what we’re after. Clear indications of. We did a lot on it last term, so don’t give me that blank stare, Hartt. Spillings,

  don’t think with your mouth open. River courses, land wastage, general disrepair, acid rain. Can anyone give me an example of what we might be looking for in a disused railway tunnel?

  Hartt?’




  ‘Disused train, sir.’


  

  ‘Disused train. Thank you. Anyone else?’


  There was an uneasy hush. I thought a bit about decay.

About some of the possible answers – weathering, plant

invasion, simple neglect – and whether the climate was right

for a little sober cleverness, just enough to impress the mirthless

Greg Bray without boring or offending him, if such a thing

were possible. But none seemed plausible, really, because none

of us gave a stuff about erosion, least of all Nigel Dooley.

Instead, I caught Hartt’s eye, and saw his hand stray to a rough

book on the bench with several pages already torn out. He

smiled and opened his mouth quickly to reveal a ferment of

white paste inside it. The smile closed and broadened into a

tight grin. Carey’s face began to pucker.




  *




What does one look for in a disused railway tunnel? Something

scandalous, perhaps: a wino the worse for wear after his

lunchtime bottle swearing at you to ‘bugger off, all yous cunts’,

a sixth-former and Sandra Kale, the fifth-form tart from the

local girls’ school, scrambling up the side of the cutting as

you approach (to cheers from Spillings and his cronies). An

opportunity to disappear, briefly.




I know I did wrong that afternoon. I don’t want to turn

the whole episode into an extended bleat; all children are cruel

to each other at some point, if only because they sense that

they can afford to be. Responsibility lies ahead. A small minority,

however – and I was one of them – work out early on

that real cruelty hides even from itself; that it is a contract of

insecurities dressed up as friendship; that it is genuine diligence

in the service of monsters; that, like all the misdescribed casual

sex I’ve ever had, unintentional cruelty isn’t what it says it is,

because we are an intending species. So when someone says, ‘I didn’t mean it,’ they mean something much more sorrowful

for which, in a way, it’s easier to forgive them. They mean that

they’re taken aback by the extent of the damage their cruelty

has caused. At least, that’s how it – what I did – seems to me.




After the launch of the second flob-bomb, Dooley ordered Hartt to clean out the kit room and mop the changing-room floor. (‘Make sure it’s sparkling when I get back, Cinders, or your

  ball’s off.’) And I was teamed up with a traumatized, pebble-dashed Carey Schumacher – the kind of useless compliment to one’s dependability that teachers like to pay,

  knowing of course that it spells social death.




  The main school building was accent-shaped, like two sides of a hexagon, bracketing a raised playing field that dropped suddenly on the far side into Greenway Lane and Lyncombe Vale, where a

  stream ran parallel to the heavily creepered railway embankments for a quarter of a mile. We put on our rugby boots to deal with the expected mud, and clattered along an antiseptic green corridor

  past the suspiciously aromatic art room towards the West exit. As we streamed out of the right leg of the accent and across the pitch, several of the boys in front of our dislocated teenage

  crocodile broke into a run, barging through the long-jump pit to one side of the rugby field and flying on to the gate at the bottom of the school grounds. If you held your arms out as you ran, the

  sweat in your armpits evaporated more quickly, which felt nice.




  Bray was ahead of the pack, as usual, his arms wide open, teeth bared. He was about five foot three – if anything a little short for his age – and wiry, with close-cropped black hair

  that scrambled into fuzz on his neck, and a shadowy upper lip. He had bright, sharp, but not very straight teeth, ferrety eyes and ears that went red when he mined them for wax, which he did

  absent-mindedly and often. His trousers looked almost fitted and he never wore a vest. Beneath his white shirt, I could see hormonally bruised nipples and a few sprigs of curly hair around the

  navel.




  Withdrawn in the classroom, Bray came into his own on a run. A hidden arrangement of tendons and breathing apparatus unfurled inside him; his shoulders relaxed, and the top-heavy scuffling gait

  that shushed grit into your shoes from behind dissolved into an easy gallop. At the age of thirteen, he had already distinguished himself in the under-sixteen national cross-country trials; but by

  county standards, he was a freak of nature – the rabbit on the greyhound track – showered and dressed by the time his nearest rival crossed the finishing line.




  I didn’t want to be Gregory Bray exactly, but ever since he’d won that Jubilee mug (the blue one) for gymnastics at primary school, I’d wanted to tell him things. Principally,

  that I admired him as a runner, and that – well, that this admiration was natural, unfeigned, spur of the moment. Nothing for him to worry about. Even if it kept me awake.




  There was little balance of power either in our fantasy trysts (I always imagined him making the first move), or in reality. I was his friend on tolerance, though my pride never allowed me to be

  too grateful. My tall frame and mildly intellectual bearing, reinforced by mimicry and second-rate musicianship, made me appear self-sufficient: a boy who could have been very popular, but

  didn’t need to be. Though this was far from the case, it served me well as a secret admirer; for my posed self-possession brought me closer to Bray, who raised indifference to public opinion

  to the level of high art. My air of bemusement was an affectation indulged by Dooley and others (‘Houston to Professor Rathbone. Come in, Professor, do you read me?’) because it

  provided a benign model of learning, or at least of a willingness to learn, that might just, possibly, inspire others. Bray, though, was the genuine article. Immune to praise or insult, he greeted

  athletic triumph and academic disappointment with the same glacial calm. His father, still unemployed four years after losing his job at Bath’s crane and engineering works, Stothert and Pitt,

  shouted a lot at the monthly PTA.




  Bray stood, now, leaning on the gate, bored, waiting for a signal from Dooley to cross the road and carry on along the public footpath to the lower reaches of Lyncombe Vale. As soon as it came

  – a dismissive wave – he was off, skimming the pavement and hop-scotching down the muddy passage towards the end of the embankment and the entrenched V of the railway cutting. At the

  back of the procession, I carried the box of lanterns and listened to Schumacher complain. Every so often he gave his beloved Rubik’s Cube a rueful twist and said things like ‘I got

  three sides yesterday. It was so neat.’




  The Rubik’s Cube, lest blissfully we forget, was everywhere in the early 1980s. The attractions of rotating this gridlike puzzle so as to achieve a cube with six differently coloured faces

  of nine squares each were sensibly lost on the trainee architects for whom it was designed – but not on adolescent misfits, who saw in it a model of order and propriety. Where life

  disappointed, Rubik provided cheerful resolution. Lunchtimes, breaktimes and curricular holidays (RE, Technical Drawing) were all filled with the clickety-clack of the cubists. I had one, as did

  the translucent Peter Lillingston; Craig Spillings, too, though his was soon forgotten when he joined the Air Training Corps and discovered group masturbation. It was the perfect displacement

  activity: Carey began our walk to the tunnel entrance by asking me if he could ask me a question (‘Say, Daniel, can I ask you a question? Do you like Bruce Hartt? Well, I think

  he’s gross’); then, after telling me what his dad would do to Bruce if Dad wasn’t separated from Mom and living in Albuquerque, he fished out his cube and started to fiddle.

  Dooley bore down on us at this point with his Gaz freight and loaded me up; Carey was excused from carrying anything because he looked busy. And that was the last straw.




  Silently, I itemized my resentments. To begin with, the whole friendship was a set-up. My father administered the art college at which Frankie, Carey’s mother, taught. Carey had been

  introduced to me at an end-of-term drinks party in 1981, as soon as Frankie discovered that we were to be schoolmates at Lyncombe. Green-eyed, sibylline Frankie, who believed in

  ‘openness’ and gave readings of her terrible poetry every Monday evening in the Hat and Feather, told me, in Carey’s hearing, how she hoped I would be ‘real

  supportive’. Carey, it turned out, had already been through three other local schools in twelve months, but none of these had come up to scratch.




  ‘It’s the darnedest thing,’ Frankie sighed. ‘Carey just loved school back home, but he hasn’t gotten comfortable here yet, have you, honey?’




  Carey shook his head doomily. I blinked and clutched my fruit fizz. Something in Frankie’s nurturing tone made my roots shrivel: her smile was ray-gun bright. She beamed it at me a while

  longer, then kissed her carrot-haired son heavily on the lips, and invited me over to play on his computer. ‘That would be so great,’ he piped.




  Carey perked up a week later, when I called round. I was in a sulk after my Saturday morning piano lesson, and in no mood to talk computers. Back then, they were all overpriced bits of tat

  requiring vast amounts of daft instruction before they yielded so much as a blip. A fool could see that they would have to be much more sophisticated in order to serve any simple purpose, but Carey

  was in thrall.




  ‘This is cool, Daniel. Watch this,’ he crooned, and thumbed a bit of code into his ZX81: 10PRINT‘CareySchumacher’/20GOTO10. Suddenly, his name filled the screen; Carey

  squealed with delight. Equally suddenly, I wanted to hit him. ‘And?’ I snapped, finally.




  ‘What do you mean, “And?”,’ Carey stammered.




  I took a breath. ‘And what else can it do?’ I said.




  There was a silence.




  ‘Oh, a whole bunch of things,’ came the distant reply. ‘Let’s have a shake. Mom’ll make us one. C’mon.’




  In the kitchen were fresh sources of irritation: white cat hairs on every surface, and the overfed animals to whom they had once belonged pooled upon a rickety wooden table like a couple of

  collapsed meringues. ‘Oh, shoo!’ gushed Frankie and scooped them up, one under each arm. ‘They know they’re not supposed to do that.’




  The cats escaped her embrace and retreated to a large tray of kitty-litter in-laid with filigree turds and dumped in front of the American-style, drive-in fridge. The whole room smelt of pee. An

  avocado tree grappled at the window and dangled its parched leaves over the gas stove on which a pot of something yellow and sour was bubbling away. Frankie drifted off to stir the mixture and

  nearly tripped over the tresses of her full-length Aran cardigan. There was no further mention of a milkshake.




  ‘I guess I know what you guys’d like,’ she began hopefully instead, speaking out of a cloud of steam.




  ‘I guess I do, too,’ said Carey evenly, as the cloud dispersed and Frankie emerged from it bearing a tureen of risotto. He looked at me once, long-sufferingly, as she doled out the

  luminous gruel. And for a moment, I felt that – with no one else to impress – I could almost like him.




  The risotto lined my stomach like lead. I felt trapped. Frankie’s friendship with my parents required me to be civil, since they owed their marriage to one of her aphrodisiac dope-cakes,

  baked at an art student party in the early 1960s. At the same party, Frankie seduced Corsham College’s young caretaker and disappeared back to Connecticut with him, where she taught, wove and

  wrote poetry while he smoked, drank and pill-popped. Two decades later, after their divorce and Frankie’s return to Bath, my father took pity, gave her a job and spoke to us in

  you-don’t-want-to-know tones about a ‘traumatic personal history’. Now Carey, her only son, had joined us, and I was told to make an effort. Which I had, I decided, before

  swallowing a last mouthful and making my excuses.




  ‘That was delicious,’ I lied. ‘But I’m afraid I really must be going, Mrs Schumacher, because my father’s taking me on a long walk.’




  Frankie boggled slightly at this news, with its undertones of mystery and abduction. Carey was ecstatic, though, because he liked long walks, too. Much more, in fact, than my father, who was not

  at home.




  ‘Oh gee, that’s a shame. I guess he forgot. We’ll just have to go on our own,’ said Carey philosophically, and so we did – on a five-mile trek across Lansdown,

  through the beechy outskirts of Charlcombe and Woolley, and back home along the Gloucester Road. Wood sorrel and white violets, recognizable from my April issue of Look and Learn, were

  springing up everywhere. Carey trod on them and laughed. So I led him in his open-toed sandals through a large bank of stinging nettles.




  It was of no use. The unwanted have low expectations; learn not to register every instance of rejection. I could do no wrong. The more I tried to shake Carey off, the more he clung to me. Now

  thirteen, he had two other friends, with whom he twisted his cube and played Dungeons and Dragons, but I was courted in other, more substantive ways. I sang in the choir; so Carey joined the choir.

  I played the piano; so Carey took up the clarinet. I ran long-distance – not like Gregory Bray, but adequately; so Carey bought himself a bright green tracksuit and started

  ‘training’. Whenever I had the chance to walk home with Bray, my heart beating a little if I lingered a step behind to look at his neck, Carey would intercept us at the gates and offer

  us both warm mints. In the canteen queue at lunchtime, he would seek me out; at weekends, he would call round, uninvited, on his Chopper bike.




  *




  At the tunnel entrance, there was much hilarity. By the time Carey and I staggered onto the overgrown track, Spillings had already chased the wino up the side of the cutting and

  surprised our deputy head boy, mid-clinch, in a clump of elder. Dooley was unflappable. ‘Take it easy,’ he advised the drunk, and turned a blind eye to the fast disappearing,

  dishevelled gropers.




  The lanterns were handed out, one between two, and we listened idly to a lecture about subsidence and safety precautions – ‘Stick together, walk slowly, don’t shout,

  don’t kick stones and don’t touch anything.’ ‘Don’t bother,’ would have been more like it; Dooley’s delaying tactics only emphasized the irresponsibility

  of the whole venture from his point of view and its catastrophic appeal from ours. One look at the crumbling, horseshoe-shaped opening, with its graffiti-gouged blocks of Bath stone and protruding

  roots, said it all. A few paces inside and Combe Down’s throaty darkness closed on the afternoon; dust curled forward around Craig Spillings where he’d already kicked an old sleeper to

  pieces, but his laughter fell backwards like something dropped into a well.




  Two hundred yards further on, the tunnel’s curvature snuffed out the last flicker of natural light, and with it a good deal of our high spirits. In places where darkness and silence appear

  to be absolute, noise and light are really just an impertinence. Even fifteen lanterns, held aloft, won’t make much of an impression. Then the stone sky began to drip.




  Dooley brought our glimmering procession to a halt and asked us in a loud whisper for an explanation of this phenomenon. ‘Perhaps it’s raining in Rainbow Woods, sir,’ said an

  unusually inspired Craig Spillings, ‘and this is, like, last week’s rain tricklin’ down through the cracks, or summat.’ Twenty-nine nervous teenagers stifled a giggle and

  prodded each other, but Spillings checked us all with an expression of lunar seriousness. He looked up and so did we. There were the cracks; here was the water. A cathedral of sodden earth sat on

  top of us.




  Towards the middle of the tunnel, the dark thickened and we smelt smoke, presumably from a fire built at one of the entrances the night before. A slow draught must have carried the rubbishy

  vapour deeper and deeper into the hillside, and now we inched along in its sour folds, closing ranks like so many penguins. At its densest, the pall of smoke made breathing uncomfortable. Bolshier

  elements at the front of the queue promised to ‘pan in’ the fire-raising culprit if they found him, and Peter Lillingston began to wheeze harmonically. Alarmed, Dooley urged us to get a

  move on. The file of lights dispersed again as a few boys broke ranks, and 3TD emerged from the pea-souper into the coldest stretch of tunnel so far, perturbed by witchy cross-currents from a works

  siding on our left. Ahead, I could hear Dooley checking on Lillingston, and Lillingston meekly protesting his health. ‘All ri-ight, then. As long as you’re sure,’ said Dooley

  gruffly, and raised his lantern to attempt a head count.




  Carey and I were right at the back, about fifteen yards or more behind everyone else, when we ran out of Gaz. The soft white glow of our lamp flashed a few times, as if signalling something

  desperate in Morse, and the low roar of the burner died away. Dooley must have counted us in before this, because he was already on the move again, apparently satisfied that all the torchbearers

  and their companions had made it through the smoke. Soon, the last swaying lantern had disappeared around the second and last bend in the tunnel. I shook the butane cylinder but it was quite empty.

  We stood in complete darkness.




  Carey felt for my hand, the pulse of his fingertips quick with the fear of abandonment.




  ‘Which way is forwards?’ he faltered.




  ‘This way,’ I replied, and steered him left, into the works siding.




  ‘How do you know?’




  ‘I just do. Come on.’




  ‘If we shout, they’ll come back for us.’ Carey breathed quickly, unsure whether or not to trust his invisible companion. ‘I’m going to shout.’




  ‘No, you’re not.’




  And he didn’t. Instead, he opened his mouth in disbelief as I pulled him out of the main channel. Fear must have made him luminescent, like a heat island or reflective cloudbank, because I

  could easily make out the sweat in the cleft of his top lip as it merged with a fat droplet of snot. We reached the clammy back wall of the siding, where I let go of Carey’s arm.




  ‘I can’t be friends with you any more,’ I said flatly. He looked down.




  ‘OK.’




  ‘It’s not that I don’t like you,’ I explained untruthfully. ‘It’s just that I want to be friends with Gregory Bray and Craig Spillings. And I can’t be

  friends with them if I have to go round with you.’




  There was a terrible, returning silence.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because that would make me like you. I mean, the same as you.’




  Carey’s eyes were all pupil, his orange hair a solar shadow. He looked through me, searching for an excuse to hunch his shoulders and splay his hands in nebbish exasperation. But I was

  implacable.




  ‘There’s nothing wrong with you,’ I said. ‘You’re immature, that’s all.’




  ‘I am not.’ Carey’s voice was spectrally thin and high.




  ‘Yes. You are.’




  All around us the darkness heaved. For some reason, Carey could not take his eyes from my face – a transfixity that didn’t explain itself until we emerged from Combe Down tunnel,

  with Carey’s chilling ‘How can you?’ still ringing in my ears. I heard it as a plea, though it was also, as it turned out, an honest enquiry. The jeers and whistles from the other

  boys, already seated on thistly banks doodling in their rough books, faded abruptly.




  ‘And where the hell have you two been?’ Dooley asked, as I handed him the inert lantern. His voice was angry, but the frown that accompanied it concealed a mixture of surprise and

  relief. No one had missed us, I realized; either that, or we had not been gone long.




  ‘Light went out, sir,’ I said. Silence, again.




  I looked back at Carey, who stood in the mouth of the tunnel like an urchin in a daguerreotype, his punched-in features astream with helpless tears. Slowly, he raised one arm and pointed it at

  me, dragging twenty-nine pairs of eyes in a leery arc from his face to mine.




  ‘He can see,’ he squealed at last, and I felt a shameful calm descend. ‘Daniel can see in the dark!’


  

  

  

  

  



  





  Secret Ambition




  The prophet of fear and despair left me – a little rattled, a little chastened – at four thirty in the morning, with the beginnings of a conscience. I took two

  paracetamol and slept off most of it, but awoke after only four hours or so to the reproach of a brilliant morning and a scrawled message on the kitchen table: ‘Tim. Thanks for the coffee.

  You fell asleep. I went home. Take care. Kevin. PS. Have washed up and nicked some milk.’




  On the draining board were the plates from the night before, though not, understandably, the glasses, still mired in red wine and ash. (The kindness of strangers has its limits.) Clogging the

  bathroom sink, I found my shirt in a cold purple infusion of Surf and Stain Devil. Since there is no way I would have attempted to do this myself at such an hour, this means that somebody did it

  for me. And so presumably undressed me. Days could be wasted probing the shallows of a memory lapse like this, for which the only cure is a bath and a reminder of one’s essential

  weediness.




  By ten, my second quarter-century is well under way. As significantly, the oh-well sensation that life is after all complicated and that a false name is not quite a false identity – more

  of a safety precaution – has cut in where the painkillers didn’t have the heart to. The pear tree and rose bushes wave to me from the back of the garden, like crowds in a silent movie.

  I step out from the kitchen into the light and feel deceptively wise.




  Such a pompous feeling has to be acknowledged if one is to see through or past it. Life is complicated, principally because most of us have a vested interest in keeping it that way. As my

  boyfriend and I mealy-mouthed to each other a year ago, when we decided to open up our relationship, the complexity of love, desire and affection should on no account be denied, by which we meant,

  of course, the reverse – the simple urge to fuck and forget. Likewise, the simplicity of a pause for thought in a garden on a bright, sunny morning ought not to be mistaken for thought

  itself. Introspection is not insight, however many you’ve had.




  As a rule, these moments of midmorning clarity are soon over, replaced by less oppressive realizations: the toast is burning, your flies are undone, you are being watched by neighbour Neville

  (dressed for the outdoors in cravat and waders). Today feels different, though, and I am inclined to blame it on this garden, which grows with such thorough and impossible conviction. Like a number

  of gay men, I grew up loving plants and trees because they seemed to reward affection and nurture. Put some beech nuts in a bag of soil, wait four months for them to germinate, plant them out in

  little pots, donate seedlings to indulgent local Parks Commissioners. Easy. The disappointing other side of the bargain is that some things grow without one’s permission and mistakes can

  prove ineradicable.




  When I bought my flat, with the deposit secured on my first lucrative contract as a production editor for Media Weekly, I didn’t mind what grew in my garden as long as it grew. But

  since my father’s death in ’93, I’ve changed my mind. The Russian vine is uncontrollable, tonguing its way through the bathroom window, and the Japanese knotweed positively

  sinister. Nor can their comic foreignness disguise the fact that my green fingers are an infantile fancy. My mother, when I see her for lunch in a little over three hours, will no doubt have bought

  me a plant for my birthday; last year, it was a marsh marigold, which shrivelled under a coat of mildew. Other items – flowering currant, Californian lilac, a hardy vine and a spotted laurel

  for the side return – have gone the same way, invisibly. What people notice in my garden, it seems, are the works of nature that came before me: the pear tree, the gnarled roses, the

  knackered plum, the sprawl of brambles at the back. They are only an inheritance, though. It would be nice to have earned them.




  As it is, I am no more than their warden – sympathetic, custodial and non-interventionist. During the day, and especially now in midsummer, the follies of this feral democracy are plain to

  see: apart from the vine and the knotweed, my rosebuds are clustered with blackfly, and the leafy underside of the three ugly sycamores that border the garden on the right-hand side have become a

  breeding ground for billions of aphids. (‘Just don’t use any pesticides, man – they’re evil,’ my father advised, on his first and last visit. This from the man who

  wanted to smuggle an adder’s nest into our home garden to control the local puppy population.)




  Neville, I feel sure, disapproves of my cackhanded attempts to keep order in my seventy-foot plot. He claims descendancy from Dr Thomas Edwards, one of Brixton’s early Victorian estate

  owners, and likes to think of our minor four-road enclosure to the west of the prison as an historical monument to those first garden suburbs along the Hill. ‘This used to be such a desirable

  quarter,’ he observed loudly when I first moved in. ‘No hippity-hop music or pizzas. Did you know that John Lewis – the John Lewis – was incarcerated over the way for

  illegal development?’




  Snobbery aside, Neville has a point. Windmill Road, so I’ve found, is truly a wonderful, desirable place to live: a redbrick, slightly weathered turn-of-the-century terrace, equidistant

  from Clapham’s Abbeville Village – a chi-chi enclave invented by estate agents in the 1980s to attract chinless suits and their wives south of the river – and the friendly

  deep-time grind of Brixton, where all things come to those who wait, including one’s own stolen goods (at Ray’s Hot Sounds). Fortunately, most of our neighbours are Brixtonian, rather

  than Abbevillean, in means, spirit and ethnic mix; house prices are cheap, because we’re at least fifteen minutes’ walk from the nearest tube, and the local launderette is well

  attended, not so much for its ragged grey washes as for the gossip to be wrung out of the proprietress, Rula Zaniewski, a flame-haired sixtysomething Polish refugee (slight accent) who married an

  East End gangster in the 1960s and managed to divorce him ten years later without sacrificing any limbs in the settlement. Rula took over the Lyham Road Washeteria in 1973, lives with Carl, a

  handsome but severely alcoholic black plumber in his forties, and was the first person to congratulate me on moving in. ‘You won’t regret it, dahling,’ she rasped.

  ‘It’s a lahvely spot. Lahvely people round here. Got a little gahden? Nice. Mind, I do not bother much with mine, ’cept what I put aht for the foxes. You seen them

  foxes?’




  I hadn’t then, but soon did. The previous owners – a theatrical agent and a mental nurse – told me to look out for them first thing in the morning, or at night, though after a

  week of self-imposed sentry duty by the kitchen door I gave up hope. Then, one clear evening, while lying tipsily on the long trestle my father gave me for a flat warming he never got to, I saw a

  sleek ochre-red twosome pour out of the drooping gooseberry bush which nestles beneath the old pear tree, and disappear over the wall. They paused once, perhaps surprised that I could make them out

  in the darkness, returned my gaze – ears cocked, eyes star-stippled –with the alert indifference of clever cats, and were gone in one bound.




  Neville thinks our nocturnal tenants (they have a den beneath his shed) should be evicted. A shameless forager himself at garden centres and car boot sales, he resents the competition.

  ‘Foxes are vermin,’ he says. ‘They slink into the city along disused railway lines and piss on my cabbages.’ This is true. They also uproot bulbs and have ear-splitting sex

  in the springtime. There is little that can be done about them, though, now that they have colonized the area. Since the terraced back gardens of Windmill Road form part of a self-contained square

  of lawns, trees, ponds and shrubbery, the wildlife has any number of homes to choose from; turf the foxes out of one and they will decamp to another – Rula’s, for instance. Not that

  Neville hasn’t experimented with a novel series of deterrents. Convinced that the best of these would be lion shit, or straw from the lion’s cage (anything that reeked of a more

  ferocious predator), he rang up Regent’s Park Zoo and came home one evening with three sacks full of Bengal tiger bedding and panther crap. The cats for miles around were traumatized and the

  foxes unimpressed. Not a single cabbage survived.




  The neighbourhood frogs, by contrast, do little to distress their human cohabitees, and even inspire a curious devotion among them. In theory, some should migrate, or at least leave my pond from

  year to year in search of new breeding grounds, but Windmill amphibians, so it seems, are generally content to sit on the lilypads and croak. A daily temperature of sixty to sixty-five degrees is

  needed to get them to perform, though the greenhouse humidity of the past two weeks has made them more vociferous. And their song, while not melodic, at least has the virtue of rhythm, which

  Neville, being a chorus master, values highly. He likes to ‘bring them on’, he says – even if ‘bringing them on’ simply means hanging around by the fence, drinking tea

  and pointing.




  Neville is thinking about other things, of course, when he does this, including the passage of years, and what the future holds for an old-school bachelor who missed out on liberation, but

  it’s a subtext of mood rather than matter, and one which barely intrudes on our banter. ‘There’s a good alto in the making on the second rung of the fountain,’ he told me

  last week. ‘And I rather fancy the chances of that handsomely marked basso nobile lurking in the lilies.’




  There have been periods of silence, too. After the spring thaw, when the frogs are spawning, they are usually so preoccupied with sex and survival that there’s no time for concerts. Next

  door’s cats get wise to the first stirrings of pond life in early April, when the frogs themselves are too dopey to take evasive action, and the season of rut is soon the season of slaughter.

  My own experience bears this out. Several times, I’ve wandered into the garden after breakfast to find a row of tiny corpses crisping by the side of the pond, their innards knotted and fused

  with strings of spawn. Tinned food tastes better than common frog, of course, and the killings stop once the cats realize this, though not before a mass grave has been filled beneath the

  clematis.




  *




  Windmill Road has plenty in it, then, to attract the amateur naturalist: foxes, frogs, owls, woodpeckers, a dog with two wheels where its back legs should be. (This last yapping

  miracle of biotechnology is the devoted companion of Olive, a frail black lady who lives a few doors down with her warring twins Martin and Earl, joint proprietors of a dodgy lumber and hardware

  store in Streatham. Martin reversed into the ‘fucked-up mutt’ a few months ago, and Olive insisted on an expensive prosthesis; the car went, the dog stayed. ) We’re also just a

  stone’s throw from Brockwell Park’s out-of-time rose gardens, Norwood Cemetery (the last resting place of Mrs Beeton) and Clapham Common, where, the pious neighbouring Council claims, a

  pair of kestrels has nested for the first time this year. (Like they planned it.) Not that the area’s exotic ecology, or any of its off-beam markets, mildewy shops (Morley’s –

  ‘four floors of exciting shopping’) and clubs, can begin to explain why I bought my flat.
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