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For Emma









‘Autobiography has to do with time, with sequence and with what makes up the continuous flow of life. Here, I am talking of a space, of moments and discontinuities.’


Walter Benjamin, One Way Street


‘It almost seemed that while he himself was marking out lines and courses on the wrinkled charts, some invisible pencil was also tracing lines and courses upon the deeply marked chart of his forehead.’


Herman Melville, Moby-Dick


‘A bend in the road, and the whole place disappeared.’


Katherine Mansfield, ‘The Woman at the Store’










Nowhere


‘We live in our own souls as in an unmapped region.’


Edith Wharton, The Touchstone


Thirty-plus years we’ve been together and still I don’t know you. Intimate stranger, phantom limb, as unreachable as you are familiar. You have sculpted my desires, my ambitions, been a mockery of the free will I was always told I had. I cannot think without you. You are that which I cannot not know. You aspire to tyranny, a modus non-operandi.


You and me, baby, we’re a neurotic two-step.


Agoraphobia. I want to write the word in the middle of the page, leave it stranded, surrounded with nothing but icy white space. My attempt at revenge. From the Greek ‘agora’ meaning ‘marketplace’, ‘phobos’ meaning ‘fear’. The translation doesn’t quite cut it. I baulk at its limitations. An insufficient word for a condition of insufficiency.


What is here and what is there: the geography should be simple enough.


Yours.                        Mine.


The gap is as wide as the space bar on a keyboard.


So why do you not work like that?


You did not come to me overnight. Like any stealthy lover you took it slowly. A block of time both dramatic and banal. You introduced me to fear, fear became aversion and aversion contorted itself into the core of who I am. It was subtle and unstoppable. Like surf drifting up the shore.


And then one day I realised I was too afraid to leave the house and I heard the word and realised it was being used about me.


Agoraphobia, my zero sign. Signifying everything.


Tell people you are claustrophobic and they touch your arm and nod in sympathy, maybe share a respectable neurosis of their own. They tell you they too have difficulty with lifts, the Tube, basements. They share your pain, flattered that you should trust them with an admission of vulnerability.


They may even like you more, read claustrophobia as a symptom of sensitivity, an extension of the artistic temperament.


Tell people you’re agoraphobic and it brings the conversation to a standstill. They become uncomfortable. You have overstepped the mark (ironic, given the fear is precisely that). It is a vulnerability too far, one that needs to be spoken through tight lips, with lowered eyes. I am agoraphobic. It is not a sentence to be taken lightly, casually tossed into conversation.


It is less a confidence than a confession, a coming out.


A few years back one of my more ambitious shrinks asked me how I would go about teaching a course on agoraphobia. To pretend it was a transferable skill. This is what I wrote:


How To Be Agoraphobic


Avoid spaces that make you feel empty.


Avoid empty spaces.


Start to suspect there are two things only: indoors or outdoors.


Find it surprising there are people in the world who are not agoraphobic.


Think of the windowpane as a movie screen.


Wonder if blind people can be agoraphobic.


Picture these words written on a flipchart.


Flip them.


And watch them disappear.


There was a time when the agora referred to an actual place, a forum for trade and exchange. That forum is now as big as the world. Not just the high street, the shopping mall, the retail park. But the screen in our bedrooms, the phone in our pocket, the chip beneath our skin. The agora is our Geist. The ubiquitous barcode, the self-service checkout.


Self service, a self checking out. In the feverish endgame of neoliberal capitalism it is difficult to distinguish a phobia of the marketplace from a phobia of life itself.


Hikikomori, the Japanese call it, the word both adjective and noun. It refers to acute social withdrawal and usually occurs in late (mostly male) adolescence. Hikikomori tend to have been bullied at school or dropped out from university. They live by the light of computer terminals, glutted on video games and takeaway food. Tamaki Saito – who first coined the term – estimates there are over a million sufferers, noting that the shame attached to the condition makes numbers difficult to gauge.


Some sufferers in their forties have been isolated for twenty years or more. The Japanese Cabinet Office refer to them as first-generation hikikomori – bracing themselves for the generations yet to come.


Attempts at describing agoraphobia seem to rely upon the failure to do so – make inadequacy part of its constitution so to speak. It seems intent on evading capture, refusing to be confined to anything so mundane as a definition. The case studies are replete with subclauses, exceptions, inconsistencies. Testimonies are hesitant and slippery, inaccurate the moment they get spoken. As though a falling short is part of the diagnostic process. Under-inclusivity, the psychiatrists call it.


The condition is fugitive, it smuggles itself in via other categories of mental illness. It is allied to depression, addiction, obsessive ritual. They are like best friends trying on each other’s clothes, assembling outfits from their collective wardrobe of symptoms. It is amazing how many combinations are available: free-floating, seasonally affected, weather-specific. A bottomless well.


‘Agoraphobia is not only a matter of marketplaces’, wrote one medic in 1899, ‘but also of any unhelpful space, – of a space, that is, in which there are no easy steps for the eye.’


A scopic-spatial dread then; connected with vision and locomotion. A drama of exposure, uncertain movement and thresholds. As porous as fog, yet pinprick precise.


A ‘fear of space, of the void’, wrote Henri Legrand de Saulle, a French psychiatrist, in 1878: ‘Not only in the street but also in the theatre, in church, on an upper floor, at a window going onto a large courtyard or looking over the countryside, in an omnibus, a ferry or on a bridge . . . He feels as if he is destroyed . . . trembles in all his limbs, grows pale, shivers, blushes, is covered with sweat, grows more and more alarmed, can hardly stand up on his tottering legs . . . If one’s gaze were suddenly to be plunged into a deep gulf, if one were to imagine being suspended above a fiery crater, to be crossing the Niagara on a rigid cord or feel that one was rolling into a precipice, the resulting impression could be no more painful, more terrifying, than that provoked by the fear of spaces.’


Agoraphobia disrupts our metaphors, sabotages The Journey we are all supposed to be on. I’m getting there, I’m at a crossroads, taking a detour, a fork in the road, an uphill struggle, the right track, the straight and narrow, all downhill from here. My neurosis makes the language of topography stutter.


The writer George Perec once expressed surprise that people wear watches but never compasses.


I’ve tried to write you many times and each time you wanted to go someplace else. You are vain and lofty, scornful of anything so vulgar as a beginning, middle and end. You are fragile and suspicious, worried that writing will expose your essential absurdity.


Imagine this written around the edges of the page. A book consisting of nothing but margins.










Trace


‘The map? I will first make it.’


Patrick White, Voss


The first book I fell in love with had an agoraphobe as its hero, although I didn’t think of him as either at the time. To my twelve-year-old eyes Boo Radley was simply To Kill A Mockingbird’s oddball, the one who saves Scout. I never stopped to think about just how singularly freakish a character he is. When Scout asks if it’s true that Boo is kept chained to a bed, Atticus answers, ‘There are other ways of making people into ghosts.’


A malevolent phantom is how the children think of him, thrilling to their descriptions of his yellow teeth, popped eyes and diet of raw squirrels.


Back then agoraphobes were other people.


If we’re talking agoraphobia, we’re talking books. I slip between their covers, lose myself in the turn of one page, re-discover myself on the next. Reading is a game of hide-and-seek.


Narrative and neurosis, uneasy bedfellows sleeping top to toe. They conspire, entangle, seduce and sustain each other. Ask me how I am and the answer will depend on the book I am reading. On the sentences I am being fed.


Libraries and second-hand bookshops are my natural habitat, castles of interiority. ‘Literature,’ wrote Lorrie Moore, ‘is the correspondence of two agoraphobics. It is lonely and waited for, brilliant and pure and frightened, a marriage of birds, a conversation of the blind.’


The story goes that in 1654 the philosopher Blaise Pascal was thrown from his horse whilst crossing the bridge at Neuilly-sur-Seine. It is said that thereafter he sensed an abyss on his left side and required a chair beside him to prevent his falling into it. This story probably isn’t true.


Two hundred years later Baudelaire would revisit the story in his poem ‘The Abyss’:


‘All around me the brink, the depths, the space


‘I’m spellbound, petrified, held fast in place.’


Modernity would find a peculiar home in its accelerated heart for the agoraphobe. Even as it produced him.


‘The archetypal modern man’, wrote Marshall Berman in All That Is Solid Melts Into Air, ‘is a pedestrian thrown into the maelstrom of modern city traffic, a man alone contending against an agglomeration of mass and energy that is heavy, fast and lethal. The burgeoning street and boulevard traffic knows no spatial or temporal bounds, spills over into every urban space, imposes its tempo on everybody’s time, transforms the whole environment into moving chaos.’


As a medical category, the agoraphobe was a product of the nineteenth-century city. Both illness and metropolis were the result of unprecedented change, transformation at a speed that was dizzying, turbulent and seemingly boundless. Steam engines, railroads, industrial zones, factories, newspapers, telephones, telegraphs, trades unions, nation states, multinational companies, the move from the rural to the urban.


Cities were places of promiscuous intermingling: of classes, ethnicities, genders. The world’s largest marketplace avant la lettre.


If the flâneur embraced the disorientation of urban life, the agoraphobe proved a more reluctant assimilationist. Both were responses to Modernity’s intoxicating canvas – the flâneur’s as promise, the agoraphobe’s as threat.


Time compressed, space warped and expanded. The sheer proximity of unruly bodies. Transit brought about a new way of being, new forms of writing.


Writers were responding not to patrons or nature or God, but to the vertiginous demands of geography.


Traffic and transport would became the muses of Modernity, tropes of immanence and anomie: the car crash which opens Musil’s The Man Without Qualities, the carriage carrying Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus to Paddy Dignam’s funeral, the apparition of faces in Pound’s famous Metro.


‘It’s not catastrophes, murders, deaths, diseases, that age and kill us,’ wrote Virginia Woolf in Mrs Dalloway, ‘it’s the way people look and laugh, and run up the steps of omnibuses.’


Say the word agoraphobic and a whole template of manner is conjured up. Maybe a minor character from a domestic novel. Surreptitious fringe, hesitant speech, weak handshake. Prone to blushing, no eye contact, hug-averse.


When Anita Brookner’s Lewis Percy meets his future wife, she tells him she calls herself Tissy: ‘My real name’s Patricia, really. Patricia Harper. When I was little I couldn’t say Patricia, so I called myself Tissy, and the name’s stuck. I get called it all the time now.’


She is that curious and eerie figure: the woman frozen in girlhood. Agoraphobia has made her a terminal adolescent, furtive and sulky, refusing to leave home.


They meet in a library, where else?


‘ “A Tragedy, that girl,” remarks Tissy’s boss: “Agoraphobia . . . Says she can’t go out alone. Her mother brings her in the morning, collects her for lunch, brings her back at two, and collects her again in the evening. I’ve tried to talk to her, but to no avail. Apparently it came on with adolescence, although I believe there was some family trouble as well. The father,” she said, lowering her voice.’


Agoraphobia dominates their marriage, becomes its structuring absence. She is a spatial anorexic, a home-bound Bartleby. Tissy prefers not to, although her phobia never feels like a preference. She embodies a steely passivity, turns spontaneity to ash.


In The Inheritors, his novel of 1901, Ford Madox Ford’s narrator feels he has entered a fourth dimension: ‘All around me stretched an immense town – an immense blackness,’ says Arthur Granger: ‘People – thousands of people hurried past me – had errands, had aims, had others to talk to, to trifle with. But I had nobody. This immense city, this immense blackness, had no interiors for me. There were house fronts, staring windows, closed doors, but nothing within: no rooms, no hollow places.’


Ford’s biographer Max Saunders calls him Ford’s ‘first fictional agoraphobic’.


The fictional agoraphobic – it’s a phrase that has stayed with me for years, the title of the novel I will never write.


I imagine writing it in chalk.










Vessels


‘Inside everyone, is there an anxious person who stands to hesitate in an empty room?’


Elizabeth Bowen, The Death of the Heart


I grew up with a whole mythology of nerves. They had their own poetics. Bad with his nerves, a bundle of nerves, a nervous wreck. Nerves were a site of catastrophe. I used to picture an army of ants living just beneath the skin, patrolling the blood vessels. They were in charge of tickling, itching, reflexes.


My childish fantasies had a venerable ancestry. For centuries our understanding of nerves was indebted to the second-century Greek physician Galen, for whom the nervous system was the key to maximum health. He thought of nerves as channels for animal spirits.


In Lancashire nerves were the reason people ended up in Brockhall. It was one of the earliest taunts I heard growing up, a bogeyman.


Your parents met in Brockhall.


You were born in Brockhall.


You’re going to die in Brockhall.


Near a small village on the outskirts of Blackburn, Brockhall Hospital was one of Europe’s largest mental institutions. It had been built in 1904, a Reformatory for Inebriate Women. To be admitted a woman had to be convicted of drunkenness at least four times in one year. In 1924 it expanded its remit and established itself as an institution for ‘mental defectives’.


Fifty years later it no longer used those words. But by then it had become a playground jeer.


Brockhall Hospital was an Edwardian invention, a sign of enlightened progress. It was an announcement: Just look at how far we have come, Victorian values have been left behind.


The Victorians believed we are born with a finite amount of nerve force – an amount appropriate to our social status. On the balance sheet of work and family, duty and pleasure, they are assets. They must never become liabilities. Nerves are our net worth. Spend them wisely.


A nervous economy, and the economy of nerves. Surely a model that is with us still. In his 1874 guide The Maintenance of Health the physician and medical writer J. Milner Fothergill wrote that ‘Man has a reserve of force: like the balance of a prudent firm at its bankers . . . If this is too far drawn upon, a sudden demand becomes a very serious matter.’


A nervous breakdown is bankruptcy, a form of fiscal and psychic panic.


I often heard the word panic in history lessons, used to describe the various economic crises that had gripped the West throughout the nineteenth century. They seemed to come roughly twenty years apart – 1819, 1837, 1857, 1873 – but continued to take people by surprise. We were taught they were brought about by the growing inter-connectedness of the global market. All were followed by periods of economic depression.


Depression, nerves, panic. I was taught to be phobic about the words themselves, as though saying them out loud would conjure the things into being. Life was hard enough without people finding new things to be frightened of.


Our lexicon of nerves was slangy, semi-comedic. We used the word ‘skryke’ for ‘cry’ – a term reserved mainly for women and children. It signalled indulgence, emotional illegitimacy. It was often the prelude to being given something to skryke about.


Suspicious of the inner life, our language equated emotion with dangerous excess. Emotions were soggy. Too many of them left you wet, a big girl. We talked of fretting, being mardy, worrying about nowt. We talked of mithering (a form of mothering gone wrong?).


The sensitive, the delicate, the timid? They simply didn’t know they were born. So said people nostalgic for the days of National Service.


And for the mad, the disturbed, the not-quite-right, a vocabulary that relied on the cartoonish comedy of popular culture: Looney Tunes, fruit the loop, Loopy Lou. Worlds of deranged childhood.


At various points in my adult life (why do I want to say so-called?) I’ve had to move back in with my parents. It was, to say the least, far from ideal. My father was baffled by my phobia, suspicious that a fear of empty space was actually a fear of hard work. He may well have been right, although it was not the work, but the going out to do it that turned my bowels to water.


My father embodied all the virtues of working-class masculinity: resilience and silent strength, virtues that in the 1970s and 80s were becoming less virtuous than they once were. He was an endangered species, like those polar bears on melting ice caps.


His favourite movies were Westerns, stories of frontier virtue, bravery against the odds. We used to sit and watch The Searchers every time it was on TV, would silently thrill to John Wayne bringing Natalie Wood back to her family.


It was the Duke walking away at the end that did it.


Ask him about his job and he will look at you like you are daft. It was work. Work was work. He did it because they paid him to do it. And then he came home.


Work was something you went out to do.


He was a groundsman at the local comprehensive – the place I was headed had I not made it to the Catholic grammar school.


I was headed for a bigger world.


We were raised to know our place – somewhere with a built-in desire to get to a better place.


Whilst never forgetting the place you came from.


That’s a lot of places and a lot of nots.


Spaces where I don’t know my place.


Is this why I am agoraphobic?










Onset


‘And yet, something came again, which took me like paper, crumpled me up and threw me away; something unprecedented.’


Rainer Maria Rilke, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge


In Sue Townsend’s 1982 play Bazaar & Rummage a social worker tells her client: You’ve got to face up to it sooner or later . . . Whatever it is that’s keeping you in.


We know what it is, it’s agoraphobia, says the client.


That came second, says the social worker, what came first?
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