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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


THE EMANCIPATION OF B


I think the book is wonderful. Vivid and absorbing and thought-provoking… [B] is an odd character, yes, but I found myself really caring what became of him. Chapeau, as they say in France!


Tony Peake, author of A Summer Tide, Son to the Father, Seduction and a biography of Derek Jarman


I finished the book over the weekend, and was completely hooked all the way through. You are a marvellous writer, observer, and guide. You said the narrative would reveal itself slowly, which it did, but to have kept the reader’s attention when sometimes we were witnessing quite humdrum events in quite ordinary lives, is a tribute to your skill. You simply had to turn the page! …Your descriptions of the nuances of childhood and family dissonance are absolutely spot on. I think the book is both haunting and memorable and I salute you for it.


Laura Morris, literary agent


A hymn to mindfulness and a moving meditation on our conflicting ideas of home in a novel that explores one solitary man’s efforts to find sanctuary in the most unlikely of places.


Paul Wilson, author of The Visiting Angel
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Chapter 1


B knew that he had begun to talk to himself.


Although the walls were thick, he was always worried that he might betray himself. So, whenever he caught himself at it, he was careful, just in case some sharp-eared brat might hear him.


- I heard a voice, Mum, I did. I’m not making it up. A man’s voice.


- Don’t be silly, dear, that’s an empty building. Look at it, all falling down.


No, it was all right. No one knew he was there and that was how he liked it.


The building was at the end of a cul de sac: on the corner, really, with a pointy bit at the rear where office blocks from roads on either side converged. So the view out the back was entirely brick and concrete, but with a miraculous dip at the end, revealing sky. He was completely un-overlooked on that side, and had been able to clean the sash window, inside and out, and open the bottom to allow air into the room. This window was his special delight, looking, as it did, on to a light-well into which no human could intrude. It was still: immune, it seemed, to weather of any kind. Prison-like, yes, but a cell of his own choosing and, as in a prison, the smallest sign of beauty was magnified: the stars, a cloud, even a pigeon flying over. And the walls were of old London brick, textured, mottled beige, brown, verging on the black. It was not a space into which direct sun entered – for that he had to go to the front – but it was his own outdoor space. He could, without fear of being observed, hobble to the window and lay aside his crutches, standing alone and naked to the world.


That morning, the flickering yellow light on the wall opposite had woken him as usual, when the rubbish lorry made its twice-daily collection. It was one of the benefits of living in a trading area. That, and the street sweepers: two shifts a day of orange-jacketed men, each with broom, shovel and wheelie-bin. The whispering sound of brush on pavement was often the first sound that roused him in the morning, a sound so delicate – so old fashioned – it was a reassuring reminder of the possibility of an ordered world.


He’d woken, as he often did, with a strong sense of his youthful self. Strange how, no matter how many years passed, no matter what happened, that self-image remained constant. He remembered an old science teacher at school (well, he was probably about fifty, but he was ancient to them) saying: “I don’t feel a day older than you lot,” and the horror, pity and rolling eyes that had greeted this astonishing remark. What was he on? But, now B, still quite young, admittedly, understood that teacher: B still saw himself as that tousle-headed schoolboy with strong sturdy limbs, pink and blotchy from exertion in his running shorts. Chunky, muscular legs that would bear anything. The act of getting out of bed and meeting the challenges of the day soon reminded him of how out of date that image was.


B had been a pretty little boy with blonde curls that his mother said were the envy of her friends. But he was also a sulky child. Photos of him as young as four or five showed him with a downturned mouth, his eyes usually turned away from the camera, as if in search of a world better than the one in front of him. He had always been wary of photos, felt somehow that the person wielding the camera had some power over him. But the bad temper visible in the photos was not only about his unwillingness to be there, but a reflection of his attitude to life generally. He suffered the tasks imposed on him by his mother to help her – hanging out the washing, emptying the rubbish – with an ill grace. Why me? his expression said. And the answer was always: because there’s no one else. Annette was always away; his father either at work or, later on, impeded by arthritic joints. Dad had not complained – indeed he was a largely silent man – but getting about had become increasingly difficult for him as B got older. And B, whatever his inclinations, was strong and capable.


In those early photos, too, B’s eyes were screwed up, as if against the sun. It hadn’t been until he was about three that they realised that he was not dim but acutely short-sighted. But somehow they had never got out of the habit of treating him as if he were indeed stupid, and he came to believe it. He could not, after all, hope to compete with the charisma of his sister.


His parents were old when he was born – old and tired – and it was not their idea of fun to be faced with a dreamy child who from an early age had had to wear glasses, and whose clumsiness threatened the painstakingly acquired treasures of their home. The only time his mother had hit him – it was like a bombshell, and a traumatic memory to this day – was when he had backed into the spindly little tea table and broken its leg. He couldn’t understand why a little table, a pretty useless little thing, after all, should matter so much.


Annette had been twelve when B arrived, and away at university by the time he was six. It was like being an only child. They had never been close. She was bright, charming, frivolous – everything he wasn’t – and after so many years his parents had found it hard to adjust to his vague and increasingly sullen presence. Annette could jolly them out of their weariness; he just seemed to add to it. He felt as if he was trapped in a dark corner while the sunshine passed him by.


When his sister was away, family life was pretty dull. The three of them sat at supper with little to say to each other. Between delicately forked mouthfuls, Mother would speak a little about her church activities, what people were wearing, and the escalating cost of food. Dad knew better than to bore her with his work goings-on, and B was usually silent. It was the best option when opening his mouth so often exposed him to scorn or ridicule. The tension as they ate made B long for the sanctuary of his room.


It was only when Annette came back from uni that the place lit up. For days before her arrival, Mother was energised, getting in food that she knew Annette particularly liked, cleaning the house to an even more sparkling shine. Once Annette arrived, the phone rang, her friends popped in, and Annette herself was full of her activities, regaling them all at dinner with stories that felt to B as if they’d come from a distant land.


When he was small, the teenage girls that filled the house terrified him – they were big, loud and unpredictable. Above all, they wanted him as a plaything and, from a very early age, everything in him rejected this role. Annette in particular wouldn’t leave him alone. When B wouldn’t react to her teasing – didn’t really understand it – it was as if Annette had to get under his skin in some other way, so she nosed about in his room: the one thing that she knew would really get to him. He was private; she didn’t know what made him tick, and he was very sure he would not allow her to find out. He kept his own counsel: his power was in that. No one knew what he was thinking or feeling. No one knew him, or what mattered. It was a lonely existence, true, but no one could get at him in any way that was significant. When he was about seven, he saved up his pocket money to buy a lock, so that she couldn’t get into his private space. It was his.


Pocket money was a God-send. Yes, B liked the feel of money in his hand. But it was not so much for what he wanted to buy – there wasn’t much – but for the feeling of power it gave him. Having control over one little corner of his life. Something that was his, and that no one could take away. It was his father who gave the money to him every Saturday morning: a quid to begin with, moving up a bit as he got older. B imagined his parents were fair – he occasionally heard what others got – but he wasn’t much bothered. What did matter was the regular meeting with his dad, and the fact that it was he that gave him the money. It was something that brought them together and gave them an opportunity to talk, although in general little was actually said. There was some debate about when the weekly tip should stop. At eighteen – you’re an adult now – it did.


As a family they didn’t mix much. Apart from Annette, who was untypically gregarious. Mother had her church cronies and his father had work colleagues, and that seemed to be enough. We keep ourselves to ourselves. The local population had become much more diverse in the years that B’s parents had lived there. Mother didn’t like it, and could be heard muttering darkly about falling house prices, and how the neighbourhood was going downhill. She didn’t think much of their neighbours anyhow – on one side the Wellands whose rows often woke her at night and, on the other, the over-sociable Enid, whose origins were uncertain and her accent beyond the pale. As for the coloured people whose garden backed on to theirs,


- Black, Mother.


- They’re not black, they’re brown. There was no telling her.


Mother had written to the council again and again about their bonfires that she said dirtied her washing. Look at the smuts on my nightie, B. Now I’ll have to wash it all over again.


There wasn’t much extended family. Dad was from Leeds, and his brother still lived there. The wives didn’t really get on, so the families didn’t see much of each other. Annette, though, social being that she was, was keen to keep up the family connection, so from time to time they trundled up the A1 for a tea party of stultifying boredom. B did, however, feel some kinship with his cousin Angus. On one occasion, fleeing outside “for a breath of fresh air”, B had encountered him in the garden, on a similar mission. They had growled at each other, then retreated, leaving each other peaceably alone.


B was a solitary child. Withdrawal was a habit from an early age and people soon lost patience with trying to draw him out. His was an escapist mentality. He had a yearning for the outside world that took him, as no more than a toddler, to disappearing off, out of the house, whenever Mother wasn’t looking. Houses, for him, were no more than shelter; the real world was outside. Even at night, after he had gone to bed, he knelt on his bed, pulled aside the curtain and gazed out hungrily at the moon and the stars, as if willing them to reveal their secrets. But during the day he could escape into the haven of the garden, with its birds and butterflies, squirrels, and even the occasional fox. To his bewilderment, most animals fled when he emerged from the house, but he contented himself by scrabbling around on the ground, watching the busyness of all the insects that were hardly visible when standing from even his diminutive height.


Mother had a horror of wildlife of any kind: despite B’s pleading, there had been no possibility of bringing any of the school animals home for the holidays. She spent a good deal of her time eradicating any creaturely trace from the house: swatting flies, squashing moths, and brushing the shiny wonder of cobwebs away with a peremptory broom. She protected the margins of the house by putting ant powder outside near the doors, and attempted to sterilise even the garden itself, with snail pellets and rat poison. She would not allow any feeding of the birds for fear of rats. There’s plenty for the birds to eat, B, and anyway, it’ll be the pigeons who’ll take it all.


When Mother finally persuaded his father to replace the grass with a geometric pattern of paving slabs, B thought that all was lost, but after a while he found that the creatures would not be defeated, and with delight noted the appearance of worms, slugs and beetles from under the slabs at the edges of the flower beds and even, eventually, from the spaces in between. Mother never knew about the hedgehog that he kept warm through the winter near the compost heap in the corner, nor about the insects smuggled into the house in matchboxes. Though she did complain about loose matches in the kitchen drawer with nothing to strike them on. Eventually, when putting his shorts out to be washed, he carelessly left a matchbox in one of the pockets, and all was discovered.


B had always felt more at ease with animals, and had loved Jeff, the cocker spaniel they’d had at home, who was not his, specifically, but he was sure they had a special bond. He loved the trusting brown eyes on his, the simplicity of the dog’s affections and reactions – to food, walks, just to B’s company, it seemed. It melted his heart. He could welcome in Jeff what he couldn’t accept in any other living being: his physicality, the heat of the dog’s body against his, his nuzzling and slobbering; he felt an uncomplicated warmth of loving for Jeff that he’d never felt with humans. People were just so bloody difficult. When Jeff was run over, even at a ripe old age when semi-blindness had driven him into the path of a car, something in B had died, and one of the things he could not forgive his mother for was that she would not allow him to get another dog. She’d never really liked Jeff, but had given in when Annette as a little girl had had a passing fancy for a puppy. Once Annette had left home, there was no way Mother would allow another smelly animal to cross her threshold. I know who would have to look after it, feed it and clear up its messes, and it wouldn’t be you, would it? Dad, who B hoped might plead his cause, had been, as usual when it mattered, away on a job.


B’s father was often away. His heating business took him all over the place, and at all hours. In his late teens, he’d been invited down by a friend to join a new central heating firm, and he’d stayed down in London ever since. It was when he was doing a job in the area that he’d met Mother “across the counter” at the local pharmacy where she’d worked until she left to have Annette. Over the years Dad had built up a loyal clientele and a good reputation so, soon after they bought their home, he decided to set up on his own. Work was plentiful, and he was highly regarded. Being self-employed had its benefits: there was flexibility of hours; he could please himself. Later, as the economy shrank, money became tight, and he had to work long hours to keep the business afloat. Except at the top end, people drew in their horns during a recession.


B had always had a sensitivity to buildings, had felt uncomfortable or ill at ease in a space itself, regardless of who lived there. When he was small, Annette had scoffed at his discomfort during a visit to a neighbour, as he pulled at her hand to take him away. He couldn’t have said why – the old man was kind enough – but there was something in the place that made B need to leave. He had never felt at ease in their own house either, though it was his mother’s pride and joy. She was especially proud that it was theirs, having taken advantage in the eighties of the newly established right to buy. B didn’t know why he didn’t like it, but now, with the wisdom of distance, he thought it a mean little dwelling, with thin partitions easily penetrated by their neighbours’ telly and rows, and low ceilings that blotted out the sky. Like the others in the street, it was fortified with heavy locks on the front door and bars on the ground-floor windows. It was a house that had been the scene of his constraint and had never felt like home. How could he have felt happy there? But now, in this space, in these two rooms, he had from the beginning felt at peace. Of course a lot had to do with the fruition of his dream, the culmination of years of planning, but it was more than that. These high-ceilinged rooms, for all their dirt and dilapidation, were all right. This was a space that let him breathe, seemed to contribute to a healing process. He felt it in his bones.


B had no idea who had lived there before – it had obviously been some time since the last people had left. Had they fallen on hard times? The furniture left behind was pretty ragged, but they had presumably taken the best stuff with them. What had they been like, these people who had chosen, and had been able to afford, to live in the middle of a city like this? The atmosphere was so benign that he felt he might have liked them. Certainly there was no threat emanating from these walls. Reassurance, rather. Goodness knows what would have happened if it had been different. After years of expecting – and usually getting – the worst, fear seemed to have gone out of the door the moment he had come in here, the moment he had claimed life for himself. He was no longer squashed, subject; he was free; he was, however disabled, alive.


In the front room, where he slept, B had had to let the grime on the window remain. He still had his own peep holes but from the outside this part of the building was as battered and forlorn as all the rest. The crumbling of some part of the upper building had left a film of dust on the window, smeared into opaqueness by the wind and rain. He was unobserved.


Nonetheless, B limited the time that he spent looking out of the front window. The rooms were of a womb-like quality that suited his aspiration to an interior life. So his exposure to the outside world was quite deliberate, a “walk” that he took before and after “work”: after breakfast once he was dressed, and before preparing supper and settling down for the evening. Even through the murk the aspect was bright and airy, with a clear run up the road and few cars passing, except to turn round the little island at the end of the road in front of him. And on that traffic island there were two trees, twin sentinels of the natural world.


B was often surprised by what met his eyes through the peep holes: the weather, in particular, of which he had little inkling from the thick-walled rooms, apart from the length of sunlight. From the centre of the city, it was hard to keep track of subtle seasonal changes, but they were marked by the human as well as by the plant population. He found that he relied quite a bit on what people outside were wearing. As trees shed their covering of leaves, baring their branches to the sky, human beings covered up their nakedness with more and more layers, culminating in coats and hats and scarves and boots. On a few days there was a sprinkling of snow: a shiny bright presence until trodden into a slimy beige slush.


On sunny days, B took pleasure in the sharp shadows cast by one building on another: the clear-cut shades of red and brown bricks in the sun. If there was a strong wind, he could tell it only from the bowing of the trees in the distance or as people in the street below hung on to their hats and struggled to keep upright. He enjoyed this microcosm of city life. A couple of times, among people on their mobile phones, or jogging along the road, he caught sight of an empty rickshaw: such a strangely unexpected sight on a modern London street. Sometimes maps, knapsacks and un-English gesticulation identified passers-by as tourists who had wandered off the beaten track.


B was struck by the free and easy way in which people went on their way. Where did they get their confidence from? Was it all a big show, hiding the same insecurity as his own, or did they really – these men in suits, women in heels, groups of laughing young people – did they feel at ease in the world, with each other and among strangers? Where did they get the assurance? They didn’t teach it in any school he’d been to.


This wasn’t a family area. B never saw children, or even dogs, which saddened him. Probably in the flats round about, no pets were allowed. Most people that he saw were purposeful, on their way somewhere, but there was a core of regulars, who presumably lived near by.


Although he had never left the building and no one knew he was there, B felt very much a part of the neighbourhood. He knew nothing of what lay beyond what he could actually see, but even as a silent spectator he felt he was part of the street scene, a witness to its regular comings and goings. The difference here was that these people could have no consciousness of being watched. He could not affect their behaviour. What he was seeing was their natural, raw state. He did not feel a voyeur because he didn’t feel outside their life. The familiarity of their presence gave him a comfortable sense of belonging.


For instance, there was Bert. B gave the regulars names, as he saw them so often that he felt he knew them. It was a one-way acquaintance, of course, since they had never to his knowledge seen him. Bert was a broad squat man who donned a peak cap in cold weather. His job seemed to consist of pushing large wheelie bins into the entrance of the block of flats opposite. B supposed that he was some sort of caretaker, though he never saw him do anything other than push the bins. But he was cheery, often greeting passers-by with a wave and a grin – and his presence brightened up the street.


Another of the regulars, Maud, as he liked to call her, generally appeared during his morning “stroll”. She had a pale broad face and was, he guessed, pretty elderly. She always wore white socks and flat shoes, and walked with legs far apart, generally dressed in close-fitting clothes that did her lumpy figure no favours. Maud liked to feed the pigeons, much to the displeasure of one or two of the street sweepers, who generally swept up the bread once she had disappeared.


On the corner across the road, almost directly opposite the front window, was a building site. Not a gaping hole, but a scaffolded building, Victorian, like the one he was in, but three times the width: a grand house that was being renovated with meticulous care. The work had gone on for months, and he watched the comings and goings with interest, especially at the beginning, when they put the scaffolding up: men in helmets and bare well-muscled arms climbing athletically from one level to another. Outside, at lunchtime on sunny days, a line of men sat on the ground (germs, B) in their overalls, on their mobiles, eating lunch, grouped, in pairs, or alone, staring into the distance. Some of them were probably the same sort of age as himself, but he envied them their fitness, their physical activity: they had a hearty appetite, he had no doubt, and no problem sleeping. He imagined them going home at the end of the day, maybe to somewhere cheaper outside London, to wife and children. Family life, shoes off, a shower, a meal cooked, a drink in hand in front of the telly. And on the days when they were not to be seen, he knew it was the weekend, probably a Sunday. How seductively familiar their routines were, how hard it was to remove himself entirely from such worldly patterns.


Sundays had never meant much to him. His mother had always attended the local parish church: a large Victorian red-brick edifice, built at a time when congregations were larger than the twenty-five or so that gathered these days for the weekly service. To begin with, he had been dragged to Sunday School. The woman who ran it was nice enough, a bit scatty, and quite content to have a child who didn’t cry when his parents left, or have to restrain from running into the main body of the church during the service. Who was content, indeed, with the tattered old books they’d never had the time or money to replace. But B preferred to spend the time at his gran’s and, after a while, realising that his father didn’t go to church, B dug in his heels and eventually got his way.


Gran’s house was a haven. She lived just up the road, so it was easy for him to escape not only on Sunday mornings but after school, and she was always undemandingly pleased to see him, the biscuit tin always full. She was tiny, but then, he supposed, most old women were. Even though he himself was little, he had felt like a cart horse beside her, but she never made him feel it. How he wished she’d lived. He felt a rare tenderness as he thought of her, and imagined walking with her to the corner shop, she tucking her arm confidentially in his, and smiling up at him as he bent to talk into her better ear. Granddad had died before he was born, but he could tell from the way Gran talked about him, with such wistfulness and such admiration, that they had been very much in love.


B’s special place was the attic room in Gran’s house. He often thought now of the sanctuary of that windowless, un-overlooked room, felt that he had perhaps re-created it in these rooms – created the same sense of security and anonymity; the right to be himself with no prying eyes. He didn’t remember his sister ever taking any notice of the attic. Indeed, she preferred the telly, and couldn’t generally be bothered to go round to see their gran.
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