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To Rebecca Campbell, Ariadne to this Minotaur





AUTUMN





I Love You


September 5. I’m back working again at the British Library. It’s a forty-minute cycle away through some of the ugliest traffic in London but just getting out of the flat helps goad the slumberous elephant of my creativity back into motion. Or that’s the theory. So far all I’ve managed is to half-fill my Moleskine notebook with a network of scorings and scratchings, like a self-harmer’s forearm. And a list of possible book titles. The Constituents of Glass; The Bad News Bible; Handlebar; The Art of Failing. And I’ve almost filled my card with loyalty stamps from the café.


Even if it hasn’t yet been a great success in productivity terms, I like sitting in the echoing space of the Humanities 1 reading room, soothed by the gentle susurrus of scholarship – pages turning, the twitch and scritch of tweed, the patter of dandruff falling from scratched grey heads. And there’s usually something interesting to catch the eye: a bearded prophet with crammed tissues cascading from his ears like frozen Icelandic waterfalls, or a pretty post-graduate student from, one speculates, Latvia or Montenegro, stretching in a mote-dappled beam of sunlight falling from one of the high windows.


And, until recently, no diplomatic incidents. But then, today, things went awry. I’ve been taking a banana in for a mid-morning snack. There are, of course, stern injunctions against bringing food into the reading rooms, but I usually conceal the banana about my person, saving a tiresome schlep down to the lockers. Historically, I’d always been broadly banana-neutral, feeling that their function was to fill that otherwise awkward gap in the pleasure spectrum between being hungry and eating something that you actively enjoy. But my library banana had come to be quite important in my life. It was a sign that I’d worked my way through a session, and that I’d be back for more. It was a symbol of hope, rebirth, redemption. And, the thing is, I’ve discovered that there’s a supplementary joy to be had from writing on a banana with a biro. Something about the texture – the momentary resistance, followed by an easeful passage – sets up a mildly pleasurable shimmer across my shoulders. Sometimes I write my name. Sometimes it’s just random squiggles.


Anyway, today I was sitting there, daydreaming, when the urge to sneeze came upon me. I plunged my hands into my jacket pockets searching for my hanky. Things were getting critical – I didn’t want to be the kind of person who sneezes flamboyantly into the air, like a trumpeting mastodon, or more furtively into his bare hands, which then have to be wiped on the worn furrows of his cord trousers...


So in my panic I emptied my pockets onto the desk – keys, stray length of used floss, a piece of plastic that appeared to have been broken off from some larger piece of plastic the function of which we’ll never establish. But also my banana.


And then my hand closed around my hanky, just as the need to sneeze subsided, like desire when you encounter an unexpected wart or a patch of coarse hair on an otherwise lovely woman.


I shrugged, and glanced at the person on my right, expecting a smile of recognition – after all, who has not been disappointed in a sneeze (or in love)?


I’d been vaguely aware that it was one of those prematurely balding young men, whose baldness gives them an air of nervous fragility and helplessness (think Alain de Botton), and so I’d warmed to him. But now I saw the look on his face – an extreme wariness bordering on hostility – which seemed harsh, given that all I’d done was to nearly sneeze.


And then I remembered the banana, and what I’d doodled on it that morning. Not, on this occasion, a shark’s mouth, or a quotation from the I Ching. I’d been thinking how central my break banana had become in my life, so I’d written ‘I love you’.


And now I’d put this banana love bomb in front of the young man.


I slowly moved my hand to the banana and took back the fruit. I couldn’t, of course, stay. As I packed up my things I gave one more fleeting glance at my young man. His expression had softened, into a more neutral ‘thanks, but no thanks’ look.


So I’ll be in the Rare Books reading room for a while, until this all dies down.


Bum Ball


September 6. A limp dappling of autumn sunshine persuaded me that I should walk Mrs McG down to the underground station, efficiently combining this act of conjugal kindness with Monty’s urgent need for a morning constitutional. The surging horror of the early commute was over, leaving just the aimless milling of the stragglers and idlers. They reminded me of those defective spermatozoa one reads about, destined never to meet with a comely egg, thrashing in circles, or slumped, broken, at the side of the fallopian tube.


A few people were sitting at tables outside the cafés. Elderly gents with walking sticks and huge, antiquated hearing aids in shades of labial pink. A hipster, his densely-bearded head oddly out of proportion with his puny body, tapping at his tablet. A man in sunglasses stabbed a cigarette out cruelly on the stump of a croissant. It was all perfectly pleasant, and I drifted along, enjoying the wash of images and associations.


The embourgeoisification of my part of North London has taken the paradoxical form of a superabundance of charity shops. My local high street – West End Lane – has six of them, separated by cafés and hairdressers and nail bars and estate agents. We’re told that the coils and curlicues of our DNA are made up of meaningful sections of code separated by ‘junk’. On West End Lane, all the DNA is junk.


I paused in front of the Oxfam window, and saw in there a deflated gym ball (a piece of exercise equipment that looks like a de-horned space hopper), still in its packaging. The vaguely futuristic, geometric lettering on the box made the word GYM look a lot like the word BUM.


‘Bum ball,’ I said to Mrs McG in a West Country yokel-type accent.


She didn’t laugh, so I tried it again, saying ‘bum ball’ in a Tennessee redneck sort of way.


Still no effect. Finally, I tried it in Scandawegian.


‘Bum ball.’


Nothing.


Aware that there’s something cowardly and dishonest in these generic voices, I thought I’d try my only two impressions of actual people. ‘Bum ball,’ I said in the sneering and sinister tones of 1950s matinee idol James Mason. And then in the extravagantly lisping, spittle-drenched voice of Hegelian provocateur Slavoj Žižek. ‘Bum ball.’


I may as well have been talking to myself. So I looked round, expecting to see Mrs McG, her arms crossed, her face bearing the lines of a patience pushed too far, waiting for me to finish so we could get on with the business of the day. But she wasn’t there. There were just the other passers-by, trying to ignore the oddly dressed man (I’d pulled a jumper and pair of baggy trousers over my pyjamas, thinking that Mrs McG’s polish and fizz would balance my entropic chaos) saying ‘bum ball’ over and over, in different voices.


For a baffled moment I wondered if Mrs McG had even come on this walk with me. Then, in a brief panic, I doubted her very existence, thought perhaps that I lived on my own in a hostel, or one of those halfway houses for recovering mental patients, and that the wife, the two children (tall, terse, decent Gabe, and operatically exuberant Rosie) and the dog were figments, constructed to console me in my loneliness.


But then I looked back along the street, and saw that they had just stopped for a wee. Monty, being a dog blessed more with irascibility than intelligence, still got confused about which leg to cock, and would go through all the permutations, like a horse performing dressage, before getting it right.


When they finally caught up with me, I said ‘Bum ball’ again, but just in my normal voice, because my heart wasn’t in it any more.


They Whispered Together in the Hallway


September 7. We had a visitation from the dishwasher man. The door is broken: like me, it has lost its firmness of purpose, and just flops open, like a gormless mouth. If it had been a blockage I could have fixed it. I’m good at unblocking things. I have a gift for it, like people with perfect pitch. But broken doors take me out of my comfort zone.


The dishwasher man was delicately boned, and curiously gentle, like an undertaker or an inexplicably ancient altar boy. He quickly diagnosed the problem. It involved springs. I was charmed by this discovery. A spring malfunction was the sort of thing that could go wrong with an 18th-century device, rather than the electronic trash of the modern age. In fact, it transpired that the issue wasn’t even the spring itself, but a length of cording attached to the spring. Cording which had, as cording will do, snapped. Who’d have thought that there would be cord in a modern kitchen appliance?


The man searched on his phone for the replacement part. You could only buy the cord with the spring, as a single unit. He showed it to me. It wasn’t very expensive. But it still seemed needlessly extravagant to buy a new spring, when all that was required was the cord.


‘I have cord!’ I said, brightly.


The family was all there, in the kitchen. Rosie, Gabe and Mrs McG, all watching intently. They emitted a short but intense collective groan. A sigh, perhaps, more than a groan. The man looked perplexed.


‘Wait,’ I said.


I went to my toolbox. Within it was my collection of cords, amassed over the years. I offered them to the man, like a stallholder in a Middle-Eastern bazaar. There were odd shoe laces, random lengths of generic string, sections of electrical cable.


‘Please, dad...’ said Gabe.


But I wasn’t listening. ‘There’s something here,’ I said, rummaging. ‘Something right. Something good.’


I found it.


‘It’s Kevlar coated,’ I said, admiring it like Gollum with the One Ring. It was the cord from an old set of headphones, long disintegrated.


‘Strong!’


I showed the man how strong my Kevlar cord was by pulling it taut between my hands. It sang there, like a bowstring.


And it did resemble, vaguely, the cord in the photo on his phone. The man looked at Mrs McG, and at the children. His eyes were kind. Rosie was close to tears.


‘Darling...’ said Mrs McG – to me, I think, not the dishwasher repair man. ‘It’s OK. Put the string away, now. You can save it for another time. Something else might break. Or your shoes, your shoes...’


I knew I was defeated. I put the string – I mean, the cording – back in my toolbox, with all the other broken and useless things.


He’s coming back another time, with the spare part.


They whispered together in the hallway, before he left, making plans.


The Commode


September 9. I was ambling along West End Lane with Monty, when a van pulled up outside Oxfam. A solidly built man got out, and started to unload various things onto the pavement, intended, I assumed, for the charity shop. Among the bric-a-brac – a broken lampshade, a jigsaw puzzle of Ely cathedral, an ancient stuffed donkey with the bemused expression of someone confronted with a new, but not necessarily unwelcome, perversion – was something that perplexed me for a few moments. It was a sort of chair arrangement, made from white-painted tubular steel and padded vinyl, with an oddly complicated seat.


After a moment I realized it was a commode chair, i.e. a chair with a built-in chamber pot, for the use of the elderly and infirm. I was just thinking this was a slightly eccentric thing to offload to a charity shop when the man propped a small balalaika against it. And then I was lost, imagining the owner – an elderly gentleman, with wisps of white hair – sitting on the commode, his long nightgown pulled up over his bony knees, and plucking the balalaika. ‘Lara’s Theme’, perhaps, or a jaunty Russian folk song. I did speculate, in passing, if perhaps it had been a carer who had played the balalaika to entertain the old man while he was on the commode, but then I realized why the two were being given away together – it could only mean that the old fellow had died. Possibly – indeed I rather hoped – while playing a gentle melody on his instrument.


‘Can I help you?’ said the van driver, a touch more aggressively than I thought was necessary.


And then I wondered if perhaps I’d been partially re-enacting the last moments of the commode-user’s life – the final strums, each one more feeble, the slumping head... It’s something I’m prone to do, I mean helping the imaginative act with a few physical movements, but on a smaller scale, in the way that ontogeny (the development of the foetus in the womb) was once said to recapitulate phylogeny (the successive evolution of the vertebrate families).


And so perhaps I’d looked a bit strange standing there, with Monty on his lead.


‘No, sorry, I was just...’


Of course there was no way to finish the sentence, so I let Monty drag me away.


Heimlich


September 10. It had been a difficult day, full of those stuttering moments of inelegance and awkwardness in the choreography of life – you attempt to hold the door open for an old person but it slips from your fingers and traps them half in and half out of the charity shop; you fumble for the right change, those same fingers suddenly huge and blunt, insensate as skittles, and, in the end, simply thrust your open hand towards the frightened girl behind the till, leaving her to pick through the coins; you try to pay your wife a compliment, but add a Baroque flourish at the end, which makes her think that you’re taking the piss, signalling not your love, but your contempt.


So I took Monty out for his late walk along the grim and blaring Finchley Road, reliving each embarrassment, probing them, the way you stick your spit-moistened finger into the corner of a crisp packet to extract the last savoury morsel, the powdery crumbs and crystals of your woe. Vast trucks and frantic emergency vehicles thundered by, each one making Monty – who isn’t a courageous dog – cringe and whimper into my leg. The streetlights somehow had the effect of intensifying the darkness, casting complex shadows that hid the big puddles of black water.


But I wasn’t really noticing the world, lost as I was in the corresponding darkness and damp of my own thoughts.


And then I sensed more than heard a disturbance behind me, and looked back.


It took me a second or two to process what was coming. It was a very small man – one might almost say a dwarf – propelling himself with the aid of crutches along the pavement, at high speed. He used the crutches like an extra pair of legs, making his motion resemble a gallop, or the scuttling of a giant spider.


I saw, as he came closer, that his diminutive stature was almost entirely down to his legs, which were tiny and somewhat twisted, hence his reliance on the crutches for locomotion. He was moving so quickly and recklessly that it looked as though he were fleeing something in terror. Or, possibly, pursuing me in a hot rage. His face was contorted in a way that supported either hypothesis.


Monty growled, and then flattened himself against me, like a wet newspaper in a gale. I tried not to gawp, but it was impossible, as the dwarf was heading straight for me.


And then, a couple of yards in front of me, he stopped, dead. He looked – no – stared – right at my face, his own carrying an expression now of amazement.


And in that moment I knew why.


We looked identical.


It was me.


We were one.


I mean he had my face. I saw it, he saw it. He was a tiny version of me, and I was a giant version of him.


His lips parted, and I thought he was going to say something, utter some curse, or deliver a cryptic message. But nothing emerged, beyond his breathless panting. It was clear that he felt the same dumbfounding shock as I did.


And what could one say?


And then, without a word or parting gesture, he raced off again, as if he had remembered what it was he fled or pursued, sweeping past me with that reckless, galloping, four-limbed gait.


Safe, now, Monty re-emerged into the world, and offered a gruff rebuke to the back of the retreating dwarf.


My thoughts after this strange meeting were confused and murky. Of course I was struck by the fact we looked identical. And I wondered from whom (or to whom) he was fleeing. And I thought about how much harder his life must have been than mine, and how trivial my general mithering concerns and complaints were in comparison.


I have rather a common face, and have had doppelgängerish encounters before, but none as uncanny as this. I don’t know what it means. But I gave the dwarf a name, which fitted him like a gimp mask. Heimlich.


Heimlich, my dwarf doppelgänger.


Let’s Have a Quiet Night In


September 11. My Garrett Ace 250 metal detector has arrived.


I don’t know quite how this happened. Have I always, at some deep level, wanted a metal detector? Does it symbolize a yearning to find a spiritual meaning in the wastelands of my life? Or is it simply the delusion that I will find treasure, real treasure, doubloons and pieces-of-eight, and be able to sleep on a bed of gold, like Smaug?


Mrs McG, obviously, hates it. She says it’s my mid-life crisis. But, frankly, I don’t see why my mid-life crisis couldn’t have taken the form of a sports car, or affair with a sexually uninhibited circus acrobat.


Anyway, it’s the single uncoolest thing I’ve ever bought. Except maybe ‘Let’s Have a Quiet Night In’ by David Soul, although at least then I had the excuse of being eleven.


The Iron Lung


September 12. I was trying to explain to Mrs McG why I need to work at the British Library, rather than my small, windowless study, with its faint smell of disappointment and burnt electrical wiring. I fished around for a metaphor.


‘Writing used to be like breathing.’ I demonstrated some excellent, state of the art breathing techniques. ‘But now asthma... emphysema...’ Again, I wheezed and coughed my way through an illustration, as though I were a 1940s Public Information Film, warning against the dangers of inhaling petrol and, probably, masturbation. ‘I need... I need...’ There was something I was reaching for, a memory of a thing, the right thing. And then it came back to me: the iron lung.


I hadn’t thought about the iron lung in a long time. I used to be obsessed with it, as a small boy. It goes back to the polio epidemics of the 1940s and ’50s, an active folk memory when I was growing up in the early 1970s. There were still a few kids around then with callipers clamped to their legs, watching with hate in their eyes as you played football in the streets. If the disease affected the muscles of the chest, the patient – usually a child – wouldn’t be able to breathe, and they’d be encased from the neck down in an air-tight metal drum, which used negative air pressure to force air in and out of the lungs. You might spend weeks or months in there, lying immobile in that steel coffin...


It terrified me, and yet there was something weirdly attractive about the idea. Isn’t the greatest of all freedoms the freedom from responsibility? How nice to be able to offload all decisions, even the decision of whether or not to breathe, to the experts, to the machines. And there was something else, something sexy, something space-age, in the idea of a gadget breathing for you. The machine in you, and you in the machine.


And then later, at university, I invented a small perversion, which I called the Iron Lung. I developed it with a girl called Roxanna, who looked like a balloon-animal version of Botticelli’s Venus. It’s essentially a kiss. You form a tight seal with your lips, and then, as one person breathes in, the other breathes out, passing the air directly from lung to lung until a mild narcosis sets in. It’s more fun than it sounds.


So that’s what I needed, and I thought the library could be my iron lung. To breathe for me. To put its lips to my lips.


And so I said, ‘Iron lung,’ and Mrs McG looked puzzled, and then annoyed, perhaps thinking it was some insult I was hurling at her.


The Sex Act


September 13. Having nothing else made from precious metals, I decided to test out my metal detector’s ‘gold and jewellery’ setting on my fillings. I got on my knees, opened my mouth, and raised the contraption. The machine beeped crazily, like an orgasming R2-D2.


Then Mrs McG came into my study without knocking. Her eyes widened and she accused me of trying to perform a sex act on the thing.


Now I’m convinced I’ve given myself some rare form of head cancer, caused by whatever rays and beams the detector transmits. Taken together, the embarrassment of being caught fellating the Garrett Ace, and the anxiety over the pulsing tumour, have robbed my new toy of its sheen and glamour. I’ve put it at the back of the coat cupboard, where I expect it will lurk for the rest of its natural life, to be stumbled across with surprise and regret every decade or so.


The Compound Eye


September 15. People don’t really get me and Mrs McG. I mean as a couple. Her friends all used to think she was too good for me. My friends tended to agree. I don’t think anyone expected us to last this long. Obviously, we’re different, but I always thought that that’s what you needed in a relationship. No point having two useless ditherers, or two coolly efficient robots.


She’s beautiful, of course. In another guise, I wrote this about her.


Ugliness comes to us in a million different forms, limping, hunched, ill-knit, diseased, mutilated, poor. Ugliness is democratic: most of us partake in it in some aspect of our being, and this chiming with something in ourselves makes for the most human of responses – our hatred and our pity. Of course Homer made his squabbling, anarchic rebel Thersites, for me the true hero of the Iliad, as ugly as death; and death soon found him, cloven, for his egalitarian fervour, by the beauty of Achilles.


Beauty comes in fewer guises: as yielding feminine comeliness, in fatal, dark-eyed elegance, in stretched and sinewy Giacometti forms. Celeste’s beauty is of another kind. It has a cold, flawless crystalline perfection about it, like an electron micrograph of a mosquito’s compound eye. It is the beauty of a stiletto, of a panther, of an impossible equation, of the silence at the end of everything.


It isn’t, perhaps, the beauty I would have chosen, but it was the beauty I got.


But it’s not really my attraction to her that baffles people.


I suppose there’s a five per cent chance that she’ll kill me one day.


Low Stakes


September 17. I’ve invented a new pastime. I call it Hedgerow Russian Roulette. It involves randomly eating fruits and berries I find in bushes along the side streets of West Hampstead. My reasoning is that I’d be bloody unlucky to find any single berry deadly enough to kill me. It’s not, really, the sort of game I’d want to play with the kids, but it makes my solitary perambulations so much more entertaining. And the beauty of wondering if that small purple berry will dissolve your liver is that it takes your mind off those deeper issues – deeper even than your liver. The imponderables. But now it suddenly strikes me as odd that we call them the imponderables, when these are precisely the things you spend your life pondering.


The Borges Balalaika


September 18. The balalaika-and-the-commode incident last week has reminded me of a record my parents used to own, stored in the mahogany radiogram that took up one whole wall of our house. It was called something like The Magic of the Balalaika, or perhaps just Balalaika!, and it featured on the front cover a balalaika orchestra, with a comical range of balalaikas, the smallest about the size of a yogurt pot, the largest with the bulk and heft of a Soviet-era Lada.


And I always wondered, why stop there, with a balalaika the size of a car, I mean? And perhaps some insane Tsar – Ivan the Ridiculous or Dmitri the Shit – would do that, go on, I mean, and order the construction of increasingly colossal balalaikas – the size of a barn, the size of a palace, finally one that would cover the entire country, crushing the serfs beneath its huge triangular mass.


But empires fall, and giant balalaikas decay, and so almost nothing of the wooden colossus remains – a jagged splinter here, a monolithic peg there, in remote parts of the country, for those with an interest in such things.


Rude Man


September 19. I was walking back from Hampstead after dropping Rosie at school, when I saw two ladies with big dogs approaching on the pavement. They had the look of successful career women who have married stockbrokers and given up work and vaguely resent it, but not so much that they want to go back to work and lose their lives of leisure and boredom. And that was just the dogs.


I tried to work out which way to go round them – inside or out – watching their hips to see which way they were inclining. But I’d left it too late and I was stranded in the middle of the pavement, as they parted, tutting, on either side. I smiled apologetically, acknowledging the mild awkwardness of the situation, but they had already bustled on.


Then one said in a piercing voice, ‘Rude man!’


I wanted to explain what had happened, but realized the moment had gone.


This has probably ruined my day. But it’s also made me consider how we think about other people. They clearly thought I was the kind of arse who believes he owns the pavement, even though in reality I’m a pathetic shrinking violet, and the last thing I want to own is some pavement. I don’t really know any unpleasant people. Often acquaintances will say of someone, ‘he’s a monster’ or ‘she’s horrible’, and then I’ll meet them and think they’re perfectly fine. So, are all judgements of this kind based purely on the fact that occasionally we have conflicting interests, and those with whom our interests conflict are inevitably ‘horrible’ in our eyes? Because I assume that no one looks at themselves in the mirror and thinks, actually, yes, I’m the evil sod, here. Or are there really some objectively nasty people? I don’t really know. I didn’t get much sleep last night so I’m not sure what I think about anything.


Brown Stars


September 20. I was going through an old notebook the other day, when I came across the words ‘brown stars’. Just that, on a line by itself. Nothing to indicate the context. I wasn’t sure what I’d meant. Was I simply pondering matters astronomical? Perhaps I’d been referring to brown dwarves, the rump left when a star loses the will to go on...


But that didn’t seem right. There was something else nagging at the periphery of my vision.


And then today it came back to me. I’m in the infant class at junior school. So it must be Hull, in 1969. And it’s coming up to Christmas, because we’re drawing nativity scenes. I’m not a gifted artist, but I’m trying really hard, my tongue sticking out of the corner of my mouth, my brow wrinkled in concentration. Some of the kids have their own stash of vibrant felt tips or precise and delicate coloured pencils, the kind that came in a flat tin, with a compartment for each pencil, and more colours than a boy like me could imagine, so many shades of blue and green. But I don’t have coloured pencils or felt tips. I have to use the stubby wax crayons provided by the school. I draw a stable. I draw some shepherds. I imagine I attempted a donkey and an ox. And then I colour in the black of the sky. So far, so not terrible. Then I try to fill the black night with stars, culminating in the great star above the stable and the manger and the baby Jesus. But the yellow crayon will not show against the black. No matter how hard I press, my star emits no light. I try some other potential star colours. Orange. Red. Even a green. But the black night is too strong. A girl near me has done something clever. Perhaps guided by the teacher, she has first coloured the sky in yellow, and then covered the yellow in a layer of black. Then she has scraped the black away in a star shape to reveal the gold beneath. Her stars shine with an extraordinary, nuclear vibrancy. I hate and envy the girl. I keep on trying to find a colour that will stand out against the black. Eventually I reach for a brown crayon. And it works. There is a brown star in the black sky. Relieved, I add more brown constellations.


At last, satisfied, I bring it to the teacher. She has big hair and moles, which frighten me. And when I show her my nativity scene she shouts at me, her voice crackling with scorn, ‘Brown stars! Stars aren’t brown. Why have you done the stars brown?’


I try to explain, but I don’t have the words. But the unfairness of it makes my eyes sting with tears. Even now I can feel myself twitching at the injustice.


Anyway, brown stars. And I wondered if that was the key. That ever since that day in Hull in 1969, I’ve been drawing brown stars. That I’ll be drawing brown stars forever.


Popcorn, Poppadoms, Miso and Milk


September 21. I went shopping this morning for, among other things, popcorn, miso and milk. I forgot my shopping list, so, as I wandered aimlessly around Sainsbury’s, I recited ‘Popcorn, miso and milk’. For some reason, I found it slightly easier (or perhaps just more pleasurable) to say ‘Popcorn, poppadoms, miso and milk’, although I didn’t need or want any poppadoms.


So I was doing that, wandering up and down the aisles, muttering the mantra. Then, without consciously willing it, I found that – still muttering – I was standing in front of the section where they have miso and other Eastern oddities. I noticed that a smart young man with a South Asian background was next to me. A customer, I mean, not a Sainsbury’s person. He had the look of someone who, though from a disadvantaged background, was making the most of things, working his way up diligently on the retail side of the electronics business. He looked over as I was saying ‘poppadoms’. His face became confused, then angry. I think he was about to confront me, but then thought better of it, and span away. I realized that he probably thought I was saying ‘poppadoms’ etc. ‘at’ him, as some sort of mildly surreal racist attack, which I found utterly dismaying.


I didn’t know what to do, so I hit on the idea of wandering around, muttering ‘Popcorn, poppadoms, miso and milk’ in a slightly louder voice, hoping that our paths would re-intersect, and he’d take me for a madman, not a racist.


Alas, I never saw him again. The shopping trip was ruined. But then I asked a sales assistant where the popcorn was (it’s quite elusive – the uncooked type, I mean), and he took me to the spot. Going by his accent, he was African. I lingered to chat with him, again half hoping the Asian guy might see me, and realize that I’m not racist. But he never showed up. After a while I realized that the Sainsbury’s man was anxious to get away. But I felt a little cheered by our interaction. ‘Enjoy your movie,’ he said, pointing at the popcorn.


I trudged home with my heavy bags, still muttering ‘Popcorn, poppadoms, miso and milk’ in a desultory, self-mocking fashion.


‘What did you say?’ asked Mrs McG, accusingly, when I came in.


‘Nothing,’ I said.


When I unpacked, I saw that I had, entirely unconsciously, bought some Sharwood’s poppadoms.


The Secret Way of the Drunk


September 22. As a writer of books for young people, I am compelled at times to visit schools, whereupon I caper and cavort in an attempt to make the kids like me, and therefore buy my books. It’s shameless and depressing even when it goes well. But at least it forces me out into the world, reorienting and recalibrating my sensory and social apparatus. Writers live solitary lives, and without that tethering we can become strange. A little, I suppose, like those who become (as opposed to being born) deaf, and whose voices float further and further away from what they had been, acquiring that unearthly haunting quality, like the sound of a harmonium drifting from a distant church.


Yesterday’s school visit was a moderate success. The school was private, and all the kids very well behaved, eerily mature and polite. I’m always dismayed when a teenager looks me in the eye, shakes my hand and says, ‘How do you do.’ I’m more comfortable among the uncomfortable, the shufflers, with hands in their pockets, wary of eye contact, or indeed of any form of unnecessary touching.


And besides, I was just another service offered to them, like the enormous grounds, and well-appointed music room, and fanciable French teachers. But they were allowed to buy books on account, which would later be charged to their parents, so we did some good trade.


I got drunk on the way back, and then I forgot how to get from Liverpool Street to West Hampstead. It was one of those times when you’re convinced there’s a secret, rather cunning way to do something, but you just can’t quite remember it. A new monorail, or a secret tunnel...


Human Resources


September 23. Got a new job starting at the end of the month, teaching creative writing at Royal Holloway University. In theory, it’s part of the University of London, but it’s in some far-flung region known to geographers as Egham. It’s only a few hours a week, but it’s my first salaried employment in ages, and the admin is proving rather stressful. They want all kinds of obscure documents (a P45, for heaven’s sake), as well as proof that I’m not a former Somalian pirate or Peruvian llama shagger trying to work here illegally.


And I keep reading and re-reading a letter from Human Resources, and I can’t for the life of me work out what it’s trying to say, or what they want me to do. Seriously, I’m thinking about going off the grid and living on roadkill badger carcasses in the New Forest. I could satisfy my creative urges by dancing naked in the moonlight, or by sneaking into villages and daubing limericks on pavements using my own faeces.


Yes, all that is preferable to reading the second paragraph of the Health and Safety document.


Mrs McG Never Lies


September 24. Mrs McG never lies. She has a very uncomplicated relationship with words. There is a cup on the table. Objects are arranged in the world. The objects turn into ideas in her head. Words cleave to the ideas. That’s her template for everything, no matter how complex or nuanced or intangible.


But, for me, the serpent of doubt slithers in. Every stage – the arrangement of matter, the perception of those arrangements in the mind, the expressing of the thoughts as words – is knotty and difficult. The truth becomes a thing not that you might reveal or conceal, but something that you can never find in the first place.


I tell a couple of stories when I visit schools. One is about the sly bullying and betrayal of a vulnerable kid by a version of me. The other is about the accidental slaying of a dog with a crossbow. I ask the audience to try to guess which is true, which made up. I ask them if it matters, does it make any difference to them as stories. In other words, is truth an aesthetic quality, something that makes art and stories better? Of course, all they care about is whether or not I killed the dog. I give different answers depending on my mood. And now I can’t remember which is true. Though it’s strange how the young are much more moved by cruelty to animals than cruelty to people.


But this difficult relationship between the world, the mind and language is what Mrs McG describes as lying. And I suppose she’s right. I’m guilty of telling people what they want to hear, of trying to avoid the difficult truths, substituting kindness (or weakness) for honesty. But where I would lie, Mrs McG remains silent.


Because, as I began, Mrs McG never lies.


Arlo


September 25. I went for a drink with my writer friend, Arlo, last night. As usual we spent most of the evening discussing his complicated love life. Being single, he has one. He hooks up using Tinder. His latest adventure featured a huge performance artiste called ‘Slobzilla’. She’d created a video installation, in which she emerged naked from the sea and proceeded to squash a reasonably accurate model of London made from cardboard boxes, bearing down on St Paul’s Cathedral and Big Ben with her titanic breasts and Hindenbergian buttocks. It was all on YouTube – Arlo showed me on his phone.


He told me that when they met up, Slobzilla produced a clipboard, and asked him a series of questions both intimate and slightly surreal (13. Have you ever had sex in a paddling pool? 22. What are your views on fisting?).


After that their evening took on a densely sordid texture, marbled with a doomed poignancy, like blood in a stool sample from a cancerous bowel. The story left me feeling sad and somewhat astonished at the things that people do to each other in the pursuit of pleasure. Or in the flight from loneliness.


The Wrong Transsexual


September 26. I was sent out by Mrs McG to get some paint. She gave me a little tester pot with the details on, and strongly suggested that I try to find the same sales assistant she’d had on an earlier visit.


‘You’ll know her,’ she added, helpfully, ‘she’s the transsexual. She’s really good. She really knows colour.’


It was all a lot to keep in my head – the tester pot, the amount needed (2.5 litres), the transgender issue, etc., so I was a bit worried. I got to Homebase, and was immediately struck by how depressed and useless everyone seemed. I don’t suppose it’s a great place to work – it had the feeling of a decayed spaceport in a far-flung colony, long neglected, indeed forgotten, by Earth.


I’d assumed that I could just go by the code on the tester pot, and find the right sort of paint on the shelf, but it proved more challenging than that. A man – not transgender – told me it had to be specially mixed up, as you waited, which was a new one on me. Then he pressed a button and said someone would come along and help me – the transsexual, I hoped.


A minute or two later a lady appeared. She had very strong glasses in a distressingly organic shade of pink. I wasn’t sure if they were the sort of glasses a transsexual would wear, and there were no other obvious giveaways, so I just hoped for the best. We had quite an enjoyable chat about the whole paint mixing process – slightly flirtatious, you’d have to say. She seemed touched that a customer wanted to engage her in discourse, and we had a bit of a giggle, especially during the stage where the paint was vibrated in a special chamber in a way that was undoubtedly slightly kinky.


It turned out to be a pleasurable shopping experience – she even came and opened up a new till for me, which didn’t seem to be part of her normal, paint-mixing duties.


But then, as I cycled away, the doubts began to grow.


Those glasses.


It wasn’t that you wouldn’t expect a transgender person to wear them, because they can have the same terrible taste as everyone else – more that they didn’t seem to be the sorts of things that someone who cared (and knew) about colour would pick.


So I decided that I’d probably got the wrong person. She could still have been a transsexual, of course, just not the right transsexual.


So now, back home, I’m worrying over my tactics, should the paint turn out to be the incorrect shade (summer codsperm, rather than winter seahorse phlegm).


If I admit that I had the wrong person (who may or may not have been a transsexual) then I’d have to shoulder the blame, and take whatever sanctions follow.


However, if I insist, to protect myself, that I had the correct transsexual, the one who knows about colour, then that might cause more damage. You see, Mrs McG has had a difficult time, with her mum being poorly, and me being a knob-head, and her faith in the colour-matching abilities of the transsexual in Homebase has been the one still point in her turning world. And if I take that away from her...


Well, anyway, you see the problem. I might just hide the paint and tell her someone stole it from my panniers while I was buying some stamps, and then she can go and locate the right transsexual tomorrow.


Gender Troubles


September 27. Some time ago I bought two cans of Right Guard Total Defence antiperspirant. One had writing on it in a sort of, well, mauve, I suppose – somewhere in between pink and purple. The other came in a nice, firm, masculine blue. The idea was that Mrs McG and I would have one each, of the appropriate, er, sex. Now I’ve just discovered that they are both labelled ‘For Women’. It seems that I have been using lady antiperspirant.


I can’t say I feel actively violated, or even outraged, by this, but I am a touch thrown. I’m all in favour of a little gender slippage, but I like to know exactly what I’m getting into, and to discover only after several weeks that I’ve got lady armpits is... unsettling. Plus, well, a lady antiperspirant really isn’t up to the heavy workload presented by my intimate areas, certainly not when I’m in the throes of a high-octane event. So, anyway, I may have to write a stern letter about this to the appropriate regulatory body.


Paint is Shit


September 28. Trouble. Remember the incident with the paint and the transsexual?


Well, it was the wrong transsexual, and it is the wrong paint.


Our Polish decorator just led me by the arm and showed me the first swipe. Rather than the pale grey, like a kittiwake’s back, that I was expecting, it’s a sort of yellowy, skidmark brown.


‘Paint is shit,’ said the Pole, morosely, but accurately.


This is going to be fantastically inconvenient. The lesson is: don’t trust what it says on the outside of the tin, especially where the label is merely a long string of numbers and letters. Always open the tin and have a good peer. There may be a metaphor about gender in there, somewhere, but I’m not going to poke about in it.


(Later, Mrs McG and the painter decide that in fact the paint has ‘gone off’, which is not something I knew paint could do. So it may have been the right paint, and the right transsexual, but the paint then transformed into something else. Don’t suppose I’ll ever get to the bottom of it.)


Whither the Fog?


September 29. It was quite misty this morning, a few wisps of opacity hanging in the grey streets. Oddly, the patches of mist seemed somehow lighter than the adjacent air, in that paradoxical way that the moon can sometimes make a cloud appear blacker as it passes.


Anyway, it struck me that you hardly ever seem to get decent fog these days – I don’t mean pea-souper style smogs, I just mean ordinary, honest, healthy fog. I remember as a kid there’d be many mornings when you couldn’t see the bus until it was almost on you, and the fog plastered your hair wetly across your face. So what’s happened to all the fog? Is it a global warming phenomenon? Or perhaps it’s to do with wind farms, those ominous, beautiful turning blades dispersing it, like a flapping duvet removing the stale residue of an ill-timed emission. Also, how come it never rains and, er, fogs at the same time? Can birds fly through thick fog without crashing into trees? If you went out into a thick fog with a naked candle, would the fog put it out? Can you capture fog in a jar, and take it home? Could you sell flavoured fog as a low-calorie snack?


The Angry Prostate


September 30. Just walked past a new shop in West Hampstead called Health City. There was a big sign in the window suggesting strongly that my prostate needs attention, in the hectoring manner of a First World War recruitment poster. Next to it was an enormous model of an engorged prostate, looking like something concocted by the Dr Who special effects team, c. 1975: a shambling, glaucous monster, with one baleful, red eye.


‘You’re mine,’ it seemed to say. ‘You’re mine.’


It was almost impossible to tear myself away. The red eye of the prostate, like the red eye of Sauron, saw me, held me...


I’d still be there now, a chained worshipper of Cthulhu, if a group of young women hadn’t come by, already tipsy, laughing loudly, shaking me from my reverie. No one likes to be caught staring at a large model of an inflamed prostate by a group of giddy girls.
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