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      In the village of Chelm, which was famously populated by fools, lived Zelig the tailor, a man who listened to travellers’ tales and yearned to live somewhere other than Chelm. One day he decided to journey to the great city of Warsaw, which he had never seen. Along the way night fell, and Zelig lay down under a tree. Before he fell asleep, he wondered: in the morning, how will I remember which way to go in order to reach Warsaw? Removing his shoes, he placed them so that they pointed in the direction he had been taking. During the night a passer-by saw the shoes and picked them up, thinking they had been discarded. When he saw the sleeping man he put them down again. Without meaning to, the passerby left the shoes pointing back towards Chelm. (Some traditions say that the passerby was a goblin or malicious spirit, but others maintain that he was an innocent wayfarer.) When Zelig the tailor awoke he put on his shoes and walked off in the direction of his home town, thinking he was still heading for Warsaw. When he reached Chelm, Zelig was greatly impressed to see how much Warsaw resembled his native village. Why, he exclaimed, Warsaw is no bigger than where I come from! It has the same shops and the same streets. It even has a house, a garden, and a wife just like the one I left behind. How little we know, Zelig remarked to himself. When I get home, I shall be sure to tell everyone not to bother to visit the great city of Warsaw. It’s just like Chelm!

                          —Eli Lissman, Chronicles of The Ancients

1.

                      LET ME BEGIN BY INTRODUCING MYSELF. 

My name is Roley Watkins, I’m a psycho-therapist, and my full name, my full dress name, as it were, is Roland Watkins, DSc, PhD Universität Wien, MD, FRCPsych, FmedSci, FRCHyp. My undergraduate degree is in archaeology, from the Sorbonne. As some of the foregoing additions imply, I’ve undergone training in a number of psychotherapeutic schools, including several years as an analysand under the direct personal care of Professor Dr Hans Rosenberg, the dean of psychoanalytic studies in Freud’s own city of Vienna. FRCHyp, the last of the above acronyms, which you might not recognize, denotes my status as a Fellow of the Royal College of Hypnotists. (I bless the nudge fate gave my steps when she pointed me towards the Royal College, to train under Dr Rich Morley! Without them I would have no tale to tell you.) Currently, although I accept a few patients seeking classical Freudian and Jungian treatment, and I am certainly one of the modest number of therapists equipped and willing to provide both, I offer a form of treatment devised by Patrick Leahy, the author of Therapy Under Neptune as well as Proteus: A New Theory of the Psyche, and, most recently, The Labyrinth as Cure. It would be premature of me to offer a synopsis of Dr Leahy’s method, which we call the Magdalenian approach (or Magdalenian Method), but I hope to give a brief impression of its aims and techniques in due course.

I mustn’t get too deeply into Magdalenian theory, however, because in the story I have to tell you I am in fact the patient rather than the therapist; I am your patient, if you like, and it is for you to draw conclusions, if you can find any; to which end I had better tell the story as simply and directly as I can, with as few digressions into theory (I doubt if I’ll be able to refrain from these entirely) as possible. Naturally, I would like you to be inclined to understand human behaviour in the way that I have learnt to view it after ransacking many different systems of interpretation, each one a unique way of explaining the meaning of our worldly actions and perceptions. And if, by the end of my tale, you are sufficiently intrigued by Dr Leahy’s innovative approach, thanks to the hints I will have given of it, here and there, I should be gratified to think that you might seek out one of his books in order to become better acquainted with Magdalenianism, or indeed that you might seek out one of my own books on the subject, such as my recent Everyshaman, A Guide to Self-transformation, available from William Heinemann, Ltd,, and in softcover from Minerva Books. For the moment, though, as you enter this particular labyrinth, the winding tale of a life in crisis, I must be two people for you: the unreflecting story-teller, lying prone on the couch of the page, and his shadow or double, the professional listener (who occasionally interrupts).

People have suggested to me, and when I say people I mean friends and colleagues, that I might be the wrong person to tell this story. They’ve urged me to let someone else write it, someone more objective. Or at least to interleave my own narrative with parallel narratives giving the viewpoint of those who observed my ordeal. But here I must be Magdalenian. The journey to the depths of the soul is of significance only to those who travel it. Attempt to chart it and you will wake to find a page of meaningless squiggles in your fist. If you could watch a film of the traveller in the lands of the psyche, during his or her journey within, it would yield no more insight than would a film of a dreamer sleeping. Inside the individual soul, inside that giant space that dwarfs the external world as the void inside the atom dwarfs the nucleus (no bigger than a single speck of dust afloat in the Albert Hall), lies a psychic adventure complete with monsters, hurricanoes, flash floods, terra incognita, King Solomon’s Mines and The Land That Time Forgot. No-one who has yet to experience this adventure can begin to assess its value or its meaning.

Who sees more of the parade? — as a schoolboy I was once required to write an essay addressing this question, for my GCSE English exam, which I took in Switzerland for reasons you will later understand — Someone who watches it or someone who marches in it? My schoolboy answer (I was a politician even then) was that both viewpoints were necessary in order to “see” as much as possible. As a man of 60 who has both marched and watched, I say to hell with the watcher. In matters of the spirit only the marcher knows anything worth knowing about the parade.


Do you believe me? Good. Let Roley Watkins, then, and not some stuffy onlooker with a clipboard and a stopwatch, be your guide.




IT ALL BEGAN when I fell head first into a cave.


Before I go into the circumstances of this, it might be useful to offer a brief pen-portrait of myself. If the publisher agrees, you may find in this volume, or on the dust-jacket, perhaps, a still from BBC Wales’s Date With Destiny, a once-popular show featuring ‘ordinary’ members of the public who had encountered life-transforming and in most cases dangerous experiences, and lived to tell the tale on morning television. The stills from my appearance on this programme in 1974 are all I own in the way of publicity shots, since I have a minor phobia about being photographed; if my image is before you in or on this book you will see that there is no obvious or superficial reason for my phobia — I am, as I was thirty years ago, an exceptionally tall, broad-shouldered person, with blondish hair (gold or perhaps khaki in hue) and unremarkable but blandly handsome looks, as my good fortune as a ladies’ man attests. The women in my life would tell you, I think, that it was my voice rather than my face that first attracted them, but it’s done no harm to have been blessed with a presentable case for this instrument. I look like what I am: a success, someone whose confident appearance, charm and size would incline others to vote him into posts requiring, if nothing else, a figurehead. Chairman of the Board, that sort of thing. The turmoil inside the real Roley, the inner Roley, is another matter altogether, and there have been many times in my life when I wished I didn’t look so damned smooth. It makes it much harder, believe me, to get people to take you seriously when you tell them you’re coming apart at the seams, and not just faking it.


The BBC Wales morning talk show host, a lady who went by the name of Destiny Thomas (to be fair it was her given name, and derived from the extraordinary circumstances of her birth, an ordeal of underground home delivery in a coal mining box or sledded “tram” which had clearly indicated to Destiny’s parents the hand and determination of fate), had heard of my experience in the cave from a newspaper account. It was actually one of Destiny Thomas’s researchers who came across it, since Destiny herself, a vivid performer and a person of dark, striking looks, was barely literate and had clearly decided early on in life that her name and face would be destiny enough, as indeed they turned out to be. For Destiny’s producer, what stood out from the newspaper account of my experiences was less the matter of the ordeal involved, or the torturous rescue operation, or the curious way in which my accident led to meeting my future wife, than the fact that my name was Watkins. Date With Destiny offered its morning television viewers Welsh people fingered by destiny, not just any old people, and although the last of my forebears to have been born in Wales, one Gwillym ap Howell, was a 14th century contemporary of Owen Glendower (or Owain Glyndwr, if you insist), I was Welsh enough for Destiny, and that was that.


Until my visit to Swansea for the live television show, I’d never even been to Wales. I was born and raised in the London suburb of Harrow, where my father, Charlie, was a popular teacher at the public school; so popular, in fact, that he was soon invited to become a housemaster, and we moved from our South Harrow home into one of the noisy old dormitory buildings, full of heavy-footed teenagers and clanging bells, up on that curious pimple on the landscape, Harrow-on-the Hill. I was eight years old and trapped between fear of the buffalo herd of blue-jacketed, straw-hatted boys, many of them large and wearing what seemed to me a look of extraordinary arrogance on their face, who milled around my daily life, and on the other hand a sense of envious awe in their regard. They were so aloof, so expressionless, affect-less as my current colleagues would say (since my recovery, I spend the summer teaching in New York, where Magdalenianism has taken happy root in the city’s canyons), they were so unutterably vice-regal when, as older boys, they would send the younger ones about their business, that I could scarcely imagine becoming one of them, as Father assured me I eventually would. I stared at the preening senior boys as a caterpillar might ogle a butterfly. Could I become that?

In the event, I never did. My mother, Yvonne, known to everyone as Evie, was even more discomfited by our move into noisy school premises than I was. She was French, of what she called White Russian extraction (you’d think that by the later 20th century the one word “Russian” would suffice); perhaps she never understood what she was taking on when she married Charlie. God knows he was a charmer, and no doubt he said nothing about the prospect of raising a child under the trampling feet of the pimpled hordes. Looking back at it all now, I dare say that while being a public school housemaster might be the summit of a certain kind of teacher’s life, if you were the kind of teacher who wanted to be around your pupils virtually all the time, it takes an even more distinctive temperament to be a housemaster’s wife. Perhaps it helps to be childless, as a number of Harrow housemasters’ wives were; then you can take on, if so disposed, 50 or 60 boys as your ready-made offspring. Or else, if you were patient by nature, you simply put up with the buffalo-herding life in termtime and dreamed of the peace and quiet of the holidays. You could drop anchor in the little social circle of a school, get together with the other teachers’ wives for coffee-morning gossip, and flirt with your husband’s colleagues. None of these prospects amused Evie, who had no desire for 60 more children; who was a Parisienne impatient by nature and wanted a life she could enjoy now, not next Christmas, and who, although a tireless flirt, had her eyes set on more ambitious game than Johnny Backhouse, the school’s squash rackets instructor, lissom and randy as a ferret, or Dick Bendigo, a housemaster with a roving eye which had swiftly lit on Evie and just as swiftly received a clout that closed his eye for a month, having coloured it purple. Perhaps the wisest and best-equipped housemasters were the lifelong bachelors, of whom there were a good many; nor were all or even a majority of them gay; during termtime they ran their herd of boys with all the gusto of cowboys on the range, and as soon as term ended they set off on a happy prowl around London clubs and Club Meds and Caribbean cruises.

Evie never took to our new life. What was Charlie thinking, to imagine she ever would? She’d been a dancer, she was slim and fit and formidably attractive, she wanted no more children, thank you, to deform her figure, and the suburban frumpiness of the hilltop wives who tried in vain to woo her only made her laugh, when it didn’t put her into a furious sulk. No-one can sulk like a Parisienne. Poor baffled Charlie! That wife of yours, his colleagues must have muttered. No doubt they thought she was a terrible snob. Which she was, and with good reason; she was a cut above their dreary kind. In later life I could never have brought myself to ask either one of them if this was true, but I always suspected that my parents were both relieved when Charlie began an affair with Petra, the house matron who looked after the health of the herd. Petronella was her full, dreadful name, mercifully never used except by my father in jest or my mother in anger; my parents are both dead, but Petra’s still with us and as cheerful in her old people’s home in Bagshot as she was a companion to Charlie, a matron to her schoolboys and a stepmother to me. It might have been really quite pleasant to have grown up under her kindly care, with Charlie’s dancing, braying, long-limbed fantaisie to lift my spirits. But Charlie’s indiscretion (as the term was then) with homely Petronella gave my mother the incentive and the legal justification to whisk me away in her custody, to a life as different from Harrow School as a touring corps de ballet might be from a military encampment. I say the incentive and the legal premise; Charlie’s unfaithfulness certainly gave Evie the edge in court, but I sometimes feel that it was Petra’s homeliness that settled my hash and turned my life onto the wonderfully varied, alarming and exotic path it has taken. Would Evie really have wanted to take this little English schoolboy in tow, this little Charlie (I do look like and in many respects take after him) to remind her of what she’d put behind her, now that she was embarking on her real life, the one she should have chosen in the first place? I used to picture her, with her thin, sculpted, hawk-nosed face, as an early twentieth century ballerina, scooped out of the Ballets Russe by some Grand Duke to be his maîtresse en titre, surely the fate for which nature intended her. She was a delightful, if wayward mother; but she was hardly maternal. If Charlie had taken up with some passably attractive creature from the home counties, I rather suspect that Evie would have left me to my Harrow School fate and my Harrow School future. But Petronella was small and squat and pug-faced, and Evie was damned if she was going to give best in all departments to a plain Jane, as my mother called her (c’est une plain Jane). As a wife for Charlie, Evie regarded her as perfect ― perfect, she used to tell me, because she was such a nice woman, and perfect, as she didn’t need to point out, as a punishment for a man who had caught a beauty and failed to keep her ― but as a rival for her child’s affections Petra was too nice, too plain, and too winning a cook, with a line in delicious steak and kidney puddings that she owed to her Derbyshire upbringing. The child would not be abandoned to such a Jane.


Evie did not cook. Evie had charms which made cooking irrelevant. Of the stepfathers elect (she never married any of them, a choice which, I liked to feel, spoke of her residual attachment to my father, if not of her concern for me), the ones I remember best are Gottfried, Carlo, and the ineffable Ermenegildo from Buenos Aires. There were others, including an odious film producer called Jean-Marc, but they stayed for too short a time to influence the direction of my life. Evie simply launched herself back into a Parisian life she knew and where she was still remembered as a dancer; for a year or so, until Maman, as she now became, had, as she put it, “established her credentials,” i.e. found a sugar-daddy, I went everywhere with her like a puppy on a leash. It could have been horrible, but I remember it as one of the happiest years of my life. I saw lots of Maman, whom I adored. I spent most of my time reading, seated beside Maman in cafés and apartments ― at least this is how I remember it ― ignoring the cries (mon p’tit choux!), the petting hands and caressing fingers of her friends, and occasionally sitting quite happily alone with my book while Maman was busy in a neighbouring room. Non non il est tout à fait content. I was; I was completely happy; the only education Maman imposed on me was tutoring in French, which as far as she (along with a good number of her compatriots) was concerned was the only form of education that mattered anyway. Mathematics? For God’s sake, the child could count to ten; what more did you need? History? Turn on the television. Science? Please. Look at the boy. Is that a scientist? C’est une tête d’atomiste, ça? Some of Maman’s friends wanted to take me in hand themselves and take me on their European travels. One in particular, whom Maman called Tante Dod, Auntie Dod, was going to take me back to her native, still war-ravaged Germany and show a little English boy the other side, the underside, of history. But Maman was having none of this. I needed no harsh wisdom. I was supposed to grow up a beauty, tout court. Perhaps Maman secretly thought I might follow her into the world of the dance, at least until I grew impossibly tall (drôle de garcon, her friends were saying of me, funny sort of boy, when I reached six feet tall at the age of twelve) and, more importantly, impossibly heavy-footed. I look, even at sixty, noble and well-coordinated; and am neither. The lack of coordination which so disappointed Maman was, however, to pitch me down a slope in South-West France, into a cave and into revelations and hallucinations (a little of both) which have made me as much of a celebrity — and I don’t mean Date with Destiny — as poor dear Evie could ever have wished. If only she’d lived to see it!

The one activity that she admitted my 10-year-old puppy-self lacked was le sport. Exercise. As soon as she found a friend rich enough — I don’t know whether it’s the fact that French with its restricted vocabulary invests its simplest words with what seems like a fivefold bread of meaning, to the Briton who has five words to choose from in order to express the same thing, or whether French truly is the language of double entendre, but to me un ami still means a great deal more than a friend, as it did in Maman’s vocabulary — she took me off on a ski-ing holiday. While I struggled on the beginners’ slopes, Maman posed elegantly on her skis without unduly exerting herself, though perhaps I owe this impression to the still photographs of memory; certainly she got around on skis without unduly risking bones and tendons not in their first flush of youth. The search for un ami of suitable wealth and influence would not be enhanced by a plaster cast. In the event, the ami of Maman’s heart was right there in Klosters in the form of Gottfried, her ski-ing instructor. I have to think fondly of Maman when I think of her falling in love with Gottfried. He was impoverished and quite unable to provide her with the life she sought. But Maman was more sentimental than she was ambitious for material comforts — or perhaps it is I who am sentimental, and prefer to forget that Maman’s real affinity was for falling in love with the wrong person, regardless of her aims in life. Gottfried had a fine physique, a stirring Aryan profile, and all the character of a ski pole. It didn’t matter to Maman, for whom he was a glowing golden consort, a tribute to her beauty; also, no less important, he was devoted to her. He lived for her, to the best of my memory, and his wooden features lit up in her presence. He was the German who had conquered Paris. (Well, that was Adolf, but I dare say you see what I mean.)

Dear Gottfried! He was tireless in teaching me to ski, and although he and I never exchanged more than twenty continuous words, I don’t think, during the years when he was the resident ami, I loved him as unconditionally as he loved Maman. I can remember the expression on my father’s face when in my twelve-year-old tactlessness I was unable to keep Gottfried’s name out of my tales of Alpine prowess; I was visiting Charlie in Harrow — it must have been a fearful shock for him to greet this six-foot son off the plane at London Airport, as if Europe had set me in a vice and stretched me — and regaling him with the wonders of my new life. Was it merely tactlessness? God knows we’re thoughtless and tactless enough at that age, but I fear some part of me wanted to tell my father how much better off I was without him. I feel dreadfully ashamed to think of it now; but the part of me in question was not the part that sided with Maman in their break-up — on the contrary it was the side that loved and missed my father terribly, over and above all the Gottfrieds of the world, that led me to leak Gottfried’s role in my life and mother’s. I was angry with Charlie for letting me go with Maman in the first place. Now I would never get my blue Harrow School jacket (you won’t be surprised to hear that whatever my grown-up wardrobe over the years, it has always contained a blue jacket), or my straw boater. (That yearning I’ve grown out of; no boaters in my cupboard.) I’d loved Father so much. How could he let me go? Court mandates mean nothing to a child. So there I was, allowing my tone to gild Gottfried and incite Charlie, without an explicit word on my part — no doubt the number of mentions were as revelatory as the evidence in my voice of a boyish crush — to deduce Gottfried’s place in Evie’s life. Father’s face, normally so mobile, lost all expression.

And why, to speak professionally for a moment, are these the memories that stick? I’m twelve years old, spending a joyous holiday with my Father, who has prepared all manner of wonderful treats, from Test Match tickets to the Flanders and Swann revue, and what I remember far more clearly than anything else from that summer is that single look on Charlie’s face, the evidence that my disingenuous chatter had found its mark. Of course, it means I knew what I was doing, or else I wouldn’t even have noticed a momentary stillness in my father’s features, like a spinney gone suddenly silent as its inhabitants process the information that a predatory stranger is in their midst. Do we remember, then, our bitter little triumphs, our sword-thrusts that went home? No, it’s shame we recall. Shame is the badge and bank account of the soul. When you’ve none left, God help you. Or rather, come and see me. I’ll find you some ― it’s one of Magdalenianism’s functions, to make the soul blush ― in deeper seams than you knew you possessed.


My father was a wonderful sportsman, and one of the subsidiary reasons (false, fleeting, lying reasons) for speaking to him about Gottfried and my ski-ing accomplishments was my discovery that I would always be a disappointment to my father in any sporting activity that required feet, nimble, adroit feet, as most sporting activities do. Mine were so clumsily wedded to the earth (perhaps, in view of my sudden premature growth, my feet were afraid that my head and shoulders would run off with my body, and were simply doing their best to anchor me to the planet) that I was quite literally like a person with lead in his shoes; I didn’t want to pick up my feet at all, and have spent a lifetime tripping embarrassingly over every uneven paving stone in cities great and small. The worst is when I’m walking along in celebrity mode, prating about psychology and the soul in order to impress a young acolyte, who hears the faint blip of a polished wingtip against stone and looks over to see that the great man has vanished from sight. Or rather no — heavens, there he is, stretched out face first on the pavement, or sidewalk. My only escape from this comedy of pratfalls has been le ski. Perhaps if I’d been born a few years later I’d have found my feet, so to speak, or rather my wheels, on a skateboard. All I needed was a form of locomotion that didn’t require me to lift my feet off the ground; sans steps, continuously connected to the earth, I was a Nijinsky of sinuous grace, or rather a counter-Nijinski, since deft-footed leaps were precisely what I no longer had to take. Gottfried, and Klosters, were my liberation, and I desperately wanted Father to know that in one arena at least I was his true heir. On the Swiss slopes I had already won the British Ski Federation’s little gold medal (it’s still my most precious possession) and in those days it went everywhere with me, its little looping triangle — the Irish call it a Trinity Knot — glinting on my lapel. 


The problem with Gottfried was of course money, and when I returned from my summer with Charlie, the lovers’ blissful mood had changed to one of financial crisis. Maman could no longer afford to live in Klosters, or at any rate was not sentimental enough to be prepared to live in Klosters in penury while Gottfried vanished for days on end on the hiking and climbing trips that filled his summers as an Alpine guide. Paris beckoned with its flowering amis. We shall return with the snow, chéri, Maman assured her bronzed darling. But lovelorn Gottfried couldn’t wait for the snow, and instead he spent the next two months saving up the money to come to Paris, where Maman had not been idle, and where Gottfried discovered this in the most painful possible way, arriving at our apartment door to find me on the windowseat with my nose in a book and Maman busy in a neighbouring room.


Gottfried it was who was the sentimental soul; he was irretrievably wounded, and although we wintered in Klosters for many years to come, and honourable Gottfried faithfully continued as my skiing instructor until, at last, I exceeded even my teacher’s speed and grace, his relationship with Maman was never the same. They became friends, with time, but I’m not convinced that Gottfried was ever reconciled to this in his heart.


The new ami, the one occupying the neighbouring room with Maman when Gottfried arrived unannounced was Carlo, who practised international law (“I am specialist in international relations,” he would say with a straight face and a gleam in his eye). Maman had met Carlo in Klosters, at the Chesa Bar, where le tout Klosters hung out and the pianist sang ludicrous Viennese songs. Mariandl andl andl, du hast mein Herz zum pandl pandl. This took place downstairs at a prewar hotel called the Chesa Grischuna, which is Romansch for “Grisons House”, and was built by an Englishman whose name I’ve now forgotten (he was subsequently killed in the war) in a style you could call traditional Grisons or Graubünden or Grigioni or Grischun according to your choice of tongue (growing up in Klosters it’s little wonder I wound up a linguist). The Englishman’s untimely death consigned the Chesa to his front man in Klosters, one Hans Guler, an over-sized ski teacher, or so he seemed to my childish eyes, who was also Gottfried’s employer. Hans was a very jolly bum-pinching sort of person who spoke fearless but terrible English and was responsible for a catch-phrase in our family: “You may,” Hans would leer, “aber you doesn’t can must.” For Maman and myself, the word “aber”, spoken in the right tone, was enough to convey Hans’s jovial warning. 

If only Gottfried had heeded Hans’s Spruch and refrained from what he didn’t can must; if only he’d stayed in Klosters instead of pursuing Evie to Paris. Finding Carlo there with her made the discovery of Maman’s unfaithfulness even more painful, since he knew Carlo by sight from the Chesa bar and now suspected, albeit wrongly, that Maman had been two-timing him all along. Mariandl andl andl would never sound the same to Gottfried.

Carlo, as it turned out, was exactly the elusive smoothiechops my mother needed in order to recover from the image of Gottfried’s wounded face. Now she was the patient, devoted, anxious one, while smiling Carlo came and went, visiting European capitals on business too fleeting and above all too boring, he insisted, to take Maman and me with him. Maman suspected that Carlo had a girl in every port, as no doubt he did; he was more devious than Maman, hence just what the doctor ordered after lapdog Gottfried — and in fairness Maman wasn’t really devious at all, just easily distracted, capricious, and driven by a restless heart to move on rather than stagnate. I feel uneasy, in view of my own vie mouvementée, at how easily these last words tripped onto the page, as though a restless heart were a justification for carnage. I don’t intend to wear them in defence of my own life; but in Maman’s case — well, if you couldn’t see her coming, if you couldn’t see within five minutes who and what she was, and that at best you would be a merry way-station along the caravan trail of her life, then you were no innocent victim, you were an anvil in search of a hammer, a martyr in search of a cross. Chèri, I promised him nothing, an aggrieved Maman would sigh, gazing into my eyes, when an ami stormed out of her life. I, who am devious, who am my Maman-wolf in Charlie’s frisky and plausible clothing, have no such excuse and will make none.


Carlo was an odd chap, I think. I couldn’t make him out when I was a kid, and I still can’t, in retrospect. Perhaps he was just one of those people whose exterior and interior are no kind of a match (if so, I dare say an international lawyer is just what you’d want to become). He was pleasant-looking, small, quite handsome in a chubby, cuddly sort of way, wreathed in smiles and charming enough, yet remote. There was no knowing Carlo. I think he enjoyed having Maman on his arm, that’s all I can say for sure. And no wonder: she looked like Paris incarnate. Now that she had discarded all attempts to pass muster in Harrow-on-the-Hill, she positively shrank with chic, in the words of one of Sylvia Fine’s witty songs, which played all year round on our gramophone. 

For a time, our new trio thrived. At six foot tall and soon to be thirteen, though, I couldn’t be folded up and carried around from windowseat to windowseat with my nose in a book forever. More to the point, I had become an obstacle. If it wasn’t for having to drag along le petit to languish in the outer rooms of hotel suites, Maman could pursue Carlo around the capitals of Europe instead of fretting and fuming at home. Carlo gave in (remember Maman’s sulks!), and I wound up a boarder in Montreux, at Carlo’s expense, attending something bizarrely called a British International school — in fairness, have the words British and international ever fit together comfortably? — called St Bernard’s, a place I remember fondly for its gorgeous views and spectacular pistes. It was a forcing house for rich young delinquents, and although I dare say you could say the same of Harrow School, St. Bernard’s managed to train its pupils to run family businesses and acquire yachts without first learning to cane each other on the behind and run semi-naked through foggy winter suburbs, as I had seen Harrow schoolboys do. Bernardines attended enough formal classes to equip their future idleness with a patina of educated charm, while actually majoring in sex and ruthlessness (and, soon after I left, as the ‘60s wore on, in drugs), the essentials required for the high society life most of them were to lead. I skied a great deal, learnt about sex and tried to learn ruthlessness but failed miserably, which was just as well in view of the very different life fate in store for me, compared to my Bernardine peers.

That life was determined for me by Ermenegildo Tomasito Policarpo Bonifacio Wilson (he assured us these were his names, and perhaps some of them were), Carlo’s successor and my mother’s partner in the longest and most tortured romance of her life. 

But before moving on to the saga of Ermenegildo from Buenos Aires, who undoubtedly shaped my life even more than he did Maman’s, I owe Carlo a decent word of farewell. Just as Gottfried went on giving me ski-ing lessons, until at last — and I confess I’ve been longing to divulge this — I made the British Olympic ski-ing team at Squaw Valley (at least in part because few other young Britons had seen as much snow as I had) at the age of 16, to my father’s delight, so in the same stepfatherly spirit Carlo went on paying for my horribly expensive education at St Bernard’s long after he had been replaced in Maman’s affections by a penniless Argentine troubadour. Carlo may have been somewhat withdrawn, and he was certainly the most inexpressive Italian I’ve ever come across, one who didn’t much like to hug or be hugged, but he was true to his word. I will always be your friend, he said to me when he and Maman parted; and I’ve had reason to be grateful to Carlo since then, not only for the premature boozing, smoking and sex I enjoyed at St Bernard’s, but on a later, crucial occasion. That Carlo’s kindness to me, like Gottfried’s, outlasted Maman’s affections speaks to Maman’s warmth and honesty of heart, I like to think; it also helps me to suppose that I was an endearing young person.

Ermenegildo Tomasito Policarpo und so weiter certainly thought so. I was the son, he said, that he had always wanted, but not especially wished to potty-train. I was a man (at 14); I was ready for adventure, heaven help me. I had thought little round Carlo difficult to get close to, and now I had a handsome giant of a man who opened his heart and his arms to me entirely, one who would introduce me to courage, death, poetry, and women, the four things that mattered. I’d never met a macho before. It was intoxicating beyond belief.

In truth, Gildo was more of a mystery than Carlo had ever been. Even now I can’t even say which of the glorious names he sported were actually his, if any. He was a singer and an actor, a writer and a friend of Ernest Hemingway (he said), a political activist with a mission to kill Juan Perón and, on the other side of the world, a plan for a federated Middle East which had the support, he assured us, of powerful figures in Israel and the Arab world. He had penetrated the Kremlin in search of secrets of skullduggery that the world would learn of, at the right time, from his pen. He spoke five languages fluently (no mere boast), ate raw eggs for breakfast, warbled on one note when he whistled (I had never heard a trilling whistle before, though he assured me it was a common gaucho accomplishment), and told us he had starred opposite Lana Turner in a B-movie. He had; we saw it once in a fleapit in Barcelona. Called La Luna de los Bandidos (Bandit Moon), it had been shot in Mexico and Hollywood, where Gildo was known, he said, as the Bull of the Pampas. He had raced in the Mille Miglia alongside Stirling Moss and Roberto Rossellini, caught monstrous Caribbean fish (photos to prove it) from the same boat as Porfirio Rubirosa and Rafael Leónidas Trujillo, and slept with — but here I still feel protective of my mother’s memory, as absurd as that may seem. Besides, the list is boastful, unprovable, and full of names of gorgeous tigresses like Maria Guadalupe Velez de Villalobos, briefly known to Hollywood as Lupe Velez, who were notable conquests once but rather dusty if not forgotten trophies now. Poor Lupe, one of whose many lovers Gildo claimed to have been, despaired young of screen stardom and staked her claim to immortality on the mode of her suicide instead; dressed to the nines, and stuffed to the gills with Seconal, she surrounded her bed with flowers and candles and lay down to die. Unfortunately the enchiladas Lupe ate to wash down the Seconal returned in force and she died in the bathroom — where Gildo told us he found her the next morning — instead of on her romantic bier. Gildo said he considered cleaning up the unfortunate creature and restoring her to her bed; but he was sick of Hollywood himself by this time, and decided that not only did the industry deserve a more honest and a more emblematic death, but that Lupe’s single-minded desire to be remembered would be better served by being found with her head in a toilet bowl than amid lilies and candles. It was a cynical view. But Gildo, as I was to learn, was a macho with an exceptionally macabre sense of humour, even for a macho.

His origins, I must warn you now, remained shrouded in mystery, melodrama and confusion to the very end of his days, when a Buenos Aires coroner brought in a verdict on his death so bizarre that it has resonated through my life like a riddle. Only in Argentina, perhaps, could it have legal status: ‘suicide under coercion.’ Suicidio según coacción. It makes no sense. Which of us would commit suicide if instructed to? Wouldn’t we say, no thanks, even at the point of a gun? You pull the trigger, we’d say. Under what circumstances would we act otherwise? Later in this narrative, when you have learned to love and be appalled by the life and times of Gildo Wilson, I shall attempt to solve the riddle.

Suffice, for the moment, to say that it was Gildo who, at every stage of my early years, determined their direction — less by his florid, hectoring instruction, which impressed me tremendously as a teenager but which lost some purchase when I saw how erratically he followed his own advice, than by example, mostly by disastrous example. Gildo’s nervous breakdown shortly before I left St. Bernard’s at 17, coupled with his astonishing later career as a manic depressive on the loose (but in my care) was to lead me inexorably towards a life as a therapist. Over time, Gildo’s swashbuckling adventures in politics and espionage put me off adventuring entirely; his struggles as a novelist convinced me that this was an ambition filled with grief; his multiple liaisons and tireless tales of seduction persuaded me that one marriage and one woman (at any rate one woman at a time) were a happier course. So much for courage, poetry and women, three of the four things that mattered to a true macho; even death, at least as Gildo was to define it for me, offered a firm but contrary example. I have no intention of ever committing suicide, not even según coacción.

And yet for all this you have to know — you have to realize — what a beautiful, delightful, witty and inspiring man our Gildo was, even in his loony extravagances. I shall make you see him, six foot four, with the piercing eyes, thin mouth and knife-blade nose of an Achilles (or a Vittorio Gassman — look him up on the internet, you film fans), tall and slim and strong, framed like a demi-god, the natural hero to whom every eye went as he strode into a room, warble-whistled imperiously for a hotel porter, whom he would tip with a largesse beyond the man’s wildest dreams, or broke into a yodeling gaucho song in an airport concourse. Who’s that? — you could read it in every eye wherever we went. He never lost his execrable Hispanic taste in clothes, but it didn’t matter; bronzed, with the profile of an emperor, sporting a wide-brimmed hat from which his thick black (later gloriously silver) hair flowed irresistibly, munching delicately on a ten-inch Cuban cigar, he was so spirited and debonair he could have travelled in a dressing-gown and no-one would minded, or even noticed.

What a figure to inherit at the age of 14! Bored with Bernardine calf-loves and Maman’s shopping expeditions up and down the Via Veneto, I drank in every word of Gildo’s Baron von Münchhausen-like tales and followed him joyously on his fearless daily improvisations. I’d never known or even dared to dream of knowing a man who, at the mere glimpse of a race car going past us on a low loader, would scrap our plans for the afternoon and pursue the car until we found the race; who would meet a dispirited construction worker on a park bench, discover that the man’s daughter suffered from an obscure, possibly terminal illness, and fly the family across the globe, having located the world’s leading specialist in the child’s disease, devoting all his time (and my mother’s newfound wealth, of which more shortly) to this new crusade; who would, at the drop of a hat, enter a clifftop diving competition, serenade a pair of passing lovers, compose an ode on the death of a racing driver and deliver it to the widow in person; and promise to take me himself to the fanciest brothel in Paris, as my 17th birthday present. What boy could have resisted him? It was my father’s fantaisie, lost to me for all but fleeting holiday glimpses, and now restored in a dazzling, supercharged Latin disguise. Put it there, pardner, Gildo would say, extending a hand for the handshake that sealed our pardnership. It was a manly congratulations for a job well done, a shot accurately taken, a witty riposte, or a piece of bravery deserving an accolade. I lived for it. Put it there, pardner. 

Gildo was my date with destiny, long before the bizarre accident which brought me to Destiny Thomas in her BBC Wales studio; he was instrumental, indeed, in that very accident, which helped to finally free me from his influence and from our strange and constricting mutual guardianship; and, because of the manner and consequences of my fall in to the cave at St Supplice des Eaux, he even brought me to Bunny, my wife, to whose dark yet transformational role in my life this tale is wedded.

It happened as follows.

At boarding school I had fallen under the influence of a wild fellow called d’Yvremont, Gilles d’Yvremont, who quoted Baudelaire and was all set to write a contemporary Fleurs du Mal but who ended up, when I last heard of him, selling hot tubs in Nice. Inspired by d’Yvremont (but telling Maman I had found my feet in poetry when in fact Hypocrite lecteur, ––mon semblable, ––mon frère! was the only line of poetry I knew, chiefly because Gilles recited it so often), I headed for the Sorbonne to pursue literary studies. Within a month I was drawn into a very different orbit, that of my lifelong friend Thierry, who at the time was aware, as I was not, that exciting discoveries and innovative theories were transforming the study of prehistory. La préhistoire! It was  a science with its very roots in French soil, thanks to Cro-Magnon man’s passion for the landscape of the Périgord, rather like the later English fascination with this beautiful region, but ten to fifteen thousand years earlier and without the tormenting attentions of real estate agents. Thierry’s fascination with cave art turned out to have more to do with a certain Françoise Dumeilhac, a name you will recognize if you are conversant with prehistoric studies today. At the time she was a Sorbonne student of 19, a lovely girl with whom Thierry had typically fallen in love at first sight and followed to her hall of residence. Discovering that she was an archaeology student under the wing of the great André Leroi-Gourhan, Thierry immediately changed his cours d’université. For my part I was already intrigued by Thierry’s newfound passion for primitive man, in which he instructed me before mentioning his greater, motivating passion; I too then fell quickly under Françoise’s spell and was soon writing to Maman that I had found my future career, as a poet of prehistory. (As it turned out this was more prophetic than either my wishful or my lying self knew.) If I seem, looking back, to have no mind of my own, I willingly confess that it was many years before I felt in possession of an authentic yearning that didn’t draw its glow from a brighter star nearby; this even applies to the girls I pursued when I was young, to whom I gave a second look only when I learned that someone else found them beautiful. Such follow-my-leader behaviour doesn’t seem to say much for my character, I know. But in intellectual matters, at least, late development can be a boon. I often say so to those of my patients who are still searching for their true path in life. Few people, as I have often urged in my books, articles, and lectures, fall directly upon their calling; many of the most brilliant and most fulfilled lives only locate their direction after years in the wilderness, for often the vocation is too close for us to see. It sits on our shoulder, inhabits a blind spot. Why? Because in our heart we fear surrendering to it, knowing it may consume us entirely. Vocation comes at a price, often paid by those closest to us. We sense this (I argue), and fear the isolation it might bring. Yet this very isolation, when we do give in to it, turns out to be the opposite of loneliness, which is always a longing for others. Instead, vocation brings a solitude as replete and as joyous as if Bach were perpetually playing in our ear. Many of us spend our early years in unconscious flight from our true purpose, only to run smack into it at last, like a fleeing movie heroine who backs around a corner — we know what comes next — and turns abruptly to find herself face to face with her nemesis, or, more often, her deliverance. It’s more satisfying if it is her deliverer, when we expected the worst. Narrative, like the psyche itself, lives by anagnorisis, what fiction-lovers call “the twist”. But the twist is really a counter-twist, it’s the unsnaggling of the line, which has fouled itself deliberately in order to lure us into wrestling with it, drawing us closer to the prize. Disguise, which lies at the heart (forgive me this further digression) of shamanic and Magdalenian therapeutic practice, is of the essence in this matter of finding one’s diritta via, our true path. Disguise is inescapable; time itself is the father of disguise, for where there is no time all is dark and all is plain and revelation comes there none; time, in its own way, is disguise, and the only question for our little human span is, will we achieve the unmasking soon enough to enjoy a life grounded in reality and not in delusion? Will we pin the tail on the donkey before it’s too late? In the story I have to tell, I myself am the donkey, as we all of us are, stumbling around blindfold trying to attach our own tail, and our own tale, to ourselves.

Thierry’s interest in la préhistoire failed to outlast his interest in Françoise, soon extinguished when he found that his charms were no match for those of the handsome, globe-trotting, pipe-smoking Leroi-Gourhan, la Dumeilhac’s mentor. Thierry himself flirted briefly with a pipe (I had to follow suit, of course, and for a few weeks we coughed and swooned our way around the Rive Gauche, ill with pipe tobacco fumes), but he knew when he was beaten. I pretended I knew it, too; but I didn’t, and my undeclared passion for Françoise — Frankie she called herself then, but I don’t think her eyes would light up if I were to call out that name to her today, at one of her appearances on the podium of palaeosemiotics — led me into André Leroi-Gourhan’s company as his protégée’s friend. This piece of fortune was a beacon in the wilderness surrounding my own true, later path, but I mistook it for one of the stations of the cross on the via dolorosa that was my unrequited love for Françoise. If on my account I could ingratiate myself with the great Gourhan, orientalist, ethnographer and conquistador of the new world of prehistory, I’d see more of dark, pretty, dreadfully serious Françoise. That was all I knew, and all I cared about.

The Marxist hive that was the Sorbonne of the ‘60s was buzzing around me, as its furious bees gathered up their honey in preparation for the great swarm of the évènements, but I was cocooned in a world ten thousand years dead, I and Françoise and le grand André, and the other students he used to pick and shovel (and more delicately, on privileged occasions, to toothbrush) our way through cave deposits Solutrean and Aurignacian and Magdalenian, in dank French caves. Paris was erupting in revolution. We, André’s time-travellers, might as well have been on the moon for all we knew of barricades and riot police. In the cricket-chirruping nights and harsh lunchtime stillnesses of the Midi, stillnesses silvered by the crickets’ song, I dreamed of Françoise, my consort in an Upper Paleolithic world of hunter-gatherers where we had our own cave à deux, and I hunted and gathered and drew my tally of conquests on the walls while Frankie raised our children and wrote learned articles about my cave art.

By this time, Gildo had suffered the nervous breakdown of which Maman felt she had had no warning (and although perhaps more percipient people than we were would have wondered about Gildo’s manic energies, we had seen no depressions). With the beginning of his manic depressive cycles our home life had taken on the disarray it was to have forever. For some years the disarray mostly concerned Gildo’s escapes from sanatoria, with quiet periods of drugbound incarcerations in between. They were expensive, these incarcerations, and I’ve sometime wondered what would have become of our lives, mine especially, if Maman had been unable to pay for Gildo’s treatment, and we had been obliged to cut him loose, at the mercy of the world. Perhaps he would never have let us go; or perhaps, to be perfectly cynical about it, he might have come across a new partner, even one with a ready-made family like ours, who could afford his illness.

Evie, fortunately or not, could afford it for a time, until Gildo, like all manic depressives with access to money, spent her every last sou. The sous were French, in this case, and since my Italian benefactor, Carlo, understandably felt that his duties were complete when I left St. Bernard’s, and that he wasn’t going to keep me indefinitely, Maman’s sous also paid for my university studies. To be fair to poor mad Gildo, who spent the lion’s share of Maman’s windfall, he had earned it for her himself. Here’s how it happened, and let me relish this chance, since there won’t be too many of them, to tell a story to Gildo Wilson’s credit.

When Evie returned to Paris to live, pals in the dancing world mentioned to her that her old friend and mentor, Lucien Su — you might know his name, since this slim, fragile person, half French and half Cantonese, whom I met only when he was frail and ill, had been a force in pre-war ballet — was now living in straitened circumstances, too proud to accept charity from his former pupils. He had always been noted for his frugal life, and penury was nothing new to him; Su had been harsh with his students, yet harsher with himself, eating so little (mainly bean sprouts) that it was hard to understand where he derived his famous vitality. Maman looked him up at once, for she was fond of the stern old boy, despite his quirks. He had inspired her, she told me, to her best work. To her delight, he recalled her with fondness and respect. Parsimonious with cash, he was lavish with compliments where he felt they were deserved. Now, seeing Maman’s old mentor in pain so severe that even Lucien’s supremely disciplined spirit could not entirely hide his suffering, Gildo made it his latest crusade to bring the old man a peaceful end. Where in the past he had flown to distant places to bring a sick child to a brilliant doctor, now he flew to Colombia and returned with an impressive quantity of the purest heroin Maman’s savings could buy, made from poppies grown in the Padre Abad province of the eastern cordillera; and he injected the old dancing master himself, every day until Lucien died. It was not only an easeful, but apparently a blissful last four months that Gildo bought him, and Lucien’s gratefulness knew no legal or moral bounds. I wonder how Lucien Su’s will would have stood up had his relatives known that more than the consoling wisdom and serenity of age underlay Grandpé’s seraphic gaze, towards the end. He was not of sound mind, thank God, Gildo said cheerfully. Who would want to be of sound mind when dying of colon cancer?

Lucien had wanted to make Gildo his heir — “they would have let me suffer, all of them,” he said of his relatives, “rather than have me die a drug addict” — but he was a wise old bird and finally left not to Gildo but to Maman what we took to be his apartment and little more. Lucien had known far quicker than she had, Maman told me later, that although Gildo was Lucien’s own personal saint (as he was others’), he was manic, completely unreliable, and would leave Maman like a shot if a better opportunity came up. (In this last regard, I think Su was wrong; Gildo might well have sought patronage elsewhere if he needed money and Maman didn’t have it, but he wasn’t permanently on the lookout for a better perch. He loved Maman with all his erratic soul, not faithfully, since this was as unnatural to him as it might be to a meadow vole, but profoundly nonetheless.) Su made Maman his heir in the hope that the legacy would bind Gildo to her for a while, which it certainly did, more enduringly than either of them could possibly have anticipated. To everyone’s amazement, and to the horrified disbelief of the old man’s relatives, what Lucien left to Maman and Gildo was an estate worth twenty million nouveaux francs, at the most conservative estimate. Lucien, it turned out, had been a wise investor all his life, of a distinctive and canny kind. Whenever he had gone on tour with the ballet companies to which he had belonged or which he had directed or, at the last, instructed as their dancing master, he had made a point of locating, in a small town outside the city hosting the ballet, an inexpensive corner property for sale; always a corner property; which he acquired, and moved on; and which he sold when the city in question had spread to enclose the town into its limits. This strategy had, by the time he was old, built him an enormous nest-egg — Su’s sous, as we delightedly called it — but one which his lifelong habit of frugality made him unable to enjoy except in the abstract, as an entity, a figure on a piece of paper, a delicious secret; also as a kind of notional triumph over the forces of entropy, and a potential gift for someone else to enjoy.

Gildo’s quixotic impulses had won us our windfall; neither Maman nor I begrudged him his taste for spending it. He was generous, always, to Maman. For my part, when I graduated from the Sorbonne to live in a cave, as it were, with my nose in the dirt of André Leroi-Gourhan’s excavations, I was very little drain on the family exchequer. In due course when — as I shall explain — my dreams of a Palaeolithic idyll with Françoise bit the dust and I lost interest in archaeology, I did benefit from Su’s sous in my further courses of study. So that by the time I returned (involuntarily, pitched head first into darkness) to the underground world of Magdalenian Man, I was an analysand in Vienna on his way to a steady job in one of the established forms of psycho-therapy, having already completed, over a six-year period, an MD and an MPsych and put far behind me, I thought, the labor-intensive charms of palaeontology. Then palaeontology came to fetch me, came and bit me and grabbed me by the ankle. I’d put it behind me less because it was laborious (which it was — at one stage in his life as an antiquary, the Abbé Breuil is believed to have spent 700 days on his back in excruciatingly uncomfortable cracks and crevices, reproducing faded cave art in water colours) than because it was a maddening mixture of the slavishly literal, as you toothbrushed your way towards microscopic evidence, and the wildly speculative ― witness, as examples of the latter, the works of Leroi-Gourhan or almost any author on Stone Age topics ― with almost nothing in between. That in-between, the territory separating observation from theory, came to seem to me to be the zone of human sanity. Any science in which there was so little verifiable middle ground that you could manipulate the minute particulars, as in a syllogism with a disposable central term, to fit almost any theory of your choice or invention struck me as little more than a happy hunting ground for academics (in the worst sense of the word). You could build a career on theory and wind up drawing a professor’s salary, but what was the point of that, if the theory was no more verifiable than any of a dozen competing explanations you could pull out of a hat? Why, for example, did Upper Paleolithic Man draw the beasts he drew (and the lines and circles and squiggles and handprints, not to mention a few spears and a small number of human and animal hybrids and a lot of fecal matter emerging from animal anuses), why did he draw them at all and why did he draw them where he did, sometimes one on top of one another, sometimes not, sometimes in places so hard to reach that not even the artist may ever have had a clear view of his or her handiwork, sometimes in galleries as visually imposing as the Sistine Chapel — why? Answers to these questions varied so wildly, and the material to be sifted was itself so voluminous, so fragmentary and so inconclusive, that the natural human desire for a single simple explanation left the archaeologist as tempted to take advantage of the chaos and confusion — and cull the evidence selectively, where needed — as a thief faced with a million pounds in unsigned travellers’ cheques. Theorizing, for a paleontologist, was like shooting fish in a barrel. But Leroi-Gourhan never tired of theorizing. What true Frenchman would? The few times I tried to talk to Françoise about it, wondering aloud what the satisfaction would be of making your mark in a field where one plausible idea and a host of articles would be enough to seal a reputation, my musings only served to show me up as a philistine. (And now that the process I was referring to has come to dominate all branches of the social sciences, I’d be curious to know what expression the distinguished Professor Dumeilhac of the Collège de France would adopt if I put the same question to her today; I’d say she must have plenty of colleagues who’ve made a name for themselves simply by spinning a single thread of theory into a word processor-driven web of repetitive and jargon-ridden publications.) At the time, when we were 20, Françoise gazed at me in earnest disappointment and I saw my démission in her eyes. Stand down, Roland. I was frivolous, dispensable. English. Did I truly not appreciate André’s incredible fertility of apprehension, where the mind and spirit of l’homme magdalènien was concerned? Something resembling heat entered my beloved’s coal-dark eyes whenever she began to speak of Leroi-Gourhan’s division of the beasts on ancient cave walls into species to be regarded as notionally female (bison and others) and those symbolic of the male (ibex, for instance), creating zones of female sanctuary on certain walls and ceilings, and also zones of sexual tension where animals of male determination threatened to invade the female precinct. Saperlipopette! as a Tintin character might say, was it for me, this heated gaze, or was she thinking of André and the zone of male sanctuary within his cloud of aromatic pipe tobacco smoke? How could I tell? Was she hinting to me, teasing me in some peculiarly straight-faced Gallic way, begging me to invade her precinct? Or would I find it had Propriété du Musée de l’Homme written at its entrance (the homme in possession being A. L.-G.) like the sign in front of the cave where we worked, forbidding access to all but qualified professionals?

I never found out. It was the mid-‘60s (oh to have been born a few years later) and chastity still ruled, and with regard to Françoise the only possession even the charismatic Leroi-Gourhan had, so far as I know, was that of her heart.

Archaeology left me more than I left it. I missed my moment, if moment there ever was, with Françoise, who soon formed the attachment to the celebrated semiotician Ferencz Balint (like André, twice her age) which was to galvanize both of their careers and forge a scientific marriage that echoed their domestic partnership, paleontology and semiotics embracing to give birth to the now clamorous field of palaeosemiotics. I myself was pitched sideways out of the Palaeolithic when Gildo went on his first protracted rampage (really he deserved a stone age frieze all his own, the gallery of the galloping Gildos), after breaking out of his sanatorium in Schrunz, and I was called to the colours for the first of many campaigns as Gildo-tracker, nanny, batman and bodyguard extraordinaire. No more Françoise-and-André-watching for me. I wasn’t entirely sorry to be wrenched away from my studies to a domestic drama of my own — nor was André himself exactly heartbroken. If he wasn’t sick of my nitpicking doubts and jejune questions about his grand theories and his ground-breaking categories, he was surely sick of my lovesick face when Françoise was around, following André everywhere with her coal-fire eyes. Elle lui dévore le visage, she devours his face, I wrote plaintively to Maman, as she liked to remind me in later years, adding, C’était ça, le poète de la préhistoire! (so much for the poet of prehistory). At the period, à l’époque as the French grandly say (as if one’s youthful pangs of love could be called an “epoch”, though it’s true that that’s what it feels like), it was as close as I got to being the Baudelaire of the prehistoric bas-relief.

What actually called me away from the Musée de l’Homme’s protracted dig at Chatelperron, to wit the aforementioned domestic drama, first of Gildo’s many manic riffs, was probably unnerving for me at the time. My recollection is clouded, and rendered somewhat cynical, I suspect, by years of subsequent Gildo-alarums. These first manifestations must certainly have been the most unsettling for Maman, since they opened the door, all too prophetically, to a future of similar nightmares. Gildo had been arrested at Charles de Gaulle airport for what the police described to Maman as menacing and extravagant in-flight behaviour (conduite excentrique et comminatoire, the charge read). He was returning from a visit to Buenos Aires on, he had said, family business. Later events permitted us to doubt this harmless explanation. It turned out that on the plane he had been waving around not one but, being Gildo, two pistols, in the first class cabin, conduite which would earn today’s Gildo years behind bars and which was unacceptable even then. Ah, the sight of his dear pale noble face, tragically exhausted (I see that I am at once falling into Gildo’s own vocabulary) more by the struggle with his own demons than with the policemen who escorted him to La Santé, the Parisian equivalent of the Tombs, Manhattan’s notorious holding tank. Thence I escorted him to hospital under sedation, thanks to a phone call made on Gildo’s behalf, and at his request, to Gildo’s doctor, a man with the impossible name of Dr Furcht. Dr Fright! Dr Fear! — heaven knows how a man with such a name could have chosen to become a doctor, even far enough from his native Alsace for many patients to be unaware of its meaning, without adopting a less off-putting nom de guerre. Then again, I dare say the same could be said of Freud (“joy”) and Jung (“young”), also names to make a patient smile, or shudder, according to taste. At the jail, Gildo managed to draw on a thread of sanity running through his delusions, and wisely chose not to contact Maman, who would certainly (and did) succumb to hysterics, before he alerted the phlegmatic Dr Furcht about his situation.

Furcht was the right man for a crisis, though probably a dismal figure when things were going well. He had heavy features and a sleepy manner, and wore stuffy, cheap, ill-fitting suits which suggested a market gardener in his Sunday best, while his face evoked a breeder of bloodhounds who had grown to resemble his charges. To look at, he resembled the actor Walter Matthau, but without a sense of humour. I suppose Furcht had heard and seen it all, over a lifetime of doctoring, which explained why he dispensed wisdom and pills like a justice of the peace presiding over his thousandth midnight marriage with bland efficiency, no longer able to feel the pangs of vicarious hope and fear that such rituals inspire in the breasts of ordinary men and women. I can still see Furcht sitting in Maman’s apartment in the Marais — the one she inherited from old Lucien Su — calmly telling her that Gildo, like any manic depressive, resembled a poorly house-trained pet who would deposit his merde in a corner of a room and then walk away bec en l’air, with his nose in the air (at this point, Furcht would raise his bloodhound face to the ceiling and mime sovereign indifference to a nearby smell), as if to say, “Nothing to do with me”. Such illustrations were of inestimable value to Maman, who quickly tired of professional psycho-therapeutic jargon and who needed the straightforward sympathy — as I dare say Furcht understood — of a specialist who not only knew the disease but its consequences for those closest to the victim.

The victim! — we were all victims of Gildo’s manic depression (with schizophrenic overtones, Dr Furcht would confide in me, sighing), and the three of us, lifers together, were still locked into its cycles ten years after that first explosion of conduite excentrique when Gildo drew the pair of pistols on the Air France plane, under the impression that agents of the Argentine security forces were about to break into the first class cabin, surround him and, upon landing, escort him off the plane to a car and his eventual assassination — all because he knew the location of their previous victims’ burial ground. It was my private suspicion that in order to find such desaparecidos, the graveyards of vanished Argentine dissidents, one needed only a pin, a blindfold and a map of Buenos Aires, but perhaps it is I who am the true cynic in the family.

That day in St Supplice des Eaux, ten years on — St Supplice where my date of destiny awaited — I was a thoroughly practised companion to a madman, equipped not only with the book-learning I’d acquired in London, Paris and Vienna along with my two Masters’ degrees and my doctorate, but prepped by long experience of Gildo. It wasn’t our first time in South-West France together. We had been there four years earlier in search of the bones of Christ (trust me, you don’t want to know the details) brought there by Joseph of Arimathea for reasons never entirely clear to me — perhaps he liked boeuf en daube washed down with a good claret — but which had something to do with taking Jesus’s earthly remains to Glastonbury, an even more incomprehensible project. We found no bones, needless to say (but plenty of claret). This new trip arose because Gildo had read about the recently discovered Aurignacian cave at St Supplice and, knowing my penchant for the Upper Paleolithic, insisted we set out for St Supplice at once — not merely to see the freshly revealed wonders but, since this was clear evidence of many as yet undiscovered Perigordian caves, to find one of our own. In Gildo’s mind, and increasingly in mine, I must admit, as he spoke of it, there was a vast network of cave-borne frescoes threading its way through subterranean France like the mycelium, the thread-complex, of a global mushroom. I would be famous, he said; meaning that at 30 I was still a perpetual student dabbling in the mumbo-jumbo of psycho-therapy, who needed to get a better grip on his future. (“Get a grip, man!” was my father Charlie’s favourite phrase and strongest reproof.) This plan to re-structure my life struck my 30-year-old self as not only demeaning — was I not the great Hans Rosenthal’s sole analysand? — but absurd. As for finding our own hoard of cave art, if it was that easy to trip over an art-laden cave, why had it been thirty years since the last one had been discovered? Yet how close Gildo’s crazy ideas, as so often, tip-toed towards the truth! My own stumble into a cave shaft did not, as you will shortly see, locate a new site, but it gave me a grip on my future which I was never to lose.

TRAVELLING WITH GILDO was a fearsome experience. In this instance, Maman simply wanted him out of the Paris apartment for a while, so that she could breathe in peace and quiet for a week, and the Midi was both far enough away and not too far for her to worry unduly about what he was getting up to. Also, I was supposed to be a calming influence (ill-advisedly, since my lifelong inclination has been to urge greater rather than less extravagance and intoxication). I should explain, à propos intoxication, that I was no great drinker or Bacchic celebrant myself. I simply liked to think that others were enjoying themselves to the full in my company, thanks, in some part, to my encouragement. My true, underlying calling, I felt at the time, was to be the shoulder upon which shaggy human beasts leaned, roaring, weeping, and occasionally kissing my cheek, as I led them home to their families at the end of the night. This project — I don’t know where on earth I derived it, since it doesn’t especially resemble behaviour on either side of my own family — fitted well into my image of myself, in those days, as a therapist: the friend who might not take part in the intoxicated dance, but who was no prude, who sang and cheered on the sidelines, and who was always there to pick up the pieces. I dare say I had spent too long serving Maman as Gildo’s junior male nurse. And I was about to join the dance myself. In spades, as my wife Bunny would say.

That spring, Gildo had returned home from a trip to the Middle East (he was working on his Gildo Wilson Peace Plan at the time) accompanied by four Israeli tank commanders. They seemed to be completely in thrall to Gildo, whose Peace Plan evidently included a plan B, namely blitzkrieg. Or perhaps they just wanted to see Paris. Whatever their motives they were four wonderful, soldierly, impressively kindly young men who assured Maman that having brought their kit-bags they would sleep on our sitting room floor as if cradled in comfort at the Ritz, and by the time she was up in the morning ― never very early, in any case ― there would be no trace of their bivouac. For the sake of the magnificent Ermenegildo Wilson, their inspiration (at one point they referred to him as the Argentine Gandhi), no discomfort was too great; he was a statesmanly thinker without peer in the world, and they would carry his mission to the Israeli people. It was true that they made their presence as painless and unobtrusive as it is possible for four six-foot-tall visitors to a tiny Parisian apartment to be, but their muscular bravado (they saluted each other and Gildo rather frequently) and their army-booted thunderings up and down the stairs were beginning to make Maman’s neighbours wonder just what kind of an établissement she was running. It doesn’t take much to induce a French concierge to suspect the worst.

So that year — we are in ’73 now, I am thirty and all but fully certified in my Viennese incarnation — in order to permit Maman to recover from the tank commanders, I was sent for from Austria. It wasn’t by any means the first time. On this occasion I was to accompany the Argentine Gandhi on the cave-hunting mission he himself had thought up — thank goodness, because otherwise my unheralded arrival usually spelt doghouse to Gildo. He had been bad, he would conclude from the arrival of his young trainer, whip hidden in his rucksack. I had no whip, of course, but doting Gildo was always anxious for my approval, and never wavered, even when most deranged, in his fatherly affections. His need for my respect was my only weapon. The task ahead was to get Gildo, like some friendly, panting lion, to address the departure he himself desired; to pack and actually depart with me. It was his most urgent wish. He couldn’t wait to be exploring the rocky slopes and pockmarked cliffs along the Dordogne, the Vézère and the Auvézère with me. But neither could he actually bring himself to set out. The form the problem took (for me) was that of getting a manic depressive to settle on one set of contents for his backpack; for Gildo, the problem lay in some enigmatic knot, deep in his soul. This I could not treat or unravel on the spot, so we moved the fight onto the symptomatic level, where the pressing issue was luggage. What should Gildo pack? We began with a proposed equipage of several pigskin suitcases (only the best, for the Argentine Gandhi). My objections were contemptible, he indicated: did I doubt his strength, or my own, since I could surely help him with one of the valises? How could we possibly do without the apparatus of gadgets and patent devices for keeping cold or keeping warm, the guns, the changes of clothes, the thermos flasks, the spare pairs of boots, the mosquito nets, the miner’s helmets, the flashlights? Most of these he liked to bring along even if we were going to the seaside; on this occasion I had to point out repeatedly that even though much of the intended equipment was functional, we weren’t going on an African expedition accompanied by native bearers but would be scrambling up and down hillsides without so much as a hand to spare. All this was obvious, of course, and both Gildo’s initial proposals and his polite, carefully argued resistance to any alterations were merely part of the delaying tactics required of him by his disease. He longed to leave the apartment; he dreaded leaving the apartment. The dread was always the greater of the two, at first, and it would take three days of packing, unpacking and re-packing (usually of the same list of impossible articles as before, only in a different formation and requiring just as many bags), before the really hard work began, that of eliminating precious clothes and gadgets so as to be able to take one rucksack only. 

They were beautiful, Gildo’s gadgets. He was a connoisseur of expensive accessories — patent medicines, hand-held fans, battery-driven ice-makers, inflatable yokes which subdued (or maintained) body temperature, shoes containing in their soles all manner of miniature devices from bottle-openers to radio transmitters, self-warming gloves, homing devices disguised as feathers in a Tyrolean hat, headbands containing, in a disc at the front connected to a battery at the back, a laser beam sufficient to discourage a bear and blind a human attacker. His James Bond devices included noxious gas-exuding cigarette lighters, and guns that popped out of the most unlikely trinkets. Fancy a walk in the Bois? Gildo would ask, and I knew that we were headed for the Bois de Boulogne, his favourite test site for a new device. My heart would sink; but it was safer than using the apartment as a firing range. I dare say there might have been countless boys who would have loved every instant of their acquaintance with their own personal James Bond, but I was a boy no longer, I was too old for the thrill of it and I could too easily hear in my head Maman’s dull groan as I phoned from a police station to explain our latest arrest. For me the Bois will never, ever, be the Bois, neither Proust’s Bois nor any happy recreational Bois other than the one in which, behind every tree and in every buisson, every clump of bushes, I still picture dear Gildo with the ochre-coloured fringes trembling on the sleeves of his Buffalo Bill Cody-style suede jacket (if I’m to be honest I would have to say that the one infallible sign of a total prat is a fringed suede jacket), Gildo red-faced and cursing in Spanish, trying to make some reluctant patent device work. Mossad, he would explain curtly, as he manipulated a chunky cigar cutter until the cigar-cutting hole with its little blade revealed itself as a trigger, and the bole of the cutter turned into a barrel, loaded to fire a single shot. For its efficacy I would simply have to trust Mossad, the Israeli secret service, since Gildo couldn’t actually test it without firing the one shot the gun held. Polish Secret Service, he once muttered as he drew what looked like a Swiss Army knife, complete with knife and fork, from a trouser pocket, only to open it out and fire a small, harpoon-like spear, trailing a metal filament, into a branch above us. Don’t try it now, Gildo whispered on that occasion, as a group of elegant Bois-strollers approached, but he assured me the metal wire could take a foot-pound quantity of strain sufficient to rein in a small bison. 

It was no good telling Gildo that the only bison we were looking for in the Périgord were dead, stiff and otherwise safely inert bison painted in manganese and similar primitive pigments on the wall of a stone age cave. Yes, but there was no knowing when the enemy might attack; it was imperative to be armed and ready. Ah Lord, it all comes back to me as I write this — the fun; the madness; the staring into each other’s eyes, grinning. His gaze saying, are you playing games? And mine, are you? Was it a game precisely in the sense of a perpetuation of childhood, hidden behind a veil of craziness? Or was he in its grip? Sometimes I thought one, sometimes the other.

Just as hard to dispense with as the profusion of his gadgets and James Bond devices, when packing for a journey, were Gildo’s beloved accoutrements, the gaudy alligator-skin shoes, the leather jackets with Western trim, the too-tight drainpipe trousers that Gildo continued to wear long after they became pitifully unfashionable, and the sweeping cowboy hats (to which the Tyrolean chapeau’s homing-device feathers could be transferred). Surely a hatbox was not too much to bring along? Wasn’t it admirably light? What spéléologue, emerging from a subterranean dive, wouldn’t want to be able to transform himself into a dandy, after a nice hot bath?

Besides the gadgets, the devices, the lizard-skin boots and the clothes, there were also the fétiches, small dolls and stones and bones and other well-worn and well-travelled little items which derived from indio and gaucho sources in the Argentine hinterland, and from the Tierra del Fuego where Gildo’s father had taken young Ermenegildo Tomasito Policarpo Bonifacio on journeys of exploration. Tell me about your father, I (or Maman) might murmur, hoping that the presence of these small tutelary figures by which he set so much store might spring, at last, a revelation or two about his origins or his childhood. But Gildo’s face would set at once into the grim geometric lines that suited the angularity of his features so well and so forbiddingly. No word came, and it was many years — indeed it was after Maman’s death, hèlas — before Gildo’s secrets, strange and well-worn as his indio fetishes, began to peep out of their holes.

Have I described Gildo’s eyes? Their colour, a hazy greenish blue, was unremarkable if perhaps surprising in an Argentine (later, when I discovered his Swiss ancestry, this minor mystery dissolved). They were striking in his perpetually tanned face, but less for their colour than for the shape given to his eyes by his evenly sloping eyelids. These ran straight, on an incline, towards the outer corner of the eye, and turned both eyes into triangles. Picasso or Braque, or Modigliani perhaps, appeared to have been called in to design his looks, especially the eyes, triangular slits which gave his already sharp-edged face the look of a cartoon made glorious flesh. Few women, and few men, could take their eyes off him for long.

It took a week for Gildo to pack, and that was with encouragement, cajolery and finally threats (I was sorry but I simply had to return to Vienna, no, not tomorrow or the next day, but now, this afternoon); the ritual was always identical. No matter how often I put it to Maman that my presence, my collaboration in the packing process, made it worse, both harder and longer, she would shake her head. Mais il t’adore, mon choux. Yes, I know he loves me, but does that help? Yes, she would nod, sadly. Without you, she reminded me, he plans journeys and prepares for weeks and weeks and never leaves. Every evening, Maman said, she would review the day’s packing, suitcases open for inspection, as if she were his superior officer. (Gildo had served a spell of military service in the Argentine Army, he had once vouchsafed, along with a handful of gruesome stories of that bestial institution.) At least, with me there, there was hope of bringing matters to a conclusion. En finir.

Then she would hold my gaze, and raise a monitory finger. I knew what was coming. Tu me promets, oui? (Just make sure he takes his pills.)

At last we left, with Gildo in a fearful lather of anxiety about his reduced equipage. Face pale as lard and eyes red-rimmed by sleeplessness and fretful tears, he unpacked his rucksack all over again in the taxi to the Gare de Lyon, in search of some cuff-link or collar-stud, some spare pair of shoelaces or fétiche that might have got left behind. How could one set off for the Périgord, his triangle-eyes implored me, with no more than a few pocketfuls of equipment? How, with such exiguous help, could two explorers hope to shake the world by their underground discoveries? He wept. I repacked his rucksack. It was like setting off with Peary for the north pole with only one sled dog, and that a Pekinese.

HAVING SAID THAT traveling with Gildo was a fearsome experience, and sketched in some of the typical constraints that attended the launching of a journey (God knows what torments Gildo was experiencing inside, those of an astronaut embarking on a first moonwalk with untested equipment, perhaps — or surely worse — in any case greatly exceeding the vexations to which Maman and I were put), you may imagine how different a trip with Gildo was when glimpsed from the outside, by a passing stranger whose attention was drawn by a strong whiff of Acqua di Selva perfume, and who, turning, saw nothing but the heroic profile, the hat, the cigar, the man humming an imaginary aria and slipping into momentary, smiling song (“Traditori…assassini…” were the words he invariably put to the unplaceable tune); surely a film star (but which one?) in the flesh! — a film star being mobbed by porters, cabdrivers and airline staff, all magnetized by the banknotes Gildo distributed with a card sharp’s easy grace. It was like being on stage in a dream, but with a queasy sense of trouble in the wings.

There were, however, benefits to traveling with Gildo, I can’t deny it, benefits for me and not only for porters and waiters and people we encountered along the way, whose woes Gildo often took up and sought to heal as if they were his own, and whose dreams he sometimes attempted to bring true as if he were a bizarre cross between Jesus and the host of a munificent television show. When I speak of benefits for me, I mean of course the opportunity to partake in these surreal adventures, whose strangeness and delights far outweighed the tedium of our elaborate and bizarre security procedures. (These included checking premises for bugs, using pseudonyms and ever-varying codewords, learning unusual knocking procedures — if you have never tried knocking on a hotel room door to the tune of Don Giovanni’s courtship aria, La ci darem la mano, I recommend it if only to enjoy the glances of hotel employees and passing guests, all of whom are immediately persuaded by the bizarre sequence of knocks that you are seeking admittance to a room belonging to a lady other than your wife.) Similarly, the riches of Gildo’s extravagant company outweighed the terrible hours when he succumbed to fits of weeping, was unable, for the most outlandish, superstitious reasons, to leave our hotel room, or cowered in a doorway while a man whom Gildo knew to be one of the most fearsome torturers in all of South America passed innocently by on the other side of the street.


The benefits were material, too, I must confess, no less for me than for the strangers who enjoyed Gildo’s quixotic attentions. He was unstoppably generous with Maman’s money, while it lasted. I dare say Gildo would have been no less generous with his own money, but his movie career had petered out (not as a result of his inadequacies as an actor but, as I later found out, because of eccentric behaviour on the set — doors he absolutely could not enter through, places on the studio floor where, at peril of his life, he could not stand), and his dreams of becoming, variously, a master spy, a neo-fascist architect unapologetically inspired by Speer, and President of Argentina — by no means an implausible ambition, given Gildo’s looks and rhetorical flair —  were still on the drawing board at this period. Maman’s windfall was our sole source of funds. But it was a monumental windfall, and everywhere we went Gildo bought me clothes and bought me watches (a man should always have several watches, he assured me, to give to friends — and as he said this I had a vision of Gildo’s erstwhile deep sea fishing companions, Rubirosa and Trujillo, passing out Rolexes as casually as beers, to shipboard pals), and like all manic depressives on a loose but lavish rein he never bought one of anything when he could buy six. As we passed through cities famed for their leather goods or their stationery (rich Italians, I learned, never write on paper when they can put newly manufactured parchment to use), Gildo would equip me with the latest products, often ordering books in bookstores we would never see again, though some did turn up on my doorstep in Vienna, demanding cash on delivery. He had me fitted for suits we never stayed around long enough to collect (or entirely pay for). I was 30 years old, for goodness sake — didn’t I have the sense or the willpower to say no? I frequently did, refusing firearms, shoes and boots to match Gildo’s own, made of exotic hides. I said no to valises, briefcases, wallets. Gildo couldn’t resist a pelt or a shell or an esoteric skin of any kind (and once mentioned that his father had himself tanned the hides of several little Patagonian alligators he and the young Gildo had caught on their travels). Show Gildo a wristwatch strap made from the unraveled tail of a Kamchatkan muskrat, or a collar-stud box made from the last-known specimen of some sea turtle found only in the Andaman Islands, and you had yourself a customer. Thank God Gildo never knew the world of electronic sales — Ebay would have been for him, as it is for all compulsive collectors, a home delivery of heroin, and we would have lived in an apartment entirely wall-papered in hides, skins and trophies. 

It was on one of our trips to America that Gildo at last took his fascination with skin to its logical conclusion and acquired his first and only tattoo, of a peccary, a species of South American wild pig which he said was the Argentine Army logo, or mascot (or both — I forget). Of course he urged me to join him; we would have matching, blood-brother tattoos; I gave in, fancying for some reason that the process wouldn’t hurt as much as one imagined. Oddly, I was right. Or perhaps I have extra layers of dermis. Yet if, before I sat to have my tattoo done, I’d had the chance to watch Gildo’s agonized grimaces and hear his grunts of pain, I certainly wouldn’t have let myself be tattooed, and I would have missed out on one of the enduring meditations of my life. I’d thought — as surely most people do — that a tattoo was simply a drawing on the skin. It’s nothing so simple. I had noted the quantity of tattoos some people got, and heard it spoken of as a kind of addiction, without having the faintest idea how that could be. An addiction was something I primarily associated with substances you ingested or inhaled, or practices that compelled pleasure as surely as drink or drugs. How could the petty business of drawing on your skin be an addiction?

I think I felt it from the first moment the buzzing pen met the flesh of my back. This purposeful, defining touch located, in a way I had only ever glimpsed (without understanding what it meant) in the childhood fear of an injection, the territory of the skin. It was a continent, a psychic region, a separate self. When people speak of a country of the skin, the poetry of the phrase exceeds — immeasurably exceeds — the issues of race and colour usually referred to. For the skin is not that mere wrapper whose variations in pigment cause such distress among the tribes of the earth; skin, skin itself, which seems no more than a thing keeping our insides in and our outside out, is a portal, a world, a no man’s land. Forget the skin that thrills to a caress; forget skin plumply beautiful or withered as a dry stream bed. Enter the land of skin — you’ll know at the first touch of the tattoo needle whether you’re a native of that land or not — and you’ll want to return to it year in year out until you’ve explored and exhausted its every trail, forest and plain. Few of us do, of course, no matter how addicted we become. (It’s instantaneous, as I say — if you don’t catch the virus from your first tattoo you’ll never catch it.) There’s even something faintly blasphemous about people who try and cover their entire bodies with designs; something magnificent and a little pathetic at the same time, like climbers who collect peaks, climbing the highest five, the highest ten, the highest hundred mountains, until exhausted. Such striving is an addiction of its own, and among tattoo-devotees it represents a foreign body within our allegiance to the land of skin. Someone who truly loves to climb loves climbing, not the accumulation of records. If you love to be tattooed you don’t need to be covered in them. Each tattoo is a journey to the skin, and as with all journeys it’s important, in order to enjoy them to the full, to recognize that their number is finite and that the experience, not the trophies you can show to others, is the journey’s purpose and meaning.

I have now a great many tattoos, although you wouldn’t know it to see me in my office or at home or in the street. (Many people who have known me for many years are seriously startled to see me on the beach or at a swimming pool.) They aren’t extensive. I have no taste for extravagant journeys (perhaps Gildo surfeited and cured me of them). I just like to travel in the land of the skin. While I’m there — while the needle works on me — I experience something that has no more to do with skin itself than you would expect, on a visit to Ireland, to see the word “Ireland” spelled out on the green fields. While the needle hums I am within the knowledge skin bequeaths. That knowledge is a metaphysical borderline; indeed it is knowledge of a metaphysical borderline, the border territory between one’s body (I will speak of entrails later, since they are the true heartland of the body in question, its holy precinct or sacred city, so to speak) and the world. But that’s no more than a physical description. One’s self exists neither in one’s organs, one’s flesh and bone, nerve and sinew, nor in one’s blood; nor does it live external to us. Yet it requires a body. (At any rate let us say it requires a body to incarnate the self for its trial on earth; we are not speaking here of the boundaries of the self, which are another matter entirely, but of the envelope in which the self is sent through earthly travails, the ship in which it sails.) The self — let us get straight to the point — is kept in trust by the skin. It is, if you like, hidden in the skin, in precisely the sense that, like Poe’s purloined letter, it is most successfully hidden in plain view. Would any sane person, Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist or Hindu expect to find the self in the skin? (Certainly not a Christian, that’s for sure.) Of course it isn’t in the skin. I said it was kept in trust by the skin, because physical life with its illusion of dimensionality and the distinct physical integrity of the entities we see with human eyes and feel with our fingertips, requires a skin not only as a container but as a passport. In reality, atoms cross the borders of what we imagine to be discrete entities, at every moment, like a nationalist’s nightmare, like a million Mexicans invading the United States unseen; we trade atoms, regardless of skin, like organisms hellbent on pandemic infection, on sharing every portion of ourselves with every other entity around us. Ourselves: yes. Our self is the thing that only skin appears to limit. Dear illusion, essential to our earthly passage, above all to the moral life — what would the moral life be if we could see how continuously insubstantial our physical individuality was? In the skin is written the guarantee of our meaningful individuality, our purposeful individuality. It is a shadow region, the skin, utterly unreal. Yet needles penetrate it, identify it, and for the period of the tattoo we are like the invisible man suddenly made present, suddenly caught in the x-ray of a spectrographic lens. There it is — ow! There it palpably is! — there, isolated by pain, is the artifice of human separateness, apprehended like a thief in the night, like ectoplasm on the ghost-hunter’s photographic negative. There it is! And for the time of the tattooing we can experience what it is to be all self, for a short time.

This is no more profound than to experience an orange as all rind (or all pith) — and yet it is more remarkable for us humans, because we believe ourselves to be shelled (or un-shelled, if “shelled” means to you “possessing a shell” rather than shell-less — in this quirk of the English language lies a world of inside-out, outside-in spiritual metaphor): we run naked, so far as we know, or think we know, through a world of rinds and shells and surfaces, and our being — where is our being, exactly? Well, for a short, intense space of time, you can feel its temporal address, under the tattoo artist’s tiny drumbeat. Being requires, for earthly purposes, a shape. Shape requires a perimeter. In that perimeter lies the very guarantee of shape and being. Decorate that perimeter and you decorate nothing (or nothingness, if you prefer); and indeed the banality of almost all tattoos bears witness to the emptiness of the tattoo-narrative. How you decorate the perimeter is entirely irrelevant; it remains visible, on gaudy show to the world; it doesn’t disappear like a flamenco dancer’s footsteps; but no-one who goes regularly to be tattooed confuses the experience with the mere result, the rind, the dust left by the dance. It is that dance along the perimeter of the body that inflames the metaphysical intuition, enlarges it into a kind of certainty not unlike orgasm. Try it. Words cannot tent it, and were not meant to, any more than we can describe the whirl of the dance, or name the waves. It’s there, however, a portal leading to pure liminality, to a kind of astral plane on earth. We know so little of the boundaries of things because we need them to be unknowable, to be vehicles of sensation and perception; we cannot know them, think them and live them all at the same time. And yet we can — we precisely can visit that blind spot of the living soul, while the needle sews the garment that we already are, re-making our skin-consciousness as it pierces and retreats, pierces and retreats.

It’s like being present at the making of the conscious world. Or at the emergence of man from the animal world — but of this, the foundation of Magdalenian therapy, more in due course. This has been too elaborate a digression (I did warn you) already. Suffice to say that in that garish tattoo parlour in Las Vegas, papered with images of skulls and molls and demons and other grotesque examples of the bad taste of tattooists and their customers, in that little booth smelling of the fear and sweat of customers past, Gildo did more than make me submit to yet another ritual of blood-brotherhood (and in this case, to judge from his stifled yelps, he was sorry to have done so), he unwittingly set me on the path which was to consume me for the next 30 years, until I, at last, fatally lost sight of the shapes and boundaries of things. And became, clinically speaking, mad.

TO RETURN TO the modest beginnings of my madness: what a small event it seemed at the time, that tattoo session, compared to the grandiose adventures of our American trips, driving from coast to coast, helicoptering the Grand Canyon and, on another occasion, New York City, backpacking and white water rafting and all the while dodging the Argentine security forces, who were capable of turning up — since who could say how many friendly espionage agencies they had suborned to help them keep track of us — in one-horse towns or on mountain trails, as easily as on city streets.

These were expensive jaunts, barely justified by Gildo’s search for documentary proof of the conspiracies he would in due course bring to light, when the world — in the first instance, of course, the publishing world — was ready. He would meet up with retired CIA operatives, whose name or precise address I was never permitted to know, now farming in Idaho or retired to a luxury trailer park in Utah (and I was of course forbidden to attend these conferences, for my own protection and for the sake of my saving ignorance), or with former Mossad agents in Dallas and Houston, neither of them places I would choose for retirement if I were a rugged Israeli. Did they even exist, these ex-spies? If they did, were they as mad as he? I had to stay in the hotel while he went to the rendez-vous, and for all I knew he was sitting on his own having ham and eggs at a diner while I was to suppose him huddled over secret documents with a co-conspirator. I didn’t want to believe it was all a fraud, and I didn’t want to shadow him in case I found out that it was hooey. I told myself that if it was hooey it was harmless hooey, surely, this absurd premise for our journeys to and across America, since in reality weren’t these trips Gildo’s fond attempt to recreate for me the expeditions of his childhood, when his father, by Gildo’s account, had taken the boy to Patagonia, to the Mato Grosso, to Macchu Picchu and the Andes?

There remained, besides, the more seductive argument for letting Gildo indulge me. For all his gaucho warbling and his smiling bravado I knew he would have exchanged every moment of our adventures and every luxury item he owned to have a son of his own body and blood, one he told me he could never engender. I was the next best thing, I was his proxy son, and to deny him the joy and the pride I saw in those dear demented blue-green Modigliani eyes was beyond my powers of self-control. As cruel and manipulative as he could sometimes be, he kept the best of himself for me and I loved him for his very extravagance, his theatricality, his struggle with his fears, and loved him all the more for his suffering and his madness.


There was a sad, nasty story behind Gildo’s inability to sire children — something for which we nonetheless all had reason to be grateful, according to Dr Furcht. I remember Furcht calling it the greatest blessing of Gildo’s life, when Maman once lamented the absence of the longed-for child. Absurd, no doubt, to picture fatherhood as a calming influence on someone in Gildo’s extremities of soul, but Maman did. We were grasping at straws in those days. Furcht shook his doggy jowls. “Can you imagine,” figurez-vous, Madame, “what it is like” — he always called her Madame, with the old-fashioned deference of a préfet de police — “to be the child of a manic depressive father? The only child?” I could. He would be prepared to wager, Furcht said, that Gildo’s father had also been manic. (I have never been able to resolve the question, but I suspect that Furcht was right.) For my part, of course, I could escape Gildo’s daily reach, withdraw to Vienna and pick up my studies safe in the thought that Gildo was not my father, and that I already had a fully certified father, a little less glamorous perhaps but no less kind, no less delightful. And sane. Manic depression was not on my molecular menu. I had been 18 and preparing for my first semester at college when the news came of Ernest Hemingway’s death by suicide; it had plunged Gildo into weeks of grief and gloom, and even at the time, as ignorant as I was about mental illness, I suspected a kinship between Gildo and his former idol, a connection deeper than one-time acquaintance and shared literary ambition. What Gildo may have guessed — something that wasn’t mentioned in news reports — was that Papa Hem not only followed his own father into manic depression but carefully imitated the manner of his suicide, by shotgun at the foot of the stairs, as if to make the curse plain to see.


Gildo had by no means always been infertile, and spoke humorously of possible but as yet unknown by-products of his youthful philandering. (Perhaps I should make that “earlier” philandering, lest I convey the idea that Gildo’s appetites had slackened in middle age — I knew all too well that they were as lusty as ever, and often had to scramble to prevent Maman from finding out.) I could only pray that any such Wilson by-blows were growing up unaware of their parentage, or at least unaware of the genetic inheritance Gildo represented; I have known too many cases, as have all of us in what Americans like to call the mental health industry (a repulsive phrase even by American standards), of people who feel called to suicide by parental example, no matter how distant in time that example is, and no less urgently by the suicide of a parent they barely knew than of one they knew and loved. Yet this is all theory; these are clinical considerations; in practice, when I pictured the existence of a little Gildo, and when I heard Dr Furcht utter his pious Gott sei Dank à propos Gildo’s lack of offspring, what I actually felt was not at all a renewed flush of gratefulness for having dodged this particular genetic bullet myself; far from thanking God that I wasn’t Gildo’s natural son, the image of a Gildo-child brought a surge of angry jealousy. How dare anyone even think of being Gildo’s son, other than me? I was only a surrogate but I was the man in possession of this princely maniac’s love — not only of his material generosity but his inspiriting confidence and encouragement, his wonderful examples of brave and quixotic behaviour on display especially for me. The very idea of surrendering it to a challenger made my blood boil. I was a pretender on the throne, but my whole spirit churned at the thought of a legitimate heir. 


(And with regard to Furcht’s exclamations of Gott sei Dank, I take them to have derived from the paternal side of his Alsatian family — the mother, from Lorraine, was French through and through. Ach du lieber! he would groan, listening to Maman’s tales of Gildo on the rampage, and these involuntary cries were to get him into lasting trouble when Gildo himself turned against Furcht and decided to investigate exactly what the good doctor had been up to during the Second World War. Into which side had he been instilling Furcht? The bad guys, or the good guys? Poor Furcht’s reputation would be in tatters before Ermenegildo Wilson was done with him.)


But to pursue the matter of Gildo’s infertility: it was real, and as absolute as a decree nisi. He had been “snipped”, as Gildo put it. Sneeped. This fatal (or merciful) intervention had taken place during the longest continuous relationship Gildo had had before Maman — I was going to say, that Gildo had “managed”, perhaps correctly. His innamorata was an American actress called Rita Shore. Once upon a time you would not easily have found her name in show business records, but the internet will find her now, like a scavenger disinterring every graveyard, a last trump raising to heartless day the facts that history was once content to bury in the darkest corner of the library — indeed making the very words requiescat in pace a sorry anachronistic joke. Rita was a busty, spunky bottle-blonde starlet in the Marilyn Monroe mould, who not only had the charms to attract to attract Gildo but the rodeo skills (she hailed, in fact, from San Antonio, Texas) to hang onto him for more than the usual month or two. She must have been quite a gal. Gildo spoke of black eyes (his) and scratches that drew blood. They had a son. Yes, after they’d been together a year, Rita bore Gildo a son. Little Aaron! Blue-eyed, blond cherub! God alone knows how she did it, but Rita clearly wasn’t having any Tomasitos or Manuelitos in the family, and so Aaron it was. Perhaps Gildo had simply been too overjoyed to argue, or too fearful of another black eye, marring his employment chances. He was certainly overcome, comblé, transported; it was far and away the most wonderful event of his life. Yet his capacity for faithfulness had not outlasted his passionate vow (from now on he would be the Bull of the Pampers!) to be true now and forever to the mother of his child. When Rita found out that he was dallying with the ill-fated Lupe Velez, on their film set, she threw Gildo out; that was it, it was over, no more Bull. He could go and kick up his heels in someone else’s boudoir. Never again in hers.

Rita was Tex-Mex, Gildo said (he was helplessly drawn, he claimed,  to what he called ladies of temperament). The Tex was placid, the Mex wasn’t. Gildo begged and wheedled, sent truckloads of flowers, dressed in the Hollywood equivalent of sackcloth and ashes (a stained and rumpled thrift store suit, well slept in? — I could picture Gildo persuading a Sepulveda Boulevard wino to swap clothes with him), lay weeping in the rain all night at Rita’s bungalow door. No dice. Finally Gildo made a gesture intended to win Rita’s assent to the seriousness, the finality of his attachment to her, to Rita, the mother of his Aaron. If nothing could prove to her that there would never be another lover in his life, he could at least show Rita that there would never be another child. He could sacrifice his philoprogenitivity to her, and place the Wilson future in her lap. He had himself sneeped.

Touched, remorseful (more than Gildo knew), Rita took him back into her bungalow, her boudoir and her heart. Sadly, the idyll unraveled in true Hollywood fashion. Six months after Gildo’s sneeping, Rita became pregnant. Gildo found out when one of Rita’s gossipy girlfriends told Gildo’s latest on-set amour (his own renewed vows having once more expired) about the abortion Rita had just had. Gildo beat the father’s name out of hapless Rita and, learning it, gazed at Rita’s son, his own son, his Aaron, with a dreadful surmise. (Gildo always refused to tell me who Rita’s lover was — by the sound of it, he had been Gildo’s longterm rival. This was a rare evasion on Gildo’s part and one that had me visualizing every possible candidate, from Presidents to Popes, creeping round to Rita’s back door while Gildo was at the studios. Kennedys? Mafia bosses? Who would it possibly be whose name Gildo still couldn’t speak aloud? Perhaps the truth is that Gildo never knew, or, sadder still, had become so enamoured of a mystery at this stage of the story, heightening its effect, that he himself had become its victim and could no longer remember who Rita’s lover had been.) Whoever he was, it seems that his blond, blue-eyed legacy was incarnate in little Aaron, and Rita, fearful of more Bull-beatings, finally confessed that Aaron too was not actually Gildo’s. Had Gildo been sold a pup, and sacrificed his posterity in vain? Was it possible that this hideous joke was on him? He stormed, raved, refused to believe, until a blood test confirmed the worst. Gildo had been sneeped too soon, in deluded tribute to another man’s son. Ah Hollywood; I dare say this could have happened elsewhere, easily enough; but that gaudy ballroom of illusion, with its polka-dot spotlights spangling the darkness and its unceasing excuse-me dances, was just the place for foolish tragedy.


All of which may help a little to explain why I succumbed, albeit selectively, to Gildo’s stream of gifts. He needed a son so badly. He had so much to give, not only from Maman’s bank account but from his own deposits of “painful wisdom” as he laughingly called the rueful anecdotes he loved to tell. In exchange he required a certain filial readiness. Once, in a rare disclosure, Gildo mentioned that “the children” — presumably including himself — had been expected to be on full dress parade when Papacito left home for what Gildo called an ‘expedition,’ even if Papacito departed at four or five in the morning. This it seems he frequently did, for reasons unclear to me, but remembering occasions when Gildo would rouse me in the middle of the night to flee hotels that had become mysteriously unsafe, our cover blown, I wondered if Papacito hadn’t been similarly afflicted. Later on — much later on, indeed, after Gildo’s death — when I learned that his father had in fact been a minister, a minor one but a minister nonetheless, in the Argentine government that Juan Perón had overthrown, I received a fresh perspective on these midnight alarums. Perhaps Gildo’s father had been on the move with good reason, in the early morning. But had he also, before leaving on an expedition, instructed the children on the order in which they should put on their clothes, as Gildo liked to do even when I was 30, phoning my neighbouring hotel room to ensure that I was up and coming along well with my ablutions, no less than 60 seconds with the mouthwash, following the 30 toothbrush strokes, each one departing from the gum, applied to each quadrant of the mouth, and the dressing ritual beginning with socks and gaiters (a gentleman’s socks never sag) and proceeding to boxer shorts (give the family jewels room, hombre), shirt (if long-sleeved, with French cuffs, which never failed in their commanding effect, Gildo maintained), and only then the pants ironed overnight in the patent device which Gildo invariably brought on his travels?

This was the obvious order in which to put on your clothes, it seemed to me, but Gildo’s insistence on it made me want to flout him by leaving my socks till last, just to savour the delinquency. (I did also have daydreams about showing up in the hotel’s breakfast room with underpants on my head, but we already had one madman in the family, and his efforts made my visions of recklessness seem tame.) Gildo had already fully instructed me about tying ties (Windsor knots only) and shoelaces, given me seminars on nail-brushing and trimming (never ever risk scratching a lady’s you-know-where, kiddo), and on extracting nose hairs — I had none at fourteen but was still commanded to practise, for later — and ear wax, using his own techniques. For years we had rehearsed side by side like synchronized swimmers, gazing in the mirror at our bathroom ballet. Did such drills make him a martinet, a caring if old-fashioned parent (surely mirroring Papacito), or simply a nut? I wasn’t sure, at 14. Even now I hesitate to say which, or what combination of the three. But as a young man I was fascinated. It was like traveling with a crazy ringmaster, and also like having a family edition of the Wolf Man or Rat Man, one of Freud’s classic cases come to life. I had stepped into an exhibit entitled The Lunatic in Ordinary Life, and, like a stage hand caught shifting the furniture into place when the lights go up, I found it was too late to stop the play from proceeding as if I belonged in it.

ON THIS OCCASION — our fatal trip to the cave country of South-West France — what for other people might have been a straightforward journey by train and car, leading to an overnight stay in a small provincial hotel and a visit to the newly discovered cave site nearby, became, in Gildo’s company, a guerrilla sortie. It would not be enough, I knew before we even reached the hotel, our base camp, to use the services of the municipal guides to the cave who led visitors into the hillside above St Supplice on the hour and half-hour; no, such a functionary would be showing the public only what was tame and safe and could be inspected without risk, physical or psychic, to the tourist. What we needed was the man who would swiftly see that we were serious students of paleontology (and would see it in our banknotes if not in our demeanour), one a former associate of the famed Leroi-Gourhan, the other no less a person than the Argentine Chargé d’Affaires for Ancient Monuments (on occasion Gildo declared himself instead — it depended, I think, on the amount of lithium he had taken that day — to be the actual Minister for this unlikely Argentine portfolio, but I was happier when he adopted a more modest title), and who would be willing to give us the real tour. Gildo had it on good authority, he said to my astonishment, that in a chamber at the bottom of a shaft not easily accessible to the amateur, stood a pair of copulating rhinoceri, free-standing stone effigies similar to the bison effigies of Tuc d’Audoubert but on this occasion with images of human onlookers engraved and painted on the chamber walls. I had read of no such chamber, and it sound highly implausible to me. When I said as much to Gildo he nodded in a subdued fashion — evidently disappointed that I wasn’t more impressed with his faux expertise — and observed that this didn’t matter because what was important was to flush out any discoveries that were being kept from general view. I groaned inwardly, having been through a similar drama to the one now in prospect, when visiting Pompeii with Gildo. There, in an attempt to “flush out” frescoes more pornographic than those usually displayed to the paying public, Gildo explained to the guide that since he was the Argentine Minister for Antiquities he knew that there were Pompeiian brothel apartments that only an enormous tip could unlock. (I have a feeling that Gildo had convinced himself that a number of brothel employees and their customers had been overtaken in the midst of passion, two thousand years ago, determined to make the best of their final moments or else too fully engaged in their transaction to even notice that Vesuvius was erupting all over them like a deadly regurgitation of every orgasm tourist-friendly Pompeii had ever hosted, and were to be found mummified in copulatory poses, rather as if Michelangelo had turned his hand to pornographic sculpture.) I was his son, Gildo explained as our guide cocked a wary eyebrow at me, I was 18 (I was 15) and had President Perón’s personal permission to review items of interest. If I had to be introduced, I was Manuelito Aurignacio Circumciso Diomedes Wilson, with variants to suit the occasion. In Pompeii we were shown the door like a pair of disgruntled brothel visitors of two millennia earlier, complaining that we hadn’t been shown the girls that the Phoenician sailors had told us so much about. It had made me grateful to Maman for putting her foot down and forbidding the 17th birthday trip to a Parisian maison de passe that Gildo promised me when I was barely into my teens, and where a similar scene might have played out — no, no, madame, show us the girls you keep for special customers, for South American dignitaries! — to cripplingly embarrassing effect.


I came to think of Gildo’s obsession, one of the more benign manifestations of paranoia, as the soukh complex — “Now show us the real carpets,” you would murmur (had Gildo seen Papacito performing in this very same opera?), while crossing the salesman’s palm with silver. In this experience of life there was always a world behind the world, awaiting the Open, Sesame! Yet Gildo’s determination not to be fobbed off with the rube’s portion, not to be the docile patsy, evoked not only the pursuit of elusive treasures but their intrinsic unavailability. The jewels you could obtain by stealth or cunning or bribe or any inside knowledge or technique under the sun were never the ultimate jewels you were after, because if you could obtain them at all it meant that there must be a farther, as yet hidden treasure in whose regard the jewels you’d located were only a red herring. Dante, speaking of divine love, says that setando di se, di se asseta: as it quenches your thirst, it renews it. Yet there is an infernal version of this, and it was Gildo’s. He could never draw aside a veil without, in so doing, creating another. And the world-within-a-world delusion always reminded me of the Baths of Caracalla, a complex of Roman ruins I had explored in Gildo’s company. What remains of the Baths is brick, once faced with marble. There, behind the smooth interior walls of the sumptuous bathhouse, a world of stairs and corridors lay within the walls themselves, peopled by busy servants invisibly bringing their wealthy customers who knows what luxuries (soap? Towels? Rubber ducks?) and by their claustrophobic labours making luxury itself a frictionless reality for a privileged few. The ruins of the Baths reveal its human machinery, laying bare the secret passageways — so narrow, the width of one slim man — where men ran to and fro inside walls, to furnish other men with comforts whose source they would never have to envisage. That was the truth of worlds within worlds, as Caracalla’s thermae taught it to me: not hidden treasure but hidden servitude.

Our visit to St Supplice promised to be another of Gildo’s epics of Inspector Clouzot-like detection. No-one had heard of any secret chambers in the newfound cave; no-one knew of a guide who could lead us to it, even for ready money. I wasn’t surprised, and Gildo was never discouraged. After a synchronized shower and shave, and an unsynchronized breakfast (Gildo’s eggs raw, mine obstinately cooked), we set off for the cave amid a cloud of Acqua di Selva, cigar smoke and gaucho warbling, with the occasional Traditori! Assassini! thrown in to let the locals knows we weren’t fooled by their refusal to let us in on their Stone Age secrets. Gildo had found himself some enormous thigh-length boots befitting a ministerial spelunker (never mind a Chargé D’Affaires), but otherwise he was his usual sartorial self in cowboy hat, fringed suede jacket and orange leather trousers. (I still have the trousers in my possession today. They are too tight and too orange for anyone but an outrageously camp flamenco dancer; yet how could one discard such a garment with all its memories? I followed these very trousers up a rocky cliff above St Supplice, towards, as you shall see, one of the decisive experiences of my life.)


We took the standard municipal tour of the cave, after queueing like ordinary mortals for three quarters of an hour while Gildo lectured me on the sweetness and importance of sometimes queuing like ordinary mortals for three quarters of an hour even when one has the queue-bypassing banknotes in one’s orange leather-trousered pocket. Inside the cave, as we stood in our group gazing up at the modest murals (they were given worldwide magazine and television coverage, so you may recall seeing the best of the early discoveries, the so-called Rhinoceros Ceiling, featuring a Neolithic herd of these creatures, crudely etched), Gildo began asking questions, instantly becoming the group’s spokesman. Might there be more, as yet undiscovered chambers? Or more such caves, nearby? How many might there be, across France? The guide’s replies were rather vague, as well they might be, since peut-être, sait-on jamais? and j’ai pas la moindre idée, monsieur were the only rational answers. Gildo then closed in for the kill. How could we, innocent punters that we were (forgetting for a moment our previously touted professional qualifications), be sure that these rough outlines and engravings had not been done more recently than our guide maintained? How could we be sure that they had not been carved and drawn as recently as last week, perhaps by the artisanal union of St Supplice, a town evidently in need of a sharp increase in tourism? Laughter was now rising in the echoing cave, a sound not heard there for ten thousand years, if ever. Mais non, monsieur, our poor guide, a girl in her twenties, kept repeating, no doubt blushing in the Stone Age darkness, while I reflected on the propensity of con-men to see confidence tricks everywhere around them. Gildo also interpolated references to the secret, hidden chamber — la vraie découverte, the “real” find — but only succeeded in mystifying both our group and our guide.


The tour left Gildo more convinced than ever that what we had seen were fakes designed to keep the public happy and distract them from hidden wonders too potently obscene (what on earth did he mean, I wondered — rhino orgies? — people copulating with animals?) for bourgeois consumption. There are some things Time Magazine cannot show, he said darkly. He had, he said, noted the spot where the entrance lay to the secret chamber. Had I not seen how our comely guide (I already knew how Gildo was going to spend his evening in St Supplice) had positioned herself in front of it so that we would miss it? Later, Gildo was to claim that he had anticipated the extraordinary events which were to follow, and would always cite me as his decisive witness: didn’t I tell you, Manuelito, didn’t I say to you as we emerged from the cave that I had seen the hidden portal? Whatever it was that Gildo was referring to that first afternoon, if it even existed other than in his fevered, fabulistic imagination, was not in any way related to the Shaft of the Dancing Bison, as it was to be known in the first flush of its discovery. But it would have been unsporting, and unkind, to deprive Gildo of his share in the glory, which he exploited in the company of any journalist who would listen. After all, Gildo had whispered Open, Sesame! at so many dumb and silent doors, for so many years; who could have begrudged him one miraculous revelation?


We have to make a second visit, Gildo said as we completed the official tour of the cave, so that he could slip us both into the aperture he had noticed, when the guide’s back was turned. We are equipped this time, he murmured, pulling from the breast pocket of the fringed, Buffalo Bill suede jacket a pair of pencil-slim flashlights. We went to the end of the queue for the next guided visit and stood in line once more, but this time the sweetness and importance of queueing like ordinary mortals seemed to have lost some of its charm, and Gildo fumed and chewed impatiently on his cigar as we inched forwards. Would we even make the final 4:00 pm tour? We didn’t, and I trembled at the thought of the schemes Gildo might be hatching as an official offered us tickets which would guarantee us a place on the very first tour, the following morning. To my surprise, Gildo took the disappointment like a lamb. I have a bet-ter pla-an, he said, or rather sang; when he wanted to say something aloud for my understanding only, he would often often deliver it as a snatch of faux Mozartian recitative (There is a man watching us from behind that pil-lar, but don’t look now-ow), apparently believing that this would disguise his words to all ears except mine.


The bet-ter pla-an involved scaling the cliff above the cave entrance, an enterprise for which neither of us was particularly well kitted out. I pled vertigo, exhaustion, satiation with caves generally and cave art in particular. (Truth to tell, the St Supplice “masterworks”, to quote the media, had struck me as so rudimentary that I wondered how I could ever have considered dedicating my life to palaeontology; they had even made me entertain, for a moment, Gildo’s proposition that they were fakes.) Gildo mocked my feebleness, leading the way up the stony hillside towards the bluffs. Keep an eye on him, Maman’s perpetual refrain, rang in my head. He wouldn’t get far in those giant wading boots, I reasoned, starting up the slope after him, but if he fell and hurt himself when unaccompanied, I’d be answerable. We struggled on, up past boulders and along perilous, pebbly ridges, clinging to scrub oak and treacherous pine saplings, towards what Gildo felt sure was the secret, secondary entrance to the cave, for which he had an explanation that fitted La Luna de Los Bandidos better than it did Stone Age Man’s need for a hidden back door. (Think, Manuelito! Where do you go when mister bear comes in the front door? You let him back you into a corner? What, you think they were stupid, these cavemen, just because they couldn’t draw a rhinoceros? I can’t draw a rhinoceros either, but I know better than to make a home with no escape route. It’s the first thing a man looks for.) If nothing else, I could see that Gildo was drawing Stone Age Man in his own image. 

Courage, mon ami! Gildo cried out at intervals, his thigh boots dislodging a little avalanche of sandy pebbles in the general direction of my head — Courage! Who cares if we find the entrance or we don’t? What could be more exhilarating than this, he called down to me, still climbing. This is archaeology! After reviewing Neolithic man’s deepest dreams expressed as sacred art, now — grunt — we walk and climb in his footsteps, experiencing man’s first dizzy ventures in search of bird’s nests, exercise, and the joy of serene clifftop views! Manuelito! Are you all right?

As I spat sand from my mouth, it struck me as more likely that Cro-Magnon man hid in his huge cranium not only a brain larger than ours but the common sense to stay on the ground. Several times, when the ascent became all but vertical, I stopped and called out to Gildo than I was turning back and would meet him back at the hotel. But the sight of his valiant frame, orange-hued, his cowboy hat askew and cigar long since lost, battling on above me, kept me starting off again in pursuit.


If I had actually turned back instead? Where on earth would I be today? But never mind what if. I could have gone back to St Supplice and been run over by a bus, or bent down to the pavement instead and, as the bus went harmlessly by, picked up a winning lottery ticket.


Eventually I lost Gildo from sight. When I reached the top myself there was indeed a gratifying vista across a winding, poplar-guarded river and sweet green water meadows as unbroken in colour and texture as a painted landscape. And there was the huge relief of not climbing any more. I called out Gildo’s name, received no answer, and lay back to rest for a while in the pleasing wind. Insects buzzed softly but intently around my head; sweet aromas, as salty and dry as the herbs that grow in rocky desert crevices, reached me on the breeze, and I was soon asleep.


It was dusk when I woke up, wondering for an instant where on earth I was. Gildo? I called his name once more, to no effect. The view beneath the cliff was darkening now, and the descent far too scary a prospect. I would have to walk away from the cliff face into the pine woods and somehow around and down, without getting lost. I had Gildo’s tiny flashlight, good (as he assured me) for reading documents in dark places, but the miniscule area it lit would hardly guide me through precipitous woodland in pitch darkness. I’d have to hurry; somehow I had to find a path or road before the twilight faded. West, where the last light was fading, was across the river. I was heading east, then, into the pines. But which way was St Supplice? I hadn’t the foggiest idea. J’ai pas la moindre idée, monsieur, our pretty young guide had said to Gildo in the cave. Was he already sitting beside her in a café in town, at this very minute, toasting her — à la préhistoire, mademoiselle! — to their prehistory! — in local rouge, while I wandered the woods crying and yelling for help until my voice failed, lost in that very prehistory they were discussing, far into the night? But no, mais non, monsieur, I had to pull myself together. Instead, sweating in alarm, I began to run. In these very woods, Gildo had told me, wartime resistance groups had been deceived by the sheer uniformity of the landscape and got lost for weeks, going round and round in circles. One of the town ancients had told him this, the night before, and I wished he hadn’t passed the story on. I ran, blindly now, and must have tripped while scrambling and stumbling through the rocky terrain. I have no memory of losing my footing; none, nor of falling; only of coming to in perfect darkness with an overwhelming sense of something terrible amiss. Had I been kidnapped by prehistoric man, by some kind of Perigordian Bigfoot, a French Sasquatch, and strung up in his stone pantry to ripen for supper? Then I knew what it was that was wrong. I was hanging upside down by my heels — by one heel — in the dark.


When it was that the damage was done to my ankle, in the trip or the fall or the end of the fall when my foot became caught for a time in the toils of a root (this I ascertained by flashlight) I’ve no idea. I must have suffered cuts and bruises as I tumbled through the darkness but I have no memory of them at all, only of the instants of coming to in an impossible position, hanging by one foot over a void, head down. And then at once the terror, knowing that I was far worse off now than I ever could have been on the surface, no matter how lost I could have got in the trees; knowing that I was trapped underground where only the ghosts of prehistoric cave artists (had I been rude about their draughtmanship? — I took it back!) could hear me. Something was trickling down my belly and torso, towards my head. Insects? Liquid? — water from the surrounding shaft, or had I pissed myself? I could feel hysteria rising to consume me. My life, or at any rate my sanity, seemed to depend on keeping that at bay for as long as possible, and the only puny force I had against the all-devouring terror was curiosity about my surroundings. My first yells for help, as I reached up and groped in my pockets for Gildo’s precious pencil-thin flashlight — never again, Lord, would I disparage Gildo’s passion for gadgets! — brought echoes booming back into my ears and with them a sense that I was in an irregular hole about as wide, at its narrowest, as a good-sized well. My hands groped the sheer wall closest to me for a handhold or at least a crack, in vain. Then thank God I located the flashlight, just as my own urine reached my neck and pooled under my chin. It was the least of my problems.

When I switched on the little light I was able to see my own burial chamber, foggy with cobwebs in the blue light. Above me I could now identify the web of roots that held my foot and, pointing the flashlight down below my head and craning my eyes back to see beneath me, letting whatever piss hadn’t dried on my body drip into the void, I could see more roots and protruding slabs of rock and a wide hole that fell away towards a haze that marked the limits of the flashlight beam.


Above me I could dimly discern more light, unless my eyes were fooling me, light of a different colour to the flashlight beam, which I switched off to confirm this — yes, it was faint but it was there, silvery light reflected on rock and earth and root, and somewhere above it along the angled drop, past overlapping outcrops of stone, the darkening sky and the stars. Would Gildo return, looking for me? Would he have long ago assumed that I’d gone back down to the cave entrance, hitched a ride to St Supplice and found some sport in the town? I continued to flash the torchlight beam on and off in desperation, as a kind of futile morse-code SOS in support of my cries for help. At last I faced the fact that the only way I could possibly keep fear at bay was to try and begin the all but impossible climb back up towards the light. Up sheer, seamless rock? With one leg already numb and probably useless?

Infuriatingly, one of Gildo’s favourite stories came back to me. Jack London (whom Gildo the would-be novelist liked to invoke), or some similar warrior of the page, had fallen deathly ill in the midst of composing a serialized magazine adventure story; the deadline was approaching, the previous instalment’s cliffhanger had left the hero of the story at the bottom of a deep pit with sheer walls and no apparent means of escape, and the author, semi-conscious with fever, couldn’t reveal how the story went on. With less than twelve hours to go before the new inslament had to go to print, a committee of the magazine’s employees was formed to solve the fictional problem. They repaired to a hotel room, where they racked their brains all night, unable to find a single convincing way to spring Jack London’s hero from his trap. As they came into the magazine offices the next morning, grey-faced with defeat, there sat Jack himself at the typewriter, fever gone and fully recovered. The employees crowded around him to read the opening words of the new instalment. Click clack went the typewriter keys. With one giant bound, they read in appalled silence, he was free.


Ha bloody ha. This story was one Gildo liked to tell to illustrate initiative, faith, undying hope and lateral thinking, rather than the art of fiction writing. It was about the art of being Jack London. But what would Jack have done now? Change the story. Gildo’s Hollywood Zen master — and if ever there was a lucrative place for a Zen master it was Los Angeles — had offered Gildo this crackerbarrel Zen maxim, straight out of a fortune cookie. You’re hanging from a cliff with sharp rocks far beneath you and a ravening tiger above. What do you do? Answer, Change the story. As a teenager this smug solution, as it seemed to me, prompted vengeful fantasies of passing Gildo’s now aged Zen master on a California freeway, stranded beside his broken-down vehicle and waving feebly for assistance as he tried to change the wheel. Change the story, I would call out, smiling, as I sped past. What a callous little brute I was — but at times I grew a little sick of Gildo’s slivers of instant wisdom. Follow your own magical advice, I would mutter sulkily. Change your own story, why don’t you. These days, I must confess (come back, L.A. Zen master), change the story lies at the very heart of my therapeutic practice. There are many ways to describe a life, and the only way to begin to heal a sick one is to start by telling it differently. Could this have helped me, in that terrifying living tomb of a shaft where I found myself dangling upside down in the dark? In a way it did — I’ve always reacted to danger by telling myself (and others, who aren’t always as grateful for this involuntary tactic as I am) facetious jokes and stories, letting the mind roam, making myself smile as though I wasn’t under the gun. It comes out as schoolboy bravado, but what else can one do?


I had only one vertical surface within the grasp of my hands, since the adjacent walls were simply our of reach, and that one vertical plane was at my back, behind me. Not a good start. I also had one free leg. Could I pivot it far enough forwards to reach the wall opposite and then crab my way upwards and backward until I could grasp the roots around my other leg? Wriggling might prove my undoing, I knew, since it was only root that held my foot and the rest me from tumbling down again into the shaft below me. But I had to try. With one giant bound, I muttered grimly as I twisted my body to try and pinion it like a spring between opposing walls. It must have been then, during one of my frantic attempts to haul myself up on both hands and one foot, with the little flashlight gripped between my teeth and illuminating my struggle, that I saw the nightmare figure grimacing down at me from the wall of the shaft.

YOU’VE SEEN HIS face on the covers of books and magazines, on TV and on the internet — otherwise you’d be thinking what a terrible old bullshitter I was, at best the victim of hallucinations caused by a mixture of terrified suffering and a youthful devotion to Palaeolithic art, or simply someone who, like Gildo himself, couldn’t resist Gildo-ing the lily of a good story. And certainly I was in such extremes of terror that my mind could probably have made anything it liked out of the looming shapes of rock and streaks of earth and filaments of root and cobweb that formed my prison, and nothing would have surprised me. I was like a seed waiting to sprout, it seems to me now, looking back on my poor frantic self alive in that crevice like some appleseed that with a little rain would send blind green feelers, as yet albino-pale, up towards the light to found a tree, a dynasty. Magdalenianism (may it indeed be a modest but enduring dynasty, as my co-founder Paddy and I both hope) was waiting to sprout from my head, and this earthly crevice alone, of all the crack and holes across the whole wide wrinkled and pitted face of the earth, was the only seedbed that could have nourished our philosophy — how can I not believe in destiny? — in my dormant being. My nascent being, I wanted to say, and rightly. Because there he was! Before my eyes: my guide. Not that I knew then what he truly was, not then or for many years to come. At the time I only saw what you saw, when the much-reproduced image first reached your eyes, a dancing, bison-headed thing with snout and grinning mouth, human hip raised, hoof at the end of a human leg, a monster of the netherworld, half man half animal. (These days I have him tattooed on my left bicep, upside down, as he originally appeared to me; I can contemplate him at my leisure, as he first seemed to be doing to me; I am his wall, his parietal home, as he once was mine.)  He seemed like the purest emanation of my primal, claustrophobic panic, as if my snake brain had now awakened on this slow trip to hell, and begun to treat me to a slide show, as we drifted across the cavern-ceilinged Styx, full of visions out of earliest, atavistic memory. My wriggling efforts to climb like a crab or a spider were bringing earth and pebbles coursing down onto my upraised face. I spat and shook my head (my mane), and fought to keep my bestial, bison-headed vision in view as if he were my Saviour. Our Father, Harrowed be thy mane. And surely he was my saviour, proof of a man’s presence here before me, turning my passage here into a birth canal instead of the long hole of death.

This was a place of hope, he was my hope, this dancing bison man was priest and saviour whether or not he was only in my terrified bruised head — so full of blood, now upside down for too long — or really on the wall beside me, dancing, watching, pounding in my skull, a little stick in his hand, mouth wide and uttering last rites or inviting me into his dance or both, changing my old limbs for new as I reached up too far this time and the root net broke in a shower of earth above my head, and the walls and the bison man fell away from my clawing hands and I dove backwards and down into the darkness.


The rest is comedy. Farce, indeed. Gildo was right, for once in his life. There was another way out of, or into, the grotte of St Supplice des Eaux. Perhaps in fact there were many such (who knows if we shall ever have a complete subterranean map of the planet?), and perhaps an exhaustive search of the great decorated cave systems of the Périgord and elsewhere would reveal other, similar shafts or fissures. My particular fissure in the rock (I shall always think of it as mine, and have never quite understood why my name isn’t attached to it) begins, or from the point of view of someone entering it at the top and tumbling down through it, ends, in a corner of the chamber known as the Rhinoceros Ceiling, where a hole barely large enough for a man’s body to slide through — a body smaller in build than mine, as no doubt many Paleolithic bodies were — is hidden by a small overhang of rock. Mercifully I was knocked unconscious by my headlong fall. I say mercifully because I doubt if my wits would have survived a night with my head sticking down into the chamber, as it apparently was. It fell to the first tour group of the following morning to discover me, and in particular to a girl from Trenton, New Jersey, called Bernadette Dunlop, known as Bunny. Being independent-minded, Ms Dunlop had strolled away from the tour guide and the accompanying group to get a different perspective on the Rhinoceros Ceiling. Excuse me, she apparently called until she got the guide’s attention. Hello? Excusez-moi? Pardonnez-moi, everybody, mais regardez up there, behind the very little rhinoceros, doesn’t that shape look just exactly like a man’s head sticking down out of the ceiling? Isn’t that curious? Does that mean something, do you think? (At that moment I dare say my earth-smeared head evoked a human head rather than actually resembled one.)


Thus Bunny Dunlop, who was not only to become my wife but was, in a literal sense, my salvation. What if in subsequent tours (I can’t resist this particular what if), over days and weeks and years, no-one had ever wandered away from the group — typical of Bunny to do this, thank God — in order to get a different perspective on the Rhinoceros Ceiling? The earth encasing my head and torso would have hardened into mud, and ultimately into stone. I would now be part of the ceiling, so to speak. Prehistoric Man Our Contemporary is one of André Leroi-Gourhan’s best known works. I would have been a version of that, a contemporary prehistoric exhibit. 


There have been some strange and memorable first encounters in human history, but I defy anyone to improve on ours, Bunny’s and mine. Many men might say that their wife was, metaphorically speaking, their discoverer, but will any have been first seen or discovered by their prospective wife while hanging upside down, unconscious, with their head poking through a frieze of Stone Age rhinoceri?

