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DOG’S MERCURY

                                                       A novel

                       by Carey Harrison
                          for my wife, whom I met while Drifting

I go there for the sky of it

                            ––Robert Kelly
                                 THIS IS THE STORY OF HOW A MAN came in from the cold by shacking up with a murderer.


It’s a story that’s difficult for me to write because of the quantity of time I spent on the road, in another head. (I’m quoting my defense counsel, Mr Selbourne.) That head, as he called it, was not a head you can put into words very easily. What I mean is, it wasn’t a writing man’s head. I thought thoughts, all right, but some of them were very strange rhyming thoughts about words and numbers; or rather they weren’t thoughts about words and numbers, they consisted of words and numbers, in their own kind of way, or my own kind of way. I shall attempt to put them down in a fashion that suggests how they were –– how they were formed or how they existed in my head –– although I’m not sure whether this is of general human interest (I believe the word would be anthropological interest), or merely of interest to people who happen to know me and be interested in my story.


The odd thing is that I was once a teacher, a history teacher, and a person of moderately coherent words and thoughts. Then I became a drifter, a man of the roads. And now I’m back inside again, leading the indoor life of a normal person, and when I think about what happened, some of my old vocabulary and way of thinking and writing comes back to me, and gets in the way. That is, it allows me to tell my story, but it also gets in the way.


I’ve made several starts at telling my story. I already wrote it down all the way through, and then lost it. But that’s all right, it wasn’t very clear, I don’t think. By which I mean it was broken; not complete. If I find the manuscript before I finish this, I may go back and put in some sections if they’re any good, and that’ll be why it says, Drifter I. I’m calling this Drifter II because it’s the second time through.


Of course, I never set out to be homeless. I dare say no-one does, except for a few nutcases. The idea of it might be appealing in its way, no dreary possessions (did you ever own anything that didn’t bore you after a week? –– I thought not!), no whinging family, forever complaining, no bills to pay, no job to get up for, no slavedriver on your back. It does sound good, put like that. But if you’ve ever spent a night of real discomfort, in a doorway or out of doors, on a bench or a beach, with little prospect of a bath when the sun comes up and you’re feeling like shite, and no idea where your next bite of food might be coming from, you’ll know the reality isn’t nearly so much fun. Worst of all, it’s a job, a routine, tracking down charity. It can be hard work. Of course you can stay in the city, stay close to hostels and such and beg all day, to pay your way, and if you’ve got a knack for enjoying the simple things in life, leisure, sunshine when it comes, and a cup of liquid, you get as many happy moments as anyone else. And you can learn to watch Joe Public scurrying around, with moderate amusement. You have a certain amount of time to think philosophical thoughts. But mostly you wind up looking for the next drink and sitting next to others of your ilk, palpably stinking but then so are you, getting pie-eyed. That wasn’t for me. I had an image in my mind of the true drifter, the rural tramp, I knew it would be harder to find grub and that I wouldn’t be popular out there, in the clean old countryside –– cities tolerate the mad and the impoverished and the forlorn, out on the street, whereas the countryside likes to keep them indoors if possible –– but it was a hedgerow I saw myself sitting under in all my ragged splendor, not a park bench under my backside. I say that’s how I saw myself: you see, dreams are one thing you never lose, no matter how far you fall.


So I set out along the Great West Road, as it used to be called. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Way ahead of myself. Let me go back to how I became a tramp, which was a little different from the usual routes.


A lot of people I met in the life, people who as they say had fallen on hard times, had always been a little round the bend. Most of them had. You have to be very determined, if you’re a sane, reasonably normal person with the odd relative and the odd friend, to make a career of homelessness. I never met anyone, not one single person, who just walked out of his or her life because he or she preferred the idea of living on park benches. Mostly they had been given up on by their relatives and friends because they were simply mad and impossible to live with, they spent time in mental institutions or prison or both, and came out of these places to nothing and with nothing, except directions to the nearest hostel for the totally destitute and the (probably) bonkers. And because it was just about possible to beg enough money for a crust and a bowl of soup two or three times a day, they never cleaned up and tried to get a job, or whatever it is the do-gooders would be always advising them to do. One or two did, they left the life and improved themselves. Or so I heard. Perhaps it wasn’t true and they just went off and drowned themselves, or froze one night and were shoveled up with the morning’s rubbish. That did happen. I don’t know, though, about the drowning –– I don’t think people whose luck appears to have run out are any more likely to be suicidal than people who appear to have everything going for them.


I was a teacher, as normal as you like. The only thing about me that wasn’t normal, in those days, was my name, which happened to be the same as the Prime Minister, Harold Wilson. There must have been at least a hundred Harold Wilsons, I should say, in the country, and it was a bad day for all of us when our namesake got elected Prime Minister. The jokes were so predictable, it was enough, over the years (why did the bastard have to win a second term?) to make you change your name. They were so feeble, too, the jokes. “Very funny,” people would say, “What’s your real name?” “Will you put me in your government?” “What are your plans for the country, then, Harold? I’ve got a few suggestions for you.” I couldn’t change my name because I’d been teaching at the same school since I left college, and I didn’t want to draw more attention to myself than my stupid name did already.


I don’t remember ever having any grand ambitions for my life. I’d like to have played cricket for England, but I was born so shortsighted I’d have done better to aspire to distinction at tiddly-winks. I liked history, at school, or perhaps I simply liked my history teacher, Mr Squarey, who was big and tall and bluff and as square as his name, and who treated historical figures like Henry the Eighth as if they were his eccentric uncles. I loved that feeling that you could be close to the past if you just overcame your shyness about it, like boldly greeting a friend you saw walking down the other side of the street. With my eyesight I was never quite sure if it was my friend or just someone who looked a little like him, so I didn’t often shout hello. Perhaps that was how shyness came into my life, not by character but simply by physique, by not being quite sure who or what I was seeing.


Some things I simply can’t remember about my old life, like how I met my wife, Hilary. There was a time when I even lost her name, but it’s been back for a while now. I’ve tried and tried, and for the life of me I can’t remember how we met. She’s just there in our house, in memory, rather as my mother is there in my childhood home in Cornwall. Did I meet Hilly at college? Or later, while I was teaching? At a party? On the bus? Perhaps it’ll come to me as I write this.


It was my younger daughter, Melissa (the older one is called Julie, I’m pretty sure of that), who inadvertently opened my eyes to my true nature. We were walking in the woods near Reading, up in the high beech forests above Goring, and we must have been wading through a carpeting of bright, leafy ground cover when Julie asked what the leafy stuff was, and I said it was called dog’s mercury, and Julie asked why it was called that. I had no answer to her question, but Melissa did. “It’s called dog’s mercury,” she said in a pedantic tone, with a tinge of contempt, as though we were all fools not to see the obvious, “because dogs merk’ry all over it.” Dog’s mercury does have a faint urine smell about it sometimes, or maybe it’s just that when you come across it used as ground cover in a suburban garden, there’s always a good chance the house pet will have lifted a leg over it. But I think that Melissa, who couldn’t have been much more than seven at the time, was simply moved by the sound of the word “merk’ry”, which she had heard in “mercury”, and had rather wittily (to my mind) made use of it. I thought it was witty, but no-one I repeated it to found it in the least amusing, and I swiftly stopped repeating it. Either they didn’t get it, or they got it but thought it unappealing, or just childishly stupid, which I suppose it is, really. I say I swiftly stopped mentioning Melissa’s remark to people, and I did, but the curious thing was that I couldn’t get it out of my mind. Years later it occurred to me that Melissa had either derived her inspiration from Alice in Wonderland or else shared a common source of punning wit (or a natural genius) with Lewis Carroll. You may recall that when Alice asks the Mock Turtle why he refers to his teacher, a turtle, as Tortoise, the Mock Turtle gives her very short shrift. “We called him Tortoise because he taught us,” he says impatiently, treating Alice not only to a similar pun but the very same tone that Melissa used on us that Sunday afternoon.


In Melissa’s case I dare say it was just one of those childish sallies that make free with language in a way that adult society soon stamps out, but that wasn’t what gripped my brain. Somehow Melissa had made me aware that I was not merely intrigued by dog’s mercury and other woodland plants of its kind, but was intrigued to the point of obsession, and that I always had been intrigued by plants to the point of obsession, without fully admitting it to myself. Wild plants, that is. Gardens bore me to distraction. And it wasn’t that I wanted to be a botanist. Even now I wouldn’t call my fascination with plants botanical in any way. I just want to associate with them and look at them. I don’t want to understand them. I’d much rather not know their structure or how they relate to other phylums or phyla or genuses –– I don’t even know the words, they don’t stick in my head. The plants, on the other hand, do stick. Dog’s mercury. Why? Because dogs merk’ry on it. Somehow this summed up my whole relationship with plants, its arbitrariness and purely fictive quality, one that was so central to my existence on earth that nothing else has ever provided the same enduring focus. Like Melissa’s use of “merk’ry”, plants had always been, for me, a private language waiting to be coined. All plants punned my brain. I know that sounds bizarre, but I can’t say it plainer than that.


To put it another way, it was all Mock Turtle to me. 


And it was because of dog’s mercury and plants like it that I abandoned the society of men, which sounds rather grand but I suppose it’s what I did. And it was because of dog’s mercury and plants like it that I found myself in the woods by Dunwich cliffs when I saw the murder, which brought me back to the society of men, in the end. So I suppose that dog’s mercury is the hidden theme of my story, its “Open, Sesame!” –– (odd that it should be “sesame”, I’ve always thought, since the tasty but modest seed and the hard world of caves and secret doors and jewels don’t seem to fit together at all) –– and so I’m beginning to think that Dog’s Mercury should be my title. I’ll stop now because I can feel my mind sheering away from words.

II

DOSSERS WILL TELL you all kinds of stories about how they wound up living rough. Of course some of them won’t talk about it at all, probably with good reason. In all likelihood, many of them don’t remember all that clearly how it happened. But others have remarkable stories to tell. There was one chap I called Huntley because he claimed to have been a top executive for Huntley and Palmer, the biscuit company. And he might have been. How would I know? I wasn’t going to ring up Huntley and Palmer to find out if they’d mislaid a top executive. And I could hardly quiz Huntley about biscuits to see if he was the real deal. All I know about biscuits is from eating them. But according to him, biscuits were his downfall. He had become totally caught up in his job. It was biscuits biscuits day and night, at least until the evening he came home to find his wife had run off with another executive, a sales manager for Raleigh Cycles. “Sounds as if she rode off with him,” I said. I couldn’t help it. We were sitting on one of the benches just north of Highbury Corner Tube, in the Fields there. Huntley just looked at me and shook his head as if I was a sorry specimen. I was, I suppose; it was a poor sort of joke. Huntley had gone into shock, finding his wife gone. She’d taken the children with her. He didn’t go into work the next day, or the day after. He stopped answering the phone, ignored the doorbell. He said she’d left him about a month’s worth of carefully cooked meals, labeled and dated day by day, in the freezer. When he got through them, Huntley said, he didn’t eat for a while. Eventually he started feeling claustrophobic as well as hungry, and he went out for food and never went back.


At first he didn’t want to go back, Huntley said. The place now held nothing but bad memories. He had a bit of cash stuck away in the bank that he could draw on, and he thought he would be able to feed himself for a good while. It was summer. He bought a sleeping bag and slept on the Embankment. Apparently you still could, then. The police left you alone. Huntley said it all started to go wrong when he found someone had lifted the contents of his pockets, including his wallet. He must have been having mental problems too, Huntley said, because he couldn’t remember which his bank was, and when he tried the High Street banks in turn, they all said they had no account in his name. This convinced him that he had managed to forget his real name and replaced it with an incorrect one, and he decided it was time to go home again. But when he got to the street he lived in, it didn’t have his house in it. That was how Huntley put it, as we sat there in Highbury Fields. He said he knew it was crazy to think that somehow his house had been made to disappear, and that when none of the people who lived in the street seemed to recognize him it was logical to conclude that he was in the wrong street. But he was sure he was in the right district, and it contained no other street by that name, the name of the street he was convinced he lived in. It was the last thing he felt certain of, Huntley said, that address. He searched all over the district, street by street, for his home. He searched other districts too, he said. It wasn’t the house itself he wanted, he said, it was his name. The one place he hadn’t been able to bring himself to try was the old Huntley and Palmer factory where he had worked, next to the Butts Road gasworks. You could see them both from the train, once; Hilly and the girls and I saw them at weekends when we came to Reading for our Sunday walk; but I believe they’ve shut the factory down now, it was a big old 19th century building just like Colney Hatch Lunatic Asylum where Huntley ended up (and so perhaps felt at home, as a result). Huntley couldn’t even get himself to board the Reading train at Paddington, because, he said, he kept picturing himself going into the factory and being turned away, and he said that if no-one there could tell him who he was and where he lived he’d be done for. He’d go back to the Embankment and jump in. When he wound up in Colney Hatch, several of the nurses had tried to establish his identity for him, Huntley said, but they hadn’t succeeded. Over the years since leaving institutional life he’d acquired several nicknames, but he was indebted to me, he said, because he liked Huntley best.


Apparently they’ve closed the old lunatic asylum there at Colney Hatch, and turned it into luxury apartments. For all I know, they’ve done the same with Huntley and Palmer’s. I went to Colney Hatch a few times myself, I walked there, up to Friern Barnet, when they called it the Friern Hospital, to keep friends company, or look in for a free meal. It was cavernous, that place, but it was always busy. It makes you wonder how these new luxury apartment-dwellers are getting along amid the ghosts of thousands of nutcases. Do they hear screams and laughter in the night? Madness must still be there in the walls. Are these luxury tenants starting to forget the names of their children and their broker, and where they put the keys to the BMW?


It’s easy to do, as I found out for myself. Memory is a thin veneer, conscious memory, that is, we haven’t had it for very long compared to eyes and ears and noses. When Melissa said Because dogs merk’ry on it she was guided by her nose, by the funny sour smell of those cheerful-looking leaves. When you think about it, we lived that way for millions of years, led safely by the nose. Then, when we started remembering things, we forgot most of the important ones, and people began to pick dog’s mercury, which comes out bright and early in the spring, just as soon as the snow melts. It’s the first to show. Every year, people pick dog’s mercury, boil it up for supper, drink the soup and wake up in the morning stone dead. What can you do? We’re strangers on this planet now, visitors from a future life that hasn’t quite arrived yet. You can’t go round the world marking every poisonous plant with a tag that says not edible. From the planet’s point of view we’ve just become incredibly stupid, and the casualty toll rises every day. That’s conscious memory for you. Let it go, says the wiser, deeper mind, when children have grown up and brokers and Beemers cease to matter so much. 


The girls were at college when it happened to me. Which means I must have been in my forties. Hilly had started taking holidays on her own, with my encouragement. She liked a bit of nightlife, which had never much appealed to me. I liked being out at night, on my own, but that wasn’t Hilly’s idea of nightlife, of course. The first time I realized I was at home in the night was at Torbay, when we rented a cottage outside the town, and for some reason now completely lost to memory I had to walk back to the cottage in the dark. Unless I volunteered to do so. Most likely Hilly was simply dancing the night away and I was content, at some point in the revelry, to wander off home. I wasn’t aware of having walked through unlit country lanes before, in total darkness. At first it gave me the shivers, never mind the fact that my weak eyes incapacitated me, and I kept walking into the hedgerow. Eventually I started walking with my arms outstretched before me, like the undead returning to reclaim their former abode. When this image of myself reached my brain, I started to laugh, and that was when it all changed for me. The fear dropped away. I let my arms down and trusted to my instincts to guide me, disregarding the delusive flashes created by my poor old eyes. I began to feel utterly at ease, at home, floating, now, in the dark, amid the smell and rustle of leaves above me and the grass beside me, and the scratching of small creatures and the occasional cries of predator and prey. There was a rushing waving sound above me as the trees swayed and the branches stormed. They too wanted attention. They too wanted another life. I could feel nocturnal blood flowing through me, as if I’d had a transfusion. I was a kind of zombie, reclaiming my former abode. I was so happy and distracted that I walked straight past our rented cottage, got completely, carelessly, merrily lost and finally had to knock at a door, when I found one, to ask where I was. I’d have done better to ask who I was, since I was certainly a changed man. It was a glimpse, anyway. Perhaps that’s how werewolves feel when the moon waxes. But I never turned into a werewolf, or ever felt the slightest urge to bite a sheep.


I began to seize any opportunity that presented itself to walk through the countryside, any countryside, at night. The opportunities were surprisingly few. I suppose that was one of the reasons for sending Hilly off on her little jaunts, as she called them. Without telling her, or anybody, I would walk out of London, a fairly horrible experience even if you live in Dollis Hill and it isn’t too long before you reach the Green Belt. But the thought that I was walking out of London –– that very phrase –– always kept me going cheerfully enough through the horrible urban rashes of suburbia and small industry. Walking out of London! It was almost a kind of oxymoron, as though London were a purgatorial region whose boundaries you had to charge in full cry, in a motor vehicle, like a dog taking a run at an electrified perimeter. You didn’t walk out of London, any more than you walked out of Pentonville Jail, until you had official permission. And even then you caught the first bus up the Caledonian Road, you didn’t go on walking.


I never walked all that far, and I always walked happily back again. Hilly would phone, she would want to know I was at home. Perhaps it was the fact that she warned me, when she took the holiday in Ibiza, that she was going on a sea cruise and would be out of telephone contact for a few days, that released me and sent me on my first walkabout.


It ended horribly, with police alerts and a furious wife whose holiday had been cut short, and recriminations and threats of psychiatric help. I always managed to avoid psychiatric help, and when, later, I came to know so many people who had received it, I never felt I’d missed anything important.


All I did, that first time, was get cheerfully lost. I suppose that was what I was trying to do. Nothing much else in my life was really holding my attention, it was all pretty repetitive, especially at work, where I had mastered the art of teaching the same classes year after year on the kind of mental autopilot to which my colleagues mostly seemed to aspire. I just fell into it, it was easier that way.


Perhaps I should say something about the walking itself, to give you a clue (more of a clue than I had at the time) about what I was after. I ceased to function as a nocturnal quite early on, realizing that my plant companions were sleeping and I should be too; also they were hard, if not downright impossible, to see, at night. The night walking, it seems to me now, served as a threshold. It was the door through which I stepped into the night and then out beyond the night into an entirely different kind of day. The night walk formed a kind of buffer zone, something like the airlock that science fiction astronauts, and real ones too, I imagine, enter when moving from one zone of atmospheric pressure to another. But back to the walking. I never walked to cover distances, which is to say I never kept score, and although sometimes I would walk quite briskly to get through a village, say, most of my time was spent idling, inspecting the verge. I never set any great stock by heading off the beaten track, as my family certainly expected me to do, since we had usually chosen woods to walk in one our Sunday outings. And on my own peregrinations I did mooch off into woods quite regularly, but never very far. I liked the woodland floor, especially for sleeping on, but the absence of daylight discourages all but the most determined plants, which limits my interest. It was the beaten track I was interested in, and I’m not entirely sure that I can explain why. It wasn’t because I wanted to stay closer to people. What I liked were waysides, and particularly wayside plants. This sounds like the kind of subject that botanically minded people write books about, having observed and studied the steady march of certain weeds across a country, along roads and railway embankments. I wasn’t interested in their progress, just in their presence. As I’ve begun to indicate, I think, I saw them as my companions, my exemplars, myself in vegetable form. So I lingered with them, often spending days in much the same place, covering very little ground but attending to its plant congregation. And soon, when number began to acquire importance, and to imply a sacred language (but I mustn’t get into that quite yet, you’ll definitely think I’m off my head and give up on me), I might spend a whole day on one short stretch of roadside verge and think it profitably spent. Or rather feel it to be well spent; “think” is the odd man out there, the wrong word altogether. The pleasure of allowing myself simply to be one of them, one of the wayside plants, was a kind of rest that required no thought at all.


It took several years for my family to be ready to let me go, that’s to say to understand that I was already long gone. At first, even when they came to accept that during Hilly’s Ibiza vacation I hadn’t suffered a bout of premature senility or a nervous breakdown but had simply been enjoying myself so much that I’d forgotten about everything else, like a kid in summer fields, they watched me with an eagle eye, as you would an alcoholic or a drug addict liable to give in to temptation and bolt. Of course they didn’t want to turn our home into a locked ward any more than I wanted to be their prisoner, so they offered to go hiking with me on a regular basis and, when they reluctantly digested the fact that, for me, solitude was of the essence, they prepared hiking maps and charts for me, with checkpoints where I could phone in, at intervals. They didn’t get it.


I didn’t entirely get it myself. I didn’t yet understand what it was I was looking for. Even that first night in Torbay, walking past our cottage in the dark because I just wanted to go on walking, it all seems so clear what it meant, in retrospect, but at the time I just thought I was probably going mad and that I’d rather do it my way, thank you, than with professional assistance. I thought I was trying to get away from house and home and job, and that my night-time joy was a form of escape from the drudgery that daytime implied. I thought I just wanted to be awake where before I’d been asleep, and sleep through the hours when for years I’d been so tediously awake.


Quite recently, soon after my return to a normal indoor life (or a version of same, anyway), my daughter Melissa told me it was she who had worked on Hilary to let me go. Hilly kept saying, what would she tell our friends? That her husband had decided he’d rather be a tramp than live with her? You’ll find someone else, Mum, Melissa said. And she did.


That’s enough for today, if you don’t mind.

III

I WAS A failure as a man of the roads, the first time I tried. Three times the cops picked me up and told me (in different words but to the same tune) that I was a disgrace to the area and that the local inhabitants had had enough of seeing me lurking on the verges and stinking up their village. They gave me a choice. I could re-locate to London, Birmingham, Coventry, or Manchester. I’ve no idea how they picked these four, but it was always the same four. Perhaps these were the best equipped with loony bins or social services, or both. I always picked London, and I wound up staying there a year or two (maybe more, come to think of it) while I laid my plans for my next assault on the countryside. This meant consulting other vagrants, collecting advice from anyone who would give it, and studying the literature of vagrancy (and yes, there certainly is one) in public libraries.


The conclusion I drew was that I should have started out at least 50 years ago, or more, if possible. There was a class of gentleman tramp in the early years of the 20th century, who for all I know wore battered tweed suits, waistcoats, and collarless shirts, and who had the civility to leave each other messages in code (I’ve found some, still extant) carved into rock and roadside tree, advising fellow-gentlemen of the road that they were coming to a kindly establishment (assuming, of course, that it hadn’t changed hands), or an unkindly one. Coded warnings of dangerous dogs were a part of this romantic language, and even details of whether water or beer, a snack or a feast could be anticipated at the house nearest these travelers’ runes. It was the vagrant’s Michelin guide. There was a world once, for those who preferred what was still called the open road. Today such travelers, I was made to understand, were little better than roadside litter, in the citizenry’s view. Well, that only made it a more stimulating challenge. It was no longer a matter of cracking the codes of the road but of creating them anew. And if anyone was up to this, I was.


During my time in London, I think I chiefly enjoyed just not doing what I had been doing all my life. I had been, as I suppose most of us are, a person constantly counting the loose change in his pockets, making sure all parts of the life were in place, bills paid, family fed and watered, appointments met, the day prepared for. It was all about preparation, none of it about living. And although that sounds once again as if I’m about to celebrate the life of the romantic idler, it’s certainly not the case that the alternative, the indigent life, lacks stress. It’s simply more focused on a limited number of stressful factors; you don’t have to keep counting them up, the daily tasks and worries, like loose change in your pocket (although this was something that as dossers we spent quite a lot of time doing), they were all much more immediate. Cold or warm? That hole in your shoe! Fed or hungry? How far to the nearest watering hole or resting place? These things are keenly experienced as worries, but because they’re few you never feel outnumbered. You can face them, and when you learn how, you can face them down. Nothing seems to attack you from behind, when you’re down and out, whereas in the life I had known before, the day was one long travail of looking over your shoulder and always getting caught, when you turned back again, by something you’d forgotten. The real question is, do you like to vegetate? How good are you at it? Everyone thinks they like to be idle, but in reality very few people can tolerate sustained idleness. Masters of oriental thought would no doubt say it’s an art, but I say it’s a gift. I was born staring out the window at nothing in particular.


And if I hadn’t chanced to witness the murder, simply through being in the most unlikely place at the wrong time, sleeping in Dunwich Woods (I’m not sure they’re called that, but I called them that in my mind), I’d still be out there staring away, until hunger, thirst or sleepiness forced my mind back into gear. And I certainly wouldn’t be telling this story, or any story. I had largely given up on talking by the time of the murder, and although I was given to understand that I did a good deal of muttering I have no idea what I muttered about or whether you could call it talk. It’s distressing to me that language as I knew it before I set out on my trek has come back to me so easily, but there you are. Apparently you can’t be on holiday all your life.

IV

MY STRATEGY WHEN I launched myself at last onto the country roads (it was my fourth attempt, really, but I don’t count the first three because they were just like a drunk going back into the pub he’s been thrown out of five seconds earlier, telling himself the landlord simply made a mistake) was largely about avoiding the citizenry. I needed to make my own maps, Harold Wilson’s Field Guide To Getting Around Without Meeting Anyone. For all I know, the Prime Minister might have been one of my first customers if I’d put it on the market. Of course I didn’t want to make real, physical maps, which would have been a terrible bore to carry, just routes I could hold in my head, routes that had the peculiar virtue of invisibility. I did consider acquiring a costume that would make me an acceptable part of a roadside verge, but I couldn’t think of one, other than a policeman’s uniform, and that would have got me into trouble in the end. Who lingers on verges? Nobody. People taking a piss, people out for a walk (I did consider getting a dog, but the creature would have interfered with my thinking –– or more exactly it would have brought thinking into my distraction); people whose car has broken down; farmers, who often look as ragged as I do, but they look a lot more purposeful. And that’s it. Once upon a time there were hedge parsons, priests whose cathedral vault was the sky and whose pulpit was the hedgerow, and I fancied myself their heir, a monastic version (offering up my meditations as my sermons) of the same order. But I had no idea how to kit myself out for the role, or if anyone would recognize the part I was playing if I got the outfit right.


During my London sojourn I had meet Willie Phelps, a hobo who went by his real name. One of the minor pleasures of falling through society’s net is to discard your old name along with your old life, and even if you don’t acquire a colorful nickname, like the Holloway Indian (one of the best-known dossers on the circuit, who’s neither American Indian nor Indian from India but simply tanned and grooved by sun and by his refusal to bathe), but would just rather be known as Bernie than by whatever your parents christened you, now was your opportunity. For me, this was finally a chance to throw off the unfortunate name I had been given at birth, in honour of my Uncle Harold, my mother’s brother, who died fighting the Afrika Korps at the battle of Alamein. But something odd happened on my way to separating myself at last from our chummy, chubby, pipe-smoking Prime Minister. To begin with, few regulars are known by more than their first name (Willie Phelps was one of the exceptions, and I always thought it was a tribute to his special rank and history within the world of vagrancy), so that when my first street acquaintances grunted their own name at me, I heard myself answer “Harold,” without thinking. I wasn’t prepared; I didn’t have a nom de guerre, or perhaps de la rue, handy. At that instant I saw a way of making friends out of casual acquaintances, quickly and without strain. “Harold Wilson,” I added, and received a grin and a guffaw in exchange. All I had to do, I realized, was tell the truth, tell my real name, and I would be taken for a liar and a joker with a congenial and memorable handle. “Harold Wilson, eh?” And the next time I showed my face, “Here comes Harold Wilson. Have you met our Prime Minister?” I couldn’t have chosen a better pseudonym, even supposing I’d had the wit to think of it. The first time I said and received the delighted response my name provoked wherever I went, I knew I’d fallen on my feet. No change of name, no nickname could have been more liberating than my own name was in the looking glass world of down-and-outs. It had been such a stupid and unnecessary burden, enduring the delivery of other people when they introduced me, as they loved to do, smugly straight-faced like a host with a treat in store for his guests, or else, when I introduced myself, mumbling my own name in a kind of defiant casualness and, in either case, suffering the “Ho, ho, is that your real name?” rejoinders and the smirks, or the deliberately erased expressions adopted by tactful strangers, gazing at me out of a stiffened version of their normal face, as if they’d just been told my name was Fartface but would be kind enough of ignore it. Now suddenly my name worked. It was a passepartout, it had wit, since no-one thought for an instant that it might be my real name, it was satirical, it no longer had to be mumbled or hidden. My new friends loved to shout it loudly in the face of the world. “Harold!” the cry would go up from the benches behind St Mark’s at Aldgate East tube, where you could always find a huddle of the boys, like barnacle-encrusted sea lions, drinking the daylight hours away. “It’s Harold Wilson!” And their pleasure would be to treat the Prime Minister –– fallen on hard times, poor old bloke, can’t find ‘is Cabinet –– to whatever revolting brew was going the rounds of the benches that day. They’d bring out a selection of the treats they were saving, to share with me, and I’d put on an imitation Huddersfield accent and appoint each of them in turn to a government Ministry of their choice. Sometimes the ensuing political discussions became quite lively, often serious, and on occasion alarmingly insightful and inventive. For a moment we would then stare at each other in uncomfortable acknowledgement that beneath our rags there was not only a human being but an intelligence. Almost at once we would remember that no-one in the real world would attend to, let alone be able to enact our quixotic schemes, and our momentary sense of being dispossessed princes would give way to wry cackles from broken lungs. We would exhort the craziest among us to give his maiden speech to Parliament, hawking and spitting, and our gathering would reacquire its true nature as the collective maunderings of Aldgate East, in the shadow of St. Mark’s.


Which brings us back to Willie Phelps. Willie was what passed for genuine nobility in the life, although he looked like the very bottom of the vagrancy barrel, a small, elderly urchin who could have been any age from a prematurely aged twelve to a stunted octogenarian with a round child’s face, broken nose and astonished blue eyes. I’ve seen similar eyes that saw nothing, as if they’d once seen something they never wanted to or couldn’t lose from view, but Willie’s eyes took in everything, they were the eyes of a sage who had sampled what the world had to offer and decided that the richest pages of the human comedy were to be found on park benches rather than on Park Lane.


Willie Phelps was the younger brother of Ernie Phelps, the Haringay southpaw who won Olympic silver at bantam in 1948, and who went on to a doggedly respectable professional career. Willie himself fought as an amateur, and why he never turned pro I can’t say. He may have preferred to pursue his fighting outside the ring, which he did with famous gusto. All his tales of his travels were mapped out in punch-ups. He walked up and down the country like a seventeenth century prize-fighter, keeping fit, he claimed, but I’m certain there were other compulsions at work inside him. Instead of saying, Then after Epsom races I took the Hog’s Back down to East Grinstead, Willie would say, Next stop was that blackie at the Lamb in Farnham, in Abbey Street there where you come off the by-pass, he got up three times off the floor, last two times with his nose broken. Perhaps the reason Willie never turned pro was because he was sick of having to fight people in the featherweight category (“fightin’ weight eight stone ten”). It was the standard joke Willie heard as he stood over some strapping, defeated bruiser, when a bystander would always raise a laugh by saying, Next time pick on someone your own size. If it hadn’t existed already, you could have coined the word “pugnacious” for Willie.


He’s a reformed character now, as he says himself. He has a mellow look in his eye, which I suspect was there underneath, all along. His earliest fights were with Ernie, his brother, who he says used to knock him silly on a regular basis. It was his earliest memory. But he seems to hold no grudge against Ernie, and I sometimes imagine Willie picking fights out of nostalgia, pummeling and getting pummeled as a way of establishing a family connection wherever he went.


I asked Willie to take me with him when he next took to the roads. From my point of view this was more to pick up some tips about routes and places to sleep or find food, than in the hope of seeing him fight. He shook his head. “People run a mile if they see two of you, Harold. Lockin’ up an’ boardin’ the windows before you even get to the front door. Can’t be done.” What if we slept rough? I asked. “I’m too old. I’m sixty, son. It’s the rheumatism. Too many badly mended bones. When it gets cold and wet, I’ll tell you this –– you wouldn’t sleep a wink, listening to me groan.” We’ll wait for a dry spell, then, I said, and he chuckled indulgently. I think he knew I was going to pester him until he gave in, and I had the feeling Willie wanted to know if he had one more good trudge in him. He claimed to have done Land’s End to John o’ Groat three times, for the hell of it. “You’d do better to bone up on your Rodney Davis, old son. He’s the man for you. Loved his wildflowers, that Rodney Davis. Must have been a bit of a nance, like you,” Willie would tease. I’d made the mistake of pointing out some of the fireweed that spread pink flowers over North London in high summer, and Willie had been questioning my masculinity ever since. But this was how I learned of the existence of Knights on the Road, which had been Willie Phelps’s bible, wildflowers or no wildflowers, and was to become mine. 


Davis was born the son of a free miner in the Forest of Dean, and rose to be an educated man, getting a scholarship to Oxford after serving in the Great War, before suffering a nervous breakdown and losing his way or, as he claimed, finding it again, as a poet of the highways and byways of Britain. He always maintained that this was his true destiny. Not to be confused with his namesake, William Henry Davies, whom Davis knew and maintained was a liar and embellisher of tales in the true hobo tradition, Rodney Davis was twenty years younger than the man who wrote, 


What is this life if, full of care,


We have no time to stand and stare?


…and who, according to the younger man, owed most of his standing and staring to the limitations imposed on his progress by the wooden leg W H Davies acquired after falling under a train he was trying to jump onto, in Canada. Rodney Davis lived in the age of the motorcar, which changed the vagrant world considerably. He became a kind of historian of vagrancy, collecting tales from older hobos like WH, who called himself the “supertramp”, and “Lord Edward” Sutton, a former bootboy at the Savoy, who walked the Pennines in a top hat. His pen-portraits of these knights of the road, most of them retired when Davis knew them, was an inspiration to me. And I found that Willie Phelps knew the book almost off by heart, although it was the only book, he said, that he had succeeded in reading to the end.


Next time I’ll tell you about my trip abroad with Willie Phelps and how weather can ruin things for an impatient tramp.

V

WILLIE HAD ALWAYS wanted to go to France, he told me. It was the only regret he had about not continuing his career as a boxer, since he reckoned he might have reached the level of a European title fight, as his brother Ernie did, once in Prague and once in Amsterdam against a Javanese bantamweight. I might have got to see a bit of foreign nightlife, Willie would sigh. When he said this, I couldn’t help picturing him sampling the punch-ups in Montparnasse, rather than the wine and the escargots.


We were sitting there one day at Aldgate East, with the usual crowd, meaning myself and Willie, Fast Eddie, the Ghost, Boxer, who unlike Willie had never been a boxer but had worked in a box-making factory, Lally Halley, who was a bit simple, and Brass Castle and the Bumblebee, two tarts who often sat around with us, the origins of whose names are lost in the mists of time, although in the Bumblebee’s case it may have had something to do with the great many children she had, always buzzing around her. The Ghost had acquired his name in a straightforward fashion. While he was home in Limerick visiting relatives, his brother put it about that he was dead, went around collecting money for the funeral, and was drunk for a week on the proceeds. When the supposedly dead man returned, hale and hearty, he was the Ghost from then on.


“Harold and I are going to Paris on Saturday,” Willie announced with no warning at all. I looked at him in amazement.


“Can we come?” Brass Castle asked.


“No, you can’t,” Willie said. “It’s a State Visit. Harold’s meeting the French Prime Minister to talk about exports, and I’ll be there as an advisor.”


“Exports?” Boxer gave me the stare.


“Yes,” I said, “we’re sick of all that French plonk. We’re banning it until they drink some of our wine instead.”


Later on, as we walked down to St Botolph’s, I said, “What made you say that, about going to Paris?”


Willie shrugged, as if to say it hadn’t been premeditated.


“I thought you said it wasn’t a good idea for two people to…”

He cut me short. “I’m takin’ you because you speak French. You do speak French, don’ yer.”


“No.”


“You were a teacher. I’ve ‘eard you speakin’ French.”


“I might have said a word in French.”


“Such as?”


“Au revoir.”


“Come on. There’s more where that came from.”


“Merci beaucoup. Toute suite.”


“What’s toot sweet?”


“My father brought it back from the war. Means something like ‘Be quick about it.’”


“Toot sweet. Two beers, toot sweet.”


“You’ve got the hang of it. Have you got money for the ferry?”


“How much?”


“Could be twenty quid.”


Willie nodded, and murmured, “Twenny nicker,” savouring it as if this too were part of the exotic charm of cross-channel travel. I had a feeling he could touch his brother for the dosh, but rarely did so, as a matter of pride. “Gone soft” was all he would say when asked about Ernie, who lived “comfortable” as Ernie put it, expressionlessly, in Catford.


How I would find the money was another question altogether. I wasn’t going to follow Willie’s lead and rock up at the door of somebody I knew or had once known, asking for a loan to take me to Paris, of all things, and so far I hadn’t been able to bring myself to stand in the street and beg. As absurd as it is to be finicky about this, when you’re wearing clothes that would almost stand up of their own accord when you took them off, and when you’re already living off charity (St Botolph’s has always been good for a bowl of soup and stew and, as a friend of Willie’s, a bed for the night), I never could bring myself to do it. Once or twice when I was sitting in St Mark’s graveyard, or recumbent in the Fields, or just resting somewhere on the pavement, a passer-by would drop a coin on me, or even occasionally a note. I always felt like saying, Excuse me, I’m not a beggar. But how were they supposed to know? I never saw Willie beg either, and although I never discussed it with him, it reinforced my sense that this was the real distinction between classes at our end of the social scale. There were those who accepted donations, as Willie and I did, and those who solicited them. It may seem daft to distinguish between the two when you’re down and out, but I think it’s fair to say that standards of behavior, when you’ve reached the point of all but abandoning them altogether, become even more important; certainly more important, when your last shreds of dignity are in play, than when you have tons of it left. Also, we had as much time to mull over the etiquette of indigence as a King’s equerry. It was a large part of our conversation. When someone brought the news that a member of our confraternity had been using an emaciated pet to wring coins and sympathy from passers-by, the information would divide us down predictable lines, Willie and I sternly denouncing this inflationary procedure (“What will people expect next?” Willie would ask, “Will I have to bring me old Mum out of the hospice and stretch her out on the ground beside me?”), Brass Castle and the Bumblebee mute but with eyes round at the thought of a puppy as a companion, and Fast Eddie, a chancer with an impenetrable Glaswegian accent who’d come south for a football match and never gone home, shaking his head in disbelief at our moralizing.


Willie actually did have an elderly mother in a hospice somewhere; she must have been older than God unless Willie was a lot younger than he looked. But perhaps the rugged Phelpsian genes ran through her, and they were just all of them centenarians in the making, part flesh and part India rubber, as Willie seemed to be. His bedridden mother was one of the elements that bound Willie and myself together, since my own mother suffered from a wasting disease called Braun-Schweigsam syndrome, whereby a collagen abnormality causes defects in the strength and elasticity of body tissue, and my mother, too, like Willie’s, had become bedridden in her late sixties, somewhat prematurely. She was a fulltime inmate at a seaside clinic specializing in her illness and rather romantically situated overlooking the sea and the seaside town of Aldeburgh. Her mind seemed to have slowed down at roughly the same speed as her body, as if to keep it company, but her growing senility was a poor excuse for my absence, and I think Willie recognized in my soulful references to my mother, as I did in his, the accents of shame.


No doubt this contributed not only to the bond between Willie and myself, but to the moralizing that so offended Eddie but which we both indulged in –– no doubt punishing others for our own sins of omission –– about what a down-and-out should and shouldn’t do, in order to keep his head high even when his stomach was complaining and his spirit was in his boots. Stealing was unthinkable, we maintained; borrowing was permissible; begging was out of the question. The likes of Eddie, Boxer and the Ghost stared at us as if we were two dowagers inveighing against rising hemlines.


I still think we were in the right of it, Willie and I. The lower you fall, the more the contents of what you might call your character become evident. You don’t know what you’d be prepared to do for a cup of tea or a cigarette, or rather what you would not be prepared to do for it, until you’re parched and exhausted and you stink so badly even you can smell it, at which point why on earth would you let yourself and your desperate needs be ruled by dignity? But that’s the very moment when dignity becomes everything, at the edge of the pit. It’s all you have. Willpower doesn’t enter into it. You don’t have a coat pocket or a shirt drawer in which to hide your dereliction, your moment of weakness, like a stain you could cover with a rug. You’re naked with your decision to sell off, or not to sell off, what’s left of you. It bulks large, this decision; it’s huge, because there’s nothing else. You’re like a climber coming to the top of a mountain, where every step must feel as if your whole life is going into it. So if you don’t beg (by which I mean set up a pitch that declares that begging’s your official game, I don’t mean standing at someone’s back door hoping they’ll take pity on you, I’ve done that often enough), you don’t beg, and you wouldn’t do it if someone held a gun to your head. As I say, at a certain point who you are is all you have left.


So the question was, how was I going to raise twenty pounds? In those days, it turned out, the fare for foot passengers (I’ve always loved that term, with its inherent contradictions) on the Channel ferry was fourteen and change. Foot passenger! There’s another title for you. By H Wilson, foot passenger on the ferry of life.


I had close to two pounds that I’d saved up for a rainy day, thanks to those unsolicited donations. I scanned the sporting pages until I came across a horse with the promising name of Harold’s Choice, and backed him to win at thirteen to two. He should have been called Harold’s Downfall, because he trailed in seventh and that was the end of my rainy day money. In the end, Brother Bill came to my rescue, Brother Bill who was no brother of mine but was a friar at St Botolph’s and the man responsible for our generous reception there. He had been a fight fan once, and an amateur boxer himself, and I had a feeling that the idea of taking Willie to Paris (which was how I put it, although I was pretty sure it would be the other way around) would tickle Bill. It did, and he wanted to come with us. I didn’t dare mention it to Willie, who might have been annoyed with me for cadging off Brother Bill and putting us even more in Bill’s debt than we already were. But to my surprise Willie himself informed me that the Brother had heard of our trip (the blue eyes rested on me grimly) and, by way of thanks for the years of charity, Bill would be of our party.


Worse was to come. Behind my back, Willie Phelps had reached a deal with most of our crew​​ –– Ernie wasn't the only Phelps who'd "gone soft”, I began to suspect –– whereby, if they could raise the ante, they could come. The only proviso was that aside from the Channel itself, which we would not be expected to swim, legs were the only permitted form of propulsion. Anyone who took the train, even supposing they could afford it, would be shunned at the other end.


I have wondered, looking back, how many of us could have actually afforded the ferry. The Ghost claimed to have his fare, and the girls too, but Boxer wouldn’t divulge his liquidity and Fast Eddie said he was just coming to Dover “to see youse off” and wouldn’t dirty his battered shoes with foreign soil.


“Passports?” I asked, when we were all gathered at Aldgate East with our kitbags, on a hard, bright City morning. I had extracted mine from the locker at St Pancras –– goodness knows what hobos do with their valuables now that fear of terrorism has closed all the station lockers –– and Brother Bill, who kept Willie’s valuables for him, had brought his own and Willie’s passport. Being Saturday it was quieter than usual, and I remember the birds chirping in the leafy graveyard, making me feel safe on familiar ground. Did I really want to walk to Paris with this assortment of derelicts?


Bless them, they looked so eager, each with his or her kitbag, regulation model. Even Brass Castle and the Bumblebee had acquired one each for the trip. And when I say regulation, I should explain that Willie Phelps was strict about people’s equipment in his company. It just happened that my own Nato, as Willie instructed me to call my khaki kit-bag, was exactly the kind that he demanded, and when I first appeared he must have thought I was either inspired by good taste, good sense, or had been instructed by someone who knew what they were about. It was just an old haversack I’d purchased years before from an army surplus store in Hemel Hempstead, with what now seemed like stunning prescience. Willie was as strict with new recruits as a boarding school matron. Four essentials were required on arrival at the Phelps School of Vagrancy, five if you count the kit-bag itself (or rather “Nato”): hanky (“First thing you wash, never go anywhere without a clean hanky”); butt tin –– this was a cigarette tin in which to collect and preserve promising cigarette butts; Swiss army knife (it always made me wonder –– why this fetish for the Swiss Army? Did the Swiss Army ever fight, let alone win, a battle?); and condiments, since Willie always carried salt, pepper, sugar and ketchup in little sachets filched from discarded fast-food containers. In an emergency, you could mix them together, he maintained, and obtain enough nourishment to get you through till the next meal. To these –– which Willie would sometimes submit to a spot check, as though it were the first day of term –– you might add a book, preferably stamped with the words, “Hendon Public Library” (as in fact my copy of Knights on the Road is –– sorry, Hendon), or some similar inscription; a pulover; a toothbrush, if you absolutely insisted; and a pint of Bell’s, these last two to be used in concert, in the absence of water. Any more items than these showed you to be an unmistakable “nance”, Willie’s insult of choice.


There we were, all present and correct and kitted out. I felt ashamed of having mentioned passports, but was quickly put out of my misery. There was no need for passports, the Ghost explained, they gave you a chit for a day trip to France. You don’t need a passport.


I glanced at Willie, but from his face I gathered he was leaving the tour guide function to me. “As long as you understand,” I said, “that we won’t get to Paris and back in a day.”


“We know that. Are you saying,” the Ghost said with a sneer, “that they won’t let us back in?” Looking round our group, it was hard to know which was more improbable, that the British would be prepared to have us back, or that the French would be prepared to keep us.


In the event, as Willie probably anticipated, we lost most of the gang before we got to Canterbury. The pilgrims of old were obviously made of sterner stuff. In Bexley an already weary Brass Castle remembered a client she claimed she wanted to look up, and headed towards Bexleyheath, taking the Bumblebee, who said she’d parked her children with her neighbours, but who I never believed (she was all of two hundred pounds in weight) was really going to make the trip. Willie set a cracking pace, despite repeated protests from Boxer and the Ghost, and when the little man got up a head of steam he could probably have given Harold’s Choice a run for its money. Fast Eddie was nowhere near fast enough and gave us the slip on the outskirts of Dartford; we glanced round and he was gone. Brother Bill had a confrere in a rather posh monastery in Swanscombe, where the five of us who’d survived the first day were given an alarmingly spruce dormitory to spend the night in. I was a little embarrassed for Bill, turning up at his friends’ place with four completely knackered tramps in tow, but he seemed to regard us as evidence of his prowess, introducing us one by one and showing us off as if we were Indian scalps or prisoners of war, and we were too tired to do anything but slurp our food and fall into bed.


Boxer and the Ghost were not to be found in the morning. Their beds were empty, and no-one had seen them leave. As footsore as they had been the night before, I’m sure they were lurking not too far from the monastery, waiting to see us set out before slipping back to see if another meal could be cadged from the monks. You couldn’t blame them. It had probably been a good many years since they’d walked more than a mile at one time, and walking with Willie Phelps was like training for a marathon.


This double defection left a friar and two determined dossers, heading for Dover and the continong, via two more two more religious staging posts where Bill had fixed us up, a leaky church hall and a chapel where we slept in the vestry. The weather was mild, and the old A2 was pretty quiet going now that the new motorway absorbed most of the traffic. I had a chance to get better acquainted with Brother Bill. He was a bluff, bulky fellow –– it was a little hard to tell just how bulky, beneath his brown Franciscan robe –– with a big, pleasant, high-coloured face. I could picture him in the ring in his younger days, absorbing punches with a smile –– “Ow! Good one!” –– and a flush on his shiny pink cheeks, before socking you to the canvas with a blow you never saw coming. That’s how his conversation was. “How do you stand with God, Harold?” I remember him asking. “Do you mean, where do I stand with Him? Do I believe in Him?” “That too,” said Bill. “Do you?” “I’m not sure,” I said, “but if you’re asking how I stand with Him, you’ll have to ask Him, won’t you?” “Good point,” Bill huffed. I could see that Willie’s pace was getting to Brother Bill, although he wasn’t about to admit it. “So you’re not sure if He’s there, eh?” Bill said. “But you’ll give Him the benefit of the doubt, is that it?” “That’s it exactly, Bill,” I said. “See you in Purgatory then,” Bill said to my astonishment, flooring me without changing tone. “In Purgatory?” I said. “Surely you’re not settling for Purgatory, are you? I mean, you’re a priest. Don’t you chaps go first class?” “Only if we believe,” Bill continued in the same blithe voice. “And I’m like you. I’m not sure either. But I’m giving Him the benefit of the doubt.” “Goodness,” I said. “Do your parishioners know? That you have doubts, I mean.” “I don’t have parishioners, Harold. The world is my parish, although I do act as a verger at St Botolph’s. I used to be a lay oblate there, and I’m fond of the place. But, yes, I’m honest with everyone I meet. Life’s a journey. I’m hoping to find out if He’s waiting at the end of it.” I thought about this for a while, as we strode on in Willie Phelps’s wake. “Do you see any signs of Him?” I asked, picturing Him momentarily as a small, furiously determined ex-boxer pulling steadily away from us on the long straight Kentish roads. “All the time,” Bill said. “Everywhere. Everything’s a sign of him, if you know how to look.” “Then where do the doubts come in?” I asked. “Well…” Bill panted, and I realized it was rather unkind of me to drag him into a theological discussion when he needed every scrap of breath he had. But he’d started this, not me. “The signs are there,” Bill repeated, “the signs are everywhere, but are they signs of a single, all-seeing, merciful Creator, or are they signs of some kind of, shall we say, mindless life force, a numinous presence that that hovers behind all of Creation?” “Good point, Brother Bill,” I sparred, “but can you actually call it Creation if you’re not sure whether there’s a Creator behind it? If there’s just this luminous force…” “Numinous, Harold.” “This numinous force, then. If that’s all there is, what is the world exactly? Is it what the Eastern religions call the veil of Maya?” “That’s my own question exactly, Harold, and that’s what I’m waiting to find out, when I meet God face to face.” “Or not,” I said. “Or not,” said Bill, still beaming. And that was as much theology as the Sittingbourne to Faversham road could stand. 


On the ferry, while Brother Bill was taking a stroll around the deck, I said to Willie, “Brother Bill doesn’t believe in God. Did you know that?” “Don’t be daft, of course he believes in God. He’s a blinkin’ monk.” “No, he told me. He’s not sure God exists.” “You chump,” Willie said, “You didn’t fall for that, did you?” “What do you mean, fall for that?” “He’s testin’ you.” “Testing me how?” “To find out you what you believe. Then he’ll start by tellin’ you he thinks the same way. It’s what they do, these monks, to convert you.” “Really?” “Well, what did you think? He’s a mendicant. That means he’s like us, he’s always on the look-out. He’s always got his mind on convertin’ people. He’s up there now, on deck, lookin’ for someone to convert.” “Are you sure?” “Known ‘im all my life. You go up there, see if he ain’t talking to some poor geezer.” “That wouldn’t mean he was trying to convert the other person.” “First chance you get, ask Bill’s victim if they weren’t jawin’ about God. What was his openin’ gambit with you? Was it, ‘’Ow d’yer stand with God, Harold?’?”


I was curious enough to go up on deck and see whether Brother Bill was, in fact, quizzing some “poor geezer”. But when I spotted him, he was alone, bending over the side rail in a posture that suggested vomiting rather than proselytizing. A stiff wind was blowing in, bringing rainclouds and what was, unfortunately for us, a spell of stormy weather.

VI

NO SOONER HAD we filed off the ferry than the skies opened in a downpour not even Willie Phelps felt like braving. We stood there miserably at the ferry terminal, each of us wondering, I think, why we’d strayed from home. Brother Bill had a contact in Amiens, some kind of an abbot, but Amiens was miles away and the whole trip was turning into an ecclesiastical mystery tour. If Willie was right, perhaps Brother Bill was aiming to bring back two Catholic converts, but for my part I was ready to wait till the rain slackened off, buy a cheap bottle of wine and take the ferry home again. Calais on a dark day is a forbidding sight. I’d spoken bravely about a night I’d spent here in the dunes when I was eighteen, on my only previous visit to France; but we were younger then –– there had been half a dozen of us, on bicycles –– and the weather had been fine.


Insisting that the rain was now lighter, Willie set out into Calais after a couple of dismal hours at the terminal, daring us not to follow him. We did, but found no shelter, and not even the deepest doorway seemed to shield us from the cold rain, which was blowing in almost horizontally off the sea. After Brother Bill had knocked in vain at two firmly locked churches, we let him buy us a coffee and sat like three drowned rats in a café with steamed-up windows. “This’ll blow over,” Willie announced when his false teeth stopped chattering. “We’ll hole up somewhere while it lasts, eh?  Harold, you’ve the lingo, go ask the patron if he knows someone who’ll put up a man of God and his two assistants. Tell ‘im we’re lay priests. Three men of God.”


There was no way my rusty teenage French ran to “lay priests” and, in my head, hommes de Dieu sounded too ridiculous to utter. I wound up miming sleep, closing my eyes and leaning my head to one side, with one hand as an imaginary pillow. All I got out of the patron were names of hotels. I glanced back at my companions. Both wore a diffident expression which promised to turn into supportive nods if I looked as though I was winning, but would disown me completely if I appeared to be making a fool of myself, which I was. I was reduced to pulling the pockets of my damp trousers inside out and holding them away from my body like a clown, to demonstrate that although we had already paid for our coffees we lacked the wherewithal for a hotel. Le patron looked at me with patient but undisguised contempt, shrugged, and opened his hands in the universal gesture of, “Tough.”


We were not three brave knights of the road, at this point. Four days of walking through the south-eastern suburbs of London, and across Kent, had left us sore (speaking for myself) and proud, but now the only knights that came to mind were Falstaff and his embattled crew arriving in France to a rough welcome and wondering why they’d ever left home. Under his robe and his mendicant vows, Brother Bill had the saving grace of a wallet, and it took little to persuade Willie and myself to take, as Bill put it, “emergency measures” and follow the patron’s directions to the nearest auberge.


On the way, as we dodged puddles and sheltered under awnings, Willie tugged at my sleeve and held me back for a quick word. “Don’t let ‘im stick you in a room for two, just ‘im an’ you,” Willie said under his breath with a nod at the Franciscan shivering in a shop doorway ahead of us. “Why not?” “God, you are a bloody innocent, ain’ yer. Didn’t you never hear of the hobosexual fraternity?” “The what?” But I had got his meaning. “Charter member, ‘e is” said Willie, with a broad smile at Brother Bill, to disguise the drift of his words.


Cherubic was a word that had been applied to me many years ago, in my youth; now that fifty was fast approaching on the horizon, I felt that it would take an awfully avid hobosexual to find me worthy of his attentions. But I was left uneasy, all the same. In the event, the large redhead (patently dyed) behind the desk at the little hotel took us in at a glance, said, “Trois messieurs?” and led us to a room with, as I recall, at least four beds in it.


That night passed without incident, and the same, alas, can be said for the next 48 hours, during which the rain was unrelenting and the only entertainment consisted of listening to Willie and Brother Bill pursue their longstanding argument over whether a hobo or a  mendicant friar was the tougher breed. It was a contest neither wanted to settle, it seemed, by setting out for Paris in the pouring rain.


“I’ve walked in worse,” Willie insisted, explaining that on home territory he always felt confident of a welcome somewhere along his route, and a chance to dry out, but with these Frenchies you never knew what to expect, he said as if he had long experience of the matter. You wouldn’t want to depend on them taking you in. And as for their dogs! Willie had a detailed and unpleasant tale derived from a hobo he knew who had wound up in a hospital near Dieppe after an unsuccessful earlier invasion of France was put paid to by a farmer’s Alsatian.


For my part, I was happy to stay put while Brother Bill’s money and our hotel room lasted, trying to stay dry, most of the time, and rekindle my rusty teenage French by studying discarded newspapers and comic books. I’d become pretty good at doing nothing, and occasionally I went off on my own to walk among the dunes where I’d slept beside my bicycle all those years ago, meeting, in imagination, my barely recognizable 18-year-old self, and gazing out at the foggy sea. I spent happy hours this way, letting myself get soaked in the luxury of knowing that a hotel room awaited me.


 By the third day there was no sign of a let-up in the weather, and Brother Bill had stopped urging Willie to prove his superiority by testing his mettle on the wet roads to Paris. Willie would surely be fortified, Bill had been insisting, by the prospect of a room at an inn at the end of the day, to be paid for out of church funds; in turn, Willie had protested that he was already quite sufficiently in Bill’s debt, and that the weather would surely break, allowing them to proceed less expensively. Bill’s new silence was explained when he confided in me that he was running out of money. He had phoned St Botolph’s, giving our whereabouts and asking for a subvention to be dispatched to a stranded Franciscan. If none came, he said, we might have to admit defeat. But like the British Expeditionary Force at the beginning of World War Two, we would be back! I rather doubted this.


And that very evening I ran into the oddest surprise to come my way in all my years as a wayfarer, at least until the fateful hour when I became entangled in the Dunwich Cliffs murder (as I called it) and was dragged back out of the life forever, back to respectability, or at any rate to a socialized existence.


It was Madame the dyed redhead at our hotel, the Fleur de Lys, who delivered the shock.


“Monsieur Wilson?” she asked as I came in drenched from one of my dune patrols. I nodded, not yet surprised, since she was in possession of my passport. “Je suis desolée,” she went on, “d’avoir à vous informer que Madame votre mère est morte.”


I stared at her as if she might be a medium disguised as a concierge.


My mother had died, and by some utterly impossible-seeming process the news had found me here, dripping wet in the tiny lobby of the Fleur de Lys, a visiting derelict in rain-besieged Calais.

VII

BROTHER BILL TURNED out, unsurprisingly, to have been the conduit for the information, having told his superiors at St Botolph’s where he was. But how on earth had St Botolph’s known about my mother? It was to be days before I found out.


Despite keen misgivings about a reunion with my family, I knew I had to act on the news and seek out the time and location of my mother’s funeral, if it hadn’t already taken place. Willie and Brother Bill were both agreed that I must try to attend the service. I was relieved to see them of one mind about something, at last. Insisting that St Botolph’s would not abandon him in his hour of need and that funds would reach him in Calais, Bill gave me the money for the London train, to accelerate my progress. There was always a moment, he said, for a man to be a good son, regardless of his faith; he viewed hobos as lay mendicants, seeking guarantees of faith as well as food and shelter. I liked this idea of his, and had taken the opportunity of the Calais rain to talk to him further about it –– of which more later.


Willie Phelps commiserated with me and assured me that his attempt on Paris would not founder for the loss of a comrade. I told him he’d better remember his own advice about the hobosexual fraternity and steer clear of hotel rooms now that he and Brother Bill were à deux. “Bet your arse on it,” Willie nodded. “Good luck, boyo.”


They waved me off at the ferry, and it was the last I ever saw of either of them.


My serious life as a man of the roads was about to begin. I never went back to London, never saw Fast Eddie, Boxer or the Ghost again, none of whom, perhaps, are still alive, thirty years on, although Brass Castle and the Bumblebee surely are, if neither disease nor accident has brought them low. I went to St Botolph’s again, quite recently, to enquire after Brother Bill, but no-one there had heard of him, or even knew of him as a verger from years past. Willie is surely in the ground, but with, I hope, many more miles on him than he had when I left him in rainy Calais. Did they ever reach Paris? Dear comrades! The rain surely ceased, and for me you are forever hunched against the wind on the road to Amiens, where an abbot awaits. You are walking briskly, at the fierce pace dictated by a tiny bow-legged ex-boxer, in a huge flat sodden landscape of empty, ploughed fields now swept by the wind in that soughing, sighing dark grey pause that follows an exhausted rainstorm. Trying to slow you down, little tornado-fingers of fog reach down towards you out of a sky still dark and writhing in long furrows, like a celestial reflection of the ploughed land beneath it, with barely a space between the two for my old friends marching so determinedly there, a feisty little chap and a burly man in a dark robe with a flying white rope at his ample waist: two cartoon characters causing every passing driver to turn and stare. In my daydreams you make it to Paris, you are welcomed like heroes by heaven knows what Parisian catholic hobosexuels of delicate and discriminating taste, and after your revels you abandon crowded, dreary old England in favour of the great uninhabited expanses of rural France. At last you reach the Mediterranean, still together, still bickering about which is the tougher, the hobo or the mendicant friar, and you become the toys, the darling playthings, the mascots of a Riviera resort, letting the warmth of the Midi sun seep into your bones until you blend into the rock and sand, still companions, two statues dedicated to the search for food, shelter, and faith.

VIII

I SUPPOSE IT was my mother’s funeral that really decided me to set out on the country roads and abandon all society, even the society of the Brother Bills and Willie Phelpses of the world. Until then I had been playing at falling through society’s net, not so much in practice, since I had certainly fallen physically through to the bottom of the well, but theoretically, in my mind, where I hadn’t yet entirely left my old world behind. That much was obvious to my pals at Aldgate East. “What do you think, professor?” they would sometime say, knowing full well I’d never been a professor as such, but paying tribute to the gap between myself and the rest of them. When I finally left the old ways behind, it was a more radical break altogether than the one I had made in merely letting go of my job, my home, my family and friends. That seems radical when you put it like that. But it isn’t. You’re just away from them, as you might be if you were on holiday. You could go back any time. What I had to let go of was my mind, or to put it less shockingly, I had to let go of what Johnny Selborne, Q.C., called the head in which I had lived, to enter another head entirely. Only then had I truly left –– when I couldn’t remember who or what I had left, and couldn’t have told you where I was. Which is what happened, gradually, over a good many years. In the end I couldn’t go home, because I had no idea where it was or what it had consisted of, and because I was home, even though I hadn’t the foggiest idea where, geographically, that home was. It was a place on no map.


But this took a while.


First I had to make all kinds of decisions, relating to my mother’s funeral service, that I had hoped never to make again. What would I wear? What would I say? Would I say anything? Would my family embrace me and I them?


The ease with which they had contacted me, reaching effortlessly down into what I thought of as my invisible, subterranean world to pluck me out like an errant insect, not only made me realize the sense in which I had just been playing at being a hobo, but the sense in which others, including my family, saw it that way. I had not put myself beyond the pale, or reached a place from which they would hesitate to call me back for fear that I simply wouldn’t come. Nor, apparently, were they concerned that, if I did come, I would be a more frightening apparition than anyone would wish to face at the funeral. I was just a naughty child. They could have just ignored me, left me to my own devices. Instead they cracked the whip to bring me back, clearly confident that I had just been having my little fun, my little male-menopausal middle-aged breakdown. Put me in a suit and, even if still a little weird, I’d be presentable. I’d be that goof Harold, not some party-pooping “Who’s that?” loony.


Of course these pouting considerations –– why had no-one taken my exodus seriously? –– were chiefly a way of taking my mind off my fears, as I journeyed back sedately to London by ferry and train, like any other traveller. I was scared stiff of meeting my family. And this is itself was a reminder of how right they were, how small a distance I’d traveled, internally. A true reject wouldn’t think twice, he’d simply stroll into the church when the service was halfway through and sit in a back pew stinking obliviously, barely noticing that around him mourners in their solemn finery were gasping and choking and putting handkerchiefs to their noses.


And my terror of meeting my family again was a way of taking my mind off my mother, and my life.


She had been one of the waiting wives of Britain, all through the early years of marriage, as my father had been shunted from one theatre of war to another like a small toy, a miniature soldier. Or in his case, sailor, supporting an evacuation here, a landing there, dodging submarines and out of contact for long stretches of time. Unlike many, including several bereaved friends, she got him back at the end of it. Or rather, she got somebody back, but whether it was the Bernard who had courted her, wed her, fathered her son and then vanished down a slipway, she was never again to be entirely sure. He did look much as she remembered him; and he had the same name. But where was the large, loud fearless person she had been remembering throughout the years of war, and picturing as the very emblem of the Royal Navy, breasting the waves with his big chest thrust forwards like Desperate Dan in the comic books?


The thin legs were the only part she entirely recognized. His spirit was broken, and I too was baffled, perhaps even more than my mother, by the difference between the booming, outdoor person I remembered lifting me with his huge hands and flying me through the air from the dock at Fowey onto our skiff, and the big timid man who now preferred to stay indoors, and whose large hands trembled on the tablecloth at mealtimes. When I was little he had often talked about making a voyage around the world. (Had he pictured it as a solo journey, while we studied the charts, waiting for news at home? Perhaps that’s what I had now been trying to accomplish, on the road.) I had often imagined him raising the red ensign and rounding Cape Horn, his beard stippled with spray. Now the house and the streets of the town were as much as he could navigate, with effort. Mother could understand better than I, surely, what enclosure in a big slow tin can would mean when torpedoes were slicing through the water at you and airplanes dive-bombing you, while fire down below could engulf you at any instant or trap you between metal plates and rising sea-water. This was not boating. It was hell on water, and it devoured my poor father’s images of windblown heroism. He came back claustrophobic, yet wary, too, of the world outside our house, of noise. Above all, of noise. We had to tiptoe round the house. And he was always there, his disability pension ensured by a sympathetic doctor, for whom it can’t have been hard to see that he had a shattered human being sitting in front of him. In time, Bernard ventured out to help an old friend in the town who ran a hardware shop and was short-handed at weekends. Dad learned to cope better with noise and wound up running the tool hire department at the back of the shop. But he was never entirely well again. Our sympathy and distress turned steadily into impatience, as quiet and timid as he was. He was a looming presence in the shadows of a room, sometimes you’d come in and sit down to read a book or listen to the radio before noticing with a start that he’d been sitting wordlessly in the corner all along. I fled to college as soon as I could. No less than my mother, I had been longing for the return of the tower of energy and good humour that Bernard had been when I was little –– nine years old when he went off to war, fifteen when he returned –– and I couldn’t stomach my disappointment at the hollowed-out effigy that the armistice had brought back on the tide. Largely silent, clumsy at mealtimes, he was a burden. I was a teenager raised on absurdly jingoistic war stories and, instead of recognizing in my father a body of evidence that might help me grow up in the light of reality rather than fantasy, I just wanted the war hero I had anticipated. To confess the worst: there were times I daydreamed that my real father had died in glorious action, bequeathing us lifelong pride, a set of medals, and a crippled friend by the same name to care for in his place.


And mother? It was certainly the disappointment of her life, to find herself looking after a semi-invalid who didn’t even have the lost limb or the outward scars that would command respect from others. She must have thought it was a case of temporary shock and that the traumatic after-effects would pass. It’s what she told me when I was fifteen, and I’m sure she wanted to believe it herself. But as time went by and little changed, she became more impatient with him –– I can’t entirely blame her, to be honest, since she did look after him with unfailing attention –– and I began to allow myself the same brusque irritation when he was slow or distracted, disabled as much by his shame as anything else, it seems to me now. He and I hardly talked about the war. It was if the danger of shaking memories out of an already partially blasted tree would trouble its roots and risk bringing it tumbling down. I wish now I had persevered and tried to make him talk about it; yet somehow the essence of his fearfulness seemed to be the threat of what might happen at any moment, rather than the haunting effects of what he had once experienced, and I can well imagine this now: how the attrition of waiting for catastrophe could damage the nerves more lastingly than catastrophe itself. Once he told me, and it alarms me still to think of it, that he could hear his heart at night and that it kept him awake, waiting for it stop. Then he grinned and said the Germans had weakened it. Poor nervous father! –– how unfair to have to live in such a fine huge frame and hear a weak heart beating inside it! It did stop, it stopped quite early and much too soon for the vigorous giant he had once been. He was fifty-five and I was in my last year at college when Mother phoned to tell me he’d had a heart attack at work and had gone out, as the shop manager put it in a horribly apt phrase, like a light. 


Her grief was terrible to see, at the funeral and for several years to come. No doubt she wept for both of him, the man he had once been and the man he became, from whom she had not been able entirely to hide her frustration, and no doubt she wept for herself too, suddenly alone and with a good many years ahead of her. She had one recent memory to console her. It was an act of courage on Bernard’s part of which perhaps only she and I could fully appreciate what it took to accomplish. In our steep-sided little harbour there are a few pebbly corners beside a slipway, and one evening as Dad was on his way home he spotted a small dog trapped down there by the rising tide and running frantically from side to side, where the steep walls offered no escape. Whether the creature was someone’s pet or just one of the town strays we never discovered. Dad ran down the slipway –– he didn’t mention the incident at all to us, and if an onlooker hadn’t told Anne, our neighbour, we wouldn’t have known about it –– and jumped into the water, returning with the frightened and bedraggled dog, to release it on dry land. He had not, to our knowledge, been on or in the water since coming home in ’45. Underneath his other phobias, hydrophobia must have been the most acute. I see him rescuing his own frightened and bedraggled self in the form of that little dog, and in some small measure the image sets my heart at ease.


The Wilsons have been a Fowey family for generations, but my mother was a blow-in who met my father on a seaside holiday in the ’20s and stayed, charmed out of her skin by Bernard’s ebullience. That very skin began to lose its elasticity after Father’s death, as genetics took over and the peculiar syndrome that accompanied her collagen abnormality set in. You’d better watch out, Mother had warned me. If your skin starts to come away in your fingers –– this was literally what happened to her –– you’ll know you got it from me. It never has (and I write this as a man of 75, last month), but I do worry for my daughters, hoping that the illness might somehow go underground indefinitely and spare them as it seems to have spared me, so far. I even like to imagine, since my brain has been flaking away for years, that in our line Braun-Schweigsam might terminate in my lack of stickativity in the brain.


Until she fell ill, Mother formed part of our Dollis Hill household, mine and Hilly’s, and a very welcome one while the girls were small. She was used to taking care of a vulnerable husband, and her brisk, sometimes abrasive efficiency was much to Hilly’s taste. They were certainly closer to each other in friendship than I was to my mother, when she fell ill, and Hilly, I’m afraid, was a more dutiful daughter-in-law than I was a son when it came to visiting her in Aldeburgh. For all that she loved to party, Hilly bore misfortune and inconvenience well. Noisily, but well; so well, in fact, that she could scarcely do without them. Complaining was like breathing to Hilly, and even when the problem at hand was resolved she would go right on complaining, like one of those competitive road-walkers you see who cross the finishing line but who can’t stop dead because their bones are still walking away under their own steam. You see them march on in their strutting Popeye way, very slowly winding down like a mechanical toy. It was no good telling Hilly she could stop moaning now that the crisis was over, you might as well be talking to a wall –– a wailing wall, which is what we used to call her when she got on a roll. She was raised in a family by whose rules, as I realized when I met them, complaining was an index of status. If you didn’t complain, it meant you were nobody. It seems strange to me now that I married a Jewish girl, although she wasn’t very Jewish, as she said herself, and I didn’t even know she was Jewish until I met her parents. They weren’t the practicing religious kind, and they said themselves, “We’re not very Jewish.” The more they said this the more you wondered what it meant, and the more it struck me that to carry around your not-very-Jewishness as consciously as they did was a way of not really discarding your Jewishness at all. It was almost the first thing out of her father’s mouth as I came through the door. “We’re not very Jewish, Harold.” “I’ve already told him, Dad,” Hilly sighed. Her parents vexed her terribly. They seemed thoroughly Jewish to me. In fact they sounded like the Jews you see in television sitcoms, moaning and groaning over why the cooking had gone wrong or what was the matter with the grandchildren now. Hilly’s elder sister Christine had already provided them with a pigeon pair to cluck over. Christine, and Hilary, for that matter, were names they had evidently chosen in their we’re-not-very-Jewish mode, but if Hilly’s family weren’t very Jewish I wasn’t sure I was ready to face the real thing.


And the truth of the matter was that, as scared as I was of coming face to face with Hilly and my daughters at Mother’s funeral, particularly the girls, I was even more scared of encountering Hilly’s parents. Would they shun me as the cretin who had abandoned their daughter, or would Hilly’s father skewer me with a question. “Having fun these days, Harold?”


Did I really have to go to the funeral? I argued it back and forth on the train to Waterloo, I was the prisoner in the dock while Brother Bill prosecuted my case and, in the absence of anyone prepared to stand up and defend me, I doubled as my own counsel for the defense. Couldn’t I duck the service, and go and bow my head at the graveside later, when everyone had gone?


But the larger issue loomed, of who and what I would then do, who I would then be, as I walked away from the churchyard. Where would I be going? Back to Aldgate East in the new suit bought for me by Brother Bill’s largesse, to sit around at St. Mark’s with Fast Eddie and the others, waiting for Willie to return from France and for my suit to turn mouldy and start to fit in? One subsidized train journey and this prospect already seemed absurd.


The only way forward seemed to be to start acknowledging the price of what I had already done. I had wanted to see myself as a man who simply left home one night and walked off the edge of the world into another life, without regrets and without any great cost to himself and to others. As much as I wanted to be that person, at the time, I wasn’t him. No-one can be that person unless they are quite mad or quite heartless, and I was still a relatively sane, relatively sentimental soul. I gradually discarded, I think, a good portion of both these properties. But there were consequences for yourself and for others, if you went on the lam the way I had. I was a deserter coming home to a regimental dinner. I wasn’t sure I could face it, no matter how often I summoned to mind Brother Bill’s great pink slab of a face and his steady gaze as he reminded me (and the be-wigged judge above us) that now was the hour to be a dutiful son, regardless of shame.

IX

ALDEBURGH WAS ITS charming, windy self, always a little too bright and breezy for my liking, I remembered. I would have preferred, as the prodigal son, to have crept in under cover of dark skies, rain even, with everyone a little disarrayed. Now I had to face the music under the brightest light the heavens could contrive. 


It’s a short walk from the station to the chapel of Our Saviour, where apparently Mother had paid Sunday visits in the wheelchair I should have been pushing. She was the only churchgoer in our family, and the kind of utterly repressed Anglican who would rather have divulged our finances or her sexual preferences than discuss her religious views. Perhaps this revealed a more profound sense of the sacred than most people could claim; more likely she simply had no idea what she wanted of God or He of her, and church pews were chiefly a place to sit in peace and quiet, to let familiar sounds wash over her and sing familiar songs, rather than an opportunity to bend God’s ear. She took me to Sunday services in Fowey during the war, when I was little, but even then, when so many heartfelt prayers were being offered up, I recall her bowed head more as a formal pose than as a glimpse of someone on the hot line. It seemed a total waste of time to me, and I took my father’s return from the war as a long-awaited cue to give up going to church. Dad had been cheerfully irreligious, as if some higher and more ancient Cornish creed excused him, and as if the Anglican Church were a blow-in like Mother herself. His most worshipful gazes were directed at the sea, but he returned to us as if blinded, with his eyes turned inwards. The sea was a god that had failed.


I can imagine that, with his return in such a diminished form, Mother may have found in her church-going the vessel she’d been waiting for all along. There was plenty to pour into it now. Our house was at its emptiest when she was at church, on Sundays, and when I think of the place and the atmosphere I was so eager to get away from, it’s the terrible quiet of our Sunday morning home that comes to mind. Father had inherited a grandfather clock –– it became mine, in turn, and tolled (tolls, perhaps?) away in Dollis Hill –– whose mingled messages of dread and reassurance reach back through my entire life to those Sunday mornings. It was the voice of home, and I was never happier to leave anything behind than I was when closing my front door on that clock and stepping out into the day.  ​​


Memories of Cornish Sundays now possessed me, unbidden, as I ran the gauntlet, or walked it rather, head down in the hope of avoiding recognition, along Aldeburgh’s main artery to the sea front. I could see the church in the distance, I had attended services there with Mother a handful of times while her illness still permitted her to walk with a cane and my arm for support. At the far-off portico, figures in dark clothing were visible. This was what I had been dreading ever since Calais, ever since I began formulating the image of what this funeral reunion would be like. Before realizing it I had ducked into a doorway, recessed from the street and offering a full ten feet of shelter in the form of a short alley leading to the shop door, with display windows on either side. The shop was a confectionery, and I pretended to be consumingly interested in boiled sweets arrayed in old-fashioned jars. Peppermint twists, gobstoppers, lollipops, humbugs brown and yellow, all the fun of the fair.


At Waterloo, I’d made the phone call to Aldeburgh –– I was intrigued to find that I had forgotten how to use a payphone and had to ask a passerby to instruct me –– and a voice I knew answered, a big placid nurse called Joan whose gaze always seemed to imply that she had seen so much of life’s surprising and uneven paths that she saw no reason to stand in judgement over anyone. Thank God for Joan! “They found you, then,” she said calmly. “Where are you? Are you coming to the service?” My heart bobbed in a mixture of relief and fear, to hear that the funeral hadn’t yet taken place. I couldn’t speak. When I managed to croak a question about how they’d found me, Joan gave one of her soft chuckles. “It wasn’t me, dear. I don’t have time to go chasing after the likes of you. When Mrs Wilson started going downhill, your wife was trying to figure out what to do about the will. She didn’t know if you were alive or dead.” Apparently Hilly had hired someone to look for me, who’d asked around at the standard watering holes and traced me to St Botolph’s, which seemed to amuse Joan. She wanted to know if I’d converted to Catholicism. “Are you a churchgoer yourself now?” She said she’d see me at the service, and as I hung up I had another ghastly mental image of the curiosity and anticipation surrounding my attendance. Never mind the dear departed, let’s go and tale a butcher’s at the newly returned. The worst vision was one I kept getting of little Melissa, tears in her eyes, face tilted up and mouthing the words, “Are you coming back, Dad?” Unable to answer, I shook my head at the jars of boiled sweets.


In London, even as I managed to find myself a pair of market stall trousers and a jacket cheap enough to leave me the Aldeburgh train fare, I kept flirting in my mind with walking to Aldeburgh and missing the service by a day or two. Instead I’d show up like a true pilgrim, my dusty outfit putting to shame all those who took the easy, motorized route to and from the graveside. I found myself on the train, all the same, keeping my head down for fear of a premature encounter with a familiar face. Even on the Aldeburgh platform, none emerged. No doubt everyone but me was coming by car.


And now I simply couldn’t emerge from the confectioner’s doorway –– of all places, to be using a childhood paradise to delay attending the funeral service that announced my solitary and irrevocable adulthood. Yet why not stay here? Why emerge at all? This little, sweet-enclosed alleyway would be my own church, my chapel of choice; I would hold my own service here in a temple that summed up the consolations of being a child, now that I was one no longer. Dearly beloved humbugs, liquorice sticks, and peppermint twists, we are gathered here today to celebrate the life of Esme Clare Wilson, a gobstopper of a woman, yet a true lady. The shop was closed, but I made imaginary selections for the girls and myself, between peeps down the street to see if the vultures were still gathered at the church portico. They were lingering, I presumed, in the hope that I would arrive, as promised. They would hold the curtain until I showed up; after all, what was the hurry –– Mother couldn’t get any deader –– unless another funeral had been scheduled hard on Mother’s heels. But surely you didn’t stack them up like that, for fear of jamming the churchyard with mourners entering as others exited. Might there be a wedding, or a baptism, to follow Mother’s funeral service and lend some urgency to getting her buried? Or was it not done, to proceed directly from the grave to the cradle?


These macabre considerations were raising my spirits, but it was hollow, defiant humor, the Dutch courage of jokes, and not yet nutritious enough to move my feet out of the doorway. Now I wished I’d gone the whole hog and yielded to my longing to buy a pint of whisky instead of a new pair of trousers (market stall trousers, I found, cost almost exactly the same amount as a pint of Bell’s), a longing I’d suppressed in the name of piety, decency, and the thought of breathing whisky into mourning faces.


They must have finally despaired of me at the church of Our Saviour, because when I looked again there was no-one to be seen outside the portico. On shaky legs I stepped back into the street and walked towards the church. Were Sunday strollers staring at me, seeing on my face some of the contortion I felt inside? I ignored them. I could hear the muffled sounds of the church organ reproaching me and beckoning me, but the salt wind was blowing straight into my face off the North Sea, and for a dizzy moment I was back in Fowey breathing in the channel breezes. I let the wind draw me as if it were time itself pulling me into my eight-year-old world, where I stood tall at the bow of the skiff while Mother waved from the dock, and prudent, masterful Father kept his eyes fixed firmly out to sea as we headed for the winding channel, and before I knew it I had walked on past the church as I’d once walked past our rented holiday home at night, I’d walked past the church in broad daylight this time before I even realized I’d passed it, leaving its bellowing organ behind me, out along the shore and out of town onto the roads.

X

THE COURT-APPOINTED DOCTOR, Ronnie Saunders, who treated me many years later –– I mustn’t get ahead of myself by citing the circumstances –– was of the opinion that for nearly 30 years I wandered around a quite small area of the country, on the Norfolk-Suffolk border, close, in fact, to where my mother is buried.  Saunders, a young fellow, made much of this, and seemed to want to regard my first bout of vagrancy, the London period, as an attempt to pretend to myself that my mother was dead, that’s to say to free myself of guilt by pretending to myself that she had died before she actually did. My second, much longer spell as a derelict he saw as a kind of breakdown in response to the reality of my mother’s death, which certainly would have been an alarming event for a son who already supposed her dead. None of this made any sense to me. I could, and did, convict myself of callous filial indifference much more easily than I could explain my life in terms of a profound, albeit unconscious attachment to my mother. The latter theory helped Saunders understand why my stomping ground as a tramp was so close to where my mother was buried; certainly it was an area to which neither my mother nor I had any connection, prior to her illness. At one point Saunders even suggested that I had, psychically speaking, spent thirty years in the sweet shop doorway, hesitating to attend my mother’s funeral and then, in a sense, searching for it in vain for the next three decades. It’s an appealing idea, especially if you’re a psychiatrist and the nearest you actually get to spending thirty years on the road is thinking up theories to explain it. In reality I was busy, very busy, during those three decades, and not a minute of it was concerned with my mother or the funeral I had failed to attend. Was the presence of my mother’s grave the only plausible link drawing me to this corner of East Anglia? No. The purely accidental fact is that East Anglia was where her funeral took place; and when I left the funeral (or more exactly passed the funeral by) it was to take to the roads. So if I really tended to walk in circles, as it were, or at any rate patrol a limited territory, it seems more likely to me that I simply stayed where I started because it was where I started, rather than because I was orbiting very slowly around my mother’s bones, as though they had magnetic emotional powers. 


Besides, did I stay in East Anglia at all? Saunders thinks so, but I have perfectly clear memories of visiting other regions –– well, let’s not get carried away: I recall, I’ll put it that way, visiting places in the South-West, as distant from Norfolk and Suffolk as Cornwall. I’m pretty sure I spent a summer on one of the West Country moors, either Bodmin or Dartmoor to judge by the look of it in memory, and there was an old man, older than I was and a good deal taller, who fell into conversation with me in the town square in Liskeard and took me to see paintings he had done on the walls of his hotel room there. His stuff was all over the walls, and the ceiling as well. It was more like a Renaissance Church than a hotel room. This perhaps I dreamt. And my summers in the West could, I suppose, be memories I am confusing –– as young Saunders believes –– with the summers I spent as a child in Fowey with my boating-mad father. But if Saunders is right and I stuck to the Norfolk-Suffolk border… my God, to think that for thirty years I was a knight of so very few roads! If true, it fits with the strange preoccupations I had as a self-appointed holy man of the roadside verge, God’s accountant, as I sometimes pictured myself, the recording angel of weeds. For this calling there was no point in trying to cover a lot of ground. One lifetime would scarcely suffice to catalogue a corner of a single county.


Saunders was completely uninterested in this aspect of my life, an investment of time which represents, after all, the major accomplishment of my existence. He couldn’t have cared less what I was actually doing for thirty years at the side of the road. To him, whatever I thought I was doing, I was really counting jujubes and sorting lollipops, standing staring at the jars of boiled sweets in the sweetshop windows, avoiding my mother’s funeral. I couldn’t get him interested in higher things. And of course the question does remain, what use were my considerations, my calculations, my venerations? Let alone my sermons, so carefully constructed, but delivered to an open-air church devoid of human communicants. I would reply, what use are the accumulated prayers of a monastic lifetime, the decades of contemplation and reflection that so many monks, priests and hermits have offered up to eternity? I dare say atheists would answer that they were no use at all and that such holy men, if they never performed miracles or even ordinary good deeds, might as well have been playing tiddly-winks all their life. Is prayer idle? Some people’s prayers are answered, or course, but since others are not, we surely can’t say whether God’s wise justice or pure chance is responsible. (Brother Bill would surely add that we won’t know until we meet God face to face –– or not, as he cannily granted.) Besides, mine was not prayer directed at obtaining results for myself or for anyone else, or even for the world, so there’s no way of judging its efficacy. I did what my spirit told me was a higher will. I know that in putting it this way I’m sounding like yet another religious nutcase, and that I’m risking immediate loss of interest in my tale. But this is an unavoidable risk. My tale is crazy. It is haunted by a sense of divine purpose, such as is claimed by all manner of people from saints to mass murderers. For the time being I hope you will accord me what Brother Bill was prepared to accord the Almighty Himself, the benefit of the doubt.


One last thing. Saunders, like many people of his ilk, I presume, related my motives to family life. My own experience is that I only discovered a motive for living when I had, in effect, forgotten what family life was. Or rather, I had a family, but they were brothers in spirit rather than blood relatives; they were the ghosts of my precedessors, utterly real and alive to me, with whom I conversed as I imagine poets to converse with Catullus or Byron, picturing them overlooking Lake Garda or the Eastern Mediterranean, nibbling a pine nut and debating poetic issues in their own voice, as their characteristic self. Alone I was not, ever. But I’m losing track again. Saunders understood my life so monoculturally, to put it as a seedsman or a naturalist might do, that he saw me only through the vitrine of the boiled sweetshop, so to speak: I stood there, in his mind, forever anatomized in an instant of time. So that, as he saw it, when I came to witness the murder, years later, and found myself inexorably sucked back up the vortex and out of the whirlpool into the stream of life, as you might pluck St Anthony out of his visions and bring him to court as the witness of a multiple car crash that had taken place within view of his cave, Saunders’s understanding of my role was that although the murder was real enough I had only seen it, only been able to see it, only allowed myself to see it and take it in, because I had at last found the emblematic act and the surrogate I was searching for. I was the murderer, he implied. Not in fact, but in the truth of the psyche. I only recognized the murder as taking place because I was, in my own secret estimation, a murderer myself (of my mother), seeking himself in the mirror of illusion (life). At the turn of a card, on the forest floor, my trance had shattered like a Medusa (I’m quoting the dear young chap) before Perseus’s shield.


In his own way, Ronnie Saunders is one of us. To him reality is a flimsy thing (the veil of Maya!), the figmentary clothing in which we dress the body of the psychological world. It is a story we tell ourselves to distract our stumbling spirit from the path we are actually on. And we do so, we construct and obey this outward reality, so as to have a journey to make, a via dolorosa to follow. As he understands it –– and what a Christian he is, this fellow, not only without knowing it but while actually believing himself to be a rigorously scientific atheist! –– we cannot reach revelation, liberation from the past, and wholeness of being, without a pilgrimage. Freedom may be potentially there inside us (as, surely, grace might be said to be, by a Christian), but we cannot simply reach inside, to find it. It would vanish as our fist settled over it, like the toy, or the yellow-and-brown humbug, perceived in a dream. To reach the tangible sweets of heaven (or in Ronnie’s version, of psychological health) you have to wait for the shop to open on Monday morning. As I, in Aldeburgh, did not. You have to go about, in my father’s boating terminology; right about the world or left about (a matter to be discussed later, since widdershins and other issues of clockwisdom are really more a matter of my expertise than either Brother Bill’s redemptive prescriptions or those of Dr Ronnie Saunders); about and about shall you go on the winding serpentine climb, in order to achieve the summit; this is the meaning of our tawdry, maddening life on earth, as a Christian might see it. For otherwise what in heaven’s name is the point of our absurdly brief spell in this nightmarish labyrinth? God knows it’s mockingly brief compared to the aeons of eternity in which a Christian presumably believes he or she will dwell after sitting the earthly exam and receiving the summary grade (how cruel!) which will dispatch the supplicant to the appropriate pasture for ever and ever, a hellish plain of fire and brimstone, a foggy mire, or a blissful meadow. But you have to sit the exam, you have to go through the hoops and show, as Brother Bill would say, your mettle. How else could you prove yourself worthy (or unworthy) of redemption? All stories are the same in this respect, it seems to me: an aim, often confused or disguised; obstacles to be overcome; finally, reward, or at any rate justitia. Fiat justitia et pereat mundus! Psychiatrists seems to see life much the same way, and regard real events as chimeras in whom the true nature of your suffering is riddled, so that your understanding (i.e. your freedom), if you outface and unmask the Sphinx, will be won, and not merely handed out like charity or brightly coloured pills. 


So all the while that Saunders was smiling indulgently at me, listening to my account of the life I had spent in earnest travail on the roadside, and decoding my account as nothing but a tarot of signs I had read incorrectly, I was (in secret) smiling indulgently at him, hearing in his rigmarole of earnest explanation nothing more or less than a gnostic mystery dressed up as science. He didn’t believe in the validity, substantiality or sacredness of the created world any more than I did. He saw beneath, as I did. We were two men gazing into the same pool and seeing different fish. He seemed to think he was seeing me, hammerheaded, beneath the distorting surface of the waters, and I often wanted to laugh. To gaze into the waters is to praise God (heavens, now I do sound like Brother Bill) and to attempt to do anything more than that, as holy men and hobos know, is blasphemous vanity.

XI

DID I MENTION that I was never alone during my travels?


My most trusted companions were the Davises, or Davieses, William Henry Davies and Rodney Davis, plus Matthew Fish, known as “Cotty”, one of the celebrated 19th century tramps. Davis devotes the longest chapter in his book to “Cotty” Fish. Of all the knights of the road Davis knew, or met and interviewed, Cotty was the only one who was expert at locating wild foods, which had been an interest of mine since childhood. Father took me mushrooming when I was little. Thanks to him I learnt early what ceps were and where to find them, their spongy underside a promise of safe eating; we brought them back, along with field mushrooms and young puffballs, to my skeptical mother; later, when Dad was at war and food was scarcer, I retrieved mallow, stinging nettles and Good King Henry, and we made what Egyptians call melokhia and soups long forgotten but beloved of mediaeval man. My interest in history –– and ultimately it was mediaeval history that became my specialty –– began, I think, with the taste of Good King Henry. Its obstinately acrid flavour told me how far we were from our ancestors, and promised, if I could cross from my world into theirs, a universe as strange as any science fiction. I felt its hint, like the glimpse of faith accorded to true believers, on the tip of my tongue. Mother never acquired a taste for these exotic scavengings of mine, and remained in thrall to potatoes and traditional, over-cooked vegetables on a predictable plate: meat and two veg, as people used to call it. She rarely did more than sip at our concoctions and decoctions of weeds and wildflowers, making a grinning, revolted face as we studied her reaction. She didn’t trust any of it, any more than she trusted foreign food. It mightn’t kill her outright, but her mouth would no more recognize its flavors than it would the words of a foreign language, and her stomach wouldn’t like any of it. She was a true Briton, quite unaware that Elizabethan salads had contained a cornucopia (indeed a pharmacopoeia) of wild and cultivated plants from buttercup and dandelion to damask rose, up to forty varieties of leaf in a single salad, and that as a nation we had been famed, from the middle ages onwards, for our extensive, erudite and discriminating palate. I didn’t know it myself until I ventured into public libraries and fell under their spell.


“Cotty” Fish knew his plants, having learned them from his traveler mother. He carried her gypsy blood as well as her wisdom into his wanderings. Gorgio on his father’s side, Cotty slipped between worlds, never at home, feeling himself most a romany when he was among gorgios, non-gypsies, and yet gorgio among his mother’s kind, the Hampshire gypsies. It drove him onto the roads, but alone, without a vardo; no wagon; he was, as he called himself, a gypsy monk. On the road, Cotty practiced the gypsy arts both black and white, treated his derelict companions’ colds with powdered cuckoo-pint and pennyroyal, ground ivy and wood sage tea, their bronchitis with coltsfoot, their gout with tansy and their corns with the vermilion-coloured juice of greater celandine. He taught them to roast hedgehogs with wild garlic, their backs encrusted with mud so that the spines came away with the baked mud. (What gypsy genius thought that one up? Or was it found by chance when cooking a muddy hedgehog?) There were spells and magic potions too, of course; half-breed that he was, born a traitor to two ancestries, Cotty shared his secrets with Rodney Davis, and Davis paints the portrait of confiding Cotty, at once gleeful and ashamed.


Matthew “Cotty” Fish was in all respects the exception among Rodney Davis’s interviewees. The others were urban outcasts at heart, not true countrymen, even though some were born and raised in country towns and villages. Like my mother, they distrusted the very countryside they loved so much. To me it’s a strange thought: they feared the countryside they roamed. Each one (except Cotty, perhaps) was an embattled guest, surviving despite weather and the chill of night-time earth. To them, heaven’s dew only signaled arthritis. Davis himself was unusual in that he gives his own catalogue –– based, he says, on a blend of personal experience and legend –– of the different dreams to be met with under different trees. Jove’s stout oak for dreams of war; the ash, too, will drop its curtain of spear-point fingers around you in warlike thunder-dreams, once a staple of our astral life. Ash for dreams of glory, Davis adds. The horse chestnut, that upstart imported from Asia Minor (Turkish Delight, my father used to call it), will woo you with exotic partners. Elder, the sleepwalker’s tree, will lead you astray with will o’ the wisp dreams of Neptunian travel, till you wake as you fall off the sweet track and into the drink, or succumb to the marshes (dwarf elder has this fatal property) and never wake again. Sleep under beech, the traveller’s favorite, queen of trees, grey lady of the forest, and rest in your mother’s arms. Flee silver birch, the tree of nightmares, its black and white coat flaking to reveal the flayed skin underneath. Sleep dreamlessly beneath the sycamore, or wake entranced beneath the mountain ash or rowan –– yet take one look at the quicken’s berries and most sensible folk, as Rodney says, will know not to take a nap beneath them. Yet it isn’t the tree, Davis hints, that gives the dreams. Rather, what governs the sleeper is the vast subterranean mycelium beneath him, the great spider’s web of mushroom root that threads its way around each continent in the medium we call soil. Like a vast electrical network it lights up a field here and a woodland there, with the bright bulbs of its spring and autumn celebrations, goosing the earth’s skin with its phallic fruit bodies. Davis sees every tree as the guardian of a mushroom motherboard. Sleep on it and you inhale its emanations, rising through the soil; to different kinds of tree, different mushrooms are drawn, each one an entrance to a separate dream-cavern. Ceps love pines; rest between pine roots, Rodney Davis advises, and you feast in sleep, waking surfeited, your belly full. Amanita muscaria loves sweet chestnuts. The nuts are its lure. Sleep among them, dream shamanic dreams and wake –– if at all –– with the fly agaric’s poison in your veins, your central nervous system paralyzed. All around you the forest has come alive. You can see, hear and feel it. But you cannot move.


Rodney and Cotty, W H Davies the supertramp: these were my pals, I woke to them and slept beside them and often felt them bending with me to inspect a clump of chickweed or a starburst of curly dock. They were all dead, of course, but dead people make the best companions, on the road. They don’t argue about whether to stop or go on or where to pitch camp, they don’t vie for food and drink, and, best of all, they don’t snore. They’re always available for a chuckle and a reminiscence. And they’re grateful, the dead; happy to be remembered.


Rereading what I’ve written so far I see that I mention setting off on my travels down the Great West Road. That was what I did –– not after my mother’s funeral, when I took the sea-girt Thorpe Road out of Aldeburgh towards Thorpeness, but earlier, after I left home the first time and made my first abortive attempts at knighthood of the road. I loved the old A30, and the 303, perhaps because they led back from London where my life had landed like a ball in a roulette wheel slot, down to Cornwall where all forms of happiness were rooted. The longest lane in England, someone called it, and for me the A30 travelled farther in time than it did in space, months fell away at every milestone until I crossed the Tamar as a child once more. (To be fair, forms of unhappiness were also rooted there, in childhood, but most of them are late and insubstantial blooms, savage in colour but shallow-rooted, unknown until fate took my father away when I was nine; which is why, to this day, my life stands navel-deep in happiness, as it did through the years of my later wanderings. You can’t be a man of the roads unless beneath the sores and aches and rashes, the cough and the runny nose, beneath the chafe of blisters, beneath hunger and thirst, you’re simply and unreasoningly happy. You can be, I assure you. What’s more, you have to be. Nothing else will do.)


In some ways I was fortunate, when I first attempted a wayfaring life, to be still in thrall to night walking. I was never once stopped by the constabulary at night. Policemen were either in bed, bicycles resting in the shed (in those days there were still plenty of bicycle-borne country coppers), or they roared past me in their cars as I walked, busy on some urgent errand that would only have been knocked off course by stopping to interrogate a suspicious-looking character, probably a drunken farmer or farm hand staggering home and no harm to anyone but himself. The nights were my own, unhindered. All I had to do was find somewhere to doze off during the day, when the dew had dried and the woodland was warming up. If the weather was kind you could nip round behind a hedge and nod off right there on the edge of a ploughed field. I often woke to the dinosaur bellow of farm machinery above my head, and an irate fellow leaning out of the cab and yelling inaudibly about how lucky I was not to have been sliced in two, or churned up and spat out the back of the machine as a bale of human hay.


When it rained, a little ingenuity was required if trees were few and distant, although you could mostly find somewhere to shelter in a village, often behind a skip, and the big rubbish containers on wheels are the best Christmas present for tramps that civilization has produced in years (even if this hardly makes up for all the ways civilization has cramped and confined our life). You can shelter behind them, beneath them –– if you’re thin enough –– and, if the worst comes to the worst, inside them, although this was precisely the way I got myself arrested for vagrancy the first time, when I almost scared an elderly householder to death, opening my sleepy eyes and yawning as the poor woman raised the lid on my happy, comfy metal nest. It’s amazing what you can get used to as a sleeping surface once your body surrenders to it. I’ve slept on metal and woken with my skin cleaving to it as fondly as if its harsh unyielding ridges were the caress of silk sheets; as if in the night the gradual exchange of atoms had made us kin.


My early nocturnal journeys were a matter of pounding down to Cornwall, not so much because I wanted to get there, although of course it was always balm to the soul to cross the Tamar into my father’s pagan kingdom and to recognize familiar tors and valleys with their lonely mineshaft chimneys and ruined wheelhouses, raised like so many gravestones over the great dead industry of our county; this always did the heart a melancholy good; no, I invariably ended up in Cornwall as much because it was somewhere to be heading, rather than somewhere I wanted to reach. I simply wanted to walk at night. And at the time it would have seemed to me absurd –– and this is an index of how much I changed as a wanderer, a shift from night to day in every possible sense –– to walk back and forth along the same stretch of road, night after night, unless that road were the length of England, as in the case of southern England, east to west, the A30 almost is. It gave me a nice long trajectory of night-time walks, each different in smells and gradients, each identical in the bliss of darkness.


How I loved it in those early days, the dark! It released me. I swear I became better at seeing in the pitch-dark, too, with practice. My eyes seemed to grasp (or, atavistically, to remember?) that this, from now on, would be my chosen medium. Daylight itself seemed harsher and harsher, simply as light; as the premise and conduit for noise and frantic toil and traffic, it grew more and more obnoxious too. It confessed its true nature. Day was the bellowing time of clumsy beasts (those baling machines!), the season of gathering and garnering and stamping on each other. Night was its womb, creative and contemplative. Things grew –– secret things grew, at any rate, although once born, they needed sunlight to grow brasher and taller –– and timid things ventured out, although admittedly they were often punished for this by predators who had learnt profitably to share their love of night.


My own reason for loving the night so much seemed to have to do with shame, and its absence on a dark, windy road. I can’t entirely anatomize this shame; I don’t believe it was shame at the things I had done in my life, some of them shameful in their way, perhaps, but none of them a particular, conscious burden; nor was it shame at who and what I was. I had nothing greatly to be proud of, other than the conventional normalcy of my life, achieved more by good luck than good judgment; I found this life tedious but not, at a gut level, shameful. Yet when I went out at night, it was like shedding the gaze of some ever-reproachful god; it was as if I had been cringing, all day, unawares, for as long as I could remember, and for no reason I could identify. At night, in the lanes, I raised my face to the breeze and felt so unashamed I could have stripped naked without embarrassment (it often occurred to me to do so, but I never did, since even the most urgently busy police car would then have stopped for me). Besides, I didn’t feel an urgent need to walk naked, which may say something about my condition. I was exalted. Exalted is the word for it. I was not transformed, exactly; I was not some nocturnal Superman; I was certainly not a predator released to re-live a primeval hunt and, as I may have mentioned earlier, I was no werewolf yearning to bite a sheep. I was simply myself, my plain old grubby self, but fearing no man’s gaze. At peace. Calmly moving through the world with the unhampered certainty of a small heavenly body slowly traversing the corbelled vault of the sky.


