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Preface

My Collected Stories contained 1,001 short stories covering five volumes and spanning 50 years, 1966 – 2006. The First Dazzling Chill of Winter is a sixth volume containing a further 201 stories written between 2009 and 2016 and takes my total tally of stories to 1,202. These new stories did not appear in my recent Selected Stories: Follies and Vices of the Modern Elizabethan Age (2015).

Readers of my stories will know that they reflect the fundamental theme of world literature, which I identified in A New Philosophy of Literature as having metaphysical and secular aspects that are in conflict: a quest for Reality (the One) and the heightened consciousness it brings which perceives the universe as a unity; and condemnation of social follies and vices in relation to an implied virtue.

My Universalist approach seeks to reconcile these contradictions. It blends image and statement and seeks a balance between social virtue and the soul’s perception of the One; between the outlooks of the Augustan and Romantic periods in English literature.

My mini-stories follow Philip Rawley from his late twenties to his seventies and impending old age. Rawley’s growth and development is presented in terms of the many people he encounters, who reflect the ways of the modern Age. During his quest his soul undergoes a transformation that changes his outlook. In this sixth volume Rawley instinctively perceives the unity of the universe in his “early evening sunshine”, and is dazzled by what he sees. He feels at peace despite his advancing winter, and grasps that wisdom is a way of looking. Despite his serenity he is increasingly preoccupied by death, which is ever-present behind the social situations.

These miniature stories present a new literary form. They offer a complete literary experience in a few minutes. Their vivid titles reflect Dr Johnson’s description of the wit of the 17th-century Metaphysical poets in his ‘Life of Cowley’ as “a combination of dissimilar images” in which “the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together”. Many of these stories reflect the One and have a metaphysical ambience.

My stories are vivid verbal paintings that present an image in action. Some of the stories are like portraits in the National Portrait Gallery and concentrate on conveying a particular character. I have tried to bring a poet’s eye for significant detail, and some stories seek to startle the soul into a new mode of perception.

12–13, 26–27 January, 8 April 2016


PART ONE
The First Dazzling Chill of Winter


The First Dazzling Chill of Winter
(Or: ‘Pilgrims’ and a Rose-Window)

In Chaucer’s day men went on pilgrimages to Walsingham, Canterbury, Durham or Beverley in East Yorkshire in the spring. Pippa and I joined a chartered trainload of four hundred ‘pilgrims’, all in the first chill of winter, to Beverley minster. We caught the train at Potters Bar.

As we waited at the entrance an elderly couple spoke to us and the husband, a thin, balding man with wispy grey hair, described their previous rail excursion. He said, “I wanted to leave early, but my wife said there was plenty of time, and there was an accident. The M25 was blocked. We got to the station when the train was nearly due. I told my wife to hold the train up while I put our car in the car park. I was in such a state that I forgot to put my ticket by the windscreen. I remembered as I approached the station, and I had to go back. Then on my way back I dropped my keys and had to turn back and find them. My wife did hold the train up, but I had to run the last two hundred yards, and I was so out of breath that she thought I was having a heart attack. The staff bundled me on to the train. The train was full and there were no seats near the door so staff opened the toilet door and sat me on the toilet until I recovered my breath.”

Pippa and I caught the train. We sat facing each other in a quaint, wood-panelled coach that looked 1930s but may have been 1960s in style, with ‘Royal Scot’ on the outside. Between us was a table laid with a white tablecloth and the plates, cutlery and glasses for our Great British breakfast. In the ‘four’ seats the other side of the aisle sat an elderly couple. The balding husband had coffee poured into his cup. He turned and said to me very politely, “I’m really looking forward to enjoying this.” At Stevenage the peaceful atmosphere was suddenly invaded. A party of a dozen couples piled in, and there was a hubbub, indeed a commotion, as they identified their seats. Two couples stood over the man who was enjoying his coffee and unceremoniously established that he should be in coach C, not coach D. The couple had to vacate their seats and were bundled off into the next coach leaving their undrunk coffee – white cups and saucers – behind.

All through the Great British breakfast there was a hubbub as couples within the party called to each other. Two lots of four produced cards and shuffled and dealt. A large portly quizmaster with a moustache and beard and a red santa’s hat with a bobble on the end that twinkled and a twinkling tie, who looked like Father Christmas, organised them, handing out sheets of his quiz and calling them “girls and boys” and commenting, “There seems to be strip poker going on here.” There was raucous laughter. Couples peered at the sheets of questions and there was a lot of banter. More packs of cards were produced, and the couples next to us, who had turfed out the polite man who was enjoying his coffee, played a number game. All four had boards with numbers up to 10 in different colours which they had drawn from a central black bag, and they compiled lines of numbers as in Scrabble. It looked like a number scrabble. They played the game very intently with repeated cries of joy or disappointment, and there was a lot of loud laughter from all the tables of ‘fours’.

Breakfast was served: muesli, fried egg and sausage and much else, bread, butter and marmalade with lashings of coffee. The train carried us across flooded Lincolnshire to Doncaster and Hull, and then turned towards Beverley station. A voice instructed us, “When you get off at Bridlington, those in coaches A, B, C, D and E should go down to F as these coaches will be outside the short platform at Bridlington.” The voice repeated ‘Bridlington’ several times and then corrected itself to ‘Beverley’. Rain was forecast for the whole day, and we walked through a steady drizzle to the Gothic minster for a carol concert.

Eventually the four hundred of us were seated under the towering arches of the nave. At the apex of each were stone figures playing medieval musical instruments: lutes, bagpipes, horns and tambourines. Gazing up at the architecture and reading a leaflet as I waited I grasped that the minster originated in a monastery founded c.700 in Anglo-Saxon times, and had been rebuilt between 1220 and 1420. It had been restored in the 18th century by Nicholas Hawksmoor, who added the twin towers. The inside did not seem to have changed since the medieval time, and had survived the Reformation and the Puritan iconoclasm.

After a procession of choristers in red and a welcome from the bald vicar, the local choir sang ancient carols, which were applauded, interspersed with hymns sung by the congregation. At one point an angelic chorister sang ‘Walking in the air’ from The Snowman.

At the end of the carol concert we headed for the front, and having consulted one of the local helpers who were in red sweaters I found the tomb of Henry Percy, 4th Earl of Northumberland and the mid-14th-century Gothic Percy canopy, an elaborately decorated stone arch that led from the 14th-century high altar to the small chapel that contained the 15th-century Percy tomb. Shakespeare’s Hotspur, Harry Percy, who appears in Richard II and Henry IV Part One, would have known this canopy and chapel, but not the tomb which was for one of his descendants. I took in the “frith stool”, which may have been a bishop’s or abbot’s throne and gave the minster a right of sanctuary (frithu being ‘peace’ in Anglo-Saxon).

I looked at some of the sixty-eight 16th-century misericords – many different carvings of domestic and farmyard animals – on the choir seats, and then looked at the 13th-century medieval stained glass in the east window within the retro-choir, where tens of thousands of pilgrims had knelt and which had been used as a school for a while. The lower glass had scenes from the lives of St Martin, St Nicholas and perhaps St Leonard.

It had been announced that there would be a couple of tours of the roof, and I saw the stragglers of the second group heading for the staircase. I paid and tagged along and found myself climbing a very narrow winding stair of 113 steep steps. It had been built around 1220 and was so narrow my shoulders brushed the curved wall on either side as I ascended.

At the top, slightly breathless, I found a huge wooden treadwheel. A guide gave us a talk and then stepped inside the wheel and trod it. As the wheel turned, a rope raised a circular serrated boss above the nave altar. He explained that the treadwheel, acting as a crane, worked as a hoist for the ten-metre-long oak trusses that were used as the roof’s timbers. From seventy metres up I looked down at the nave altar (or communion table) below.

We were led through a door and found ourselves in a dimly-lit part of the roof space with a wooden floor. There was a round clear-glassed rose-window at the end (a wheel with ten spokes). We were directly behind the rose-window that can be seen from the town.

Twenty of us came out of the dingy light towards the large round window and looked down on Beverley two hundred feet below. My fellow pilgrims were holding back, blinking and squinting in the bright light and straining to see down without going too close to the window. They all seemed older than me. They all had the first chill of winter in their looks.

We were all dazzled by the light coming in through the round window, and by the new knowledge we had acquired. We were all still learning, finding out about new things, which is why we had climbed the spiral stair to this window. We were still dazzled by what is new and full of wonder at what we had not known until now. Though I was getting old I was still dazzled by the brilliance of the universe. It did not matter that the backs of my legs, my haunches and my lower back would ache from using rarely-used muscles in climbing the winding stair.

In the first dazzling chill of winter we had climbed the spiral stair to reach this eagle’s view over the lands the minster had received from Athelstan in the 10th century and over the social life of the town which, two hundred feet below, could have still been medieval and of the time these sturdy walls were built across two streams. Despite being wintry in our skin, we were all dazzled by the construction of this towering edifice that had endured unchanged for seven or eight hundred years. Although we had begun to grow old we were still curious enough to take the ancient 1220 winding stair, whose side walls brushed against our shoulders. Up here we felt premonitions of eternity as we looked down in wonder on the world of social houses with our new perspective on the tiny world of time, and life was good.

To see the roof at close quarters we had to climb nearly-perpendicular iron steps thirty feet up to a higher level, and in due course we walked along a raised gantry between the 60-degree sloping wooden roof on either side. The roof was all 1220–1420, and some of the trusses had been dated by dendrochronology as 1140. They had been reused or recycled. Other trusses had been dated as 1330. We were shown the carpenters’ marks. A corpulent bespectacled academic who was writing about the minster said that the whole building looked as “one build” even though it had been built over two hundred years after 1220 and had gone through three styles: from Early English to Decorated and then to Perpendicular. Having walked the full length of the roof above the minster, we had to climb more perpendicular steps, this time about twenty feet.

We descended down another narrow winding staircase. Pippa was waiting for me as I emerged on the ground floor.

We walked to find the Christmas market through drizzle. It was in a square with awnings, but it was really an ordinary market that sold fish and flowers, and one or two Christmassy items. Pippa bought some fudge. We then walked back to the station and as the train was too long for the platform we had to walk through a couple of coaches to return to our seats. The tables were laid for Christmas dinner.

The ‘pilgrims’ in the fours were even more noisy now. They called across the tops of seats to each other and made joking remarks. Between courses – soup and turkey and Christmas pudding, followed by cheese, biscuits, mince pies, coffee and chocolate – they resumed their games. The quizmaster, “Father Christmas”, came and stood next to me to reveal the quiz answers.

He was a massive man. His bobble and tie twinkled, and he was taking sips from a hip-flask he held in one hand. I saw him as a Chaucerian figure. He was in the tradition of the Summoner who had made light of the pilgrimage. “What have we here,” he boomed, noisily – drunkenly? – referring to a booklet I was reading. “That looks interesting, I must borrow that.” I ignored the intrusion into my privacy. “No intellectuals here,” he said, “everyone happy?” There was a chorus of “Yes” from the group. “Right. Well, the answer to question 1, how many miles from London to Beverley. The answer is 201.5 and I have awarded the points to the team that had 203.”

He went through ten questions relating to Beverley. There was a dispute about the meaning of Beverley, which he pronounced to be “Bever’s stream” (“ley” – “stream”) and he then announced the results of the three teams in reverse order. The third and second teams noisily barracked: “Cheats”, “Unfair”. The winners cheered and put their thumbs up, and there was considerable crowing.

Chaucer’s pilgrims had passed the time before and after the pilgrimage telling stories. This lot had passed the time doing a quiz on Beverley and playing games, but the spirit was just the same. No one on the train, I reckoned, expected their visit to the Beverley carol concert to change their lives or win them entry into Heaven. But their camaraderie and banter had not been unlike that of Chaucer’s secular pilgrims, egged on by ‘my Host’, who was not in the Tabard Inn but a Father Christmas with a twinkling bobble and a hip-flask. All on the train were in the first chill of winter but they were too engrossed in their entertainment to be dazzled by new learning or knowledge, or by a simple, child-like wonder at the universe.

I was in my eighth decade and despite my hermit’s urge to withdraw from the world [which Pippa, wanting him to retire, actively cooperated with and reflected in her smokescreen Epilogue to Collected Stories – ed.] my quest for order, pattern and the One had not abated, and I still relished understanding my experience, my life and its place in the universe. And so, in the first dazzling chill of winter, I pondered what I had observed in my advancing old age, encouraged by my continuing good health and, despite the deaths of so many of my contemporaries, reassured by the unflagging energy I continued to bring to my projects.


A Dapper Man
(Or: The Man who Pea-ed on a Platform)

I saw a well-dressed gentleman standing outside the small hospital as I parked early on a Saturday morning. He was between seventy and eighty, and looked dapper in a jacket, collar and tie. He went in through the doors and I followed and signed the form. We sat down on either side of the aisle, the only outpatients at 8.15am.

About 8.30am my consultant strode through between us and said, “Good morning, gentlemen,” and to him, “I’ll only be two minutes.” He wore a dark suit and went into his room.

“Are you seeing Mr Holmwood?” the dapper man asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“I like him very much, I get on with him very well. I won’t keep you long, I only want to ask him a question.”

I wondered why he had not asked it over the telephone.

“I just want to show him something.”

Mr Holmwood returned and the dapper gentleman went in. He came out ten minutes later and beamed at me as he passed me, waved me towards the room to indicate it was all mine now.

A nurse came out carrying a sheet of paper and called out my name.

“Yes,” I said.

I sat with Mr Holmwood in his room and he told me that the biopsy he had taken was non-cancerous and non-pre-cancerous. I had a chronically inflamed prostate – a double whammy, the inflammation and then an operation – and it would take me six weeks to get back to normal.

“You’re going to Paris,” he said. “You may find you need to go to the lavatory urgently.”

“I’ll be on Eurostar,” I said. “It’ll be all right, so long as the lavatories are nearby. I’ll go before I get on the train, there’s bound to be somewhere on the platform.”

Mr Holmwood smiled. “I was just talking to somebody,” he said of the dapper man, “and he told me he’d been on a platform and he was bursting to go and there wasn’t a lavatory and so he went where he was. There was a jet of water within his trousers, a stone came out in the middle of the jet and lay in a puddle on the platform. He bent down and picked the stone up. It was the size of a pea.”

So that was what the dapper man wanted to show him.

“No damage done?” I asked.

“No. The body’s very resilient. It came up the water-pipe, a stone the size of a pea.” He shook his head.

“It brings a new dimension to having a pee,” I said. “The man who pea-ed on a platform.”

The consultant smiled.

Later I reflected on how courteous and friendly the dapper man had been. He was such a gentleman, dressed immaculately, and I found it hard to visualise his wetting himself on a crowded platform, looking down at the puddle round his shoes and picking up a stone and putting it in his pocket. So failing body functions make the most gentlemanly cringe with embarrassment – and recount their horrors with good humour.


A Corpulent Barber and an Angry Son

“I visited Jack Marney, the MP, twice,” said the corpulent barber, his belly hanging out above his trousers as he bent and snipped my hair. “The first time he didn’t help much. A fellow came by and said all shopkeepers must be put on a water meter. I thought no, I’m not doing that. Then someone came round and said they’re targeting certain shops, like hairdressers’ which wash hair but not estate agents’ where they make continual cups of tea and pull their chain. I went to Marney and he said, ‘That’s wrong. I’ll do something about that.’ Three weeks later he wrote back saying he’d investigated and they were within their rights under some Water Act, which he disagreed with.

“The second time was about my boy. When he was fifteen he wanted to be a barber, and I wanted him to go to college. So I went to his school and said I wanted him to have some training on day release, one day a week, and the Head said, ‘He’s too young.’ I said, ‘I’ll lie about his age.’ He said, ‘So long as I don’t know about it, that’s all right.’ So I contacted the college and got him admitted for day release, one day a week. Then they turned round and said, ‘The first year’s ladies’ hairdressing. The second year’s men’s.’ I said, ‘No, he wants to be a barber.’ They wouldn’t budge. So I went to Marney and he said, ‘That’s completely wrong. I don’t agree with that, I’ll look into it.’ And he did. And they wrote to me saying he could come in and do two years of day release, both years would be men’s. He became a barber. He did half his training while at school. He was in one of my shops. I had four shops in those days.”

“Is he still working with you?” I asked.

“No, I’ve lost contact with him. It was a result of my divorce twelve years ago. He went with the money and took his mother’s side. I had a choice. Either I kept her for the rest of her life, but if you’re just starting a new relationship with a new woman that’s not a very good idea. Or I could pay her out. There was a hearing. She stood up in court and said what her lady solicitor told her to say, that she couldn’t work for thirty years because I wouldn’t allow her. Completely untrue but they believed her. She had two of my hairdressing shops and £230,000. They attacked me after that. They came round my house, burst in – my son and his wife, and my wife – and attacked me. I took them to court. They got off scot-free. Said I dragged them inside my house. I was living at Elsenham near Stansted, and they had to go specially by car to my front door. They didn’t happen to be walking past. He went with the money, but it hasn’t done him any good. He hasn’t got any money apart from what they got from me. And I’ve got all these properties now. I’ve been buying houses to let, one at a time, just paying the interest, no capital repayments, and waiting for the houses to go up in value due to inflation.”

“Perhaps you should monitor your son, to see if you should contact him,” I said.

“Nah, I’m not interested. I don’t want anything to do with him or his mother,” the barber said flatly, smiling at me with his eyes.

I had stood up and was paying. He kept his usual tip and gave me my change.

I said, “He’s a barber now, he might tie up his shop with yours. He might regret what happened and be looking for a way back.”

“There’s no way back,” the barber said, still smiling at me with his eyes. I noticed his nose was slightly hooked. “I don’t want to see any of them again. I’m with my second wife now and feed all the birds and squirrels in my garden in Norfolk and buy houses to let, and they’ve gone off with a lot of my money and I don’t want to see them again.”

And I felt sad for a vanished closeness that had been sufficiently warm for him to wangle his son into a college day-release course at fifteen by overstating his age. He had cared then, and I could not believe that he did not care now. I thought he had been so hurt by the behaviour of his wife and son that he had cut them out of his life.

I said “Goodbye” as his next customer walked through the door. In the street outside I realised that I did not know anything about the circumstances of his second marriage. Had he dumped his wife after thirty years, and was his son understandably angry? Was the corpulent barber the baddie in the story after all?


A Roundabout and a Crashed Life

The clock man brought the face back in his shiny black enclosed sports car. I could tell it was a Jaguar. He put the face in the outer cover so the wires poked through below and hooked on the weights. He made adjustments to the hands and set the time. Then he hooked on the spindle. He found a pin was missing from the glass door and replaced it. Then he stood back and admired his handiwork, a sallow completely bald fellow in his late fifties.

I paid him and walked with him to the front door. “I’ll open the gates with my fob,” I said.

“Oh,” he said, “I’ve got my car back. You know I told you I’d written it off? You can see I’ve got it done. This is the same car as the one that was written off. Look, it’s as good as new.”

“Which bits are new?” I asked.

“Everything on the non-driver’s side. Two doors. The strut between them. The floor. All the computer equipment above it. I drove it into the central reservation. It was a complete wreck. It was a category B write-off.”

“You were insured?”

“Oh yes. I said I wanted to rebuild it. They put it down to category D and I bought it back and did all the work on it. There were only a few pence left of the insurance money. I liked the car.”

“Can you remember the crash?”

“Oh yes. I came round a roundabout. Everything was going round and round in my head, and I saw the cars going round and round and I thought that’s how it is, everything just goes round and round. I turned into a dual carriageway and I revved up and I drove straight into the central reservation. The steel barrier. I hit it so hard it was thrown across the road the other side. But I was unscathed. I was wearing my seat-belt. I knew I had to wear my seat-belt, somehow. I’d switched the computer off and so there was no tracking record, and then I knew I was doing it, I remember that.”

Not fully understanding, I said, “So what happened? You can recall people round you? Police?”

“People gathered round. One who saw it said, ‘It looked as if you wanted to do it.’ A policeman came quickly. He took out his notebook and wrote things down. He asked me about the car. I said, ‘I don’t care about the car.’ He said, ‘I find that strange, most people would care about it.’ I recognised him. I said, ‘I know you from somewhere.’ He said, ‘I’ve always been a policeman. Before that I worked briefly on the oil rigs.’ I said, ‘That’s where I know you from. I was on the oil rigs.’ Do you know, we worked on the same rig twenty-seven years ago?”

“That’s weird,” I said. “Eerie. As though there was a Providential connection between you.”

“I told him a car cut me up. He said, ‘John, I’ve measured the tyre marks. There was no other car. You did it deliberately, didn’t you?’ I said, ‘If you say I did, well….’ He said, ‘You’ve done something stupid.’ But he helped me. More police arrived and he sent them away. He said they weren’t needed, he could handle it. It was twenty-seven years since I saw him.” Then he added matter-of-factly to me by way of explanation, “I was depressed.”

I was shocked.

“What did your wife say when she heard?” I asked. I had given her tea while he repaired the clock last time it had gone wrong. She was very attractive in an Essexy sort of way.

“She’s left me,” he said. “She went in December. Her father was ill and she went back to look after him in his house and he died and she never came back. She said she didn’t want to live with me but you have to work at things. It’s easy to walk away, when you’re upset by a bereavement and confused.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“She went back to the house she came from and she’s still there. It’s a roundabout. That’s why I was depressed, that’s why I did it.”

Appalled, I said, “Does she know that’s what you did?”

“I think so, I think my children told her. They’re thirty-four and thirty-six. They’ve been devastated by what happened a year ago.”

“If you get an urge to repeat what you did, ring me and I’ll tell you you’re needed. You’re looking after a clock here, and you’re going to France about a clock tomorrow.”

“I am,” he said. “No, I’m all right now. Then after France it’s the Czech Republic.”

“It’ll soon be Christmas. Will you spend time with your children?”

“I don’t want to think about that. We were made for each other. But she can’t see it.”

At that moment Pippa was at the front door, saying I had a phone call.

“I’ve got to go,” I said, “but I mean it. Ring me if you feel that way.”

“Thanks, mate,” he said. And he climbed into the shiny black sports car he had deliberately crashed and wrecked and flashed me a smile and with a wave drove off towards my opening gates, and I watched him go with some awe. He had decided to end his life at a roundabout and had smashed into the central reservation with his seat-belt on. If he had really wanted to die he would have removed his seat-belt. He was surely sending his wife a message that he wanted her back. I watched the tail-lights of a lonely man turn out into the road and watched him drive his crashed life away.


A Rickety Stepladder and a Dreamer’s Chaise Longue
(Or: No Coffin Hatch for Sir)

“I’ve been looking for the coffin hatch but I haven’t seen her,” said Robert, a stocky, black-haired, beetle-browed, ruddy-faced, vivid Cornishman as the cement-mixer churned in my dining-room to mix grey sand into slurry for the anti-damp tanking of the walls in my seaside house. “A lot of these old Cornish houses had narrow staircases and they left a coffin hatch so the coffins could go out. They took up certain floorboards and then put them back again after the coffin had gone down. I worked with a firm for eighteen years, and we often found a coffin hatch. When I started, in 1975, I was with a couple of old boys. One of them told me he had to catch a horse and put it in front of a cart to begin work. The old days of horse and cart. I learnt the old ways from them, everything, slate on a roof. One of the first I worked for was Sir William Golding, who wrote Lord of the….” He frowned. “I forget what it’s called.”

“Lord of the Flies,” I said.

“Yes, Lord of the Flies.”

“That is the first of his books.”

“I didn’t know he’d written other books.”

“What was Golding like?”

“Lovely man,” Robert said. “When I first saw him I thought he was the gardener. He was dressed in nothing special. He bought Talimar from Princess Schula. She was a real Princess, I don’t know what nationality she be. The lodge was five hundred yards the Devon side of the Norway Inn between Truro and Falmouth. He rented the lodge out. A path led up to the house and there was another property to the side. He rented that out too. I did all sorts of jobs for him for eighteen years, slate off the roof, putty in his box windows loose, that sort of thing. Once I was up a rickety stepladder in his main room and the steps slid and I fell back onto his chaise longue.” Robert chuckled. “He was so nice about it. The gardener was Ken Humphreys, and Mrs. Humphreys was housekeeper, cooked his meals for him and did everywhere. We talked general things really, about the property. He never mentioned his book. He died soon after I stopped being with that firm. Yes, I had a good eighteen years with that firm.

“Then one day I was called to the yard at Christmas time, 1993. I thought, ‘Emergency work.’ When I arrived they said, ‘The firm’s closed.’ Bankrupt. It was grandfather, father and then son. Father’d had a heart attack and the son was propelled in without experience. Seventy-five years the firm lasted. Then I was on my own for five years. But I was too soft. I’d do a lady’s slate and she’d make me a cup of tea and say, ‘How much do I owe you, Rob?’ And I’d say, ‘Make it a fiver.’”

I thought of Robert up his rickety stepladder, putting the author’s house in order, climbing up step by step and falling off and having to start again, and of the author reclining on his chaise longue, dreaming up new works that Robert would not know existed, let alone read.

“A heart of gold,” I said.

He chuckled. “Now,” he said as the cement-mixer churned, holding his brush to paint on the slurry, “I’m going to tank your back wall, sir.”


A Leaving Party at the Osteopath’s

I entered the osteopath’s reception area and was greeted by the receptionist. There was nowhere to sit. The five seats were taken by middle-aged women. One got up and squashed next to another woman in the window and I said “Thank you” and sat down. “We’re having a leaving party,” my neighbour said, and I saw the bottle of French wine on the table and the paper cups they were holding.

“Oh,” I said, “who’s leaving?”

“Linda. We’re all the past receptionists. It’s very sad.”

“Carry on,” I said.

I could not put a face to Linda, so I sat and looked at the fish in the aquarium while a lady with shoulder-length hair sat in the swivel-chair for patients and talked incessantly to the rest, her tongue loosened by the red wine. Periodically the others laughed. The story seemed to be about her dog.

“Do you know Gants Hill?” she asked. She was speaking to me. It was a rebuke for appearing not to listen. They were all women together and the dominant female was letting the others know that she had power over men.

Drawn in, I said, “Yes, but not very well.”

“The flats down from the station on the first floor are full of prostitutes,” she continued, suggestively catching my eye, making sure that she held my attention along with all the others’. “My dog raced up the iron stairway and disappeared into an open door. I said to a lady, ‘Who lives up there? The flat with the door open?’ She said, ‘Prostitutes. They’re in all the flats along there.’ I had to do something, didn’t I. So I climbed up the stairway and went to the door. I couldn’t see my dog. Then this man came by with a scar all down the side of his face. ‘Whata you want?’ he asked. I said, ‘The prostitute in there’s got my dog.’ He said, ‘Whya prostitute wanta your dog? Goa away.’ I said, ‘I’m not going until the prostitute in there gives me back my dog.’ ‘Goa away.’ Luckily the dog came running out, no thanks to him. You don’t know who’s up there when you’re in Gants Hill, do you?” she said.

Then the osteopath appeared with Linda – the only receptionist I knew, without knowing her name – and he called me through to have my back firmly massaged and pummelled and pushed back into shape.

The osteopath said, “We’re having a little leaving party.”

“Yes, I heard. Why’s Linda leaving?”

“Oh, she’s just retired, that’s all. I’ve left her job open in the hope she’ll change her mind, but she won’t.”

When I came out half an hour later the lady with shoulder-length hair was still holding court to the assembled receptionists from her swivel-chair. She looked me in the eye very forwardly.

“You’ve got a little left in the bottom of the bottle,” I said. “Enjoy the rest of your party.”

And I left before she could involve me in any further suggestive conversations to impress her co-receptionists.


Wild Boar
(Or: The Man who Knew Everything)

The ship was rolling slightly. I was shown to a table near a window overlooking the sea and found myself opposite a balding Scot with dreamy eyes who talked non-stop. He had an opinion on everything. The cruise? “Standards have slipped, lecturers speak from notes. If they don’t know their subject well enough to speak without notes they shouldn’t be there.” The students who sang opera? Again he was critical. Whatever topic the others raised was met with a negative response and his white-haired wife smiled and nodded and said, “It’s true.”

Over the main course – I had chosen wild boar – he let slip he had worked in the oil industry.

“What company did you work for?”

“I didn’t, I worked for myself.”

“As a consultant?”

“Yes,” he said without humour. “I know everything.”

I asked him about the progress of pipelines in Iraq, Afghanistan and Iran but he had no new information to give me. I asked him if he had heard that Iraqi oil was being shipped out to China where it was being stored in warehouses before being returned to the West. He did not know of the plan. I asked him if there was a switch from the Trans-Afghan pipeline to the Iran-Pakistan-India pipeline, for if so it would mean there would have to be regime change in Iran. He said, “That’s all happened since I was in the business.” He clearly did not know everything. In relation to my questions, he did not know anything.

For pudding I chose ice coupe and watched the slightly choppy sea glide by the window. Then the conversation returned to other cruises, and one shipping line which had no lectures.

“That’s fine by me,” he said, “I don’t need to attend lectures, I know everything. It’s people who attend lectures I feel sorry for. They still have things to know.” He looked at me.

I could not let that pass. I said, “I research my subjects and I shall go on learning until I die. There are always new things to learn. Lectures are useful, they bring new things to mind.”

He turned very aggressive. “What do you do? Where are you from? Were you born in England? Have I heard of you?” The questions came thick and fast, crowding on each other, and I had no time to answer.

He seized on my interest in philosophy.

“What is it? Ethics? Noetics? What are you saying about philosophy?” demanded the man who knew everything.

I said, “I’m saying that modern philosophy went into a cul-de-sac a hundred years ago and focused on language and logic. It excluded the expanding universe. I am interested in what made the Big Bang happen, what preceded the Big Bang.”

“Nothing preceded the Big Bang,” he said. “I don’t accept that the universe is expanding.”

“I have chapter and verse,” I said. “Hawking has your position and he’s wrong.” And I explained that the universe could not be understood physically, only metaphysically. “If you address what was before the Big Bang you’re into metaphysics,” I said.

One of the others on the table, a black-haired man, said, “I see you are a deep thinker.”

The ex-oil consultant had now fallen silent. And I made my excuses, smiled at everyone and left to have a white port in the Bridge-Deck Lounge. I reflected that it is very unwise to say “I know everything” for the opposite can be readily demonstrated. He had committed a strategic blunder. But by savaging him like a wild boar, had I not, by implication, demonstrated that I too knew everything?


A Plane on the House

I was on a cruise and between Portugal and Spain I sat down to breakfast with an old lady with smiling lines round her eyes.

“Oh hello,” she said. “This is my first cruise. My husband would never have come, he was into sport and just didn’t want to be away. But now he’s died I’ve tried it and I love it. It’s so friendly and the connections I’ve made. I was speaking to someone yesterday and she said a name and I said, ‘You mean…?’ A woman left on her own with four children. It’s the same one. Oh I’ve been so fortunate. Having lived in the countryside in Lincolnshire I wouldn’t want to go on a big town of a ship. I have a farm and organise the crop-pickers. We used to have eighty-one but now I’m down to six.

“I’ve been so fortunate. In 1962 a bomber from the RAF base near Boston fell on our house. I went through a window and my husband through a door. It was on television, the bomber landed half on our house, half in our garden. We both survived. I had cracks down below and my husband had cracked sides, he was in hospital three months. But we were alive. We shouldn’t have been. The insurance was a nightmare. I had to go and be examined and was told, ‘You won’t need down below.’ I was thirty-two. The RAF didn’t want to pay anything and we got £1,500 in the end. Luckily our house was insured but we had to write everything down and the company disputed all our valuations. But we came through. And then a few years later we took a boat to Guernsey and there was a storm and that was on television and people said, ‘Not you again.’

“I’ve been so lucky. I shouldn’t be here but it was fated. I have the three children I wanted, and grandchildren. I trained as a nurse and became a sister – today the standards are so slovenly – and I try to give something back for being here. I try to help people. And I’m surprised at how many on this ship are infirm and halt. My son-in-law said, ‘Don’t be diagnosing them, you’re on holiday.’ I’ve had a wonderful life.”

The eighty-year-old woman with smiling crease marks round her eyes looked radiantly tranquil and serene. She had been through an appalling experience but her untroubled soul shone through. And her story had commanded my full attention. I wondered if she had used it as a stratagem to secure this.


A Nurse and a Bleeding Consultant

I sat opposite an attractive old lady and next to her bespectacled, chubby, sixty-five-ish companion for dinner on the ship and introduced myself.

“I’m Nick,” said the man, “and this is my mother.”

“At my age,” said the old lady, “I’m too old to come on a cruise without help and I’ve brought my son. I’m in London. He’s in Northumbria and works in Newcastle.”

“Oh,” I said to him, “what do you do?”

“He’s a consultant.”

“Oh, what in?”

“Old age, I changed from what I’d been doing.”

“What had you been doing?”

“Adult psychiatry.”

“So what do you recommend to arrest old age?”

“Oh, the usual things. Exercise. Diet. Keeping your brain active.”

“He’s a good consultant,” said his mother.

I saw the consultant’s right arm move to the right. The hand was below the tablecloth.

“Don’t dig me like that,” his mother said.

He had dug his mother under the tablecloth.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said.

Looking down to my right I saw he had a napkin wrapped tightly round his left hand like an improvised tourniquet or tight bandage. He had been eating with one hand.

He added, “I’m three-and-a-half days a week, I’m preparing for retirement by filling the other day-and-a-half with hobbies for my retirement.”

Tactfully I changed the subject. I said, “At the wine-tasting this afternoon, a man with Parkinson’s disease, sitting next to me, didn’t realise you sipped from the eight glasses and tipped the rest away. He drank the lot. One-and-a-half glasses puts you over the limit for driving, we were told, and he had four glasses.”

“So did I,” the fellow said guiltily. “It was a pity to waste it.”

“How many glasses?” his mother asked searchingly.

“Uh, not many.”

After further chit-chat she said, “Oh, France was the cheapest place to go to in the twenties and thirties.”

“Do you remember the outbreak of the war, Chamberlain’s speech?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. I was an art student at the time. I thought I should volunteer to be a nurse. My supervisor said it would last a long time so I trained as a nurse. I was in St George’s Hospital, London.”

“During the Blitz?”

“Oh, yes. The patients all had to go downstairs when there was an air raid, no matter how ill they were. I felt so sorry for them. They put all their personal effects on their bed and came downstairs. Many had to sleep on the underground platforms, but we had other arrangements. But often we just carried on. I remember on one occasion a bomb fell when we were carrying on and blew out the entire wall of our building. I was very afraid, but I couldn’t show it. You just had to carry on.”

“The wartime spirit,” I said.

“Yes,” said her son. “We’ve had it easy in relation to my mother’s generation. Two world wars and unemployment in between.”

“We didn’t want your generation to go through what we had to go through,” she said. “I’m ninety-one, and I’m so pleased your generation hasn’t suffered like mine.”

“My mother did so well during the war,” said the consultant. “And I came along just after the war. My mother’s a wonderful woman. Her generation made sure that ours did not suffer and had an easy life. I look after her quite a bit. I drive down the A1 to where she’s living whenever I can, and take her out. Then I drive back up to go on working. She’s in London and I’m in Northumbria, but really it’s as though we’re still living in the same house. I’m so glad I can help her with the excursions for this ship.”

He had finished and he unwound his napkin and laid it on the table. It had round bloodstains in several places. I looked at the back of his left hand and saw a gaping hole surrounded by dried blood, as though a scab had been knocked off. He came from a peaceful time that had escaped his mother’s suffering, but he had a wound in his being and I detected that his singleness irked him like a festering sore.


The Moors’ Paradise and a Sigh

Our coach set off from Motril for the Alhambra along a dual carriageway. “This was built with European money from your pockets,” announced the guide on his microphone. He was a thickset, bearded man with in-control eyes. He pointed out custard apples (or cherimoyas) growing beside the road, and sugar cane. “We are going through the Sierra Nevada,” he said. “‘Sierra’ means ‘range’, ‘Nevada’ means ‘snow-capped mountains’. There is still some snow near the top.” He drew our attention to the large mechanical generators or turbines that disfigured the landscape and talked of modern Don Quixotes fighting windmills. Then he talked about the history of the Iberian Peninsula; how the Romans came in 219/8BC and controlled the Peninsula by 19BC, and how the Visigoths conquered it in 409 and the Arabs from 711 and then the Moors “from Morocco, Mauretania and Algeria” in the 11th century. They were expelled in 1492.

“For nearly 800 years,” he said, “Spain was ruled by Muslims. Then Boabdil, the last Moorish Sultan, was expelled by Isabella. Columbus seems to have been an eyewitness. Boabdil left Granada on horseback and turned round to take his last look from the top of a hill and wept for the Muslims’ loss of 800 years of being based in Granada and for his defeat by a woman. It was the Moors’ last sigh. His wife said, ‘Don’t cry like a woman for what you wouldn’t defend as a man.’”

We went under a bridge. Suddenly the coach slowed down and I could see there was a lane closure. A car was parked in front of us and another to the side of the right-hand (slow) lane. I was sitting on the right-hand side of the coach and as I looked out of the window, slowly slid by me what looked like pieces of a dead deer. There was flesh, then more, then a carcass. It looked like a deer without legs or head. Then there was more and at last a fifth pile. It looked as if hunks of meat had fallen off a butcher’s lorry.

“An animal has been knocked over,” the guide said authoritatively and he looked back at me with in-control eyes that defied me to believe he was lying.

We went on to the Alhambra palace and a local guide took us on a walk up through tall cypresses into the Gardens and commented on how they copied or reflected the Muslim idea of Paradise which had four rivers: of wine, milk, honey and water. (I thought of Coleridge’s “For he on honey-dew hath fed,/And drunk the milk of Paradise”.) He said, “In 1453 the Ottoman Turks took Constantinople, the old Byzantium. The fall of Granada was the Christians’ revenge.”

Finally after a long walk I encountered our in-control guide outside the palace of Charles V.

“It was a local man who committed suicide,” I heard him telling one of our group. “One of our guides heard it on the radio. He threw himself off the bridge just before where we passed him. Of course it was dark, and lorries and cars did not see him. His remains broke up and were carried further along the motorway.”

I was shocked. The deerhide must have been a shirt covering his torso. The other bits and pieces were legs and arms, and somewhere there must have been a head. Death had reared up from the Moors’ Paradise.

We continued to the fortress and saw the Hall of the Ambassadors with its seven Heavens shown as gigantic stars in the ceiling, the Courtyard of Myrtle and the Courtyard of Lions (which was being restored).

After lunch we returned to our coach and, travelling the other way on the dual carriageway, I looked out for the cordoned-off lane. I thought I saw one blob of flesh, but the body parts of the local man had been cleaned up and he had now been erased from public consciousness.

I wondered who he was, this local man who had been desperate enough to throw himself off a motorway bridge in the dark in front of a passing lorry, and who had been torn to pieces like Orpheus. He had been whole and had now become bits, an undignified death at the hands of machines on wheels. He had had a soul. I did not know if he had been desperately in love and spurned, or if he had had financial problems which had got into his soul. As a suicide, he may not have gone to the Paradise the Moors knew.

I was sure that a man is more than pieces of meat, and like the retreating Moor I let out a sigh for the end of a time when the soul was still in control and revered.


A 1399 Home and Dolphins

I groaned inwardly when we were shown to a table opposite the chubby loud man who had spent the entire cruise doing a massive jigsaw. I spoke to my neighbour about this and that. She was a fairly plain woman married to a quiet, stooping, elderly electrical engineer. She told me her husband had had an Iraqi student who took them out to dinner and said of his wife, a lecturer, when the menu was presented, “I will choose for her.” “I don’t know how I controlled my tongue,” my neighbour said.

She asked where we came from and then told me she came from Gloucestershire. She got on to her house in Gloucestershire. “It’s 1399,” she said. “I love it. It’s a hall house. I don’t know if it has blackened beams as there’s a false ceiling. It’s wattle and daub.”

I said I had found wattle and daub cold to live in.

“Yes, it is cold, but I don’t get cold easily, and there was a handprint I found there when I was opening up the walls to do a repair. I put my hand in and it fits exactly. That’s a lovely feeling. I found a Daily Mail dated 2003 during my ownership when I had the wall opened. Someone had put it in and then put lining paper on top. I’ve put it in my file. There are no deeds. Whether they put them in an archive box or not I don’t know, but the Land Registry hadn’t got them when it was sold to me in 1979. I had an expert to look at the mantelpiece and he said he thought there was an older one there. You know, it’s my family’s house. I’m related to them, so I’ve come back home. That’s a lovely feeling. It’s haunted by a monk, but I feel very comfortable with his presence. I’m doing a university course but my main interest is my house. I’ve got lovely outbuildings as well, they’re Victorian. There are so many features I love about it. I won’t allow smoking, and no open fires. And certainly no public in to look at it. It’s my house and all for myself.”

Her husband had been half-listening quietly, so I leaned forward and to include him in the conversation said, “We’ve been discussing historic houses. I said the wattle and daub can be perishing in the winter. Do you find you have to wear an overcoat indoors in the winter sometimes?”

He made no reply at all, but looked down and carried on eating. I immediately sensed that he agreed with me and that he was not that interested in his wife’s house. His wife went on talking about her house, and soon the chubby jigsaw-doer and his wife left and he stood up and looked out of the windows for dolphins and said, “I’m going to go on deck to see if I can see any.”

Five minutes later I went up to the Promenade Deck. I saw ten dolphins in no time, a school dipping up and down alongside the ship. I could track them and see where they would surface next as they slipped by the ship.

I saw the husband peering over the side of a lower deck, looking in the wrong direction. He clearly had not seen any dolphins. He looked miserable, and I saw him living in a house he did not like, which he found cold, and dreaming of something to excite his imagination that was as elusive as a school of dolphins.
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