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         I was shocked by the confidence with which this unknown hand had inserted the missing letter – in a library book of all holy places! – with a caret. The act uneasily combined correction and desecration, disfigurement and repair. Was this a vandal or a proofreading vigilante riding the range of print in the name of maintaining order? It made a difference that the mark was in ink, and green ink at that. Indelibility bespeaks courage and commitment – it’s not for nothing that Mephistopheles declines to give sellers of their souls the option of a pencil, however nicely they ask. ‘Caret’ means only ‘it is missing’ or ‘there is a lack’. Its symbol resembles a lambda pointing the wrong way. It’s a sturdy little jemmy, able to prise open a sentence for as long as it takes for missing elements to be restored to the body of the text.

      
   


   
      
         
             

         

         Knife, fork and spoon, the basic equipment. ‘Eating irons’ as some people call them – as my dad called them. In terms of acquiring cutlery I didn’t do badly out of my three undergraduate years, from 1970 to 1973, at Downing College, Cambridge. If that was the point of the exercise then I did better than most. I ended up with a useful haul. It wasn’t that I was greedy, I don’t think. I didn’t want a six-piece place serving, let alone twelve-piece. I wasn’t planning dinner parties or dainty lunches in punts. Everything was for my own personal use, to borrow the formula that defendants of the period fell back on when they were caught helping themselves from a smörgåsbord piled high with illegal drugs. In my case, though, it was true. I wanted a single knife, single fork, single spoon, nothing else. One of each item, but they had to be the right ones.

         Everyone needs to eat. This informative sentence pushes together two separate propositions, according to what is meant by ‘eat’. In one sense, ‘to eat’ means to take part in the economic structure of society and thereby to have food on your plate. More narrowly it addresses the next stage of the process, the conveying of food from plate to mouth. I won’t pretend the first stage has always been smooth sailing, but the second one has never been anything but tricky.

         Right knife, right fork, right spoon. These had to be tools I could use, and the requirements were strict. My left elbow had (and has) no movement, and the right elbow isn’t exactly spry though there’s a little play in it. My wrists don’t rotate, so there aren’t many utensils that can serve my turn in the first place. When I find them I don’t let them go. I stay loyal, I hang on like grim death. It so happened that my ownership of these items was illegal, knife-fork-spoon, and I’d like to point out that I would have acquired them respectably if that had been an option. I don’t break rules for the fun of it, or only when the assured dividend of fun is considerable. I’d rather be in the clear when I can manage it. It’s just that sometimes honesty is a luxury beyond my means.

         Peter Gladwell, the domestic bursar at Downing, in charge of the kitchens, was always complaining about how much money the college lost through pilferation of cutlery. Thousands of pounds were lost to the college over the years, and pilferation was something he was always preaching against. I never thought I’d be one of the bad boys, the light-fingered ones, but I have to put my hand up just a few token degrees of elevation and admit that I snaffled some myself. I scrumped a few plump apples from the laden branches of Downing’s catering department, branches so weighed down with fruit as to be within my reach.

         I wouldn’t have had the dexterity or the cheek to take anything away with me from a communal meal in Hall, but towards the end of my time in A6 Kenny Court it must have been obvious that I was at a low ebb. A meal tray would sometimes be sent over for my benefit, a spontaneous kindness but also an invitation to wrongdoing. Sometimes filching went on and the tray made its way back to the college kitchens a cutlery item short. On the occasion of the first crime I stage-managed a tableau of innocence, in case a steward returned to ask what had happened to the College fork which had been entrusted to me, by dropping it onto the floor. No one came to ask, and I wasn’t required to go through an I-must-have-dropped-it routine, inherently hollow since though I’m always dropping things (the notion of dropping should be expanded to mean any loss of mastery over an object’s whereabouts) it’s rare that I don’t notice. After that I realised that the reason Peter Gladwell laid so much emphasis on the seriousness of pilfering was that everyone but him thought of it as trivial.

         At the time, stealing from shops was routinely referred to as ‘liberating’ things, a usage that must have started as irony but soon lost any sort of edge. I certainly wouldn’t say that I had liberated my Downing knife-fork-spoon set, when they had liberated me, or at least liberated my mealtimes for an indefinite period.

         It’s true that if you bend backwards the spoon part of a standard spoon (the language insists on this redundancy) it can be made much more serviceable, but it isn’t something I can accomplish without help. You’d be surprised how reluctant restaurant staff are to modify the cutlery for the benefit of their diners. So much for the customer always being right!

         The Downing cutlery wasn’t exactly luxurious though it was smart enough, the design vaguely Scandinavian-modern in a way that has come to seem sixties-retro in its own right. The style is neither here nor there, it’s just that nothing else feels right in my hands. I take those eating irons with me wherever I go. I never use anything else. I eat left-handed, reversing the implements to cut food up if that’s required, slicing with the left by pushing with the shoulder. It’s the only way cutting of any sort will get done, though of course not all food needs to be cut up. Vegetarianism offers an unfair advantage in that respect, with food more likely to be bite-sized already. Then the fork in the right hand makes the deliveries.

         It has sometimes happened on æroplanes that the stewardess has brought me ‘proper cutlery’ from First Class, a lovely piece of good manners though not actually a functional improvement on my own tools. A starched napkin sometimes comes along for the ride, and this does serve a purpose, lending the Vegetarian Option a little reflected glamour.

         The Downing knife has its point of balance just where it should be, halfway along its length, not thrown out of equipoise by a weighty handle. The tines of the Downing-issue fork have quite a pronounced curve – I think that’s part of the secret. I hold a fork in my right hand, since my right shoulder has the more movement of the two, though I still can’t manage to reach my mouth with the fork horizontal. The technique I’ve learned involves accelerating on the upstroke to keep the food in place. It’s like dive-bombing, only in the opposite direction, bombing upward. It works with most foods. The Downing cutlery is lightweight, which is certainly an advantage. It’s easy to manœuvre. Crucially it’s not too long. Since my forearms are short, a long fork requires a more finicky angling effort towards the mouth, and that’s just the sort of movement my arms don’t run to.

         The Downing spoon isn’t quite so uniquely designed to suit me – most dessert spoons can be modified appropriately, if someone is good enough to increase the kink at the neck so as to improve the angle of incidence of the bowl. But it makes sense to have the full set, the integral place setting. Each item bore the engraved letters D C C – for Downing College Cambridge – at the larcenous moment, though the incriminating markings wore off after only a few years.

      
   


   
      
         
            Open the doors of orthography a crack

         

         If knives and forks and spoons can’t be too long or they stop being suitable (being Johnable, as I call it) then teaspoons are impossibly short. To suit my needs a teaspoon would have to be so long-handled that it would no longer fit the technical description of a teaspoon. In fact it would be a sundæ spoon, and that’s what I had brought with me from home when I arrived at Downing and used ever after. Again, it suits me perfectly, and perhaps my hand has conformed to its handle over the years as much as the other way around. There’s always a molecular exchange between tool and user, and it goes on in its marginal fashion even when the tool-user is as calcified and recalcitrant as I am.

         I know the use of the ligature ‘æ’ in sundæ spoon is somewhere on the continuum between optional, wayward and plain wrong, but my feeling is that so much typographical variety is being lost from year to year that it becomes an act of solidarity with the alphabet in its fullest form to keep ligatures and diacriticals alive. In some languages ‘æ’ has the status of a separate letter – why should we let the Faroese get all the credit for alphabetical hospitality? Let’s open the doors of orthography a crack, so that ‘æ’ and ‘œ’ can softly slip in.

         It looks so unassuming as an object, the sundæ spoon, that people think of it as interchangeable, a standard item. They hold it up and examine the trade name stamped on the stem – EYE WITNESS. Then it’s Oh I’m sure I’ve heard of that make. I’ll pick you up some spares, they say, shall I? Next time I’m in John Lewis (or Selfridges as the case may be). How many would you like? I’ll get you a handful. My pleasure. They never mention it again, not because they’ve forgotten, I don’t think, but because they’ve underestimated the task and feel embarrassed now that their breezy confidence has been shown up. They come back empty-handed, not having noticed the subtle cant to the bowl. A sundæ spoon with a six-inch stem, in stainless steel. It doesn’t sound like the Holy Grail, exactly, does it? Though it would be just the job if you happened to have the Holy Grail tucked away in a kitchen cupboard and wanted to serve a Knickerbocker Glory from it. Is it irreplaceable, my sundæ spoon? Let’s hope I never need to find out. It’s getting worn thin at a couple of edges. Lovingly eroded away, licked by the years and the abrasion of my tongue.

         At least the sundæ spoon isn’t stolen goods, unlike the rest of my eating implements. Perhaps my loyalty to these dishonestly acquired utensils softens the original crime, and at least when people ask what I got from my fancy education I know what to say. Downing knife, Downing fork and spoon. In that limited sense Cambridge equipped me for life.

         Cambridge also provided intellectual cutlery, of the sort you are actively encouraged to take away with you – that being the main idea behind those years of study. Furnish your mind with tools: confidently impaling fork, butterknife that lays on the charm, fish slice adept at lifting the flesh of an argument away from its bones. I suppose I use them too.

         The most primitive education would have given me adequate tools for a future of sitting around, sometimes in a wheelchair and sometimes not, supported by a half-resentful State. I was likely to be at least half-resentful myself unless I was able to meditate my way to serenity on a daily basis, to throw myself off the cliff of ego and plunge into the waters of not-I. Unfortunately my basic spiritual technique had broken down and my mantra had failed me. For three years I had been unable to meditate, when a five-week visit to India somehow drained the battery it was meant to recharge. My guru Ramana Maharshi often used mechanical analogies in discussing spiritual states. He wouldn’t have minded me saying that a devotee without a mantra is like a refrigerator with a broken thermostat. I had no confidence that my inner life was under warranty. Cool detachment from problems, uncompromised awareness of their illusory status, all this was a long shot in my present state.

         I still get begging communications from Downing, appealing to my generosity to endow this and that. I’m not tempted to reach for my cheque book. If I’m not in the bottom percentile in terms of income of any Downing product then I’d like to know what has become of my academic generation. Something has gone badly wrong! Then again perhaps I should take a broader view, change my will and set up a small fund, a Cromer Trust. Its aims would be highly specific: to provide appropriately modified cutlery for disabled students, not as loan items but as gifts outright. Why should they be beholden? Let them exercise proprietary rights in perpetuity. The design would be based on the Downing set in my possession, but the engraving on the handles (even on the sundæ spoons) would be C D rather than D C. Not Downing College but Cromer Donation. It’s an appealing idea, but I’ll only take the necessary steps if the guilt of my early-seventies thieving becomes too much for me. For the time being it’s no great weight.

         I don’t mean to suggest that our domestic bursar had no other subject of conversation, but I do remember Peter Gladwell playing another variation on the theme of cutlery one evening in Hall, addressing a little group of us who had perhaps shown polite interest. I doubt if it was more than that. ‘Believe it or not, gentlemen …’ he said – and ‘gentlemen’ always seemed to have a satirical tinge, as a recognition of mutations in the student species, in the years after the riot at the Garden House Hotel – ‘a college in the Other Place spent a fortune on knives and forks – the domestic bursar there must have let the architect walk all over him. Academics don’t live in the real world, that’s what domestic bursars are for.’ We pretended not to know what was meant by ‘the Other Place’.

      
   


   
      
         
            Sledges pulled by scandalised huskies 

         

         According to the traditional Cambridge understanding of the universe Oxford was a blank space on the map. There was nothing there. It was the non-existent county town of Blankshire, itself scratched out on any map available locally, on the shelves of Heffers, Bowes & Bowes and even W. H. Smith. University study is meant to expand the mind’s horizons, but there are always areas of darkness opened up at the same time. Oxford? The place simply didn’t exist. When indirect reference was made to the university it was as a byword for folly of some sort. I’m sure that an equivalent distortion applied in the other direction, with dons at Oxford murmuring ‘Cambridge?’ over their madeira. ‘Where might that be? Doesn’t ring a bell. In Massachusetts perhaps?’ The two rich little cities had something about them of mortified identical twins trying to forget their mother had once dressed them alike. They were obsessed with denying a resemblance that would never entirely go away. 

         ‘This architect, Danish chap,’ Peter Gladwell told us, ‘made all the decisions about fixtures and fittings. All of them special. So every time a light bulb blows, they have to send off to Denmark for replacements.’ There was definitely some exaggeration going on here. Bespoke items or not, they could be kept in a cupboard until they were needed. He made it sound as if they had to be specially delivered (to St Catherine’s was it? I think St Cat’s) from the far North, on sledges perhaps. Sledges pulled by scandalised huskies, howling at the moon in protest against the folly of architects. 

         ‘That’s enough madness to be getting on with, or so you might think, gentlemen. But when it came to designing the fittings for High Table the architect surpassed himself. It was the cutlery of bedlam. The knives and forks were one thing, but the soup spoons … they weren’t even symmetrical! The bowl was over to one side.’ 

         At this point I entered the conversation, or rather I politely registered my exclusion from it. ‘I say, Peter, would you mind taking a seat somewhere I can see you? Otherwise I’ll just be lobbing words in the general direction of your voice.’ I’ve put in years of that sort of lobbing in my time, dropping words into the post with no real idea of whether or not they will be delivered. I was taking only a slight risk by using his first name – this was cheeky but acceptable. The real risk lay in my claiming the right to take part in the steering of the conversation, not just following and laughing at the appropriate places. Assertive behaviour even of this mild kind always makes things awkward and the gambit has been known to misfire. In general I’m supposed to fit in with the standard ways of doing things, and I do my best, but when I can’t and I point this out people can get huffy. It’s normal for me to be at a disadvantage, apparently, doesn’t call for comment. And of course if you make too much of a fuss about being included actual conversation, real live human interchange, dies the death anyway. 

      
   


   
      
         
            In the land of asymmetrical spoons 

         

         Everybody budged up and fair play, Peter sat down opposite me without showing any irritation at being ambushed, though I imagine he felt some regret at having opened his mouth on a subject that turned out to interest me. Specialised cutlery isn’t a topic that usually sets conversation on fire. ‘Let me see if I’ve got this straight,’ I asked, ‘this architect designed soup spoons that went round a corner. So that the bowl, I think you called it, faced the eater?’ 

         ‘It’s more that the spoons bulged on one side, John. They ended up looking like musical notes, crotchets or whatnot.’ 

         ‘How very sensible. Did he do the same thing with the forks?’ 

         ‘No, he left the forks alone, more or less. Though they were a bit narrow and odd-looking.’ 

         ‘Then, with respect, you’re wrong to say he was mad – he didn’t go far enough. A fork that went round corners would make all the difference to me. What was it Blake said? If the foolish designer would persist in his folly, he would … design a better folly.’ Repartee is always a hit-and-miss affair, even in the dining halls of second-tier colleges in world-famous universities. You just hope people remember the bullseyes and forget the clangers. ‘Something along those lines.’ 

         ‘But you can’t expect everything to revolve around you, John!’ 

         ‘And I don’t. Not even my place setting. I’m glad to know someone somewhere has given it some thought, that’s all. Oxford’s better than nowhere at all, I suppose. Or don’t you agree?’ 

         ‘There was one snag with the chap’s spoons, though. You’ll never guess—’ 

         ‘I suppose left-handers couldn’t use them. If they tried to bring them to their mouths, soup just splashed onto the tablecloth, is that it?’ Classic Cromer own goal – I just couldn’t resist the opportunity to score points. I couldn’t seem to stop myself from trundling on, guessing away when I’d been told I would never guess, meaning that I shouldn’t try. I trundle on, life likewise trundles on. We trundle as one. In the land of asymmetrical spoons, the ambidextrous man is king – at least I stopped myself from saying that. 

         ‘I’m warning you, John, my wife is the only person who’s allowed to spoil my stories. And even so … that’s just on her birthday.’ All perfectly jovial, but I could see he wasn’t pleased, first held hostage at an undergraduate table and then pre-empted anecdotally. He wasn’t an academic but had picked up some of the mannerisms of high table, the rankling politeness. Prickliness is highly infectious in academic circles – it should be considered for listing as a notifiable disease. ‘Yes, you’re right, of course. Left-handers needed special spoons. More pointless expense.’ 

         ‘Well, Peter, it would certainly be cheaper to weed out left-handers at the interview stage, eliminate them from the shortlist, or else provide a compulsory salad starter for the southpaws.’ 

         I had taxed him too far. ‘No doubt. And now, gentlemen, I must leave you. I have a college to run.’ He levered himself away from my line of sight, striking suavely off towards the real world, natural habitat of domestic bursars, and away from my dim little aquarium of drifting weed, where I lurked inside a plastic castle and waggled my fins uncertainly in the half-light. 

         ‘Blimey, John, what was that about? I thought you liked Gladwell!’ And all I could say was ‘So did I.’ The general verdict was that I’d excelled myself. ‘Trust you to take that line, John! That’s you all over!’ As if it was my ambition to intersect so very rarely with other people’s ways of thinking. I was always being told I was a fully paid-up member of the awkward squad, which was conceivably a compliment. I tried to turn it into a joke anyway by saying, ‘Not so. They waived the entrance fee.’ Such a shame that meetings are held on the top floor of a building without lifts, but that’s in the constitution so there’s nothing we can do about it. 

         What was it about, that little cutlery skirmish in Hall? It was a fair question. I had struggled for three years as an undergraduate, determined to make the best of what was offered to me, as I assumed, in good faith. I was accepted as a student before the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act became law in 1970, so that Downing was under no legal obligation to take me. Legislation takes a long time to percolate by capillary action through the social fabric, and I certainly wasn’t expecting a red-carpet welcome. I don’t have much use for carpets at the best of times, and a red one wouldn’t have done much to disguise the unwelcoming approach to the room allotted me. My particular needs were only approximately met by A6 Kenny Court, access to which was blocked by two steps – not a full flight, but more than enough to make entering and leaving the premises difficult. Never mind! I would manage. I managed. And at least I had the privilege of not being shunted around like my contemporaries but staying there for three full years. 

         My trust in Downing even survived the discovery that Dad had been billed for the ceiling support system which allowed me to take a bath. Eventually charitable funding was found for this expense, in a way that offended me almost more than the original injustice. Why should a charity (one set up to help servicemen in need, and I suppose Dad was in need of help after being dunned) have to stump up for expenses that my college had knowingly incurred by taking me on? I was fully visible during the interview, and my difficulties must have leapt to the eyes. Being accepted to the university wouldn’t be enough in itself to reverse my medical history, and the equipment wasn’t for my exclusive use anyway. Any able-bodied student could treat himself to a joyride in that bathroom. It wasn’t as if I would be taking the rail away with me when I left, though I can’t deny I was tempted to contrive some subtle sabotage. A small explosive charge, detonated by remote control, at a time of my choosing in consultation with the I Ching. 

      
   


   
      
         
            Ripe for the snaffling 

         

         It was more that I had seen the indifference, or the hostility, of the institution as essentially faceless, and now I could put a face on it. I had chatted perfectly amicably with Peter Gladwell, without quite putting two and two together and understanding that if I was being denied certain basic rights then he was the one who determined that it should be so. The administrative decision that allowed me to stay in A6 Kenny for all three of my undergraduate years also allowed for some forward planning, and at the end of the third year there was still no sign of a ramp on those steps, front or back. Presumably such modification was deemed a pointless expense. It followed that I myself was a pointless expense. My well-being didn’t warrant an entry on a balance sheet. It’s true that a ramp wouldn’t have enabled me to manage on my own in my non-electric wheelchair, but it would have made it very much easier for my fellow students to lend a hand, and that would have been worth something, if only to me. 

         In the tussle over the rail over the bath the college’s representative had been the Dean, and it was only now, very late in my life as an undergraduate, that I realised he wasn’t the real adversary. It was Peter Gladwell who had spoken against my comfort, and though it would be exaggerating things to say I had seen him as a friend, there seemed to be an element of betrayal in his cordiality just the same. Domestic bursars lived in the real world, apparently – as if I didn’t, when I inhabited the consequences of their decisions. 

         At this point the whole debate concerning the nature of reality needs to be put to one side, philosophically and spiritually riveting but not useful just now. I particularly resented the fact that the course of my life was being dictated by my physical needs, when my whole practice was to deny the designation of ‘mind’ and ‘body’ as separate and opposed. Binary oppositions are essentially fictions. It can never be that simple. Binary stars pool their light and even binary code is a subtly shifting form of expression, its noughts just longing to merge into oneness while the ones are constantly tempted to be noughty. Take it from me, it’s exhausting to maintain a non-dualist worldview while you’re forcing yourself, in the full knowledge that you’re part of everything that imagines it excludes you, to argue for your rights as an individual and a special case. 

         The conversation about Danish cutlery revealed an unwelcome truth, though no one else seemed to notice it. A shocking revelation, even: over the course of my undergraduate career I’d learned to say things for effect. Reconfiguring the design of Downing forks, or spoons for that matter, would be no improvement from my point of view – in fact they suited me just fine as they were, making them in due course ripe for the snaffling. I was just showing off in conversation, building castles in the air out of bricks without straw. 

         Of course this character trait was part of what the University had been established to instil, and many of my contemporaries would find themselves well served by it in their working lives – it might even see them smoothly through to retirement. Those, though, were not the circles in which I would be moving. If a certain amount of posing had always been part of my character then it had become more pronounced, an aspect of the survival technique of any undergraduate. I exempt the sciences from these strictures. It was only in the humanities that learning to love the sound of your own voice was an unacknowledged part of the curriculum, printed in invisible ink on every prospectus. 

         Even so, it was true that I found something perversely admirable in the architect’s elaborate and expensive way of solving a problem he had himself created. For the benefit of High Table at Crazy College there must be left-handed soup spoons commissioned to cater to the needs of the oppressed minority, a minority that had never previously been disadvantaged during the soup course. There’s something so very Mayan about that procedure, and by ‘Mayan’ I intend no reference to an extinct South American civilisation but to Maya, the Hindu word for the domain of illusion, also known as the ‘real’ world, past or present (and consequently including Mayans, Aztecs, Inca and Norte Chico along with everyone else). I couldn’t leave it at that, though. I had to take a line and make a case, exaggerating and distorting mild opinions and fatally drawn towards absurdity. If the wise man would persist in his wisdom he will become foolish, as Blake didn’t say but Hinduism slyly suggests. 

         My tendency to preen and pontificate did nothing to set me apart from my fellows, it was absolutely part of the air we all breathed, but my future was going to be different from my contemporaries’. To be brutal – I was going to be living in a backwater on state benefits, while they would go on to greater things, to the Civil Service, to industry, to advertising, to Unilever. Empty poses would do them no harm, empty poses might even become their stock in trade, but my condition was different. The corridors of power were not wheelchair accessible any more than my old college room had been. I couldn’t expect much more from the cluttered passageways of self-sufficiency. 

      
   


   
      
         
            The flavour of a gypsy encampment 

         

         If as a rule I don’t join groups, it’s partly that I’m not asked very often. Sometimes I join a group because I have no choice, can’t help it, kicking and screaming making no odds. That’s what happened in the summer of 1973, when I became a graduate from an ancient university. In a fairground arcade game I loved as a boy, coins are mechanically nudged ever so slowly to a mirrored edge, until it seems from second to second that they must tip over, and still they don’t, however much you urge them to the drop. It felt rather different when I was one of the coins concerned, particularly as I personally don’t do well with changes of level. I balanced on my polished ledge as long as I could, but eventually there was no flooring left underneath me and I must fall. 

         Between my college room in Kenny Court and the flat in Mayflower House that I had been assigned by Cambridge Council there was nothing, three days and nights of unbroken nothing to be got through. The college could no longer house me, and the flat reluctantly made available to me by Social Services wasn’t yet ready. The only possible bridge across the yawning gulf of disaccommodation was my faithful red Mini, registration number OHM 962F. Though this car had made my education possible in its later, independent stages, it wasn’t in itself very accommodating. It did a poor impersonation of a bedroom. 

         On the morning after Downing College had washed its institutional hands of me, sending me out into the wider world, I woke up early in the Mini, sore, shivering, tired, hungry, homeless, and as I discovered after a racking series of sneezes, afflicted with a summer cold. Perfectly cheerful, though, within the limits set. In the night Maya had sent out little disembodied whines, to dramatise for my benefit the futility of feeling sorry for yourself. 

         The night had been uneventful, since discomfort and desperation, hanging on for dear life, aren’t actually events. There were two little incidents, or a single incident that happened twice. I was woken during my first sleep by a knock on the car window. I squirmed round to see who it was, and laboriously wound down the glass to make possible a conversation I couldn’t really avoid. It was a man wearing a hat, taking his dog for a walk, and wanting to know if I was all right. While the master looked down at me with an expression of slightly brusque concern the dog, a chocolate Labrador, looked up with the most sympathetic gaze I had been treated to for some time. 

         It can’t have been more than an hour afterwards that dog and owner paid me another call. Another tap on my window. The dog’s tenderness was unchanged, and the man wanted to know if I was really all right, though his benevolent aura was very threadbare by now, and his underlying question showed through the charade of neighbourliness: why are you still here? What exactly are you up to? 

         I understood that my status was becoming precarious. If I didn’t make some sort of appeal for help fairly soon I would become actively unwelcome in that neighbourhood. Unless I fitted a recognised category of innocent distress before too long, the Mini would take on some of the flavour of a gypsy encampment. I felt sure that the chocolate Lab would have shared his last bone with me, but unfortunately a dog lead is not an osmotic medium allowing for the interchange of emotions across a karmic membrane. Putting it more simply, the owner didn’t have a clue. He had a lot to learn from the being he led around. 

         I broke the surface of consciousness before it was light, and dozed between cramps, twinges and episodes of sneezing. I expelled air from my lungs through nose and mouth in a semi-autonomous, convulsive explosion that did nothing to relieve the irritation of my nasal mucosa. With a wriggle I could find a position in which one nostril cleared itself, with another I could persuade the second one to follow suit, but the first one promptly closed up. I stayed poised for a time (while time reconstituted itself) on the frontier of awareness, not having much of an incentive to present my papers. The day was inherently unpromising, and my cold was one more obstacle added to it. If you are a person so constructed that he can’t reach his nose without an instrument, a cold is a humiliating thing, or to put it another way, highly beneficial to the ego-diminishment project. If need be I can construct a little flower of tissue paper, lodge it in a cleft stick, and use it as a sort of remote-control handkerchief, the way window cleaners tackle panes on the upper floors with a series of connecting rods. But if I’m going to all that trouble then I’d rather wipe my bum than my nose. 

      
   


   
      
         
            Micturition syncope is real

         

         Eventually the wisps of sleep became too scanty to be meaningfully gathered round me, and I shrugged them away, accepting that I had been dealt a new day and must play my hand accordingly. Thursday. And on Saturday I would enter into a home of my own.

         I suspected the delay was artificial. Rents traditionally run from Saturday to Saturday, and it seemed highly likely that a flat that was fully prepared, gleaming with welcome, was being held back for reasons of administrative tidiness. And as a consequence I, who experience even smooth conditions as bumpy, was expected to rough it. Though in Roughing It – the book – I don’t remember Mark Twain having to sleep on any bed more uncomfortable than a pile of mailbags.

         It’s not easy to assess that night’s sleep, non-sleep and semi-sleep. Was it really such an ordeal? Objectivity requires measurements, so let’s imagine a hundred recent graduates spending the night in Minis … but no, the mental experiment, the scenario as people were beginning to say, breaks down immediately. It’s not just that the others would have an easier time of it, with the benefit of being fully articulated rather than merely articulate, but that they would have alternatives available in the first place. Why would anyone heading to an interview or a job on the Telegraph or with Unilever, wearing a tie that his mother picked out for him, sleep in a Mini except as part of some perversely delayed Rag Week exploit? So a perverse logic was in force, according to which I was faced with this episode not despite my particular difficulties but because of them.

         Don’t get me wrong – some of those hundred graduates would have a perfectly horrible summer. One of them might, for instance, pitch forward while taking a leak out of a full-length window in the course of a drunken party, suffering the combined consequences of bad manners and the sudden drop in blood pressure known as micturition syncope. It’s a real thing – look it up. And don’t risk it again.

         My joints loosen up to an extent with activity and warmth, as everyone’s do, even if the process is much less pronounced in my case. My neck is more or less exempt. It’s not that I get a crick in my neck. My neck is a crick, the crick is my neck.

         It was marginally more practical to drive somewhere while my body warmed up than to venture out of the car just yet. I had filled my pee bottle during the night, but with any luck I wouldn’t be driving fast enough, or turning corners wildly enough, to upset it. In general I had planned poorly for my Mini residence, not really being willing to contemplate it in advance. I had no supplies of water, and though I can swallow pills dry if I really must, I’d rather not, and first thing in the morning isn’t the best time to explore that particular talent.

         I hardly knew what I was looking for, unless it was a café that opened early, one that was neither empty nor full to overflowing. At the corner of Regent Street and Lensfield Road there seemed to be such a place. Modest prices were written directly on its windows in large red and green letters, which meant that I could strike a mental bargain between thrift and appetite before I even went in. I had £1.54 in liquid currency, and I was anxious not to splash it about. I could do the sums in the safety of the Mini, and then undertake the project of entering the premises in a state of approximate arithmetical calm.

         A woman was putting a display board out on the street, to alert passers-by to the immediate possibility of tea, coffee and sandwiches, just as I opened the Mini’s door. So much for the option of somehow emptying the pee bottle discreetly in the gutter. Discretion is a tall order in my case, since it normally calls for speed and inconspicuousness, two things that go against the grain. Taking my own sweet time is my normal pattern, and I’ve got used to being taken notice of several times during even the simplest procedures.

         The woman from the café went back in to fetch a broom and started sweeping the pavement. This seemed a slightly old-fashioned activity, a Coronation Street move, and it seemed more likely that she wanted an excuse to keep monitoring my progress. She had wildly frizzy hair, the sort that you imagine needs a lot of attention to keep it unruly, and was wearing platform-soled shoes, which I wouldn’t have thought ideal wear for waitressing work. She shielded her eyes with her hand as if the sun was in her eyes, or as if I was a distant and mysterious object, a boat far out to sea flying unfamiliar colours. In fact we were well within hailing distance, even if she seemed startled when I sang out ‘Good morning!’ True, it wasn’t one of my more convincing performances. Dryness of throat, blockage of nasal passages, these things between them robbed the greeting of its intended suavity. I would have needed hours of honey-gargling to smooth over the cracks in my vocal cords.

         She said ‘Good morning’ back, and I tried again with ‘Are you open for business?’ Nothing could be more obvious than that they were, but I’ve found it’s no bad thing to keep small talk undemanding while people weigh up what subtle threat it is, exactly, that I represent.

         ‘We’re serving breakfast.’

         I beamed at her. ‘I’d like some.’ Still keeping scrupulously to the reading-primer level. If the experiment was any sort of success I could introduce complex sentences later on, fancier grammatical ventures suited to more advanced projects than getting myself fed.

         ‘I’ll set up a table for you.’ She turned to go indoors, stumbling on the step in the process. Perhaps her platform soles were newly bought, and she hadn’t adjusted to the added height when changing levels. I wondered if she would still be wearing them by lunchtime, or if she had been sensible enough to bring an emergency pair of pumps in her bag.

      
   


   
      
         
            The rigours of perching 

         

         I think there must be a particularly intense flash of mortification that people feel when they make a mess of simple locomotion in my presence, and I was glad I couldn’t see her face. 

         How much does it take to prepare a table for my needs? My constitution may be eccentric but my demands are drearily orthodox. It would be more useful for me to have help, confronted with a step that was clearly treacherous even for the able-bodied. Waitresses are often psychic (it’s a useful skill when you want to avoid someone’s eyes) so I wasn’t particularly surprised when this one returned to help, after all. 

         I kept up a reassuring stream of comments during the manœuvre. I know people are particularly vulnerable at this juncture, when they’ve nerved themselves to be helpful however inadequate they feel, and I do try to make sure they’re supported all the way through their little ordeal. 

         ‘That’s the ticket … really I don’t need support so much as … hands ready to catch me. You could hold my stick for a moment … or else – no, that’s fine, put your hand against the small of my back. Or, yes, against my bum. Why not? – if that’s easier …’ I was very tired, and I dare say it wasn’t my most inspiriting performance. I hope I didn’t let her down. People like to be told they’re doing a good job. I like it myself. 

         When we got inside I realised she hadn’t been preparing the table but a chair, piling it high with cushions. The gesture was kind but not helpful. Most upright chairs defeat me though it’s hardly their fault, having more to do with the lack of give in my midsection. Cushions can’t remedy the underlying geometrical mismatch. I was actually more likely to cope on a stool, once I was installed there, though on this particular day I wouldn’t have been up to the rigours of perching. I didn’t feel that I was in a position to dictate terms just then, either. The management has the right to refuse admission without being obliged to provide a reason, and this ominous restriction placed on hospitality is something I never forget. Under my coaxing she got rid of all the cushions but one, and I wedged myself in as best I could.

          I wasn’t quite the only customer, but the clientèle amounted to four young men in tee shirts, donkey jackets on the backs of their chairs. To my rudimentary trade-spotting eye, they seemed likely to be council workers. They were obviously a group, but oddly distributed, with one sitting at a different table and keeping his back turned to the other three. When a packet of cigarettes was passed around, he wasn’t offered one, though he seemed to be as much sulking as rejected. The mood of the group was not sunny. The three took turns to read out football scores jeeringly from a paper, while the outsider banged his tea mug fiercely against the tabletop with every result. He spilled a fair bit of it without seeming to care or feeling the need to mop up. I was exhilarated. This was just the sort of non-academic tableau that I had gone short of for the last three years. If one of them had had a hand-rolled cigarette tucked behind his ear, almost hidden by a lock of greasy hair – better yet a half-smoked one – I would have been in heaven. 

         I’d grown up with a mother who despised anything suburban and longed for the sense of superiority that her own mother didn’t need to simulate. The effect of so much suppression of impulse was to give me the idea that the lower classes were in touch with life, as almost anyone was likely to be when set beside Mum. Dad’s life in the RAF (we always said Raff) gave him a different sense of hierarchy, which extended into the world of civil aviation. He saw the world in terms of ranked competence rather than stations fixed at birth, but he was always more hidden in his judgements anyway. His assumptions were so different from hers that he no longer thought of contradicting her, if he ever had. 

         When as a child I lived in a hospital I learned to disown the poshness that others smelled on me, training myself for instance to pronounce nougat as nugget rather than noogah. Then in rural India before I went up to Cambridge I encountered a different set of distinctions, more rigorously patrolled but mysteriously flexible, so that a woman of a farmer caste could voluntarily undertake the hygienic tasks barred to all but untouchables and devote herself to my needs. Yet the downward pull of desire drew me if anything to the caste below the farmers, the ones described by my hostess in India as ‘colony’, the lowest of the low. It’s mysterious that I should be attracted to outsiders. Didn’t I have enough untouchability in my own right? 

         There was a welcome feeling of activity in the café, not just of working-class people expressing primary emotions but of food being prepared for later in the day. I wasn’t made to feel like a startling distraction. 

         More than anything I needed a pee, but I know better than to ask for the facilities right away on unfamiliar premises. It runs deep, the suspicion among café staff that you want to take advantage of their plumbed porcelain without using their crockery. I can’t tell you why. I can only say that I thought it best to undertake the ridiculous business of sitting laboriously down and then standing up again to prove my good faith, though I’m an unlikely candidate for the old slash-and-run. The moment I had sat down I said, ‘Come to think of it, I need to use your toilet first. Would you mind helping me off with my shoulder bag?’ Surely nobody could have doubts about my trustworthiness if I was leaving it behind as a guarantee? – my dismal brown Greek tapestry bag on which a couple of badges still clung, of the many that had once been lodged there. SAPPHO WAS A RIGHT-ON WOMAN. TO THE ENGLISH LIBERTY MEANS A SHOP ON REGENT STREET. Cheap pressed-metal rallying cries of radical intent. Perhaps it was time to get rid of these activist stragglers, now that I had diverged from my generation and its rites of passage. I was no longer part of the student body. The expectation had been that I would be nourished and developed by Cambridge, but now a different model suggested itself. I had been moved on through the alimentary tract of higher education. Over three years in the university system I had been stripped of my nutrients and evacuated. 

      
   


   
      
         
            A whiff from the pit 

         

         The badge on my bag wasn’t referring to the Regent Street in Cambridge, where I was now, but the one in London. I don’t think it had subliminally steered me towards breakfast. 

         The waitress graciously escorted me, the preposterous soles of her built-up shoes making a strange and stately clatter. In the rudimentary loo, though below mirror level, I wondered uncomfortably if my grooming was below par, making me vulnerable. If you’re going to throw yourself on the mercy of the public, it’s a good idea to be clean and fresh. Bad breath, overtones of urine, a whiff from the pit, all these are strong suppressants of Samaritan impulse. Perhaps the original altruist, the one in the parable, had no sense of smell. 

         When I was back in place, uncomfortably reinstalled barely ten minutes after leaving my post, she offered me a menu. 

         ‘No need,’ I cried. I knew what I wanted. Tea and two pieces of toast. That was my ticket, my return ticket. That was what my metabolism needed to regain equilibrium, and that was also what my pocket could afford. I thought about splurging on an egg, and decided against it. If appetite and budget were at odds, I would not be siding with appetite. 

         A voice overruled me, coming from behind the direction of the counter. It was female and deep. ‘Hettie, darling,’ it said. ‘Give this young man the works. Bacon, two eggs, sausage, mushroom, tomato, beans. Forget about toast, what he needs is fried bread. I can see his ribs from here. I didn’t think they made starving orphans any more, but he’s the real thing. If he makes trouble, just keep frying eggs and serving them up.’ 

         Maddeningly the owner of this voice, who was either freeing me from hunger or saddling me with debt, remained invisible behind me. I felt a large damp hand on my shoulder, but that was all. On the home territory of this manageress or proprietrix I didn’t feel able to try the approach of simply saying ‘Why don’t you come round to the front where I can see you?’ It sometimes works. 

         It may have been the case that I was visibly underweight. Looking in the mirror doesn’t count as self-enquiry and even when I was a young man it wasn’t an activity that took up a significant amount of my time. I had certainly been going light on meals. Of course we who spend our time below the shoulder level of the general population (we adults I mean, since children clamber on chairs) live largely unmirrored lives. Domestic interiors by and large keep us innocent of our reflections. Modern architecture is less tactful, its silvered surfaces so often stretching down to the ground, ready to ambush us with our illusory selves. 

         The young woman called Hettie brought a little posy vase with a rosebud in it and placed it in front of my place setting. I asked if it was scented, and she picked it up and held it in front of my nose. Clever girl – very trainable, responsive without being servile, a promising mixture. I go through life explaining my limitations and my needs, but even when people are quick on the uptake we’re usually birds of passage relative to each other and the process must start again. My ideal is elusive though not altogether impracticable – to be surrounded by people who have developed a casual expertise, not an advanced degree but a modest diploma in John Studies. Then the machinery of personal interaction can mesh with such perfectly lubricated smoothness that no one feels the need to mention its existence. But naturally people move on and then it’s back to teaching strangers the alphabet, or at least The Cat Sat on the Mat. Though of course that’s part of the point. Mat-sitting isn’t for everyone. 

         I was a vegetarian, even a mildly self-righteous one, but my empty stomach had forgotten all about that, and my sausage-piqued nostrils and shamelessly responding salivary glands were no better. It was a truism of the Russian labour camps that the stomach has no memory. It also has no conscience. I had been outmanœuvred and outvoted by a quorum of amoral organs. Once more I was in the minority. I would have to lecture my guts on the need for solidarity later on. 

         Even so I had a qualm of sorts, a twinge of nausea when I thought of the overloaded plate being prepared for me. I’d rather be given a small portion and then ask for seconds. I don’t know whether this is a psychological recoil or just how a small stomach reacts. If I had my way, every restaurant would be buffet service. 

         Me and food – I don’t usually know if I’m hungry or just going through the motions until I’ve had five or six little bites. To start with I masticate more or less mechanically, giving the salivary glands their cue to build up ptyalin for the digestive task ahead. Sometimes a snack is more than enough, and sometimes when the snack is gone I’ve really only got started. That’s why buffets suit me so well – they’re elasticated, gusseted even, opening up or pulling tight to accommodate my very variable appetite. 

         Hunger is a mysterious and biologically complex state. We let children believe that taking food into the body is as simple a process as filling the fuel tank of a car, when in fact a substantial proportion of the energy contained in food must be devoted to converting the rest of it into a form that can be absorbed. There’s a sophisticated set of interlocking mechanisms in place to make sure that, even so, energy can be made available the moment our mouths are full. The metabolism makes an advance before the cheque has cleared, an
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   		Tiffs with divinity


   		Suburban adultery hound slinking around Olympus


   		Death has his lines off pat


   		Surviving on crumbs


   		We behead Scheherazade


   		An easy person to avoid


   		A small glass of the Bristol Cream


   		Niminy-piminy junior penalty


   		Lack of parallelism in the ocular axes


   		Glue extra tailage on a lyrebird


   		The habit of screaming is partially repressed


   		A degree enriched with marrow-bone jelly


   		The selfish drama of reflexive opposition


   		As comforting as the smell of wet dog


   		As we know ladies are demons


   		The darkling pie


   		A thick woven worm


   		A customer had helped himself to a saveloy


   		May the Best Yob Win


   		The nougat of wisdom enrobed


   		These toffs need to be taught a lesson


   		My idiolect had gone to the dogs


   		The Sidney part of the Taken Sidney


   		Hunched over the lurid mushroom


   		Larceny bred in the bone


   		Reservoirs of trodden foulness


   		Towards a European gold standard


   		Pain turned inside out and pushed away


   		Pedro the bloodhound, welcome


   		Autoglossotomy is a wonderful word


   		The hygroscopic properties of honeycomb confectionery


   		Replaced as easily as a light bulb


   		A dozen assorted dolts


   		Every chance of a rosette


   		She knocks George Herbert into a cocked hat!


   		His head became the temple bell


   		Swirled spiritual ketchup


   		Margaret Rutherford does the Twist


   		Malabar for the Derby


   		Past form as taker of the piss and wind-up merchant


   		The small change of mage and huckster down the ages


   		Constricting preputial hood


   		The humming of his realigned chakras


   		I’ll be the First to Roast


   		All England seemed to be bending


   		I long to stet those hyphens


   		Sandy liked hay as well as ice cream


   		Writing letters to pandas about Boy Scouts


   		The labels have been switched on the voting machine


   		Dolphins always seem to be smiling, don’t they?


   		Topping up the dog’s bowl with vodka


   		All I Want for Christmas Is a Pygmy Sphygmomanometer


   		The stone money of Yap springs to mind


   		The gentlemen of the law warm their hands impartially


   		Imagine your little Granny serving granules!


   		Relied upon to deliver more death than love


   		Little Bo-Peep trying to calm her panicked sheep


   		Its plutocratic absorbency perhaps giving it the edge


   		A Rosetta Stone with nothing whatever written on it


   		Professor emeritus of bird education


   		Pathos can be cranked up to quite Dickensian levels


   		Their catapults don’t miss


   		Fellow sufferers from an idiopathic lockjaw


   		An undertone outshouts a megaphone


   		A balancing dose of masculine terror


   		Greater than the average mousewife’s


   		In the privacy of its own mug


   		Pulling apart the spring-loaded claws


   		Makeshift portholes punched through the parietal bones


   		Long evenings running his tongue over glued surfaces


   		With Every Good Wish for a Freeze-Dried Christmas


   		Hardened to the sufferings of potatoes


   		Never been anywhere near the rooftops before


   		Not how you impale customers on the knife of adverting


   		Phyllis was failing to pull her weight socially


   		A poultice of his own devising


   		Not remotely worth the double amputation


   		The teeth of punctuation protocol


   		If there is a Mrs Wogan


   		Anapæstic sigh of wonder


   		She couldn’t half make your ears pop


   		My original pianissimo ending was the right choice


   		The one that lived in Ivy’s mouth


   		The grass blades became daggers and cudgels


   		Stuffed festive tubes designed for no other purpose


   		Because you are morbidly obese


   		Something rubbery and bright yellow


   		From tiara to deerstalker


   		The very cream of her toes


   		Herons and pelicans can come a cropper


   		Just as likely to have been Brut for Men


   		The Russian roulette of ethanol detection


   		Growing mangel-wurzels and smoking a pipe


   		His goodnight kiss scented with blood


   		The details, technical or gory or both


   		Ode to a red cabbage


   		The dolorific calculus of Christmas


   		Weedkiller in a man’s curry


   		A turbine cranking out increments of joy


   		Headlong into the confusion of the womb


   		More along the lines of a quiche lorraine


   		To squeeze the fig with a finger


   		Are These the Eyes of a Fork-Bender?


   		Spoons under scrutiny at Cambridge


   		And the greatest of these
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