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FEELING MYSELF

PART I



My journey towards self-discovery began when I finished with Melanie after swallowing the last mouthful of the dinner she’d cooked me for my fortieth birthday. The meal had been fine, and had been accompanied by a decent claret, but I felt ready for a change of personal circumstances. In response she stood up, grabbed the wine bottle by the neck, smashed its end off against the edge of the table, and thrust it into my face. As it struck, she twisted it anti-clockwise, the razor-sharp jagged edges turning like a savage kaleidoscope. If you’d peered down the neck of that bottle as she ground it into me, you would have expected to see wild patterns form in fresh blood and shredded flesh. My blood. My flesh. There weren’t any patterns. There wasn’t any blood. I did feel an irritating circular scratching sensation, but my skin wasn’t broken. I was annoyed by her attack though. Burgundy coloured wine had splattered everywhere, and ugly misshapen shards of green glass littered the shiny white-tiled floor. Mess upset me. It always had. Melanie knew that and had even accused me several times of suffering from neatness OCD. I asked her to leave.

As soon as she’d gone, I tidied up the broken glass and mopped up the spilt wine. When that crime scene had been scrubbed clean, I tackled another–the kitchen. As usual, pots, pans, crockery and cutlery littered every surface. Her housekeeping skills were as refined as those of a bunch of children playing mummies and daddies. Once again she’d left a couple of near-empty pans on the ceramic hob as it cooled down. The food left in them had dried hard and stuck like roadpaint while we tucked into our meal. How she never worked out the implications of leaving pans like that, I’ll never know. Scraping hard-set former foodstuff from the bottom of the soiled pans assured me I’d made the right decision to send her packing. She hadn’t actually packed. Her dirty underwear still resided in my linen basket, her toothbrush still stood to attention next to mine in the wall-mounted jar in the bathroom, and her trusty jar of jerk seasoning still looked out of place among the uniform bottles in my spice rack. Those things were easily dealt with. After washing-up, I boxed up all her possessions, purged my home of evidence of her ever being there, removed her from my past. The one trace of her I didn’t remove was the sheet on my bed, which still bore physical and olfactory evidence of her presence. Since her crazed behaviour had denied me penetrative pleasure that night, I’d have to resort to masturbatory gratification. Those reminders of our lust would help that activity feel less solitary.

The following morning I went to Le Boulangerie and collected a baguette for breakfast. For the record, my local bread shop was not a boulangerie, you find them in France. But the owner; an American who, in a French accent, constantly espoused the superiority of Gallic baking–did produce exemplary breads and pastries. The delightful freshness of his wares just outweighed the tedious experience of being exposed to his transparent affectations. That morning my mood must have been a little heavy because he allowed me to escape relatively quickly, untraumatised by his effusive Franglais. I emerged from his shop, French stick under my arm, a bachelor marching to my own tune again, and strode on to the Italian deli where I picked up a jar of seedless raspberry jam. Melanie had used the last spoonfuls of my previous jar in the sponge-sandwich birthday cake she’d made me. By the time I was busy birthday-gift raping myself on my cum-stained purple bed sheet, that cake was already being broken down by the stomach acids of the latchkey dogs that hung out in my backyard. I’d never been big on birthday cakes, or, for that matter, birthdays. Their approach always filled me with apprehension–a sense that another soon-to-be-lost year was reaching a cataclysmic end. I’d always felt that the passing of a year of life should be mourned, not celebrated. I tried to remember a birthday that I’d actually enjoyed, and not one came to mind. Being stabbed in the face by a woman I was hoping to have break-up sex with, however, was a first. And I couldn’t let it go. My ability to concentrate on day-to-day life was affected.

Back at my pad, as I carved thick slices of crusty bread in my re-sanitised kitchen, my attention kept being drawn to my left forearm. In some ways it was like a baguette; light brown, hard, ovoid in cross-section. I imagined how different it must appear on the inside–red, fibrous, muscular tissue rather than the white, soft, spongy, elastic crumb produced by the tiresome Francophile. My curiosity transformed into investigative action before I’d cut enough slices of bread for my breakfast. I pressed the near-end of the breadknife’s serrated blade against the upper side of my forearm halfway between wrist and inner elbow, and dragged the sharp even-toothed edge with force and purpose along my submissive limb. I wanted to see the bloody tissue that Melanie’s attack had failed to reveal. But my curiosity was not sated. Once again, my flesh refused to tear. I knew that wasn’t normal. I shuffled bemused to my breakfast bar, and sat for a while switching the focus of my vision between five centimetre slices of French-style loaf, and my unmarked arm. I tried to remember the last time I had torn my flesh and seen inside myself.

My earliest clear memory of bleeding profusely was when I’d tripped as a ten year old, running with a bamboo cane in my mouth. I’d been pretending I was an Amazonian hunter with a blow pipe. Blood gushed from my throat that day. I thought I was going to die and was convinced Dad should have phoned for an ambulance. But he calmly sat me on the draining board, seemingly unconcerned by the possibility of me dying, and told me to lean over the sink; grumbling that my blood had ruined the carpet. A very expensive carpet, he hastened to add–as if the carpet was more precious than his only son. However unsettling that childhood memory was, it was of no use in helping understand the inner me. I needed to investigate lasting evidence of previous breaks in my skin; scars. So, as its impossible to stare clearly down the back of one’s own throat, I tried to recollect other major cuts that would have left lasting observable scars. I remembered one I’d received in the Alps during my early twenties. I’d gone to spend the summer with a friend who worked all year round at a ski resort. During the summer months, the hotels of the resort were filled with those interested in snowless mountain activities. My friend was working in the largest hotel in the resort–a concrete monolithic blight on the picturesque surroundings. His job was to empty the rubbish bins. One particularly busy day, there was a changeover of guests and he had lots of work to do. He wasn’t going to be free until the evening, and I’ve always hated wasting a day, so I decided to set out on a hike alone. I needed to shake off a few cobwebs so planned a decent trek, an eight-hour circular route linking together a few peaks in the vicinity. My friend had no maps, but insisted the route was established and easy to follow. Largely speaking he was right and I enjoyed several hours of easy-to-navigate dramatic scenery and mountain air. The fun stopped when I got lost descending from the final, and highest, peak. After that zenith, all that was left was a long descent to the resort. I became blasé after reaching it and, keen to join my mate for a well deserved beer, began heading drinkwards in a reckless manner. Youthful arrogance convinced me there would be countless paths joining this imposing landmark and the thriving community below. That, I realised to my peril, was foolhardy naivety. I think I lost the path pretty much the moment I set off from the peak. From then on, using left-on lights in hotel rooms as my lodestars, I found myself heading further and further off-piste. They were cruel beacons, acting like the glowing lures of an angler fish. The closer I got to them, the more imperilled my journey became, as my descent grew ever steeper. From about halfway between summit and sustenance, the rough grasses and ankle-high scrub of the relatively uniform higher slopes turned to thigh-high foliage draped over sudden drops of ten feet or more. As I made my way along this rough terrain, night was threatening to descend more quickly than me. The threat of impending unavigable blackness made turning around and heading back up the steep mountainside in the hope of finding the main path, a less favourable option than pressing on. So I struggled forwards and downwards, gripping clumps of foliage as organic handrails to steady myself as I navigated giant’s steps and loose-boulder mantraps. As I was doing so, I convinced myself that those dangerous conditions were as bad as it was going to get. Then, when I seemed to be no more than half a mile from the resort–almost close enough to smell the yeasty European lager–my journey was abruptly halted. I had come to the top of an expansive cliff face. I looked over the edge; there was a two hundred metre drop. Climbing down at the point I had met it would have been way too dangerous. I looked to the left for a break in its severity, and it continued as far as I could see. A long, cruel, imposing vertical face stretched away into the distance. The same view was repeated to my right. I froze for a few precious minutes of daylight to calculate the wisest course of action; and became a stone statue atop a mighty castle’s battlements.

The necessity for action reanimated me. The best thing to do was to find somewhere to climb down the face. I had done a little climbing, so knew techniques that would help. Admittedly, all my climbing up until then had involved a climbing partner, ropes, harnesses, helmets and sticky boots. On that occasion I found myself equipped with much less specialised equipment: a pair of tennis shoes, jeans, a light-grey lightweight Adidas waterproof jacket and a daysack stuffed full of useless bits and pieces. Nevertheless, down-climbing still felt like the best choice–as long as I could find a safe enough route. I headed left along the cliff top, the direction that seemed to offer more opportunities for a scree slope or vegetated ravine. But after fifty metres of struggling along overgrown, jagged, uneven cliff top, I had second thoughts, and retraced my route. I anxiously passed the point at which I’d come to the cliff, and continued past it. A hundred metres of even harder going told me two things: I was starting to panic and make rash decisions, and I should have trusted my initial instinct. So, telling myself out loud that I was gaining control of the situation, I once again retraced my steps, orally committing myself to head purposefully in the original direction until a reasonable opportunity to descend the cliff face presented itself. With changing birdsong heralding the fast-approaching night, I knew I wasn’t as in control as I was trying to convince myself I was, and that I’d likely throw myself at the first half-decent chance to get off that mountain. That chance was a corner formed where two sections of the cliff face met
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