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There are angels!

There are angels!

Dwelling within and without the city.

Guarding and watching.

Permitting and limiting

Powers, principalities and thrones
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Wrestling Jacob

For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, St Paul wrote, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places. I dont know whether the Ephesians paid any attention to such exhortations but the only thing I ever wrestled with was Jacob.

I remember the pains and pleasures of our strivingsHow the ground seemed to buck like a ships deck beneath my planted feet, while a pressure built in my chest as if a second, internal adversary was trying to force his way out through my sternumHow I tried to stifle my gasps for fear of having to acknowledge some repressed sexual imperativeHow my head reeled from my opponents mephitic breath, with his flaring nostrils suggesting that he found mine equally repulsiveI remember the soft rustling and sudden stench as he chose, mid-combat, to void his bladder and bowels, and the dead clack of horn against bone, as if there was no mediation of flesh or fleece

To wrestle spiritual wickedness, principalities and powers would, I imagine, seem a breeze after freestyle grappling with a Swaledale ram.



When I first met Jacob he was about nine months old  a wether hogg, running with the yard-dogs. A wall-eyed liver-and-white collie, a fulminating black hellhound and a grey-masked sheep: they looked so frightening that you knew they just had to be safe. Hed copy their leaps and bounds, trampolining on his front legs with an Elvis-style snarl, simulating a tail-wag by withershins rotation of his white stub and even managing a feeble bark  like my college tutor clearing his throat before demolishing my drug-addled thesis on Beauty and The Sublime.

His mother had died nameless in a snowdrift: his sister, Jessica, nannygoat-fostered, had long since slipped meekly back into the flock. It had been unusual to house-rear and bottle-feed a ram  But there was always something special about him, said the farmers wife, vigorously scratching Jacob  his eyes shuttering in ecstasy  behind the ears. Do you believe in reincarnation? she asked. He sometimes reminds me of my granddad. She struck me as unusually sentimental for a farmers wife. Her tabby cats had evidently taught Jacob to bury his own shit and to spittle his inner forelegs to wipe-wash his face. He could climb, too  regularly breaking his kennel chain and scrambling back through the pantry window. He misses the telly, she told me, But you cant house-train a sheep. Mind you, we cant even house-train the kids. With a pitted slab of toad-grey tongue Jacob licked her hand. Hes unusually loving, she said, giving me a sharp, sideways look. Especially for a male.

On those late summer evenings Id leave work sick with shame  as if this latest Exclusive Estate was something wed half-demolished, rather than half-built  and Id drive like the devil up the valley towards the fells. How I hated those silent, roofless houses, like emptied cereal packets, each supposedly individuated by their unique window shapes and dispositions  insane shufflings of portholes, dormers and bays. I didnt like to think of the lives people were going to have in them: I lived  unindividuated  in one myself. Exclusive, like Auschwitz: I was having those silly concentration camp dreams again. Only when Id climbed to the heather line could I breathe properly: my mind stopped racing and I accepted that my dad was dead and Pam would never come back, that my novel was rubbish and that all my aches and ailments were psychosomatic and all my railings against the world mere self-pity.

Beyond the farm, up the beckside, along the crinkled ridges then, in the gloom, back down the steepest of the disused smelters tracks: I never tired of this habitual walk. The light, the wind, the shadows were always different: angles and distances seemed to change  landmarks shifted position so that one day Id be unable to locate a familiar cup-marked rock but the next would go straight to it. The dogs soon stopped barking and ignored me but Jacob always greeted me with obvious delight. Hed launch himself, legs extending sideways to control and accelerate his progress down the shifting scree, like double sculls over waterthen my hand would cup his chilly muzzle  hed picked up purring from the cats but was able to simultaneously sound up to four discrete trills and rattles. Id given up on even the possibility of affection from any source, so this enthusiasm meant a lot to me. Id long suspected that while we only ever see in other people that which we desire or fear, animals can calmly scan and judge  from aura to essence  the whole of us.

That winter they moved Jacob to the big field, building him a stone-flagged log shelter, wired and tarpaulined to keep out the rain: I wondered if there was a television in there. Hed sit on his threshold, as if fronting the essentials of life, like Thoreau at Walden. His co-tenants  three doomed, embittered geese  periodically assaulted him: hed just stand still, unblinking, lost in the transcendental, while they pecked themselves out, to finally collapse, exhausted and choking, their beaks wadded with fluff Sometimes hed jump the wall and, unhefted, move about the hirsels, wrecking the grazing systems, even reaching the Herdwicks beyond the hause. Mandibles clicking like a power loom, he passed over the grass like a blight, leaving not so much as a green stain. No one seemed to mind, although the other sheep avoided him  more out of respect than aversion, slipping away if he dowsed towards them. The farmer and his wife bore oblations: Waldorf salad seemed to be Jacobs staple diet. Where would it end? Suppose they were to anthropomorphize their entire stock?

Jacob would roll his eyes sarcastically if I joined the weekend procession of red and yellow hooded figures trudging into the mist but then follow to share my sandwiches and crop around me when I stopped to read. Sometimes the farmer joined us: once he told me that the only book he remembered reading was Papillon. He said it was wonderful but that hed only got seventy pages in: what with the weather, the seasons, the animals and their births and deaths, his world must have seemed already fully-stocked with wonders. Jacob would always walk me back to the car park, often even trotting a few hundred yards down the lane in pursuitIn the driving mirror Id see him gradually slow, stop, then turn away in apparent desolation.

The wrestling began one afternoon as we sat by the side of the summit tarn. I was lost in the epicene, exquisite world of Firbanks Vainglory, absently patting Jacob whenever he nudged my arm. At last, with a hurt and derisory snort, he moved away. Then there was a pause  just long enough, as Firbank puts it, for an angel to pass, flying slowly. What happened next I had to piece together later: at the time it felt as if Id been struck by lightning. He must have retreated for a considerable distance, like a fast bowler pacing out his run-up, then turned and charged into my back, tumbling me, legs still crossed, for what seemed a full half-dozen revolutions. As I struggled to my feet he was dancing around like a boxer, head jerking back with an evil, equine grin of triumph. I grabbed his horns like bicycle handlebars and twisted as if I was trying to unscrew his head. Then he reared up on his back legs and pushed  I pushed back. Then he pulled and I pulled and we fell on to all fours, then rose up again. And so we proceeded, in a stately to-and-fro waltz, to circle the water, until the ridiculousness, the sheer delight of it hit me and I collapsed, helpless with laughter. Jacob was trying to laugh too but a series of explosive sneezes was the best he could do. My copy of Vainglory had been trampled, well-pulped in the process: I wondered how aesthetic Ronald would have got on against Jacob  OK, probably, better than the Hemingways and Mailers.

The next morning my face and neck were scarlet-rashed from friction with that coarse fleece, more kemp than wool. In the following months my body was mapped with bruises, their colours shifting through the spectrum, as if I was turning into a chameleon. My shins were the worst: Jacobs pipe cleaner legs kicked like steel-capped Docs. These welts didnt hurt  they seemed, strangely, to have taken my previous pains away. Every Sunday morning wed wrestle. Sometimes hed stop fighting and suddenly become dead weight, sheer mass, toppling on to me like an oak wardrobeAt others hed abruptly break my hold, as if my fingers had been cobwebs, then amble off, croppingBut usually Id force him down and press one horn to the ground for a three-count. I was under no illusions, though: he was letting me win  he could have decked me any time he liked. Once, as we were locked in close combat, I lost my balance and rolled him over in an inadvertent Kamikaze Krash, stunning him. I saw something like respect in his glazed, refocusing eyes before he laid me low with a butt to the breadbasket. Hed imparted an extra twist to his horns that left my spleen twanging  for the next two days I was pissing blood. I realized that all these animals bred to slaughter for our covering and food could turn and crush us in an instant. The terrible goose-strikes absorbed by Jacobs coat would have broken my arm or leg: a well-organized herd of Friesians could devastate a town  I liked to imagine them, rampaging through the Vista View Estate.

Whenever Jacob rushed towards me  like a fist-shaped, fast-blown cloud  I felt a residual flicker of fear. Suppose this was a different sheep, an evil cousin on a family visit? Or suppose hed forgotten me? When I dive into water I always wonder if Ill still be able to swim and when I get into my car I fear that I wont remember how to drive  or, rather, I fear that the water or the machinery will have forgotten that Im supposed to be  however notionally  in charge. I didnt drown, I didnt crash and Jacob kept letting me win. Sometimes the farmer and his wife would watch  hed offer tips as an ex-Cumberland wrestler, shed suggest that we do a novelty act at Grasmere Sports  or passing tourists took photographs, leaving lines of small denomination coins on top of the field gate; but mostly we fought unobserved, under the shadows of the domed, silent mountains, like decrepit titans whod long ago fallen asleep or died.

Our wrestling reminded me of something Id read or heard about  maybe archetypal, out of anima mundi?  but I could find no sources in the legends of Greece or Rome, The Golden Bough or Joseph Campbell. Maybe I was a new god, making my own mythology from scratch? There was only the British Museums beautiful sandstone relief of Khnum of Elephantine, the ram-headed god who created first the sun, then the pantheon of other divinities, then at last, out of Nilotic silt, formed Man on a potters wheel. Perhaps the dust in me was raging at its creator, all my constituent atoms striving to return to their previous carefree existence as motes? Or were they embracing him in thanks, celebrating by mock contention his gift of life? Khnum: Lord Of The Two Lands, Weaver Of Light, Governor Of The House Of Sweet Life, Guide And Director Of All Men  I tried these titles out on Jacob but he either didnt or pretended not to recognize them.

Not only had I entered a second, blissful childhood  with a best friend who was always ready to play out  but the next three years were also my golden time of bewildering sexual success and potency. Although Jacob was gelded, maybe Id picked up some residual pheromones in our rollings? Younger girls wanted to learn about life, while older women wanted help to forget what they already knew. To teach or divert, to reveal or conceal, to disturb or console?  luckily, these two contrary roles involved my saying and doing the same things, in roughly the same order. For that second, crucial assignation Id always suggest a nice country stroll: taking them to meet Jacob was like a rite of passage. Id put on my paint-stained jeans, well-holed sweater and ancient Barbour jacket, crusted with lanolin and suint, impacted with boluses of mud. One girl asked me if we were going potholing, another  sniffing  if I was a fan of Charles Bukowski.

They never seemed to wonder why Id begin shouting when we got out of the car. Jacob, on hearing my voice, would run towards us. We could feel the earth shake, hear his hooves thudding like tymps: the air seemed to shimmer, and there was a malevolent hissing sound like expelling steam  I suspected that hed been taking lessons from the stud bulls in the next valley. Eyes bugging, swollen to twice his normal size  awful personification of rapacious nature and patriarchal lust  hed arrow towards his victim, the maiden sacrificebut then, with a great wordless cry, Id throw myself upon him and wed grapple. Curiously, none of my companions ever screamed after his initial appearance, never ran for safety or assistance, never even tried to help me with so much as a prod of a dainty foot. Theyd just drape themselves, Andromeda-style, over the badger-shaped boulder to watch the show. Maybe mine was a common ploy and they were thinking oh no, here comes that old tame sheep routine again? Whatever, they obviously soon realized that the monster was harmlessWhen I finally turned towards them  with the dragon slain, or at least pin-failed  Id always see laughter transfiguring their features and glimpse for an instant, behind all their masks, the same womans face. No one I recognizedit certainly wasnt Pam or Mum. Then shed chuck the parchment-like folds under Jacobs chin as he, nuzzling, gave out his full polyphonal hum. Then shed kiss me  long and deep  and Id tell her my secret lovers name: nothing occult or sentimental, just what was on my birth certificate, but unshortened, undiminished.

Jacobs particular favourite was Marianne: hair sun-bleached to white, I think he took her for some goddess or perhaps just another sheep. He let her ride him round the field: I wanted so much to, there and then, couple with her, like the incestuous Phrixus and Helle on the back of their magic golden ramThere was Jan the artist who put in her contact lenses to study him: she said that his fleece reminded her of some Manzoni achromes in the Herning Kunstmuseum. She clapped her hands with joy to see nature so sedulously imitating art: that night, the same transformative enthusiasm was able to perceive my scanty, rufous pubic hair as TitianesqueAnd there was Janine, who took the best photo of Jacob  just-sheared to designer stubble, in my homburg and shades: she said he looked like Bruce Willis and that she fancied him more than meThe only one who wouldnt touch him was Helen, who walked the winter mountains bare-midriffed, with lacy halter-top, leopard-print stretch leggings and open-toed silver sandals: but who still beat me to the summitJane fed him mangetout peas, posing like Louise De Kerouaille  decollt, her raw nipples burning white-hotCaro spent hours plaiting his wool into dreadlocks and epigonic hippie Sara decked him in fantastical garlands, like BottomIts like in Genesis, said Bernie, lapsed Catholic and mild masochist. If youre wrestling with Jacob then you must be an angel. Which was the exact opposite of what she was calling me a mere seventeen days later.

Within a month they all lost their various illusions: no longer wanting to explore or hide, seek or find, make love or fuck  at least not with me  they went their separate ways. They tired of me at about the same moment that I tired of them, but the farewell messages left on my answerphone or scrawled in Alma-Tadema greetings cards were oddly bitter. In what way had I been using them?  Id never once mentioned the future or, indeed, the pastWhenever I turned up alone Jacob didnt want to wrestle. Hed shake his head, wobbling his overshot jaw: I can get you women OK, that look said, But you just cant keep them. I told him how I only wanted to keep that first smile, first kiss, first nighthow I wanted someone Id never get used to, that intimacy would render yet more and more unfathomable and who would, finally, make me a stranger  ever stranger  to myself. Jacob just sighed and returned to his cropping. He didnt get it, but then in certain matters he was still very much a sheep.

That final winter was the best time of all. Everything thrilled me: Id sleep three hours a night but arise full of energy. I had life taped: I felt as if, after thirty-four years, Id at last got up the courage to be young. Being on the fells was like an acid trip: I was really seeing things  not just the sweeps of peak and scarp but also every insect, every tiny blade of grass and flower beneath my feetall the details, but God, not The Devil, seemed to be in them. Everything kept going pointilliste, as if my gaze was penetrating through to that dust from which Khnum had created the world. I wondered if Id somehow learnt this from Jacob: was it a mystical vision or just a sheeps-eye view? I was worried about him: some days he wouldnt come out at all  from the shadows of his cabin I could sense a baleful stare. Perhaps while Id contracted his blitheness hed been taking on my fears and guilts?

I no longer endured work but actively enjoyed it. The houses seemed to vanish into their components  a whirl of bricks and mortar, of glass, scaffolding and rances gleaming in the January sun. Vista View and the Parthenon were both ultimately just piles of stones. As Sally the macrobioticist told me: Everything is edible if you chop it up small enough. My relationships were getting shorter and shorter, as if my lovers were also perfectly content with intensity and evanescence: although I was slightly perturbed when the two I liked best both sat down the instant they got home  after the first, unforgettable night  to write that they never wanted to see me again. Both ended with the same phrase: Im sorry I cant share your feelings. I didnt understand what this meant: maybe there were husbands or other lovers in the picture? I hoped that I hadnt somehow made them afraid of me.



One Sunday the traffic was heavier than usual. We crawled up the valley: Easter. A charity fun run was assembling. Every car was full of nuns and spacemen, ballerinas and demons. The sheep fled in panic from pantomime cows and horses. My companion was annoying me. She said her name was Miki  Short for what? I asked  Short for nothing, she replied. Thirteen years younger than me  a third-year music student at York  she didnt seem to realize that I was supposed to be telling her things. Id never heard of her favourite writer  Broch  or her favourite composer  Barraqu. She talked about performing the latters setting of the formers Death Of Virgil, in which, apparently, the dying Nolan, embittered, contemplates destroying The Aeneid. I suspected a trap: perhaps shed made them both up so that Id either feel ignorant or  if I did claim some distant familiarity  run the risk of revealing myself to be a fake? She started singing: Il sera possible de traverser la porte corne de la terreur pour atteindre a lexistenceTo enter being through the horned gates of terror: I thought of the waiting Jacobs baroque crown and smiled

As we passed the farm he still hadnt appeared: I could only see, at the bottom of the field, a motionless human figure. It appeared to be contemplating, in the lee of the wall, a last remaining snowdrift. The summoning shout died in my throat: by the time its echoes had finished rolling round the cliffs I had almost reached him. The farmer, looking up, scissored his dangling arms across his thighs, like a cricket umpire signalling dead ball. Hed taken off his cap, holding it folded and crushed in his fist: his scarlet scalp was dappled with greenish patches of hair, like moss. Two long creases had appeared in his face, conduiting the tears past his pillar box mouth to drop off his chin and on to the still mound of Jacob, lying collapsed on his stomach. The legs seemed to have disappeared, as if the dust had already begun to consume the god that had moulded it. I knelt and touched him: he was stiff, immovably heavy  harder and colder than the Badger Stone, as if hed never been alive. A chill wind had begun stripping his fleece like a dandelion clock. I looked up and met Mikis eyes  uncomprehending, hard, youngas she watched two middle-aged men sobbing inexplicably over a pile of dirty wool. And I knew that now Jacob  metasheep, laughing wrestler, Lord Of The House Of Sweet Life  was gone, no one  not for a few days or hours, not even for a second  was ever going to love me again.





In This Block There Lives A Slag

In those days I could really sleep. Id never have woken up at all if it hadnt been for the clocks. It was bad sleep though  I never remembered my dreams but I knew that they must have been nightmares. I had these three clocks set at thirty second intervals: first the bedside radio alarm that Id tuned to a frequency of ghostly static, then, on the floor, the second, hooting like a robot owl, and finally, on the window ledge behind the curtain, the biggest  a great copper thing bearing a face with long-lashed eyes and a lipsticked mouth that smiled while, with twin hammers, it tried to beat its own brains out. I had to get over to it before, in detonating, it destroyed the world.

That morning, as usual, I wrenched the curtain off the end of the rail and down on top of me. For weeks Id been chanting baulk screws, baulk screws under my breath like a mantra but I never remembered to buy them. I even wrote the words on my hand but either they rubbed off or I forgot to look. The sunlight was dazzling me, reflecting off a fourth-floor window of the adjacent block: it looked as if The Yellow Man was hiding out in a Bradford Council flat. I was out of bread and milk so I breakfasted on a leftover half samosa and the dregs of six cans of Skol, crushing them as if to squeeze out any last drops. I knew that my depression wouldnt lift until lunchtime, about halfway through the third pint.

To wake up fully, I threw myself down the stairs, Starsky and Hutch-style. I never used the lift: it smelled of burning and felt to be going not up or down but sideways or even somehow inwards, like a time machine. Outside, I could feel the glass from broken milk bottles even through my Air-Wear soles: although it had been there a year no one had cleared it up. The lad who cut the verges wouldnt do it: Its not my job, hed said, Im the gardener. So Id kicked it onto his grass but hed merely mowed around it. Still, it was useful for finding my way back when I was out of it: I knew to turn left when I heard the glass crunch under my feet, then to kick each stair riser until I recognized my floor by the sound of some liquid steadily dripping from somewhere. When I first moved in I was always getting lost, finding myself fumbling with a key that suddenly didnt fit a mysteriously repainted door.

My lock-up didnt lock  but it would only open if you banged the jammed shutter top left while simultaneously booting it bottom right, then, while it was still vibrating, pulled and twisted its handle so sharply as to nearly dislocate your wrist. It was thief-proof, but then who on earth would have wanted to nick my van?

This morning only the dogs were about, sweeping back and forth in splitting and recombining packs: they werent like ordinary mongrels  it was as if a transplant surgeon had crazily jumbled up a dozen pedigree breeds. Now as they mobbed together it seemed that the legs and heads were frenziedly trying to match themselves up with the right bodies and tails. The Health Department had been baffled by the speed at which our local typhoid epidemic was spreading until theyd established that it was through all those dirty nappies the young mums kept throwing out of the blocks windows: The dogs would lick them, then lick their owners faces.

I set out for a roofing job in Bradford 13. The van jerked and roared and pumped out black smoke. Even through the city centre they gave me ten yards clearance, front and back. I hated driving up Thornton Road. First its mills had closed, then its light industry, then the butchers and the bakers, until all that was left was dereliction and decay. Id liked that fine but then bright new frontages had appeared with bewilderingly kaleidoscopic window displays: Waggys Fancy Dress Hire, Kens Kendo Accessories, The Moonchild Magick Shop, Pets and PatiosI was glad Id had the sense to drink away my own redundancy money.

The woman whod rung greeted me as if I was a Boy Scout on a Bob-a-Job. At five feet nothing she still managed to give the impression that she was looking down on me. Her pipe cleaner legs bent under the weight of her sack-like body and the skin of her face, above three rolls of chin-fat, was stretched taut, as if she was suffocating inside a plastic bag. She was wearing tight flowered shorts with a cake fringe border and a black Lycra sports bra that was gradually disappearing between folds of flesh. She pointed up at the roof and clicked her fingers, then went into the house and made a cup of coffee, without offering me one. I told myself that she must have had a lot of pain in her life  although probably it had been nothing like enough. I could hear her sniggering when I couldnt get my ladders off the van rack. My usual granny knots had somehow mutated into a complex network of weird loops, hitches and twists. As I unpicked one, another three seemed to form: finally I took my Stanley knife and just slashed the ropes to pieces.

Most of the slates were missing on the roofs west-facing side; even on a still day, gusts of wind kept exploding out of the two hundred square-miles of nothing much between here and Lancashire, sneakily trying to pitch me off. I started to clean the dead leaves out of the guttering. The woman sunbathed below: a thick book was propped open in front of her but she never turned its pages. Her tinny radio was tuned to Classic FM but I knew that she didnt really like the music, just had it on to impress. To The Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy she extricated her top and rolled over on to her front. I resisted the temptation to bombard her with the three slimy tennis balls Id just uncovered. You came across some strange things in gutters: I once found a gold octagonal ladies watch  maybe it had been dropped by a jackdaw or fallen from the wrist of a passing angel? Suspicious of good fortune, Id just left it there.

I went to the pub for lunch: four pints of Landlord, to wash down a Bront Booster  an enormous egg, bacon and sausage fry-up. I tried to imagine Emily, Charlotte and Anne, born just across the road, getting their teeth into that. I watched a coachload of Jap tourists videoing each other being blown up and down Main Street; why were they so obsessed with the Bronts? Whenever I was driving over Haworth Moor Id stop and twist the new signposts of Japanese characters to point in the opposite direction.

When I got back, my employer had turned over, her poor little tits slopping on to the grille of her rib cage: the sun seemed to be not tanning but bleaching her. The beer had restored my courage or my balance: from the roof I looked down like a God into the bowl-shaped valley that contained Bradford. My block and the others were sticking out of the heat-haze like the clutching fingers of a drowning man. I began to replace the corroded section at the back with the grey plastic guttering Id nicked from the site of the hospital extension: I still felt guilty about this, so I wedged two blackbirds nests back in place. Sometimes they come back, year after year  what must it feel like, living in a nest?

A red Audi swung into the drive. Hubby was home: she didnt even twitch as the car door slammed. I watched him enter the house: the top of his head, like a tonsured monks, looked familiar. He returned in matching floral shorts, carrying two cans of Heineken: he popped one and threw the other up to me. It was the manager of the Jobcentre where I signed on: I hoped that he hadnt recognized me, silhouetted against the sky. He lay down alongside his wife in the shrinking patch of sunlight, his bare yellow feet next to her head.

When I finished he was waiting ready with another beer. He knew me all right. Seventy for cash, I said. He smiled and counted three tens into my hand, paused, added two fives and then tucked his wallet back down the front of his shorts. There was nothing to be done. I glanced over at his wife, then at him, then dropped my hand and checked my flies but he wasnt falling for it. His grin broadened and he shook his head slightly: he gave me credit for more taste.

After tearing my T-shirt into strips to tie the ladders back on, I let my van slide down into the city. At every red light I expected them to shoot off their rack and go through the windscreen of the car that crawled in front all the way, pulling out whenever I tried to pass, its drivers billiard-ball head bobbing on a long, easily-severable neck.

As I was readying myself to lay into the shutters of my lock-up, coppers suddenly came at me from north, south and west. Two of them pinioned my arms while Mark the Community Policeman strolled up. Hed never decided whether he wanted to be a hard cop or a soft cop: one day he was all smiles, the next slamming anyone he saw up against the nearest wall  he even looked different, alternately fat and jolly or thin and mean. His hands dropped gently on to my shoulders, as if in a blessing: So why did you do it, then? he asked me with a sigh.

Do what?

The scrum broke up as they all skipped aside like chorus boys to point dramatically towards the windowless rear of my block.
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The enormous gloss letters were bisected by the leaking downpipe, their ultrawhite glare almost bringing tears to my eyes.

I dont know anything about that, I told Mark.

Youve got paint and ladders.

Its not my writing. You can check.

Clever bastard. No one has ten foot handwriting. His hands returned to my shoulders, this time squeezing hard.

Have you been hurt by any slags lately, sir? asked a pale, earnest constable who looked to be about twelve.

Dozens, I said, but none in this block.

Marks grip tightened. Where were you last night?

The Puck, The Harp of Erin, The Castle, The Queens, The Bedford, The Station, The Armstrong. Then the Karachi. I got back about one.

So you just walked past and didnt notice it?

You know how it is; you never see anything unless youre looking for it. I put a slight quaver into my voice: I couldnt have done it, lads. I get vertigo. I cant go too high since they drained my sinuses.

All I had to do was keep denying everything. Coppers these days have shorter attention spans. If you can keep them talking for longer than three minutes youre in the clear: a few at the fringes had already begun to slope off.

Did you see or hear anything unusual?

I thought it best not to mention my re-tied ladders: You know how it is: its only unusual if there isnt something unusual round here.

As I switched from laughter to a fake coughing fit they dropped me and returned to their vans, slamming the doors and gunning the engines to cover their embarrassment. Theyd been overcome by the novelty of the situation: it was only unusually big graffiti, after all. What charges could they have brought? Trespass? Damage to Council property? Threatening behaviour? Nothing quite fitted the bill: they would have to make a new law. I turned to Mark. Whatever made you think it was me?

Well, he said, youre supposed to be some kind of poet, arent you?

I unloaded the van and then checked my shelves. Someone had tidied the place up: the paint brushes were glossy and restored, still slightly wet, and a new tin of white one-coat gloss paint had been left on top of the emptied one. Whoever it was must have been local, to have watched and learnt my trick of freeing the shutter.
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I went back outside and looked up at it again: it seemed an awful lot of trouble to have gone to. Only an artist or a signwriter could have done that in the dark without a single drip or tremble, unless theyd clipped on an enormous pre-prepared stencil. Even the dots of the is and the ellipses were perfect little circles.
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It reminded me of the opening of a song that we used to sing at school. On Richmond Hill there lives a lass/ As bright as any morn. I tried humming it but it came out like Old Mac-Donald: eeieeio.
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Its always a bad sign when you start thinking of yourself in the third person, especially when you give it a capital letter.

Doris, my next door neighbour, had been standing by the main entrance since my return, watching the whole thing. She knew everything about everybody: if there was even a new dog in the pack she wouldnt rest until shed discovered its owner and, more importantly, its name. The unusual warmth of her greeting immediately confirmed my suspicion that it was she who had put the coppers on to me. I knew it wasnt you, love. Itll be those lads in the seven-fives: theyre all on drugs. Nothings sacred to them: theyve even scratched that new paint off the lift doors. As for the slag  she jerked her head towards a group of girls pushing prams up the ramp towards us  Itll be one of this lot.

Having obviously decided that if it was to be open season on slags there was safety in numbers, they were advancing in a V-formation, like a motorcycle gang hitting a seaside town, flushed over their usual pallor, shouting at each other as if they were trying to drown something out. They wore tight calf-length denim sheaths that would have hobbled them if they hadnt extended the fraying slits all the way up the back, allowing clouds of grey slip to billow out behind them like ectoplasm. Their bare legs were scratched, blotched and bruised, red-dotted with fleabites around the ankles. They ignored Doris and just nodded or blinked at me. The prams were all expensive, grey steel and rainbow-canopied, three-braked and togglewheeled, but the babies were thin and silent, with frightened eyes.

They hated children, Id noticed, but loved babies. They needed something weak and dependent to make them feel strong and in control, keeping kittens until they grew into cats, puppies until they were dogs. They wanted to be babies themselves, to start their own lives over again, or to create happy childhoods that would somehow erase the miseries of their ownbut after a while they started to feel even worse than before, under attack from unaccountable creatures that refused to chuckle and gurgle, just shat and ate, got sick and cried, cried, cried. And then the creatures would begin to speak, using words theyd never taught them, asking questions they couldnt answer. Only blows would shut them up and then not even blows would make them speak again. But after the social workers had taken them away the mothers would bring forth yet another wave of magical babies. A lot of the boys were called Damian: maybe they were trying for the Antichrist.

Doris took the lift: I was up the stairs and back safe in my castle long before she emerged. The sun still filled the bedroom with light, still strangely reflecting in via the same window opposite. Standing on the sill, struggling to hook the heavy curtain back on to its rail, I looked down and registered that every flagstone on the pavement far below was cracked. Stifling in the summer, freezing in winter: it suited me here. I loved to lie on my bed, feeling the block swaying with the winds, listening to the toilet cisterns whisperings as it took three hours to refill, watching as the ceiling seemed to slowly descend then recede, so that I felt deliciously claustrophobic or
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