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INTRODUCTION
BY
 IAIN SINCLAIR

The classic Ballard equation, smoothed to essence by repetition, does not lose the ability to shock. A signature effect transmitted through elegant statements of the obvious. Originality is where we least expect to find it, in plain sight, in folds of the map lifted straight from estate agents’ brochures and partial reports on morning radio. Of the great twentieth-century nihilists, Ballard has much more to say about William Burroughs, as mentor and shadow twin, than Samuel Beckett. But all three writers, in their different guises, are initiates of the abyss, the black hole at the edge of millennial consciousness. They stared at it and it stared right back. In his 1931 essay on Proust, Beckett explains how it is necessary ‘to examine in the first place that double-headed monster of damnation and salvation – Time.’ The ability to travel without obvious strain, instantaneously, both ways in time, is a measure of the contemporary master.

When commentators assumed, after the public triumph of Empire of the Sun (1984), that the Ballardian code was cracked, that the drained swimming pools, perimeter fences around airfields, barbarities occurring among dreaming villas with immaculate lawns, were now explained, the author smiled. Details in the final autobiography, Miracles of Life (2008), revised the picture again. Now his family were with young Jimmy in the Shanghai internment camp. Now there was a sister to be stared at through the eyehole of a large plywood screen placed at the centre of the dining table. ‘A miniature hatch cover that I would flick into place when she noticed my staring eye.’ Cruelty. Humour. Like the sliced eye metaphor, cloud across moon, in Un Chien Andalou, the film-poem by Buñuel and Dali; but somehow domesticated by the perverse genius of Ballard.

The hieratic rituals of middle-class life in pre-war Shanghai were more Surrey than Surrey. As a boy, Ballard enjoyed the unreal privileges of ex-pat existence in an enclave within an enclave, a trading port with architectural elements of Liverpool and décor by Joseph von Sternberg. The future novelist was gifted with outsider status. He became a recording eye, noticing everything, feeling nothing. He was driven to the cinema with Vera, his white Russian nanny: ‘the honour guard of fifty Chinese hunchbacks outside the film premiere of The Hunchback of Notre Dame sticks in my mind.’ Progress through the crowded streets was a complex sequence of images fixed in a living present, but accessible for future routines.

The academic Philip Tew has positioned Millennium People (2003) as the central panel of a ‘postmillennial’ triptych of interrelated novels; a panel book-ended by Super-Cannes (2000) and Kingdom Come (2006). Locations shift but the moves are established: David Markham, an ordinary sensual man, suffering from loss, anomie, in a drifting second marriage, is drawn into the subversive, potentially lethal games of a messianic psychopath, a rogue scientist. Richard Gould is a sweat-drenched driver in leather flying jacket or slept-in suit, a haunter of airport slip roads and long-stay car parks. ‘The areas peripheral to great airports,’ Ballard told me, when I interviewed him in 1998, ‘are identical all over the world … two-storey factories, flat housing, warehouses.’

Super-Cannes reflects Ballard’s material rise in the world, the career shift that followed the huge success of Empire of the Sun.  Holidays, as with all true writers, were research trips with room service. A rented top-of-the-range Mercedes for the run to Matisse’s chapel or Picasso’s ceramic workshop. Science parks colonising the Midi, serviced by efficient airports and a high-speed train service, replace the jazz-era playgrounds of Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald and the Murphys. Ballard’s forensic eye sharpens in the clear light; prose Polaroids register a new topography: sunset haze violated by sudden violence. ‘Prostitutes came out at dusk, usherettes in the theatre of the night.’

Reflex tourism, by way of shopping mall and duty-free airport, is one of the prime targets of Ballard’s savage comedy, Millennium People. Some voices in the critical reception at publication were uncomfortable with the Shepperton author’s return to London as a set – his prescient satire on gated communities, the terminal uniformity of television, the unblushing mendacity of politicians, the sinister psychopathology of police and Secret State. Ballard, they felt, was not entirely to be trusted as a critic of St John’s Wood, the National Film Theatre, Tate Modern, the London Eye. They were quite wrong. As Millennium People demonstrates Ballard is the London eye. Undeceived. Unblinking. Witness to a city in the process of losing its soul. The distinction between drowsy riparian settlements of the Thames Valley and the fictional Chelsea Marina (neither in Chelsea, nor a marina), was meaningless. Ballard imported suburban anxieties into a capital traumatised between the anti-metropolitan stance of Margaret Thatcher and the bogus piety of Tony Blair and New Labour.

A half-crazed biker-vicar, addicted to the afterflush of whippings he has endured, is a significant presence among the incendiarists and doorstep assassins of SW3. Fundamentalism of every stamp, including the fundamental decencies of the old Surrey stockbroker belt (now given over to Russian oligarchs and Premier League footballers), is suspect. Bourgeois marriage is a lie. Property is debt. ‘The major problem for contemporary civilisation,’ Ballard said, ‘is finding somewhere to park.’ So firebomb a travel agency. Burn down a video-rental store. Leave a fissile art book on the open shelves of the Tate Modern shop, its true hub. ‘A vicious boredom ruled the world, for the first time in human history, interrupted by meaningless acts of violence.’

One aspect of Ballard’s years of apparent exile in Shepperton – actually a strategic retreat to cut out inessentials and facilitate a monkish production of texts – was his virtuosity with the telephone. He kept clear of personal computers, leaving all that to his partner, Claire Walsh. He wrote in longhand. But he facilitated, or invented, a tool against boredom: the interview, often transatlantic, as art form. Afternoons in the modest camouflage of Old Charlton Road are passed in dialogue with some remote and unseen interrogator. Ballard riffs, seamlessly, rehearsing possible novels; provocative takes on US politics, Vietnam, Iraq, oil, pornography.

‘I sometimes think that in a sense we’re entering a new Dark Age. The lights are full on, but there’s an inner darkness,’ he told V. Vale in 2004. ‘The flight of reason leaves people with these partly conscious notions that perhaps they can rely on the irrational. Psychopathology offers a better guarantor of freedom from cant and bullshit and sales commercials that fill the ether every moment of the day,’ he improvises. ‘One can almost choose to indulge in a mode of psychopathic behaviour without any sort of moral inhibition at all.’

Ballard the moralist became more radical as he got older, as Michael Moorcock, his New Worlds colleague from the sixties, noticed. The novels, smoother on the surface, were now close to genre fiction. This lightly-worn disguise – page-turning economy in the spirit of Simenon, with backdrops from the Cluedo England of Agatha Christie – proved lethal. As lethal as The Atrocity Exhibition, with its fractured modernist surface. Perhaps more so. Ballard’s millennial bestsellers in their metallic silver jackets, looking like techno-thrillers by Len Deighton, lulled casual readers into fugues of complacency. A malign rewiring of liberal attitudes towards ecology, education and political correctness could be achieved without the anaesthetised patient noticing the first fatal cut.

Above all, as he frequently stated, Ballard remained a displaced painter, a fastidious image-maker, an elective surrealist. He was the prose Paul Delvaux, the English Buñuel: David Markham, the narrator of Millennium People, shares with the Spanish film-maker a visual addiction to the erotic potential of his wife’s psychosomatic disability, her use of walking canes as a weapon of power in the relationship. As he would share Buñuel’s fascinated delight in Catherine Deneuve’s callipers when he exposes them to our gaze in Tristana.

Cinema, infecting Ballard, from those memories of childhood expeditions in Shanghai, through afternoons avoiding his medical studies in Cambridge, becomes the defining aspect of his millennial London: a prompt for acts of urban terrorism. Like the motorcar, cinema was a twentieth-century phenomenon: its usefulness was over, the heroic period was done. In this novel, a sentimental attachment to past masters is registered as a badge of bourgeois self-satisfaction. A punishable confession of pernicious Guardian-grazing cultural orthodoxy.

‘I remembered the quirky young woman I had met at the National Film Theatre, and invited to a late-screening of Antonioni’s Passenger,’ Ballard writes. Seduced by the feral but lizardly sexuality of a film studies lecturer, with posters of Kurosawa samurai and the screaming woman from Battleship Potemkin on the walls of her unruly flat, Markham is soon a passenger of another kind, a participant in attacks on video shops. Part of the outer circle of the group responsible for a bomb left in the National Film Theatre.

Readers who had tracked Ballard’s work for years, and taken his published interviews at face value, trusted him as a guide to the airport margin, the terrain covered by those lists he delivered like a repeat Ocado order: science parks, retail parks, marinas, golf courses, executive housing, pharmaceutical research facilities, motorway junctions. The apotheosis of the M25 in the final Ballard novel, Kingdom Come (2006), produced a landscape that is also internal, as landscape so often is in Ballard. The Swiftian island of a super-mall is the setting for a mirthless comedy of messianic consumerism. Millennium People was more troubling because it played its fate game in a city that Ballard had always told us was devoid of interest, a wasteland. A suitable location for apocalyptic fantasy of the sort previously contrived by Richard Jefferies in After London (1885). Jefferies imagined his own drowned world, a poisonous swamp occupied by stunted inbreeds. Ballard, at the start of his career, concentrated on what would happen on the far side of ecological catastrophe: London frozen, burnt, returned to the Mesozoic era. He compared his Westway overpass with the ruined temples of Ankor Wat: ‘a stone dream that will never awake’.

‘I regard the city as a semi-extinct form,’ Ballard told me in an interview for a book on David Cronenberg’s film of Crash. ‘London is basically a nineteenth-century city. And the habits of mind appropriate to the nineteenth century, which survive into the novels set in London in the twentieth century, aren’t really appropriate to understanding what is going on today.’

Terror and prophecy. The interrogation of the freeze-frame assassination. Cubist scraps of torn newspaper. Silent television monitors in kebab houses. Documentary or drama? ‘The Jaguar pulled in beside us, and the nun stepped out … I noticed a bearded figure in a white raincoat outside the Accident and Emergency entrance. He was staring over the heads of the police and ambulance drivers, eyes fixed on the silent sky, as if expecting a long-awaited aircraft to fly over the hospital and break the spell. He carried a woman’s handbag.’

Perennial urban horror incubated, unseen, in a claustrophobic labyrinth. Joseph Conrad in The Secret Agent (1907). The microclimate of Deptford captured by Paul Theroux in The Family Arsenal (1976). And now Ballard’s Millennium People. Writers, coming to terms with the unquantifiable mystery of London, discover an inclination towards nihilistic violence. Atrocity as energy. ‘If you think blowing up Nelson’s column is crazy why did you put the bomb in Euston?’ says one of Theroux’s characters. Ballard’s creative process respects Beckett’s vision of time as a ‘double-headed monster of damnation and salvation’, simultaneously addressing past and future. Reports of anarchist incidents, random killings in quiet Berkshire towns, bombs in department stores and railway terminals, shape the trajectory of literary fiction: fictions that, by some inexplicable magic, become mantic, prophesying – and making inevitable – future disasters.

Don DeLillo, a writer who would subsequently, in Falling Man (2007), compose a novel around the photograph of a figure plunging through the smoke of one of the burning towers, anticipated the confusion of the Sept. 11 attack, more than twenty years before the event, in Players (1977). A group of characters, sharp as off-cuts from Mad Men, take their drinks up to the roof. ‘It’s to give Pammy a look at the World Trade Center whenever she’s depressed,’ the host says. ‘It gets her going again.’ And then: ‘It’s collapsed right in on us. It’s ahead of schedule.’ And then: ‘That plane looks like it’s going to hit.’

This kind of hypnagogic foreshadowing of future headlines is one of Ballard’s great gifts. His nerve-shredding prose has journalists ringing him for quotes every time a car crash in an underpass or a detonated airliner seems to confirm a speculative thesis. The framing material of Millennium People is built from a close reading of recent outrages: the unsolved murder of the television presenter Jill Dando on her Fulham doorstep, the Hungerford killings by Michael Ryan, the massacre of sixteen children and one adult at Dunblane Primary School on 13 March 1996. Ballard’s Chelsea Marina cultists, disaffected middle-class professionals, repeat the Dando assassination like a television re-enactment. The rogue paediatrician, Richard Gould, heretical prophet of the group, makes regular pilgrimages to Hungerford.

The names Ballard gives his actors are always significant. The narrator of Crash, his most celebrated novel of dislocation and perversity in London’s motorway edgeland, is called James Ballard. He asked his girlfriend, Claire Walsh, if she’d like Catherine, the character played by Deborah Kara Unger in the Cronenberg film, to have her name. Claire thought not. But the fiercely independent film lecturer in Millennium People, Kay Churchill, carries Claire’s maiden name.

And what do we make of David Markham, a generic Ballard avatar and the mediating consciousness of Millennium People? Is the first name a gesture towards Cronenberg? And the Markham bit, perhaps, a nod to Ballard’s early supporter and Hampstead friend, Kingsley Amis? Amis, under the pseudonym ‘Robert Markham’, wrote the posthumous James Bond novel, Colonel Sun.  The sun, presented on the Japanese flag seen on the cover of Empire of the Sun, has a symbolic role to play in Millennium People. There is a weird epiphany for Richard Gould, after the doorstep shooting of the Dando character in Fulham, when he lifts his arms and salutes the burning orb behind the leaves of the trees in Bishop’s Park.

Ballard’s millennial London is calibrated in ways we can only begin to understand as the years play out and the politics of development and regeneration speed to a critical point. After the mad clergyman has thrown his revolver into the Thames, he vanishes ‘into the infinite space of Greater London, a terrain beyond all maps’. At that intersection of time and place, when books and charts can no longer be trusted, Ballard’s stripped narratives become uncanny. Five years after the publication of his novel, there was a tragic incident in Chelsea that could have been lifted straight from the pages of Millennium People. A barrister, Mark Saunders, living in a quiet residential square, just off King’s Road, fired his shotgun indiscriminately at neighbours. The police were called. One of the eyewitnesses, Jane Winkworth, was in the private garden, working on shoe designs. Her clients, newspapers reported, had included Diana, Princess of Wales and now Kate Middleton. A police marksman returned fire and Mr Saunders received a fatal wound. The incident happened in Markham Square.

‘The sirens sounded for many days,’ Ballard wrote, ‘a melancholy tocsin that became the aural signature of west London.’ Producing his novel, right on the hinge of the new millennium, he demonstrated, yet again, a gift for travelling both ways in time, teaching us how to read the runes and how to confront the best as well as the worst of ourselves.

London, 2014





1
The Rebellion at Chelsea Marina

A SMALL REVOLUTION was taking place, so modest and well behaved that almost no one had noticed. Like a visitor to an abandoned film set, I stood by the entrance to Chelsea Marina and listened to the morning traffic in the Kings Road, a reassuring medley of car stereos and ambulance sirens. Beyond the gatehouse were the streets of the deserted estate, an apocalyptic vision deprived of its soundtrack. Protest banners sagged from the balconies, and I counted a dozen overturned cars and at least two burnt-out houses.

Yet none of the shoppers walking past me showed the slightest concern. Another Chelsea party had run out of control, though the guests were too drunk to realize it. And, in a way, this was true. Most of the rebels, and even a few of the ringleaders, never grasped what was happening in this comfortable enclave. But then these likeable and over-educated revolutionaries were rebelling against themselves.

Even I, David Markham, a trained psychologist infiltrated into Chelsea Marina as a police spy  a deception I was the last to discover  failed to see what was going on. But I was distracted by my unusual friendship with Richard Gould, the hard-working paediatrician who was the leader of the revolt  the Doctor Moreau of the Chelsea set, as our shared lover, Kay Churchill, christened him. Soon after our first meeting, Richard lost interest in Chelsea Marina and moved on to a far more radical revolution, which he knew was closer to my heart.

I approached the crime-scene tapes that closed the Kings Road entrance to the estate, and showed my pass to the two policemen waiting for the Home Secretarys arrival. The driver of a florists delivery van was arguing with them, pointing to a large display of arum lilies on the seat beside him. I guessed that a local resident, some happily married solicitor or account executive, had been too busy with the revolution to cancel his wifes birthday bouquet.

The constables were unmoved, refusing to let the driver into the estate. They sensed that something deeply suspect had taken place in this once law-abiding community, an event that required the presence of a cabinet minister and his retinue of worthies. The visitors  Home Office advisers, concerned churchmen, senior social workers and pyschologists, including myself  would begin their tour at noon, in an hours time. No armed police would guard us, on the safe assumption that a rebellious middle class was too well mannered to pose a physical threat. But, as I knew all too well, that was the threat.

Appearances proved nothing and everything. The policemen waved me through, barely glancing at my pass. Having been harangued for weeks by articulate mothers in the scruffiest jeans, they knew that my fashionable haircut, courtesy of BBC make-up, dove-grey suit and sunbed tan ruled me out as a native of Chelsea Marina. The residents would die rather than resemble a minor television guru, a renegade intellectual from the dubious world of video-conferencing and airport seminars.

But the suit was a disguise, which I had put on for the first time in six months, after stuffing my torn leather jacket and denims into the dustbin. I sprang lightly over the crime-scene tapes, far fitter than the policemen guessed. The terrorist actions, as the Home Secretary termed them, had soon toughened up a lazy physique softened by years of boarding lounges and hotel atriums. Even my wife Sally, forever tolerant and never surprised, was impressed by my muscular arms as she counted the bruises left by scuffles with police and security guards.

But a disguise could go too far. Catching sight of myself in the broken windows of the gatehouse, I loosened the knot of my tie. I was still unsure what role I was playing. Richard Gould and I had been seen together so often, and the constables should have recognized me as the chief accomplice of this hunted terrorist. When I waved to them they turned away, scanning the Kings Road for the Home Secretarys limousine. I felt a pang of disappointment. For a few seconds I had wanted them to challenge me.

In front of me lay Chelsea Marina, its streets empty as never before in its twenty-year existence. The entire population had vanished, leaving a zone of silence like an urban nature reserve. Eight hundred families had fled, abandoning their comfortable kitchens, herb gardens and book-lined living rooms. Without the slightest regret, they had turned their backs on themselves and all they had once believed in.

Beyond the rooftops I could hear the west London traffic, but it faded as I walked down Beaufort Avenue, the estates main thoroughfare. The vast metropolis that surrounded Chelsea Marina was still holding its breath. Here the revolution of the middle class had begun, not the uprising of a desperate proletariat, but the rebellion of the educated professional class who were societys keel and anchor. In these quiet roads, the scene of uncountable dinner parties, surgeons and insurance brokers, architects and health service managers, had built their barricades and overturned their cars to block the fire engines and rescue teams who were trying to save them. They rejected all offers of help, refusing to air their real grievances or to say whether any grievances existed at all.

The siege negotiators sent in by Kensington and Chelsea Council were met first by silence, then by mockery, and finally by petrol bombs. For reasons no one understood, the inhabitants of Chelsea Marina had set about dismantling their middle-class world. They lit bonfires of books and paintings, educational toys and videos. The television news showed families arm in arm, surrounded by overturned cars, their faces proudly lit by the flames.

I passed a fire-gutted BMW, lying wheels uppermost beside the kerb, and stared at its ruptured fuel tank. An airliner cruised over central London, and hundreds of broken windows trembled under the droning engines, as if releasing their last anger. Curiously, the residents who destroyed Chelsea Marina had shown no anger at all. They had quietly discarded their world as if putting out their rubbish for collection.

This uncanny calm and, more worryingly, the residents indifference to the huge financial penalties they would pay, had prompted the Home Secretarys visit. Henry Kendall, a colleague at the Institute with close Home Office contacts, told me that other sites of middle-class unrest were coming to light, in well-to-do suburbs of Guildford, Leeds and Manchester. All over England an entire professional caste was rejecting everything it had worked so hard to secure.

I watched the airliner cross the Fulham skyline, then lost it among the exposed roof-beams of a burnt-out house at the end of Beaufort Avenue. Its owners, a local headmistress and her doctor husband, had left Chelsea Marina with their three children, after holding out to the last minutes before the police riot teams overwhelmed them. They had been in the forefront of the rebellion, determined to expose the blatant injustice that ruled their lives. I imagined them endlessly circling the M25 in their muddy Land Rover, locked in a deep trance.

Where had they gone? Many of the residents had retreated to their country cottages, or were staying with friends who supported the struggle with food parcels and cheerful e-mails. Others had set off on indefinite tours of the Lake District and the Scottish Highlands. Towing their trailers, they were the vanguard of an itinerant middle class, a new tribe of university-trained gypsies who knew their law and would raise hell with local councils.

Kay Churchill, the film studies lecturer at South Bank University who became my landlady, was arrested by the police and released on bail. Still proclaiming the revolution, she held forth on an afternoon cable channel. Her cramped but comfortable home, with its shabby sofas and film stills, had been drowned by the powerful hoses of the Chelsea Fire Service.

I missed Kay and her shaky crown of ash-grey hair, her erratic opinions and ever-flowing wine, but her abandoned house was my reason for arriving an hour before the Home Secretary. I hoped that my laptop was still on the coffee table in Kays living room, where we had laid out our maps and planned the arson attacks on the National Film Theatre and the Albert Hall. During the final moments of the revolt, as the police helicopters hovered overhead, Kay was so determined to convert the handsome fire chief to her cause that his men had ample time to shatter her windows with their water jets. A neighbour had pulled Kay from the house, but the laptop was still there for the police forensic teams to find.

I reached the end of Beaufort Avenue, at the silent centre of Chelsea Marina. A seven-storey block of flats stood beside Cadogan Circle, banners hanging limply from the balconies and offering their slogans to the unlistening air. I crossed the road to Grosvenor Place, Kays raffish cul-de-sac and a reminder of another, older Chelsea. The short road had been home to a convicted antiques dealer, two lesbian marriages and an alcoholic Concorde pilot, and was a haven of bad company and good cheer.

I walked towards Kays dishevelled house, listening to my footsteps click behind me, echoes of guilt trying to flee the scene but managing only to approach itself. Distracted by the sight of so many empty houses, I tripped on the kerb and leaned against a builders skip heaped with household possessions. The revolutionaries, as ever considerate of their neighbours, had ordered a dozen of these huge containers in the week before the uprising.

A burnt-out Volvo sat beside the road, but the proprieties still ruled, and it had been pushed into a parking bay. The rebels had tidied up after their revolution. Almost all the overturned cars had been righted, keys left in their ignitions, ready for the repossession men.

The skip was filled with books, tennis rackets, childrens toys and a pair of charred skis. Beside a school blazer with scorched piping was an almost new worsted suit, the daytime uniform of a middle-ranking executive, lying among the debris like the discarded fatigues of a soldier who had thrown down his rifle and taken to the hills. The suit seemed strangely vulnerable, the abandoned flag of an entire civilization, and I hoped that one of the Home Secretarys aides would point it out to him. I tried to think of an answer if I was asked to comment. As a member of the Adler Institute, which specialized in industrial relations and the psychology of the workplace, I was nominally an expert on the emotional life of the office and the mental problems of middle managers. But the suit was difficult to explain away.

Kay Churchill would have known what to reply. As I stepped through the pools of water outside her house I could hear her voice inside my head: bullying, pleading, sensible and utterly mad. The middle class was the new proletariat, the victims of a centuries-old conspiracy, at last throwing off the chains of duty and civic responsibility.

For once, the absurd answer was probably the right one.

The firemen had drenched the house, making sure that Kay would never set it alight. Water still dripped from the eaves, and a faint mist rose from the brickwork. The open-plan living room was a marine grotto, moisture seeping through the cracked ceiling, turning the walls into damp tapestries. I stood between the Ozu and Bresson posters, almost expecting Kay to emerge from the kitchen with two glasses and a bottle of some admirers wine, insisting that the battle had been won.

Kay had left, but her cheerful and rackety world was still in place  the Post-it notes on the mirror above the fireplace, the lecture invitations from anarchist groups, and the cairn of white pebbles on the mantelpiece. Each stone, she told me, was a memento of a summer love affair on a Greek beach. Beads of moisture covered the framed photograph of her daughter, now a teenager in Australia, taken on a last holiday before custody was awarded to her husband. Kay had moved on, claiming that memory was a baited trap, last nights dregs in a lipstick-smeared glass, but sometimes I caught her wiping her tears from the photograph and pressing the frame to her breast.

The sofa where Kay and I had dozed together was a sodden hulk. But my laptop lay among the film scripts and magazines. The hard drive contained more than enough evidence to convict me as Richard Goulds co-conspirator. There were lists of video stores to be torched, travel agencies to be attacked, galleries and museums to be sabotaged, and the teams of residents assigned to each action. Trying to impress Kay, I had appended notes on the damage done, injuries to team members and likely insurance claims. Tapping out these unnecessary details, Kays arm warmly around my shoulders, I sometimes felt that I was unrolling a carpet that ran straight to my prison cell.

Thinking fondly about Kay, I reached out to straighten the portrait of her daughter. A shard of glass slipped from the frame and cut my palm, lightly severing the life-line. As I stared at the bright smear and searched for my handkerchief, I realized that this was the only blood I had shed in Chelsea Marina during the entire rebellion.

Laptop under my arm, I closed the front door behind me. I stared for a last time at the wooden panelling, and in the smooth enamel saw a window move and catch the sun. An open casement swung on the top floor of the apartment building beside Cadogan Circle. Bizarrely, a hand reached out and cleaned the panes, shook a duster and then withdrew.

I stepped into the street and walked towards the apartments, passing a burnt-out Saab sitting in its long-term bay. Were squatters moving into Chelsea Marina, giving up their soft drugs and hard mattresses? Were they ready to try a new lifestyle, to face the problems of school fees and Brazilian daily helps, ballet classes and BUPA subscriptions? Our modest revolution would become part of the folkloric calendar, to be celebrated along with the last night of the Proms and the Wimbledon tennis fortnight.

Pressing the handkerchief to my palm, I pumped the elevator buttons in the hall of the apartment building. Frustratingly, all electric power to Chelsea Marina had been disconnected. I climbed the stairs, resting on each landing, surrounded by the open doors of abandoned apartments, an actor searching for the right stage set. I was light-headed when I reached the top floor. Without thinking, I pushed back the unlocked door and stared across the empty living room at the window that had swung in the sunlight.

A third-floor tenant of the same apartment house, Vera Blackburn, was a former government scientist and a close friend of Kay Churchills. I remembered that the top-floor flat was owned by a young optician and her husband. The living-room windows had the clearest views in Chelsea Marina, looking down Beaufort Avenue along the route that the Home Secretary would take on his inspection tour.

I stepped over a discarded suitcase and entered the room. A blue canvas bag lay on the desk, its side embossed with the seal of the Metropolitan Police, part of the equipment carried by riot-control teams. Inside would be stun guns, canisters of tear gas and the cattle prods with which the police defended themselves against their ever-present enemies.

The laptop had grown more heavy in my hand, a half-conscious warning signal. I could hear two people speaking in the nearby bedroom, a mans curt but low tones and a womans sharper replies. I assumed that a police constable and a woman colleague were keeping watch on the Home Secretarys approach. Methodical to a fault, they had wiped the windows to give themselves the clearest view possible of the Cabinet Minister and his sagely nodding advisers. Finding me in their observation post, they would assume the worst, and soon decide that a psychologists laptop was a potentially offensive weapon.

Trying not to trip over the suitcase, I edged towards the door, aware for the first time of the opticians diagrams pinned to the wall above the desk, target-like circles and rows of meaningless letters that resembled coded messages.

The bedroom door opened and a distracted man in a shabby suit stepped into the living room. The sun was behind him, but I could see his undernourished face, and the light flaring off his high temples. He noticed me, but seemed preoccupied with a problem of his own, as if I were a patient who had called at his surgery without an appointment. He stared through the window at the empty streets and fire-damaged houses with the tired gaze of an overworked doctor trying to carry out his medical work in a wartorn Middle East suburb.

At last he turned to me, smiling with a sudden show of warmth.

David? Come in. Weve all been waiting for you.

Despite myself, I knew that I was eager to see him.






2
The Heathrow Bomb

MY SEDUCTION BY Dr Richard Gould, and the revolution he launched at Chelsea Marina, began only four months earlier, though I often felt that I had known this disgraced childrens doctor since my student years. He was the maverick who attended no lectures and sat no exams, a solitary with an unpressed suit and a syllabus of his own, but who managed to move on to a postgraduate degree and a successful professional career. He came into our lives like a figure from one of tomorrows dreams, a stranger who took for granted that we would become his most devoted disciples.

A telephone call was our first warning of Goulds arrival. My mobile rang as we were leaving for Heathrow Airport and a three-day conference of industrial psychologists in Florida. I was steering Sally down the staircase and assumed the call was one of those last-minute messages from the Institute designed to unsettle my flight across the Atlantic  the resignation of a valued secretary, the news that a much-liked colleague had gone into rehab, an urgent e-mail from a company chairman who had discovered Jungs theory of archetypes and was convinced that it outlined the future of kitchenware design.

I left Sally to answer the phone while I took our suitcases into the hall. A natural mender and healer, she had the knack of making everyone feel better. Within minutes the check-in queues at Heathrow would melt away, and the Atlantic would smooth itself into a dance floor. I stood outside the front door and scanned the crescent for our hire car. A few taxis penetrated into this quiet turning off the Abbey Road, but were soon commandeered by Beatles fans making their pilgrimage to the recording studios, or by well-lunched MCC members swaying from Lords cricket ground into the unsettling world beyond pad and crease. I had booked the car to arrive two hours before our Miami flight from Terminal 3, but the usually reliable Mr Prashar was already twenty minutes late.

Sally was still on the phone when I returned to the sitting room. She leaned against the mantelpiece, smoothing her shoulder-length hair with a casual hand, as handsome as an actress in a thirties Hollywood film. Mirrors held their breath around Sally.

So She switched off the phone. We wait and hope.

Sally? Who was that? Not Professor Arnold, please

Gripping a walking stick in each hand, Sally swayed from the mantelpiece. I stepped back, as always humouring her little fantasy that she was handicapped. Only the previous afternoon she had played ping-pong with a colleagues wife, sticks forgotten on the table as she batted the ball to and fro. She had not needed the sticks for months, but still reached for them at moments of stress.

Your friend Mr Prashar. She leaned against me, scented scalp pressed to my cheek. Theres a problem at Heathrow. Tailbacks as far as Kew. He thinks theres no point in leaving until they clear.

What about the flight?

Delayed. Nothings taking off. The whole airport is down.

So what do we do?

Have a large drink. Sally pushed me towards the liquor cabinet. Prashar will ring in fifteen minutes. At least he cares.

Right. As I poured two Scotch and sodas I glanced through the window at Sallys car, with its fading disability sticker on the windscreen, wheelchair folded in the rear seat. Sally, I can drive us there. Well take your car.

Mine? You cant cope with the controls.

Dear, I designed them. Ill use the hard shoulder, headlights, plenty of horn. Well leave it in the short-term car park. Its better than sitting here.

Here we can get drunk.

Lying back on the sofa, Sally raised her glass, trying to revive me. The war of succession at the Adler, the struggle to replace Professor Arnold, had left me tired and scratchy, and she was keen to get me to the other side of the Atlantic. The conference at Celebration, Disneys model community in Florida, was a useful chance to park an exhausted husband by a hotel swimming pool. Travelling abroad was an effort for her  the knee-jarring geometry of taxis and bathrooms, and the American psychologists who saw a glamorous woman swaying on her sticks as a special kind of erotic challenge. But Sally was always game, even if for much of the time her only company would be the minibar.

I lay beside her on the sofa, our glasses tapping, and listened to the traffic. It was noisier than usual, the Heathrow tailback feeding its frustration into inner London.

Ten minutes. I finished my Scotch, already thinking not of the next drink, but of the one after that. I have a feeling were not going to make it.

Relax Sally poured her whisky into my glass. You didnt want to go in the first place.

Yes and no. Its having to shake hands with Mickey Mouse that drives me up the wall. Americans love these Disney hotels.

Dont be mean. They remind them of their childhoods.

Childhoods they didnt actually have. What about the rest of us  why do we have to be reminded of American childhoods?

Thats the modern world in a nutshell. Sally sniffed her empty glass, nostrils flaring like the gills of an exotic and delicate fish. At least it gets you away.

All these trips? Lets face it, theyre just a delusion. Air travel, the whole Heathrow thing, its a collective flight from reality. People walk up to the check-ins and for once in their lives they know where theyre going. Poor sods, its printed on their tickets. Look at me, Sally. Im just as bad. Flying off to Florida isnt what I really want to do. Its a substitute for resigning from the Adler. I havent the courage to do that.

You have.

Not yet. Its a safe haven, a glorified university department packed with ambitious neurotics. Think of it  there are thirty senior psychologists cooped up together, and every one of them hated his father.

Didnt you?

I never met him. It was the one good thing my mother did for me. Now, wheres Prashar?

I stood up and went to the telephone. Sally picked up the TV remote from the carpet and switched on the lunchtime news. The picture swam into view, and I recognized a familiar airport concourse.

Davidlook. Sally sat forward, gripping the sticks beside her feet. Something awful

I listened to Prashars voice, but my eyes were held by the news bulletin. The reporters commentary was drowned by the wailing of police sirens. He stepped back from the camera as an ambulance team pushed a trolley through the mle of passengers and airline personnel. A barely conscious woman lay on the trolley, rags of clothing across her chest, blood speckling her arms. Dust swirled in the air, billowing above the boutiques and bureaux de change, a frantic microclimate trying to escape through the ventilator ducts.

Behind the trolley was the main arrivals gate of Terminal 2, guarded by police armed with sub-machine guns. A harried group of hire-car drivers waited at the barrier, the names flagged on their cardboard signs already at half-mast. A man carrying an executive briefcase stepped from the arrivals gate, the sleeveless jacket of his double-breasted suit exposing a bloodied arm. He stared at the signs raised towards him, as if trying to remember his own name. Two paramedics and an Aer Lingus hostess knelt on the floor, treating an exhausted passenger who clutched an empty suitcase that had lost its lid.

Mr Markham? A voice sounded faintly in my ear. This is Prashar speaking

Without thinking, I switched off the phone. I stood beside the sofa, my hands steadying Sallys shoulders. She was shivering like a child, her fingers wiping her nose, as if the violent images on the screen reminded her of her own near-fatal accident.

Sally, youre safe here. Youre with me.

Im fine. She calmed herself and pointed to the set. There was a bomb on a baggage carousel. David, we might have been there. Was anyone killed?

Three dead, twenty-six injured I read the caption on the screen. Lets hope there are no children.

Sally fumbled with the remote control, turning up the sound. Dont they issue a warning? Codewords the police recognize? Why bomb the arrivals lounge?

Some people are mad. Sally, were all right.

No one is all right.

She held my arm and made me sit beside her. Together we stared at the pictures from the concourse. Police, first-aid crews and duty-free staff were helping injured passengers to the waiting ambulances. Then the picture changed, and we were watching an amateur video taken by a passenger who had entered the baggage-reclaim area soon after the explosion. The film-maker stood with his back to the customs checkpoints, evidently too shocked by the violence that had torn through the crowded hall to put down his camera and offer help to the victims.

Dust seethed below the ceiling, swirling around the torn sections of strip lighting that hung from the roof. Overturned trollies lay on the floor, buckled by the blast. Stunned passengers sat beside their suitcases, clothes stripped from their backs, covered with blood and fragments of leather and glass.

The video camera lingered on the stationary carousel, its panels splayed like rubber fans. The baggage chute was still discharging suitcases, and a set of golf clubs and a childs pushchair tumbled together among the heaped luggage.

Ten feet away, two injured passengers sat on the floor, watching the suitcases emerge from the chute. One was a man in his twenties, wearing jeans and the rags of a plastic windcheater. When the first rescuers reached him, a policeman and an airport security guard, the young man began to comfort a middle-aged African lying beside him.

The other passenger gazing at the baggage chute was a woman in her late thirties, with a sharp forehead and a bony but attractive face, dark hair knotted behind her. She wore a tailored black suit pitted with glass, like the sequinned tuxedo of a nightclub hostess. A piece of flying debris had drawn blood from her lower lip, but she seemed almost untouched by the explosion. She brushed the dust from her sleeve and stared sombrely at the confusion around her, a busy professional late for her next appointment.

David? Sally reached for her sticks. What is it?

Im not sure. I left the sofa and knelt in front of the screen, nearly certain that I recognized the woman. But the amateur cameraman turned to survey the ceiling, where a fluorescent tube was discharging a cascade of sparks, fireworks in a madhouse. I think thats someone I know.

The woman in the dark suit?

Its hard to tell. Her face reminded me of I looked at my watch, and noticed our luggage in the hall. Weve missed our flight to Miami.

Never mind. This woman you saw  was it Laura?

I think so. I took Sallys hands, noticing how steady they felt. It did look like her.

It cant be. Sally left me and sat on the sofa, searching for her whisky. The news bulletin had returned to the concourse, where the hire-car drivers were walking away, placards lowered. Theres a contact number for relatives. Ill dial it for you.

Sally, Im not a relative.

You were married for eight years. Sally spoke matter-of-factly, as if describing my membership of a disbanded lunching club. Theyll tell you how she is.

She looked all right. It might have been Laura. That expression of hers, always impatient

Call Henry Kendall at the Institute. Hell know.

Henry? Why?

Hes living with Laura.

True. Still, I dont want to panic the poor man. What if Im wrong?

I dont think you are. Sally spoke in her quietest voice, a sensible teenager talking to a rattled parent. You need to find out. Laura meant a lot to you.

That was a long time ago. Aware of her faintly




















INTERVIEW
J. G. Ballard talks to Vanora Bennett

Did you always know you would become a writer?

Yes. As a child I was always writing. I think I had a certain flair, because of what happened at my school in Shanghai, when I was eight or nine and was set lines as a punishment. The book I was told to copy from was Westward Ho!, and as I was copying it I realised it was about the Spanish Main, pirates and the like, and it would be much easier to make it up myself. So this is what I did from then on. Once, when I handed in my lines, the master read them and said, ‘Ballard, next time you’re given lines, don’t pick a trashy novel. Pick one of the classics.’ So I realised I had a flair. And I went on, writing stories and then finally science fiction in the mid-1950s and became a professional writer.

What impact did your childhood experience of internment in Shanghai during World War Two have?

A very big impact. Shanghai during World War Two, and my period interned in a Japanese camp, was a sort of very extreme version of ordinary life. I experienced so many things that my children, for example, will never experience. Living in a camp for nearly three years was like living in a huge slum. I was living, in effect, the kind of life that refugees live today in Africa and the Middle East: very short of food, very cramped. Also I saw adults around me in a state of great stress, and that’s something that most children today never see. Also I saw an occupied city, enemy soldiers on the street and tanks rumbling around, bombing and all the rest of it. It was a very extreme world. I think that feeds into the imagination. It’s like being in a plane crash. If you walk away, you’re never going to forget it.

Have you ever been back to China?

Yes, in 1991, forty-five years after leaving. It was very strange – like time travelling, going back to my childhood. There were a huge number of skyscrapers, of course, but on street level it was still there, the family house was still there and the camp was still there – it’s a school now. It was very strange.

After the war you went to England and pursued a very different, very English life: studying medicine at Cambridge for two years, then doing various young man’s jobs including being a copywriter and a porter at Covent Garden fruit market. What did this abrupt change in lifestyle bring to your writing?

I think probably my wartime experiences gave me a need to discover, if I could, what was wrong with the world, why were human beings so busy killing each other, why was there so much cruelty? I was interested in medicine, so I thought, ‘I’ll become a doctor.’ So I began my medical studies. After two years I’d done enough. I knew I had to become a writer.

I did science fiction at first because I didn’t want to write the Hampstead novel, and the great thing about science fiction was that nobody in it lived in Hampstead. Also science fiction was about change, and I was interested in change because England in the 1950s was beginning to change – motorcars, TV, supermarkets, jet travel, the consumer society were all arriving, and England was changing in a very dramatic way. I wanted to write about change.

Which writers and artists have most influenced you?

Graham Greene was a big influence; Kafka; and the Surrealist painters because they were painting what I called ‘inner space’. My science fiction was not about outer space but about psychological change, psychological space.

Your mature fiction focuses on what is just about to happen in a given community. What kind of real-life event will suggest a novel to you?

I just have a feeling in my bones: there’s something odd going on, and I explore that by writing a novel, by trying to find the unconscious logic that runs below the surface and looking for the hidden wiring. It’s as if there are all these strange lights, and I’m looking for the wiring and the fuse box.

In the forty-plus years that you’ve lived there, your own home in Shepperton has gone from rural idyll to ‘a suburb of London airport’. Perhaps it’s unsurprising that your book is full of landscapes of suburban alienation?

Yes, I’m fascinated by the psychology of gated communities and the England of the M25. Not Heritage England or Heritage London – the bus parks and executive housing, CCTV cameras, airports. A lot of the bleak scenarios I’ve thought of have come true. When we look back over the last thirty years, meaningless violence has become very common: people who walk into supermarkets and start shooting at random, violence like Jill Dando’s killing or even these latest ghastly bombs in Madrid. It’s not certain if any of the people who carry out these atrocities have any justification, even in their own minds. It may be violence for violence’s sake. That’s dangerous because you can’t predict it. Maybe people are so bored and modern life is so empty that they want to drop a bomb or kill someone just to feel alive.

In your personal life you’re known as a devoted family man. Are there other writers and artists in your family?

I have three children and four grandchildren, of whom I’m very proud. I see a lot of them and my family have always been very important to me. My wife died a long time ago, in 1964, and I brought up my children myself.

How do you organise your time? Do you write by timetable?

Yes. Unless you’re disciplined, all you end up with is a lot of empty wine bottles. All through my career I’ve written 1,000 words a day – even if I’ve got a hangover. You’ve got to discipline yourself if you’re a professional. There’s no other way.

In 2003 you refused a CBE. Why?

(He chuckles.) If I could have called myself Commander Ballard I would have accepted! I think too much is made of these things.
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