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  INTRODUCTION


  Theres a famous image by the Dutch artist M.C. Escher that has always reminded me of The Affirmation. Its called Drawing Hands. In it, a
  sheet of paper is tacked to a board. In one corner of the paper is the cuff of a shirt, roughly sketched. From this emerges a wrist and a hand, growing more and more real the further they get from
  the cuff  indeed, the hand is real enough that it extends beyond the edge of the paper. The hand holds a pencil, which sketches another cuff in the opposite corner of the paper. From this
  emerges another hand, very similar to the first. The pencil it holds sketches the first cuff.


  These two realities, looping back on each other, are one way of understanding the book. But The Affirmation is so carefully-worked a novel, and so much of its power derives from the way
  it reveals itself, that even more than with other books Id recommend readers finish it before reading my (or anyone elses) views on it. It was first published in 1981, and it uses
  motifs that Priest had tried out before in the reality-games of Inverted World (1974) and A Dream of Wessex (1977). They would reappear in later books like The Glamour (1984),
  The Prestige (1995) and The Separation (2002). Peter Sinclair begins his story by telling us his name, his age, and his nationality  prefaced by This much I know for
  sure. Someone whos read Priests other works will know that, instead, this is whats to be most distrusted.


  As Peter tells it, he is a young man living in the contemporary world. Reeling from the successive blows of redundancy and the end of his relationship, he goes into retreat at a house loaned to
  him by a family friend. There he attempts to make sense of his life  first by writing it as straight autobiography, then by fictionalising it. The setting he chooses is similar to the one
  Priest had used in several other stories, collected in The Dream Archipelago (1999). Peter carefully explains a mapping between characters in his life and the manuscript so that, for
  instance, his ex-girlfriend Gracia becomes Seri. But the Peter in the Dream Archipelago is also fictionalising his life into one that resembles that of the Peter in our world. These two realities
  begin intersecting with each other in increasingly elaborate ways.


  The term unreliable narration is used often enough to describe the first-person stories of people who may lie or omit crucial details  as in Nabokovs Pale Fire
  (1962) or Wolfes The Book of the New Sun (198083). But it seems to me too weak a term to describe whats going on in The Affirmation. There are certainly indications that
  Peter is not telling the truth, as when his sister visits him in Chapter 4 and makes clear that what she sees is very different from what he has been describing. Its impossible to say which
  of them is correct, but theres clearly an issue here about the accuracy of what weve been told. However, as I say, the real crux of the book is the loop of stories it creates between
  our world and the other one.


  Theres a further layer to be understood here. The Peter were first introduced to appears to be in our world; his Dream Archipelago counterpart is in a fantastic world
  thats not ours. Its a similar situation to Philip K Dicks The Man in the High Castle (1962), whose characters live in a world where Hitler won World War II and begin to
  perceive the possibility that there might be another world where he lost. Because we know were living in the real world, theres a kind of irony in play: we feel in some
  sense superior to the Dream Archipelago narrative because we know its just fantastic. But is that the end of it? Priest allows both similar footing in the narrative, and
  theres no sense that one is realer than the other. The Dream Archipelago may be a kind of fiction  the sort of science fiction that many of Priests books critique
   but Peters life is shown to be a fiction too.


  In a sense, of course, we know that the Dream Archipelago Peter is just made up of marks on paper. But so is the real-world one. The exercise that both narrators are conducting, of
  creating fictions, is the same as the exercise Priest is conducting in writing The Affirmation. But the dizzying thing about a loop that the book describes  or the loop of
  Eschers hands  is that theres no way out of it (in a contemporary review in the journal Foundation, Ian Watson suggested that The Affirmation could be read, in a
  sense, as a sequel to itself).


  Re-reading the novel, its striking how early on the hints are laid down about Peters plans. For instance, in the second chapter his redecoration of one room in the house
  foreshadows much of whats to come later: What most excited me was the discovery that what I had imagined for the room had come to be. The conception of it had influenced its
  execution. His fictionalised self is an exercise of the same kind, an exercise in construction of identity. But how do we know the first Peter were presented with isnt a
  construction of the same kind? As Peter says much later on, life is memory, but the memory cheats. To put it less politely, fictions like Peters are constructed of lies,
  often in the most self-serving way. In a sense, everything in this book must be subject to doubt. How is it possible to find a way out of maze?


  Two pointers given by Priest outside the main narrative seem to me to be indicators of the overall shape of the book. The first is the Yeats poem, Sailing to Byzantium, that
  hes chosen as an epigraph. Its a poem about many things, but not least immortality: how one might transcend bodily life and be gathered into the artifice of eternity.
  This ties in with the athanasia treatment that Peter seeks in the Dream Archipelago. So is the fiction of the Dream Archipelago the place where one can become immortal, if only as marks on paper?
  The closing pages certainly hint at this. The second is the title itself: the affirmation of what? Not, as Ive suggested above, of any certainties about who is telling the story or why.
  Certainly not the affirmation of any pieties about the goodness of human beings. Maybe simply an affirmation that stories are possible, that to create one is to extend a hand. Its a
  different question, of course, whether youll find another hand.


  
    Graham Sleight

  


  

    
  


  CHAPTER 1


  This much I know for sure:


  My name is Peter Sinclair, I am English and I am, or I was, twenty-nine years old. Already there is an uncertainty, and my sureness recedes. Age is a variable; I am no longer
  twenty-nine.


  I once thought that the emphatic nature of words ensured truth. If I could find the right words, then with the proper will I could by assertion write all that was true. I have
  since learned that words are only as valid as the mind that chooses them, so that of essence all prose is a form of deception. To choose too carefully is to become pedantic, closing the imagination
  to wider visions, yet to err the other way is to invite anarchy into ones mind. If I am to reveal myself then I prefer to do so by my choices, rather than by my accidents. Some might say
  that such accidents are the product of the unconscious mind, and thus inherently interesting, but as I write this I am warned by what is to follow. Much is unclear. At this outset I need that
  tedious quality of pedanticism. I have to choose my words with care. I want to be sure.


  Therefore, I shall begin again. In the summer of 1976, the year Edwin Miller lent me his cottage, I was twenty-nine years old.


  I can be as certain of this as I am of my name, because they are both from independent sources. One is the gift of parents, the other the product of the calendar. Neither can
  be disputed.


  In the spring of that year, while still twenty-eight, I came to a turning-point in my life. It amounted to a run of bad luck, caused by a number of external events over which I
  had little or no control. These misfortunes were all independent of each other, yet because they all came together in the space of a few weeks it seemed as if they were part of some terrible
  conspiracy against me.


  In the first place, my father died. It was an unexpected and premature death, of an undetected cerebral aneurysm. I had a good relationship with him, simultaneously intimate
  and distant; after the death of our mother some twelve years earlier, my sister Felicity and I had been united with him at an age when most adolescents are resisting their parents. Within two or
  three years, partly because I went away to university, and partly because Felicity and I became alienated from each other, this closeness had been broken. The three of us had for several years
  lived in different parts of the country, and were together only rarely. Even so, the memories of that short period in my teens lent an unspoken bond between my father and me, and we both valued
  it.


  He died solvent but not rich. He also died intestate, which meant that I had to be involved in a number of tedious meetings with his solicitor. At the end of it all, Felicity
  and I each received half of his money. It was not large enough to make much difference to either of us, but in my case it was sufficient to cushion me from some of what followed.


  Because, in the second place, following a few days after the news of my fathers death, I heard that I was soon to be made redundant.


  It was a time of recession in the country, with inflating prices, strikes, unemployment, a shortage of capital. Smugly, with my middle-class confidence, I had assumed my degree
  would insure me against any of this. I worked as a formulation chemist for a flavour house, supplying a large pharmaceutical company, but there was an amalgamation with another group, a change of
  policy, and my firm had to close my department. Again, I assumed that finding another job would be a mere technicality. I had qualifications and experience, and I was prepared to be adaptable, but
  many other science graduates were made redundant at the same time and few jobs were available.


  Then I was served notice to quit my flat. Government legislation, by marginally protecting the tenant at the expense of the landlord, had disrupted the forces of supply and
  demand. Rather than rent property, it was becoming more advantageous to buy and sell. In my case, I rented an apartment on the first floor of a large old house in Kilburn, and had lived there for
  several years. The house was sold to a property company, though, and almost at once I was told to get out. There were appeal procedures, and I embarked on them, but with my other worries at the
  time I did not act promptly or effectively enough. It was soon clear I should have to vacate. But where in London could one move to? My own case was far from untypical, and more and more people
  were hunting for flats in an ever-shrinking market. Rents were going up quickly. People who had security of tenure stayed put, or, if they moved, transferred the tenancy to friends. I did what I
  could: I registered with agencies, answered advertisements, asked my friends to let me know if they heard of a place coming free, but in all the time I was under notice to quit I never even got so
  far as to look at any places, let alone find somewhere suitable.


  It was in this context of circumstantial disaster that Gracia and I fell out. This, alone of all my problems, was one in which I played a part, for which I bore some
  responsibility.


  I was in love with Gracia, and she, I believe, with me. We had known each other a long time, and had passed through all the stages of novelty, acceptance, deepening passion,
  temporary disillusionment, rediscovery, habit. She was sexually irresistible to me. We could be good company to each other, complement our moods, yet still retain sufficient differences from each
  other to be surprising.


  In this was our downfall. Gracia and I aroused non-sexual passions in each other that neither of us had ever experienced with anyone else. I was normally placid, yet when I was
  with her I was capable of degrees of anger and love and bitterness that always shocked me, so powerful were they. Everything was heightened with Gracia, everything assumed an immediacy or
  importance that created havoc. She was mercurial, able to change her mind or her mood with infuriating ease, and she was cluttered with neuroses and phobias which at first I found endearing, but
  which the longer I knew her only obstructed everything else. Because of them she was at once predatory and vulnerable, capable of wounding and being wounded in equal measure, although at different
  times. I never learned how to be with her.


  The rows, when we had them, came suddenly and violently. I was always taken unawares, yet once they had started I realized that the tensions had been building up for days.
  Usually the rows cleared the air, and we would make up with a renewed closeness, or with sex. Gracias temperament allowed her to forgive quickly or not at all. In every case but one she
  forgave quickly, and the one time she did not was of course the last. It was an awful, squalid row, on a street corner in London, with people walking past us trying not to stare or listen, with
  Gracia screaming and swearing at me, and I stricken with an impenetrable coldness, violently angry inside but iron-clad outside. After I left her I went home and was sick. I tried to ring her, but
  she was never there; I could not get to her. It happened while I was job-hunting, flat-hunting, trying to adjust to the death of my father.


  Those, then, were the facts, insofar as my choice of words can describe them.


  How I reacted to all this is another matter. Nearly everyone has to suffer the loss of a parent at some point in life, new jobs and flats can be found in time, and the
  unhappiness that follows the end of a love-affair eventually goes away, or is replaced by the excitement of meeting another person. But for me all these came at once; I felt like a man who had been
  knocked down, then trodden on before he could get up. I was demoralized, bruised and miserable, obsessed with the accumulating unfairness of life and the crushing mess of London. I focused much of
  my distemper on London: I noticed only its bad qualities. The noise, the dirt, the crowds, the expensive public transport, the inefficient service in shops and restaurants, the delays and muddles:
  all these seemed to me symptomatic of the random factors that had disrupted my life. I was tired of London, tired of being myself and living in it. But there was no hope in such a response, because
  I was becoming inward-looking, passive and self-destructive.


  Then, a fortunate accident. Through having to sort out my fathers papers and letters, I came in contact again with Edwin Miller.


  Edwin was a family friend, but I had not seen him for years. My last memory, in fact, was of him and his wife visiting the house while I was still at school. I must then have
  been thirteen or fourteen. Impressions from childhood are unreliable: I remembered Edwin, and other adult friends of my parents, with an uncritical sense of liking, but this was second-hand from my
  parents. I had no opinions of my own. A combination of schoolwork, adolescent rivalries and passions, glandular discoveries, and everything else of that age, must have been making a more immediate
  impression on me.


  It was refreshing to meet him from the vantage of my own adulthood. He turned out to be in his early sixties, suntanned, wiry, full of an unassumed friendliness. We had dinner
  together at his hotel on the edge of Bloomsbury. It was still early spring, and the tourist season had barely begun, but Edwin and I were like an island of Englishness in the restaurant. I remember
  a group of German businessmen at a table near ours, some Japanese, some people from the Middle East; even the waitresses who brought us our portions of roast topside beef were Malaysian or
  Filipino. All this was emphasized by Edwins bluff, provincial accent, reminding me irresistibly of my childhood in the suburbs of Manchester. I had grown used to the increasingly
  cosmopolitan nature of shops and restaurants in London, but it was Edwin who somehow underlined it, made it seem unnatural. I was aware all through the meal of a distracting nostalgia for a time
  when life had been simpler. It had been narrower, too, and the vague memories were a distraction because not all of them were pleasant. Edwin was a kind of symbol of that past, and for the first
  half-hour, while we were still exchanging pleasantries, I saw him as representing the background I had happily escaped when I first moved back to London.


  Yet I liked him too. He was nervous of me  perhaps I also represented some kind of symbol to him  and compensated for this by too much generosity about how well I
  had been doing. He seemed to know a lot about me, at least on a superficial level, and I presumed he had got all this from my father. In the end his lack of guile made me own up, and I told him
  frankly what had happened to my job. This led inevitably to my telling him most of the rest.


  It happened to me too, Peter, he said. A long time ago, just after the war. Youd have thought there were a lot of jobs around then, but the lads
  were coming back from the Forces, and we had some bad winters.


  What did you do?


  I must have been about your age then. Youre never too old for a fresh start. I was on the dole for a bit, then got a job with your dad. Thats how we met,
  you know.


  I didnt know. Another residue of childhood: I assumed, as I had always assumed, that parents and their friends never actually met but had somehow always known one
  another.


  Edwin reminded me of my father. Although physically unalike they were about the same age, and shared some interests. The similarities were mostly my creation, perceived from
  within. It was perhaps the flat northern accent, the intonation of sentences, the manneristic pragmatism of an industrial life.


  He was just as I remembered him, but this was impossible. We were both fifteen years older, and he must have been in his late forties when I last saw him. His hair was grey,
  and thin on the crown; his neck and eyes were heavily wrinkled; there was a stiffness in his right arm, which he remarked on once or twice. He could not possibly have looked like this before, yet
  sitting there in the hotel restaurant with him I was reassured by the familiarity of his appearance.


  I thought of other people I had met again after a period of time. There was always the first surprise, an internal jolt: he has changed, she looks older. Then, within a few
  seconds, the perception changes and all that can be seen are the similarities. The mind adjusts, the eye allows; the ageing process, the differences of clothes and hair and possessions, are edited
  out by the will to detect continuity. Memory is mistrusted in the recognition of more important identifications. Body-weight might differ, but a persons height or bone-structure do not. Soon
  it is as if nothing at all has altered. The mind erases backwards, re-creating what one remembers.


  I knew Edwin ran his own business. After a few years working for my father he had set up on his own. At first he had taken on general engineering jobs, but eventually set up a
  factory that specialized in mechanical valves. These days his principal customer was the Ministry of Defence, and he supplied hydraulic valves to the Royal Navy. He had intended to retire at sixty,
  but the business was prospering and he enjoyed his work. It occupied the major part of his life.


  Ive bought a little cottage in Herefordshire, near the Welsh border. Nothing special, but just right for Marge and me. We were going to retire down there last
  year, but the place needs a lot of doing up. Its still empty.


  How much work is there to do? I said.


  Mostly redecorating. The place hasnt been lived in for a couple of years. It needs rewiring, but that can wait. And the plumbings a bit antiquated, you
  could say.


  Would you like me to make a start on it? Im not sure I could take on the plumbing, but Id have a go at the rest.


  It was an idea that was sudden and attractive. An escape from my problems had presented itself. In my recently acquired hatred of London, the countryside had assumed a wistful,
  romantic presence in my mind. Talking about Edwins cottage, that dream took on a concrete shape, and I became certain that if I stayed in London I would only sink further into the
  helplessness of self-pity. Everything became plausible to me, and I tried to talk Edwin into renting me his cottage.


  Ill lend it to you free, lad, Edwin said. You can have it as long as you need it. Provided, of course, you do a spot of decorating, and when Marge
  and me decide its time to give it all up, then youll have to look for somewhere else to go.


  Itll be for just a few months. Long enough to get myself back on my feet.


  Well see.


  We discussed a few details, but the arrangement was finalized in a matter of minutes. I could move down there as soon as I liked; Edwin would mail me the keys. The village of
  Weobley was less than half a mile away, the garden would have to be looked at, it was a long way to the nearest mainline railway station, they wanted white paint downstairs and Marge had her own
  ideas about the bedrooms, the phone was disconnected but there was a call-box in the village, the septic tank would have to be emptied and perhaps cleaned out.


  Edwin almost forced the house on me once we had convinced each other it was a good idea. It was worrying him while it was empty, he said, and houses were made for living in. He
  would fix up with a local builder to come in and repair the plumbing, and do some rewiring, but if I wanted to feel I was earning my stay I could do as much of the work as I wished. There was only
  one proviso: Marge would want the garden done a certain way. They might come down and visit me at weekends, to lend a hand.


  In the days that followed this meeting I began to act positively for the first time in several weeks. Edwin had given me the spur, and I moved forward with purpose. Of course I
  could not move down to Herefordshire straight away, but from the moment I left him everything I did was directly or indirectly towards that end.


  It took me a fortnight to free myself of London. I had furniture to sell or give away, books to find a home for, bills to pay and accounts to close. I wanted to be unencumbered
  after my move; from now on I would have around me only the minimum of things I would need. Then there was the actual move; a rented van and two return trips to the cottage.


  Before finally leaving London I made several renewed efforts to locate Gracia. She had moved, and her former flatmate almost slammed the door in my face when I called round to
  the old address. Gracia wanted never to see me again. If I wrote to her the letter would be forwarded, but I was told not to bother her. (I wrote to her anyway, but no reply came.) I tried the
  office where she had worked, but she had moved from there too. I tried mutual friends, but either they did not know where she was or else they would not tell me.


  All this made me deeply restless and unhappy, feeling that I was unfairly treated. It was a stark reminder of my earlier sense that events were conspiring against me, and much
  of my euphoria about the cottage was dispelled. I suppose that I had subconsciously imagined moving to the countryside with Gracia, that away from the stresses of city life she and I would not
  argue, would develop the mature love we had for each other. This buried hope had remained as I organized the details of my move, but with her total repudiation of me at the last minute, it was
  brought home to me that I was totally alone.


  For a few exciting days I had seen myself at a new beginning, but by the time I was finally settled in the cottage all I could think was that I had reached an end.


  It was a time for contemplation, for inwardness. Nothing was what I wanted, but all of it had been given to me.
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