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About the Author

John Gale was born in Edenbridge, Kent, in 1925, the second of four brothers. He was educated at Stowe, and at seventeen joined the Coldstream Guards, spending the latter part of the war in Germany. He served in Palestine from 1945 to 1947 and spent a year seconded to the Transjordan Frontier Force. After demobilization he lived for a time in Paris, then returned to England, where he began a successful career in journalism.

In 1950 he married Jill Robertson; they had three children. Shortly after his marriage he started to write for the Observer, where he remained as regular reporter and foreign correspondent for twenty years, writing on events in Egypt, North Africa, the Far East and Europe, and on domestic affairs. He later spent some time in Hong Kong working for the Asia Magazine. His novel The Family Man appeared in 1968; he also wrote two travel books, Travels with a Son (1972), and Camera Man, an account of his experience in Hong Kong, published posthumously in 1979. John Gale died in London, in 1974.


CLEAN YOUNG ENGLISHMAN

John Gale

New Introduction by Michael Frayn

[image: Image Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 1965 by

Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

This edition published in 2015

Copyright © John Gale 1965

Copyright © Jill Gale 2015

Introduction copyright © Michael Frayn 2015

The right of John Gale to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 473 61066 8

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodder.co.uk


To Jill


Introduction

I knew John Gale long before I ever met him.  Or thought I did.

This was in the mid-1950s, when I was still a student.  The only newspaper that I or my friends at university ever read was the Observer on Sunday.  For most of us its greatest attraction was probably Kenneth Tynan, its modish and flaunting drama critic, or perhaps Paul Jennings, its eagerly whimsical humorous columnist.  For me, though, it was John Gale, the paper’s star reporter.  But how I would have characterised him in a couple of words I couldn’t have told you.

There was a fashion at the time for what was called the offbeat.  Cool jazz, oblique cartoons, spindle-legged chairs left over from the Festival of Britain, wispy ‘mobiles’ (not phones then, of course, but hierarchies of dangling bits and pieces like three-dimensional family trees mapping relationships that shifted with every breath of air) – anything that seemed to catch life lightly and casually, in a minor key, on the unstressed notes of the bar.  And in journalism the master of the offbeat was John Gale.

What did he write about?  I can’t now recall: odd characters, disjointed social occasions and traditions left stranded by the tide – the overlooked dusty corners of life.  He saw them all as if for the first time, with a sharp but coolly innocent eye, devoid of malice or judgment, explanation or interpretation, and he described what he saw with a deceptive simplicity and apparent naivety, as if he took the world at its own valuation, and was letting it describe itself.  His speciality was the inconsequential detail, the oblique but revealing remark.  He himself remained invisible, a wryly amused ghost, so that I felt I knew him as one knows oneself, the ever-present  absence from one’s own experience.

I was particularly fascinated by this elusive figure because I wanted to be a reporter myself, and, as soon as I left university and actually became one, on the old Manchester Guardian, I worked hard to imitate him.  With only mixed success.  The inconsequential in my hands remained egregiously inconsequential.  It was harder to be John Gale than I had imagined.

I met him finally when I joined the staff of the Observer a few years later, and in the flesh he was not an absence at all, but a powerfully idiosyncratic presence.  There was something oddly anomalous about him.  He had a thatch of young man’s fair hair that went with a kind of youthful eagerness and awkwardness of manner, but sorted oddly with a face eroded by anxiety and the weather of life.  He had been a Guards officer during the war, and he had an accent to match, but his style of dressing, untidy corduroy, woollen shirts, and I think a louche teddy-bear overcoat, suggested something more raffish and Bohemian.  He laughed and teased a lot, but the laughter was sometimes a little too relentless, the teasing a little too pressing, and his eyes remained anxiously watchful.  His eyes, yes …  There was something about them that you wanted to describe as hunted, or perhaps haunted.

For good reason, as I soon found out: he was severely manic-depressive.  Everyone on the paper knew how his burgeoning career as an overseas reporter had been cut short by a wild delusional breakdown while he was in America, perhaps triggered by a previous assignment covering the brutal efforts of the French to retain Algeria as a colony.  He would tell you about it himself, with disconcerting frankness and unsettling laughter, watching to see how you took it.  I’m not sure, though, that any of us suspected quite how odd and fractured his world was, and always had been, until in 1965 he published the quite extraordinary memoir that follows, in which he reports on his own life with the same apparent innocence and naivety as he did on the rest of the world, with a vivid immediacy undistorted by explanation or interpretation.

He is particularly brilliant on his dramatically shifting moods.  ‘When I am manic,’ he writes in the (manic) prologue to the book, ‘I am close on six feet tall; when I am depressed I am not much over five feet ten inches.  If I am manic, my watch gains five minutes a week; if I am depressed it loses five minutes a week.   When I am manic my beard and finger nails grow faster.  In depression, my hair lies down; when I am manic it stands up electrically, catching sensations like antennae.’

Perhaps it was this heightened receptivity in his manically charged hair that made him such a good writer.  When his hair was up, though, and his watch was running fast, you never knew what he was going to do next.  He didn’t know himself.  Some sudden notion would come crackling out of the ether and he would act upon it.   He recounts in the book how, as a newly-commissioned young officer in the Brigade, he was already being inspired to invite the future queen to dance a foxtrot with him, even though he had never danced in his life before.  By the end of the book, shortly before he was taken off to a clinic for residential care, he is borrowing a pneumatic drill off the foreman in charge of roadworks in a busy London street, and attempting to dig a ditch across it to bring all the traffic to a stop.

I don’t think I ever saw the real depression, or the extremes of the mania, but even his everyday levels of the latter could be alarming.   I’d written a novel about the newspaper industry, with a character who had something in common with an unsuspecting colleague of ours on the paper, and John would adapt some of the more extravagant lines of his dialogue – ‘Oh, Michael, you write like an angel!’ etc – to perform to me in front of my model, in the latter’s excitably gushing manner.  And he would observe me as he did so with those watchful eyes to see if he had managed to embarrass me, then laugh his disconcerting laugh when he saw that he had succeeded.

Even though my attempts to imitate his style of reporting didn’t work out too well I think I can perhaps trace a little of that oblique detachment of his in some of the fiction I’ve written since.  It was certainly a sudden recollection of John himself, more than thirty years after he died, that gave me the idea for my most recent novel.  I had arrived at an airport on a Greek island, and was wondering, as I always do when I see that line of waiting drivers at airports holding up other people’s names, what would happen if I claimed to be one of them.  I’m far too timid and law-abiding ever to try it, but suddenly, out of nowhere, like one of John’s manic notions, he himself sprang into my head, and I knew that if he had been there he would actually have done it.  From that brief reappearance out of the past sprang the whole story that followed.  So, once again, I’m professionally in his debt.

Re-reading his memoir now reminds me how little I had ever got his measure, even when we were colleagues together.  I can’t remember now how I first heard the news of his death, some nine years later.  But when I took in the details – drowned in a stream on Hampstead Heath, apparently incapacitated by the pills he had taken to kill himself – I understood at any rate one thing: that, even after I had read his book,  I had never really understood anything about him at all.

Michael Frayn, 2015.


Foreword

On my desk is a shape of foreboding. I made it in a clinic when I was crazy: they called it occupational therapy. The shape, which has a red-and-black finish, is like a seven-legged mechanical monster; it has mouth and eye (reminiscent of a spanner’s) and, between the legs, six gaps which, together with the mouth and eye, represent the musical scale. It is in some way prehistoric.

When I made the shape I wrote this rather Biblical note:

Make the key of life. Make it the shape it has to be, the shape that echoes all the senses: visual, musical, sensual, and the way of all life. Make the surface rough, so that it can catch the stuff of life: seed blown by the wind, humus and earth; make it so that it can feel, breathe, and drink water; let it be rough on the surface and not smooth, so that it can catch and nourish life; for if smooth and siliceous it is a reversal of nature, it is the anti-life, the bringer of fire and burning, of Martian and Saturnalian shapes. Let it be ear, mouth and eye, the insect’s nest, the Minotaur’s labyrinth; the synthesis of that lost insect and animal paradise from where we all came.

The first shape I made, to fulfil these conditions, blew up in the kiln when it was being baked, and destroyed the pots of my fellow-patients, who were furious. A young nurse had helped me make the shape, since I was in bed and almost paralysed by drugs. We must have left air bubbles in the clay. The fate of that shape, and the conception of it, seemed typical of my life.

I made another shape, this time unaided, since the shape had to be made: this time the kiln broke down, and the shape came out a dull black, the frozen incarnation of my devil. I brought this shape home when I left the clinic. It so upset Jill, my wife, that I stuck plaster on parts of its surface, painted the plaster red, and varnished it. The red took some of the foreboding from the black shape; and Jill allowed it to stay on my desk, where it lies now, a talisman.


Prologue

One night this year, on the walk home from the Underground in the falling snow, I had to lean against the wall of the crematorium where my father went up in smoke. I had had a few drinks. The wind pierced my short, old-fashioned black coat that had belonged to my grandfather. When I walked on a little unsteadily in the dark on the creaking snow, a girl passed on the other side of the road, her high black boots gleaming faintly. She looked across at me, and then went on in the bitter cold.

Our three children had measles; Jill was tired. The wind moaned beneath the doors; we were keeping fires going day and night, and the insects cried in the blazing logs. Our house is small, virtually a cottage, among terraced houses built, originally, for artisans; the road is the appendix of the suburb, with wealthier houses not far off. I like our house: scarcely a piece of furniture, not a picture, carpet, or curtain did we choose ourselves; all was given or passed on by relatives; all, or almost all, is incongruous, tasteless, but well used.

At times I feel the small house is the centre of the world. It seems a turning-point for aircraft coming in to land at London Airport. Their engines change pitch as they come in from east and west, booming and whining through the dusk, their navigation lights winking hope. I like the Viscounts: they are clean, with little waste in their line. About the big swept-wing jets, Russian and American, there is something unsettling; no one that lives beneath those wings can feel at ease; there is a hint of the pterodactyl; it is a rapacious line, touching something far back in the memory. When I lie in bed I distrust all aircraft: where are they going? People should stay at home. I prefer the sound of trains far off at night, the clink of shunting in a cold siding.

The street lamps of our suburb are strange: flaring orange on tall swan’s-necked stalks of concrete. On the way home in the dark I look down on the orange patterns stretching into the wintry bloom, and sometimes I enjoy them; but not always, for this strange light must be doing something to our perception. When the lamps first went up one summer, a family down the road complained to a local councillor about them. The councillor was a Liberal, and the family told him they had helped elect him. He thought they were making a fuss about nothing. He said a few words, and then took the family to see his rose garden: he gave the mother a pink rose. It was getting dark. The mother said to the councillor: ‘Now come and see what your lamps do to your roses.’ She took the councillor under a lamp and held out the pink rose to him: under the orange glare it was a dirty white, veined with black.

‘I never knew,’ said the councillor. ‘I never knew.’

What are cars doing to us? What about those endless pavements? Think of roads: standing on a road you are linked to all the other roads in the country and to the people on them.

I am what they like to call a manic-depressive; they love to label us. When I am manic I am close on six feet tall; when I am depressed I am not much over five feet ten inches. If I am manic, my watch gains five minutes a week; if I am depressed, it loses five minutes a week. When I am manic my beard and fingernails grow faster. In depression, my hair lies down; when I am manic it stands up electrically, catching sensations like antennae. How do bald men do? Should not bald men be obtuse, unreceptive and alone? Yet it is true that bald men often make up for the lack of hair on their heads by being immensely hairy elsewhere – even having hair on their backs.

In no mood is my hair tall and fuzzy. A publican once pointed out to me a man with hair like this, sitting in his saloon bar and said ‘People with that sort of hair can give you a lot of trouble.’ They also tend to give off blue flashes when they undress in the dark on frosty nights.

I well understand what happened to Samson; for when I have my hair cut I feel weak and lifeless and without ideas. I visit the barber rarely. (When I was small, barbers quite often used to snip a large mole behind my left ear, which bled profusely. ‘Oh, it’s quite all right,’ I’d say, to reassure them. Yet it was careless.)

Electricity is God; so I thought when my mind was unhinged. Madness is a time of perception, of reality. I saw evil then, and knew it. I saw men as descended from animals: there were pig men, rat men, snake men. But, above all, pig men, with evil grey faces: a few years ago one of them, an old reporter, old yet ageless, with a face that was almost a shiny green, sat his huge bottom, forcibly, between me and a girl journalist, separating us, as we sat talking together before the start of some infernal meeting at Maidstone. The girl and I were talking and we were happy. He sat down between us just as the meeting was starting, when it was impossible to do anything about him. He behaved as though he disliked our being together; he was anti-life. I never saw that girl again. The meeting was near Maidstone Prison. There were silent birds sitting in the trees and on the houses not far from the prison walls; no bird sang and no bird ever flew over the prison that day. The air near the prison was dead.

When madness goes, your perception dies: what perception one had then! They say the brain gives out electrical impulses: certainly extra-sensory perception has seemed a reality to me. I once met a man I had never met before when I was manic, and I was able to tell him his address, which I could not have known before: Rossetti Mansions, Flood Street, Chelsea. He was a painter, a fighter pilot in the war, and had a burnt face, a mask. I caught the thoughts of others in the air then. But people do not always forgive you for what you see in this state: for you see what is behind a man’s eye.

When manic I feel fine, but I get into trouble. Depression is safer and lasts longer. Five years ago I was feeling like this:

Every morning I get up a little too late, and have to hurry, though I am not good at hurrying. Often I feel heavy in the legs, and stink of self-pity. I lean over the cot of my small daughter, Kiki, and have a few words with her. She passes up things for me to admire: a button; the torn remnant of an out-of-date book token; a feather pulled from her pillow and carefully guarded.

I go into the bathroom to shave, and notice in the flaking mirror those signs of the flesh sagging and shrinking round the eyes; I pull the skin at the outside corners of the eyes and then let it go, noticing that it regains its position slowly; I can make out the line of the eye socket beneath the blue skin. Stuffed into a small ventilator grille high in the bathroom’s outside wall is a yellowed newspaper with, upside down, this headline: WHOSE FOOT IS ON THE BRAKE?

Well, whose is?

My mother-in-law stuffed that paper into the grille more than four years ago, on the bitter February night my son, James, was born. Was she trying to give me a message? I am thirty-two.

At the breakfast table there is a conversation that is a product of the monotonous and careful religious differentiation at the local primary school.

‘Are you Chriss-tian?’ Joanna, aged six, asks Kiki, who is two. Without waiting for an answer, she adds: ‘You’re Jewish. I know you are.’

‘No,’ says Kiki. ‘I’m a flower.’

‘I’ll never cut you down,’ says James.

Kiki to Joanna: ‘I’ll give you a butterfly when you get married.’

I was going round in circles. Three years later, after drugs and electric shock (which impairs your memory for some months), I felt like this:

When you get to thirty-five, you ought to know where you’re going; I’m no more certain now than when I was twenty. Perhaps it is the winter that brings on these thoughts. Rain and black damp have returned, making us all curl up and turn inwards; at this time of year I realize what the English are, and why. It is raw weather, and I marvel that people can survive it. I look out on our small garden, a waste of mud and leaves. How can a man work outside, against the elements, at such a time of year?

In the mornings I stay in bed until the very last moment, hiding. Then I get up with a fair rush, only fair, because I have no energy in the mornings. When shaving in the cold mirror I look at the blue hollows round my eyes, and I think: ‘This is the face of a man on the run.’ The walls of the bathroom are peeling, the window-frames are green with mould: the woodwork will rot soon, that’s certain, and most of the house is the same. Perhaps you know the feeling. Still stuffed into the small ventilator grille high in the outside wall of the bathroom is that yellowed newspaper, with, upside down, the headline: WHOSE FOOT IS ON THE BRAKE? I’ve given up wondering whose foot is.

My first duty in the morning is to take James to school. I gulp a cup of tea first, if I have time. James wears a thick tweed coat, far too big for him, and secures it with a highly unsatisfactory leather belt. The blue school cap swamps him, but he likes it; his two-coloured fringe appears beneath the peak. The parents of this school like to keep up appearances, but we don’t impress them. While I’m gulping that cup of tea, I tell James to run ahead, saying I shall catch him up. I know running is supposed to be bad for you first thing in the morning, particularly after a cup of tea. But what can you do? James can run pretty fast, and I seldom catch him till he’s turned the corner by the allotments. Labourers employed by the council are clearing the wasteland on either side of the stream here: first they cleared the lank bushes and the bottles, tins and old bicycle frames; then they ploughed the ground. Now they are burning what they can: some of it is fine wood, and the embers give off blue smoke and a good smell. James likes to stop and watch; that is how I catch him up. Sometimes he takes my hand here; he will never do so if he thinks his friends are about. Walking to the main road we pass a lot of people scurrying to the bus stop, the insects’ rush to work.

The main road is hard to cross, for at this hour of the morning it is alive with traffic: the cars of desperate businessmen, heading for London. We keep well back from the puddles on the side of the road, for fear we shall get splashed; then, when there is a gap in the traffic, we run across. Sometimes I feel irresponsible, for we cut it pretty fine, just in front of cars.

Walking up towards the school I keep a sharp lookout for dogs’ messes: it is that kind of pavement; riddled with them. I wish people would control their dogs. At the same hour every morning we pass the same people coming down fast the other way, to catch a bus. I imagine one of them to have been an actress; she has wide-apart eyes, a pleasant loose face, dark hair, purple coat and black boots with high heels; about her there is an air of things past; perhaps she is now working in an office typing mindless documents.

The houses here are all small, semi-detached. One lawn has a family of gnomes in red-and-blue coats; James approves of them. Outside this house is a small, pale-blue car, not new: it is owned by a young couple I judge to be ambitious. He has a pointed face with flushed cheeks and slicked-down mousy hair. His shoes are brown and highly-polished, the last a sign of anxiety and ambition. These shoes are pointed and they glitter offensively as he walks along with a flat-footed mincing walk, toes turned outwards. He wears a tightly-belted fawn raincoat and carries a small briefcase. His wife is a big heavy-faced girl, sullen, unbeautiful, with a bun: I think she is the boss. She used to go with him to catch the bus, but now they have a baby, which is always swaddled in thick blue knitted garments. She holds up the baby to see him off at the front door every morning. I am sure this couple are voracious readers, always returning their books on time to the public library. What do they eat? Strong-tasting overcooked mutton, I’d say, and a lot of mince on fried toast, enlivened with ketchup.

At the top of the road there is a pillar box, and the postman is always leaning against it by the time we arrive, waiting to collect the nine o’clock post. Children converge here from all directions, some of them accompanied by au pair girls, chattering, the German voices highest. Some children come in their fathers’ serpentine cars; for ours is a suburb where people are keen to get on. One or two of the children are Indian, and they are brought to school by their grandmothers, peaceful ladies with overcoats over their saris. I take James to the school gates, and he runs in. He dislikes school.

I walk home to finish my breakfast. By this time Jill has taken our two small girls to their school in our van. This van is a problem; I am certain it will die on us soon, and we shall not have enough money to have it repaired; it will disintegrate slowly in the road outside our door.

Walking back, I try to savour the moment: a damp, raw morning, with a purple, misty bloom in the air; suburban chimneys and television aerials; a dripping oak wood ahead, with a recently-asphalted black path cutting through it, alien and incongruous; a church steeple; blackbirds chinking mournfully. On the far side of the main road are some odd, pollarded willows; they have an abrupt, lopped, V-shape, and one evening I saw them silhouetted against an orange sky, with a jet trail framed in the V of the centre tree.

I pass a little man with a pork-pie hat and rimless glasses. He says, ‘Good morning. Not so good again.’ He also wears a tightly-belted raincoat, not fawn, but grey. He owns a gents’ outfitters. He is a good man, and has a good wife. She has pink cheeks and a round face, and was for many years a nanny with a large family. At last, when the children of the family had grown up, she left the family and married the little outfitter. When she was over forty, they had a child. It was a mongol. They adore it. Every Christmas she brings presents to our children.

Now forty is just ahead of me. Forty: it is unbelievable. I look into the mirror, noting my receding hair. Yoga seemed to be the answer once, and I learnt to stand on my head, spending five minutes like this each morning, feet and legs visible through the bedroom window: all part of the business of pulling oneself together. Some yogic instruction books say you must be careful about this exercise, since faulty technique can drive you crazy. Was this what happened to me? When I came out of the clinic after that breakdown – it was really a break-up – I gave up yoga, believing instead that the answer to life was to stretch the spine by hanging by one’s arms. I started hanging for a minute each day from a branch of the rowan tree by our garden gate. Afterwards I would pick up James, then aged five or six, and make him hang there for a bit, too, so that my own performance looked entirely normal to passers-by. He would hang there with his Balaclava helmet over one eye, saying nothing. But soon the rowan (it is a lucky tree) died, perhaps killed by our ritual. Now I hold in my stomach. A friend of mine said, during a lunch-hour walk by the Thames: ‘Do you ever concentrate on holding in your stomach? There may come a day when you’ll regret it if you don’t.’

Every day after breakfast I still walk to the Underground station, through the endless suburb, a sensible waste of privet hedges and well-polished Zodiacs, dying slowly to the cries of rag-and-bone men. In the central square, beyond the wide lawn lined with grotesquely-pollarded trees, is a church, a tall, cindery building whose sharp black spire looks charred and desolate. When there is the slightest wind, something tinkles high up on the roof of the church, though I have never discovered what it is.

Beyond the church is the crematorium, a landmark that I pass night and morning. Whenever I consider my life I think of the crematorium: when I was in Formosa, Egypt, or Algeria, the crematorium came up in my mind: an Oriental red-brick palace with a central tower that has a green copper cupola and two windows like large eyes: there are happy mourners; cynical undertakers who stub out their fags and compose their faces before driving in through the gates in upright hearses, the wreaths scattering a few petals on the damp pavement or the snow; the definitive trace of man.

‘That’s where people die,’ said James one wet day several years ago.

‘Oh?’

‘Yes. Just die.’

A funeral cortège passed us then in ancient upright Rolls-Royces, the roof of the hearse piled with raw white lilies, glistening with raindrops.

‘Those flowers are for the Queen,’ said James.

Once this year, on the hard snow, a black cat coiled and uncoiled with electric tension against the crematorium’s wrought-iron gates. A little farther on in the snow were drops of blood. Whose blood could this have been? At Golders Green Underground station that morning I was more than usually careful about what coins to use for my fare to Blackfriars. Sometimes I like certain coins, particularly old ones, believing them lucky, and keep them as long as possible: one is an Edwardian penny that went through an elephant; it is dated 1908, and King Edward’s face on the coin is strangely dark, perhaps with anger at the experience, which lasted twenty-four hours; I was given the penny five years ago by the head keeper of elephants at the London Zoo.

I have always been superstitious. Sometimes, before I throw a piece of paper into the waste-paper basket, I say to myself: ‘If this piece of paper doesn’t land in the waste-paper basket first go, I shall have a wasted life.’ Often the paper doesn’t go in, and I try to ignore it; but for a few minutes I may have a slightly uneasy feeling. If I don’t try too hard, and flip the piece of paper casually, it is more likely to land where I want it to. And if I am in a manic or elated mood, it seems to me that I can alter the trajectory of the paper in mid-air: when I have aimed too low, I have willed the paper to rise up, over the edge of the basket, for a good landing.

Another piece of superstition: I always used to keep in my breastpocket a grey handkerchief with a hole in it. I believed it lucky ever since I flew it from the top of the Eiffel Tower. Sometimes I think my clothes may be the most important thing about me, since I am almost entirely responsible for them (I am only about half responsible for my face). My clothes are not good, not careful, not well-kept; but they are there, day and night, on me, or on my chair in the bedroom, under the orange glow of the street lights, as I sleep. Their influence is strong.

Shoes are no problem. But they are important. A friend of mine once read La Chartreuse de Parme by Stendhal: it inspired him; he determined to change the direction of his life; in the end he just went out and bought himself a new pair of shoes.

Trousers can play a big part in life. They are seldom responsible for decisions that transform careers; but they can have a pervasive influence. However much some people scoff at the idea, it is undoubtedly true that baggy trousers deaden the imagination. Fine creases, too, are a worry, since at heart one is reluctant to spoil them by sitting down – particularly in damp weather.

My first long trousers coincided with my first train journey alone. It was 1936. I was put in the care of the guard and given a bunch of bananas to eat on the way. I was going to stay with a friend from school. His family had a handyman, a refugee from Germany, who was actually a lawyer. He was doing the job temporarily, and was very conscientious. He whisked away my trousers on the first night to press them; and he was so thorough that he ironed into them one of my bananas, left unthinkingly in a pocket in my anxiety to get out at the right station. When a banana is ironed into tweed it makes a dark, oily stain, which goes on spreading for a day or two.

At one time, in search of balance and the good life, not only did I wear the same clothes almost every day, but I also ate the same meal every day, usually in a Polish restaurant in Fleet Street: it was chicken (I think tinned) and apple pie with cream substitute. I thought an unchanging diet might lead to something.

In those days I never shaved on Sundays. But in the week I shaved with an electric razor, which, after a time, seemed to be changing my personality: something to do with sound waves, I imagined. Every morning, when I cleaned the razor, I emptied the peppery dust of my beard on to the bill of a hotel I had stayed at once in Brussels. Then I shook the bill out of the window, and watched the remnants of my beard float down on to the flower-bed below.

I spent a good deal of time at that period wondering what it would be like if all the food and drink I had ever eaten and drunk were to go slowly past on lorries. It became a preoccupation. How much bread would there be, how much beef and chocolate cake, how many cloves of garlic and pints of bitter? Above all, how much tinned chicken and apple pie? It was an interesting subject. I decided eventually that a lifetime’s eating might look less impressive than you would think. But it would give you some idea of what you were made of.

Incidentally, that beard-dust I used to empty on to the flower bed must have taken root and grown into a plant. Some people said this could not happen, and that it was just old man’s beard, or something like that; even I couldn’t quite believe it. But a very strange plant did grow under the bedroom window: reddish, and a bit spiky. Jill, who knows about plants, couldn’t place it. When you think of the way life must have started, well, anything is possible.

I gave up using an electric razor, and went back to soap and blade. But I was still going round in circles, spiralling; the coiled snake.

I have always cared what people thought and said of me. I have a broad face and grey-green eyes slanting down towards the outside; a long nose that still looks to me straight when I regard it in profile in two mirrors (though it was broken during the war by a Commando, a former London policeman, who swung at me with the back of his hand when I wasn’t looking); and a chin that could, I think, be described as firm, though such things are deceptive. My teeth are good, and were nearly used once in a television advertisement. My long hair is receding a bit, and must be greying, though its colour hides this. I used to think of myself as fair, and was indeed almost white-haired when small, though my eyebrows were always strong and dark, so that they teased me, saying I used peroxide. My hair is still fairish, and fine, even floppy, but towards my ears it is unaccountably dark, almost black, and wiry: here, if you look carefully, so Jill tells me, you may find traces of grey and, particularly, red. On the few occasions I have grown a beard for a short time, it is a red-black beard, strong, and death to all razors. At certain times, Jill says, my hair is almost green.

My face is on the whole healthy-looking, quite often brown. I am just under six feet tall, broadish, not fat, even on the slim side, though big bones may hide this. I weigh about twelve stone. My hands, on small wrists, are large, flexible, and, except at games, impractical. I gesture with them often; the fingers are long, double-jointed, and a little knobbly from catching cricket balls. My feet are smallish and broad. I am active, and probably look it; but on occasions my forehead is wrinkled like that of an old elephant or exhausted lion: this is a characteristic of my mother’s family, the Mackinnons. When I am manic and confident, my hair, as already stated, stands up, my mouth might be taken for strong, and is framed on each side by a deep cleft descending from the nostrils.

Almost every day I walk at least four miles, which helps me think. When walking fast, I tend to swing my arms excessively: twenty years ago an adjutant in the Army noticed this and said: ‘Johnny, people that swing their arms like that go mad young.’
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