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Keep Out
a tongue-in-cheek look at the ups and downs of a
writer’s life
I have tried so hard to keep out. Often in the past
my self has slipped, unbidden, across the threshold
of my writing and waited self-consciously in the
wings, seeking an opportunity or excuse to intrude.
Even my poetry threatens to draw shamelessly on
autobiographical material. 'Stories of our
Childhood', an excuse for my sister and I to don
our Sunday best, show our best profile and trip
lightly across the page; 'Stories of Adolescence',
needing a rather more delicate handling to avoid
damaging tender, blushing, teenage sensibilities.
'Now I'm a Grown-up' speaks for itself, but now I
really am one perhaps it is time for a rather more
mature, self-effacing attitude. The exuberance of
youth is over.
Maybe it's time for me to take a step backwards,
even to retire humbly from the limelight. I have
traced my chequered past through the labyrinthine
sentences of my writing, followed my meandering
course through London suburbs to the Isle of
Wight, through Sussex and East Anglia and on
across the grey North Sea to those other flatlands:
the Netherlands, for a sojourn of what turned out to
be fifteen years. I have spent six years in rural
Wales, looking at life and the natural world from
surprising new angles. I have written about family
and friends; I have explored changes and yet more
changes in my life. I have written myself in poetry;
I have written myself in prose. Now I have reached
retirement, I have taken stock. Is this a good time
to change tack?
I formed a new plan. I would write myself no
more. My writing would steer a new path through

academia, through this modern world of
information, through 'object', not 'subject'. I would
write myself out. Am I convincing you? I am by no
means sure. I applied myself to literature, to
experiments in the art of portraiture, to philosophy,
psychology and a study of the intricacies of human
identity. I submitted my tentative experimentation
to my friends, my fellow-writers and they gave me
the benefit of their wisdom...
'You write clearly' they said. 'We follow your work
sentence by sentence and we understand you well.'
(I was reassured. I was on the right track.) But 'tell
us more' they cried! 'Write more personally' they
advised. 'We want to hear more of your life, more
of your memoirs, more of you' they insisted. 'We
appreciate all this academic stuff, the observations
you share with us of other people's lives and
identities. But who are you? Please, tell us who
you are.’ What could I do? What could I say? I
persevered. I quoted Virginia Woolf and Martin
Buber; I brought together the many and varied
truths of literature and philosophy. I branched out
into a little art history.
Mrs. Dalloway peers into mirrors, Picasso
experiments with Cubist portraiture, the inmates of
Sartre's hell learn the agonies and ecstasies of their
imposed eternal interdependence and I postulate
new theories of identity. My readers remain polite
but unimpressed. ‘Are you writing memoir?’ they
ask. 'The course centres on Life Writing' my course
tutor reminds me, rather pointedly. I am defeated.
I cannot retire. No, of course not. I am too much in
demand. No-one retires these days. I will try to
supplement my pension with a little 'life writing'.
It is very fashionable.
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