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      The first time I ever made love with anyone it was with a prostitute in Amsterdam. I was eighteen and her name was Suzi, I don’t think she was much older than I was. I had been cycling round the town in a bad mood and had come upon the red light district quite by chance; it was the most pleasant red light district I’ve ever got lost in. The women there sit on chairs in windows that are lined with furs and fabrics, they sit breast naked or near naked, draped with gowns and furs. It took me a while to work out that they were probably scowling at me so contemptuously not just because I was staring but because I wasn’t business.

      It was evening and I’d been out cycling by myself. I had wandered down a back street and had stopped to put my jumper on, and my bike had fallen over and the chain had come off. It was when I stood the bike up against the wall of a building to get a proper go at the chain that I noticed the cards stuck by the door. Several of them were in English, one said Need To Relax? Take It Easy No Rush Ring Becky. Another said Dieter Gives Unbeatable Service Floor 2. Another said something about uniforms and domination and had a drawing of a schoolgirl on it. I was just laughing at them to myself when I saw one at the bottom in tiny writing and several languages, Dutch, French, German, English and something eastern, and the English line said Love for men also women, Suzi 3rd floor. The also was underlined.

      That’s when I left my bike standing and found myself going up the old staircase; on the third floor there was a door with the same card stuck on it and my hand was knocking on the door. I had a story ready in my head in case I wanted to get away, I was going to say I was lost and could she direct me back to the youth hostel. But she came to the door and she was so nice, I took to her at once and wasn’t the least bit scared.

      The flat had one room and a bathroom off it, some chairs and the bed and a hanging bead thing curtaining off the kitchen area like in photographs of the sixties. On the wall there was a poster of the lead singer from A-Ha, A-Ha were big at the time in Europe and she said she liked him because he was a man but he looked like a woman. I remember I thought that was a very exciting thing to say, I hadn’t heard anyone say anything direct like that before. I come from a small town; one night my friend Jackie and I had been sitting in a pub and two girls had been sitting at a table on the other side of the room; they looked conventional, more so than we did really, they had long hair, were wearing a lot of make-up, and it was when I glanced to see what kind of footwear they had on that I noticed one of them had one foot out of her high-heeled shoe and was running it up and down the other one’s shin under the table. This was a very brave thing to be doing now that I come to think about it; chances are if anyone had seen them they’d have been beaten up. At the time I pointed it out to Jackie and she said something about how disgusting it was, I think I even agreed, I never wanted to disagree with her on anything.

      The prostitute spoke English with an American accent. She said she had an hour and would that be enough for me, and though I hadn’t a clue I said yes I thought so. I showed her my hands all oily from the bike and said I should maybe wash them, and she sat me down in one of the old armchairs and, bringing a cloth and a washing-up bowl over, washed and dried them for me. Then she did this thing, she put my hand to her mouth and put her tongue between my fingers at the place where my fingers meet my hand, and she pushed it in, going along between each. I think my head almost blew off just at her doing that.

      She gave me a cup of very strong coffee and a glass of red wine, she told me to help myself from the bottle of wine she left on the little table next to the chair, then she put her arms around my neck and kissed me, and loosened my clothes, and undid my jeans, and I sat there amazed. She took my hand and took me on to the bed, she didn’t even pull the covers back, we stayed on top, it was August, warm, and afterwards she showed me what to do back though I did have a pretty good idea. When eventually she looked at her watch and at me and smiled and shrugged her shoulders, we got dressed again and I took out my wallet and thumbed through the guilder, but she put her hand over mine and closed the wallet up. It’s free, she said, the first time should always be free, and when she saw me to the door she said would I be in Amsterdam long and would I like to come back. I said I would very much like to, and went down the stairs in such a daze that when I came to my bike I got on it and tried to cycle it away, completely forgot about the chain and nearly hit my chin off the handlebars. So I pushed it back to the youth hostel and I felt as I walked past the reflections of the tall buildings curving in the leafy surfaces of the canals that life was wondrous, filled with possibility. I stopped there and leaned on the railings and watched the late sun hitting the water, shimmering apart and coming together again in the same movement, the same moment.

      When I arrived back at the hostel Jackie put the chain back on for me. Jackie and I had been friends since school, she’d been in the year above me, and we’d stayed friends now we were both students. We’d saved our summer money to go on this trip. I’d been serving in the souvenir shop on the caravan site since the end of June and she’d been behind the bed and breakfast counter of the tourist information board; we made a pittance but it was enough to get us return tickets for a cheap overnight bus to Amsterdam.

      Jackie was blonde and boyish and golden in those days. One day I had simply seen her, she was sitting on the school wall by the main door and I had thought she looked like she was surrounded with yellow light, like she had been gently burnt all over with a fine fire. At a party we’d sat in a dark corner and Jackie had nudged my arm, her eyes directing me to a handsome thuggy boy lounging on the couch opposite watching us, her mouth at my ear whispering the words, see him? Tonight I only have to smile, you know, that’s all I have to do.

      I had thought this very impressive, and had held her head for her later in the upstairs bathroom when she was being sick after drinking a mixture of beer and wine; we sat on the stairs laughing after that at the girl whose party it was going round the living-room hoovering up other people’s sick into one of those small car hoovers; after that we had been friends. I don’t know why she liked me, I think because I was quiet and dark and everybody thought I must be clever. I’d thought Jackie was beautiful, I thought she looked like Jodie Foster on whom I had had a crush, she looked like Jodie Foster only better. I’d thought that when we were at school and I thought it then, even though Jodie Foster’s film career had hit rather a low spot at the time.

      I’d had these thoughts for years and they were getting harder and harder to keep silent about. I didn’t really have a choice. Once we got to Amsterdam and she saw there were people selling big lumps of hash in the street she was filled with moral outrage, that’s what she was like. But the overnight bus had been a great excuse to lean my head on her shoulder, to have my nose in her yellow hair and pretend I was asleep, which meant I was very tired the first day we were in Amsterdam, going round in a stupor telling myself it was worth it.

      Already Jackie had made contact with a boy from Edinburgh whom we met in the youth hostel kitchen, his name was Alan; already they were big friends and he’d suggested she should go and watch him sword-fight at a tournament that night, which is why I cycled off in a terrible mood. I was in really rather a good mood by the time I came back to the hostel, and Jackie, who hadn’t gone to the sword-fight after all, went into a sulk because I was happy for some reason and because when she asked me where I’d been I wouldn’t tell her.

      Nothing could spoil my holiday after that, I didn’t care any more. And that’s when Jackie started being unusually nice to me; this was confusing because although we were best friends we were pretty horrible to each other most of the time. The next day she hired a bike too and we cycled up and down by the canals and the crammed parked cars, we drank beer and ate ice cream under restaurant parasols, we visited the Van Gogh Museum and Rembrandt’s House and the Rijksmuseum full of old Dutch paintings, we went to a shop where they made shoes while you watched. The day after, we cycled to a modern art gallery; downstairs they had a room sculpture where people were sitting round a bar and their faces were made of clocks. We wandered this gallery for a while and upstairs I lost Jackie and fell asleep on one of the wooden seats. When I woke up she was sitting very close to me, her arm on my shoulder. I sat up and she didn’t move away; we sat there looking at the picture I’d fallen asleep in front of, it was a huge rectangle of red paint with one thin strip of blue paint down the left hand side. Her leg was pressing firmly into my leg. Do you like this? she asked, looking at the picture, and I said I did, and she suggested we should go and visit the Heineken factory now.

      At the Heineken factory they give you a tour of where and how the beer is made, all the steps in its brewing process, how it’s bottled, how the labels are stuck on and where it goes after that. At each stage they give you a generous glass of beer and everyone on the tour shouts cheers or pröst and drinks it. Then they take you into their office for after-tour drinks. By the time we’d done the Heineken tour we were so drunk we shouldn’t have been cycling at all and had to leave the bikes against a tree and lie on our backs in a park, laughing at nothing and looking at the sky. It wasn’t as if we’d never been drunk together before, but somehow this time it was different, and we sat in the grass in the late afternoon and I told her all the things I’d felt for years now, and she looked at me woundedly, as if I’d slapped her, and told me she felt exactly the same. Then she put her arms round me and kissed my mouth and my neck and shoulders, we were kissing in the middle of Amsterdam and nobody even noticing. Even after the Heineken wore off the afternoon didn’t, it lasted for the rest of the holiday, me with my arm through hers on the street, at nights in the youth hostel dormitory Jackie reaching up from her bunk below mine to press her hand into my back, us holding hands between bunks in the dark in a room full of sleeping people. Very romantic. Amsterdam was very romantic. We took photos of each other at the fish market, I still have that photo somewhere. We went boating on a lake and took pictures of each other rowing.

      The day before we were supposed to be leaving, on the pretext of going out to do some mysterious present buying I cycled back to the red light district and left my bike at the bottom of the stairs again. I had to wait this time for half an hour. Suzi remembered me, I know for sure because afterwards she sat up, looked at her watch, smiled and ruffled my hair, saying, it’s sad darling but the second time you have to pay. It was good, but not as good as the first, and it cost me a fortune. On top of which I had to buy Jackie a present; I remember it was expensive but I can’t remember what it was I actually bought her. I think it was a ring.

      Of course when we got home we stopped being able to do things like hold each other’s arm in the street, though we did manage to snatch a little time after hours in the back gardens of unsuspecting people, in lanes and alleyways between houses or garages, in the back of her father’s van parked in the dark by the river. Otherwise it was downstairs at either of our houses after everybody else had gone to bed, on the floor or on the couch, one of us with one hand over the other’s mouth, both of us holding and catching our breath.

      The first place we really made love was arriving back home after Amsterdam in the women’s toilets at the bus station, hands inside clothes, pushed up against the wall and the locked door in the minutes before her father was due to come and take us and our rucksacks home. It was one of the most exciting things I have ever done in my life, though Jackie always called it our sordid first experience. About a month after, I walked past the tourist information board and saw through the window in the back office Jackie heavily kissing the boy who worked on the Caledonian Canal tourist boats. I thought that remarkably more sordid, I remember. But then, what people think is sordid is relative after all; the person who saw us holding hands between our seats at the theatre one night thought it sordid enough to tell our mothers about us in anonymous letters. We both had a lot of denying to do and that’s something that certainly brought us closer together at the time. We had that to thank them for. Recently Jackie and I lived in the same city again for a while, and we were always nice to each other when we’d meet occasionally in the street. We both know we owe each other that, at least.

      But I date the beginning of my first love from that August in Amsterdam, and we lasted over five years on and off before we let go. I think about it from time to time, and when I do the picture that comes first to mind is one of the sun as it breaks apart and coheres on the waters of an unknown city, and I’m there, free in the middle of it, high on its air and laughing to myself, a smile all over my face, my wallet in my pocket still full of clean new notes.
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      My father sits on the bed in the bedroom at the back of their house, one hand just brushing on the raised ridges of the candlewick cover over the continental quilt, the other holding a pair of women’s pants coloured a very light pink. The light is on in the room at four o’clock in the afternoon.

      The room smells clear and airy, of something like talcum powder. There are fitted wardrobes that, if opened, reveal clothes neatly arranged with shoes jigsawed into pairs in the dark at the bottom. There are fitted cupboards, this one full of presents given by friends and children, some placed on one side waiting for use, some stored on the other to be recycled usefully into presents for friends and other relatives. In another there are books of photographs, albums over forty years since the first one. Next to this cupboard there is a mirror, round which photographs of children are stuck, slipped in at the corners in the little gap between the mirror and its rim. There are bottles of perfume on the dressing-table in front of the mirror, and a pair of glasses, and leather gloves with the shapes of hands still in them. In one drawer are boxes of jewellery, little plastic boxes that say Silvercraft on the tops, with necklaces, brooches, rings nestling inside them on cotton wool strips; these boxes are, just in case, hidden under a magazine called Annabel dated New Year 1977. On the front of the magazine the year’s horoscopes are promised.

      Two bedside tables sit on either side of the double bed on which my father is sitting. One has a clock radio and a still tidied store of crime fiction and fishing books, the other has three small pillboxes that, when you open them, have separate compartments for different tablets. Beside these are medicine bottles and pill bottles made of plastic, different sizes arranged beside each other like the architectural model of some complicated building. Each table has its own lamp, and the one with the plastic bottles also has an electric blanket regulator next to the lamp.

      In the chest of drawers two drawers hang open, one hangs lower than the other. In the middle one are brushes and combs, and a collection of lipsticks. This drawer smells pleasant, waxy and thick of make-up. The room has the air and the smell of someone who’s just left, throwing the last lip-print paper tissue crushed into a ball into the tin wastepaper bin, her movement through the room displacing the settled air like a light breeze in humid weather, but it’s winter, and the big light is on, the room is stark, and my father is sitting on the bed looking at his feet or the floor.

      The pants resting in his hand are smooth, you can still see the crease from their having been ironed. In the chest of drawers, in the open drawer next to the one filled with lipsticks and brushes, there is women’s underwear, and round my father on the bed is spread more, more pairs of Marks and Spencer’s cotton ladies’ briefs, smooth cotton coloured in pastels, blues and pinks, peach colours, in little haphazard spilling piles, clean, soft from having been worn and washed. My father’s fingers are large and rough, the seams of his fingers look dark against the slightness of the pair of pants he holds; he is holding them as if he doesn’t even know they’re there. He is looking at his feet. The pants lie gently round him colouring the room so that he looks out of place, some country swain from a Thomas Hardy novel wooing someone he has no chance of having on a hillside of meadow flowers, offering one his clumsy hand has pulled up, not knowing the words to say it with.

      In the open drawer are larger, longer pairs of white pants, made to offer more support to stomachs, made of a material that shines when the electric light catches it. My father looks up from the floor to the drawer, and turns to look at us, standing in the door-frame of the room. Then he looks around him at the scattered contents of the first drawer he’s picked to unpack. What, he says. What am I supposed to do with all of this?

       

      Twenty-five, after the war, after having pretended to be old enough to enlist in the Navy. After his bombed boat with the drowned bodies in it is taken into harbour in Canada, and they saw into the metal side of it and the bloated bodies gush out with the water; after recovering from his arms mysteriously stopping working, all the muscles refusing to respond. Just before his mother dies of cancer and just after the nightmares about the planes coming over start recurring, one of the electricians is larking about with his apprentice mate in the women’s dormitory of the WAF station while the women are all elsewhere working. The electricians are wiring some lights up in the places men don’t usually get into, and are high with excitement, high as boys at being let loose in with the beds and the imagined smells of women. The room is hardly exciting, it’s a drab room filled with the air of punctuality. The beds are identical, identically made, sheet folded over blanket and pillow tucked under, regular and neat, tightly packed; each bed has a wooden chair and a knee-high locker next to it, and there is nobody supervising the men because today the electrician is in charge.
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