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For Nicky


‘… a hundred times, my love, than any easier matter’



        Publisher's Note

        Please note that this is a novel in verse. Depending on the font size setting, a line may be too long to fit on the screen. When that occurs, the subsequent lines will appear indented.

        For the best experience, this text should fit on one line

    


Assurance to the Reader



Listener, reader, rest assured,


no benefit would be procured


by cast of characters, or notes:


hearing what the author wrote


is quite enough. No kind of prior


background knowledge is required.





Unhappiness


When I was about halfway through life


(always a cheery moment) I lost my wife


to another man, and as is the natural way


when a woman leaves her man of yesterday,


she kept our child; naturally too


she got our home, and I was the one who


moved out of our apartment; so at a stroke


I found I was a lonely single bloke,


without the intimacy and protection


which family life confers, or its affection.


At this point I should probably have known


there was no going back, I should have shown


some realism at least. Dignity


and guts above all were the qualities


I needed now, rather than wishful thinking


about what might have been, or whisky drinking


and evil hangovers. But something happened:


a mood came down on me which left me flattened,


unable to act at all. My head was filled


with fantasies that we might still rebuild


our marriage, that Louise might still come back,


perhaps out of concern for our son Jack,


perhaps even for my sake – my confusion


fostered every order of delusion.


Does everyone have moments when they feel


like this? Like air out of a wheel


my confidence began to leak away.


At work I found a setback would convey


immediate feelings of defeat, and yet


when things went well I didn’t seem to get


a compensating feeling of success.


At home, my confidence was even less:


alone, without even the antidote


of work, depression gripped me in the throat.


Choice was an agony. The smallest act


of daily life would put me on the rack:


even to get the doorbell or the phone


was to be dreaded. Better to postpone


every decision, shut out every friend,


and lose myself in sleep. But even then


disturbing thoughts still woke me in the cold


of night like punches: You are getting old.


Your woman left you, do you wonder why?


This is called failure. Soon you’re going to die.


A sympathetic friend would surely say


you’ve only started thinking in this way


because you are depressed; but you despise


the siren comforts offered by these lies,


however well meant. It is clear to you


you feel this way because these things are true.


Well now, it was about this time I planned


to take Jack on a trip to Themeparkland


in Florida, an outing which would please


him more than anything, and which Louise


could never do because she feared and hated


the rollercoaster rides which fascinated


Jack. So now I stood outside the door


of what had been my home not long before


and where Louise now entertains her new


partner. I rang, the buzzer let me through,


I went up to the flat. My darling boy


opened the door, and now my sudden joy


at seeing him was tainted by the dark


expression which he wore, which was the mark


of everything he’d suffered since Louise


and I split up. I gave him a big squeeze


and said, ‘Hey, Jack, we’re going to have some fun.’


Louise appeared behind him. She had none


of her former gentle, sympathetic gaze;


instead a steely firmness seemed to blaze


behind those penetrating eyes. She thrust


a box into my hand saying, ‘He must


have this three times a day: antibiotic.


He’s better, and it may seem idiotic,


but he must finish them. Don’t miss your flight.’


Her impatience to have us out of sight


was palpable. It gave the rather bitter


impression that I was the babysitter


for her and her new love. I said, ‘Louise,


could I have a moment with you please?’


‘What’s it about?’ ‘Just that I’d like a word


alone with you a moment.’ She demurred;


so I pressed her, saying it was important,


and tried to show by gestures that I oughtn’t


to say anything more in front of Jack.


But she just said, ‘We’ll talk when you get back.’


The theme park entrance is a lofty gate


festooned with flags, and made to imitate


a crude portal of rusticated stone,


although it’s actually made with blown


concrete. Above the massive lintel rise


three words in silhouette against the skies:


‘Live The Dream’. I took Jack by the hand,


we passed together into Themeparkland,


and found ourselves upon a promenade


of buildings, smaller than life-size and made


to replicate a street in San Francisco


before the quake, a hundred years ago.


The signs said ‘Hatter’, ‘Bank’, or ‘City Hall’,


but once you went inside it seemed they all


sold the same T-shirts, ballpoint pens, suncream,


and baseball caps, and everything was themed.


Jack hurried us along past these distractions


towards the ‘Superhero Stunts’ attraction,


which was the thing he most wanted to do,


and here we joined the omnipresent queue;


even inside the building, on it went,


first through a room designed to represent


a banking hall, and then a passageway


in which a giant video display


came suddenly to life over our heads,


showing a guard in uniform who said,


‘Attention, attention, security alarm


activated. A group of masked and armed


hoodlums have broken in and occupied


the twenty-seventh floor. Remain inside


your offices.’ And then the picture fuzzed


and flickered on and off; the soundtrack buzzed


weirdly as if something had interfered


with the reception; then suddenly appeared


the Joker, a rictus painted on his face


in red greasepaint, threatening to blow the place


to kingdom come unless he got enough


ingots of gold by noon. That kind of stuff.


Next we passed a waxwork of Clark Kent


(amazingly lifelike), and then we went


onwards to where another wax statue –


this time of Spiderman – addressed the queue


and even answered questions as they passed.


Jack listened earnestly to what was asked


as well as to the Spiderman’s reply.


When our turn came I thought he’d be too shy –


but not at all: his child’s voice was low


but perfectly collected. ‘I want to know


if you can make a wish come true,’ he said.


The statue’s empty eyes looked straight ahead,


and then the voice emerged: ‘Before I can,


you have to tell me what it is, young man.’


Jack shook his head and answered, ‘I can’t say.’


‘Go on,’ the statue answered, ‘it’s OK.


You don’t have to be shy.’ But Jack frowned


and didn’t answer. His little head went down,


he took my arm and held it tight. I knew


what he wanted and I wanted it too,


but neither of us spoke.


It felt strange


to be this way with him. I thought how changed


he was, by turns resentful or subdued,


as if already given to teenage moods.


Because I was the one who’d moved away,


I think Jack blamed me in his childish way


for splitting up our family, though God knows


I was the very last one to propose


this thing, which came all from Louise’s side


and none from mine. And yet, although I tried


to be there for him, still I have to say,


nothing had been straightforward since that day.


It came out in so many ways: his moods,


the sudden fussiness about his food,


the novel reticence and dark expression


and moments of vicarious aggression.


(Though Jack adored all animals, when I


moved out he soon began to vilify


our parrot, even threw things at his cage,


and then – perhaps a natural next stage –


the bird escaped and wasn’t seen again.)


We came now to those things like cattle pens


which isolate by means of metal bars


the right number of people for each car,


and got seats in the front row. Now we rode


into a Captain Marvel episode:


witnessed the giant granite boulder slam


and crush the body of wizard Shazam;


we saw the Human Torch, blowing real flames;


the gorgeous Betty Ross, who alone tames


the savage Hulk; witnessed the eerie light


which glimmered in a lump of Kryptonite


displayed upon a plinth like you might find


in a museum. The whole ride was designed


around waxworks arranged in histrionic


tableaux, with a few animatronic


puppets, which gave some movement to the scenes.


Other attractions used other routines:


the ‘Pirate Treasure Archipelago’


had costumed actors to compère the show,


as well as for the sword-and-pistol fight,


singing a sea shanty, and cussing lite –


these actors were combined with movie screens


to show the high seas and the battle scenes.


The visitors were borne along a flume


in boats, while all around we heard the boom


of cannons. Then we came to the supreme


excitement of the water chute: we screamed,


the camera flashed, and when the ride was done


Jack said immediately, ‘That was fun,


can we do that again?’ We had to laugh.


On the way out we bought the photograph.


Now and again, on pavements or street corners,


we stopped to chat with ‘streetmosphere’ performers –


often as not students in holiday


employment, variously dressed to play


an Inuit villager, or a Zulu,


Rafiki, Pluto, or Winnie-the-Pooh.


And then we came to ‘Ride with Terminator’ –


a show created by a simulator


which clipped into your helmet while you rode


a stationary motorbike. This mode


of travel gave the rider a sensation


of extreme speed; computer generation


of all your braking, cornering, and jumps


(it tilted, even reproduced the bumps)


contributed a lot to the impression.


The common thread of this diverse succession


of rides was that they started with a queue


and ended in a shop.


When we were through


we went for lunch to Bessie’s Country Pies,


where they served only hamburgers and fries,


and this suited Jack well. While we were there


I fell in conversation with a pair


of guys who worked here as ‘imagineers’ –


young fellows with a childish but sincere


enthusiasm for the Park. These two


had been in charge of fashioning a new


attraction, called ‘The Founding Fathers’ Hall’,


which they said was ‘a blast’, ‘the best of all’,


‘And seriously,’ one said, ‘it’s not as bland


as you might think; we make you understand


that in the Revolution it was hard


to take a rebel’s stand and to discard


the old allegiances and loyalty;


since taking a decision to be free


is difficult, courageous, and requires


we quit the pathways of our old desires.’


His thoughtfulness so took me by surprise


that after lunch I did as he advised,


and took Jack to the ‘Founding Fathers’ show.


There wasn’t any queue. A portico


gave into a large circular hall


with tall ionic columns. Here the walls


had niches cut in them where holograms


in eighteenth-century dress appeared to stand.


Some of them stared blankly, looking through you,


while others smiled and waved, or nodded to you,


and people holding trays went to and fro


with 3D specs to wear during the show.


At last a door was opened and we streamed


into a cinema. The massive screen


was hidden by an arc of corrugated


curtain, lit in blue, and punctuated


by uplighters, in bold chevrons of pink.


Whatever our friends had done, I didn’t think


it could have been a big hit: I could see


the auditorium was half empty.


Now an announcer asked us to refrain


from flash photography, and so maintain


the dignity of what we were to see,


and also please to put on the 3D


spectacles, and silence our cell phones.


The programme was a medley. We were shown


some movie clips in 3D panorama,


some real actors in scenes of costume drama,


and interspersed with these, from time to time,


animatronic figures, who would mime


the words, while pre-recorded actors’ voices


came through the sound system, with other noises,


like cheering mobs, some scarily realistic


gunfire, or else – slightly anachronistic –


the sound of ‘Hail, Columbia’ being sung.


First to appear, an actor, tall and young


and dressed in a blue coat, came on the stage


to represent the hero of his age,


George Washington.


‘The term “American”,’


he said, ‘was very certainly not one


we used to describe ourselves. The word was used


by English writers looking to abuse


us colonists, and wanting to suggest


that in America we don’t possess


full rights as Englishmen; and naturally


we couldn’t hold with that, because you see


we thought of ourselves as British, and possessed


of all the rights and freedoms which the rest


of them enjoyed. Paradoxically,


this was the very faith which set us free


of Britain, with its lords and royalty,


and brought us to a different loyalty.


Hindsight makes it seem destined to be


(because you are Americans), but we


were British, and by God, we had to choose


not to be. History tends to confuse


this issue: you’re not struggling to be free


from something new which you don’t want to be


but – and it’s a harder thing by far –


to be free of the person that you are,


and we did that.’


Now on a screen we saw


his life before the Independence War:


an honest soldier loyal to the King,


bravely fighting the French, petitioning


for the acceptance of his regiment


into the British Army, still intent


on an official status as redcoats


with all the rank and honour that denotes.


Franklin was shown next, writing to Strahan


that famous letter: ‘Look upon your hands!


For they are bloodied with the slaughtered throng


of your own relatives! Sir, you were long


a friend of mine. But now you have become


my enemy.’ But then Franklin’s own son,


steadfastly loyal to the crown, protested


against his father’s cause, and was arrested


and thrown in jail; and so his only child


was lost to him as well, and the reviled


enemy claimed him, and he emigrated


back to the old country, if not hated


at least lost to his father.


On stage next


came Jefferson declaiming from the text


of his ‘summary view’: ‘So I attest


it is neither our wish nor interest


to separate from Great Britain,’ he read.


Then turning to the audience, he said:


‘My uncle, cousins, and beloved teacher


all lived there, so at first I hoped we’d reach a


compromise agreement of some kind.


I don’t think any of us were inclined


to fight our own as we were forced to do.’


All this, although historically true,


sounded unpatriotic, was confusing


and worse than this, I felt, was clearly losing


the audience’s attention. I could sense


that what they really wanted was intense


feelings, clear sides, and preferably war.


But this they didn’t get.


Instead we saw


the movie screen slide noiselessly away


revealing to the audience an array


of puppet men in wigs, sitting on chairs,


with lifeless faces, and immobile stares.


The scene was set as if for one of those


congresses or conventions which arose


to settle business in the Thirteen States


during the early days. The delegates


began unanimously with a vow,


like that of ’87, not to allow


a word of what was said within those walls


to reach the outside world; and then they all


took turns to rise on animatronic joints,


gesturing creakily to make their points.


We heard their disembodied voices boom


from hidden loudspeakers around the room,


expressing a variety of views,


until North Carolina member Hewes,


who up till then had always been renowned


for loyalty to Britain and the crown


and a general anti-independence stance,


started up from his seat as in a trance,


staring emptily upward and ahead,


and lifting both his hands above his head


cried out, as if to heaven, ‘It is done!


And I will abide by it;’ and a stunned


silence follows.


And then, out of his seat


Jefferson rose slowly to his feet;


without anger, and yet without regret,


he said, ‘We must endeavour to forget


our former love for them, and only hold


them henceforth as we do the manifold


of peoples on the earth, as foes in war


and in peace friends. Enough. I’ll say no more.’


In our hotel room Jack sat on the bed


and played with his toy car, which whined and sped


in little bursts across the bedroom floor;


then stopped, reversed, and shot out of the door


into the bathroom, skirting the TV


console, and back again. As for me,


I lay beside him, drinking Scotch and reading,


trying to concentrate, and not succeeding.


The essay’s author seemed to feel he ought


to have a name attached to every thought –


as if a thought required a pedigree


and couldn’t function independently.


I felt the irritation which one might


endure at a name-dropping socialite


as eager as a spaniel to disclose


the rich and famous people that he knows,


and laid the book aside. And now I saw


Jack’s lip begin to quiver, then his jaw,


and then his face crumpled. I reached and took him


into my arms, and felt the sobs which shook him


against my chest, and said, ‘What’s it about,


my love?’ But he could get no answer out,


just clung to me and wouldn’t let me go.


I said, ‘I know, my darling boy, I know


it’s difficult for you: I’m also sad.


Everyone in a divorce feels bad


when it takes place, but that will disappear


with time. One thing is absolutely clear:


your mum and I still love you just as much,


and that won’t change. Divorcing isn’t such


a bad thing when a father and a mother


can no longer be happy with each other.’


But even as I spoke, it sounded lame;


and surely to Jack it must have felt the same,


because he said, ‘Why can’t they?’


There are things you cannot say


to a child: her arm across her breasts,


her hand that pushes yours away;


the months which count their loneliness


in nights; a sudden tiredness


which sweeps upon her, and she yawns,


arches her back, and turns aside.


A deer at daybreak on the lawn,


seeing an observer move inside


the house, canters away to hide.


Many excuses are less robust


than one. Mine were the loveliness


of ample mouth and narrow waist,


the love which they seemed to express;


and when she turns to hang her dress


the vase-shaped loins, perfectly smooth.


Too many reasons. Unhappiness


always turns away from truth


and focuses on something less


distressful, if it can. I guess


I knew that I would never touch her;


and yet I went on open-eyed


as if I might, as if her nature


wasn’t really hooves and hide,


a deer running from my side;


as if some human ecstasy


awaited. So what disarray


of heart sustained this fantasy?


What fear, what things I couldn’t say,


did I turn from, cantering away?


I took Jack home. Louise opened the door and he rushed by


into the flat; he didn’t say goodbye


to me, or hug Louise. She took his case


and stood her ground while something in her face


told me I wasn’t welcome. Undeterred,


I said, ‘You promised we could have a word.’


She said, ‘I have to do the shopping. Is it


something that can wait for your next visit?’


I said, ‘It’s important.’ She gave a look


of irritation, said nothing, but took


me through the kitchen to the front room where


I sat down in my favourite armchair


and she sat opposite me on a pouffe,


so poised and supple she’s the living proof


of the effectiveness of yoga classes.


At twenty-nine her loveliness surpasses


what she had been at twenty, when I met her:


perhaps her features now are subtly better


defined; perhaps also in her regard


there’s something gratified, something less hard,


which grew out of becoming a mother.


Look at her: it’s hard to see how other


women could have offered much allure


when I had her: the skin is very pure


and pale, and very dark her chestnut eyes;


her bird-like gestures subtly catechize


a man’s attention. Words cannot portray her


fascination; yet I did betray her,


yes, and often.


‘So,’ Louise said, ‘what


is the important business which you’ve got


to deal with now, so urgently you say?


I’m listening.’ This was the sympathetic way


she had with me these days. I said, ‘Nothing


could be more serious or more pressing.


It’s this: I’m asking you to take me back –


and Louise, not just for the sake of Jack,


although he certainly would want it too –


no: the reason is that I love you.


Call the divorce off now and I’ll agree


to anything you want, I guarantee


you can dictate whatever terms, I swear,


and even go on with your love affair.


I won’t object.’ A voice, though barely audible


inside me now was asking, ‘Is this laudable,


a perfect kind of love, or is it merely


masochism?’ She said, ‘Now you’re really


crazy. Something like that is never going to work for a minute.’


Louise, in the social pages of a magazine


I saw you at his side. It seemed that you had found


your childhood once again: the wealth, the world’s esteem,


a life inside the privilege compound.


Between us nothing’s mentioned. An oath of reticence


restrains the delegates of this congress.


The ecstasy of your revolt, love’s vehemence –


to hear that said would be a kind of death.


Please, not a word. But by your silence I am spared


neither the agony of disenfranchisement


nor the political parleying which leads nowhere


and which must now become my instrument.


And yet, don’t say it. For death is a taboo subject


in every culture. And you, who became my wife


in sickness and in health, try to be circumspect


and if you must speak, say there is an afterlife.


It doesn’t have to be as good as paradise,


but tell me something of earthly life endures: perhaps the halls


of Hades, grim and tenebrous, would suffice


to house the ghosts of happier days recalled.


A wife imprisoned there, a spectre without sex:


for better or for worse, by this solution


we might survive our death: if not the primary text,


with its garden of bangled virgins, then at least the next


best thing to it: a mangled and amended constitution.


I said, ‘It could make sense. Call off the divorce and have me back


here in the flat to live with you and Jack.


We needn’t share a bed, we’ll find a way


forward, little by little, day by day,


we’ll find some kind of compromise, a deal


which is acceptable, if not ideal.’


Louise said, ‘No,’ and then, ‘I can’t do that.’


Her voice was hesitant and strangely flat,


without the steeliness it had contained


only a moment since. I tried again


to make her see the sense of my idea,


promising her there was nothing to fear


on her side, seeing she would still be free


in every way, and could be rid of me


at any time; but once again she said,


‘I can’t do that, Patrick,’ and hung her head


and fell silent. I said, ‘I don’t know why


you suddenly can’t look me in the eye;


it isn’t like you and it doesn’t suit


your style to be recalcitrant and mute.


What’s it about? Come on, Louise, admit


you’re hiding something from me. Out with it!’


And she replied, ‘The reason I can’t live


with you, Pat, isn’t that I can’t forgive


your double-dealing and the way you carried


on. It’s this: I want to be remarried.’




Happiness


At home, I went to bed and drank some Scotch,


flicked on the TV, and began to watch


alternately a confrontation show


and a biopic on Freud, the easy flow


of each one broken by my restlessness.


First comes a man who’s ready to confess


to cheating on his wife. He grins a lot,


showing his gleaming teeth and seeming not


to mind who knows about it; and then a


switch of channel brings me to Vienna,


a family alpine walk, the loving chows


and less loving disciples, and their rows.


Unable to feel tired I took some pills


and I waited for my thoughts to calm, but still


I kept thinking of Jack, how he’d begun


berating the parrot, and how he’d run


into the flat without saying goodbye,


when I brought him back home. (They specify


not to take alcohol with these.) I pressed


the safety cap, twisted it off, and guessed


how many of them I’d taken before.


I shook some out and then shook out some more,


and poured a shot of Scotch and knocked it back.


It made my eyes water.


I thought of Jack


crying, and Louise’s head bowed down,


her gaze avoiding mine, her distant frown;


I thought I’d better not die for Jack’s sake.


Strangely, I still felt perfectly awake,


the pills perhaps weren’t doing any harm;


if anything, I started to feel calm,


though when I leant across the bed to pour


some more whisky, a lot went on the floor


and too idle to move I let it lie.


The actor’s nose, his beard and piercing eye,


gave him quite a convincing look of Freud


and the cigars and other props employed


also contributed. We got to see


the house he lived in till, at eighty-three,


he fled the Nazis, also a selection


of shots of his antiquities collection,


and heard his voice-over: ‘In many ways


the painful feelings of our childhood days


are like those Greek and Roman artefacts


which time preserved so marvellously intact


because they were deliberately buried


under the ground, inside the many varied


tombs and burial-grounds which men created.’


I thought of how I was initiated


to archaeology, hanging around


beside the excavations as the ground


was dug, and soil was sifted on a tray


with expert care, and then taken away


to designated heaps. And that was where


I met the graduates, among them Clare,


and got to know her. I was just sixteen


and she was twenty-eight. I’d never seen


the point of archaeology before.


Fidgeting with the channels, I restored


the confrontation show. Now its emcee


had brought onto the studio settee


the wife, a woman of uncertain age


who looked uneasy to be on the stage.


Her make-up was too heavy for the lights,


she wore a pair of jeans a size too tight


around the thighs. She told about their life


together, a recital that was rife


with drunkenness and gambling, the effect


on their children, his general neglect


of all the family and especially her.


At this the husband says he would prefer


to sleep with anyone except his wife,


calling her frigid, calling their sex life


pitiful. The show host introduces


the man’s lover, but seeing this produces


no real fight, he sits her down and brings


another in, who’s pregnant. This one swings


a fist at him, and suddenly they’re all


kicking and punching, and a little brawl’s


encouraged to take place before they’re parted.


The show continued like this till I started


to doze off and to dream that it was me


sitting up there as the interviewee,


and focus of the audience outrage.


Now the presenter brought Louise on stage.


The fanfare sounded, she came through the door


staring at me the way she stared before


when I was unfaithful, a look of pain,


bewilderment and also of disdain.


Something was going to happen. I was braced


for those rebukes which I’d so often faced,


but as Louise came forward to confront


me now, her dress fell open down the front


showing her breasts and pubic hair. I found


myself moving, without touching the ground,


towards her, like my path was preordained;


I wanted her so much it felt like pain.


Louise made no manoeuvre to protect


herself, but spoke softly, with grim effect:


‘You raped me.’ Now a bell began to toll.


I felt dizzy, began to lose control


of my movements. A crowd was closing in;


I knew at any moment they’d begin


to tear me apart – already I could hear


a voice say, ‘Kill him,’ and a thuggish cheer


went up around me.


Suddenly one man


among them stepped in front and raised his hand


saying, ‘Nobody touch him,’ and the crowd


at once grew quiet and obedient, cowed


by his authority. I recognized


the beard, the strong nose, and the piercing eyes.


Calmly, he took me by the arm and started


towards the exit, and the audience parted


on either side before us as we made


our way forward, and like this he conveyed


me from that studio into the street.


Still, it seemed my rescue was not complete


because he said, ‘Come now, walk by my side.


We have much to reflect on.’ I complied,


and went with him, expectant, through a maze


of unfamiliar streets and alleyways


and all the time in silence, till at last


he stopped to let a group of people past,


and as they came, the air seemed to grow colder,


and looking up I saw that on their shoulders


they carried a coffin. A dread suspicion


struck me that this might be a premonition


of my own death, but as my guide maintained


the same determined silence, I restrained


the urge to question him. The coffin passed


and we continued on our way. At last


my guide, unprompted, putting his reserve


aside, threw down his cigar and observed,


‘In times of war and famine life is tough.


We don’t have freedom, we don’t have enough


to eat or drink. Our only pressing task


is to survive. No wonder we don’t ask:


“What is the goal of life? How should we live it?”


The question, and our answer, if we give it,


is left until prosperity holds sway.


And when was there more abundance than today?


Even compared to when I was alive,


prosperity is marked, and people thrive


in ever greater numbers. All of those


now freed from starving, are obliged to pose


the ancient question: “How ought I to live?”


Sadly, religion can no longer give


an answer to this, but instead appears


to take its cue from secular ideas,


some scientific, others drawn from those


not-quite-sciences which later arose,


like economics, and psychology.


Religion has borrowed far too heavily


and like a declining family that consumes


its wealth, has leased its palace’s great rooms


and moved up to the attics, making sour


comments about the guys with real power


who rent the grand apartments down below.


It can no longer help. But you must know


science can’t help you either. How you choose


to live is something it has meagre views


about.’


Course of a car across the room:


circling the TV console,


it stops abruptly, then resumes,


reverses, goes into a roll;


whatever the remote control


held in a child’s hand directs


the car is certain to effect.


Immortal gods, you who insist


mankind performs your whims, who spurn


your wives and wrap yourselves in mist


to rape our girls, whose altars burn


with our attention, do we earn


your favour, or is the reeking smoke


regarded in Elysium as a joke?


There are no gods, you dope.


To what cause then do we impute


being a pilgrim or the Pope,


or a temple prostitute?


To what were the schoolmen’s disputes


directed? And what do we make


of witches roasted at the stake?


Because after the gods came science,


because no explanation survives;


belief is a nugatory defiance


and so it is with our own lives:


our parents’, even our own wives’


love quickly becomes a lie;


our children estranged before we die.


And all you clever men who slaughtered


lowing heifers, and professed


as certain fact that earth and water


were made in seven days, my guess


is no better than yours. Witness


with me the marriage vows I swore,


and a toy car upon the floor.


His eyes, both stern and sensitive,


were fixed on mine. ‘The question of how to live


is one of the oldest known to us, as well


as the most crucial. Yes. But I can’t tell


you what the answer is. So my suggestion


is that we ask a less ambitious question:


rather than speaking of the one you broach


let’s take a more empirical approach


and ask what humans actually reveal


by virtue of their acts to be the real


purpose and intention of their lives.


The answer to this, one easily arrives


at: Men strive for happiness, and clearly show


they want to be happy and continue so.


The project has two sides, of which the first


consists in trying to satisfy our thirst


for every type of pleasure, and a second


whose goal is fighting shy of pain. I reckoned


this programme was transparent and evincible


and named it Lustprinzip – the pleasure principle.


The notion swiftly underwent revision,


but for the moment let’s just say my vision


accorded it a sovereign, primary status


dominating the mental apparatus;


and yet it’s totally at loggerheads


with the whole world. As I often said


in my lifetime, there is no chance at all


of its being carried through. We are in thrall


to an impossible master. There!’


He pointed, and I saw across a square


an archway made of imitation rock.


Its massive lintel was a single block


on which was carved in primitive and gaunt


letters, the terse inscription: ‘WHAT YOU WANT’.


We walked beneath it, and across a smooth


expanse of asphalt to the ticket booths


and under the deadpan survey of the clerk


we drifted through like ghosts into the Park.


We walked together down an avenue


until a columned mansion came in view


symmetrically built, though not designed


to look like very much more than a fine


plantation house, the kind of thing that lent


a certain style to a Virginia gent.


Around this dwelling more security


than any palace had is covertly


in operation: cameras scrutinize


the tree-lined streets, and satellites the skies;


the air itself is densely circumfused


with unseen waveband. Well-washed limos cruise


all day and night, in fog, in haze, in snow;


they take their time, they’ve got nowhere to go.


We walked up to the door and there my guide


produced a pass which let us both inside.


‘So here we are,’ he said. ‘The residence


and office of the US Presidents.’


We found ourselves inside a spacious room


where two men dressed in period costume


were sitting. One was writing at a desk;


the other, marked by a certain portliness,


reclined upon an armchair, immobile


and seemingly lost in thought. After a while


he roused himself and, leaning forward, spat


with practised accuracy in a flat


pewter spittoon which stood beside his chair.


The other man seemed to be unaware


of us, and went on scratching with his quill,


completely buried in his task until


my friend alerted him with a slight cough;


then looking up, he smiled and took off


his wig, and put it on the desk. His hair


was sandy-coloured and a little spare


on top; he ran his fingers through it. The eyes


were frank, intelligent, and worldly-wise,


the face somewhat freckled. He had an air


of fun about him, something debonair.


He seemed to be acquainted with my guide


and greeted him, saying, ‘I’m gratified


to see a friendly face because I’m hounded


in all the newspapers. I was astounded


when Callender betrayed me: after all,


I trusted him; and as you will recall


I helped him as a friend. But he, from sheer


malice I believe, set out to smear


my honour, writing publicly about


my slave Sally, and how I came to flout


the taboo of our time. The love I bore her


brought both of us for sure – nothing is surer –


a bounty of that ancient happiness


which fills the heart, though we couldn’t confess


it publicly. All humans are confined


in some way by the morals of their time:


as tribal creatures we are powerless


before the herd. How I do loathe the press.


But who’s your friend? Not one of them, I hope?’


My guide tapped his cigar and answered, ‘Nope.


I found this one being hunted down, like you.


He doesn’t have a grievance to pursue.’


‘Well,’ said the other, frowning, ‘in that case


what does he want?’ He looked into my face


with what seemed an unnecessary suspicion;


but I could see my singular position


offered a peerless opportunity,


so I said, ‘Sir, life and liberty


are pretty standard stuff, hard to confute;


but the other bit you mention, the pursuit


of happiness – what did you mean when you wrote that?’


A heat haze over the plantation;


my study, Monticello, June,


plans for the farm, plans for the nation;


all through the shuttered afternoon


the sound of crickets importunes


like a tinnitus in your ear:


you act as if you didn’t hear.


The hours pass. Night comes again.


You lie and wait for her, unsure.


Softly the handle turns and then


here comes your heartbeat, the unmeasured


gift of prehistory, her pleasure.


Darkness confesses what the day


in cowardice has put away.


Morning. I go about my chores


first on the farm, and then confined


to my study. Somewhere a door


is slammed, a voice stays in the mind.


You know she’s out there, and you find


you’re happy. Crickets are everywhere.


You act as if you didn’t hear.


The President sat back in his chair. He said, ‘My friend, the Declaration


was really just a hurried compilation


of notions that were current in my time.


Nothing in it’s particularly mine.


I never felt I was charged to invent


a novelty, and speak no sentiment


which anyone had ever said before.


With this disclaimer, I can answer your


question as follows: I believed that all


men have certain rights. As I recall,


the rights which Locke wanted to guarantee


were life and liberty and property;


and when I substituted happiness


I left it deliberately vague. I guess


I didn’t know – and maybe didn’t mind –


how happiness was going to be defined.


I wanted people themselves to figure out


what human happiness could be, without


anyone telling them, least of all me –


such is the nature of democracy.


For centuries no one had thought it worth


examining how happiness on earth


arose, since from the Christian perspective


happiness wasn’t really an objective


in this life, anyway. The emphasis


in those days was on other-worldly bliss,


with life on earth consigned to misery.


Happiness was a concern that we


men of the Enlightenment revived,


a conception which had barely survived


the centuries of Christianity –


though all through classical antiquity


it had been thought the best and fullest aim.


And since my death, again I see the same


concern with happiness as an objective


and answer to the question “How to live?”


Some people say this is only confusing


and happiness is not the kind of thing


you can aim for at all; that if you strive


for other ends, then happiness arrives


as a by-product. That was not our view.


We felt that it was something to pursue,


requiring both intelligence and will,


to be developed, like a craft or skill.


Perhaps that’s also why the ancients say


that happiness is not just for a day


or for a minute or even three weeks:


to call someone happy you have to speak


of a substantial period of time,


like several years, perhaps a whole lifetime.’


He fell silent, and now the other man


leaned out, and spat again into the pan.


He was of mild appearance, with a soft


and plump body. He too had taken off


his powdered wig, and I could see his hair


was going back. He’d something of the air


of a professor, owlish, with a high


crown to his head, rather protuberant eyes


and fine, delicate features which contrasted


with a jowly face. The silence lasted


a minute, before he spoke: ‘I practised law –


although in some ways I liked farming more –


and rose to high office. I can’t pretend


to new ideas any more than my friend,


in fact less so, since much of what I wrote


consists of (mostly unacknowledged) quotes


from other people. But that doesn’t mean


I couldn’t think for myself, and wasn’t seen


to have sound judgement, even wisdom, yes.


As to happiness, I must confess


I don’t believe it ought to be our aim


in life nor do I think it ever came


to us by looking for it.’ And his eyes


bulged even more as if to emphasize


his point. ‘My friends, I’ve often speculated


there’s nobody to whom I’m not related


in this country. Now tell me, what preserved


this ample family of ours, and served


to multiply and prosper us? I say


it was religion. If you take away


religion we would surely all have been


rakes, fops and sots, drunken and unclean,


gamblers, starved with hunger, froze with cold


or scalped by Indians. As in the old


days when our pilgrim ancestors were guided


here by religion, and the Lord provided


this happy country to them, so today


religion should direct and show the way


in everything we do. Our happiness


is something subsidiary, something less


important than that. Tell me who can say


what happiness consists in, anyway?’


My guide then said, ‘My personal preference


is to define it in the strictest sense:


that is, as something very close to pleasure.


We experience it in strongest measure


when a desire is dammed up and denied


and then is subsequently satisfied.


It should be dammed up to a high degree


and then unblocked extremely suddenly


for greatest effect. It can be periodic


but by its nature it is episodic:


the happiness engendered cannot last


depending as it does on a contrast,


and very little on a state of things.


The pleasure which its prolongation brings


can only give rise to the milder state


of contentment.’


Next in the debate


the fellow with the sandy-coloured hair


leaned forward and pronounced, ‘Hold it right there.


You’re being over-hasty when you say


that happiness is over in a day


and tell us that a pleasure’s being mild


is any reason it should be reviled.


Plenty of thinkers in antiquity


were of the view that, on the contrary,


extended periods of mild content


was very much what being happy meant.


They felt it never came with those acute


pleasures, indulged by very dissolute


people, but rather by avoiding pain


in our bodies, and seeking to remain


as free as we can from troubles of the soul.


Yes, that was a very widespread goal:


exactly the state of mild tranquillity


you’re trying to say that happiness can’t be.’


At this point my companion interjected:


‘In my patients’ recitals I detected


a common feature of unhappiness


which at this stage we should also address.


I noticed in their childhoods they had often


experienced painful feelings, and to soften


the blow, they mentally brushed these aside.


They carried on almost like they denied


the pain’s importance, even at times the pain


itself – a lie exhausting to maintain,


but one from which they never found release.


By and large, this attitude increased


their chances of being unhappy very greatly:


nothing they felt was felt appropriately.


To deal with this affliction I would focus


the patient’s mind on finding out the locus


of ignored pain. But it was not my role


to say what it consisted of. That whole


job was better left to the patient.’


On separate farmsteads the tribe,


not gathered together in one place


but with a single voice, will gibe


and mutter that it’s a disgrace


because she’s of a different race,


because it’s clearly fornication,


because it’s really exploitation.


This is the social tourniquet,


the moral code of humankind,


and when you feel it, you will say


Sally’s a phantom of their mind,


illusion which can be dismissed –


and they will go along with this.


Go on, say it: ghosts don’t exist.


Go on, and keep your gaze ahead,


do not acknowledge with a blush


the woman coming to your bed,


go on with the pretence, the hush,


above all go on with the rush


of happiness, the confidence,


and children, and concupiscence.
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