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HEART’S DESIRE



I don’t know how it happened, or even what. I try to remember, and when I can’t remember, I tell myself stories, to try to understand.


*


There was a yellow plastic cup. I couldn’t have been more than two years old; I may have been less. I have forgotten so much from that time, but I remember this. I remember the cup. It was mine. Now it was somewhere I had not put it, on the seat of a ladder-backed chair, one of a set my mother had rescued from some junk-shop, stripped, and painted a glossy white. Paintbrush in her hand, she was decorating the chair, painting a circle of tiny red roses in the centre of the top slat. She was close enough to touch, but she wasn’t looking at me. I reached for the cup and drank.


I don’t remember the taste. I remember the yellow plastic cup. I remember how my hand closed on it, and then the feel of the ridged rim against my lower lip as I poured the liquid into my mouth and swallowed automatically. Then: the gasping noise my mother made, sucking in hard, as she stared, as if seeing me for the first time. Then a barely controlled flurry of activity. She was holding me tight, talking; desperately into the telephone. She was giving me something to drink, horrible yuck. She was holding me over the sink, pushing my head down, telling me to throw up. She was pleading with me, and coaxing, and calming me – although I don’t remember feeling alarmed – and asking me, again and again, the question I could not answer, then or ever: ‘Why? Why did you drink? What made you swallow?’


*


Jill went, one warm, wet summer’s evening, with her friend Harriet on the Northern Line from Clapham to Leicester Square, and from there on the Piccadilly Line to Finsbury Park. Simon lived there; Simon, whom Harriet had loved. Jill had not met him, although she’d had an affair with him, vicariously, through Harriet.


‘Why, why, why are they all like that? He’s the same age I am – a year older – and he’s never been married. Why doesn’t that bother him? Why doesn’t he want to settle down? How can men and women be so different? It doesn’t make sense. They’re like children. Short attention span. Constantly wanting to be amused. Unwilling to give, terrified of commitment … He actually talked about himself in those terms. “Afraid of love,” he said, “unable to commit” – God, it was like one of those books: Women Who Love Men Who Won’t or whatever. I mean, who isn’t afraid, and so what? Is he going to stay a lonely, single coward all his life?’


‘Probably,’ said Jill.


Harriet slumped a little in her seat. ‘You’re supposed to be providing moral support.’


‘I am. You know you’re doing the right thing. Simon’s not going to change. You’re better off without him.’


‘I know.’ She sounded unconvinced. ‘But maybe, this evening, when we see each other …’


‘Same song, second verse?’


They looked at each other and both sighed. ‘I know it’s not enough, but when he looks at me, when he touches me …’


‘Then I won’t leave you alone with him. Unless you really, really want me to.’


It was both relief and disappointment to discover that Simon was not at home. He’d left a note taped to the door saying that if he hadn’t returned by the time Harriet was ready to leave, would she please push the keys back in through the letter-slot.


‘Coward,’ said Harriet wistfully.


‘Let’s not hang about,’ said Jill. ‘Need a hand with the packing? Tell me what to do.’


‘I didn’t leave much here. A few clothes. I’ll get them. You can, well, why don’t you just have a look around?’ She vanished into the bedroom. Licensed to prowl, Jill wandered into the sitting room. It was decorated in shades of brown and beige and sparsely furnished, but each piece was a good one. Jill was attracted particularly to a manydrawered apothecary’s chest. She touched the smooth, reddish wood, feeling the tug of material desire, and pulled out one of the drawers. It was empty. She pushed it shut and tried another. Empty, too. Then a third. In its depths, something rattled.


Reaching inside, her fingers closed on something small and round. A wooden box, no more than an inch in diameter. As she admired it, the top came off in her hand. Inside was lined with black satin, and within that dark nest something gleamed. A jewel? With forefinger and thumb she plucked it out and held it aloft. It glowed dark red in the light, like a ruby or a garnet, but it was warm and soft, lacking the hardness of stone.


Without thinking, Jill popped it into her mouth, and it had slipped down her throat before she could decide otherwise.


Harriet was coming down the hall, saying something. Hot and confused, heart pounding hard enough to choke her, Jill dropped the little box into the drawer and closed it.


*


In the pub on the corner, Simon suddenly lost all appetite for his pint. He felt quite queasy, in fact. Inexplicably nervous. He wondered if Harriet had come and gone yet. Maybe he should have acted on his first impulse, to stay in and talk to her, to try to rescue their relationship. When he had thought, a few days ago, that he would never see Harriet again he had felt so miserable that he’d known it was love. This morning, though, the thought of what he would have to do to win her back – the apologies, the explanations, the evasions, the effort – had filled him with such paralyzing, suffocating boredom that he simply had to escape. He reminded himself that just because the sex was good, and she was smart and pretty, that didn’t mean he had to tie himself down to her for the rest of his life. Which was what she wanted. Of course he wanted to settle down eventually, but meanwhile what he wanted was … freedom. Freedom to take chances, to follow his heart, to act on his desires instead of hers. Freedom to go out when he chose, where he chose, with whom he chose. Freedom to sit right here and finish his drink, instead of rushing back to her. He picked up the drink he no longer wanted, and raised it to his lips.


*


That night Jill dreamed. This was no ordinary dream; it felt more like waking. And she was not alone. There was someone very close to her, so close she could feel the breath moving his lungs, could feel the rhythm of his heart and blood, different and somehow more real than her own. He was closer than if he was in her bed; closer than any lover had ever been. It was as if she was inside him, her own body miraculously slimmed and stretched to mere filaments of being, around which his bone and flesh and blood and skin wrapped like layers of clothing. She was still conscious, still herself, but not separate from him. When he breathed, so did she; what she felt, he did. Perfect harmony; perfect happiness.


Then she woke to the electronic beeping of her alarm, to the grey light and emptiness of morning, and she was alone. And aware of her solitary state – although she had lived by herself fairly contentedly for almost eight years – in a new and painful way. It was a bereavement, and a fiercely physical one. Going out into the crowded street was worse; there, her senses were constantly assaulted by the world, abraded by the incomprehensible otherness of other people. Everything was at the same time remote and unbearably close. She would go mad or die, she thought, but of course she did not. As the unbearable day wore on, she learned to bear it; gradually she built up defences until sensation dulled to the level she recognized as ‘normal’. The pain she felt ceased to be agony. It was merely discomfort; merely life.


But she had lost something, and she knew it, even if it was only her innocence. She knew now what she had never fully realized before, that she was alone. The knowledge had made her lonely. But life didn’t have to be like this. She knew, from her dream, that something else was possible.


*


Jill was travelling on the Piccadilly Line to Finsbury Park again. She hadn’t thought about why. Even when she found herself outside Simon’s door, pressing the buzzer, she didn’t know what she would say. Maybe she wouldn’t have to say anything, she thought. Maybe he would simply look at her, and he would know, and they would be together.


But he wasn’t in. At least, he didn’t answer his bell. She tried pressing the other two in turn, but there was no response. She had to go on standing on the doorstep, exposed to what was turning into a chilly drizzle. It couldn’t be long; surely it wouldn’t be long before he came home. She wondered what he looked like, and tried without success to imagine his face. She couldn’t even remember what colour Harriet had said his eyes were.


Finally – it was really raining now – she retreated to the pub on the corner. If she stood near the door and kept an eye on the street, she would be sure to see him when he passed. That she had never seen Simon before did not worry her. She would know him.


*


There was a drunken woman on his doorstep.


‘Simon? Simon, I’m Jill. A friend of Harriet’s? She must have mentioned me … Anyway, I came with her yesterday. When you weren’t here. Look, could I come inside? I could explain it to you. I’m not drunk, not actually, I just had a few drinks while I was waiting – you were ever such a long time coming! – Well, maybe I am a bit pissed. Coffee would … Would you make me a cup of coffee? And then we can talk.’


He didn’t want to let her in. Harriet’s friend! Harriet wasn’t the sort to send her friends around to plead her case … besides, he had never sent Harriet away; it had been her decision to leave him.


‘What do you want?’


‘I can explain, if you’ll let me in.’


She was so close that, short of physically pushing her away, he would hardly be able to keep her out once he opened the door. He did not want to let her in, but could see no real alternative.


Under the bright kitchen light she was not unattractive. She might, under other circumstances, have been someone he fancied – but the way she stared at him! As if she would eat him up with her eyes. He felt uneasy turning his back on her to plug in the kettle, and was glad the knives were in the drawer he blocked with his body. ‘It’ll have to be instant, I’m afraid. And I don’t mean to be inhospitable, but I am quite tired, and it is quite late …’ Looking up, he caught her hungry gaze straight on, like a blow. ‘What is this?’


She had seemed about to smile, but now her expression flickered uncertainly. ‘I’m sorry … I … don’t quite know how to explain … I had hoped you would know.’


‘Know? Know what? I never even heard of you until a few minutes ago.’


‘I thought … Harriet might have said something.’


‘Harriet and I are finished. If you’re her friend, you should know that.’


‘Yes, I was here, with her, yesterday. That’s when I … lost something. At least, I think I did.’


‘What sort of something?’ She was lying, he was sure of it. But why? What was she hiding?


‘A little … a ring. My grandmother’s ring. I mean it’s mine, she gave it to me, but I’ve lost it. I thought I might have dropped it … I might have left it here.’


‘I haven’t seen anything like that.’ He remembered coming home from the pub, how empty his flat had felt. As if something vital had been taken away. Harriet, of course. Not her things – they’d been few enough – but her presence, even her anticipated presence, and even, somehow, the memories of her presence in the past. Simon wasn’t one for irrational feelings or metaphysical speculation, but there was a quality to his solitude he’d never felt before. It was almost as if by going, Harriet had taken away something more than herself – something he couldn’t name, but could ill afford to lose. He almost phoned her, to call her back, but he had stopped with his hand on the telephone, knowing that she wouldn’t be home yet. She was out there somewhere, crossing London, unreachable. And then the moment had passed.


‘I didn’t see a ring, nothing new. Things were missing, that’s all,’ he said.


‘Missing?’ She looked at him. It made his skin crawl, the way she looked at him. He didn’t lack self-confidence; strangers had found him attractive before now – but why her? Why like this? Her interest seemed a threat.


‘Here’s your coffee,’ he said. ‘We’ll take it through to the sitting room, and you can look for your ring.’


Still she stared at him. ‘What did you mean when you said things were missing?’


‘Harriet’s things were gone. Nothing of mine.’ Briefly, he wondered if she had lifted something, maybe a record or a videotape, something he wouldn’t notice right away. He wasn’t going to ask. He didn’t want her confession. If she was a kleptomaniac, he didn’t want to know. Let her keep it, whatever it was. ‘The sitting room is just through here.’


‘And there’s the chest,’ she said. ‘It’s a beautiful piece. I was admiring it, and … I’m afraid I took the liberty of opening a few drawers … I didn’t mean to pry, you know, I wasn’t thinking what I was doing, just pulling out a few drawers …’ She gave him a look heavy with meaning.


‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘I don’t keep anything in it, as I’m sure you found out.’


‘Yes, you did.’


She spoke so certainly he could hardly contradict her. Besides, he wasn’t sure. Maybe he had dropped something in there once, a spare set of keys or something small, unimportant, quickly forgotten. ‘Well, nothing valuable.’


‘You don’t mind if I …’


‘Have another look? No, by all means. Go ahead. Pull out every drawer. See what you can find.’ A yawn racked him, and he sank down on the couch.


She was clumsy, fumbling with the tiny knobs, first too rough and then too gentle, plunging a hand into each empty drawer in turn, as if she couldn’t believe the evidence of her eyes. And when she had been through them all and found nothing, she turned on him, looking so despairing that, even though he neither knew nor trusted her, he pitied her.


‘There was something,’ she said. ‘There was something in one of the drawers … where is it? What was it?’


‘I don’t know. You tell me.’


‘It was a little, round, wooden box, very carefully made and lined with black satin. And there was something in it. I never saw it very well. It looked like a ruby – it gleamed red – but when I felt it, it was more rubbery, something like a wine-gum or a cough-sweet.’


He laughed.


‘You know what I’m talking about! It was yours!’


He swore. ‘You’re drunk. Or crazy. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘You do. You must.’


He struggled for calm, but that was no longer possible. She made him angry. ‘So what if I do? That chest is mine, and whatever’s in it is mine, and it has nothing to do with you. If I want to keep cough-sweets in my apothecary’s chest, I don’t have to tell you. It’s not your business.’


‘But it is. It is now. Because I swallowed it, you see. I didn’t mean to. I don’t know why – I was just going to feel it with my lips, it looked so smooth, and then it was in my mouth and I was swallowing before I’d had time to think. If I’d thought about it, I wouldn’t have. But I couldn’t help myself.’


There were tears in her eyes, and he felt sorry for her again. ‘It’s all right,’ he said wearily. He traced a cross in the air. ‘I forgive you, God forgives you. Bless you, my child. Now, go, and steal no more wine-gums.’


‘It wasn’t a wine-gum!’


‘Cough-sweets, then. Look—’


‘No, you look! I’ve told you the truth. I don’t know what it means, but it’s real, it’s important. I dreamed about you last night. I’d never met you before, but I knew you, as soon as you came near. You know what I’m talking about. You must feel it too. I didn’t ask for it any more than you did. All right, I know it was my fault, but … I didn’t mean it; I didn’t know what I was doing. And now it’s done. You can’t deny it. It affects both of us.’


How easy it would be, he thought, to let it happen. To let go, and let her entangle him in her madness. All he had to do was open his arms. All he had to do was take her to bed. That was what she wanted … why shouldn’t he want what she wanted, just for once? Except that it wouldn’t be for once. It would go on and on, and she’d want more and more. He remembered the way she had looked at him in the kitchen. She wanted to consume him utterly; she wouldn’t be satisfied with anything less.


Fear turned to anger, and he held it like a shield. ‘What do you want from me?’ His tone said that whatever it was, he would not give it to her.


The slump of her shoulders said she understood. ‘Please … let me stay.’


‘No.’


‘Please. Just for tonight … it’s late; the tube’s closed now.’


‘I’ll call a minicab for you.’ He got up and went to the phone. He felt, as he moved and spoke, that he was playing a part, echoing something done by an earlier self. He remembered a quarrel with Harriet.


‘Hello. Could you send a car …’


Behind him, motion, displacement of air. He heard his door open and shut, and then the muffled slam of the street door.


‘Oh, never mind, cancel that order. I’m sorry to have troubled you.’ His heart raced. As he hung up, his body tensed, ready to run. Not to run away, he realized, but to run after her. But why? He’d made his decision. He knew what he wanted – or, at least, he knew what he didn’t want.


Only, the flat seemed so empty now. He looked at the apothecary’s chest. He had grown up with it. His grandmother had made hats, and had used the little drawers to hold her trimmings. The chest was so familiar, he’d almost stopped seeing it. His mother had made him a gift of it when he bought this flat and, although he was very fond of it, he’d never actually found a use for it. And yet, from time to time, hadn’t he deposited odds and ends in the little drawers? The image of something red and gleaming like a gem teased his memory. Had he hidden something away for safekeeping only to forget all about it?


He stopped himself, hand outstretched. No. There was nothing. She hadn’t stolen anything from him. He hadn’t lost anything. How could he lose something he’d never had? She was crazy, that woman, but it was nothing to do with him. Nothing at all.


He sat down again, feeling hollow and so light the merest breeze could have blown him away.


*


Once I thought desire had an object; thought that I wanted someone or something that was missing from my life, whether it was a pair of lapis lazuli earrings or my own baby; I thought I wanted back something that had been lost, whether my yellow plastic cup or a man who had left me. But desire is not so simple as a wish. Desire is. It possesses you, or it does not. It’s a feeling, a force, a natural disaster like an earthquake or gravity, and there’s no denying it. There’s no satisfying it, either. I want is a sentence which can never be finished.


*


Jill was in despair. She’d blown it. She had frightened him, and ruined everything. Her best chance. But she must have another. She could try again. After much thought, and agonizing over the choice of both words and picture (Gwen John’s ‘The Convalescent’ was surely sufficiently cool and unthreatening?) she sent him a postcard apologizing for her behaviour while ‘under the influence’, and suggesting he could show his forgiveness by letting her take him to dinner. But, although she gave him her address and her work as well as home telephone number, Simon did not get in touch with her.


She couldn’t understand it. Why didn’t he feel as drawn to her as she was to him? She had his heart, after all: she could feel it beating slowly and steadily between the beats of her own. For most of the time she was not consciously aware of it, any more than she had ever been aware of her own, but late at night, lying awake in the quiet dark of her lonely bed, she felt the two hearts beating together, and the tears ran down her face as the pain of his absence became almost more than she could bear. She wanted to go to him, to cast herself, body and soul, at his feet. But she didn’t dare. She remembered too well how he had looked at her, and drawn back. If he looked at her like that again, she thought, she would die. Better that he should not see her at all. But she had to see him.


She could hardly think of anything else. Work, and even the most ordinary business of day-to-day existence, became steadily more difficult. She found herself going to Finsbury Park at all hours – she would start off intending to go to work, or to lunch, or to do some shopping, and she would find herself, once again, on the Piccadilly Line going north. With no idea of whether or not he was in it, she would watch his house like a faithful hound, bargaining with herself each time for the right to stay just a little longer … until, finally, one day she was rewarded by the sight of him coming out of the house.


He didn’t notice her, and she did not draw attention to herself. She kept a safe distance as she followed him down the street to the underground station, and she was careful to enter a different carriage. She went with him all the way to Leicester Square, and watched him go into a pub. She waited on the street for a few minutes, plotting a ‘chance’ meeting. He would be wary at first, of course, not pleased to meet her again, but she would be as light and charming as she knew how to be, and he would gradually relax, suggest they continue this enjoyable conversation over dinner …


But when she entered the pub she saw him at once, and knew her plan was doomed. For he was sitting at a table near the far wall, already in conversation – light and charming – with an attractive young woman.


Her heart thudded so hard she thought he should feel it, and she ran out into the street, cursing her, cursing him, cursing the passion that had driven her mad.


She knew it was madness, but the next evening found her again in front of his house.


Following him became her routine. It was more than just a habit: it was her life. She found out where he worked, and she saw him shopping. She knew what he ate and where he drank. She saw the women he met from time to time, and they meant no more, or less, to her than they did to him; no less, or more, than anything else that impinged upon his life, the life she longed to share. She memorized the way he moved, his own particular walk, his small gestures when talking, the width of his back and the way his hair grew. In her dreams she was with him, so close no one could see her, and in her waking hours she got as close to him as she dared.


Until, one day, she went too close, and he turned at the sound of her breath at his back, and she saw him see her, saw him see the unspeakable, unacceptable hunger in her eyes.


And, in his eyes, that look that she had never wanted to see again; the fear she had never meant to inspire. In that moment of mutual shock and recognition she saw herself through his eyes: saw herself and was repelled.


Jill turned and ran as if she could outrun her own madness.


*


How did desire ever come to be confused with love? It has nothing to do with the human connections and needs and emotions that lead to marriages, families, children … Desire is an affliction. Madness. No, not madness. Because whatever else it is and does, it is real.


*


Jill went to stay with relatives in Yorkshire. Things had gone too far, and she understood that if she did not make some radical change in her life things would go farther still. Where the end might be she could not, would not let herself, imagine. Staying in London was obviously not on, when from one day to the next she couldn’t control her own movements. Maybe, if she took herself far enough away from him, she would no longer feel the pull. At any rate, situating herself miles from the nearest railway station would at the very least slow her down. She no longer had a job to quit, so there was no problem about that. All her relatives needed or wanted to know was that she’d been disappointed in love; a man had let her down. When she was with them, she talked and thought as they did, about normal, ordinary things: dinner, the weather, and the people and the world as seen on television. She ate large meals, slept long hours, watched television, helped about the house, went for walks. This was her convalescence, and also her cure.


Always, of course, her thoughts were drawn to Simon: distance made no difference. But, just as she would not allow herself to see him, so she tried to forbid the very thought of him. She cut off all fantasies and reminiscences sharply, as soon as they began. She used relaxation techniques and methods of behaviour modification learned from books. She had decided to treat her feelings about Simon as she would any addiction. Habits can be changed, even habits of thought.


But she could not control the dreams she had while sleeping. And awake, while thinking of something utterly removed from Simon – advising a friend of her aunt’s on a new wallpaper pattern, or playing bridge – she would suddenly realize that she had, quite unconsciously, made one of Simon’s gestures, or feel his slightly lopsided smile on her lips. Walking to the shops she sometimes stopped dead, sensing that her stride was absurdly masculine for someone wearing a skirt but unable to remember how she usually walked. She heard his laugh coming from her mouth, and when she swore, it was with his scowl and tightened shoulders. And regardless of whether she allowed herself to think about it, his heart went on beating inside her breast.


Desire must eventually wither away for lack of nourishment, Jill thought. She concentrated on other things: becoming a better cook, sewing, building her physical endurance with long, hard walks, and reading a great many books. As the days and the weeks passed she felt better and stronger, and she knew she was healing. Perhaps she dreamed of Simon, but she woke from her dreams without anguish. She had not forgotten him – she knew now that she never would – but she no longer felt that horrible empty aching loneliness that meant she needed him. She didn’t need him to make her whole; she was whole. It was time to go back to London and take up her life again.


*


Simon shrank back against the doors of the train. Christ! There she was, that woman, Harriet’s friend!


Months without a sight of her, and now – was it starting up again?


Then he realized that she couldn’t have been following him. She was already in the carriage, already seated, when he got on. So it had to be coincidence.


He eyed her cautiously. Absorbed in her book, she didn’t seem to have noticed him. Even so, he thought he’d better get off at the next stop, move to another car. He was afraid of attracting her attention, but he could not stop staring at her with hungry, curious eyes.


Since she had run away from him, Jill’s absence had haunted Simon far more than her unsuspected presence ever had. That last time, when he had seen her on the street, he knew at once that this was no coincidence; that she must have been trailing him for days. But it had taken a very long time for him to believe that his discovery of her had really frightened her off for good. For weeks he had been on edge, sleeping badly, checking the locks on his door obsessively – he even had them changed, just in case – jumping at unexpected sounds, glimpsing her in every crowd. Finally, he had decided to confront her. He was glad, then, that he had never thrown away the postcard she had sent him (in fact, he had tucked it away in one of the drawers of the apothecary’s chest). But when he called her office they told him she had left the company, and no matter when or how often he tried her home number there was never a reply. He had been forced to accept that she had left his life just as abruptly and inexplicably as she had entered it. He had thought about her from time to time, wondering if he would ever see her again. And now, here she was. He could confront her, if he wanted to.


He had looked away from her for a moment, to collect his thoughts, not wanting to be caught staring until he knew what he meant to do – whether or not to show he recognized her. Now, looking back, he thought he was ready for anything. But he was not ready for what he saw.


She was gone, and in her place – in the same seat, reading the same book – was a man. Except that she hadn’t gone; she was still there, somehow within the man – it could have been done on film, a simple overlay of images, a double-exposure – inside the man like his living soul. And the man was himself.


Simon’s hands were like ice, and his muscles had seized up. He couldn’t move, not even his eyes. He had to go on looking at this impossible sight, terrified that he/she would look up and see him, and yet wanting it. Whether or not he’d ever heard the legend that to meet your double is to meet your death, he sensed danger. Surely, once their eyes met, something would end? How could they both continue to exist?


The train was pulling into a station. Passengers were standing up and moving towards the doors. The figure that was Jill/Simon shimmered. Boundaries flowed and lost definition, then the body redefined itself, closing the book it held, and standing up. When Jill got off the train she was herself again.





THE WOUND



Once, the seasons had been more distinct, but not in living memory. Now, mild winter merged gently into mild summer, and Olin knew it was spring only by the calendar and by his own restlessness.


That morning, Olin’s bus took a different route, road repairs forcing a detour through the old city. As he stared out the window at the huge, derelict buildings crumbling into ruin and colonized by weeds, he caught sight of figures through gaps in the walls. No one lived in the old city, but there were always people here. Olin had been one of them once, when he was young, coming here with his lover. He remembered that time as the best of his life.


Recalling the past made him feel sad and prematurely old. His lover had become his wife, and after ten years of marriage they had separated. He had lived alone for the past two years.


Olin reached into his breast pocket for diary and pen, turned to the blank page of that day, and wrote ‘phone Dove’ in his small, precise hand. About once a month he phoned her, and they would arrange to meet for a meal. Always he went to her in hope, with fond memories and some vague thoughts of reconciliation which would fade over the course of the evening.


As he left the bus, two other teachers, senior to Olin, also got off. They did not speak as they crossed the street together and passed through the heavy iron gates onto the school grounds. Olin caught sight of another colleague, a little ahead of them: Seth Tarrant, the new music master. Tarrant was young, handsome, and admired by the students. His cream-coloured coat flared like a cape from his shoulders, and he seemed to be singing as he strode across the bright green lawn. He carried an expensive leather case in one hand, and a bunch of blue and yellow flowers in the other. Olin felt a brief flare of envy, and he touched his breast pocket. He would phone Dove, he thought. She would be glad to hear from him.


During his lunch-break, Olin went into the telephone alcove by the cafeteria, and was startled to see Seth Tarrant there, his long body slumped in an attitude of defeat, his head pressed against one of the telephones. Before Olin, embarrassed, could retreat, the other man looked around.


He straightened up, brushing a strand of fair hair out of his eyes. ‘Mr Mercato,’ he said.


‘Olin,’ said Olin, embarrassed still more by the formality. ‘Please.’


‘Olin. I’m Seth.’


‘Yes, I know. Ah, are you all right?’


‘I’m fine. Do you like opera?’


‘Opera? Yes. Yes, I do, actually. Not that I know anything about it – maths is my subject, really – but I do like to listen. On the radio, and I have a few recordings …’


‘You don’t think it’s tedious, pretentious and antiquated?’


Olin wondered who the music master was quoting. He shook his head.


‘You might even think it worth your while to attend a live performance?’


‘If it weren’t so expensive—’


With a conjuror’s flourish, Seth produced two cards from his pocket. ‘I happen to have two tickets to tonight’s performance of The Insufficient Answer, and one is going begging. Would you care to be my guest?’


‘I’d love to. But, are you sure?’


‘Do I seem uncertain to you?’


Olin shook his head.


‘That’s settled, then. We’ll meet on the steps of the opera house at seven o’clock, which will give us time for a drink in the bar before it begins.’


‘Thank you. It’s very kind—’


‘Not at all. You are the kind one, agreeing at such short notice. Please don’t be late. I hate to be kept waiting.’


*


The opera house was on the river, in an area of the city far older than that part known as the old city. Olin had been there once before, in the early days of his marriage, to attend a performance of Butterfly. Dove had been pregnant then, and she had fallen asleep during the second act. It was probably the quarrel they’d had afterwards, and not the price of tickets, which was the real reason Olin had never been to the opera since.


The steps were crowded with people meeting friends, but Seth’s tall, elegant figure was immediately noticeable. When he reached his side, Olin began to apologize for his lateness, although it was barely five past the hour. He felt awkward, worried about the evening, certain that Seth had regretted his spur-of-the-moment invitation by now. Seth brushed aside both apologies and thanks with a flick of one long-fingered hand.


‘Let’s get a drink,’ he said.


He seemed distracted and brooding in the bar, but Olin contrived a conversation by asking him questions about opera: after all, music was the man’s subject. Olin felt like a student taken on a cultural outing by a master; an odd reversal, since he was at least ten years Seth’s senior. It was a relief when the bell rang and they could find their seats and stop talking.


The Insufficient Answer was a love tragedy, a popular story which Olin already knew in outline. He had seen some of the most famous scenes enacted on television, but never with the technical brilliance displayed in this production. By ingenious use of lights and projections, the physical miracle of love appeared to be actually taking place on stage during the opening love-duet. After that breathtaking scene, the familiar tragedy was set in motion as the lovers, Gaijan and Sunshine, discovered they were not cross-fertile. Because there could be no children, marriage was out of the question. Social as well as biological forces drove Gaijan to take other lovers while Sunshine watched, and wept, and waited. For Gaijan still swore that he loved her the best of all, and he returned to her after every coupling. He told her he considered her his true wife and would never marry. His other lovers, led by the young and beautiful Flower, discovered Sunshine’s existence and reproached her in the choral, ‘We are all his wives.’ When Sunshine protested that she could not live without his love, Flower responded with the thrilling ‘Then you must die.’ The duet between Sunshine and Flower which followed echoed the earlier duet between Gaijan and Sunshine only, instead of a transformation, it was concluded by a suicide. In the final act, Gaijan threatened to follow Sunshine into death until Flower wooed him away from the cliff-edge. As Gaijan and Flower exchanged vows of marriage, Flower promised to be to him all that Sunshine had been, and all that Sunshine could not be. The stage had been growing darker all the while, and Olin expected the curtain to fall on the final, throbbing notes of Flower’s promise and the lovers’ embrace. Instead, Flower turned to face the audience, and opened her robe. Olin caught his breath at the sight of an embryo, seen as if through Flower’s flesh, growing within her body. It grew, as he watched, and even without opera glasses Olin could see that the unborn baby wore Sunshine’s face.


There was a moment of awed silence as the curtain fell, and then an explosion of applause. Olin clapped, too, full of emotion he was unable to express in any other way. He glanced at Seth and then hastily looked away again at the sight of tears on the younger man’s face.


The murmuring, satisfied crowd bore them away, and there was no need, or chance, to speak. On the steps again, Olin began to say his thanks, but was stopped by a gesture.


‘Don’t rush off,’ said Seth. ‘I’d really like to discuss what we’ve just seen. That’s why I don’t like going to these things alone – it’s never complete for me until I’ve been able to talk about it. Won’t you walk with me by the river? I need to stretch my legs, and somehow I think better when I’m moving.’


Olin felt flattered that Seth had not tired of his company after the strained effort of their earlier conversation in the bar, but he glanced at his watch saying, ‘I’m afraid the last bus is—’


‘Oh, don’t worry about that. I have a car. I can run you home.’


‘Your own car? On a teacher’s salary?’


Seth smiled faintly. ‘No. Not on a teacher’s salary. Nor this coat, nor a subscription to the opera. It won’t last long at the rate I’m going, but I have a little money. From my wife’s family.’


Olin remembered the despairing way Seth had leaned against the telephone, and the flowers that morning, and he was surprised. ‘You’re married?’


‘Separated. It lasted less than a year. A youthful mistake.’


The night was dry and not cold, the river path paved and lighted, but they were alone.


‘My wife and I separated two years ago,’ Olin offered.


‘How long were you married?’


‘Ten years.’


‘Children?’


‘Two. At school now.’


‘Not a youthful mistake, then,’ said Seth. ‘Why didn’t you stay together? Why – I’m sorry. Please forgive me. It’s none of my business, of course.’


It would have been a rude question even from someone less a stranger than Seth, and Olin knew he should have taken offence. But suddenly he wanted to talk about his marriage with someone, anyone, who was not Dove. He had never had the chance before.


‘I suppose we separated because we ran out of reasons for staying together. We’d stopped loving each other long since, the children were at school and didn’t need us, and there was no reason for two people who didn’t like each other very much to go on sharing the same house. We’d never had much in common except the physical.’


‘That’s supposed to be enough,’ said Seth. ‘It is in all the operas, in literature, in ballads. The miracle of love is physical love – a biological affinity. Which would be fine, only it never lasts. And nobody will admit that. Everybody expects it to last, and when it doesn’t we think there’s something wrong with us. We’re failures. Why can’t we be taught to see love in perspective, to see it as a physical pleasure which belongs to one part of life but doesn’t ever, can’t by its very nature, ever last. We outgrow it, and we’re meant to outgrow it. So why do we ruin our lives, wasting so much time and energy on love, dreaming about it, waiting for it, hoping for it against all odds?’


Although they were walking side by side, not looking at one another, Olin was vividly aware of Seth’s anguish.


‘You’re too young to be talking like that,’ Olin said, trying for a cheerful, bracing tone. ‘It’s all very well for me to resign myself to a solitary life, but you’re still young and you should have hope. You can marry again – you will marry again. As you say, the first was a youthful mistake. You’ll meet someone else …’
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