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      PART ONE

      Overture: The Riddle
of Love

      
      
      
         Love is a canvas furnished by Nature and embroidered by imagination.

         Voltaire
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      Where does one start in writing a book about love? It’s an emotion or state that casts a bright light on all of life or shadows
         it by its lack. North, south, east, west, love is both essential and conflictual. It transforms and it destroys. It seems
         to matter because life matters. Yet seen from the outside, it’s also plain silly or simply mad. Subject of countless myths,
         lyrics and stories, as well as philosophical and sociological interrogations, embedded in our ways of thinking and seeing
         the world, love’s manifestations are not only as various as the individuals who experience them, but are different at different
         points in our lives. Intensely personal, unpredictable, love often seems allergic to generalizations, yet its continuities
         through history and its commonality also make these inevitable and ubiquitous. So the only place to begin in unravelling some
         of love’s riddles seems to be with the self. And the only point in doing so may be to grow a little wiser in love’s ways.
      

      
      I don’t know exactly how old I was when I first became aware of love. Aware enough so that it stirred an emotion sufficiently
         significant to become memorable, even though its meanings were confusing. Aware of it as a word that stood in for a host of
         feelings.
      

      
      I was probably around seven and the memory is linked to a French song. French was my first clearly spoken language amidst all those others that floated through my parents’ immigrant trajectory, which brought its own traditions
         of love in train. Like all immigrants they felt alternately ambivalent about these traditions and idealized them, subliminally
         communicating this to us. In the way of most songs heard or learned by children, the lyrics were only half grasped, but the refrain of this one stayed with me …
      

      
      
         ‘Il y a longtemps que je t’aime. Jamais je ne t’oublierai.’

      

      
      A translation might read:

      
      
         ‘I’ve loved you for a long time. I’ll never forget you.’

      

      
      Maybe what imprinted the song within me was the mysterious arc of the refrain: it moved from a past of love through the present
         and abruptly into a future where, though love is lost, memory and longing are for ever. Maybe it was also the collective embarrassment
         of raising our children’s voices into the palpably intimate, a region hovering on the forbidden. I clearly recall musing over
         what it might all mean. Loving, it seemed, stretched back into the mists of a time past and was so significant it continued
         for ever, tumbling into a vague future of the imagination.
      

      
      It must also have been the song’s melody, replete with a tender yearning, which fixed the refrain in my mind, alongside the
         jaunty, oft-repeated ads for toothpaste, instant coffee and that oily tiger in everyone’s tank.
      

      
      The rest of the song, entitled ‘À la claire fontaine’, tells a sentimental tale of a man coming across a fountain during a
         walk. It’s so enticing, he is tempted to bathe. At first I thought it was the fountain he was in love with, so important did
         the place itself seem to be. While he dries himself off, he tells us he lost his mistress because he wouldn’t give her the
         bouquet of roses she desired. Now, oh how he wishes they were together again! Love, it seemed, though so significant, was
         also evanescent and prone to hazard.
      

      
      Not exactly scintillating lyrics, one might say. Yet a half-century later, the song still brings tears to my eyes. And its
         template of love as a brief moment of presence between a paradise lost of bliss and a future of yearning still carries descriptive,
         and, yes, emotive power.
      

      
      In the many interviews I carried out while working on this book, most people mentioned songs as introductions or spurs or
         accompaniments to love – from Elvis to the Beatles to Dylan, Leonard Cohen, The Smiths, Nick Cave, Amy Winehouse and a score of others. This is hardly surprising. Music wraps emotion into itself and plays on the
         body. If pop music has love in all its manifestations – from longing to joy to pain and regret – as its principal lyrical
         theme, so, too, does the classical literary canon. In Marcel Proust’s formidable analysis of love, memory and society, À la Recherche du Temps Perdu, a little haunting phrase from his fictional composer Vinteuil’s sonata becomes both triggering motif and transposed essence
         of the philandering aesthete Swann’s love for Odette, the unsuitable object of all his desires whom fate finds him married
         to, but only once he has discovered he is no longer in love with her. Passion’s disappearance may be no barrier to marriage.
      

      
      The word ‘love’ wove itself into my childhood in other equally, or perhaps more, perplexing ways.

      
      I grew up amidst several cultures. One was French and Catholic, adept in the language of the sins of the flesh, of confession,
         repentance and salvation. The other was English and Protestant, versed in Puritanism and unspoken guilts. Both had been transplanted
         into the newish world of Quebec, a province of Canada and also of its influential neighbour to the south, the United States
         of film, television and pop music. My family were immigrants of Jewish lineage from central Europe, which added a potent ingredient
         of world-weariness and oft-humorous pessimism to the cultural brew.
      

      
      My brother was seven years older than me. He had a habit of assuming a severe paternal role. Often enough it came with shouts,
         raised hands and disciplinary threat from which I would flee, to cower in the bathroom behind the only locked door in the
         house and there await my working parents’ return.
      

      
      ‘But he loves you,’ my mother would say when I wept my version of events to her. ‘He really does.’

      
      So love was also being locked in a lavatory, one’s will brutally impeded by what felt very like a version of hate. Love brought
         a series of power relations in its train. The one time I remember my father taking off his belt and administering a number
         of thwacks across my bottom, it turned out that this punishment for a now forgotten crime was also carried out in the name
         of love.
      

      
      
      My mother, like me, had an older brother, but her love for him had no fear in it and took an altogether different form. Her
         brother was a handsome uniformed picture: the man it represented had been lost, had vanished during the war. There were lots
         of dead relatives in my family and few living ones. Mostly they weren’t spoken of. But this beloved and heroic brother was
         the subject of countless tales, lyrically recounted. My mother also saw him here, there and everywhere – though it never turned
         out to be him. So this storytelling and ghostly spotting was also love, fraternal love. My father, on the other hand, had
         a brother who had lived in New York ever since my father was a babe. He had eagerly gone off to see him twice or thrice during
         my Canadian childhood, and the brother had once visited us. Then, he too vanished, though there was no picture of him to be
         seen anywhere in the house. Nor was he ever spoken of again. It seemed the word ‘brother’ didn’t have to be attached to love,
         after all.
      

      
      Growing up into love, let alone understanding its contours, was hardly a straightforward business.

      
      For instance, my mother and father presumably loved each other. We all somehow knew that love and marriage went together like
         a horse and carriage. The princesses in fairy-tales all got married and lived happily ever after. Yet my mother and father
         rowed regularly and vociferously.
      

      
      Once, too, I caught my mother in the long hall of our house, clasped in embrace by a family friend I inevitably didn’t like.
         I had only ever seen that kind of passionate clasp on the film posters of Gone with the Wind. I knew, in the way children always know by the sheer intensity that hiding brings into play, that what they were up to was
         forbidden and secret. I also knew that it was loathsome, as all adult sexuality is to children. For some reason, in those
         ever fluid associations that memory brings, that illicit moment is caught up for me with the lyrics of that 1950s American
         song ‘I saw Mommy kissing Santa Claus’.
      

      
      I hadn’t actually seen Gone with the Wind yet. We Quebec children were rather deprived of cinema in the fifties and early sixties, officially because of a fire that
         had taken many lives back in 1927. The dominant reason, however, was that the then ever vigilant Catholic Church which ruled
         the morals of the province with a heavy hand didn’t want us to see Rhett Butler and Scarlett O’Hara, or anyone else, clasped in embrace. When I asked my mother why, she said it was because
         they thought love stories were bad for children. Dangerous. The confusion over that was compounded by the fact that we were
         allowed to see special screenings of cartoons and Disney films. Cinderella and Snow White were two of my favourites, and here love and its shadow side, hate, featured large. Cinderella’s struggle to escape the envious
         clutches of her wicked stepmother and sisters ended with a kiss and the promised bliss of marriage, while Snow White was woken
         from poisoned sleep by one and the same. So maybe it was animation that made kisses and love OK, their unreality somehow confounding
         the danger of the ‘real’.
      

      
      Other influences came to shape my growing and ever more mysterious picture of love. In the small Québécois town where I spent
         a part of my childhood, stories of who was in love with whom circulated freely. Love was gossip – a private, but publicly
         titillating, matter. I don’t think I paid much heed. These were stories about adults, after all, who inhabited a different
         world. But stock characters remain in my memory, I imagine because of their repeated visits in these stories. Then, too, a
         mystery attended their roles, rife ground for childhood misunderstanding. There was the coq du village – a phrase my mother loved, which apparently designated the man–rooster who fancied he ruled over all the chicks in the village.
         I would watch these local Lotharios carefully when they appeared, in the hope that I might catch a glimpse of their chickens,
         before I realized they were meant to be women.
      

      
      Another stock character was the ardent, swooning, ever desirous male who, in my beautiful and much desired mother’s lore,
         figured as a plus or a pest, whatever his suffering. There was also a rather gaga version of this: the aged, besotted swain
         and his too young mistress, both figures of ridicule. A ‘cheat’ was part of the panoply, too. Usually this one figured as
         female, and came with a derogatory description of too much lipstick and too many flounces. Finally, there was the forlorn
         female, disappointed in love, who was always approached with a halting cheer admingled with awe and a slight fear, so it wasn’t
         quite clear whether she was ill and contagious or on a plinth built out of suffering.
      

      
      Sometimes these love stories hurdled across the child–parent divide and love acquired another adjectival usage to produce a love-child. The one that remains in my mind, perhaps because of the
         intensity of the whispered gossip, had to do with a customer in my parents’ local store, where often enough I spent my after-school
         hours tucked, half hidden, behind the till counter doing homework or drawing. The customer was a blowsy teenager who transfixed
         me by coming in one day with no teeth, then the following week with a gleaming set. The transformation was almost as potent
         as Cinderella’s: teeth and slippers, both in their different ways attached to the body, seemed to have magical properties
         somehow related to love. Anyway, rumour amongst the sales assistants had it that this young woman was bearing a love-child
         by – wide-eyed murmuring – one of the priests in the seminary, right next door to the convent school I attended.
      

      
      So love was also something to do with the making of children, a secret activity it seemed; though children could hardly be
         secret since I knew lots of them.
      

      
      I had no idea back then how children were, in fact, made. There were storks, of course. (Birds seem to flutter in to confuse
         the sexual picture in myths, fairy-tales, poetry and kitchen talk, forever displacing it into flight and the possibility of
         human transformation.) Storks dangled babes from their beaks in whiter-than-white bundles on the picture greeting-cards. But
         there were no storks in Canada – yet there were certainly babies. According to one tale, I had grown in my mother’s tum because
         she had eaten a great many pears, which she continued to delight in though they now produced no little siblings. In other
         parental versions, babies came when a man and woman slept with one another. I grew terrified of sleeping in the same bed as
         my brother in case a swaddled shape materialized in the night between us.
      

      
      The provenance of babies did finally figure in the sex education classes my – by then English-language, Montreal – school
         laid on when we were about twelve. But the process the projected diagrams illustrated on the school screen remained more than
         a little opaque. Nor was the word ‘love’ ever uttered. The atmosphere in which the teaching took place – girls segregated
         from boys presumably so we could talk about frightening blood and menstruation, the teacher wielding a punitive pointer, the
         use of clinical words I don’t think I had ever heard – had more to do with warning and prohibition than anything good.
      

      
      When, afterwards, the boys in the playground made a circle with thumb and forefinger and inserted the index finger of the
         other hand into it, I had no idea what the gesture meant, nor why it should be accompanied by sniggers and that other four-letter
         word, f**k, rarely heard when and where I grew up, and all the more potent as an expletive. I wasn’t the only ignoramus. None
         of my girlfriends altogether understood, and I’m not even sure the boys did. If an atmosphere of sexuality and excitement
         accompanied it all, we were still largely ignorant of the facts – not that even those would have helped much without some
         tangible experience. Children may be sexual beings in the sense that their bodies can give them pleasure, but there is a deficit
         in the knowledge that comes from adult experience. In that sense they are innocents: they only glimpse, and often enough faultily,
         what their bodies may know. And biological facts remain opaque until lived reality arrives to join up the dots.
      

      
      In a famous set of observations about the sexual enlightenment of children, Freud notes that a child’s intellectual interest
         in the riddles of sex, his desire for sexual knowledge, leads to delightful hypotheses about the origins of babies. The Freudian
         child, long before puberty, is capable of all the psychical manifestations of love – tenderness, devotion, jealousy, which
         are often enough associated with physical sensations – so that he has a sense that the two may be related. If questions lead
         only to misleading parental explanations or a prohibitive silencing, the child’s curiosity is stymied and the result may be
         inhibition of both a sexual and an intellectual kind accompanied by later difficulties. Differentiating between the anatomy
         of boys and girls, Freud also hypothesizes, may as one of its effects induce in boys a fear of castration and in girls an
         envy of the visible phallus and, by metaphorical extension, of its powerful owners.
      

      
      Penises were familiar enough to me from my utterly non-puritanical home where doors were often open and the occasional nudity
         hardly remarkable. I don’t think the sight of my father’s or brother’s penis stimulated a sense of envy or of my own lack,
         though such matters or their symbolic afterlife rarely produced a conscious rumble. But when penises erupted in strange places, they could be frightening. The perennial flasher might be giggled at when we girls were
         in a group, but took on fearful moment if one was alone.
      

      
      On one confusing occasion when I was made aware of a man’s erect penis, I made a scene, which is probably why the event can
         still be recalled. I must have been about ten or eleven, that prepubescent Lolita moment that so fascinated Vladimir Nabokov.
         It could only have been a Sunday, since we were off into the Laurentian Mountains for a family outing, this time accompanied
         by some friends of my parents. The car was crowded and my place was on a pair of bony male knees. Let’s call him Bill kept
         hugging me to him, purportedly for safety’s sake, and occasionally rocking me as if I were a tiny tot who needed calming.
         This did little to put me in a sunny mood. At some point during the long drive, the rocking took on too regular a rhythm and
         something that felt like a third bony knee wedged against my bottom. I don’t know what came over me, but I hollered that I
         was going to puke and demanded that the car be stopped. I ran out and away alongside the highway until my angry father caught
         up with me and forced me back. But I just wouldn’t take my place on those knees again. I think I must have felt a sense of
         disgust – why else say I was on the point of being sick? Nor was I to be consoled. I was finally persuaded back into the car
         only when I was allowed to squeeze into the front seat next to my mother.
      

      
      I couldn’t tell my parents what had happened. I couldn’t tell myself either, since I didn’t know. This was secret matter.
         Only much later and with fuller knowledge did it take on a kind of sense. I didn’t speak to Bill for ages and was severely
         reprimanded for my lack of politeness. Bill wasn’t a bad man and I now imagine he must have been rather shamefaced. Such things
         happen to most children in a more emphatic or a lesser way, sometimes forgotten, sometimes recalled. They’re just part of
         growing up into love and its regular enough stalking partner, sex. To the child, they’re part of a puzzle in which the pieces
         only slowly, if ever, fall into place.
      

      
      My older brother presented a riddle, too. Having arrived at young manhood while I was still an innocent, he would often be
         entertaining young women I wasn’t allowed to meet in the basement of the family home. This was also the place where I listened to my Elvis Presley records. Going all gooey when Elvis crooned ‘Love me Tender’
         certainly had something to do with love, as far as I was concerned. I loved Elvis with all the passion that collectively shared
         idols awaken in the pubescent young, at that moment when the body puts cravings for one doesn’t know quite what into motion
         and rampant fantasies focus on actor or pop star to provide a ready object.
      

      
      It didn’t need a great leap of the imagination to link that vague gooey Elvis-shaped longing with whatever it was my brother
         was up to on those occasions when the basement door was kept securely locked. Our dog, who served as his guardian, barked
         effusively if anyone tried to enter, or even knocked. The dog certainly knew more than I did. He might even have understood
         why it was that Elvis’s voice could make me go soppy with love, while any approach from an embodied male of the local species
         made me gag with disgust. When at some point during his young virile manhood – he must have been about nineteen – my mother
         declared that my brother was in love, I knew it was obscurely linked to the locked basement door and its secrets. The word
         ‘love’ on this occasion was uttered in a dirge-like tone that evoked doom rather than promise.
      

      
      My brother’s chosen love was a slender brunette I had only glimpsed in passing. I knew, however, from the family rows that
         she was a French-speaking Québécoise, and therefore Catholic. My brother’s refrain that she came from a Communist family,
         which meant she had no religion at all, just like us more or less, cut little ice. The arguments went on and on until the
         two sets of parents met. They were polite enough as far as I could tell from the eavesdropping position I took up in the kitchen
         until I was caught out. But after that meeting, the girlfriend disappeared and my desolate brother was whisked away on some
         summer jaunt.
      

      
      I hadn’t read Romeo and Juliet yet, though their names came up. Nor had I seen West Side Story with its evocation of star-crossed lovers trying to bridge a social divide. But the lyrics were everywhere and I had the
         LP. Ever after, this moment in my brother’s life was caught up with the realization that love, far from being ‘a many-splendored
         thing’, was also an occasion for stiff-lipped parents from ill-matched or warring social groups to come together in judgement: love was a disturbing force which had to be battened down, so that its ill,
         certainly tumultuous, winds didn’t wreck the good ship Family. I later realized that love was also that first trembling step
         we take into the wider world of the polis, the world of others who bear no relationship to us except that created by the bond of ‘I’ and ‘you’. Without that bond,
         we would be poor creatures, forever mired in our limits.
      

      
      By that time I had started to read books other than Nancy Drew and Anne of Green Gables. In fact, through these teenage years I was becoming a rather bookish sort and would read anything that came to hand from
         the school or small home library, from friends, or the local drug store’s swivelling racks. So many of these books found a
         primary theme in love. Like those Australian children who know from books a great deal about English seasons, fauna and flora,
         though none of them exist in Australia, I learned a great deal about passion without ever having experienced it.
      

      
      When I look back at that reading, it seems to fall largely into two basic templates, at least in so far as love is concerned.
         The first kind of love came out of English literature. Jane Austen was key, as were all her progeny in countless tales of
         girl meets boy (or nurse meets doctor), overcomes pitfalls, vaults hurdles of both inner blindness and outer difficulty to
         arrive at that glorious end-point, which is also a promise, where love and marriage meet.
      

      
      The other strand came out of continental literature. Here love had little to do with marriage, which was always a backdrop
         of convenience or misery. Instead, it had everything to do with secret desire and the grand illicit passion of adultery. Enter
         Madame Bovary and Anna Karenina with their transgressive desires and suicidal fate. Meanwhile, heroes like Balzac’s Rastignac
         and Stendhal’s Julien Sorel climbed the social ladder through the scaling of each step by seductive acts of love, often with
         older women.
      

      
      I never paused then to reflect on the contradictions embedded in these two models: the happily ever after of one and the miserably
         ever after of the other. After all, each in its own way played out the patterns that had already been laid down by the family
         stories and fairy-tales I’d been told or read earlier. Nor did it seem strange to me that at one and the same time I could be pining away for Darcy or his rather uncouth equivalent spied at school, and singing, with great
         clanging brio, ‘I never will marry, I’ll be no man’s wife. I intend to live single, all the days of my life.’
      

      
      In that flux of emotions and hormones which is adolescence, contradictions live side by side. It’s only later that we think
         we have to settle for an either/or, and all the while wish wistfully that an ‘and’ were still possible. Meanwhile, all these
         stories, tragic or comic, had a common point. Love conferred meaning, filled life with significance. If it entailed suffering,
         had a dark side, it was also a school in sensibility: without it we would never know the sublime heights and perfidious lows
         of others – or ourselves.
      

      
      If I anatomize all this as preamble, it is because love always carries an individual story, whatever its universal weight
         as an emotion or condition and whatever discourses of love our culture has conferred on us. The childhood instances I post
         here were unique to me and inflected the way in which I grew into an understanding of love. What is common to all children,
         however, is that the little four-letter word accrues so many contradictory meanings that it emerges as a consummate mystery,
         one trailing importance, yet hardly easy to decipher or live.
      

      
      Well before I’d actually been to bed with a man or used the word about my emotions, well before I’d experienced that obsessive
         madness of passion that links the lover to the lunatic and the poet, I already carried within myself a host of oft-conflicting
         templates of love, habits of mind and body, wishes, expectations, fears, let alone those fluttering ghosts of those of my
         sibling and parents – all born out of a brew of family life, cultural and bodily forces. These were rekindled, tugged at and
         pulled into varying shapes, whenever I later ‘fell in love’ or simply loved. And each new accretion came into play the next
         time round.
      

      
      Love shows little heed of physical age, much as we may try to constrain it into age-appropriate form. Which is why grown women
         may find themselves on occasion as needily dependent as a crying toddler, or a grandfather may be as obsessed as he was as
         a young man by a pretty young thing. In the film Moonstruck an ageing, philandering lecturer, rebuked by a mature woman with the words, ‘You’re too old for her’, aptly replies: ‘I’m too old for me.’
      

      
      Now, as I grow older, I rarely think of love as divine or carnal rapture. Rather, I think of those ties that bind me to my
         children, somehow the most important people in the world, as idealizable and as irritating, each in turn, as the long-term
         partner with whom I share my days, my ups and downs and that necessary tedium in between. Or I think of my mother’s distorted
         face staring at my father’s dead body, a man she was prone to criticize, but whose life she had shared through thick and thin
         for over forty years. I think of the numerous couples I know, estranged by the turmoil of life, coming back together in times
         of extreme need or illness, to share pain and difficulties, the old enmities laid aside. All that, too, is love.
      

      
      Why write about love? It’s just a four-letter word, after all, one often casually used. It can feel empty and platitudinous
         or bring with it a queasy embarrassment or a contemptuous sneer of dismissal. Its yuck factor is high. Over the last decades,
         love has been scoffed at as sentimental goo, derided as a myth to keep the masses enslaved, exposed as a mental malady and
         inveighed against as a power-monger in romantic garb bent on oppressing women in particular.
      

      
      Yet love bears within it a world of promise, a blissful state removed from the disciplines of work, the struggle for survival
         and even the rule of law and custom. The promise coexists with the knowledge that love can bring with it agonizing pain, turmoil,
         hate and madness – and in its married state, confinement, boredom, repetition.
      

      
      Indeed, love carries a freight of experience that takes us from cradle to grave. It frolics amongst the daffodils, dances
         to the secret tunes of perversity and transgression, drives some mad and others insanely happy. Its object can be long dead
         and exist only as a picture in a frame enlarged by imagination, or an all but naked man hanging on a wall, or a pop idol.
         It can be the subject of laughter or insufferable longing and often both at the same time. It can exist as an unbreachable
         attachment between couples of whatever sex, who seem on the surface to despise each other or engage in tortuous power games.
         It can play itself out intensely between fathers and daughters or mothers and sons – sometimes with deadly outcomes, at others happily enough. It often comes accompanied with the intense pain of jealousy or
         rejection.
      

      
      The Ancients split love apart into Eros and Agape, desire and affection, or benevolence. They tellingly gave Eros or Cupid,
         a sometime god, a physical embodiment: that playful, rambunctious, charming winged toddler who grows into a fetching nubile
         youth. In some versions Eros is passionate about other youths, but in his longest narrative he falls in love with the imaginative
         Psyche, or soul, she who can love in the dark, sparked by stories whispered into her ear. Son of the beautiful Aphrodite (Venus)
         and warring Mars, Cupid creates both havoc and pleasure. His arrows land in unexpected places, urban alleyways and romantic
         vales, and show little respect for gender or the status of their object.
      

      
      Following Aristotle’s lead, the great essayist Montaigne as well as the creator of Narnia, C.S. Lewis, designated four kinds
         of love: the natural, that is, affection, that ordinary bond of everyday life between familiars; the social, or those bonds,
         like friendship, formed through mutual projects and commonality; the hospitable, which in Christian terms becomes charity,
         the brotherly love offered to neighbours and outsiders; and finally and perhaps most problematically, the erotic, that sexually
         fuelled, driving or transforming power, both creative and destructive, that passion is. The last, some have thought, may also
         play a part in the others, acting as an energetic force that is then diffused or sublimated into other bonds.
      

      
      In the following pages, I have compacted this voluminous subject into something of an arc of love through individual time
         – a life history of love, one might say. I begin with a phenomenology of our first forays into love and attempt to anatomize
         passion’s constituent parts. I move on to marriage and more durable coupledom, its triangulation in adultery, love in the
         family and finally love and friendship. Throughout the book, smatterings of condensed history provide illuminating ways of
         seeing other than our own. Underlying it all is an attempt to understand the dynamics of the way we live desire and love today.
         Since our social moment impacts on the way we experience love and helps to shape our desires, some of the imbalances that
         our times have produced are also my subject.
      

      
      
      Given the nature of the oft ungovernable emotion under consideration, the voyage this book takes us on inevitably bears the
         traces of my own experience and observation. If I have structured it in part along the trajectory of a life, it is because
         we live love differently – though never altogether differently – as we grow up and older. I am as interested in the Himalayas
         of voluptuous passion as in the plateaux of what might be called ordinary, quotidian love. Appreciating the latter, I have
         learned in the course of my days, is as much of an art and perhaps, also, an ethics, as succumbing to the sublimities of the
         first.
      

      
      Love crops up in multifarious discourses – from soaps to statistics, from cyberspace to science, from religion to fiction,
         philosophy, psychoanalysis and sociology, and many of those guidebook and self-help points in between. It has long been part
         of an energetic cultural conversation, which loops from life to writings and images and back again, each shaping and reshaping
         the other. Since a single book is no encyclopaedia, I have had to wend my way through sources, magpie-like, and pick and choose.
         These choices reflect what I have learned about love through partners, friends and children, from reading, observation and
         gossip as well as from the more structured interviews I conducted in the course of research (though, of course, for reasons
         of privacy, I have anonymized these in the text). So I should say something about my choices, limits and prejudices.
      

      
      Humans live love as a narrative: we tell ourselves stories embedded in the stories our culture and traditions have given us.
         Purported facts, often contradictory, sometimes garnered from the labs of biologists, cognitive psychologists and neuroscientists,
         as well as their theories, feed into these and into our cultural definitions and expectations of love. I have used all these
         but often focused on the narratives: they simply reveal more about how love is lived. So the stories people tell about themselves
         or others, whether in interviews or more artfully, in fiction, form the bedrock of this book. Because some of the great psychoanalytic
         thinkers have made love their subject and illuminated its vagaries, I find myself often enough drawing on Freud, Melanie Klein,
         Donald Winnicott and Adam Phillips. Given that their observations are garnered from years of listening to and observing those
         who came to see them often because they were troubled by love’s unruliness or failure or their own incapacity to love, this seems apposite.
         If, as my last book Mad, Bad and Sad showed, the profession isn’t uniformly reliable, some of its best thinkers offer up intriguing perceptions on that mysterious
         and paradoxical creature that the human is.
      

      
      One dominant and fashionable set of explanations about love comes from the thinking of evolutionary psychologists and biologists.
         The impetus of science is to reduce, in the best sense of that word, complexity to a generalizable hypothesis. But to assume
         that we are primarily, like animals or selfish genes, driven by a reproductive urge which can explain all the manifestations
         of either sex or love, adultery or jealousy, hetero- or homosexual, is a reduction too far. Of course, the analogy with animals
         can be drawn, and sometimes fruitfully, particularly when we take into account the huge diversity of the animal world. Yes,
         we want to survive and many of us want to have children and look after them as best we can and in security. But humans also
         have language: they make and tell stories about themselves, elaborate their urges, play out their fantasies through complicated
         technologies, construct hypotheses, and remember all of these. They bear little resemblance to single cells or the proverbial
         birds and bees, which themselves may bear little resemblance to each other. A great part of our lives, which includes love
         in its manifold forms, has little to do with being driven by evolutionary forces. We spend little enough of our time reproducing,
         and some never do, sometimes out of choice rather than failure. I’ll believe in evolutionary psychology more, perhaps, when
         it’s used less as an explanation for male philandering and female nesting. These natural men and women, after all, don’t still
         shit in their back gardens.
      

      
      Then, too, while it’s exciting to think that neuroscientists have, according to press releases, found love or God spots in
         our hard-wiring, located chemical compounds in our brains which determine our love choices and their success or failure –
         and sometimes jump to grand conclusions, based on limited studies in laboratory conditions, about innate gender differences
         – this may tell us as little about the way we live love as a leap in a synapse in our prefrontal lobes tells us about Kant’s
         Critique of Pure Reason. The best of them, whose work I am familiar with from earlier research, would concur. So there is only a little of these kinds of sciences in the love in this book.
      

      
      In drawing limits somewhere, I have concentrated on the Western world, which is, of course, permeated by influences from the
         East and elsewhere. But the West is what I know best, so it seemed presumptuous to attempt to draw on traditions I could only
         know in the most cursory manner.
      

      
      I have also rarely singled out homosexuality as an altogether specific form of love, or focused on the cultural practices
         which in various epochs have attended homosexuality. I apologize in advance for this lack and for too often erring on the
         side of ‘he and she’ rather than the doubling of one and the other – even if in the interviews that have informed this book
         there have been a variety of homosexuals and in the sources I cite there are many. I have a kind of rationale here, apart
         from the one of space.
      

      
      Societies and religions have long constituted themselves by drawing a line between the permissible and the criminal. But desire,
         even of the ordinary enough ‘he and she’ kind, always seems to have been something of a loose cannon where rules are concerned.
         Rapture at bottom contains something of the asocial, the criminal, and desire may indeed be fuelled by the breaking of bounds,
         whether of clans, families or godly and social rules.
      

      
      Through history, everything has been done, while various epochs have sanctioned things for one group of individuals, though
         perhaps not for another. Shepherds in mountain regions have buggered their sheep, people have pleasured themselves whatever
         their Church’s edicts; in a gathering tide during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries solitary sexual acts were turned
         into a medical condition to be disciplined and expunged. The ancient Greeks sanctioned particular kinds of homosexuality but
         not others, and practised what we would now call paedophilia: we have come a long way towards legitimating homosexual practices
         and gay marriage, but draw the line at paedophilia. What is clear is that most systems of law and most regimes want to disallow
         certain aspects of the polymorphously perverse creature that the human animal is – able to take his pleasure in so many ways and to suffer for so many others of them, including unrequited love. The nature of these desires, the love that fuels
         them or results from them, may in its living-out – when not socially ostracized – depend less on the gender of the couple
         than on the individuals in play.
      

      
      Freud, who thought we were all bisexual – in other words, that we all contained the mental and psychological attributes of
         both sexes – once noted that the sex of our chosen object in love was not in any simple way related either to our physical
         sexual character or to our mental sexual character. Object choice was simply the visible indication of homosexuality or heterosexuality. So, I, a woman who ostensibly lives with a man, might in fact be living out
         a homosexual relationship with him, loving the mother or sister in him – and so on through countless permutations. Yet the
         fact that I may love the soft pleasing feminine creature who inhabits my otherwise ordinarily virile man and despise other
         more masculine bits of him, does not make me gay by any contemporary definition of identity.
      

      
      Nor is gender itself, as we know from the transgender politics of our time, an altogether stable category. We make mistakes
         about the gender of others, emphatically so in early childhood. The little girl who came home from playing with another pretty
         curly-haired creature and announced to her mother that Andrea is a nice girl, but you know she has a willy, is not unusual.
         Others feel out of place in the gender to which they have been assigned and go to great lengths to change it – through hormones
         and surgery. But desire and gender identity through the length of a life may not always coincide. In one case, recounted to
         me by a friend, a father of two decided at the age of around thirty that he was in fact homosexual. He abandoned his family
         to pursue his now spoken desires. After a while, dissatisfied, he came to the conclusion that he was inhabiting the wrong
         gender and was in fact a woman. He went through surgery and became one. Soon enough, he determined that he was not a heterosexual
         woman, but a gay woman, and started living with another. When one night his-now-her partner thought it would be nice to experience
         penetration, he/she broke down …
      

      
      In what follows, I have on the whole steered clear of such matter, and of identity politics as a whole, and instead steered
         into the dynamics of love as they take us through life and time. Though I may talk of ‘he and she’ in couples, it could often enough as easily be ‘she and she’, while my use of the word ‘marriage’ for contemporary unions
         intended to last includes cohabitation as well as the kinds sanctioned by Church and law.
      

      
      Nor have I focused on the more sensationalist reaches where Eros can lead – material I have culled in Mad, Bad and Sad and elsewhere. Extremes of sadomasochism, murderous abuse, bleak distortions of maiming love, dramatic perversions of power
         and fantasy: though all these are part of an extended picture of love and its stalking partner, hate, it seemed to me more
         important, in times when excess is so rampant in the media, to attempt a rebalancing and concentrate on what I call ordinary
         love, in itself already quite extraordinary enough.
      

      
      My sources are various: literature of all kinds, from fiction to ‘fact’, to memoir or philosophy, and interview. We are all,
         in one way or another, experts on love while remaining puzzled by its vagaries. If I turn in some sections mostly to fiction,
         it is in part because truth and lies in this area of the passions and intimacy are so often mixed up in each other. Talking
         or writing about their own lives within a factual mode, people are hardly guaranteed to tell the whole truth or even part
         of it – even in so-called objective questionnaires. People lie about love and sex, or ‘fictionalize’, tell their story in
         one way or another, depending on when they tell it or when they are asked and by whom. So fiction, which observes life, including
         one’s own, may be as reliable here as other kinds of truths.
      

      
      It’s interesting, parenthetically, to note that academic discourse has in this last decade moved some steps away from theorizing
         sexuality and gender and into love. This may be another indication that our culture feels a need to rebalance what has gone
         awry. The ‘desiring machines’ and performances of gender that characterized an intellectual moment of pleasure and plenty
         are being edged aside. This may, in part, have to do with the renewed prominence of religion in the public arena. In these
         pages I have not ventured into the love of God, that ultimate absent presence. That would take another book – though this
         doesn’t mean that the impact of the Abrahamic religions on the way we love hasn’t informed my thinking.
      

      
      Nor have I dealt with the love of those significant others that pets can be, the love of nation and patriotism, the love of
         art or place, or that mainstay for many, the love of work – though all of these can evoke our energetic passions. I hope that neither the constraint
         I have had to practise, nor my choices, are too delimiting.
      

      
      Working on this book, I was often enough aware that writing about love was not unlike writing about life. My little four-letter
         word simply carried too many meanings and went charging off, like Cupid himself, or Freud’s libido, into a host of unruly
         directions. Living does really seem to be ‘all about love’, which carries the best and the worst of us.
      

      
      But onwards, to the starting point on our journey – the tumultuous seas of our first passions. What is it that constitutes
         them and drives their intensities, so that even if they don’t last for ever they mark us ineradicably, making us the beings
         we are? What is this thing called rapturous love?

   




      
      PART TWO

      Configurations of Passion:
First Love, Young Love

      
      
      
         There are few things we should keenly desire if we really knew what we wanted.

         La Rochefoucauld

         It is yearning that makes the heart deep.

         Saint Augustine

         I had no first love. I began with the second.

         Turgenev
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      Falling …

      
      
      They were thirteen or thereabouts. He was a moody, beetle-browed boy; she, a radiant creature with honey-coloured skin, slender
         limbs, brown bobbed hair and a big bright mouth. His mother had died when he was three: her elder sister stepped in with a
         ‘fatal rigidity’ to look after him and his philandering, straight-talking, adored Dad. The girl’s parents were conventional
         and as strict as the boy’s aunt.
      

      
      He lived on the French Riviera. Her family had rented a villa for the summer nearby. Clean sand, sea vistas, bright sun or
         clusters of pale stars attended their meetings. Already at the first, they had everything in common: tennis, a preoccupation
         with their own minds, infinity. Their thoughts floated into one another. The same dreams, they discovered, had long permeated
         their sleep. They were both moved by the softness and delicacy of baby animals.
      

      
      And suddenly they were madly, frenziedly in love. Their agonizing desire for each other could only be assuaged by taking each
         other in, body and soul, assimilating every particle of the other. Prevented by youthful clumsiness and the perpetual presence
         of vigilant elders, they managed only half-hidden touches, a grazing of fingers, knees, salty lips. Then one night, they stole
         away to a mimosa grove to slake their passion with deeper kisses and more ardent caresses, no less ecstatic for being broken
         off by the interruption of parental voices. There was only one other tryst before she was taken away. Four months later, she
         was dead. He never forgot her.
      

      
      *

      
      
      Falling in love, as everyone knows, is intoxicating. It catches you unawares. It’s magic. It’s the light or the place. It’s
         chemistry or the brush of an angel’s wings. It’s beyond reason. It’s instinctual. It’s unwitting.
      

      
      And when you fall, you plunge into an ungovernable ocean. The first time in, the intensity is at its greatest.

      
      Anything, large or small, can ignite the attraction. The toss or turn of a lock of hair, the arc of a nose, the quick stride,
         the lolloping run, the sudden upturned glance, the tickle of a laugh, the bashful smile, the pallor or glow of a cheekbone,
         the lulling timbre of a voice, the scent caught in the air, a thought solemnly declared, a shy or earnest aside, the brush
         of fingers on skin … The subject may be a passer-by, a face in a crowded room, an acquaintance, or someone you’ve long known.
         The ‘who’ of them is all that counts.
      

      
      Once you’ve fallen, you discover that you’re twinned. You’re permeable, your thoughts ‘float into one another’. You mirror
         each other. You have everything in common. It’s ecstasy when you’re together, agony when you’re apart. When reality conspires,
         as it so often does, to put obstacles in your path, to prohibit, to make secrecy a need, passion is fuelled, excitement doubled.
         All your senses are newly alive. The universe accrues in significance. The smallest signs are meaningful. When your lover
         is absent, you long, you yearn, you adore the memory of him. When he’s present, you’re blissful, omnipotent.
      

      
      Unrequited, spurned, love turns into hate. The very singularity of the desired one metamorphoses into a set of loathsome attributes.
         Overweening pride, gross indelicacy, cheap taste, meanness … the list is unending. Though once, there was only him or her.
      

      
      If death or that death-in-life which is rupture intervenes, it is as if a knife had hacked out bits of yourself. As potent
         as love is its loss. Love tumbles into searing, enveloping hatred. Or mourning, a sense of utter destitution.
      

      
      This arc of love with all its individual variations embosses itself within you, ever ready to mark or underpin subsequent
         experience.
      

      
      These bare phenomena of early love seem to be universal, though not everyone experiences them. Or not the first time round.

      
      My initial account of first love between the beetle-browed boy and the radiant girl is culled from the early pages of Vladimir
         Nabokov’s Lolita – that ‘Confession of a White, Widowed Male’. Here the ‘demented diarist’, the notorious Humbert Humbert, having died in legal
         captivity and asked in his will for his memoirs to be published, recounts his adolescent passion for Annabel Leigh, the girl-child
         who is a precursor to Lolita, his later more outrageously illicit lover. Indeed, as Humbert Humbert underlines, without the
         time-stopped Annabel and the imprint she left on him, ‘there might have been no Lolita at all’.
      

      
      First love, as the poets, songwriters, filmmakers and chroniclers tell us again and again, can be the most intense of life’s
         passions. The heightened perceptions, the tumultuous sensitivities of adolescence, the wakening sense that anything and everything
         is possible, play into its power. ‘It is a commonplace,’ Stendhal, the great French Romantic realist wrote in his book On Love, ‘that sixteen is an age which thirsts for love’. The rub is that it’s also an age that ‘is not excessively particular about
         what beverage chance may provide.’ As yet himself unformed, the teenager’s love object can be equally fluid and shifting –
         like Proust’s Marcel, enraptured by all the girls ‘in a budding grove’ who race by on their bicycles, conferring glamour as
         they go, yet seem hardly distinguishable from one another, until one in particular leaps to his attention. Biologically driven,
         suffused with desire which may have no immediate object, alive to nature and to sensation, filled with expectation and an
         inwardness through which the lyrics of pop songs, stories or poetry play, the dreamy adolescent is ripe for passion of turbulent
         proportions.
      

      
      The narrator of Turgenev’s novella, First Love, captures the febrile state with precision:
      

      
      
         I knew a great deal of poetry by heart; my blood was in a ferment and my heart ached – so sweetly and absurdly; I was all
            hope and anticipation, was a little frightened of something, and full of wonder at everything, and was on the tiptoe of expectation;
            my imagination played continually fluttering rapidly about the same fancies, like martins about a bell-tower at dawn; I dreamed,
            was sad, even wept … At that time the image of woman, the vision of love, scarcely ever arose in definite shape in my brain;
            but in all I thought, in all I felt, lay hidden a half-conscious, shamefaced presentiment of something new, unutterably sweet,
            feminine …
         

      

      
      
      When the slender, flirtatious and slightly cruel twenty-one-year-old Princess Zinaida comes to live nearby and shows him a
         little favour, Turgenev’s sixteen-year-old hero, Voldemar, tumbles into the ‘melting bliss of the first raptures of love’.
         In that chaos of emotions, that keen awareness through all the senses, which all lovers recognize, pleasure and pain walk
         hand in hand: ‘I spent whole days thinking intensely about her … I pined when away … but in her presence I was no better off.
         I was jealous; I was conscious of my insignificance; I was stupidly sulky or stupidly abject, and, all the same, an invincible
         force drew me to her …’ One day, obeying the incomprehensible and desired Zinaida’s careless command, Voldemar jumps off a
         high wall. In his state of semi-consciousness he feels her covering his face with kisses, hears her say she loves him. His
         bliss is total.
      

      
      If Turgenev’s young lover sounds like a hopelessly old-fashioned romantic hero, here’s an account from a seventeen-year-old
         contemporary Londoner: ‘When I am with her … I get grabbed by a feeling and get thrown around,’ he tells his therapist, evoking
         the roller-coaster of emotions that attend his first love. The girl is so perfect for him that they are one and he no longer
         knows where his own body ends and hers begins: ‘When we are in her room nothing else matters. I forget about everything. Sometimes
         hours afterwards I notice that I was lying uncomfortably, like the edge of the bed has cut into my arm, but I don’t even notice
         that. It’s like magic. Is that normal?’
      

      
      Whatever the verdict on ‘normality’, it’s clear that the experience is hardly unusual.

      
      Adolescence is a time of labile intensity. Giddy heights reached when the desired one acknowledges you, plunge as quickly
         into depths of rejection when he doesn’t. Yearning is a predominant emotion and can be so painful as to shade into morbidity.
         Suicidal thoughts stalk the young lover. Death seems a warm, embracing oblivion, as attractive as the living ‘other’ who will
         shatter the discomfort and banality of the quotidian. A sense of cocooned isolation persists through these years, even within
         the floating groups of friends. Most teenagers, whatever they may seem from the outside, feel something in common with Morrissey’s
         ‘half a person’, whether ‘sixteen, clumsy and shy’ or fifteen, clumsy and fat. Desperate to break out of the childhood self the family, however good or bad, keeps structurally imprisoned
         in just that self, they sense that love is the consummate escape artist. Only in the gaze or embrace of the ‘other’ can the
         butterfly inside them be recognized and take wing.
      

      
      The psychoanalyst Adam Phillips observes that the potency of first love lies in the particularly intense way it brings both
         body and imagination into play. In adolescence, a set of physical cravings upon which our survival literally depends are elaborated
         into feelings, beliefs, thoughts – indeed, a whole series of stories and ideas which have the meeting of two people at their
         core. It’s ‘an imaginative elaboration of physical functions’. Carnal desire transports the lovers into a heightened world
         and everything in that world takes on powerful new meanings.
      

      
      The shape of the stories the lovers tell themselves can be romantic, spiritual, marital or, in our ironic times, confined
         to a sexual or even a chemical and neural register. Narratives, images, the language of reflection we give to love are always
         already there in our culture and our history. Our desire may sing of beauty, of seduction and challenges overcome, a meeting
         of true minds or a laddish conquest, or the self-abnegating pain of terrible longing. We project all our wishes on to the
         desired one and make them the keepers of our happiness and our solace.
      

      
      This passionate, sexually charged love is in no simple way a mere invention of the individualist West or the idealizations
         of romance. Lovers in all cultures attribute inordinate power to the beloved. Poetry extolling passion’s raptures and ills
         has been found amongst Egyptian papyri and on vase fragments dating back to 1000 BC. Scholars agree that such poetry was part
         of an oral culture in Southeast Asia and India, and was shared through trade routes. ‘The sight of her makes me well! … Her
         speaking makes me strong,’ hymns one Egyptian lover, underscoring the ‘love as sickness’ theme. And another, exulting that
         love gives him strength, chants
      

      
      
         My heart bounds in its place,

         Like the red fish in its pond.

		 
		 O night, be mine for ever,

         Now that my queen has come!

      

      
      The Chinese legend of the ‘Butterfly Lovers’, adapted in traditional opera, dates back to the late Tang Dynasty (618–907).
         It tells the tale of a young woman, Zhu Yingtai, who takes on a male identity to pursue her studies in a distant city. Here
         she meets Liang Shanbo, a fellow student. They become inseparable friends. When a parental order comes for Zhu to return home,
         she begs Liang to visit her – so that he can meet her younger sister. He does and is overjoyed to discover her true identity.
         They vow eternal love, but Zhu has been betrothed by her wealthy family to another man. Forced apart, Liang pines away to
         die of a broken heart. Learning of his death on her wedding day, Zhu’s wedding procession takes her to his grave. Her tears
         move heaven and earth. The ground cracks open and she leaps in to die beside him. But love conquers. The two are miraculously
         transformed into butterflies and flutter away together, never to be separated again.
      

      
      Sanskrit literature abounds in tales of passionate, sensuous love, saturated in romantic longing. The cow-herding maiden,
         Radha, grows up with Krishna: the two play, fight, dance together and never want to be parted, but the world pulls them apart.
         He leaves to embark on great battles and adventures, as well as the search for virtue. He becomes lord of the universe. Radha
         waits. She waits for him through his marriage to two other women, through the raising of a family. But at last, in great bliss,
         the two lovers are reunited and marry in front of a vast cohort, which includes all the gods and goddesses of heaven.
      

      
      The anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, listening to the spontaneous outpourings, gossip and tales of the Trobriand Islanders,
         observed: ‘Love is a passion to the Melanesian as to the European and torments mind and body to a greater or lesser extent;
         it leads to many an impasse, scandal or tragedy; more rarely, it illuminates life and makes the heart expand and overflow
         with joy.’
      

      
      Whatever the structuring narrative and its personal inflections, this passionate young love, both carnal and soulful, is an
         agent of change, while its violent intensity imprints the experience on mind and body alike.
      

   




      
      Coup de Foudre

      
      
      One of my informants, let’s call her Clio, an attractive and successful woman of thirty-five, self-avowedly a romantic, was
         emphatically marked by her experience of first love. The daughter of American parents who worked in Southeast Asia, she was
         sent to an English boarding school at the age of fourteen in the early 1980s. She had almost no experience of sex, though,
         of course, she had some received knowledge. She had kissed before, yet despite her enthusiasm for the act in make-believe
         (she had, as a child, played with her Ken and Barbie dolls and left them in wild compromising positions about the house),
         the actual act had always filled her with disgust. She had always been taught by her mother to think of sex and love as a
         pair.
      

      
      On the first day of school in the foreign – and one can only imagine lonely – country that England was for her, she saw a
         boy in the common room. Their eyes met. She remembers his gestures minutely, though she can’t any longer picture his face:
         he had a trilby hat and he flung it and his coat on to a chair. Everything grew vibrant, as if a light had been switched on.
         She knew she was in love.
      

      
      It is worth pausing over this description of the moment the French call the coup de foudre, the lightning bolt that signals falling in love. The ‘look’ of the loved one may be central, as all those Renaissance sonnets
         hymning the beloved’s eyes and lips tell us; or Shakespeare’s Friar Lawrence in Romeo and Juliet who opines, ‘young men’s love then lies/ Not truly in their hearts, but in their eyes’. Today’s advertising industry similarly
         relies on manifest beauty to sell its products. It’s backed up in this by psychological research which shows that individuals
         regularly rate as most attractive features that appear proportionate and symmetrical. In such experiments, the test subjects
         also regularly select out as desirable images that bear a relationship to parental features. Yet for all this, Clio, like
         so many others, cannot in retrospect picture the face of the beloved, not even in that crucial moment when the thunderbolt
         struck.
      

      
      Proust, that acute and agonized observer of human foibles, remarks on this common enough phenomenon. His adolescent namesake
         hero is infatuated with Gilberte, whom he meets regularly in the tree-lined parklands of the Champs Élysées. Yet the actual face
         of his first love, while he is embroiled in passion, continually eludes him. Proust offers this explanation:
      

      
      
         The questing, anxious, exacting way that we have of looking at the person we love, our eagerness for the word which will give
            us or take from us the hope of an appointment for the morrow … our alternate if not simultaneous imaginings of joy and despair,
            all this makes our attention in the presence of the beloved too tremulous to be able to carry away a very clear impression
            of her. Perhaps, also, that activity of all the senses at once which yet endeavours to discover with the eyes alone what lies
            beyond them is over-indulgent to the myriad forms, to the different savours, to the movements of the living person whom as
            a rule, when we are not in love, we immobilise. Whereas the beloved model does not stay still; and our mental photographs
            of it are always blurred.
         

      

      
      The ‘activity of all the senses at once’ – which Clio described in her falling-in-love moment as ‘everything grew vibrant,
         as if a light had been switched on’ – blurs sight. Love, it seems, is blind in more ways than the conventional one, that is,
         of choosing an object for our passions who may be far from socially convenient: it also blinds one to the very face our fantasies
         have singled out as the only possible object for our love. Even if we carry on thinking that the ‘look’ of the other is crucial
         to our love, it may be difficult to recapture the face of the beloved in memory. Here, too, one could speculate, is an echo
         from buried childhood perceptions of parental figures.
      

      
      The simultaneous ‘activity of all the senses’, the vertigo of ‘falling’ in love, may also be what introduces the sensation
         of ‘for ever’ into such heady passion, whatever reason may simultaneously tell us. When the senses are all so keenly in play,
         the present is all, and it seems to stretch into infinity.
      

      
      For a week, Clio and her boy teased and ribbed each other, listened to Billy Joel songs, stole outside to smoke secretly.
         Then inexplicably he ‘dumped’ her, didn’t speak to her for a month or more. When they finally met up again at a party, he invited her outside and kissed her. That was it.
      

      
      Misunderstandings and hurdles in the path of love – a common trope in fictional treatments as in life – like prohibitions,
         can increase the desirability of union. Breaking the boundaries of the self is a difficult and sometimes frightening business.
         Fear walks hand in hand with a sense of adventure. Sensitivities are high, vulnerabilities in play, the slightest rejections
         are magnified. Fantasies and anticipation inevitably collide with a ‘real,’ who has through the very process of imaginative
         elaboration been idealized. The other may feel intimately familiar and yet is a stranger. Excitement, a sense of risk and
         hope are inevitably tinged with anxiety and blundering steps. Then, too, in the obsessiveness that love releases, family and
         often friends are cast aside, sometimes with fractious effect. So the path to love is rarely altogether easy.
      

      
      For Clio and her boyfriend, the coming together after the period of estrangement was sheer joy. A group of friends had congregated
         at one of their houses for a week: they told the other parents, mostly abroad, that term was finishing a week later. Sex was
         ‘steamy’ and ‘wonderful’ from the start. For a whole year, they were blissful together, utterly wrapped up in one another.
      

      
      Then the school authorities discovered them in flagrante. They were both summarily expelled, sent down like a teenage Adam
         and Eve from the garden of their delights. The term ‘falling in love’ seems already to hold a ‘fall’ in itself: a fall away
         from the quotidian, reasonable self, and a falling out, during which that mundane self is slowly and at least partially restored.
         For Clio, the vertigo of the falling out, the dislocation it entailed, was terrible. Her parents had recently moved to North
         Africa and didn’t yet have an address. The school kept her in quarantine, as if she were diseased, until they could be reached.
         On top of the ostracization came the headmistress’s threat of ‘virginity tests’ and warnings that she would contract cervical
         cancer. In the eighties, and indeed even today, the age-old mantra that sex is a dirty business, polluting girls in particular,
         is still in play side by side with a more permissive culture. When at last Clio’s mother was contacted, she grasped the situation
         instantly. But the terror of confronting her father remained: white lies, reasons and excuses had to be fabulated. In the
         midst of all this worry and displacement, Clio completely lost touch with her boyfriend.
      

      
      She didn’t see him again until fifteen years later. Through the interim period, despite a series of other encounters and affairs,
         the experience of this first love stayed with her, never to be equalled in either intensity or ‘rightness’.
      

      
      The pain of sudden separation inevitably played a part in the powerful hold of this first passion – a word which in its Christian
         resonances already entails suffering. Indeed, this kind of heightened love wraps pain into itself. As Simone de Beauvoir has
         so saliently noted: ‘pain is normally a part of the erotic frenzy: bodies that delight to be bodies for the joy they give
         each other, seek to find each other, to unite, to confront each other in every possible manner. There is in erotic love a
         tearing away from the self, transport, ecstasy; suffering also tears through the limits of the ego, it is transcendence, a
         paroxysm … the exquisite and the painful intermesh.’
      

      
      Clio traced her first love again when she was working in Southeast Asia. Now a successful executive in her early thirties,
         adept at Web searches, she recognized him from a review he had posted, despite the fact that thousands bore the same name
         as his. She sent him an email: he didn’t respond until three months later. She was then on the point of returning to England
         for a Christmas holiday. They met in a north London park: after fifteen minutes they were kissing and madly in love again,
         as if ‘time had folded in on itself’. Suddenly everything made sense for her; everything ‘fitted’. She thought, ‘This was
         it. This was happiness.’ It would never go away. She felt he was a part of her, no matter who or what he might have become.
      

      
      He told her he had broken up with his wife just at the time that she had emailed him. (The little miracles of timing attend
         all accounts of romantic love, as do many other kinds of magical thinking that in the cold light of day, like horoscopes,
         are labelled ‘superstitious’.) He told her that she would meet his children: everything in their conversation was to do with
         a future in which they would be together. In that ‘for ever’ which heightened senses make of the present, she felt secure.
         They saw each other every day and when she had to return to her post abroad, she gave him an airline ticket to come and visit
         her in his Easter holiday. Meanwhile, they spoke daily across the distance and wrote passionate letters.
      

      
      Then, three days before he was intended to fly, he rang to say he wouldn’t be coming. She was utterly devastated. She continued
         for years to gnaw away at explanations for his behaviour, for the split. Nor has she ever altogether recovered from the powerful
         emotions of this first love or found another to equal it.
      

      
      What does Clio’s story tell us?

      
      The very force of the emotions and sexual cravings attending first love, the risks it runs, the meanings it gathers into itself
         and finds in the world, mark it out as a unique experience amongst the many that life will offer. Its inevitable attendant
         anguish deepens our sense of inwardness and enriches our experience, in the process making us more aware of others and their
         fragility. Filled with ‘deep devotion’ and the ‘heavenly touch’ of an embrace that sings of ‘only you’ and ‘for ever’, it
         sweeps time past and future away, rolls up the world ‘into one ball’, and sites its centre in the here and now of rapturous
         embrace. ‘Many-splendored thing’ that it is, it even overwhelms our ironies. Yvaine, that heavenly emanation in that most
         romantic of modern tales, the film made from writer Neil Gaiman’s graphic novel Stardust, puts it admirably as she addresses her sleeping earthly beloved, Tristan:
      

      
      
         I know a lot about love. I’ve seen it, centuries and centuries of it, and it was the only thing that made watching your world
            bearable. All those wars. Pain, lies, hate … it made me want to turn away and never look down again. But when I see the way
            mankind loves … you could search the furthest reaches of the universe and never find anything more beautiful. So yes, I know
            that love is unconditional. But I also know it can be unpredictable, unexpected, uncontrollable, unbearable and strangely
            easy to mistake for loathing, and … what I’m trying to say, Tristan, is, I think I love you … My heart … it feels like my
            chest can barely contain it. Like it’s trying to escape because it doesn’t belong to me anymore. It belongs to you.
         

      

      
      The sense of young lovers being destined eternally for one another walks arm in arm with a generalized knowledge that the
         word ‘first’ inevitably marks the first of a series. Statistics, never altogether accurate in this area, suggest that at the very most,
         25 per cent of people actually marry their first loves – though other statistics suggest it is only 3 per cent. The lower
         figure may, indeed, be a good: experience teaches us to temper our hopes and desires of the other, to live with inevitable
         frustration and still love. But it also means that passion and loss are powerfully bound up with one another. The very power
         of first love, imprinted in us, can serve as a template for later loves. The lover may seek a new incarnation of the first
         beloved or a replay of that first intensity. An attempt to repair what went awry may also feed the search for later editions.
         So, too, may an obsessional need to repeat the precise experience, which reality, ever obstinate and in flux, impedes.
      

      
      Lost or dead loves, enshrined in an aura of imaginary perfection, seem to hover over all our loves. This may be why yearning,
         that longing forwards as well as backwards, is such a potent emotion and shadows our lives, as well as enlarging them. Sometimes
         that yearning can be stronger than lived love itself: humans are nothing if not perverse creatures, ever alert to the lacks
         of their present – compelled to look back, like Orpheus on Eurydice, even if it brings down the gates of hell and those sufferings
         propelled by absence.
      

      
      Many feel the anguish of anticipated loss with each parting. Indeed, absence in love often looms as potently as presence.
         This may be because it is absence that in part ignites the capacity for worship: we worship our dead, our distant gods, our
         ancestors, our lost loves, sometimes, by a romantic slippage, even our present ones. Within the imagination, they take on
         a magical and healing power. We idealize their attributes, make them the bearers of all our good and wholeness, the healers
         of our wounds. Sometimes we reinvest these emotions in our children, making them the vehicles of our hopes, our aspirations,
         all our losses and failings, the carriers of both our dented narcissism and our ego ideals, our transcendent dreams. Buried
         in our passionate love is a redemptive structure borrowed from Christian theology (or perhaps it was the other way round):
         love, anguish and salvation are bound into one. ‘Love makes your soul crawl out from its hiding place,’ as the Harlem Renaissance
         writer Zora Neale Hurston once put it.
      

   




      
      In Love Again …

      
      
      Why is it that passionate love and loss seem to be so bound up with one another?

      
      Psychoanalysts, our contemporary experts on the inner life alongside novelists, poets and the occasional philosopher or priest,
         might tell us that first love is never altogether first. It is but the first and conscious reawakening of earlier forgotten
         loves: that utterly dependent yet omnipotent love, blissful in its plenitude, of the avid child at mother’s breast, an early
         symbiosis which, willy-nilly, must end, leaving in its trail a bodily sense of lack for an enchanting object ever after slightly
         out of reach. The sheer intensity of the infant’s initial encounter with a world that isn’t yet conceived as ‘other’ may have
         not a little to do with the fact that the babe inhabits a preverbal and pre-narrative state, in which a thinking being, an
         ‘I’ who defines and delimits, hasn’t yet been constituted. Freud’s famous ‘oceanic feeling’ – ‘a sensation of eternity, a
         feeling as of something limitless, unbounded’ – springs from this early state and is re-enacted in love, as it can be in faith.
         Here the boundaries between I and you, self and world, inner time and clock time melt away. We enter that other dimension
         to which some have given the name, ‘spiritual’.
      

      
      But earthly time moves us on. The babe hurtles onward from that first symbiotic love. Rupture is built into our raptures.
         The pain of loss, torments of grief are already written into our passions. Learning to love seems also to be about learning
         how to accommodate the passage away from that brief, excited, blissful glimpse of plenitude.
      

      
      The incestuous bundle of contradictory feelings the child has for its godlike parents or carers, and indeed its siblings,
         as it grows, also powerfully finds its way into first love outside the family. These early experiences mark first love with
         a particular sense of transgression and extremes of both attraction and vulnerability. All the psychological positions that
         love takes on find their crucible in our childhood relations. Gender is no necessary determinant. Male or female can be devoted,
         serving, self-abnegating, worshipping or possessively all-consuming, like a possible mother. Either can also be distant, unapproachable, a height to be scaled, or calling out for rescue … and so on in countless permutations.
      

      
      Through these early moments, a barely grasped, some would say unconscious, narrative of love is shaped within us. It takes
         on accretions from the stories that circulate in our culture – romantic tales of transfiguration, worldly tales of pleasure,
         conflict-laden tales of power and submission, spiritual tales of ecstasy and self-abnegation. We reinvent these and they’re
         reignited as we move through life. If shades of the past may be put to rest, they also recur in unexpected moments. Each time
         we fall in love, even when we’re old, the experience feels new, freshly transfigurative. It both is and isn’t. There can be
         an uncanny familiarity in our love choices. They feel like soulmates, twins, as if we’ve known them all our lives. The structure
         of our relational story is there, too, within us. And our initial loves, like revenants, continue to lend their contours to
         later ones, while later ones take up the tune composed by earlier ones – and fill in all the necessary notes in our repertoire.
      

      
      Edmund White in A Boy’s Own Story puts it like this: ‘People say young love or love of the moment isn’t real, but I think the only love is the first. Later
         we hear its fleeting recapitulations throughout our lives, brief echoes of the original theme in a work that increasingly
         becomes all development.’
      

      
      Casting this reflection in a more worldly idiom for his middle-aged hero, Swann, Proust observes how we elaborate on our loves
         to make them fit an original template:
      

      
      
         At this time of life one has already been wounded more than once by the darts of love; it no longer evolves by itself, obeying
            its own incomprehensible and fatal laws, before our passive and astonished hearts. We come to its aid, we falsify it by memory
            and by suggestion. Recognising one of its symptoms, we remember and recreate the rest. Since we know its song, which is engraved
            on our hearts in its entirety, there is no need for a woman to repeat the opening strains … for us to remember what follows.
            And if she begins in the middle – where hearts are joined and where it sings of our existing, henceforward, for one another
            only – we are well enough attuned to that music to be able to take it up and follow our partner without hesitation at the
            appropriate passage.
         

      

      
      
      Turgenev’s First Love begins not with Voldemar’s first passion for Zinaida but with a telling conversation between older men who are challenged
         by their host to narrate the story of their first loves. This sets the frame within which the main story of the novella, the
         youth’s and his father’s love for the same woman, is told. But the first respondent, plump, light-complexioned Sergei Nikolaevitch,
         declares:
      

      
      
         ‘I had no first love … I began with the second.’

         ‘How was that?’

         ‘It’s very simple. I was eighteen when I had my first flirtation with a charming young lady, but I courted her just as though
            it were nothing new to me; just as I courted others later on. To speak accurately, the first and last time I was in love was
            with my nurse when I was six years old; but that’s in the remote past. The details of our relations have slipped out of my
            memory, and even if I remembered them, whom could they interest?’
         

      

      
      This dialogue seems startlingly Freudian, until we remember that Freud learned from novelists and poets. The simple fact that
         we grow up means that early shaping attachments, remembered or shrouded, are always ruptured and lost. Yet, since the inner
         child never altogether vanishes, the yearning, the repeated desire, the sense of lack which often enough attends our lives
         harks back to these earliest loves, as irretrievably dead and gone as those years themselves, yet with the power still to
         haunt and to trigger how and where and with whom we fall in love.
      

      
      John Updike reflects on it with his usual brilliance. ‘What is nostalgia,’ he asks, ‘but love for that part of ourselves which
         is in Heaven, forever removed from change and corruption?’ A loved woman, he suggests, ‘eases the pain of time by localizing
         nostalgia: the vague and irrecoverable objects of nostalgic longing are assimilated, under the pressure of libidinous desire,
         into the details of her person.’ Inanimate details and images, hoarded from the past, also lie in wait to come together in
         the object of our desire: ‘a certain slant of sunshine … a kind of rasping tune that is reborn in her voice; they are nameless,
         these elusive glints of original goodness that a man’s memory stores towards an erotic commitment. Perhaps it is to the degree that the beloved crystallizes the lover’s past that she presents herself to him,
         alpha and omega, as his Fate.’
      

      
      So our deepest and earliest sensations and experiences shape the patterns of our love lives, and the figure fuzzily buried
         in their depths wears the aura of mother.
      

      
      It is hardly surprising that the ever wisely wry Nabokov in introducing his Humbert Humbert gives him a mother who died in
         a freak accident when he was only three. He remembers her as ‘a pocket of warmth in the darkest path’, as a furry, animal
         warmth which he likens to a ‘haze’ of golden midges above a hedge in bloom at the end of a summer’s day. Though Humbert apologizes
         for his overblown prose, it serves to heighten the sensuous atmosphere that mother is, a warm blur in distant memory – as
         much a place as a separate being. Place, too, recurs and plays its part in the arousal both of his first conscious love with
         Annabel and of his second with Lolita. The warm summer days, the sea and the greenery of the Annabel days become the pool
         of sun in the garden where Lolita is first seen, the ‘haze’ that is also her family name.
      

      
      Both of Humbert’s first loves are dead and for a long time it is as if he has died with them. The end of love is indeed like
         death, a wrenching away from the coupled self that was, which catapults the lover into that half-life of melancholy. When
         Humbert is woken, like Sleeping Beauty or a character from the tales of Edgar Allan Poe, it is by Annabel’s reincarnation,
         Lolita.
      

      
      Poe himself offers an early punning double for Annabel Leigh in his poem ‘Annabel Lee’, which intertwines love and death.
         Poe, like Humbert Humbert, was the child of a mother who died when he was very young. And he was also the lover of a girl-child.
         In that play of allusiveness that Lolita provides, it is fitting that Nabokov’s ironic romance with America and obsessive romantic love should refer back to the early
         master of American gothic.
      

      
      
         It was many and many a year ago,

         In a kingdom by the sea,

         That a maiden there lived whom you may know

		 
		 By the name of ANNABEL LEE;

         And this maiden she lived with no other thought

         Than to love and be loved by me.

      

      
      Envied by the heavens for its perfection, this lovers’ union of body and soul can only end in death:

      
      
         The angels, not half so happy in heaven,

         Went envying her and me –

         Yes! – that was the reason (as all men know,

         In this kingdom by the sea)

         That the wind came out of the cloud by night,

         Chilling and killing my Annabel Lee.

      

      
      Like the paradises lost of childhood, lost first loves populate literature and life. But then all love, it seems, takes on
         some of its force from being a return: a return to a primal sense of oneness where lover and beloved merge, like mother and
         child – or brother and sister – and there is no demarcation between inside and outside. We are recognized, known by, and know
         the other. Everything is shared. In the loving gaze of the other, we also love ourselves: our best self comes into being,
         one filled with new potential. Existential fractures are healed. That abiding loneliness, that emptiness that human beings
         are prone to, recedes, at least momentarily. A sense of pastoral at-homeness reigns. If and when the rupture comes, whether
         through death or abandonment, the suffering can be as searing, as transcendent as the initial rapture.
      

      
      Part of the popular force of a film like Slumdog Millionaire hinges on the way its embedded love narrative, despite early loss, allows a happy, redemptive end. No sooner does the child
         hero Jamal’s mother die, murdered in an anti-Muslim riot, than the girl, Latika, appears in a mist of rain, to take her emotional
         place. Separated from Latika by the callous rivalry of his older brother, agonized, lonely Jamal spends much of the film trying
         to find her, then win her once more – an act which entails killing off his rivals and jumping the hurdles of the quiz show
         that makes him an adult millionaire. In the film’s final scene, when the two meet again, a sequence of images from the past, showing his veiled mother and the child Latika forlorn in the rain, coalesce
         into an image of the adult Latika waiting for him on a railway platform. They embrace and kiss: loss and loneliness are made
         good in this double return.
      

   




      
      Twin Souls

      
      In the elaborations we give to our cravings at whatever age, certain templates and themes recur.

      
      However much our social and cultural mores change, however acutely we may know – emphatically so in our times – that in hum-drum
         reality, sentimental happy ends are rare or at least rarely outlast the euphoria of a time-stopped moment, the sense of love
         as a meeting with the long-sought lost half of ourselves persists. Individuals are fragments seeking to be made whole. ‘Love,’
         Coleridge wrote, ‘is a desire of the whole being to be united to some thing, or some being, felt necessary to its completeness.’
         People may find that sense of completeness in God, in a political party, in a nation or place. Many will find it, certainly
         dream of it, first of all in another.
      

      
      The idea of twin souls comes to us wrapped in a romantic idiom. We may read it as propelled by sexual desire, but it is also
         more than that, reaches beyond it to a sense of visionary identification. As Catherine Earnshaw says in Wuthering Heights, ‘I am Heathcliff … He’s more myself than I am.’ She tries to explain this sense of being repeated in another to Nelly Dean: ‘What
         were the use of my creation, if I were contained here?’ she asks. ‘My great miseries in this world have been Heathcliff’s
         miseries, and I watched and felt each from the beginning: my great thought in living is himself … He’s always, always in my
         mind, not as a pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself, but as my own being.’ Brought up as brother and sister,
         this transcendental love has an incestuous core. It is based on sameness and proximity, not on the difference and distance
         which more usually fuel desire for the young as they wrench themselves away from their families. Soulmates are not always
         and ever sexmates. For Catherine, her love for Heathcliff, forged in childhood, is not the love of men and women, which is
         ‘like the foliage in the woods: time will change it’. Rather, her love for Heathcliff resembles ‘the eternal rocks beneath’.
      

      
      In her Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter, published when she was fifty and hardly a young romantic, Simone de Beauvoir evokes her twenty-one-year-old self and her
         encounter with Jean-Paul Sartre in terms of twin souls destined for each other: ‘Sartre corresponded exactly to the dream-companion
         I had longed for since I was fifteen: he was the double in whom I found all my burning aspiration raised to the pitch of incandescence.
         I should always be able to share everything with him … I knew that he would never go out of my life again.’
      

      
      Love as twinning or doubling is as old as Western culture, already there in Plato’s myth of the origin of love. In The Symposium Aristophanes, his emphasis in part satirical, tells us that humans were originally rounded creatures of three sexes – some
         of them double males, some double females, some one of each and androgynous. They had four hands and feet and a single head
         with two faces, and were so strong and ‘the thoughts of their hearts’ were so great that they attempted to scale the realm
         of the gods and assault them. To prevent this, Zeus cut them in two. As a result, human life is fuelled by a yearning to make
         good our fractured, lonely incompleteness, to find the ‘lost’ half of whichever gender, with whom we can fuse. The desire
         and pursuit of that other who will make us whole, restore us to our original nature and make us happy and blessed, is one
         aspect of what The Symposium calls love.
      

      
      Sex, in Aristophanes’ speech, comes into being because Zeus, taking pity on his poor, fractured Humpty Dumpties, adroitly
         repositioned their organs and made them capable of congress. Not that all sex acts result in a transcendental sense of unity,
         or heal our narcissistic wounds or knit together the ruptures of a fragmented world. But love can, and the all-embracing love
         that poets and pop lyricists sing does, echoing the ancient notion that lover and beloved are one soul in two bodies.
      

   




      
      That Romantic Feeling

      
      Romance may be only one imaginative elaboration of physical cravings, but it has been with us as long as stories have been
         told. And far from being the women-only terrain contemporary gender discourses assign it to, it has long also been male: from Sir Galahad
         to The Great Gatsby, men have wooed and pined, made over their lives, tempted death, to win a Guinevere or a radiant Daisy, designated as the
         missing half that will make them whole. What we think of as the self is goaded into being by love, which also promises the
         self’s realization.
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