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Before


Deep assignments run through all our lives; there are no coincidences.


J. G. Ballard


Robinson alone at Longchamps, staring at the wall.


Weldon Kees, ‘Aspects of Robinson’







There was something vaguely familiar about Robinson. Long after we became friends I remembered I had seen him once before in a pub called the Angel, standing at the bar with another man. I had been struck by his air of persuasion and watched out of idle curiosity while waiting for a woman who was late. Robinson physically dominated the conversation. I thought he would overstep the mark, but his positioning was faultless. The other man nodded a lot and had on a dark jacket, I remember, because at one stage Robinson, without interrupting himself, leaned over and brushed something from the lapel.


Had I not subsequently met him I would have forgotten the incident (and did until much later anyway). Looking back, I remember his intimacy, and could not help noticing the white cap he wore. It made me dislike him hugely on sight.


He was tall and boyish with wide eyes, hair swept back: like Orson Welles as Harry Lime in The Third Man; that same moon face. He cultivated the resemblance, and I fancied I saw in the high shine of his toecaps a vain reminder of that introduction to Lime: ‘EXT. VIENNA NIGHT – Close up, black Oxfords in dark doorway.’ Sometimes too he addressed me with a mocking ‘Old man’.


His voice, his way of speaking, was his most arresting quality. It was a centred voice. He knew its value and exploited it. It was not accent or fluency that gave it charm, but pitch. Robinson knew by instinct what note to adopt. His was the most confidential voice I had ever heard and were he to call now I know I’d be convinced all over again. But the telephone here has stopped ringing, apart from the occasional stray call from the past, fielded by the answer machine.


The telephone was always his best medium. To me, at least, he’d just say, ‘How are you?’ or ‘How are things?’ without introducing himself, knowing I’d know. He used the phone cunningly and knew that ground could be gained where it wouldn’t face to face. Sometimes during a call he’d call me Christo, which no one had done since I was a child.


Our relationship depended on half a dozen public places of Robinson’s choosing. If I suggested one pub, he’d say another. If I said seven thirty, he’d say, ‘Can we make it twenty minutes later?’ Then he would add, as an afterthought, ‘Old man, you don’t mind?’ Such fine-tuning of the social itinerary was typical of him and I never did mind, much. Robinson liked the Wheatsheaf, north of Oxford Street, the gloomy Admiral Duncan, and the De Hems on the border of Soho’s Chinatown, when it was still seedy and full of Chinese. The De Hems was closed for a while after a stabbing witnessed by Robinson. He described the victim’s last moments with a clinical reverence while I imagined him, taller than the rest, leaning forward with his characteristic stare, not flinching from the gash in the throat, frothing with pink blood, or from the milky gaze of the dying man.


By then I was intrigued by Robinson, more so than when we first met on the corner of Manette Street one evening as night fell. Almost immediately we lost the person who had introduced us, a feckless and charming young man in the film business. Robinson cocked his head towards the arch at the end of the street to see if I was going his way. I nodded and we fell into step.


We passed into Greek Street under the archway that was to become our favourite entrance to the area because it was like a border post, the crossing point where obligations could be left behind.


We turned left. Robinson talked about how hard it was to find any remains of the shivering, naked heart of the city that Soho had once been: the countless creaking, winding stairs, leading to poky rooms, the ascendant lured up by whatever clumsy enticement was offered by the crudely hand-lettered card stuck next to the downstairs bell. On that first evening we collided with a man ducking out after his swift transaction upstairs, already moving at street speed as he came through the door.


Robinson stopped and peered at the whore’s card. Written in pathetic, childish capitals was the name Monique. He looked at me. ‘Do you fancy going up?’


‘Not particularly.’


‘Did you ever go to a whore?’


I felt a flash of irritation at this importuning, and Robinson let me see that he knew I’d been drawn. ‘Oh, I’m curious, that’s all,’ he said lightly; eye contact, smile. His smile was frank and I decided to like him after all and to go along with whatever the evening might bring.


He started to stroll on. ‘I’m all in favour of the financial transaction myself. How many fucks, do you reckon, in the history of Soho?’ He speculated on the matter the length of Greek Street and into Old Compton Street. ‘Ah, the statistics of sexual activity,’ he said at one point. ‘Was there ever a second in the history of this district when one couple or another wasn’t?’ Robinson continued, deep in his own burrowing. It took me a while to learn how his mind worked, in loops, and that his monologues fizzed and sparked before suddenly burning themselves out, as this one did, about halfway down Old Compton Street.


He stood staring at his shiny toecaps. He had a small aluminium container in his hand and was shaking something from it, a pill he slipped into his mouth. This sneaky little sequence was performed with great dexterity, like a conjuring trick done to test my observation.


‘It’s the secrecy of it, that’s the thing,’ he said quietly, staring at me. ‘Here, all around.’ He addressed me as though I were backward, and gestured with his head up at the lighted windows above. ‘Go to the suburbs and take a look at the houses at night and you know nothing’s going on. Am I right?’


He made the question sound both rhetorical and uncomfortably personal. One of the windows went dark and a few doors down another lit up. Smart young couples drifted past, up from the suburbs for a night out. Robinson caught my hesitation.


‘A married man, I’ll bet,’ he said.


I shrugged.


‘Ah, fuck your wife!’ he said and walked off.


I watched his departing back, the sway of his elegant overcoat. The click of his shoes: metal quarters on the heels, I decided. The ambiguity of the insult was clever, and now I know him better, calculated. At the time I thought I could take or leave such smart talk.


I felt unsettled by Robinson’s insult, long after the event. For reasons I was at a loss to understand, I found myself wanting to explain to him, but what I was not sure. He drifted through my peripheral vision, a shadowy, nagging figure. Several sightings added to the unease. One lunchtime, when I was buying sandwiches, he walked by outside, and in pubs I noticed him with a raffish crowd and avoided his gaze.


We met again on an unusually crowded evening in the George in Wardour Street, running into each other at the bar while waiting to be served. ‘Here, let me,’ he said. ‘What are you having?’ I told him I was already buying a round. He looked at the swaggering film crowd I was drinking with and asked if I was one of them. I shrugged. He seemed amused at this. ‘You don’t look the type.’


Robinson insisted on paying for the drinks and I wondered why, perhaps he wanted an introduction. We stood in silence watching the barmaid serve us. He seemed to be on his own. When his Scotch came he downed it while my beers were still being drawn. ‘Cheers,’ he said, smartly putting the empty glass back on the bar. He paid for the round and raised an eyebrow. ‘Perhaps run into you again.’ Then he was gone, with no apology offered for his previous behaviour. I was surprised not to feel more irritated. Instead I felt curious, at the extent to which our paths were crossing, and flattered, in spite of my better judgement, as though he were seeking me out.


When Robinson wasn’t in the George, he was usually to be found in the Blue Posts soon after five thirty, sitting upstairs in a lounge bar left over from the Fifties, in front of him the gin that he took to set himself up for the evening. He liked to observe the ebb and flow of the couple of hours after opening. First, the hurried drinks taken straight after work by office types, who downed their glasses in quick succession, blew their resolutions to be home by seven and left loudly and uncertainly between forty to fifty minutes late. Then came the arrival of those who had gone home, changed and come back to make a night of it. Robinson could calculate the exact time of the hiatus, usually no more than twenty minutes, between the two squashes.


Those early drinks must have been at the end of the winter because he still wore the long dark coat he’d had on when we’d first met. ‘Fancy another?’ Robinson would ask, cocking his empty glass. Where’s the harm in that, I would wonder.


Once settled in the pub it became hard to leave. Decisions and anxieties receded, and on a good night it was possible to make that comfortable state of semi-intoxication last two or three hours before drunkennesses set in. Often we stayed to closing time and then went on somewhere else where we could get a last drink. I enjoyed these binges and they became more frequent as the weeks went by. It must have occurred to me that I knew next to nothing about Robinson, but that seemed not to be the point. He was a constant fact at a time when everyone else was uncertain: the reliable drinking companion.


Soon it was warm enough to stand and drink in the street and watch the first bare limbs of the year. Robinson without his overcoat kept his impression of darkness, not of fashionable black but of something more permanent. Daylight seemed to make him restless; only with dusk did he relax. He never seemed in any hurry to end the evening.


When I missed the last tube, I sometimes had a hard time finding a taxi prepared to drive out so far. I was often short of cash and would have to search the house for spare change while the knocking diesel engine of the waiting cab started to wake the street. A few times I borrowed off Robinson, who always carried a fat wad in his back pocket held in a money clip. The clip had a ruby embedded in it, unusually flashy for him.


One night, I wound up in Oxford Street, drunk and with no money. I returned to where Robinson had been but he had moved on. The air in the street was electric and clammy. When the storm broke, the only warning was a few large, dark splashes hitting the pavement: the roar that followed drowned the noise of the city in seconds. Cars passed in silence as I ran, drenched, to the office to wait for the storm to pass. There I fell asleep without meaning to.


The office belonged to a small film company run by the improbably named Johnny Repp. I remember Robinson asking early in our drinking days if it were his real name. Originally Greek, I thought, the -dopolous part of it lost quite recently. ‘Johnny the Greek,’ said Robinson with a laugh. ‘Sounds like you can’t stand him.’ Few could.


Repp employed a handful of wide boys who liked to be thought of as wolves: hand carelessly over the telephone mouthpiece – caller hanging on – instructions shouted through the open door to the secretary to tell the next caller to fuck off, then sweetly into the receiver, ‘Not you, John.’ Feet were swung on to the desk, the phone cradled lovingly into the neck and a grin fixed in place (they grinned on the phone, always). Their distinguishing features in business were a mixture of jargon, flirtation – ‘If we’re going to get into bed together’ was a fashionable office cliché that summer – and cheerful aggression: ‘Do us a favour, go on, fuck off.’ They necked casually in the office with the company molls (all carefully vetted by Repp), and, if anyone came into the room, said things like, ‘Excuse me if I don’t stand up, I’ve got a hard-on.’ Robinson called them the condom-in-the-wallet boys.


After work they went round in a pack, drinking in pubs, and furiously arguing over business they were too disorganised to fit into the day, though they always appeared busy, unlike myself. They infuriated me: their passionate squabbling, their nursery mentality, their effortless spiel and self-aggrandisement, their involvement, the bits of power play, quite byzantine in their sloppy elaborateness. I was jealous. My own career was becalmed and my nerve not holding, which was why I had exchanged freelancing for a dubious executive status.


I re-read Fitzgerald’s The Crack-Up travelling in and out on the underground. I told myself, not without satisfaction, that I’d burned out before my time. There was even a sense of achievement in this, a compensation for a larger failure. (I had nothing much to my name – a handful of scripts, more often filmed than not, none as good as I’d once thought.) I was drawn to emulate Fitzgerald’s crash, though realising (not enough of the time) I’d done nothing to earn it. Either way, I found myself not putting up with things in the way I once did.


I discovered I liked the quiet and white of the office when no one was there. Later on, during the mild nights of midsummer, I would sleep there, on a piece of flat roof, in a sleeping bag bought for the purpose. The office was down a quiet mews through a low archway, under which derelicts drank cider and sweet sherry, a former sweatshop and probably stables before that. My own room had only a skylight, and the absence of windows lent a mood of detention to each day. The rest of the place was a warren of stairs, rooms within rooms and crooked corridors that I took to exploring when I had the place to myself. A disused flight of stairs led up to a set of attic rooms. They were empty and covered with dust, neglected for years, apparently, except by pigeons and mice, the walls faded from, at a guess, cream to something the colour of the North Sea on a rough day. An old toilet still worked and there was a basin that ran cold water. Bare wooden floors were still littered with buttons dropped by seamstresses. They crunched underfoot and sparkled in moonlight. When the weather was bad I dragged the sleeping bag inside and listened to the rain and the occasional shout or smash of an empty bottle from the derelicts under the arch. I told no one about the attic except my wife. If she thought my behaviour strange, she made no comment.


*


There was an old song on a jukebox in one of the pubs where Robinson and I drank that went, It was fun for a while, which was how I felt about my double life. I became accomplished at hiding in the attic, with a change or two of clothes and a little Primus stove for coffee, all carefully stowed away to prevent discovery.


I took lunch alone in a cavernous basement through which Chinese waitresses pushed trolleys of dim sum in round wooden boxes, and afterwards browsed in the stackrooms of bookshops in the Charing Cross Road. I was spending more and more time underground and wondered at that. In rare moments of clarity, I realised I was cutting myself adrift and wondered at that too.


The daily afternoon meeting, or conference, as Repp preferred to call it, was held under his disconcerting, unblinking gaze, behind spectacle lenses that grew darker as the sun moved round and made everything in the room bright and pale beside the black pools of his eyes. These sessions were invariably interrupted by a transatlantic call from Repp’s partner, Dennis. No one was sure if it was his first or last name because he had always been known only as Dennis. He was a modern-day Cortez on speed, an explorer of that strange abstract territory of figures and estimates, his voyages epic searches through hostile office space after finance for low-budget films. His time was spent flying in and out of Los Angeles where he ran up a fortune in limousine bills because he couldn’t drive.


Repp’s paranoia reduced him to running the company from his room, hence the constant meetings. These gatherings served little purpose beyond letting him behave as though he were still the wisecracking bully at the back of class, his favourite weapon the sneaky aside delivered within hearing. The particular butt of his cruel streak was Truefitt, the odd one out in the office, clumsy, keen and forever miscalculating, like the time he arrived at a meeting wearing shorts and was singled out, once more, as the victim of Repp’s merciless double-take. I felt something of Repp’s contempt at the sight of Truefitt tugging miserably at his shorts for the rest of the meeting, and this later disturbed me. Until then I’d not taken Repp’s bullying seriously and had even gone along with it because Truefitt’s own dogged earnestness seemed enough of a defence, a form of condoning. It made me wonder if Repp weren’t responsible for my own frustration in a way that I had failed to identify.


These dog days in the office coincided with my initiation into Robinson’s social circle. If the afternoons were slow I put that down to anticipating what the evenings might bring. Robinson was going through a gregarious phase and had access to an attractive crowd, elegant, easy-going, well off and attended by apparently available women whose creamy limbs were surely inaccessible. Plucked eyebrows were arched in expressions of permanent, blank surprise, and their perfect white teeth made me sparing with my own smile. They looked like cover girls, dressed like models, and seemed to find life effortless.


I learned early on to take the simple precaution of having a couple of stiff gins before arriving. Then the nights became seamless, fuelled by alcohol and, occasionally, by one of Robinson’s little pills, which made me feel bright and focused. Time ran smooth and everything became reckless and provocative. Meals passed gazing in admiration at this nocturnal breed, or in surreptitious study of a neck or a wrist, while I drank exotic cocktails and fantasised about these superior creatures.


Usually Robinson reserved the same large table in a fashionable restaurant where a dozen or more of us sat down to dinner. He went out of his way to be charming and intriguing (answering a question with a question), his deliberate reticence about himself calculated to provoke speculation. Everyone had a different angle on Robinson, who was at his most Gatsby-like during this period, mixing high and low life at the same table, seating rebellious young aristocrats next to a former criminal associate of the Krays who explained how to saw off the barrel of a shotgun. ‘Dangerous thing to do, now looking back on it,’ he told me. ‘But they were available, yeah, and they were usable.’ He fixed me with a dead stare perfected in the course of thousands of protection money collections.


A striking-looking woman with blonde hair, which she wore pinned up, sat on my left. Her name was Sonia and we exchanged the usual banalities, in between conversation with the heavy about making a film about the old East End rackets. ‘I don’t like the word gangster,’ he warned me. ‘It’s not like that, it embarrasses me.’ Robinson looked up, caught my eye and raised his glass with a dry smile.


Sonia asked what I knew about Robinson. ‘Not much,’ I replied. It was generally acknowledged that he was some kind of dealer, though in what no one was sure. Her version included rumours of inherited wealth (I’d heard that too) and large storage containers somewhere in South London. She leaned forward confidingly, revealing a smudge of cleavage. ‘Nobody knows what he keeps in them.’


She asked if I found Robinson ambiguous. I shrugged lightly and returned the question. ‘As a woman, no,’ she said. ‘But I can see how men might.’ We laughed, having reached that stage of the evening when everything seemed amusing.


She let me kiss her in the back of a taxi we shared. Fresh lipstick smeared invitingly. Outside her flat we kissed again – watched in the rear-view mirror by the taxi driver – less successfully. The easy conversation of the restaurant seemed an age ago as we exchanged stilted goodbyes. She smiled vaguely and offered her cheek. The driver shrugged.


At home my erratic hours were explained by pressure of work and necessary socialising. I blamed my infrequent appearances on Repp’s chaotic impulses, a strategy that required little fabrication. Besides, Repp’s partner Dennis was always flying in and out. Sometimes I pretended to go with him.


Without my noticing, an invisible line was crossed, one that distinguishes a project that is merely in development from those that are suddenly bound to get made. Though it was far from the case that ours was certain, Repp started to behave as though there were green lights all the way, and the days became hectic. Provisional schedules were drawn up, directors put on shortlists, technicians interviewed. Repp’s time was spent in continual discussion with financiers, accountants, film studios, lighting companies, drumming up interest, no matter that once the project became official these people would beat a path to his door of their own accord. ‘Everyone wants to do business with us,’ he told me with the phony sincerity that was his trademark. The fact of the matter was that he was telling everyone the film had a start date when he had neither a complete script nor all his financing, let alone a director.


There were increasingly long discussions with various special effects and prosthetic experts about whether a diabolical little creature that resembled an ordinary doll in the script was going to be a remote-controlled dummy or a midget in some sort of costume. Artists were hired to make drawings, and still no one could decide.


Robinson quizzed me incessantly about these dreary, humourless meetings, which he then related to others, making them sound like hours of knockabout fun, mimicking the droning zeal of these earnest young experts on the difficulty of creating accurate reproductions of close-range gunshot wounds to the head. Fascinated by these ingenious bores, he asked me to bring one to the pub, but when I did he lasted ten minutes before downing his drink and making his excuses.


Sonia continued to let herself be kissed in the back of taxis and left it at that. When she wasn’t at the restaurant I tried to catch the last tube home, and started to sleep past my stop, ending up on drunken looping walks through obscure suburban streets in search of a night bus or a 24-hour minicab. Either way, I was spending a fortune on fares.


The mornings in the attic when I failed to wake up before the others arrived for work became more frequent. Then I would be woken by a telephone ringing in the office downstairs or the clack-clack of the photocopy machine directly below. Some days I pretended I was out at meetings and began to fabricate schedules in advance. My work diary became a logbook of appointments that would never take place.


One night, after dropping off Sonia, I returned on impulse to Soho. Robinson was amused by my reappearance. ‘Well, fancy.’ He was sitting in a club where he liked to end his evening, by himself and as self-contained as ever. He seemed in a genial mood and said he had something to show me.


He took me round the corner to a multi-storey car park. ‘Where are we going?’ I asked in the lift. We got off at the top floor.


‘Fancy a drive?’ he asked, throwing me a set of keys. I fumbled and dropped them.


‘Is this yours?’ I asked, surprised at the shiny black Jaguar. Robinson shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Go on, give it a go. I trust you.’ I unlocked the car and he climbed in the back and stretched out. I was well over the limit and drunk enough not to care.


The car seemed to drive itself, responding to the merest suggestion, whispering forward with us cocooned in leather-bound silence, protected behind the CinemaScope windscreen. We cruised past Warren Street, jumped red lights on the Euston Road and hit eighty on the Westway with Robinson hooting with laughter and shouting, ‘Faster, faster,’ as the speedometer crept towards a hundred. Afterwards I thanked him. I hadn’t enjoyed myself so much in a long time.


The next time Robinson and I went cruising he asked Sonia too. To my annoyance she sat with Robinson. He put a tape into a machine built especially into the back of the car and something operatic smoothed our way forward. We glided through the night streets and under his instructions drove east through a district of tower blocks. I had pleasant double vision and the most delicate fingertip control. I was strangely exhilarated by these drunken night drives. By day I was dimly aware of this being a sign that all was not well, that the various compartments of my life were not in quite the order I pretended. But, for the moment, I was happy to be guided by Robinson who divined my repressed sense of recklessness.


‘You drive very well,’ said Robinson. He was smirking. ‘You should come and work for me.’ He turned to Sonia. ‘He could be my driver, what do you think? Should we make him put on the uniform?’ I fancied he had his hand on her knee.


We looped back round through the river and out towards Woolwich and Charlton where Robinson made me turn off the main road down side streets of dingy terraced housing. As we wound our way through the maze of streets, it became clear that our apparently aimless journey had a destination. Robinson guided us until we were in a particular road and outside a house where he made me stop. Gentrification had not reached this far out and the street was run-down, the house shabbier than most. A light burned dully in the ground-floor bay window.


Robinson got out of the car without explanation and knocked on the door, though it was past one in the morning. I wondered if we were visiting a scene from his childhood and being afforded a privileged glimpse into his past. Sonia had the same thought. ‘Do you think it’s his mother?’ she asked. Neither of us was expecting the tall, poised black woman who answered the door. She looked misplaced and too well dressed for such surroundings.


Robinson stood on the step declining her invitation to go inside. He stayed a few minutes only, chatting and laughing, more relaxed than I’d seen him. The woman smiled, and stood with her arms folded, one foot stretched forward so that only the spike of her heel rested on the ground. She looked like a dancer. When he left, he handed her an envelope. They kissed, her hand resting lightly on the back of his neck. In spite of their intimacy it was impossible to say whether they were or had been lovers.


The drive back was tense and disjointed. I felt tired and drunk. We had been passing a bottle of brandy around between us. The scene we had just witnessed had irritated me, perhaps because of its obvious tenderness and the sudden exclusion of Sonia and myself. The mood of these drives was essentially one of complicity, or so I had thought. Robinson lost his temper when I insisted on knowing who the woman was and I got annoyed at his reticence, and told him so, until he said, ‘She was someone who looked after me when I was young.’ I didn’t believe him. ‘I couldn’t give a fuck what you believe,’ he said tartly.


‘Drive your own fucking car,’ was all I could think to say. Robinson gave me a sour look in the mirror and I fancied Sonia’s hand was inside his fly.


I didn’t see the running man until it was too late. Sonia squealed at me to watch out. And in the rear-view mirror I saw Robinson alert and expectant as the man filled the windscreen, his face white in the car lights. He hung for a second like a cutout target in the sights of the Jaguar, the dark empty street spread out like a poster behind. I accelerated at him, then braked and brought the car under control thirty or forty yards later. Robinson got out and went back.


Sonia hugged the front seat. The atmosphere was charged. She was lucky, she could have gone through the windscreen. I imagined kissing her, thinking of her cry and how erotic it had sounded. I wondered about driving off without Robinson. Sonia sat back and lit a cigarette with a steady hand.


I went and joined Robinson. He was standing over the man, who was sitting on the kerb, rubbing his shin where I had clipped him with the bumper of the Jaguar. The man seemed all right, just shaken. He was a rummy, and not in any state to work out what had happened, so we left him sucking on the last of our brandy. I told Robinson he should drive but he ignored me and climbed in the back. He and Sonia sat apart, I was glad to see.


On the drive back he demonstrated to her the principles of hitting and missing a moving target, explaining how by driving straight at the man I had avoided him. Had I swerved the way he was running we would have collided and probably killed him. He whacked the palm of his hand with his fist, making a sickening thud. ‘Smart work, old man,’ he said in a deadpan voice.


Robinson knew I’d intended running the man down. I also knew he had wanted me to, was willing me to, and was disappointed I had missed. I felt like someone who had flunked a test and at the same time was appalled at what I was getting myself into.


We dropped Sonia off. Finally I said to him, ‘I’m not up for these weird games.’


‘What weird games?’


I shut up, having neither the patience nor the inclination for any more of Robinson’s interrogatory tricks. After a while he said, ‘Just along for the ride, are we?’ I ignored him.


At the next set of lights he got out abruptly and told me to take the Jaguar back to the garage. ‘Leave the keys at the kiosk.’ I did, without being sure why; serve him right if I abandoned it with the keys in the ignition.


Back in the attic, and nursing more brandy, I felt a mean and fragile high. Controlled recklessness, that was the thing.


The film suddenly stopped being made, only a couple of weeks before shooting was due to begin, when one part of the finance inexplicably fell through. Recrimination was in the air: blame the script, whose fault, fire accordingly. New writers would be found, further scapegoats hired. I was tired of the false deadlines, the artificial panics, so many speculative meetings, too much lying. The script wouldn’t be ready on the first day of shooting – if there ever were such a thing – because now the film was having to be done on the cheap and the budget had been shaved. There would be cuts and revisions right up until the end of filming. The whole thing was as rickety as a house of cards.


My days became footloose. If Repp noticed my erratic hours he said nothing. Access to him was increasingly cut off. There were times when I wanted nothing more than to ask for a meeting and have it out, but he fobbed me off. I knew my days were numbered.


The restaurant nights continued, without Sonia who disappeared off the scene. Robinson gave no explanation for her absence. Towards me, he went out of his way to appear solicitous. Once he looked at me and asked, ‘Are you all right, old man?’ I was able to shrug off the question. I had a summer cold, caught off Robinson, and was able to blame that.


I carried on spending time in Soho and continued to stay some nights in the attic, not telling anyone what I was doing, sometimes meeting people for lunch, as though everything were normal. The mornings started at the Bar Italia: espressi taken standing at the zinc counter, while in the background on a huge video screen Italy versus Brazil and the Rossi goals that took the azzurri to the World Cup final were replayed for the millionth time. I tried to remember to have a spot to eat. Bookshops were good for passing time, then a couple of drinks while reading the paper cover to cover and the luxury of being able to sit in an empty pub so soon after morning opening. For lunch I met acquaintances with expense accounts (avoiding those in the film business) and managed not to pay. I made it the main meal of the day – got to keep the stomach lined on these jags – drinking white wine, saving red for the evening.


There was plenty to occupy me during the slow hung-over mornings. My drinking was becoming indiscriminate, and attempts to retrace the voyage of the night before invariably faltered because gaps were starting to appear – great white spaces like unexplored territory on a map. At first the discovery of these spaces was disconcerting, but I learned to see in them a not unpleasant sense of mystery. With practice I learned to make the extra effort to note, in the course of an evening’s degeneration, a handful of signs for later: a look, a phrase, the arrival of a fresh drink or remark made to a waiter. All could act as possible markers, as though establishing a criminal alibi.


My horizons shrank until I found it hard to leave the area. It felt as though I would be breaking a spell. Even when lunch was spun out until three and later, it was tiring wandering around waiting for evening, so I started napping for an hour or two in one of the cinemas. Soho cinemas showed nothing but porno films. There was no other sort in the area, apart from the film trade preview theatres – dark little rooms around Wardour Street – that belonged to a fraternity I wanted to avoid.


The porno cinemas were well behind what Robinson called the skirting board of society. To stand in the gloom of the entrance to the auditorium, eyes adjusting to the dark, was to become aware of a slowly developing picture of magnificent furtiveness: upturned faces, pale and as hushed and expectant as communicants at an altar rail. And the cinema was always full, not half-empty as you might expect: so many of us down there was my first impression; middle-aged men, white and white collar, and a lot of younger Asians. The films were foreign and full of badly dubbed grunts. The actors went through the motions with an air of detachment, and the women, in the act of spreading themselves, appeared to retreat beyond reach into private reverie. A lot of noise was what the punters liked, to cover their own rustlings. Sometimes the whole audience swayed as though bucketed by a tempest, and the seats creaked louder than the soundtrack.


These trips to the porno cinemas, which started out as an excuse for a rest, became an end in themselves, pleasantly secretive at first – furtive enjoyment, why not? – then compulsive: blurred afternoons that didn’t do anyone harm is what I told myself.


The voyeur I noticed only because he was in my line of vision when I woke up. He sat twisted around in the front row, watching the audience watching the film. His spectacles caught the light from the projector, at least so I thought until I saw they were binoculars, used to study faces in the audience, my own at that particular moment.


I saw him several times, always in the front row. He made a point of singling me out. It turned out he wore glasses as well. Once, I passed near enough to make out Coke-bottle lenses and a mirthless grin. I half expected to run across him in the street, where I would have known him at once, though I’d not seen him in anything other than the semi-gloom of the auditorium; the house lights in porno cinemas stayed dimmed even during intervals. Once, I thought I caught a glimpse of him in Archer Street, with Robinson, but decided it must have been a dream. I never mentioned the porno cinemas to Robinson.


Most of my energy went into organising my Jekyll and Hyde life, an exhausting concoction of evasions, excuses and alibis. I told my wife I was away on business for a fortnight in California. We talked wistfully about meeting up somewhere, to try to mend what was broken, though both of us knew it was beyond repair.


My relationship with Robinson moved by tacit agreement into darker waters. When we found ourselves at a loose end after an evening, we idly started to follow people for a few blocks to see where they went, betting on which way they would go. Then we began shadowing drunks. The drunker they were the more Robinson appeared to enjoy himself. Staggering couples weaved their uncertain way, cannoning off each other and back, then falling into dark doorways where they clung together, fumbling, helpless, suddenly fidgety with lust. At this point, Robinson would leave them to it, rather to my surprise. Usually I was drunk enough to want to stay only where I was. The next day, when sober, I felt bad about our nocturnal wanderings, tailing those more helpless than myself, though in the drunken slipstream of Robinson I secretly enjoyed these vignettes of incapacity, and the guilty pleasure and vicarious power I felt from watching them. I wondered too if they were not part of some strategy on Robinson’s part. The logic I used to justify these excursions involved my having to be with him because his capacity for enormous violence was held in check only by my restraining presence. I’d not seen this violence yet, but knew it was there. Once, in one of the alleys connecting Wardour and Dean, we came across a man passed out in a doorway, a man in a suit, not a derelict. Robinson bet me that I didn’t have the nerve to roll him. ‘You’d like to, but you daren’t.’


Sometimes Robinson approached the drunks. He’d ask for a cigarette and scrounge one, and produce a light for both of them, hands cupped carefully around the flame of an old Dunhill lighter he carried, though he did not smoke. (The cigarettes were passed on to me.) Not until he had produced the Dunhill a number of times did it strike me how little Robinson carried in the way of personal possessions. The money clip, the aluminium container of pills and the lighter were all I’d seen. I assumed the lighter was of sentimental value, but Robinson said he had found it. I doubted this since there was so much he chose not to carry: no watch, no address book, no scraps of paper, no chequebooks, no credit cards, none of the junk or bits of identification that most people accumulate.


One evening Robinson sifted idly through my own wallet and found more than a dozen samples of my signature on bank and credit cards and their receipts, two passport-size photographs of myself, a driving licence that I had forgotten to sign, two other records of my address and various scraps of paper with telephone numbers scribbled on them. Robinson asked who the numbers belonged to and I couldn’t be sure.


When my wristwatch stopped I did not bother to wind it again, a little act of self-consciousness that I saw as a symbol of my present condition. I would let everything run down, then start over again. Any misgivings I had – and there were plenty swarming just below the surface – I suppressed or forgot in alcohol. In drink I discovered a fluency that never found its way into words.
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