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            INTIMACY


            


            

                

                I

                T

                IS THE SADDEST NIGHT,

                 for I am leaving and not coming back. Tomorrow

                        morning, when the woman I have lived with for six years has gone to work on

                        her bicycle, and our children have been taken to the park with their ball, I

                        will pack some things into a suitcase, slip out of my house hoping that no

                        one will see me, and take the tube to Victor’s place. There, for an

                        unspecified period, I will sleep on the floor in the tiny room he has kindly

                        offered me, next to the kitchen. Each morning I will heave the thin single

                        mattress back to the airing cupboard. I will stuff the musty duvet into a

                        box. I will replace the cushions on the sofa.

                 I will not be returning to this

                                life. I cannot. Perhaps I should leave a note to convey this

                                information. “Dear Susan, I am not coming back . . .” Perhaps it

                                would be better to ring tomorrow afternoon. Or I could visit at the

                                weekend. The details I haven’t decided. Almost certainly I will not

                                tell her my intentions this evening or tonight. I will put if off.

                                Why? Because words are actions and they make things happen. Once

                                they are out you cannot put them back. Something irrevocable will

                                have been done, and I am fearful and uncertain. As a matter of fact,

                                I am trembling, and have been all afternoon, all

                        day.


                 This, then, could be our last

                                evening as an innocent, complete, ideal family; my last night with a

                                woman I have known for ten years, a woman I know almost everything

                                about, and want no more of. Soon we will be like strangers. No, we

                                can never be that. Hurting someone is an act of reluctant intimacy.

                                We will be dangerous acquaintances with a history. That first time

                                she put her hand on my arm—I wish I had turned away. Why didn’t I?

                                The waste; the waste of time and feeling. She has said something

                                similar about me. But do we mean it? I am in at least three minds

                                about all questions.


                 I perch on the edge of the bath

                                and watch my sons, aged five and three, one at each end. Their toys,

                                plastic animals and bottles float on the surface, and they chatter

                                to themselves and one another, neither fighting nor whingeing, for a

                                change. They are ebullient and fierce, and people say what happy and

                                affectionate children they are. This morning, before I set out for

                                the day, knowing I had to settle a few things in my mind, the elder

                                boy, insisting on another kiss before I closed the door, said,

                                “Daddy, I love everyone.”


                 Tomorrow I will do something

                                that will damage and scar them.


                 The younger boy has been

                                wearing chinos, a grey shirt, blue braces and a policeman’s helmet.

                                As I toss the clothes in the washing basket, I am disturbed by a sound

                                outside. I hold my breath.


                

                    Already!


                 She is pushing her bicycle into

                                the hall. She is removing the shopping bags from the

                            basket.


                 Over the months, and

                                particularly the last few days, wherever I am—working, talking,

                                waiting for the bus—I have contemplated this rupture from all

                                angles. Several times I have missed my tube stop, or have found

                                myself in a familiar place that I haven’t recognized. I don’t always

                                know where I am, which can be a pleasurably demanding experience.

                                But these days I tend to feel I am squinting at things upside

                                down.


                 I have been trying to convince

                                myself that leaving someone isn’t the worst thing you can do to

                                them. Sombre it may be, but it doesn’t have to be a tragedy. If you

                                never left anything or anyone there would be no room for the

                                new. Naturally, to

                                move on is an infidelity—to others, to the past, to old notions of

                                oneself. Perhaps every day should contain at least one essential

                                infidelity or necessary betrayal. It would be an optimistic, hopeful

                                act, guaranteeing belief in the future—a declaration that things can

                                be not only different but better.


                 Therefore I am exchanging

                                Susan, my children, my house, and the garden full of dope plants and

                                cherry blossom I can see through the bathroom window, for a spot at

                                Victor’s where there will be draughts and dust on the

                            floor.


                 Eight years ago Victor left his

                                wife. Since then—even excepting the Chinese prostitute who played

                                the piano naked and brought all her belongings to their

                                assignations—he has had only unsatisfactory loves. If the phone

                                rings he does a kind of panicky dance, wondering what

                                opprobrium may be on the way, and from which direction. Victor, you

                                see, can give women hope, if not

                    satisfaction.


                 We find pubs and restaurants

                                more congenial. I must say that when Victor isn’t sitting in the

                                dark, his eyes sunken and pupils dilated with incomprehension and

                                anger, he can be easy-going, even amusing. He doesn’t mind whether I

                                am silent or voluble. He is used to the way I dash from subject to

                                subject, following the natural momentum of my mind. If I ask him why

                                his wife still hates him, he will tell me. Like my children I

                                appreciate a good story, particularly if I’ve heard it before. I

                                want all the details and atmosphere. But he speaks slowly, as some

                                Englishmen do. Often I have no idea whether he is merely waiting for

                                another word to occur or will, perhaps, never speak again. I can

                                only welcome such intervals as the opportunity for reverie. But will

                                I want monologues and pauses, draughts and pubs, every

                            day?


                 Susan is in the room

                                now.


                 She says, “Why don’t you ever

                                shut the bathroom door?”


                

                    “What?”


                 “Why don’t

                        you?”


                 I can’t think of a

                                reason.


                 She is busily kissing the

                                children. I love her enthusiasm for them. When we really talk, it is

                                about them, something they have said or done, as if they are a

                                passion no one else can share or

                    understand.


                 Susan doesn’t touch me but

                                presents her cheek a few inches from my lips, so that to kiss her I

                                must lean forward, thus humiliating both of us. She smells of

                                perfume and the street.


                

                 She goes to change and returns

                                in jeans and sweatshirt, with a glass of wine for each of

                            us.


                 “Hallo. How are

                            you?”


                 She looks at me hard, in order

                                to have me notice her. I feel my body contract and

                            shrink.


                 “Okay,” I

                        reply.


                 I nod and smile. Does she see

                                anything different in my face today? Have I given myself away yet? I

                                must look beaten. Usually, before seeing her I prepare two or three

                                likely subjects, as if our conversations are examinations. You see,

                                she accuses me of being silent with her. If only she knew how I

                                stammer within. Today, I have been too feverish to rehearse. This

                                afternoon was particularly difficult. And silence, like darkness,

                                can be kind; it, too, is a language. Couples have good reason for

                                not speaking.


                                


                                



                 She talks of how her work colleagues have let her

                        down.

                 “They are not good enough,” she

                                says.


                 “Is that

                        right?”


                 It has been difficult for her

                                since the publishing house was taken over. But she is a woman of

                                strong feelings anyway, of either dislike or enthusiasm. Generally

                                they are of dislike. Others, including me, infuriate and frustrate

                                her. It is disturbing, the way I am compelled to share her feelings,

                                though I don’t know the people. As she talks I see why I leave the

                                bathroom door open. I can’t be in a room with her for too long

                                without feeling that there is something I must do to stop her being

                                so angry. But I never know what I should do, and soon I feel as if she

                                is shoving me against the wall and battering

                        me.


                 The boys’ bath water drains

                                away slowly, as their toys impede the plughole. They won’t move

                                until the water is gone, and then they sit there making moustaches

                                and hats with the remaining bubbles. Eventually I lift the younger

                                one out. Susan takes the other.


                 We wrap them in thick hooded

                                towels. With damp hair and beads of water on their necks, and being

                                so tired and all, the boys look like diminutive boxers after a

                                match. They argue about what pyjamas they want to wear. The younger

                                one will only wear a Batman T-shirt. They seem to have become

                                self-conscious at an early age. They must have got it from

                                us.


                 Susan gives the younger boy a

                                bottle, which he holds up to his mouth two-handedly, like a

                                trumpeter. I watch her caressing his hair, kissing his dimpled

                                fingers and rubbing his stomach. He giggles and squirms. What a

                                quality of innocence people have when they don’t expect to be

                                harmed. Who could violate it without damaging himself ? At school—I

                                must have been eight or nine—there sat next to me a smelly boy from

                                a poor family. One day, when we all stood, his leg slipped down

                                behind the bench. Deliberately I jerked it up, trapping his leg. The

                                look on his face of inexplicable and unexpected pain has stayed with

                                me. You can choose whether to do others good or

                        harm.


                 We take the children

                                downstairs, where they lie on cushions, nonchalantly sucking their

                                dummies, watching The Wizard of Oz with their eyes half open. They look like a

                                couple of swells smoking cigars in a field on a hot day. They demand

                                ginger biscuits, as if I am a butler. I fetch them from the kitchen

                                without Susan noticing me. The boys extend their greedy fingers but

                                don’t look away from the TV. As the film runs they not only murmur

                                the dialogue but echo the sound effects too. After a while, I pick

                                up the crumbs and, having considered what to do with them, fling

                                them in a corner.


                 Susan works in the kitchen,

                                listening to the radio and looking out at the garden. She enjoys

                                that. Her own family life, like mine, has mostly been unpleasant.

                                Now she goes to a lot of trouble to shop well and make good meals.

                                Even if we’re having a takeaway, she won’t let us eat in a slew of

                                newspapers, children’s books and correspondence. She puts out

                                napkins, lights candles and opens the wine, insisting we have a

                                proper family meal, including nervy silences and severe

                                arguments.


                 She likes auctions, where she

                                buys unusual pictures, prints and furniture, often with worn velvet

                                attached to some part of them. We have a lot of lamps, cushions and

                                curtains, some of which hang across the middle of the room, as if a

                                play is about to start, and from which I try to stop the boys

                                swinging. There are deep armchairs, televisions, telephones, pianos,

                                music systems and the latest magazines and newest books in every

                                room. Most people don’t have comfort, plenty and ease like

                                this.


                 At home I don’t feel at home.

                                In the morning I will let go of it. Definitely.

                            Bye-bye.


                 I sit on the floor near the

                                boys, releasing the buckle of my belt when I locate it finally in

                                the loose folds of my belly. For a change I neither pick up the

                                newspaper nor follow the film, but examine my sons, their feet,

                                ears, eyes. This evening, when I am both here and not here—almost a

                                ghost, already— I will not drink, get stoned, or argue. I have to be

                                aware of everything. I want to develop a mental picture I can carry

                                around and refer to when I am at Victor’s place. It will be the

                                first of the few things I must, tonight, choose to take with

                                me.


                 Suddenly I feel as if I might

                                vomit, and I slap my hand over my mouth. The feeling passes. But now

                                I could howl! I feel as if I am in a plunging aeroplane. I will see

                                the children as often as I can, but I will miss things here. The

                                disorder of family life: the children’s voices as they sing their

                                scatological version of “The Teddy Bears’ Picnic”; watching them

                                watch television through their new binoculars; the three of us

                                dancing to the Rolling Stones, the older one balanced perilously on

                                the coffee table, the other plunging through the sofa; seeing them

                                on their bikes, as they speed away from me, yelling; them walking

                                down the street in the sunshine, umbrellas up, crooning “Singin’ in

                                the Rain.” Once, when the older boy was a baby, he threw up in one

                                of my shoes, and I didn’t notice until I was in the taxi on my way

                                to the airport.


                 If I come home and the children

                                aren’t here, even if there’s plenty to do, I can wander from room to

                                room waiting for their faces to come through the door, and for the

                                world to be re-animated by their chaotic

                        energy.


                 What could be more important?

                                Lost in the middle of my life and no way home, what kind of

                                experience do I imagine I am forfeiting this for? I have had a

                                surplus of emotional experience with men, women, colleagues,

                                parents, acquaintances. I have read, thought and talked for years.

                                Tonight, how will any of it guide me? Perhaps I should be impressed

                                by the fact that I haven’t attached myself to things, that I am

                                loose and free enough to walk away in the morning. But what am I

                                free for? Surely the ultimate freedom is to choose, to dispense with

                                freedom for the obligations that tie one to life—to get

                                involved.


                 This confusion isn’t going to

                                leave me alone. But by the morning my mind had better be made up

                                about certain things. I must not descend into self-pity, at least

                                not for longer than necessary. I have found that it is not my moods

                                that frustrate me but the depth and indeterminacy of their duration.

                                If I feel a bit low, I fear a year-long depression. If my

                                once-girlfriend Nina became distant or sharp, I was convinced she

                                was permanently detaching herself from me.


                 Tonight my predominant emotion

                                is fear of the future. At least, one might say, it is better to fear

                                things than be bored by them, and life without love is a long

                                boredom. I may be afraid but I am not cynical. I am trying to be

                                resolute. Tonight, don’t worry, I will set the record

                                crooked.


                 I should, too, consider what it

                                is I love about life and other people. Otherwise I will turn the

                                future into a wasteland, eliminating possibility before anything can

                                develop. It is easy to kill oneself off without dying.

                                Unfortunately, to get to the future one has to live through the

                                present.


                 While considering these things,

                                I have thought of several people who seem to have been depressed for

                                most of their lives, and have accepted a condition of relative

                                unhappiness as if it is their due. How much time have my numerous

                                depressions wasted over all? Three years, at least.

                                Longer than all my sexual pleasure put together, I should

                                imagine.


                 I encourage myself to think of

                                the pleasures of being a single-man in London, of what there might

                                be to look forward to. My sons look up as I giggle to myself. The

                                other night Victor goes to a bar, meets a woman with a stud through

                                her tongue and is invited to her loft in the East End. She likes to

                                be tied up; she has the equipment. The stud roams his scrotum, like,

                                as he says, a slug with a ball bearing in its head. They joke about

                                misplacing the keys. His bottom smarts.


                 He calls at an unrespectable

                                hour the next day and insists we meet for breakfast so I can hear

                                about it. I inform him that the nanny, as nannies do, has lost the

                                will to live and that it is difficult to get a baby-sitter first

                                thing in the morning. But at last I arrive at the café, happy to be

                                out and to have someone bring me breakfast, rather than running

                                about, as I normally do, with slices of toast with jam which

                                inevitably end up facedown on the floor.


                 Victor doesn’t omit a

                                moment.


                 “And what were you doing?” he

                                enquires politely, at last.


                 I sigh. Wearing an old

                                tracksuit and drinking beer in bed, coughing, smoking and listening

                                to a late Beethoven quartet on my

                    headphones.


                 He and the woman never meet

                                again. Most nights Victor watches TV alone, a plate of saveloy and

                                chips on his lap, a pickled onion or two on the

                        side.


                 Another friend: a plump,

                                middle-aged alcoholic who is an accountant. I envied his enthusiasm

                                as he talked of the life that marriage, for the moment, was keeping

                                him from. He had worked too hard to enjoy sufficiently his

                                teenage freedom the first time. He leaves his wife, buys underwear,

                                aftershave, cufflinks, a bracelet and hair-dye. He presents himself

                                to me.


                 My eyes and mouth

                            widen.


                 At last I say, “You’ve never

                                looked better.”


                 “As always, you’re very

                                encouraging,” he says. “Thank you, thank

                    you.”


                 We shake hands and off he sets

                                for singles clubs and bars for divorcees. He meets a woman, but she

                                will only have him in her marital bed, to provoke her husband. He

                                meets another. You remind me of someone, she says; an undertaker, as

                                it turns out. My furious friend replies that it

                            isn’t

                            her body he has come

                                for. He soon learns that at his age he cares far more than formerly

                                whom he spends his time with. What he wanted then he doesn’t want

                                now. He notices also that people become eccentric as they get older,

                                and that there is a lot of them to take in.


                 “Shall I go back to my wife?”

                                he asks.


                 “Try it,” I say, the expert

                                speaking.


                 But she regards him

                                suspiciously, wondering why his hair has turned aubergine and

                                whether he has had his name engraved on a bracelet to make him

                                identifiable after an accident. She has realized that life is

                                possible without him.


                                


                                



                 The boys have fallen asleep. I carry them upstairs,

                        one by one. They lie side by side under vivid duvets. I am about to kiss

                        them when I notice their eyes are open. I dread a second

                

                 wind. I am a liberal parent, afraid of my

                        occasional rages. I always regret any superfluous restraint. I wouldn’t want

                        them to fear me; I wouldn’t want them to fear anyone. I don’t want to break

                        or discourage anything in them. Occasionally, though, I do want them to

                        believe I am in charge. Soon they are leaping from bed to bed. When they

                        make for the door, since I am too tired to grab them, I am forced to put on

                        my “cross” voice. Their reluctance to go to sleep I don’t understand. For

                        months the highlight of my day has been the anticipation of unconsciousness.

                        At least they regret the passing of each day, as do I, in a different way.

                        Tonight we want the same thing, my boys and I: more life.

                 “If you lie still I will read

                                to you,” I say.


                 They regard me suspiciously,

                                but I find a book, and make a place between them. They stretch out

                                across me, occasionally kicking one

                    another.


                 It is a cruel story, as most

                                children’s stories are, and it involves a woodcutter, as most

                                children’s stories do. But inevitably it concerns a conventional

                                family from which the father has not fled. The boys know the story

                                so well they can tell when I skip a bit or attempt to make something

                                up. When they stop asking questions I put the book down, creep out

                                of the room and switch off the light. Then I return to find their

                                faces in the covers, and kiss them. Outside I listen for their

                                breathing. If only I could stand here all night. Then I hear them

                                whispering to one another and giggling.


                 Old wives; old story.


                                



                 * * *


                

                 From the beginning, starting with the girls at

                        school, and the teachers in particular, I have looked at women in shops, on

                        the street, in the bus, at parties, and wondered what it would be like to be

                        with them, and what pleasures we might kindle. At school I would toss my

                        pencil under the teacher’s desk in order to crawl underneath and examine her

                        legs. The desultory nature of the education system enabled me to develop an

                        enthusiastic interest in girls’ skirts—in the material and texture, and in

                        whether they were billowy, loose or tight, and in which places. Skirts, like

                        theatre curtains later, quickened my curiosity. I wanted to know what was

                        under them. There was waiting, but there was possibility. The skirt was a

                        transitional object; both a thing in itself and a means of getting somewhere

                        else. This became my paradigm of important knowledge. The world is a skirt I

                        want to lift up.

                 Later, I imagined that with

                                each woman I could start afresh. There was no past. I could be a

                                different person, if not a new one, for a time. Also I used women to

                                protect me from other people. Wherever I might be, if I were huddled

                                up with a whispering woman who wanted me, I could keep the world

                                outside my skin. I could stop wanting other women. At the same time

                                I liked to keep my options open; desiring other women kept me from

                                the exposure and susceptibility of loving just the one. There are

                                perils in deep knowledge.


                 Unsurprisingly, Susan is the

                                one woman, apart from Mother, with whom I can do practically

                                nothing. But now, when I am certain that I am able to speak to women

                                without being afraid of wanting them, I am not sure that I can touch

                                someone as I used to—frivolously. After a certain age sex

                            can

                                never be casual. I couldn’t ask for so little. To lay your hand on

                                another’s body, or to put your mouth against another’s— what a

                                commitment that is! To choose someone is to uncover a whole life.

                                And it is to invite them to uncover you!


                 Maybe that is what happened

                                with Nina. One day a girl walks past and you want her. I’ve examined

                                the moment a score of times. She and I would go over it repeatedly,

                                in joy and in puzzlement. I can remember how tall and slim she was;

                                and then there was the jolt, the violent jolt, when we met, and met.

                                Something about her changed everything. But I had wanted people

                                before, and I knew nothing about her. She was from another world.

                                After a certain age you don’t want things to be so haphazard. You

                                want to believe that you know what it is you are doing. Perhaps that

                                explains what I did.


                                


                                



                 My young gay friend Ian liked to stand with me

                        outside tube stations where I would watch the flocks of girls in the summer,

                        after I had finished work for the day, around lunch time. There were certain

                        locations that guaranteed more interest than others. “A picture of

                        impotence,” he called it. With him, looks would be exchanged and off he

                        would go, while I waited, having coffee somewhere. Sometimes he fucked five

                        people in a day, shoving his arm up to the elbow into men whose faces he

                        never saw. Every night of the week there were orgies he might

                    attend.

                 “I’ve never understood all the

                                fuss you straights make about infidelity,” he’d say. “It’s only

                                fucking.”


                

                 “Fucking means something,” I’d

                                reply. But what? I’d add, “Surely, for there to be beauty there must

                                be mystery too.”


                 “When there are other people

                                there is always mystery,” was his answer.


                                


                                



                 Susan has already laid the table. I open the wine

                        and pour it. The man in the off-licence said it is an easy wine to drink.

                        These days I find anything easy to drink.

                 Susan brings the food in and

                                sets it down. I glance over the newspaper. As she eats, she turns on

                                the TV, puts on her glasses and leans forward to watch a soap

                                opera.


                 “Oh my God,” she says, as

                                something happens.


                 The noise presses into my head.

                                You’d think, if she wanted domestic drama, she could look across the

                                table.


                 But I am looking away, at a

                                tree in the garden, at a print on the wall, longing for something

                                beautiful or made with care. I have begun to hate television as well

                                as the other media. I was young when the rock-’n’-roll world—the

                                apotheosis of the defiantly shallow—represented the new. It was

                                rebellious and stood against the conventional and dead. Television,

                                too, remained a novelty throughout my youth—all those flickering

                                worlds admitted to one room, Father making me hold the aerial up at

                                the window on tiptoe. Every few months something new and shiny

                                arrived: a car, a fridge, a washing machine, a telephone. And for a

                                time each new thing amazed us. We touched and stared at it for at

                                least a fortnight. We were like everybody else, and ahead of some

                                people. We thought—I don’t know why—that things would be

                                enough.


                

                 Now I resent being bombarded by

                                vulgarity, emptiness and repetition. I have friends in television.

                                They talk constantly of their jobs and salaries, of the politics in

                                which they’re enmeshed, and of the public, whom they never meet. But

                                if you turn on the TV and sit down hoping to see something

                                sustaining, you’re going to be disappointed—outraged, in fact, by

                                bullying, aggression and the forcible democratization of the

                                intellect. I am turning off; rebelling against

                            rebellion.


                 A nerve in my eye is throbbing.

                                My hands seem to be shaking. I feel hollow and my nerves raw, as if

                                I have been pierced by something fatal. My body knows what is going

                                on. If I am frightened now I will feel worse tomorrow, and the day

                                after, and the day after that. All this, in the name of some kind of

                                liberation. But terrible feelings go away after a time—that is one

                                of the terrible things about them.


                 At university I met a woman as

                                sad as me, if not sadder. For six years, before I met Susan, we

                                lived together. To me now, that seems a long time. But then I

                                imagined there would be time for everything. We slept in the same

                                bed every night, and cooked and ate together. Our friends took it

                                for granted that we were one, though at times we had other lovers.

                                About once a month we would have sex. It was the late seventies, and

                                relationships were nonchalant and easy, as if it had been agreed

                                that the confinement of regularity made people mentally sick. I

                                think I believed that if you didn’t have children monogamy was

                                unnecessary.


                 I want to say the smell of

                                mimosa reminds me of her. I want to say she will always be with me

                                in some way. But it has gone, and she is an unmourned true

                                love.


                

                 But Nina has not gone from my

                                mind. I am unable to let her go, yet.


                                


                                



                 I force myself to eat. I will need strength in the

                        next few days. But no tomato has ever tasted so intransigent. Suddenly Susan

                        touches my face with her fingertips.

                 “You,” she

                        says.


                 “Yes?”


                 Maybe she can sense the

                                velocity and turmoil of my thoughts.


                 “Just you, Jay. It’s all right.

                                Only that.”


                 I stare at her. The kindness of

                                the gesture shocks me. I wonder if she does somehow, somewhere, love

                                me. And if one is fortunate enough to be loved one should, surely,

                                appreciate it. I have been anticipating an argument. That would

                                certainly get me out of the house tonight. But I know I must do this

                                sane and sober, and not run out of the door with my hair on fire, or

                                while hallucinating, or while wanting to murder

                            someone.


                 To night I want to be only as

                                mad as I choose; not more mad than that, please.


                                


                                



                 This is not my first flight. You see, I have run

                        away before. As a boy I would sit in my bedroom with my hands over my ears

                        while my parents raged at one another downstairs, convinced that one would

                        kill the other and then commit suicide. I imagined myself walking away like

                        Dick Whittington, with a

                

                 spotted handkerchief tied to a stick over my

                        shoulder. But I could never decide on a destination. I did consider going up

                        north, but 

                Billy Liar

                 was one of my favourite films and I knew that

                        northern malcontents, when they could, were fleeing down

                    south.

                 A few years later, one dreary

                                afternoon, a friend and I walked out of the house and took the train

                                from Waterloo to the coast, and then a ferry to the Isle of Wight,

                                where we expected to catch Bob Dylan performing “Subterranean

                                Homesick Blues.” All night we lay out in the drizzle in our tie-dyed

                                T-shirts and frayed jeans, returning home the next day, disappointed

                                and afraid. My mother was crying “What have you done?” as I stepped

                                back into the house. I was muttering, “Never the same again, never

                                the same again.”


                 I was right. My excursion was

                                all round the school. It increased my standing with the hippies who

                                had previously scorned me. They invited me to a party where I met

                                their group—girls and boys from the local area, aged from thirteen

                                to seventeen, who spent most evenings and all weekends together.

                                They smoked pot, or “shit” as it was called, and took LSD, even

                                during classes. In the houses of absent parents, the parties were

                                orgies, with girls and boys openly copulating and exchanging

                                partners. Most of the children were, like me, fleeing something:

                                their homes. I learned it wasn’t necessary to keep one’s parents

                                company. You could get out. A decent teacher had shown me a Thom

                                Gunn poem, “On the Move”, which I tore from the book and carried in

                                the back pocket of my Levis. At parties I would lie on the floor and

                                declaim it. “One is always nearer by not keeping

                            still.”


                

                 You gotta

                        go.


                 Again.


                                


                                



                 After we have cleared up, Susan sits at the table

                        writing invitations for the boys’ party. Then, making a shopping list for

                        next week, she says, “What meals do you fancy?”

                 “I don’t want to think about it

                                now.”


                 “What’s your favourite

                                ice-cream flavour at the moment? Is it the nut crunch or the

                                vanilla?”


                 “I don’t

                        know.”


                 She says, “It’s not like you to

                                be unable to think of food.”


                 “No.”


                 I am considering how well I

                                know her. The way she puts her head to one side, and the grimace she

                                makes when concentrating. She looks as she must have as an

                                eleven-year-old taking an exam. No doubt she will have a similar

                                look at seventy, her gestures and movements unchanged, writing a

                                letter to one of our sons.


                 How would I describe her? A

                                characteristic image would be of her as a young teenager, getting up

                                early to study in her bedroom, bent over a table as she is now. She

                                would prepare for school, make her sandwiches, and leave the house,

                                while her parents slept. She got herself into Cambridge, where she

                                ensured she knew the most luminous people. She is as deliberate in

                                her friendships as she is in everything

                    else.


                 Though we exist at all ages at

                                once, I can’t say that I have ever seen her girlish. She is an

                                effective, organized woman. Our fridges and freezers are full of

                                soup, vegetables, wine, cheese and ice-cream; the flowers and bushes

                                in the garden are labelled; the children’s clothes are washed,

                                ironed and folded. Every day there are deliveries of newspapers,

                                books, alcohol, food and, often, of furniture. Our front path is a

                                kind of thoroughfare for the service

                        industries.


                 There are also people who come

                                to clean the house, iron our shirts, tend the garden and cut the

                                trees, as well as nannies, baby-sitters, child-minders and au pairs,

                                not to mention masseurs, decorators, acupuncturists, financial

                                advisers, piano teachers, accountants, the occasional drug dealer

                                and people to organize all of the above and some of the below. When

                                the numerous gadgets stop working, men come to mend them, one for

                                each. Chalked on a board are instructions for the week, with several

                                underlinings. Susan is always thinking of how to improve things

                                here. She will, too, have strong, considered opinions on the latest

                                films and music. In bed she reads

                    cookbooks.


                 Being lower-middle class and

                                from the suburbs, where poverty and pretension go together, I can

                                see how good the middle class have it, and what a separate, sealed

                                world they inhabit. They keep quiet about it, with reason; they feel

                                guilty, too, but they ensure they have the best of everything, oh

                                yes.


                 As with any other business, in

                                marriage there soon develops an accepted division of labour, and a

                                code of rules. But couples are never quite sure if they are both

                                playing by the same ones, or whether they might have changed

                                overnight, without the other having been

                        informed.


                 It wasn’t her wit or beauty

                                that fascinated me. There was never great passion—perhaps that was the

                                point. But there was enjoyment. Mostly I liked her humdrum dexterity

                                and ability to cope. She wasn’t helpless before the world, as I felt

                                myself to be. She was straightforward and firm; she knew how to get

                                things done. I envy her capability, and wish I had half of it. At

                                the expense of feeling weak, I enable her to feel strong. If I were

                                too strong and capable, I wouldn’t need her, and we would have to

                                part.


                 Susan is too prudent to want

                                much power, but at the office she is clear and articulate. It is not

                                difficult for her to make less confident people feel ineffectual.

                                She doesn’t know how to protect them from her stretch and vigour,

                                and can’t understand how I might see the other side. After all, she

                                is cleverer than her colleagues, and has worked harder. Like many

                                girls brought up to be good and well-behaved, she likes to please.

                                Perhaps that is why young women are so suitable for the contemporary

                                working world. They are welcome to it. Not that Susan cannot be

                                ruthless, intent, as she has to be, on concealing her more

                                sympathetic aspect. However, ambition without imagination is always

                                clumsy.


                 Unlike me she doesn’t

                                constantly lucubrate on the splendours and depths of her mind. She

                                finds even interesting self-awareness self-indulgent. The range of

                                her feeling is narrow; she would consider it shameful to give way to

                                her moods. Therefore she keeps most of herself out of view, for fear

                                of what others, and she herself in particular, would think. I would

                                say this odd thing. Because she has never been disillusioned or

                                disappointed—her life has never appalled her, and she would never

                                lapse into inner chaos—she hasn’t changed.


                

                 But to keep everything going

                                she can be bullying and strict, with a hard, charmless carapace. You

                                have to take care with her: she will rarely cry, but she could burst

                                into flames.


                 She does, too, have a curious

                                attachment to the minor and, when permitted, major aristocracy. I

                                don’t mind a little snobbery, just as one cannot object to the more

                                poignant vanities; they are amusing. But she does have a penchant

                                for anyone titled, as some girls will only go out with drummers,

                                rather than, say, bass players. I find it a puzzling attachment to a

                                class that is not even rotting, but which is completely

                                uninteresting. Clearly one must tolerate all kinds of irritating

                                tendencies in others, but what of the occasions when one cannot

                                grasp the other person at all?


                 I can, when I am in the mood,

                                make her laugh, particularly at herself, which is a kind of love,

                                because something in her has been recognized. She envies my

                                insouciance, I think. What other function I serve I am not sure,

                                though I have always been urgently required by her. Having had a

                                mother who had little use for me, a woman I could neither cure nor

                                distract, I have liked being a necessity.


                 But I have been pushed and

                                shoved because I haven’t known my own mind, because I have become

                                accustomed to going along with things, and tomorrow morning we will

                                kiss and part.


                 Actually, forget the

                                kiss.


                 I fear loneliness, and I fear

                                other people, I fear—


                 “Sorry?” I

                        say.


                 Susan is speaking—asking me to

                                get my diary.


                

                 “Why?” I

                        say.


                 “Why? Just do it, if you don’t

                                mind. Just do it!”


                 “Don’t speak to me like that.

                                You are so harsh.”


                 “I’m too tired for a

                                negotiation about diaries. The children wake at six. I have to spend

                                the day at work. What do you do in the afternoons? I expect you

                                sleep then!”


                 I say, “You’re not too tired to

                                raise your voice.”


                 “It’s the only way I can get

                                you to do anything.”


                 “No, it’s

                        not.”


                 “You exhaust

                        me.”


                 “And you

                        me.”


                 I could strike her. She would

                                know then. But at home we are necessarily politicians. Yet I am

                                about to say, “Susan, don’t you understand, can’t you see, that of

                                all the nights we have spent together, this is the last one—the last

                                one of all?”


                 My anger, usually contained,

                                can be cruel and vengeful. I would willingly spill my intentions at

                                a time like this, to achieve an easy

                        satisfaction.


                 However, I should be satisfied.

                                It is not as if I want to discover tonight that Susan and I really

                                are suited.


                 I murmur, “All right, all

                                right, I’ll do it.”


                 “At

                    last.”


                 I shake my head at

                            her.


                 Sometimes I go along with what

                                Susan wants, but in an absurd parodic way, hoping she will see how

                                foolish I find her. But she doesn’t see it and, much to my

                                annoyance, my co-operation pleases her.


                 I sit in front of her with my

                                diary, flipping through the pages. After today the pages are blank. I

                                have left space for the rest of my life.


                 “The children look beautiful at

                                the moment, don’t they?” she says.


                 “They are healthy and

                                happy.”


                 “You love them, don’t

                                you?”


                

                        “Passionately.”


                 She snorts. “I can’t imagine

                                you being passionate about anything.”


                 She says how much she is

                                looking forward to the weekend away that we have planned. We will

                                stay at the country hotel we visited several years ago, when she was

                                first pregnant. The weather was warm. I rowed her on a lake. We ate

                                mussels and read the papers on the beach. It will be just us,

                                without the children, and the opportunity to

                        talk.


                 “What books should we read?”

                                she asks.


                 “I’ll find something in my

                                study later,” I say.


                 “The rest will do us good. I

                                know things have been getting fraught

                    here.”


                 “Do you think

                            so?”


                 “You are gloomy and don’t try.

                                But . . . we can discuss things.”


                 “What

                        things?”


                 She says, “All this.” Her hands

                                flail. “I think we need to.”


                 She controls herself. “You used

                                to be such an affectionate man. You still are, with the children.”

                                She reminds me that there are historic walks and castles in the

                                vicinity of the country hotel. “And please,” she says, “will you

                                remember to take your camera this time?”


                

                 “I’ll try

                        to.”


                 “It’s not only that you’re

                                completely useless, but that you don’t want any photographs of me,

                                do you?”


                 “Sometimes I

                        do.”


                 She says, “No you don’t. You

                                never offer.”


                 “No, I don’t

                            offer.”


                 “That’s horrible. You should

                                have one on your desk, as I do, of you.”


                 I say, “I’m not interested in

                                photography. And you’re not as vain as I

                    am.”


                 “That’s

                        true.”


                 I pace up and down with my

                                drink, in an agitated state. She takes no notice. For her it is just

                                another evening.


                 Fear is something I recognize.

                                My childhood still tastes of fear; of hours, days and months of

                                fear. Fear of parents, aunts and uncles, of vicars, police and

                                teachers, and of being kicked, abused and insulted by other

                                children. The fear of getting into trouble, of being discovered, and

                                the fear of being castigated, smacked, ignored, locked in, locked

                                out, as well as the numerous other punishments that surrounded

                                everything you attempted. There is, too, the fear of what you

                                wanted, hated and desired; the fear of your own anger, the fear of

                                retaliation and of annihilation. There is habit, convention and

                                morality, as well as the fear of who you might become. It isn’t

                                surprising that you become accustomed to doing what you are told

                                while making a safe place inside yourself, and living a secret life.

                                Perhaps that is why stories of spies and double lives are so

                                compelling. It is, surely, a miracle that anyone ever does anything

                                original.


                

                 I notice that she is speaking

                                to me again.


                 “By the way, Victor

                                rang.”


                 “Oh yes? Any

                            message?”


                 “He wanted to know when you are

                                coming.”


                 She looks at

                        me.


                 “Okay,” I say. “Thank

                                you.”


                 After a bit she says, “Why

                                don’t you see more people? I mean proper people, not just

                                Victor.”


                 “I can’t bear the distraction,”

                                I say. “My internal life is too busy.”


                 I should add: I have enough

                                voices to attend to, within.


                 “I can’t imagine what you have

                                to think about,” she says. Then she laughs. “You didn’t eat much.

                                Your trousers are baggy. They’re always falling down. You look like

                                a builder.”


                

                    “Sorry.”


                 “Sorry? Don’t say sorry. You

                                sound pathetic.”


                 “Sometimes I

                        am.”


                 She grunts. After a few moments

                                she gets up.


                 “Put the dishes in the

                                machine,” she says. “Don’t just leave them on the side for me to

                                clear up.”


                 “I’ll put them in the machine

                                when I’m ready.”


                 “That means never.” Then she

                                says, “Are you coming upstairs?”


                 I look at her searchingly and

                                with interest, wondering if she means sex—it must be more than a

                                month since we’ve fucked—or whether she intends us to read. I like

                                books but I don’t want to get undressed for

                        one.


                 “In a while,” I

                            say.


                 “You are so

                            restless.”


                

                 “Am

                    I?”


                 “It is your

                        age.”


                 “It must be

                            that.”


                 Adults used to say that to me

                                as a child. “It’s only a phase.”


                 For some people—Buddhists, I

                                believe—life is only a phase.


                                


                                



                 Asif relishes the weekends. Occasionally I see the

                        family on the towpath on Sunday mornings, the kids in yellow helmets on the

                        back of the adults’ bikes, on their way to a picnic. At university he was

                        the brightest of our year, and was considered something of a martyr for

                        becoming a teacher.

                 But he never wanted anything

                                else. Soon after finals he and Najma married. One of his children

                                has spent months in hospital and was lucky to survive. Asif nearly

                                lost his mind over it. The child seems to have recovered, but Asif

                                never forgets what he almost lost.


                 He doesn’t often come into the

                                city; the rush and uproar make his head whirl. But when he and I

                                have an “old-friends” lunch I insist he meets me in the centre of

                                town. From the station I take him to clamorous places where there

                                will be fashionable young women in close-fitting

                            items.


                 “What a picture gallery you

                                have brought me to!” he says, rubbing his hands. “Is this how you

                                spend your life?”


                 “Oh

                    yes.”


                 I indicate their attributes and

                                inform him that they prefer mature men.


                 “Does such a thing exist?” he

                                says. “And are you sure? Have you tried them

                        all?”


                

                 “I’m going to.

                                Champagne?”


                 “Just the

                        one.”


                 “I’ll have to order a

                                bottle.”


                 Our talk is of books and

                                politics, and of mutual university friends. I have had him confess

                                that he wonders what another body might feel like. But then he

                                imagines his wife putting out flowers as she waits for him. He says

                                he sees her across the bed in her negligée, three children sleeping

                                between them.


                 I recall him describing how

                                much he enjoys sucking her cunt. Apparently he’s grunting and

                                slurping down there for hours, after all this time, and wonders

                                whether his soul will only emerge through her ears. They massage one

                                another’s feet with coconut oil. In the conservatory their chairs

                                face one another. When they are not discussing their children or

                                important questions of the day, they read Christina Rossetti

                                aloud.


                 “In five years,” he says, “we

                                will move house!”


                 When he yearns—he is not a

                                fool—he yearns for what he has already, to play in the same cricket

                                team as his son, for a garden pond with frogs, and a trip to the

                                Grand Canyon. It is easy to laugh at bourgeois happiness. What other

                                kinds are there? Asif is a rare man, unafraid of admitting his

                                joy.


                 One afternoon I went to his

                                house to pick up my children. While they played in the garden, Najma

                                was drawing with crayons at the kitchen table. I love looking at

                                crayons, and scrawling with them on big sheets of coloured paper.

                                But the serenity made me uncomfortable, I don’t know why. I couldn’t

                                sit still because I wanted to kiss her and push her into

                            the

                                bedroom, thereby, it seemed to me, smashing everything up, or

                                testing it, or trying to see what was there, what the secret

                                was.


                 Asif ’s happiness excludes me.

                                After a time he and I can only smile at one another. I can’t get a

                                grip on him, as I can with Victor. It is unhappiness and the wound

                                that compels me. Then I can understand and be of use. An atmosphere

                                of generalized depression and mid-temperature gloom makes me feel at

                                home. If you are drawn to unhappiness you’ll never lack a friend.


                                


                                



                 If only I could see her face again. But I don’t

                        even have a photograph.


                        


                        


                 For Aristotle the aim of life is “successful

                        activity” or happiness, which for him is inseparable from, though not the

                        same as, pleasure. My unhappiness benefits no one; not Susan, not the

                        children, not myself. But perhaps happiness—that condition in which there is

                        completion, where one has everything, and music too—is an acquired taste.

                        Certainly I haven’t acquired it in this house. Perhaps I haven’t sought it

                        or let myself feel it. Doubtless there have been opportunities. That

                        afternoon when . . . Their smiling faces. Her hand as it . . .

                 Yet velvet curtains, soft

                                cheese, compelling work and boys who can run full-tilt—it isn’t

                                enough. And if it isn’t, it isn’t. There’s no living with that. The

                                world is made from our imagination; our eyes enliven it, as our

                                hands give it shape. Wanting makes it thrive; meaning is what you

                                put in, not what you extract. You can only see what you

                                are inclined to see, and no more. We have to make the

                            new.


                 Asif has integrity and

                                principle. Without being especially pompous, he is not ashamed to

                                say what he believes in. He refused all that eighties cynicism. His

                                beliefs give him stability, meaning, and a centre. He knows where he

                                is; the world is always recognizable to him. But why do people who

                                are good at families have to be smug and assume it is the only way

                                to live, as if everybody else is inadequate? Why can’t they be

                                blamed for being bad at promiscuity?


                 I have integrity too, I am sure

                                of it. It is difficult to explain. I expect him to know my

                                particular probity without having to go into it. I suppose I want to

                                be loyal to something else now. Or someone else. Yes; myself. When

                                did it start going wrong with Susan? When I opened my eyes; when I

                                decided I wanted to see.


                 A few months ago we went into

                                his study and I requested him to inform Susan that I had been with

                                him when I had been with Nina.


                 He was

                        dismayed.


                 “But don’t ask me to do

                                that.”


                

                    “What?”


                 “Lie for you,” he

                            said.


                 “Aren’t we friends?” I said.

                                “It’s a sensible lie. Susan doubts me. It is making her

                                unhappy.”


                 He shook his head. “You are too

                                used to having your own way. You are making her

                            unhappy.”


                 “I am interested in someone

                                else,” I said.


                 “Who is

                        she?”


                

                 I told him little of my

                                relationships with women; he imagined such fabulous liaisons that I

                                didn’t want to disillusion him. He said to me once, “You remind me

                                of someone who only ever reads the first chapter of a book. You

                                never discover what happens next.”


                 He asked questions, the first

                                of which was, “How old is she?”


                 There was a discernible look of

                                repulsion on his face, as if he were trying to swallow sour

                                milk.


                 “It’s only sex

                            then.”


                 “There is that,” I

                            said.


                 “But marriage is a battle, a

                                terrible journey, a season in hell and a reason for living. You need

                                to be equipped in all areas, not just the

                        sexual.”


                 “Yes,” I said, dully. “I

                                know.”


                 Oh to be equipped in all areas.


                                


                                



                 After a certain age there are only certain people,

                        in certain circumstances, whom we allow to love one another. Lately, Mother

                        has been joking about wanting a younger man, and even looks at boys on the

                        street and says, “He’s pretty.” It makes me shudder. Grandmother, at eighty,

                        found a paramour with whom she held hands. She started to wear perfume and

                        earrings. She imagined we would be pleased that she was no longer alone. How

                        eagerly even the most seditious of us require strict convention! But Asif ’s

                        favourite opera is 

                Don Giovanni,

                 and 

                Anna Karenina

                 and 

                Madame Bovary

                 his favourite novels. Testaments of fire and

                        betrayal, all!

                

                 People don’t want you to have

                                too much pleasure; they think it’s bad for you. You might start

                                wanting it all the time. How unsettling is desire! That devil never

                                sleeps or keeps still. Desire is naughty and doesn’t conform to our

                                ideals, which is why we have such a need of them. Desire mocks all

                                human endeavour and makes it worthwhile. Desire is the original

                                anarchist and undercover agent—no wonder people want it arrested and

                                kept in a safe place. And just when we think we’ve got desire under

                                control it lets us down or fills us with hope. Desire makes me laugh

                                because it makes fools of us all. Still, rather a fool than a

                                fascist.


                 When, in abstraction, I tried

                                out the subject of separation, Asif said: “I can just about see why

                                someone would leave their spouse, but I can’t understand how someone

                                could leave their children. To me just going to work feels

                                likeSophie’s

                                    Choice.

                                ”


                 It is the men who must go. They

                                are blamed for it, as I will be. I understand the necessity of

                                blame—the idea that someone could, had they the will, courage or

                                sense of duty, have behaved otherwise. There must, somewhere, be

                                deliberate moral infringement rather than anarchy, to preserve the

                                idea of justice and of meaning in the

                    world.


                 Perhaps Asif will consider it

                                all as one would the death of an acquaintance—how foolish it was of

                                them to die. Surely it is not a mistake one would make oneself! He

                                will shiver and feel glad it hasn’t happened to him. Then he will

                                contemplate frogs.


                                



                 * * *


                

                 You sat back in your chair. It was that place we

                        went to, chosen at random in Soho. I was looking for it this morning, to

                        remember. Somehow I hoped you would be sitting there, waiting for

                    me.

                 That day, both lost in our own

                                perplexity, we had hardly spoken. Then you tucked your hair behind

                                your ears so I could see your face.


                 You said, “If you want me, here

                                I am. You can have me.”


                 You can have me, you

                                can.


                 But that was before.


                                


                                



                 The comfortable chairs, old

                                carpets, yards of books, many pictures, and piles of CDs, create a

                                calming silence. I’ve always had a room or study like

                            this.


                 I read and make notes here, but

                                I don’t work at home. For the last ten years I’ve rented an office a

                                bus ride away, a place as bare and minimal as they get, with, if

                                possible, a view of a dripping stairwell. I work in short bursts,

                                without interruption, on adaptations and original scripts for

                                television and the cinema. I pace up and down a lot, if I’m not

                                walking about the streets.


                 I am more of an engineer than

                                an artist, although as I become more accomplished I find myself

                                putting more of myself into the stories than formerly. I like my

                                work to be more difficult these days. But by the time I get to a

                                piece most of the art has already been done. It does take some

                                talent to put the right scenes in the right order. Organization in a

                                work is more important than people realize. If only writers in

                                the past had seen that in the future all written stories would

                                be translated to the screen, it would have saved a lot of time for

                                people like me. “Turning gold into dross,” Asif calls

                            it.


                 I extract my weekend bag from

                                the cupboard and open it. I stare into the bottom and then put it on

                                my head. What do you take when you’re never coming back? I throw a

                                book into the bag—something by Strindberg I’ve been studying—and

                                then replace the book on the shelf.


                 I stand here for ages looking

                                around. I am afraid of getting too comfortable in my own house, as

                                if, once I sit down, I will lose the desire for alteration. Above my

                                desk is the shelf on which I keep my prizes and awards. Susan says

                                it makes the place look like a dentist’s waiting

                        room.


                 An inventory,

                            perhaps.


                 The desk—which my parents

                                bought me when I was taking my A-levels—I have lugged around from

                                squat to squat, via shared houses and council flats, until it ended

                                up here, the first property I have owned. A significant decision,

                                getting a mortgage. It was as if you would never be able to “move”

                                again.


                 I’ll leave the desk for the

                                boys. And the books? I can neither reread them nor throw them out. I

                                have spent sufficient time with my face lost in a page, some of it

                                dutiful, some of it pleasurable, some of it looking for sustenance

                                only a living person could provide. Often I made the mistake, when

                                young, of starting a book at the beginning and reading through to

                                the end.


                 For a while I was some sort of

                                Marxist, though I cannot any more recall the differences between all

                                the varieties— Gramsci-ists, Leninists, Hegelians, Maoists,

                                Althusseurians. At the time the fine distinctions were as momentous,

                                say, as the difference between hanging someone or shooting

                                them.


                 I was keen on history too: E.

                                P. Thompson, Hobsbawm, Hill. I had an uncle who, when middle-aged,

                                made himself “master” Roman history, and spent years memorizing “the

                                classics.” Yet, at the end of his life, as well as being unable to

                                remember a tenth of it, he couldn’t even recall why he’d sought such

                                learning or who it was for.


                 You might say that without a

                                general culture nothing can be understood. But the general culture

                                isn’t getting me anywhere tonight. I can’t keep my loneliness and

                                longing away.


                 I must do something. But

                                what?


                 And, more importantly,

                                why?


                 At university I shared a flat

                                with a friend, a handsome, intelligent man, who would sit at a table

                                for days with only a pack of cigarettes as distraction. People might

                                come in and out of the flat; they might be troubled or unhappy, or

                                might want excitement, sex. Yet still he would sit there. I don’t

                                know if he was depressed, indifferent or stoical. But I envied him.

                                Pursuing nothing, he waited. He and I discussed the possibility of

                                living on cereal, eating it twice a day, with an orange for lunch.

                                We discovered that one could survive on this regime for weeks

                                without injury to one’s health, if not to one’s outlook. I expect to

                                hear one day that he has killed himself.


                 But to be able to bear one’s

                                own mind, to wait while the inner storm of intolerable thoughts

                                blows itself out, leaving one to contemplate the debris with some

                                understanding— that is an enviable state of

                        mind.


                

                 * * *


                                



                 What puzzles me more than anything? The fact that I

                        have struggled with the same questions and obsessions, and with the same

                        dull and useless responses, for so long, for the past ten years, without

                        experiencing any increase in knowledge, or any release from the need to

                        know, like a rat on a wheel. How can I move beyond this? I am moving out. A

                        breakdown is a breakthrough is a breakout. That is something.


                        


                        


                 One makes mistakes, gets led astray, digresses. If

                        one could see one’s crooked progress as a kind of experiment, without

                        wishing for an impossible security—nothing interesting happens without

                        daring—some kind of stillness might be attained.

                 You can, of course, experiment

                                with your own life. Maybe you shouldn’t do it with other people’s.


                                


                                



                 I like walking to school at lunch time with my

                        long-haired sons, pulling them along and joking with them. But as soon as we

                        enter the Victorian playground, the smell and the teacher’s dogged look—her

                        voice carries to the street— remind me of futility. If the teacher spoke to

                        me as she does to my elder boy, I would smack her face. A braver man would

                        take the boys home. But I drop them off and slip round to a quiet pub for a

                        pint of Guinness, a read of the paper and a cigarette, glad it’s them and

                        not me.

                

                 I paid no attention to my

                                schoolteachers. They had bored and scared me, unless their legs

                                provided some compensation. But my first weeks at university shocked

                                me into attention. I had to get home to readTeach Yourself books, andThe Children’s Guide to . .

                            . When there was no

                                compulsion and my mind began to run, I got through Plato, Descartes,

                                Hume, Kant, Marx, Freud, Sartre.


                 Philosophy was formal,

                                abstract, cool. I chose it because I loved literature, and didn’t

                                want stories that had been poisoned by theorizing. For me that was

                                like food that had been chewed by other people. I am ready to study

                                seriously again—music, poetry, history. At this age, coming to my

                                senses as a human being at last, I am not done with learning. I know

                                I am no longer ashamed of my ignorance, nor afraid of liking

                                things.


                 At university we went to the

                                theatre several times a week, since my group of friends worked as

                                dressers and ushers at the Royal Court, at the newly opened

                                National, and at the RSC in the Aldwych. At the interval I would

                                pick up girls in the audience. During the more boring plays they

                                would slip out and talk to me. I have never found that the man being

                                in a subordinate position has put women off. In fact, for some

                                people, the more subordinate you are, the more “genuine” they

                                imagine you to be. People are afraid of too much power in others.

                                But when I had these women I never quite knew what to do with

                                them.


                 I am still standing upright,

                                but something is moving and I would rather it didn’t. Yes, it is me.

                                I seem to be swaying.


                 I sit still a few minutes, head

                                in hands, taking deep breaths, hoping for some deep calm. During

                                one of our turbulent periods, Susan and I attended yoga classes in a

                                hall at the end of the street. There were, in this class, many

                                attractive women, most in bright leotards and all taking up

                                adventurous positions reflected in the polished mirrors. In such

                                circumstances I found infinite desirelessness a strain to bring on.

                                As our souls lifted into nirvana on a collective “oommm” my penis

                                would press against my shorts as if to say, “Don’t forget that

                                always I am here too!” Sexual release is the most mysticism most

                                people can manage.


                                


                                



                 Fuck it, I will leave everything here. My sons,

                        wandering in this forsaken room, will discover, perhaps by mistake, the

                        treasures they need.

                 After school or college, in my

                                bedroom, I would pile up Father’s classical records on the spindle

                                of my record player, and the symphonies would clatter down, one by

                                one, until supper. It was rebellious in those days to like music

                                that didn’t sound better the louder it was

                        played.


                 Then, restless at my desk, with

                                my father’s bookshelves around me, I would reach up and pull down a

                                few volumes. Father, like the other neighbourhood men, spent most of

                                his days’ energy in unsatisfying work. Time was precious and he had

                                me fear its waste. But browsing and ruminating at my desk, I figured

                                that doing nothing was often the best way of doing

                            something.


                 I will regret forfeiting this

                                room. For though I have never been taught the art of solitude, but

                                had to learn it, it has become as necessary to me as the Beatles,

                                kisses on the back of my neck and kindness. Here I can follow the

                                momentum of my thoughts as I read, write, sing, dance, think of the

                                past and waste time. Here I have examined dimly felt intuitions, and

                                captured unclear but pressing ideas. I am speaking of the pleasures

                                of not speaking, doing or wanting, but of losing

                            oneself.


                 But it was in this room, late

                                at night, when she and the children were asleep and I sat here

                                listening to the street, that I saw how I yearned for contact and

                                nourishment. I never found a way to be pleasurably idle with Susan.

                                She has a busy mind. One might want to admire anyone who lives with

                                vigour and spirit. But there is desperation in her activity, as if

                                her work is holding her together. In some ways, it is less of

                                everything that I want.


                 I know how necessary fathers

                                are for boys. I would hang on to Dad’s hand as he toured the

                                bookshops, climbing ladders and standing on steps to pull down

                                rotting tomes. “Let’s go, let’s go . . .” I’d

                        say.


                 How utterly the past suffuses

                                us. We live in all our days at once. The writers Dad preferred are

                                still my favourites, mostly nineteenth-century Europeans, the

                                Russians in particular. The characters, Goriot, Vronsky, Madame

                                Ranevskaya, Nana, Julien Sorel, feel part of me. It is Father’s

                                copies I will give to the boys. Father took me to see war films and

                                cricket. Whenever I appeared in his room his face would brighten. He

                                loved kissing me. We kept one another company for years. He, more

                                than anyone, was the person I wanted to marry. I wanted to walk,

                                talk, laugh and dress like him. My sons are the same with me,

                                repeating my phrases in their tiny voices, staring admiringly at me

                                and fighting to sit beside me. But I am leaving them. What would

                                Father think of that?


                 What embarrassed Nina about me

                                embarrassed me about him. I don’t yet read the newspapers wearing

                                gloves, as Father did to prevent his fingers getting soiled. But I

                                know many local shopkeepers, and I do bang on their windows as I

                                pass, and will stop and ask them personal questions about the

                                minutiae of their lives. Father would invite in any passing

                                religious freak with a shopping bag full of pamphlets and engage in

                                a ferocious debate.


                 But I lack his kindness. Of all

                                the virtues it is the sweetest, particularly since it isn’t

                                considered a moral attribute, but as a gift. Nina always said that I

                                am kind; she said I was the perfect man for her, and that I had

                                everything she could want. Would she still say

                        that?


                 My younger son, his nose in my

                                wrist as we walked in the street last week, said, “Daddy, you smell

                                of you.”


                 Cheerio, I must be

                                going.


                 Father, six years dead, would

                                have been horrified by my skulking off. Such an abandonment would

                                have seemed undignified at the very least. Susan used to go to him

                                when we were fighting and he would take her side, phoning me and

                                saying, “Don’t be cruel, boy.” He said she was “all in one.” She had

                                everything I could want. Dad left his own mother at twenty-one and

                                never saw her again. He didn’t approve of leaving, and he liked to

                                be chivalrous. He didn’t see that the women could take care of

                                themselves. The man had the power and had to be

                            protective.


                

                 Father believed, too, in

                                loyalty. For him to be accused of disloyalty would have been like

                                being called a thief. But what would he have been loyal to? After

                                all, when required, one can always find something to attach one’s

                                stubborn faith to. Probably he would have been loyal to the idea of

                                loyalty itself, for fear that without it the world would have been

                                robbed of compassion, and oneself exposed.


                 Father was a civil servant who

                                later worked as a clerk at Scotland Yard, for the police. In the

                                mornings, and at weekends, he wrote novels. He must have completed

                                five or six. A couple of them were admired by publishers, but none

                                of them got into print. They weren’t very bad and they weren’t very

                                good. He never gave up; it was all he ever wanted to do. The book on

                                his bedside table had, on the cover, a picture of a middle-aged

                                writer sitting on a pile of books, a portable typewriter on his

                                knees. It wasCall

                                    It Experience

                                by Erskine Caldwell. Under the author’s name it said, “Reveals the

                                secrets of a great writer’s private life and literary success.” The

                                writer did look experienced; he had been around, but he was ready to

                                go on. He was tough. That’s what a writer

                    was.


                 Failure strengthened Father’s

                                resolve. He was both brave and foolish, I’d say. He wanted me to be

                                a doctor, and I did consider it, but probably only because I was an

                                admirer of Chekhov and Father liked Somerest Maugham. In the end Dad

                                told me it was hopeless to take up something that wasn’t going to

                                provide me with pleasure for the rest of my life. He was wise in

                                that way. I was adept and successful a couple of years after I left

                                university. I could do it; I just could. Whether it was a knack or

                                trick or talent, I didn’t know. It puzzled both  of us. Art is easy for

                                those who can do it, and impossible for those who

                            can’t.


                 What did Father’s life show me?

                                That life is a struggle, and that struggle gets you nowhere and is

                                neither recognized nor rewarded. There is little pleasure in

                                marriage; it involves considerable endurance, like doing a job one

                                hates. You can’t leave and you can’t enjoy it. Both he and Mother

                                were frustrated, neither being able to find a way to get what they

                                wanted, whatever that was. Nevertheless they were loyal and faithful

                                to one another. Disloyal and unfaithful to themselves. Or do I misunderstand?


                                


                                



                 I run my hand down the CDs piled on every available

                        surface. Classical, of all periods, with dark Beethoven my God; jazz, mostly

                        of the fifties; blues, rock-’n’-roll and pop, with the emphasis on the

                        mid-sixties and early seventies. A lot of punk. It was the hatred, I think,

                        that appealed. It is great music but you wouldn’t want to listen to

                        it.

                 Victor doesn’t have much music

                                over there, and few books. He only had the Bible in his house, and

                                no one read it, not even the Song of Solomon. Now I accompany him to

                                record shops and he flips through the CDs. “Who’s this? What’s

                                this?” he goes.


                 He has a lovely helplessness,

                                and has caught my enthusiasm. I took him to see my friend who has a

                                shop. He bought a sky-blue suit which certainly shocks but does not

                                outrage, except in certain low dives. He has tinted his hair. He

                                might resemble a badger, and I did balk at the earring. But I keep

                                my


                

                 mirth down, and would say: any advance in wisdom

                        requires a good dose of shamelessness.


                        


                        


                 Separation wouldn’t have occurred to a

                        lower-middle-class couple in the fifties. My parents remained in the same

                        house all their lives. Mother was only partially there. Most of the day she

                        sat, inert and obese, in her chair. She hardly spoke— except to dispute; she

                        never touched anyone, and often wept, hating herself and all of us: a lump

                        of living death. She wouldn’t wash; there were cobwebs in all the rooms; the

                        plates and cutlery were greasy. We hardly changed our clothes. All effort

                        was a trouble and she lived on the edge of panic, as if everything was about

                        to break down. Occasionally there were reminders of life, a smile or joke,

                        even a conversation. But these were rare, and she was gone. For a long time

                        I had the strange feeling that she reminded me of someone I used to

                        know.

                 She was aware of it, in some

                                way.


                 “Selfish,” she called herself,

                                because her mind hurt so much she could only think of herself. She

                                didn’t know how to enjoy other people, the world, or her own body. I

                                was afraid to approach her, since with such a mother you never knew

                                whether she would send you away or put out her arms for a kiss. My

                                existence was a disturbance. Being a burden, or interruption. I

                                couldn’t ask her for anything. But if she didn’t like me, I did

                                cause her to worry. And I worried about her worrying. Anxiety

                                handcuffed us to one another. At least we had something in

                                common.


                

                 When I was nominated for the

                                Oscar and I rang to tell her, she said, “Will you have to go all

                                that way to America? It’s a long way.”


                 “Thanks for the concern,” I

                                said.


                 When we were older money was

                                short. Father refused to look for another job and he wouldn’t move

                                to a different part of the country. Nothing was allowed to happen

                                until he “made it.” Mother was forced to find employment. She was a

                                school dinner lady; she worked in factories and offices; she worked

                                in a shop. I think the compulsion and other people were better for

                                her than sitting at home.


                 The day I started to live with

                                my sad girlfriend in London, I went home to pick up my things. I

                                imagined it would be the first and last time I would leave home. I

                                didn’t know I’d be making a habit of it. My parents sat in separate

                                armchairs, watching me carry out my records. What was there left for

                                them to do? Hadn’t I rendered them

                    irrelevant?
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