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                   Hypocrite lecteur,  mon semblable,  mon frre!


                   Baudelaire, Au lecteur

        

      

    

  


  


  After two minutes that felt like six minutes, Rysieks electric toothbrush  a present from an English friend  had its brief but unmistakable orgasm.
  Normally, he never cleaned his teeth after lunch, but today he was going to see his dentist. Rysiek Harlan. You will be hearing more about him.


  After two minutes that felt like six minutes.

  
  The theme of subjectivity.


  Its brief but unmistakable orgasm.


  Precision. And, by contrast, the idea of human unreliability.


  The machine, then, and the human being  the machine with God in the machine.


  The dentist is important, too.
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  Adam came before Eve. Eve came after Adam. If this were not the case, the human race would die out. Imagine a world in which the woman turns away from her toiling partner because she has already
  come and she is feeling sleepy  and far too tired to wait for her mate to achieve his elusive orgasm. Eve has to come after Adam.
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  Once upon a time, there were three brothers (and a sister) who were Jewish. In fact, they were the children of the mohel. All three boys were circumcised, therefore. But the mohel
  was experienced and he knew from experience that, although circumcision was a religious and hygienic requirement, it could nevertheless entail certain disadvantages  the main one being the
  skins loss of play along the shaft of the penis. Erect, the penis was solid, inflexible. Lose the prepuce in its entirety and you had a trombone without a slide. Masturbation was impossible
  without a lubricant. Well, not impossible, just rather awkward. Good. The mohel disapproved of the solitary vice.


  Mutual heterosexual masturbation was also awkward. Not good. The wifes pleasuring of the husband prior to full intercourse held (the mot juste) two possibilities. The first
  was unlubricated manhandling. With the hope, perhaps, that, were the wife naturally inventive or sexually savvy, saliva might stimulate the secretion of prostatic fluid (known in German as der
  Sehnsuchtstropfen, the drop of longing).


  (Strike out sexually savvy: the mohel harboured no such hope. His wife was an autodidact. His sons wives should also be inexperienced  ignorant
  yet intuitive.)


  The second possibility was that, without the wifes spit, the man would be sufficiently excited to secrete his own transparent lubricant  the sufficient excitement creating possibly
  unbearable excitement, in which teleology would inevitably and rapidly overcome the desire not to come.


  (There was a third possibility. But the mohel did not allow the idea of fellatio to leave his mind. He could not stop it entering.)


  So the mohel circumcised his male children subtly, modestly, semi-symbolically. He practised circumcision as synecdoche, the part for the whole. The entire glans was not revealed 
  only the tip with its goldfish mouth.


  The penis in its polo neck.


  With the result, in the case of the eldest boy, of the operation being re-performed  at the age of seven, in hospital, under local anaesthetic  to detach the prepuce from the
  glans, where it was joined in two places. An unforeseen eventuality, that attachment, preventing the play of skin.


  In case, therefore, the foreskin should re-attach itself after separation, it was completely removed. Preventing the play of skin.


  In his mid-twenties the same boy had a cyst removed from just below his exposed glans. The black-edged crater healed and almost vanished, as the surgeon had promised.


  The second son of the mohel discovered a lump on his right testicle at the age of fifteen. The female doctor conducted a manual examination and sent the boy for ultrasound inspection. The
  lump was diagnosed as a non-malignant, epididymal cyst. Surgery was not required or recommended.


  The third and youngest son of the mohel was discovered to have an undescended testicle at birth. The prognosis was that, except exceptionally, the testicle would descend of its own accord
  at some later stage. However, the latest Swedish research had demonstrated a correlation  purely statistical, not physiological  between the onset of testicular cancer in males in
  their mid-twenties and the occurrence of an undescended testicle at birth. It was decided, therefore, to operate  to induce the descent surgically, severing the testicle from its future
  phantom Siamese twin, the diseased and late-descending statisticle.


  As the mohel discussed the matter with the medics and his wife, he recalled a monorchid cousin whose testicular cancer forced him to leave the Royal Navy and the royal yacht
  Britannia. These troublesome testicles.


  The mohels daughter had none of these problems. Her problems would come later  after childbirth had weakened her pelvic floor, leaving her with a slight disposition to
  incontinence and a tendency to prolapse of the uterus. And haemorrhoids. Of course. Naturally.


  The divine comedy.
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  On the ceiling of the delivery suite, a haze of blood.


  The shaven vagina is now no longer shaved  unless there is to be a caesarean. The enema is no longer obligatory. A little shit is no longer shocking.


  The vaginal sweep is when the midwife inserts her anointed rubber glove to enlarge the dilating cervix. You can see the play of muscles on her forearm. When the hand is withdrawn, a spate of
  jelly and cream is released.


  Birth via the vaginal canal is possible when the cervix is eight centimetres dilated. When fully dilated it is ten centimetres.


  An episiotomy is a cut made on the entrance walls of the vagina to expedite the birth and to prevent tearing. Tearing is harder to repair than a clean cut. The outer lips of the vagina and the
  perineum are injected with local anaesthetic. A pair of blunt-ended scissors is worked past the babys head. Making the cut isnt easy. It takes two hands and strength.


  The anus is on a stalk like a head of broccoli. The midwife cuts a modesty pad from a sanitary towel to shield it from the student midwives watching. Birth depends on the action of
  excretion.


  The child is a little channel swimmer, covered in vernix, shivering, with goggles of flesh over the eyes. The colour purple. Which changes to crimson when it cries.


  When they clip and cut the umbilical cord, you can hear the scissors going through grit.


  To stitch the cut, they put your legs in stirrups. The blood is swabbed with frothing jaundiced antiseptic. The surgeon counts the layers of epidermis, dermis, hypodermis briskly like a bank
  teller and orders them tidily. The needle comes threaded from the sterilised pack and is held in a pair of plier-ended scissors. Each stitch is pulled to a peak, a little white pimple, before going
  on to the next.


  You can feel the scar for six months. Like a needle left behind. Ive got you under my skin.


  The process isnt painless. The endorphins released by the body are inadequate. The epidural works  but carries a risk, if only a slight one, statistically.


  The process is a miracle.
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  The four-week-old baby boy was naked in the health visitors scales, bawling but doing well, having made up his birth weight and gone beyond it. A crimson cry, he squirmed and raged from
  lusty lungs.


  The visitor leaned in and looked over her glasses to see the calibrated dial, then noted the new weight, first in pencil on her clipboard, then in the babys notes. She was Brobdingnagian
  in the pelvis, swathed in a bolt of boldly patterned hounds-tooth tweed. Turning to the mother, she said, Hes blessed.


  Im sorry? the mother responded.


  Hes blessed. She was looking at the babys penis and invited the mother to follow her glance.


  The mothers expression gave nothing away. She was puzzled and was halfway home before she realised that the health visitor was referring to the size of the babys penis.


  In two weeks time the parents had an appointment with the plastic surgeon to decide about the babys hypospadias  first degree, so relatively minor, a urethral misalignment
  easily repaired or possibly left well alone. Provided he can urinate standing up  the doctor shrugged.


  So, a mixed blessing.


  (But not, thank God for small mercies, penoscrotal transposition. Think about it.)
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  The female consultant plastic surgeon inspected the same babys foreskin, fissured at the frenum, and pronounced it, through chocolate-red lipstick, to be perfectly functional. Erection
  and intercourse would be unimpaired. A repair would be only cosmetic.


  Only cosmetic?


  Three-quarters of every chemists shop is given over to Max Factor, Rimmel, Bourjois, Elizabeth Arden, Neutrogena, Garnier, LOral, Dior, Chanel  The cosmetic
  industry has a turnover of billions of pounds  a figure that demonstrates the unimportance to everyone of the cosmetic.
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  In the Independent newspaper (8 May 2009) the television critic Alice-Azania Jarvis reviewed a Channel 4 programme about male bodies, Extreme Male Beauty. She began by deploring
  physical fascism that mocked physical flaws  like moobs, which are male boobs. Then she mocked male efforts to improve their bodies. She concluded:
  Next week: penises. Might give that a miss. Penis ennui. When Jacques Derrida was asked what he would like to ask the great philosophers of the past  Kant, Hegel, Heidegger
   he said he would like to know about their sex lives. He stipulated that he didnt want a porno movie version but rather a sense of what this occluded yet central part of their lives
  was actually like. I am not sure I believe in penis ennui any more than I believe in penis envy. But curiosity definitely exists. When Derrida came to Oxford to give an Amnesty lecture at the
  Sheldonian in February 1992, a Jewish undergraduate called Tommy Karshan told me he happened to be standing at the urinal next to Derridas. He looked.


  As a matter of fact, Alice-Azania Jarvis looked, too, despite her advertised impatience, at the next episode of Extreme Male Beauty. But then, turned off, she turned off.
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  Blakes The Book of Thel touches on the black laughter attendant on the physical:


  
    
      Why a tender curb upon the youthful burning boy?

    


    
      Why a little curtain of flesh on the bed of our desire?
    

  


  Meaning, of course, the foreskin and the hymen, potential obstacles both  the second obvious enough, the first less obvious, until you recall that Gerard Manley Hopkins was operated on at
  the late age of 29 for a troublesome prepuce. Blake is generalising, perhaps from personal knowledge. But there is nothing in principle that he needs to retract.
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  The morning after the widows party, the phone rang twice while she was still having breakfast. All-Bran Ptales and skimmed milk. It was 7 a.m. She had been up for an hour, had
  showered and watered her plants. Neither caller apologised for ringing this early. They were old, so it wasnt early.


  The first caller was Richard. He wanted the address in Versailles of that sexy blonde 52-year-old hed met at the widows party. Yes, mon Dieu, he liked her. Yes, he would
  follow it up. Let me just get a something to write with. Absolutely. Thank you. Yes. Thank you. Bye.


  Richard was 70 and twice-divorced. His hands shook a little, but he still had his hair.


  The second caller was Larissa, a Russian migr, who was 61. She talked for an hour because, after the party, she had lost her virginity to a 68-year-old. He had just left her
  apartment. She was excited.


  You know, I didnt orgasm. But it didnt matter. You know, I didnt expect to. And it is so nice being kissed. His breath smelled a little, but it didnt matter.
  At his age, you expect it. You do. I was shy, you know, of taking off my clothes. I have this appendix scar and that thing on my knee. I must get it removed. But he wasnt so great either,
  you know. Little bit fat. Not gross. Just a little bit, you know, drawn with a wobbly pencil. One with a broken point so you cant put any pressure. And his thing was fine. Big. But the balls
  make me laugh, you know. So funny. No one tells you how funny they are. He wants me to put his thing in my mouth. Like a whistle. He says, will I blow it. Is that? Did you ever do that? Oh, OK. I
  just didnt know, you know. Well, he changed his mind and jiggled his thing for a bit before he put it inside me. Didnt hurt a bit. A very nice feeling, as a matter of fact.
  Iris, is there always that smell? Is that? Oh, it is. OK. I am so excited, I cant tell you. I am really in love.


  That evening, the sexy blonde 52-year-old was preparing dinner for her guests when the door bell rang. It was Richard, the 70-year-old, asking to come in. She pecked him on the cheek, explained
  she was expecting guests, asked if he would join them, and gave him a couple of scotch bonnet chillis to chop. After fifteen minutes he needed the toilet. She pointed to the one in the downstairs
  hall. Three minutes later he was out on the hall tiles, demanding the bathroom and taking the stairs two at a time.


  She could hear the taps thundering into her tub as he saw to his burning bush and its scorched environs.


  By Jove. Mon Dieu.


  He left without saying goodbye.
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  Circumcision: a hygienic measure with religious and racial overtones. But basically a question of cleanliness. However, as we know, the physical quickly acquires moral implications. Cleanliness
  is next to godliness  for example.


  Which is why, thirty years ago, the brother of a friend got himself circumcised before his wedding by way of cleansing his cock of a previous girl. Sore at himself, he made himself sore. A fresh
  smart.


  Funny thing, foreskin. Which an age of prudence can never retract. Apparently. In this case.


  Funny thing, humour.


  (You say Jehovah and I cant say YHWH. Lets cut the whole thing off.)
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  This is a story of circumcision.


  This is a story of circumcision and slaughter.


  In which the Lord God of Israel ransacks and pillages, piles up the prepuces and enjoys His own joke.


  Dinah, the daughter of Jacob by his first wife, Leah, was secretly in love with a Hivite prince, Shechem. When he laughed, his teeth were strong and white. His torso was a hairless, tanned
  bronze. His nipples were darker, lustrous, cupreous. He was clean-shaven with a wide flattish straight nose and fine lips at once sensual and geometric. He was the opposite of her scraggly bearded
  Jewish brothers, whose chests were scribbled over with pubic hair. Shechems blue-veined forearms and his lovely long fingers shamed the stubby, hairy hands of her sibs, Simeon and Levi. She
  loved everything about him  but especially his uncircumcised cock.


  Then Dinahs period was late. Shechem gently thumbed away her tears and spoke tenderly to her. I will take the blame. Behold my strategy. You will say I have defiled you against
  your will in the orchard by night. Then I will offer to undo the misdeed and the shame by taking your hand. By this means, our marriage  until now a dream and an impossibility  will
  be countenanced by your tight-knit tribe who otherwise have set their face against all thought of exogamy.


  So Dinah tore her robe, scooped up the dust, and let it trickle on her hair and garments. Breaking one sandal strap, she ran, limping, to the tents of her tribe. She decided not to weep,
  preferring the authority of silence and secrecy. It took her father Jacob some time before he discovered exactly how his daughter was defiled. She sat cross-legged, staring at the line of the
  horizon, answering his concern with curt monosyllables.


  No, she did not know his name.


  She did not think he was a Jew.


  Why not?


  He wasnt hairy.


  But I am a smooth man, unlike my brother Esau, Jacob objected.


  Dinah wanted to point out that, while Esau had a hairy nose and upper cheeks and back, in reality Jacob wasnt the depilated patriarch of reputation. She refrained, however, and looked at
  her dirtied hands for an answer instead.


  Well?


  His penis 


  You saw his penis?


  She refused to answer for shame.


  In the dark?


  Now she could see an answer was swiftly needed.


  He made me  In my mouth. Before  And it was different.


  From what you expected?


  Yes.


  By now her brothers and their brothers brothers were returning from the fields and the evening air was thick with threats against the Philistines.


  As the clamour rose, Prince Shechem and his father, King Hamar, headed a torchlit progress up the hill. A Hivite soldier beat a melancholy drum. The delegation stood at a little distance in the
  twilight and Hamar addressed the Jewish patriarch.


  Son of Isaac.


  Grandson of Abraham.


  It shames me greatly that this our royal son (he held up a torch to Shechems superb profile) has permitted passion to overrule a lifetime of daily discretion. We feel your anger and the
  threat to the fragile peace between our tribes. Instead of war, instead of blood, we propose alliance. Prince Shechem desires her hand in marriage, with a bride-price well above the current market
  levels, by way of reparation.


  Simeon and Levi shouted then that they would never let their sister marry out.


  But Jacob counselled quiet and consideration of the Hivite kings proposals.


  Further  Hamar shouted  let there be general intermarriage between our two tribes. Here the land is plentiful enough for all. And you are welcome to join your tents to our tents.
  What say you?


  Jacob held his peace. No one could see his visage or read the expression there. He was aware that in a war, their forces would not be equal. However belligerent he felt, something shrewder than
  force was required. He feared the Canaanites and also the Perizzites  and, most of all, inglorious isolation.


  Then Simeon, Dinahs elder brother, shouted across the broken ground between the sides that it was an insult to expect Jewish women to go with the uncircumcised outsiders. Even were the
  women willing, it was impossible to countenance.


  Jacob cleared his throat mildly. God had come to his aid. When everyone was silent, listening, he said in a low, carrying voice, replete with authority and experience  But if the
  uncircumcised were circumcised 


  The tribe of Jacob took in the breadth of vision, the boldness of the strategy, without knowing quite what lay behind it. There was the sense of a master-diplomatist making his crucial move, a
  move whose ramifications were as yet concealed. They didnt like it, they couldnt see it, but they acquiesced.


  And so the Hivites were circumcised, every man in that walled city, every man that left or entered by the southern or the northern gate.


  On the third day, when they were sore, Simeon and Levi entered the city by night and dragged their hysterical sister home, having slain Shechem as he reposed, bandaged, on his malachite couch.
  And King Hamar likewise. And every awkward, disadvantaged, unsuspecting male.


  The tribe of Jacob seized the flocks, the herds, the donkeys, the supercilious camels, the wealth, the wives, their little ones.


  And Jacob disapproved. Too late. He was angry against the anger of his sons. But not displeased.


  It was the smiting of the circumcised uncircumcised  he was a man of God and as a man of peace his alibi was still intact.


  (Who put the laughter in slaughter?)
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  Nothing anti-Semitic there. Unless the Bible is anti-Semitic. Which, come to think of it, it often is. More or less every time the Israelites misbehave. The chosen people? Or the picked-on
  people? And anyway, my version of Genesis 33 doesnt follow Gods word to the letter. It takes liberties, freedoms with the narrative emphases. Oh God, God, it isnt meant to be
  anti-Semitic.


  Since T. S. Eliot, everyone needs to be careful.


  If the Bible can be anti-Semitic, it must be possible to be a Jew and also anti-Semitic. In the New York Review of Books (17 July 2008) Zadie Smith considered the idea of Kafka as a
  self-hating, anti-Semitic Jew  and digitally adjusted the posture until Kafka became only a writer incapable of any group identity, whether national or racial.


  A French secular Jew wrote a second novel that was turned down by two American publishing houses because they thought it was anti-Semitic. He could suddenly see himself as a reviled figure, a
  disagreeable novelist. Not Cline, perhaps, but Michel Houellebecq. Controversial. Whereas he wanted to be an acclaimed and popular novelist. Like Zadie Smith.


  His first novel, Jacobin, hadnt been translated into English, so this second novel, Dlice, was his first big chance in the US and international market.


  When he flew to the United States, therefore, he took precautions. He cut his fringe back to the hairline and grew semi-sidelocks so that he looked subtly reminiscent of a yeshiva boy. He wore
  white shirts with the shirt-tail fashionably half out  fashionably and Jewishly.


  Is it anti-Semitic to say that, normally, with the fringe, he looked like a young handsome version of Hitler  without the moustache? Same nose. Same charm.


  As it happened, the book never happened. Dlice wasnt reviewed. So it didnt matter at all.
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  Rex had gone to bed with his future father-in-law.


  The night before, they had thrown a party and several guests had stayed over, so all the sleeping arrangements had been improvised at 3 in the morning. Girls sleeping four to a double bed, boys
  on the floor of the sitting room and Rex in bed with his future father-in-law  a six-foot-tall 54-year-old ex-wrestler wearing only a large pair of Wolsey X fronts. On his shoulders, silver
  epaulettes of hair. The Omega wristwatch was partially overgrown. The rising register of his snores snagged and slurred.


  The bedroom curtains were unlined and thin. By six oclock, when Rex woke to find his fiance beside him, the pinkish light was faint but clear. She had come to him with her hair
  up. He could see the black sequin of the mole on her cheek, a perfect circle. Her eyes were closed. The lids were oiled. Three tiny sparks of mascara lodged in her eyelashes. One eyebrow was
  mussed. The other fluently flowed to vanishing point. Her lips were slightly parted. On the line of her upper lip he could see one very small blackhead where the pink pigment joined her paler skin.
  The pores of her skin were pricked clean. A vein on her neck flexed and flexed again.


  He moved on to her body. As his hand reached the waistband of her knickers and began to ease them off, her eyes opened, changed from brown to grey and watched him with incredulity.
  Shhh, he said, its OK, its OK. Then her whole face morphed and became her fathers face.


  Rex thrashed and babbled and pretended to sleep  wide awake and shaken by the helicopter of his heart.
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  Parking was tight in the marina, so Johnny, the racing driver, took over  nudging and chivvying while Rex watched the front wheels swivel and breakdance and made sure the car in front
  wasnt rammed. He held his hands apart: Youve got six inches.


  Johnny leaned his head out of the window, wittily, pithily: I should be so lucky.
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  Show me a man who has not measured his penis  and I will show you a liar  Icelandic proverb
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  Or an ostrich.


  With plumes like soundless surf. With tough three-toed claws. With a sore, scrotal, not quite hairless head. Out of sight. Up to its neck.


  If you dont want to know the score, look away now.
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  In the Radio Times (228 April 2000) Andrew Duncan interviewed Eddie Irvine, the Formula One (F1) Grand Prix (GP) racing driver, the year after Irvine came second to Mika
  Hkkinen in the World Championship by one point, in the last race. These infinitesimal differences which matter so much. Not to mention the sly comedy of those abbreviations
  


  Duncan was candid about Irvines limitations as a human being  boring and boastful and one of the boys. Duncan reminded Irvine of the Channel Four (C4) documentary The Inside
  Track  which had footage of Irvine leaving the shower with the words, Did you get my big knob?


  Irvine explained the joke: If I did have a big one, which I dont, it wouldnt have been funny.


  In fact, the documentary, which I saw (by accident), includes footage of a girl at a party saying that Irvine doesnt have a big cock. Or that hes modestly endowed. Or small. I
  forget the exact words. Culpably, because these judgements are by no means the same. Not at all. Tiny, for instance. But I distinctly remember she didnt seem fussed. Certainly not as
  fussed as the documentary makers or the Radio Times interviewer.


  Liz Winter, an editor at The Times Literary Supplement, told Timothy Garton Ash, the political journalist, historian and fellow member of the European Classics Trust, that when she was a
  young student of Russian she had slept with Joseph Brodsky, in Leningrad, and that he was very small and circumcised. An even lower score than Eddie Irvine. But Brodsky was persistent
  and successful, a serial Don Juan. This is well known. While recognising a Petrarchan side to Brodsky, even the discreet Seamus Heaney doesnt seriously challenge his
  interviewer in Stepping Stones (2008) when Dennis ODriscoll says, Brodsky was reportedly an unreconstructed macho male. I believe that his almost undentable
  self-confidence extended to his cock  the feel-good factor, an area of solipsism where the force of desire is all important.


  We experience hardness subjectively as augmented dimension  in addition to the objective augmented dimension of the erection. This hypothesis is easy to test. You have an unwanted
  erection. It doesnt seem small. Especially if it wont diminish. And the Queen is approaching.


  Robert Lowell has a poem in Notebook about Oskar Kokoschka. Kokoschka told him that Renoir said he painted with his penis. Just as well that writers write with their brains. In Dorothy
  Farnans Auden in Love, there is a missing footnote. When I read the Simon and Schuster typescript for Fabers, there was a footnote giving the precise dimensions of Audens
  penis. I said it should be dropped. And it was dropped, though probably not at my request. I mentioned the footnote to Charles Monteith, my predecessor as Poetry Editor. He told me that Wystan was
  a tremendous bore about the small bore of his cock and deeply envious of Chester Kallmans genital bounty. I have forgotten the precise figures volunteered by the excised footnote.
  4 inches perhaps. Or 3 inches. But was that 3 inches floppy? Or 3 inches stiffy? 3 inches floppy would be more than OK.


  By the way, these digressions are not digressions. They are not by the way.
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  Even at the age of 29, Julias hair was barcoded. Now, at 62, it was a solid helmet of bright pewter, level with her lean, brown jawbone. As she looked at her wedding ring, she could
  observe the bold play of tendons on the back of her tanned thin hands. The student doctor was telling her she had cancer. Of the bone marrow.


  He had found her reading her notes  left on the desk by the consultant  and assumed that she knew the diagnosis. Perhaps he thought her doctorate in zoology was a doctorate in
  medicine. He wanted to be nice. Myeloma. Broad term, actually. In your case, he gestured at the crisp yellow folder on which her hands were resting, its serious 
  well, its always serious  but not hopeless.


  His fingernails were clean and cut short. She liked that.


  And he wasnt entirely wrong about her medical knowledge. After the initial tests, shed done some reading and asked various medical friends a few questions. Shed looked on
  the web. So she had a shrewd and accurate idea of her chances immediately  two to five years or the possibility of stabilising the condition for a longer, indeterminate period. She might
  reach 70 with luck. Longer if she were luckier.


  When the consultant, Aaronovitch, proposed that he should take her into his confidence, she pretended complete ignorance  to protect the student doctor and to hear the fullest possible
  account of her illness. Aaronovitchs diagnosis differed from the student doctors in no significant particular.


  I should tell you, Mr Aaronovitch, Julia said, what you couldnt possibly know unless youve got my GPs notes from way back, that my blood count has
  always been very low. I mean before all this. When I was well. So Id say that I may be less ill than I look. On paper. So to speak.


  Her acute hearing picked up the sound of his hairy hand palpating his chin. The sound of static. To tell Julia he was thinking. Considering. Weighing. Being judicious. Finally, he folded his
  arms across his waistcoat, leaned back in his chair, inclined his head a little, looked directly into Julias eyes  and proposed the experimental treatment he had been contemplating
  for six months before the onset of the symptoms which had brought her to his hospital.


  In that case, he said, blood to make up the count and chemo. One pill a month. Thats all. New thing. Massively powerful, of course. But definitely worth a try.
  Might just do the trick. He reached and clicked his Montblanc rollerball twice.


  They looked each other in the eye.


  They sent for some doctors / In sneezles / And wheezles, Julia said gravely. To tell them what ought / To be done.


  Mr Aaronovitch lifted a quizzical eyebrow.


  All sorts and conditions / Of famous physicians / Came hurrying round / At a run, Julia answered, without smiling. Youre the expert, thats all.


  The medication had a very beautiful name. Mandragorax. By a pharmaceutical company which knew its Shakespeare.


  In six months it had completely stripped the nerves of her hands. She could feel nothing.
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  What is God? This is one of the great questions to which there is no certain answer. And the other is, what is the size of your penis? It depends.


  Sometimes it depends more. Sometimes it depends less. It varies. But Heisenberg has told us that our involvement in the experiment means precise measurement is impossible. Or should that be
  Schrdinger, whose cat is both living and dead until the observer observes. The interference of the observer is especially true of psychic measurement. There are good days and there are bad
  days. Adolescents, fortunately, are semi-erect and so never have to face up to their smallest manifestations, except in the sea  the sea which is not only scrotumtightening, but also
  penisshrinking.


  The sea, of course, is not alone in this genital specialisation. Fear is another expert in downsizing. As a war correspondent for the US State Department, John Steinbeck took part in the assault
  on Isola di Ventotene, an island off the coast of Italy, north of Naples. Douglas Fairbanks Jr was the officer in charge. Steinbeck was brave enough to admit he was afraid on these missions. The
  degree of fear was made manifest when, before the landing, he went to the heads for a piss and couldnt find his penis because it had retracted so thoroughly, so cravenly, so sensibly. Or it
  may have been Robert Capa who tells this story about himself in Slightly Out of Focus.


  Whether the penis depends more  or less  sometimes depends on who is telling the story.


  In A Good Read (Radio 4, 21 April 2002), Rosie Boycott, Jackie Kay and Frank Delaney discussed Hemingways Across the River and into the Trees. Delaney praised
  Hemingways spare style but said hed asked Martha (Irishly pronounced Marta) Gelhorn, Hemingways ex-wife, how hed arrived at this style. The old bastard had
  a very small vocabulary, she replied. Rosie Boycott: I knew her well, too, and that wasnt the only thing that was small, according to her.


  Here is an interesting footnote to Rosie Boycotts innuendo. In the New Yorker (31 October 2005), George Packer was reviewing Stephen Kochs The Breaking Point: Hemingway,
  Dos Passos, and the Murder of Jos Robles. The review contains this passage about Hemingway and Martha Gelhorn: he [Hemingway] also fell in love with Gelhorn  In Madrid,
  he offered literary advice and patronage; she educated him in Popular Front propaganda while accommodating him sexually to the extent, according to one biographer, of undergoing a widening
  procedure known as vaginoplasty. Which tells a different story. A whole new dimension.
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  With the failure of Mandragorax to do anything  except damage Julia  Mr Aaronovitch adopted more conventional treatment  a gradualist chemotherapy, administered by ID and
  closely monitored in the hospital over half a day and a night. Julia endured nausea and massive temperature fluctuations  her green hospital shift black with sweat and vacuum-packed against
  her scalded body. But no hair loss.


  She began to stabilise. She played tennis. She swam.


  Here she is, her skin the reddish-brown of bresaola, trapping tennis balls between racket and foot, crooking her knee, patting the plush. Here is the sweat-shadow left by her hand on the red
  leather racket handle. So tanned that her eyelids are pale if  pain  she closes her eyes. Here she is bald  lifting the squeaky flap of her white rubber bathing hat to
  tuck out of sight strands of her livid hair. Folds, a cape of chlorinated water gather at her neck as she strokes down the pool in little pulses, touches with two hands together and turns in an
  eddy. She is a burglar in her black goggles and striped bathing costume. In the changing room she hooks a finger under the rubber helmet and shakes her hair free. Bright grey, damp at the tips.


  Mr Aaronovitch was surprised by her comparative recovery, that her immune system was still operational and effective, given its virtual extinction a few months previously. He persuaded Julia to
  take part in another experiment. His argument was calculated to appeal to her scientific instinct. Though unlikely to succeed in the short term, the new treatment might be valuable in the long
  term. Julias proven powers of recuperation suggested to Aaronovitch that this new course of chemo, though carrying a significant risk, was unlikely to be fatal. However, its development, the
  necessary crucial refinements, depended on the use of a human guinea pig.


  Julia thought of her beloved lab rats  the healthy and sleekit, the medicated and ungainly, carrying their single tumours like Quasimodo, their double tumours like Bactrians. And she
  signed the contract with Mr Aaronovitchs Montblanc roller-ball. Click-ick. The contract promised not to withhold antibiotics.


  In the event they were withheld. If you could just hang in there a little bit longer, Julia. Mr Aaronovitch had stopped calling her Dr Duddington when she stopped being his patient
  and became, as it were, a colleague on the signing of the contract.


  Here she is in her shift  too tired to tie the tell-tails behind her. Her buttocks have vanished. You can see her coccyx. There is hair all over her body. She can hardly make her jaws
  move to eat. Her throat is so ulcerated that swallowing is impossible. An amber mosaic. Her tongue is black-indigo. She cannot keep food down.


  Talking is difficult. So many movements required that it takes her ten minutes, with rests between every whispered word, to say the first line of They all made a note / Of the state of
  her throat. It is so painful for Julia that Byron, her husband, tries to complete the second line as soon as he recognises the quotation. But he fails at the pronoun  his?
  her? and is so upset he has to leave the room.


  When Mr Aaronovitch agreed at last to the suspension of treatment and the resumption of antibiotics, she was unable to take them orally. Byron had to push the suppositories up her rectum, taking
  gobs and shreds of flesh with them.


  She bled from her vagina and rectum and, as she declined, began to soil herself. At the end, she was very weak and found it hard to walk. Byron took her upstairs, holding her thin hands. Her
  face was very pale, so pale she looked as if she were wearing lipstick.


  He said: Youre very weak. Youre finding it hard to walk.


  She smiled and water came out of her mouth and she died in his arms.
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  After the undertaker had been, Byron kissed her and realised how dead she was. She had gone. She wasnt there. But he couldnt put the lid on the coffin. After three days the moulded
  symmetrical smile began to pull to one side. It began to look more like a smirk. He wondered if he should turn off the central heating all over the house, not just in the spare room.


  Byron was unable to sleep and sat in her study in the kneeling chair, working his way through the diaries she kept in the beige filing cabinet. They recorded his bad behaviour during their
  twenty-year marriage. Where were the tender moments? Unrecorded. He read on, compelled, remorseful, weeping, nodding off now and then, only to be woken by his own sobs. B impossible. Drunk
  Encaenia garden party. Told principal everyone bisexl. Sodomised at Central School S & D: enjoyed it. Explained proximity of prostate to rectum wall accounts for male pleasure. Only drawback
  loose stools next morning. But that wd apply to wm also. In car I sd: B why do you do this? What? What do I do? Make things up. Youre like a kid. Anything to be centre of attentn.
  Fuck off. Rather be fucked up arse by poofter than service you.


  All his jealousies, all his tantrums, all his sulks, were there in the diaries, written up like experiments, in Julias methodical notation. And only Byron knew that these episodes were
  oblique expressions of his love for her. They had no children. She was 40 when they married and committed to her career. Sometimes she joked that she had a daughter called Trilobites. So children
  were out of the question  which suited him fine  but he got into the habit of creating a scene whenever he felt her concentration falter, flicker, unfocus. Byron wanted her attention
  undivided.


  He succeeded. Dread Bs rants. Think about them all time. Back of my mind all time. Hates me. Why? He found no expressions of love.


  I stripped the nerves of her heart, he would say in the street to any of their mutual friends. I was the chemo before the chemo. So domineering, so rude, so impossible.
  Christ, you should read her diaries. You find out. You think, she knows I care. But you find out she doesnt. She doesnt know. I tortured her.


  And he would stand there crying even after the friend had escaped. He didnt burst into tears. He was already in tears as soon as he saw anyone who had known her. I never learn. I
  never fucking learn, do I? Even the funeral. Even that. I made all the guests go in the Land Rover. And I made a fucking scene. I was embarrassing.


  They had taken all of Julias field trips together in the Land Rover. At the graveside there was a freak summer hailstorm. Byrons black tie was pasted to his shirt. His face was so
  wet you couldnt tell how hard he was crying. He took out a copy (with worn corners) of Now We Are Six and tried to read Us Two. The first stanza was a fight for control,
  looking away from the wet page, lips parted and dripping. The hailstones thrashed and popped. Where the clay began the earth looked like tiger stone. Then everything seemed to speed up, until the
  final stanza  which took a lifetime because Byrons mouth became suddenly difficult and stiff.


  
    
      
        
          
            
              So wherever I am, theres always Pooh,
            


            
              Theres always Pooh and Me.
            


            
              What would I do? I said to Pooh,
            


            
              If it wasnt for you, and Pooh said: True,
            


            
              It isnt much fun for One, but Two
            


            
              Can stick togeth 
            

          

        

      

    

  


  The slewed mouth of a stroke victim.


  Byron flung himself on the wet coffin, which slipped out of his embrace and dropped a wreath of chrysanthemums. He fell. One knee was muddied and somehow his nose began to bleed.


  For two years he was a grief automat, crying unstoppably at the mention of her name. Then he remarried  a younger woman  and was a difficult husband.
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  On 22 June 2001 two poet-editors recorded a radio programme for the BBC called Fine Lines, presented by Christopher Cook. One guest poet was Michael Schmidt, the publisher of Carcanet
  Books and the editor of P N Review. They had to read about four poems each and talk about editing magazines.


  One of Schmidts choices was his poem Sisera, a phrase of which the other poet had praised when reviewing A Change of Affairs in the New Statesman in 1978. The
  poem is voiced for Sisera, the Canaanite general, killed by Jael, who drives a spike through his head. In this version Sisera goes on  living but traumatised, lying low in his tent.


  The other poet asked Michael Schmidt if he would like to explain the manifest but occluded subtext of his poem. He answered like Bartleby. The other poet suggested that the subtext was sexual
  fear. Schmidt agreed, but would not elaborate.


  The extraordinary usefulness of the historical mask, like Piotrs poem Peter the Great to His Courtesan. But you need to know a few things about Piotr.
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  Piotr was 42, married to Basia, the father of three sons, a professor of English at the Instytut Anglistyki in the University of Krakow. Three things worried him.


  First, he was having an affair with Agnieszka, the poetess, who wore spectacles and looked like Nana Mouskouri.


  Second, he had recently undergone a series of tests to establish if he had inherited the predisposition of his family to die of cancer in their late forties, as his mother had done.


  And, third, his blond eyebrows, always strongly marked, had gone Nietzschean almost overnight. They were the family eyebrows, his fathers eyebrows  two intense pelts half an inch
  high which made him look middle aged. His elder brother, Czesław, the architect, had an identical pair, but he was 50.


  There was to be a fourth thing, but as yet he knew nothing of it.


  The affair with Agnieszka bothered him not because he felt guilty about Basia, his wife  though he did feel guilty  but because Agnieszkas poetry was notorious for its
  candour and explicitness. Every year produced a new 48-page volume in which the slimness was inversely proportionate to the indiscretion. Piotr wrote poetry himself, less prolifically and more
  guardedly. He had written poems about his affair with Agnieszka but his way with pathetic fallacy meant that even Basia could read them without guessing their true provenance. The nearest he had
  come to confessional poetry was a dramatic monologue entitled Peter the Great to His Courtesan  where the Czar forbade his mistress to rust his sword and issued
  other majestically obscure imperatives.


  Agnieszkas poetry, though, had her taking off her horn-rims to kiss her lover in the Kool Kats Jazz Club or giving a blow-job on the back seat of the bus to Nowa Huta. And her titles were
  nearly always dates and places.


  One day he expected to read a poem about his eyebrows. (In fact, the poem responsible for all the damage was about quite another physical feature.) Or a poem with his phone number or his address
  in the title, ul. Sienkiewicza 35 m. 5. Particularly since his apartment was often the easiest place for the lovers to meet  as they were going to meet on this rainy day in June. He taught
  classes in the mornings but in the afternoon his students had exams. Agnieszka walked from the nearby Film School, where she worked in the cataloguing department. His sons would be in school till 4
  and Basias job with a foreign press agency meant that, because of the time difference, she was never home before six oclock.


  As soon as Agnieszka arrived, Piotr put the chain on the door and the pair undressed quickly and silently on opposite sides of the sofa bed. Like a married couple in a cold room. But the thick
  curve of his erection was ready before they even touched. He could smell her genitals across the tartan blanket  the blanket with tell-tail tassels she always brought in her tote bag.


  She took off her spectacles.


  On the sofa bed, she seldom repeated herself. This particular afternoon, as her features warped with pleasure, Piotr heard her agonised whisper, I want to, aah, suck a dogs ridgy,
  aah, sharp little cock. And he came, too.


  Afterwards, they talked, invariably about the same thing  Piotrs post-coital desire to end the affair and Agnieszkas passionate opposition. We are like mayflies. We
  live only for an afternoon and we must take whatever joy is given us. This was the argument she always urged.


  Piotr thought of the tests he had undergone  the barium meals, the endoscopies, the soreness of his throat after tubes had been pushed down it, the yellow bruise in the crook of his arm
  where blood had been taken. But there was also something comic in her chosen image for mans transience  the indestructible trope of the doomed mayfly. And he thought of the character
  in Chekhovs Ivanov who says that mankind is like a flower in a field. Along comes a goat  no more flower. The ear-pieces of Agnieszkas spectacles, he noticed, were
  arranged around a bottle of Basias scent, brought back from England by her sister. Je Reviens.


  And then he heard the shtpp of Basias key in the lock. The chain was in place, but anyway the snib of the lock was depressed, so the apartment door couldnt be opened from
  the outside. Shtpp. There was a faint jingle of keys as Basia checked she was using the right one. Shtpp. Shtpp.


  Piotr laid his finger against his lips  and smelled the rankness of Agnieszkas genitals. He leaned towards her, shaking his head vigorously when she tried to kiss him.
  No, he whispered in her ear. Shell go away in a minute. Just wait quietly. Then you can leave. They listened to the sibilance, not even daring to dress. A minute
  passed. Neither of them heard Basias steps descending the concrete stairs. Piotr found himself listening for the terse resonance of the steel banister when it was slapped.


  Shtpp. Shit, then, raising her voice, Piotr, are you in there?


  Basia began to thump on the door. After only a minute the hammering stopped and they heard the voice of the old woman in the apartment below. Hes there with that woman he brings.
  Its disgusting. You should get a divorce.


  You should mind your own fucking business, Basia yelled. Piotr, open the bloody door, you shit.


  They began to get dressed. Agnieszkas raincoat was still dark over the shoulders from the rain. She tightened the belt and looked at Piotr. He was folding away the sofa bed.


  Deny it, he whispered. Say we werent doing anything, but it looked bad, so we kept quiet. In case she came to the wrong conclusion.


  Agnieszka shook her head. No. Its fate, Piotr. Tell her you love me. That youre leaving her. But she was pale.


  I cant.


  Agnieszka wound up her lipstick, applied its apricot shimmer with a surprisingly steady hand, turned up the collar of her raincoat and went to open the door. I am not going to discuss our
  love with her. My conscience is clear. And yours should be, too. Im going home. How could something so beautiful between us, something so noble, be touched by something so grubby? So
  undignified?


  The door opened, but there was no sign of Basia, only the head of the old woman, at floor level, staring up through the bars like a criminal.


  Agnieszka stepped out and received an almighty crack to the side of her head from the handle of Basias red umbrella. The old woman applauded. Agnieszka did not collapse. She held on to
  the ochre banister with both hands, leaning forward, as if she were keeping it at arms length. Her mouth opened and shut, opened and shut. Tears brimmed in her eyes.


  Piotr was amazed to find himself noticing the sleeve belts on her raincoat  how they gathered the cuffs  like Christmas crackers.


  Without saying a word, or even acknowledging Basias existence, Agnieszka walked slowly down the stairs.
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  At about the same time that Piotr, watched by the old woman from the floor below, was turning to face his wife, Basia, Ryszard (Rysiek) Harlan had almost completed the restoration of the family
  palace in Lublin.


  Ten years ago, after decades of Communist neglect, everything  every wooden window frame, every outside door, including the double double-doors of the main entrance, and the elaborate
  ironwork of the gates  was scrofulous, leprous with broken paint. As if a sepia snapshot were fractionally out of focus. Ryszard remembered poetry readings in the palace  how he would
  oil the hinges like a fencer during the recitals to minimise the disruption of latecomers. His long oil can reaching like a rapier.


  Rysiek was 54 when he fell in love with his 22-year-old dentist.


  (So young a dentist? Yes: qualified after a two-year intensive training course run by the Polish air force for selected civilians as well as military personnel. A crash course.)


  One June morning he watched her take a fresh pair of milk-coloured surgical gloves from the oblong cardboard dispenser, as anyone else might rustle out a tissue. He could see the washed-out
  ghost of her wristwatch, her young skin and fine eyebrows. There was a small bloom on her left-hand spectacle lens, which came and went as she breathed under her mask. Her neck was solid, without a
  wrinkle, and the creamy white of Horlicks except for a single small mole.


  She held the hypodermic just out of his line of sight. As all dentists do. Like devious Cupids, pretending pain isnt on offer.


  Of course, his mouth  its maculate teeth, plaque, receding gums, the blood-darned polyp inside his right-hand cheek  was scarcely an inspiration to love. No, she liked him because
  he laughed when she couldnt at first fix and afterwards remove the adjustable band around the canine to be filled. He watched the play of muscle in her arms as she worked it in and out of
  place.


  Your teeth are very close together, she said, as she passed a length of dental floss between the teeth. Why did you laugh?


  Just imagined spending the rest of my life with a mouth full of metal rods, wagging away while I talked.


  He could see she was smiling under the pleats of her paper mask.
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  Mouths.


  Two weeks later, eagerly, anxiously almost, Rysiek was chewing a pellet of chewing gum  wormed out of the tight packet with finger and thumb  when a small piece broke off his left
  underside back molar. The mute babble of his lips slowed down. For a second or two, before he spat it out, the chewing gum was crunchy with bone, then gritty with eggshell. Rysiek explored with his
  tongue. Was it a filling? It was the tooth  whose rough plateau had acquired a plummet of ravine.


  In the mirror over the basin in the Miciewicz Theatre mens toilets, however, he could barely see the damage  the graph of a stock market crash  so attentively traced, so
  lavishly reported, by his tongue. There was his tanned face, his carefully groomed greying beard, his alert, humorous, brown eyes, his ageing, tended teeth. He looked his age  54 
  because he was bald, but otherwise he looked vigorous and healthy. Deceptively so, he felt.


  That same evening, in the palace, while he was simply talking to Vra, his wife, the filling in the troublesome tooth came out  leaving an Etna behind it. As Rysiek examined the
  amalgam chip of gravel  its burnished topside, its black magma underside  he saw through the mercury darkly the face of his new dentist.


  Focus in her flecked, green eyes. The clear skin. The dense, charcoal eyelashes. Her one pointed elfin ear. He imagined a blade of grass wedged between her wet front teeth, conducting her
  conversation as her lips moved. And moved again. And moved. Each word a different configuration. The word made flesh. The word writ large.


  Rysiek felt not like a lover but a man suddenly deaf, watching the mouth for its every meaning, its subtle, significant manoeuvres. Its endless Kama Sutra of sexual shapes.


  Shit, Vra. Ill phone in the morning and make an appointment.


  She opened a kitchen cupboard and reached up a can of olive oil. Slop of noise against the tin. Her sleeveless dress showed the swag of her upper arm.


  Rysiek wasnt impotent  Vras mouth was a maestro  but he wasnt nineteen any more.
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  They had no children. And they felt no great need for children. Certainly not enough to establish why Vra had never become pregnant during their long married life. They never consulted a
  doctor. Nor did they discuss it between themselves. In this marriage, their lack of discussion, their silence, was not one of avoidance, but of unsurprised agreement. They werent afraid to
  quarrel. But they didnt quarrel. They got on well. Nor was Vra simply deferring to Rysiek because it was easier. It was easier, but she genuinely trusted him. They were content.


  Her family was old Polish aristocracy that went back to the eighteenth century. With the post-war advent of Communism, the family palace in Lublin was divided, half into communal flats, half
  into a paint factory. Rysieks family were workers  nice, simple people who ate at the table like derricks, weight on the left elbow, hunched, confidential. Their body odours were
  pungent and undisguised. Rysieks mother had a nervous sniff. Rysiek, though, was strangely refined  an odourless, fastidious man, with a feeling for elegance, who sat straight up and
  held his knife like a surgeon, not like a clerk. Looking at Vra and Rysiek together, you might easily think that he, not she, was the aristocrat.


  They had met thirty years ago at printing school in Łdz  and married. Equally without discussion, it seemed, looking back on those two smiling figures, holding hands, saying
  little. Rysiek clean-shaven then, Vra looking at the three hands in her lap. Their income came from specialised printing  limited editions with commissioned illustrations by
  reputable artists, etchings, woodcuts, dry points, which they sold abroad to collectors and rich libraries. They had their own printing press in a two-room flat on the seventeenth floor of a
  government housing block. The weight of machinery was a real risk to the occupants below. They made their own paper. The kitchen contained a tank in which the linen rags were pulped. It felt like a
  pond poisoned with algae  heavy, gelatinous, drowned in itself. Every week, in addition to the minimal rent, they paid off Pawel, the gat-toothed official in the housing department who had
  falsified the register.
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  Rysiek made an appointment to have his molar fixed, but bumped into his dentist the next day  literally, at lunchtime, while doing lengths at the swimming pool, she going in one
  direction, he the other. Both were doing the crawl. Their right arms clashed at the elbow, linked like a Scottish reel. In her pink goggles, nose clip and rubber-petalled bathing hat, Rysiek
  didnt recognise her.


  Sorry. Difficult to see when youre doing crawl. He pinched his nose and blinked the chlorinated water out of his eyes.


  No, my fault, I  She recognised him. Oh, hi. Pan Harlan. Jadwiga Kontrym.


  A different disguise  not the surgical yashmak. Rysiek opened his lips but said nothing.


  Your new dentist? she reminded him interrogatively.


  Yes. I have an appointment. Tomorrow, actually. He spoke quite slowly. As if he were recalling her personal details. Which he was, because now Jadwiga was so different 
  unattractive but mesmeric. The crows-feet at her armpit. Her cold skin, blue pink, like a washed-out fruit stain. The upper curve of one breast  cold, coarse, granular  swelled
  from her navy costume. The hollow at the base of her throat held a little stoup of water. He had to stop himself dipping a finger in it.


  She lifted the goggles on to her forehead. Really? I havent looked. Alicia does all that. Thats the receptionist.


  Vra. Thats my wifes name, too.


  No. Alicia, she laughed. Water in your ears.


  Her black eyelashes were wet calligraphy  asymmetrically peaked  like single, subtly different Arabic letters.


  His lips moved a fraction, like a silent reader. As if deciding what to say. And then he took her wrist between his thumb and forefinger, firmly, to avoid a collision with another swimmer
   pulling her towards him. Whoops. They were nudged by the weight of the water, washing between them, touching them both.


  As his fingers closed on her wrist, he noticed a nipple gather under the lycra.


  Or was it already hard with the cold?


  Would you like coffee?


  OK, she smiled. But first I have to do five, no, seven more lengths.


  They discussed her sponsored swim for charity  Liver Cancer Awareness  and the next day, in the afternoon, she rebuilt his molar and warned him that when it happened again,
  hed probably need a crown.


  Rysiek agreed to sponsor a further hundred miles at ten zlotys a mile  a figure and a sum he was to increase in the months to come.
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  She was eighteen and very scared.


  On the perfect porcelain of the toilet bowl there was a red solar system. Separate, circular planets. Single-speck stars. Bright, silent, beautiful, composed.


  And the first sign of liver cancer.


  Obviously, she needed to see a doctor, but Natalia was in Florence and it was a Sunday. Her Rough Guide lay on the bedside table  still damp from when it had slipped off the rocks
  into the sea at Marina di Pisa. She folded back a shutter to read it. Even at ten in the morning, the sun was so bright she had to squint at the book. It was difficult to turn the thick pages. She
  decided to go to the Emergency Department of the Ospedale near the English Cemetery because it was the nearest. Her travel insurance documents were in the waterproof compartment of her rucksack.
  She folded and wedged them into the zipped bit of her handbag where she kept her passport. There was no strength in her hands, she was sweating and her mouth was dry. She was conscious of her
  heart.


  She showered. It was August. There was a water shortage. Turning to catch the trickle, she was like a model posing for photographs, obeying instructions  right shoulder up, head back to
  rinse her throat, left hand cupping her right breast, left shoulder up, face turned  She was eighteen and very beautiful. Leaving the tiny pensione off Santa Croce, her long wet
  tapering hair reached down her back like a bronze icicle. By the time she found the Ospedale, it was its usual buoyant blonde cloak.


  The Ospedale seemed almost deserted and rather dark. She took off her sunglasses and pushed through the heavy black rubber doors with their dim plastic windows and followed the green arrows
  along the silent, faintly spongy corridors. At Reception, there was a nurse with a slight cast in her left eye. At first Natalia thought she was shaking the mercury down a thermometer. Closer to,
  she saw it was a phial of mascara. S?


  Natalia explained in English that, after she had passed a motion this morning, she had noticed copious bleeding from the rectum. The nurse put a finger to her lips and pointed to an empty row of
  plastic chairs. Then she tapped the watch safety-pinned above her left nipple and held up four fingers.


  In less than two minutes, she returned with a good-looking young doctor, small, tanned and slim in his green scrubs and espadrilles. His English wasnt much better than the nurses.
  So Natalia explained in hesitant Italian that there was blood in her back exit when she took out the rubbish.


  He shook his head and held his puzzled hands apart, smiling faintly. Non capisco.


  Her grey-blue eyes filled. Gabinetti. Rosso.


  The young doctor looked grave. S, capisco. Come.


  The blinds of the examination room blinked shut. The doctor pulled out a lamp on its trellis extension from the wall. From a dispenser, he tore off two metres of rough green paper and spread it
  on the plastic couch. His right arm indicated the couch with an operatic gesture. Take off your clothez. Thank you. Lie down so. Thank you. And he left, chivvying the curtains around
  her. Natalia took off her jeans and knickers and lay on her front as he had indicated.


  It was nearly ten minutes before the doctor returned with six other doctors, who for twenty minutes inspected her in turn, conferred and re-examined her internally one after another. After
  further quietly intense discussion, she was told she could get dressed and go home because, in their opinion, there was nothing serious.


  No, there was no charge. They waved away her medical insurance. The small polythene-lined bin beside the couch was almost half full with discarded surgical gloves, the colour of milk.
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  You shouldnt swim so much. Your eyes are getting bloodshot, Vra said. She was in the kitchen  the only modern room in the palace  making pear ice cream
  and raspberry ice cream from the fresh fruit.


  I need some goggles. Its the kids, pissing in the pool. Rysieks reply was lost in the noise of the blender, where consonants gave way to an all-purpose, high-pitched
  vowel. Jadwigas eyes were the white of willow-pattern plates.


  You stink of chlorine, too. As she passed, Vra stooped to kiss Rysieks tanned bald head. Smooth as a ladies leather glove.


  The new dentist swims there quite often, Rysiek said. Pani Kontrym.


  Hows your tooth? Vra swept a babel of pear peelings off the table into the bin.


  Fine, I think, Rysiek said. He felt with his tongue, his mouth an ellipse. She seems nice. Do you want to ask her to supper?


  Do you want to ask her to supper?


  Why not.


  Is she pretty?


  Not in a nose-clip, Rysiek replied.


  Tell her to wear it to supper, then.


  What was Vra thinking? What was Rysiek thinking?


  I was thinking of maybe driving to Prague. To see if I cant get a chandelier made up for the big reception room, Rysiek said. But he wasnt thinking of driving to
  Prague. He was thinking of Jadwiga, across the kitchen table. And then? For the moment, that would do.


  Expensive.


  Yes. But its got to be right.


  Vra was thinking about Rysieks casualness  wondering how studied it was, how genuine it was. She could sense something subtly different from his normal cool dealings with
  the world, the fastidious distance he habitually assumed. But she also thought this girl, this dentist, was not a threat. Rysiek was too perfectionist to permit disruption. She watched him take a
  black olive, eat it, run his fingers under the tap and dry them on the kitchen towel.


  Invite her when the English poets are reading, she said.


  Good idea, he said. Then he took another olive, ate it, ran his fingers under the tap and dried them on the kitchen towel.


  In fact, Rysiek didnt know what he thought. Jadwigas charisma was strange because it was ordinary. Rysiek visualised her clean, efficient crawl. He visualised the way she hooked
  the costume down over her trim buttocks with her thumbs. He didnt desire her. Desire is like an Equity Card. You cant have an Equity Card until youve acted in something. You cant act in anything without an Equity Card. So Rysiek was filled with desire for desire. For an Equity
  Card. In other words, desire is opaque until it is enacted.


  Until youve eaten an oyster, you dont know if you want to eat oysters. But Rysiek wasnt a virgin. He knew he liked oysters. He was heterosexual, therefore. But in middle
  age, the opposite sex ceases to be undifferentiated  and he preferred native oysters to Pacific oysters which are imported in a strong saline solution. The best oysters he had ever eaten
  were Estonian not-for-export oysters. So, did he want to fuck this woman, this dentist? He thought so, in theory, but how could he know in advance? The proof of the pudendum 


  On the other hand, there was his theoretical desire. Which depended on his curiosity. And his curiosity depended on  very little. He was immune. He was obsessed. The bloom of
  breath on her spectacles. Minutiae.


  The two dark olive stones lightened on the white bone-china saucer until they were the colour of pt. An umlaut in eternity.
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  The proof of the pudendum 


  In his 1999 autobiography, Prince Charming, Christopher Logue initially omitted any account of his sex life. It was added to the final draft after Matthew Evans, the chairman of Faber and
  Faber, read the finished typescript and asked why there was no sex.


  Did Matthew think Christopher was being reticent? The English gentleman? The unbuttoned fly but the buttoned lip?


  Or perhaps that Christopher was a prude? When he edited Pseuds Corner, Christopher frequently selected items whose fault was not pretentiousness but sexual indiscretion, a relaxed
  attitude to privacy. Anything even remotely flagrant offended his pudeur. This censoriousness was not incompatible with his authorship (as Count Palmiro Vicarion) of Lust, a
  pornographic novel  apparently.


  Or did Matthew think that there hadnt been any sex to speak of? If this last interpretation seems unlikely, let me tell you about a couple I thought I knew well, now long separated
  after a hygienic twenty-year marriage. They seemed happy enough. If anything, her slight hauteur seemed counter-intuitive and suggested a sexual hold over her husband. She contemplated her many
  bold rings and flexed her fist like someone trying on a knuckle-duster. The wife was continent, the husband was not: his excitement came from full frontal disclosure of their meagre sexual
  circumstances. He didnt take a lover. His infidelity took another form. He betrayed her body in a different way. His wife wouldnt allow him to put his tongue in her mouth when they
  kissed. And she avoided appearing in the nude  because she had a webbed toe, a fact the husband didnt discover until they had been married for ten years.


  In its way, Christophers silence on the subject was truthful. Till he was in his late twenties, early thirties, sex was the absence of sex.


  True, but in another way his silence was not truthful. The whole truth? As he writes in his autobiography, though he fantasised incessantly about womens genitalia and masturbated
  fervently, he was nauseated by the actuality.


  Until enacted, desire is opaque.


  Christophers cure was an uninhibited girl with rubbery flesh who encouraged sexual frankness. He discovered his desire. Real desire had replaced all that intense, etiologically sound but,
  as it proved, exiguous and unworkable theory. Was it the rubbery flesh? Was it the frankness?


  Even when enacted, desire is opaque to the outside observer. And sometimes the participant 


  And I dont simply mean perversions  the erotic possibilities of gas masks. I mean the basics. What is objectively attractive about a penis? What is intrinsically attractive about a
  vagina? Perhaps the nauseated Christopher had a point? But we need another adjective here. Unexcited. The unexcited and therefore nauseated Christopher?


  Neutrality, indifference, can easily tip over into disgust. Ulysses records Blooms undeceived, undeniable, corrective inventory as he flicks through a pornographic novel:
  Armpits oniony sweat. Fishgluey slime  Sulphur dung of lions! Bloom, we are shown, doesnt invariably feel like this. But sometimes he does. Sometimes we all do
   because it is the truth. One version of the truth. A truth.


  There are two kinds of misogyny. The first is a generalised dislike of women. The second is a physical antipathy to women, a dislike of their biology. A gay character in Alan
  Hollinghursts The Swimming-Pool Library says: There are chaps who dont care for them, you know  Cant stand the sight of them, their titties and their big
  sit-upons, even the smell of them. This second kind, not restricted to some chauvinist gay men, is what interests me here  being disliked, hated, for what is a biological given. It
  should be easy to dismiss as pathological and absurd. But it isnt. It is wounding. Why?


  Black people must feel the absurdity of racism, the injustice of racism: who can alter the colour of his skin? And yet generations of African-Americans had their hair straightened (as Chip Gates
  wrote in the New Yorker) and had to learn to love their given physicality. Black is Beautiful became a slogan, necessary because blacks had internalised the negative white
  racist verdict on their beauty. It isnt difficult to feel ugly if you are made insecure.


  Is womens fear of physical misogyny partially an expression of their invidious position?


  Perhaps women feel vulnerable to criticism because of their own sense of being oversold physically. The cosmetic image is an edited image  sweet-smelling, feminine, etc.  and it
  conflicts with their more realistic sense of themselves, the dispassionate, undisgusted way they experience their own bodies. They are, for example, hairier than the publicity packs
  promises. No ones armpits are hairless. Depilation is a way of being economical with the truth.


  Most women have first sight of their own genitals in a hand mirror. It is odd how this image differs from even the crudest pornography. The tiny mirror delivers something different 
  concentrated, essential, shorn of context. The things in themselves, vagina and anus  divorced from desire, from passion.


  Divorced from desire. Think about genitals  their desirability, their undesirability  before a divorce and after a divorce.


  Undesirability. Alone, in private, this spark of uncertainty, of insecurity, is virtually invisible. No one is embarrassed alone in the lavatory, for example. The air-freshener is for others.
  Smell  here a synecdoche for all bodily effluvia  becomes obtrusive, embarrassing only with the advent of other people, particularly the opposite sex. Selima Hill wrote an
  unforgettable poem, Being a Wife, which remembers her first sexual experience, the sense of adventure and her severally pained awareness: the smell of fish / I dreaded
  Id never get used to. The poem concludes: Being a wife is like acting being a wife, / and the one that was her with him in the past is still me.


  Theres something Sartrean and existentialist here. Remember Sartres waiter in Being and Nothingness? No? OK, Ill remind you. In Part II of Chapter Two, Bad
  Faith, Sartre points out that no one is a waiter in a caf as an inkwell is an inkwell, or a glass is a glass. The waiter has to act his part. It is necessary that we make
  ourselves what we are. For Selima Hill, this means that, although you pretend the situation is normal, although it becomes normal, there is still a part of you standing to the side of the
  role you now inhabit. A part which dreads not only the smell of fish but also the possibility that youll never get used to it. There is always an element of pretence  because
  there is always a choice about the way we feel about our bodies. (An inkwell or a glass has no choice.) Acceptance implies its opposite: refusal, revulsion, rejection. Even all-welcoming Walt
  Whitman has a Swift somewhere inside him. We think sex is natural. It is and it isnt. (Breast-feeding can be pretty complicated, too.)


  The uncomplicated, purely sexual transaction, we think, takes place only between the prostitute and her customer. In other words, it is rare. Or comparatively rare, given the small percentage of
  prostitutes in the female population and the relatively small number of men who use prostitutes. I guess, too, that the word uncomplicated is probably inaccurate: there are,
  however, no statistics for unsatisfactory, complicated visits to prostitutes. But simple, straightforward sex also has its place in marriage  where countless purely physical exchanges
  take place. The poet Oliver Reynolds has a fine poem called Asgwrn Cefn y Beic in his first book, Skevingtons Daughter. The Welsh title means The Crossbar
  of a Bike and the poem describes a man fucking his girlfriend while she continues reading Flann OBriens The Third Policeman. In fact, it is a second fuck: A while
  now since he dismounted is the first line. The crossbar. Leg-over. Weve all been there.


  But not at the beginning.


  The beginning is different. A purely physical transaction is possible  but unlikely. This is why we fall in love. (Or get drunk.) So we can ignore the objective penis and
  the intrinsic cunt. They are our servants, ministering discreetly to our wants, unobtrusively serving our pleasure. Love, at first, involves ignoring the physical. We are autocrats. (Later, of
  course, there will be a revolution.)


  It is like the newborn babys face, where we focus on the features  and fail to see the surrounding physical realities. Spots. Fat. Sticky eye. Forceps bruising.


  Later, we admit the ugliness of genitalia, and desire enters a third phase: the obscene. This is when we relish the ugliness and incorporate it into our desire.


  But in the beginning, we ignore the obscene. It is off-stage, not to be seen, away from the scene. Which is what obscene means. We are centre-stage  with our airbrushed
  genitals like drawings by Blake.


  This is Esther Greenwood, in Sylvia Plaths The Bell Jar, on Buddy Willards penis: The only thing I could think of was turkey neck and turkey gizzards and I felt very
  depressed. Unillusioned, objective. The penis itself, unlovely, unloved. I think of Marcel in  la recherche du temps perdu when, after a concerned telephone call, mediated
  through the Danaids of the switchboard, he decides to visit his grandmother in Paris.


  As he enters the room, he sees his beloved grandmother but doesnt recognise her for a moment. He sees only a grotesque old woman with coarse red features. Then, tardily, his habitual love
  transfigures the ugly objective fact.


  We need love. Love is psychotropic. It rescues us from ribald reality by telling us a rival truth. It is a beautiful beneficent necessary lie. Without which we would live imprisoned in our
  laughable sexual ugliness  in the cell of our cells. With it, we succumb and soar to the music of mucus, the song of saliva.


  This is Gavin Ewarts Circe: It certainly is the smell of her cunt / makes you fall on your knees and grunt. But that is later, not at the beginning. At the
  beginning, there is love. Without helpfully myopic Cupid, he would experience the burden, instead, of brilliant, fatal factuality  followed by shame and self-censorship. Welcome to the war
  of attrition, where candour confidently confronts its enemy: unsleeping, inexhaustible pudeur; where victory is always to the weak, the cowardly, the craven.


  All sexual organs  male and female  are an acquired taste. Like Stilton. Like black coffee. Like oysters. Especially the taste of them: this is Selima Hill on semen: the
  peculiar, leering, antediluvian taste / I preferred not to taste. At least, I think it is semen. It could be herself. The context is ambiguous.


  Rysiek is before the beginning  afraid of the purely physical transaction, afraid of his uncertain desire, unsure there is love in his dentists heart.
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  The two English poets had quarrelled before the reading and were not speaking to each other. They were having a glass of beer in their hotel bar when the younger asked the elder why he wrote so
  much about his adulteries. Doesnt it piss Heather off?


  What adulteries? I am not a fucking confessional poet. OK? He spoke over the rim of his halted glass. He set the glass down on the counter.


  Does that mean those poems about adultery arent really about adultery? The younger poet closed one eye against the smoke from his cigarette. He had been needling the older
  poet since they left Heathrow three days before.


  Amour fucking courtois. The courtly love tradition, you liter-alist. The elder poet made deliberate eye contact, held it, then threw a handful of peanuts into his
  mouth.


  Right. Part of that literary tradition. Arthur crap in bed, so Guinevere goes off with Lancelot. The aptly named and indefatigable. Goes all night. So that poem about the
  woman who finds a pregnant vixen dead in a trap isnt about an abortion, then? She too felt trapped. / She bled  Somebody told me that was really about Linda
  Twarp.


  Linda Twarp was a Canadian poet, living in London, single, now in her early fifties, sexually active.


  Who told you that? Somebody told me that was really about  Somebody who?


  Linda. The younger poet blew a smoke ring. When I was fucking her. Youre not the only one whos been there, you know.


  He was lying. He blew another billowing smoke ring. A frisson, it shimmied and writhed before it dispersed.
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  For Rysiek, this quarrel was not without consequence.


  The poems were, of course, adulterous. But there was an accepted code of behaviour about apparently transgressive poems  which the young poet had transgressed. You ignored the occasion
  and admired the art. You werent supposed to ask to see the Polaroids. The elder poet was silenced by the younger poets apparently definitive answer. The desire to deliver a crushing
  retort was stifled. Aborted, you might say. There was an insistent, costive craving inside him. He needed to crush something, to pain something. But he wasnt aware of this imperative, only
  of a vague discomfort that would eventually make him want to discomfit  anyone. And anyone turned out to be Rysiek.


  The two poets read to an invited audience of thirty in the large reception room, the one still lacking its authentic chandelier. Afterwards, for an hour, wine circulated generally  before
  supper in the kitchen, for eight guests, including Jadwiga and the two poets.


  Maurice, the older poet, could see his host talking to a young girl with modest, grave good looks. He watched Rysieks full brown lips move deliberately in his carefully trimmed beard, as
  if his mouth knew how handsome it was. Rysiek spoke like someone being lip-read. Maurice wondered if the girl were deaf. She seemed to look at Rysieks lips rather than his eyes. He worked
  his way across the room.


  Its very kind of you to have us in your beautiful house.


  A great pleasure. Rysiek didnt look as though it was a particular pleasure. Only his mouth smiled  briefly. The palace needs the sense of occasion. I was just
  telling Jadwiga 


  Maurice held out his hand to Jadwiga. Jadwiga. Poets are allowed to say these things. You are so beautiful, I had to come and tell you. You have the simple beauty of the first
  grass. Hasnt she? He appealed to Rysiek.


  Jadwiga doesnt speak English very well.


  Wont you translate my compliment?


  Rysiek laughed to temper his rebuke. Poets may be allowed to say such things to complete strangers but other people have no such licence.


  But youre obviously not strangers, Maurice countered. Ive been watching you across the room. I was wondering what your relationship was. Certainly not
  strangers. Definitely something more intimate. But there I go, being the poet again.


  Jadwiga is my dentist.


  Scandalously intimate, then. Please, will you be my dentist? Maurice asked. Before, when I was watching you across the room, I was wondering if you were deaf. Because
  he was doing all the talking.


  If I are deaf, surely I talk  so I do not have to listen. No, I was not deaf. Jadwiga suddenly grinned, unable to conceal her pleasure and her amusement. My
  English is bad. A little I understand. Beautiful like grass? Thank you. As she repeated the compliment, red blotches appeared on her chest and at her throat.


  Maurice was touched by her modesty, by the ugliness of her blush. Rysiek was jealous of the swift intimacy this ugly, red-faced poet had established  jealous of his manner, his offensive
  ease.


  Jadwiga addressed him in Polish. You know, I think I shouldnt stay to supper. My English is not good enough, so this poet will just go on paying embarrassing compliments all night.
  It is nice for me but boring for everyone else. Maybe boring for me in the end.


  Jadwiga let Rysiek drive her to her one-room apartment on the outskirts of Lublin  a forty-minute return journey.


  The party ended and the inner circle of invited guests went through to the kitchen. Where they waited and made conversation. About home-made pea soup and the roadside sale of mushrooms.
  Home-made ice cream would be exported were it not for contravention of EC regulations that made the use of fresh fruit illegal. The framed Dufy posters were admired. Dufys calligraphic style
  was discussed. How his use of arbitrary block background colour derived from the lino-cut. The ongoing restoration of the palace, its courtyard structure, the absence of state subsidy were
  discussed. English food, Polish sausage, the British Councils role in post-Communist Poland.


  At the outskirts, Rysiek was switching off the engine. He and Jadwiga had discussed the elder poets writing  in particular, a woman stepping out of the shower like a
  rhinestone cowboy, a simile Rysiek said he didnt understand but which Jadwiga admired. Its the drops of water on her skin, she said, laughing a little at his
  seriousness, his sulkiness.


  You didnt like him?


  Rysiek inclined his head. And now Ive got to have supper with him.


  They shook hands before she got out of the car. He watched her enter the sprung glass door, which shivered shut. He rested his arms and his head on the steering wheel, as if he had been driving
  through the night. There was a tap on his window. Jadwiga. He wound it down. She leaned in her face and kissed him on the lips. A quick, dry, scratchy kiss.


  Thank you for the lift.


  And she was gone again.


  [image: ]


  Rysiek drove slowly, considering her breath. Its coldness. Under the residual sourness of the wine, there was something  faintly faecal. He eased the claustrophobic erection crippled in
  his underpants.


  That old joke about dentists always having halitosis. And then he stopped smiling. Perhaps it was his breath, not hers, that smelled of shit. His erection went.
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  His erection went.


  The difference between come and go.


  He came.


  A famous limerick: There was a young fellow from Ghent, / Whose cock was dramatically bent. / A curve so extreme / Was not in Gods scheme / And instead of coming he went. A
  famous limerick  of which Ive had to invent lines three and four, because indecency avoids the public record.


  In French, the word for joy, jouissance, is also the word for coming, for plaisir sexuel. Jouissance seems, well, less pedestrian than coming. But the
  achievement of orgasm  or orgasme  is parvenir  la jouissance. And parvenir means to arrive at a
  predetermined point. In English that is why we use the French word parvenue to suggest someone who is socially ambitious, someone who has only recently achieved social prominence, social
  heights  a social climber.


  What has the social corkscrew to do with orgasm, Hhepunkt in German?


  This. The connotation of parvenue has widened to mean social climber  but initially it meant not simply its process of upward struggle but someone who had
  achieved its peak very, very recently. A parvenue is someone who isnt someone, but someone who is a nobody. Our other word for such a person is an arriviste
   someone who has just arrived at the desired destination. One of the low on whom assurance sits / As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire.


  The idea of a destination is crucial to the idea of sex  once you have experienced orgasm. Before you have experienced orgasm, the cock is pleasurably lost. It isnt arriving,
  consciously coming to a desired destination. It is going, but going nowhere in particular, it is running on the spot.


  Consider the difference between these two sentences: I went to Paris in 1953; I came to Paris in 1953. The first sentence is open-ended in its implication. The
  I was certainly in Paris in 1953 but did not necessarily stay there. The second sentence implies that the I stayed in Paris.


  If we were to add the phrase on holiday to both sentences, the implication of to go is still not the same as that of to come. Although the addition
  on holiday suggests impermanence, the sentence with the verb to come carries a charge of permanence  of finality.


  Thus. I went to Paris on holiday in 1953. I came to Paris on holiday in 1953. It seems to me that the second of these sentences implies that the speaker is still in
  Paris.


  But could one add to both sentences equally the phrase but only stayed for a day? No, not equally. For me, the second sentence, I came to Paris on holiday in
  1953 but only stayed for a day, implies that the speaker is resident in Paris now. Or that the shortness of the 1953 stay has now been rectified, extended.


  To Carthage then I came. T. S. Eliots The Waste Land again, quoting the Confessions of Saint Augustine. Three neat iambs  created by the addition of
  then to the Latin original.


  Why doesnt Saint Augustine write: Then I went to Carthage? In fact, the Penguin translation of this passage is: I went to Carthage. The Latin original says:
  Veni Karthaginem, et circumspectrepebat me undique sartago flagitiosorum amo-rum. That is, in the Loeb translation: To Carthage I came, where a whole frying pan full of
  abominable loves crackled about me, and on every side. Veni. I came. For an extended period, therefore. In Augustines case from AD 371 to AD 383, when he left for Rome.


  This idea of permanence, of coming, of arrival, is obvious in Wagners great love duet in Act II of Tristan und Isolde  where music and singers strain towards a
  climax, and again thrust towards an orgasm. Which will be a permanent destination because the two lovers have a Liebestod in mind. You cant get more permanent than death.


  In French, the orgasm is sometimes known as le petit mort. On the face of it, this seems at once morbid and inappropriate  unless you have sat by a bedside listening to a dying
  person labour towards their death and witnessed the physical effort involved in leaving behind the physical.


  However, in Act II of Tristan und Isolde, the musical orgasmic simulacrum is interrupted by Kurwenal. In fact, the melody doesnt reach its full climax until Isoldes
  Liebestod in Act III, scene 3.
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  When Rysiek returned exactly fifty-five minutes after he had left, his guests had run out of conversation. Earlier, the younger poet had wondered into the silence why the word
  banal was pronounced to rhyme with canal  rather than anal.


  Before, he was relaxed. A little risqu, but playful, not embarrassing. Now, he was drunkenly explaining why fellatio is called a blow-job.


  Just like scumbag. Which no one realises. Generalised insult, they think. No. A condom. In actual fact.


  The wine swayed in his glass.


  Same thing with a blow-job. You see, most people suck. Far as I know, no one blows. No one. Spite of the verb. Can I blow you? Really means can I suck
  you. Suck you off. And wank you off. But not blow you off. Because the blow-job refers to the gooey affinity between snot and semen, snot and come. Intertexturality.


  Because he was drunk, his muffed pronunciation obliterated the distinction, the play, between intertextuality and intertexturality. Twice he tried to get his
  thickened tongue around the word and then gave up.


  Herdwick, the representative from the British Council, smiled tightly. He knew poets were supposed to be unreliable, but he was already composing his negative report.


  The younger poet rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. Rather imprecise, I agree. But probably, probably a coinage from the gay community. Which isnt noted for accuracy in
  these matters. I mean women dont smell of fish. Except very very very approximately. They smell of cunt. In my experience. But gays call all women fish, some gays. The
  misogynists. Anyway, some guy strokes his nose at you, happened to me in Venice, he probably wants to give you a blow-job.


  He grinned, loosened his tie and asked for an ashtray. Rysiek slid one across the table.


  It was partly  but only partly, as Ive explained  to cover the embarrassment created by this conversational essay that the elder poet asked his question.


  Very clearly Maurice asked Rysiek where he had been for the last hour while his guests had been waiting. It was the question an exasperated wife might have asked. But there was no exasperation
  in the elder poets voice  just amiable curiosity. As if Rysiek had been caught up in a political demonstration, or his car had broken down, or his mother had been taken ill. The tone
  of the question gave away nothing. Everyone knew that Rysiek had given his dentist a lift home. Vra had told them. So the phrasing of the question was important if it were not to sound
  rude.


  Weve all been wondering what youve been doing all this time with your delicious dentist. He laughed richly so that everyone would know it was a harmless joke.


  Rysieks brows gathered. I was driving her home.


  We know that. But was everything OK? Did something happen?


  Happen? Rysieks voice was tight, unamused.


  I dont know, something that delayed you. He grinned broadly to show he was teasing. Roadworks? A puncture, maybe?


  Rysiek shook his head very slightly. No. Nothing like that. Thats how long it takes.


  Very polite. Assiduous, even. The extra mile. The extra kilometre. You know how to be attentive to your guests. Well, the beautiful ones.


  The elder poets expression was flirtatious, roguish, but Vra was quick to head off the hint of reproach. No one treats a dentist lightly in Poland. You never know when you
  might need root-canal work. Some guests are more equal than others.


  I hope she was suitably grateful. Again the rich friendly laugh.


  We wont know until we see her next bill, Vra said, in a way that closed the topic down. Shall we eat?


  The younger poet pointed across the table to the elder poet. Amour courtois, courtly love. You should know all about that. Youre the bloody expert, mate.
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  As Vra removed her eye make-up with a cotton bud, she addressed her careful reflection in triplicate. They were a nightmare.


  Rysiek was reading in bed. He looked over his depressed clericals. He dragged his attention away from the memory of that scratchy kiss. Cant decide which of them was
  worse.


  The younger one was drunk. But the older one was poisonous, didnt you think? Trying to get you into bed with Jadwiga. Trying to talk you into bed with Jadwiga. Shes
  very nice, by the way. What else could she say?


  Rysiek addressed the back of her head. She is, isnt she?


  He was thinking: good thing we arent facing each other. Vra was thinking: this isnt quite a candid conversation. It is full of address. This is a careful conversation, an
  exchange, pretending to be casual. Why? She pulled down her lower lip the better to view her gums. As she looked in the mirror, the adjacent mirrors looked at each other, and she thought to
  herself: This is a mirror image of the poets conversation: apparently playful but actually tendentious, and ironically friendly.


  Her lip between her fingers lent her the disgusted look of someone poisoned in a play.


  As she lifted the duvet, she decided to check. Would he flinch away if she tried to suck his cock?  afraid she might taste the dentists detritus. In the event, he let her suck him
  off. Not a trace of a trace. As he groaned and jerked, she thought: Now take a rinse.
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  Wanking off and sucking off. Because the penis is on. Wank me and wank me off are two different statements. The second is more conclusive.


  Similarly, the expression its fucked, or cest foutu, isnt a reference to the process of being fucked  as if that were intrinsically
  demeaning. It is a reference to the completion of the process. And the fact that you can no longer do it. It no longer works. It is limp. It is broken. It is fucked.


  Another thought. Women never ask to be wanked off. They ask to be wanked. Which says a lot about the relative readiness of the womans average orgasm compared to a mans.
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  I first saw Christopher Logue in 1964, when he was giving a poetry reading at St Annes College JCR. I was late. As I tiptoed to a seat, Christopher was already launched into a poetic film
  script where Christ rode into Jerusalem with his three-foot-long penis erect between the asss ears. At question time, I asked him if he really intended this film to be made.


  Yes.


  Wouldnt there, I asked, be a casting problem with the penis?


  Papier-mch, dear boy, papier-mch.


  George Jacobs, Frank Sinatras valet: Hed stand there, drying off. I had never seen a white guy with a schlong like that. Id say, What? What you do, put
  olive oil on it when you were a kid? And in the same TV documentary, Mel Shavelson, a film director, said that Ava Gardner said that Frank only weighs seventy-five pounds
  soaking wet but all of its cock.


  The word schlong is reserved for magnitude. No one says, he had a little schlong.


  The names for the penis. Johnson, for example. A real name. So a joke name. Like choosing Osmiroid or Sheaffer as a pen-name. V. S. Montblanc. But implying that the penis is also a person in its
  own right. With a single-minded mind of its own. Large enough to secede from the body politic. I dont think anyone says, he had a tiny Johnson. All Johnsons are mega, are Johnson & Johnson. Eight-and-a-half-pounders, capable of
  surviving when separated from the host body.


  Boswell is famous for his Life of Johnson. In 1922, a century after his death, Boswells journals were discovered in Malahide Castle, north of Dublin, and at Fettercairn House,
  Aberdeen  respectively the homes of Lord Talbot de Malahide, a descendent, and Sir William Forbes, Boswells literary executor. They were published and edited by Frederick A. Pottle.
  They recount in detail the details of Boswells casual sexual encounters and transactions. They are Boswells Life of His Johnson.


  And in Michael Billingtons biography The Life and Work of Harold Pinter, we read on p. 17 that Pinters sexual adventurousness was the subject of envious
  ribaldry by his schoolfriends: Morris Wernick used to say that all he had to do if he wanted to go to a fancy dress ball was to hang his youga (Yiddish for penis) over his
  shoulder and go as a petrol pump.


  And in the Sunday Telegraph Magazine (29 July 2001)  a reprint from Vanity Fairs August issue  Judith Newman observed Matthew Freud in his skin-tight
  Agns B. leather trousers: how to put this delicately?  [they] leave no doubt as to the truth of something an ex-girlfriend had told me about him: He was my first proper
  boyfriend. It rather set a precedent, an expectation that has never quite been matched.


  I and everyone else on the Ponte Accademia in Venice have just watched a ginger Pit Bull ascend the wooden steps  wagging the biggest dogs penis I have ever seen, almost
  human in its dimensions. There was no one who didnt look, no one who wasnt interested.


  In the early hours, a young man keeps exposing himself by lifting his kilt at a wedding reception. He has a big schlong. Who is most impressed by big penises? We are all
  interested, of course we are. But I think you will find that men with big penises are the ones most impressed by men with big penises.
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  To Piotrs gradual surprise, Agnieszka made no attempt to contact him after she was hit on the side of the head with the rosewood handle of Basias umbrella.


  What did he expect? Obviously, she couldnt phone him at home. He thought she would phone him at work. Even if there were no one else in the common room  marking papers or drying
  their shoes at the wall-heater  he would adopt his customary neutral tone. His responses would be inconsequential. To her question, Why cant you meet me on Friday night?
  he would answer, No, I dont think its arrived yet. Or she would ask Piotr, Do you want to fuck me? And hed reply: Not all the work has been
  completed yet, but yes, as far as I know, thats the case. He thought this strategy might help to contain her outrage.


  But Agnieszka didnt phone. He could, of course, phone her. In some ways that was better because she shared an office at the Film Institute with only one other colleague, an older,
  divorced woman shed taken into her confidence. The truth was Piotr was afraid of her anger at his timidity, the way he had stood to one side  silent in the curious silence after the
  blow. That curt, wordless, forceful dak.


  Perhaps, he reasoned, she didnt wish to add to the pressure he was under? It was unlikely: Agnieszka had no way of knowing that Basia had summoned the entire family to a discussion of his
  infidelity. And, in any case, Agnieszkas consideration for others wasnt often evident. It wasnt selfishness but rather a principled egoism. She believed in the truth of her
  emotions. The important thing was not to live a lie. Other people, consideration for other people, putting their feelings first, inevitably meant putting your own feelings second. Hell is other
  people, Sartre said. But Agnieszkas conviction was unrelated to existentialist ideas of inauthenticity and mauvaise foi. In her case, she could imagine telling a lie in order to live
  in the truth.


  The concept of poetic truth appealed to her  the idea of something not literally true but nevertheless ideally true. The slow thistledown of stars, for example, their drift
  and cling, was something that struck her with renewed force whenever she removed her spectacles  and was looking over a lovers shoulder at the Milky Way. Her favourite poet was Marina
  Tsvetayeva.


  In fact, a week passed before she telephoned  to tell Piotr that the blow delivered by the umbrella handle had produced first a lump, expected by Agnieszka and therefore unsurprising, and
  then a tumour. Which was aggressive, according to the doctor. She wanted to be quite certain before she telephoned. Thats why shed waited. Her voice was quite steady and her tone
  factual.


  Piotr stared up at the Instytut ceiling with its elaborate nineteenth-century mouldings and the Greek islands of damp. He could see nothing for the pulsing blackness that shrouded his vision. He
  was finding it difficult to breathe. There was no saliva in his mouth.


  Piotr?


  When he tried to speak, he could manage only a whisper. Agnieszka. Her name in his mouth sounded like the scratch of a fountain pen.


  I cant hear you.


  I was saying your name. He began to breathe at last but his voice was unsteady. Tell me what happened.


  You know what happened.


  At the doctors.


  He says I should expect secondaries. It will metastasise.


  So is there going to be surgical intervention? Radium? Or chemo? What tests did he run?


  There was a long pause. No. Its hopeless, he says. A death sentence.


  See another doctor. Agnieszka, youve got to see another doctor.


  I want to die. Theres nothing to live for now.


  Piotr was shocked to find himself more worried about his wife than about Agnieszka. Somewhere in his mind he already thought of it as a vindictive tumour. And he wanted to know if Agnieszka had
  been to the police, whether his wife might be facing some kind of criminal charge, and how exactly it would be framed. But he did not dare ask directly in case he put the idea in her head.


  I have to see you, he said in a low voice, without thinking, as if there were someone else in the empty common room.


  Only if you spend the rest of my life with me.


  The arrangements for that shipment will require detailed forward planning, he said.


  Is there someone there? she asked.


  That is the correct state of affairs. The arrangements for that shipment 


  Agnieszka hung up with a clatter. And she didnt telephone again.
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  Basia was frying chicken livers and onions in the tiny kitchen when he told her about Agnieszkas tumour. She kept her back turned to him as he stood in the door-frame. These days she
  seldom glanced in his direction  much less looked him in the eyes. She took a pinch of salt with her right hand, rubbed a trickle into the pan and beat her hands clean like a pair of
  cymbals.


  Id take it with a pinch of salt, that tumour of hers.


  Basia, I have to see her.


  See her.


  On the wet chopping board, a few bloody shreds, seasoned flour with a red sticky edge.


  She might go to the police, he said.


  Or a lawyer, more likely. See her. Find out.


  You dont believe her, do you?


  Doesnt matter either way. Whether shes lying. Which she is. Or if its the truth, in which case shell die before the case is settled.


  What if its a criminal case? What if it isnt a civil action?


  Lay the table.


  Basia was tempted to tell Piotr about her own lover.


  Just to balance the hurt. But she ate without lifting her eyes from the plate.
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  A year ago, when Basia interviewed Witold for Curtain (the Krakow performance arts quarterly), she was fascinated by the way he crossed and uncrossed his legs. Like a professional gambler
  cutting a new deck of cards. So swift and practised. When he answered a difficult question, he ran the end of his cigarette around the ashtray while he thought. The caressing threat of a burning
  cigarette was one of Basias oldest sexual fantasies  an undisclosed but reliably exciting resource.


  His face was almost ugly but he had the dancers narrow hips, scooped buttocks, veined arms and hands. A grey suede belt, two centimetres wide, emphasised his minute waist. The sleeves of
  his T-shirts were cut high or rolled to expose the shoulder muscle above the biceps and the glistening wires of armpit hair. He smoked papirosy because of their stylish length and ran his
  long fingers through his black hair.


  After the third drink Basia asked him about Nijinkayas choreography for Les Noces. He fixed her with his grey eyes in silence until she looked down at the point of his cigarette,
  and he said: Look at my lips. Not every man in ballet is homosexual. Did you know that?
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  And yet he turned out to be homosexual and they turned out not to be lovers. They were like Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky. Full penetrative intercourse never took place. Fellatio,
  cunnilingus, mutual masturbation, penetration with suitably shaped deodorants, even a little whipping  yes. Straightforward fucking  no. Never. Had they been married, either of them
  could have applied successfully to the Vatican for an annulment on the grounds of non-consummation. As could President Clinton and Monica Lewinsky, had they been married. What the President meant
  was I did not have full penetrative sex with that woman. After all, the thing Clinton wanted to say was impossible to say on national television  I never fucked her,
  OK? Everyone would have understood that.


  Witolds apartment was small but empty. The walls, windows and ceiling were covered with kitchen foil. The concrete floor was painted silver, too, though it looked a very pale grey
  compared to the reflective walls. The large double bed was covered completely by one red velvet theatre curtain with a freeway of gold swagging along the right-hand edge. Witold had acquired it
  from the Bergen Schillertheater in Rgen when the building was closed after an electrical fire. The curtain no longer smelled of smoke. Witold had drenched it many times in eau de cologne. In
  fact, if you looked closely, it was possible to see in the pile a relief map of scent stains. This half-curtain took up half of the one room. Otherwise it was empty. It was itself a theatre set, an
  almost deserted stage.


  The bathroom, on the other hand, was a wardrobe, a walk-in closet  except that walking in was impossible. It was a squeeze-in closet, a library of clothes on coat hangers on three
  horizontal chromium rods. You had to crawl to the lavatory. The shower was unusable. Witold washed in the kitchen at the sink, using an abrasive flannel and great splashes of cologne. The oven was a cupboard for shoes, socks and underwear. His diet was necessarily restricted. Witold ate bread and ring after ring of cold sausage, which now and then doubled as a dildo.


  Why didnt Basia and Witold actually fuck?
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  Mens cocks have the same variety as womens breasts  the full range. And yet they differ from womens breasts. Not because they can be harder. I once felt the breasts
  of an adolescent girl which were hard. Cocks differ from breasts because no man has ever wished his cock smaller. The impulse is always towards enlargement. Always. If the penis is flaccid, its
  owner wishes it erect.


  This is Flaubert to Louise Colet (15 July 1853): Life! Life! To have erections! That is everything, the only thing that counts!


  When its erect, he wishes it larger.


  [image: ]


  Von Humboldt Fleischer in Saul Bellows novel Humboldts Gift is based on Delmore Schwarz, who is granted the boast of a large penis. He hammers on the bathroom door of
  a certain Ginnie, a Bennington girl, shouting, You dont know what youre missing. Im a poet. I have a big cock.


  There is an interesting, unconscious pun which animates the Bennington girls bathroom door episode. Why is Humboldt so elated, so manic? Because he has persuaded a grandee, Longstaff, to
  accede to one of his schemes: he had been delighted when Humboldt explained that he wanted the Belisha Foundation to endow a chair for him at Princeton.

  
  Von Humboldt Fleischer, then, is well endowed. Thanks to a piece of unconscious wordplay.


  Humboldt also spreads lurid sexual gossip about T. S. Eliot. As did Delmore Schwarz, presumably. About Eliot he seemed to know strange facts no one else had ever heard.


  Once in the Caf Royal, I discussed with Valerie Eliot the homosexual interpretation of The Waste Land by John Peter  which was published in F. W. Batesons Essays
  in Criticism but withdrawn when Eliot protested and threatened legal action. I was puzzled that Eliot should have intervened. His attitude to interpretation in The Use of Poetry and the Use
  of Criticism is that the poems existence is somewhere between the writer and the reader: its meaning is a transaction between authorial intention and readers
  conception.


  His widow explained that he had acted very reluctantly on the vehement advice of Helen Gardner and Janet Adam Smith. So an Oxford professor and the assistant literary editor of the
  Listener  not Eliot  decided that a non-negotiable propriety had been transgressed.


  I told Valerie that the article was still on the open shelves of the Bodleian Library. As for the substance of Peters article, Valerie dismissed it: Nothing wrong with Tom in that
  department. (Addendum: in the New Yorker for 30 September 2002 Louis Menand reviewed Carole Seymour-Joness biography of Vivienne Eliot. In the course of his piece, Menand
  remarks: Eliot was happy in his second marriage, which seems to have been a case of complete love of the married type. (There was nothing wrong with Tom, if thats your
  implication, Valerie Eliot once told an interviewer who asked why Eliots first marriage had been a failure.))


  In Mrs Eliots house there are two large oil portraits of Eliot by Sir Gerald Kelly, one in the living room, the other in the kitchen. In the living room Eliots overcoat is arranged
  over his crotch. In the kitchen, though, the seams, the folds, the mass, are revealingly on show. (Nothing is unimportant about a great man, Schoenberg said, adding that he
  would have liked to see Mahler tying his tie.)


  But someone must have said something.


  It must have been an interesting conversation when the precisely clerical Eliot delicately approached the point. As he must have done, you think, when you consider Gerald Kellys
  third portrait of Eliot, which can be seen on the cover of Roy Davids Ltds Manuscripts and Letters, Portraits, Artefacts and Works of Art (Catalogue VI, 1999). There the crotch area
  is masked by an open book (a few bold strokes, perfunctorily dashed off) and its shadow (thoroughly occluding).


  But perhaps the public and private manner were very different. All the same, Valerie once showed me a love letter Eliot wrote her when they lived together. It was immensely touching and
  touching, too, that Eliot addressed in his letter the oddity of his writing what he could say directly to his beloved wife. He says he is a writer  and so he will write. And now his widow
  has the record of his love expressed as exactly as Eliot could record it. She need not trust to memory. And also Eliot obviously wanted posterity to know in the end how much he adored his wife.


  He wrote a love letter to Valerie every Sunday and left it by her bedside.


  In his last letter, which I havent seen myself, Eliot wrote to Valerie that, as an Anglican, he believed in the after-life. But in case they didnt meet when they were both dead, he
  wanted her to know that his life with her made up the happiest years of his life. Valerie showed this letter to the Eliot scholar Christopher Ricks after a lunch at the Connaught where much wine
  had been drunk. He burst into tears.


  Bellows Mr Sammler, in Mr Sammlers Planet, when confronted by the black pick-pockets huge aubergine-coloured (tan-and-purple) penis, later lets drop
  that he used to think himself comely enough in that region, though circumcised. I imagine he is speaking for Bellow. Whose sexual pride must have been undermined by James
  Atlass biography  which publishes, on the one hand, a photograph of an oil painting by a former wife, where the well-hung, visibly circumcised author is cavorting nude in a
  sub-Matisse hedonistic dance. On the other hand, though, there is the testimony of several sexual partners that Bellow was unimaginative in the sack. Uninventive. Penetration and pure
  piston-action.


  Poor Bellow. In its way, for Bellow, this very uninventiveness was actually a triumph. Or so I affectionately imagine. In Herzog, Herzogs sexual shortcoming is his short coming
   the swiftness of his orgasm, the brevity of the balling before. Herzogs selfishness  as a confidante of his ex-wife euphemistically refers to it  is
  premature ejaculation. In many respects, Herzog and Bellow are identical. Were they identical in the matter of premature ejaculation, then all that satirised, uninventive, unimaginative vigor (the
  American orthography is tauter, harder) represents a sexual conquest over the self. Unselfishness. That comely, sizeable, inevitably circumcised schlong put at the service of
  others.


  Inevitably circumcised, we say of Jews. Except that many of them are uncircumcised. For example, my wifes brothers. Their parents, an English psychiatrist father, with dissenter and
  Quaker ancestry, and a Russian Jewish mother, decided that their children would be safer uncircumcised. They had recent first-hand experience of Germany under the Nazis. The elder son, was born in
  1936, the younger in 1938. Both brothers are unanimous that circumcision is a medical barbarity, and that this, not Nazi anti-Semitism, is the reason for their parents decision. Is there
  perhaps a scintilla of sexual chauvinism in their attribution of motive?


  In Ira Nadels biography of Tom Stoppard, we learn that Stoppard and his elder brother, both Jews, are not both circumcised. I think we can deduce that the younger brother is the
  uncircumcised brother. An anti-fascist, anti-anti-Semitic measure.


  Derrida, the 2002 documentary film directed by Kirby Dick and Amy Ziering Kofman, discloses that the Jewish Derrida chose not to have his son Pierre circumcised. The film does not tell us
  why.


  Paul Steinberg recounts in Speak You Also, his memoir of being in Auschwitz, that everyone stared at him in the showers when he arrived, because he was uncircumcised.


  Painter Working, Reflection, 19923, Lucian Freuds late self-portrait, nude but for boots, brush and palette, was much complimented for its candour  Rembrandt
  wrinkles, the penis en plein vue  but actually it is impossible to say from the impasto whether this Jew is circumcised or not. If anything, the pigment proposes a prepuce, though one
  presumes the contrary.


  Joyces Leopold Bloom  a free-thinking Jew  refers to his foreskin. It sticks to his underwear after he has surreptitiously masturbated.


  This wet is very unpleasant. Stuck. Well the foreskin is not back. Better detach.


  Ow!
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  Why didnt Basia and Witold fuck? Why did they only fuck? Partly it was Basias concession to fidelity. Until Witold had penetrated her and ejaculated, there was a
  corner, a cul-de-sac, which was forever and only Piotrs. Partly it was Witolds sexual disinclination, too. All vaginas contain a natural antiseptic which allows for the safe
  introduction of unsterile objects. Like unsterile penises. Nevertheless, penetrative sex often creates vaginal infections  thrush, yeast infections, cystitis. The antiseptic is also
  anti-spermicidal, though not to be relied on as a contraceptive method. In Basias case, the acid content of this natural antiseptic was high enough to produce an extra redness in
  Witolds penis  verging on soreness, though never quite achieving it.


  Or it may have been the alkaline content.


  How did Witold know this was the case if he had never penetrated Basia? How could his penis verge on soreness, without ever quite achieving it?


  To explain this, it is necessary to explain the concept of fidelity, as Basia perceived it. Fidelity wasnt something literal and pedantic. It was a fundamental mental posture, the
  essential truth.


  She and Witold had fucked each other. But only twice. At the very beginning. So the existential truth was that Basia was faithful to Piotr and that Witolds penis had also verged on
  soreness.


  In any case, the prohibition on vaginal intercourse encouraged excitement, obscenity and perversity in other areas. Basia was able to preserve her virtue, even as Witold pissed, with difficulty,
  into her mouth  a purely mechanical difficulty created by his erection. Psychologically, they both wanted the drilling drench, the water cannon. In practice, the few strained drops were the
  perfect sexual synecdoche.


  And there was another reason for the vaginal prohibition. Basia did not believe in the purity of Witolds heterosexuality and she did not want to give Piotr AIDS. So, rather than swallow
  Witolds semen, she told him to come on her face. Which he naturally preferred as a well-known pornographic topos. In porno films, ejaculation always takes place outside the vagina 
  otherwise the punter cant see the orgasm. The face is an inappropriate and therefore preferred site because it is degrading to the woman. The (mutual) desire for degradation makes the
  face the appropriate telos.


  Did I say that neither Basia nor Witold discussed these things? They simply happened in sexual silence, thoughtlessly. Neither discussed nor thought about, except subliminally.
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  The reason Basia never told Piotr about her lover was that, by then, they were no longer lovers. Witold had found someone else  a man. Also Basia was deeply persuaded by her own
  fundamental disposition towards fidelity. More, her righteous indignation with Piotr would be compromised if she indulged her instinct for revenge and sexual counter-strike. As it was, she could
  count on everyones sympathy.
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  The family conference about Piotrs infidelity took place one Sunday afternoon in his brother Czesławs new apartment on the outskirts of Warsaw. It was also the
  architects 51st birthday. The seal on the frosted bottle of Żubrwka was broken with a click  of plectrum on fingernail. Piotr thought of Agnieszka performing her poems,
  head bent over her guitar like a nursing mother. He listened, reproved, to the rustle, the sigh of the foil cap and the single tut-tut it took to pour a glass. Soon the white carved wooden
  tray would hold nine squat glasses  their clarity iced to ground glass  which would leave broken links of damp on the wood.


  Fuck all this pathetic fucking pathetic fallacy, thought Piotr.


  Czesław hadnt yet put up curtains. On the twentieth floor, they hardly seemed essential. Piotr looked down at the builders rubble and the canopy of cow parsley flourishing
  between the blocks of new flats. He turned back to the room for the birthday toast.


  The vodka made for frankness. Basias parents sat in their coats. Her father looked down and turned his flat cap to the right like a steering wheel. They were both hurt and surprised by
  his behaviour. They would find it hard to forgive him.


  I find it hard to forgive myself, Piotr said.


  Youve behaved like a complete shit, his mother-in-law said.


  You cant be harder on me than I am on myself.


  Anyone can be sorry, his mother-in-law said. But the damage is done now. Saying sorry wont mend anything. Whats that supposed to mean? Sorry.


  His eczemas back on his legs. Thats what it means. It was Basia, defending him against her parents. He looked up gratefully, but she wouldnt meet his eyes. She
  was stern yet in a strange way looked more vulnerable than usual. Younger. Touching.


  Piotr realised that she wasnt wearing eye make-up.


  He felt outmanoeuvred. Clean-shaven. Normal. Criminal. Why had he agreed to this ludicrous show trial?


  What we want to know, isnt it, is what he intends to do about it? It was his mother-in-law again.


  Piotr wondered why Basias mother never mentioned the time  almost twenty years ago now, at a New Year party  she had kissed her future son-in-law and put her tongue in his
  mouth. He was standing with his arms folded outside the toilet when she came out, saw him, kissed him expertly and rejoined the party. Piotr hadnt been in the least surprised, actually. They
  were drunk but it wasnt a drunken kiss. It had seemed perfectly natural  proper, even  an acknowledgement of an ordinary fact. It was never repeated, never alluded to, written
  off by both as an alcoholic indiscretion. But the eidetic spark of mutual attraction was there for the first five years of his marriage and only gradually faded. They used to get on well, Piotr and
  his mother-in-law.


  Edward, Piotrs younger, unmarried brother, said nothing. His sister, Nadia, also said nothing. She had parted from her husband over a similar affair and sat there like a reproach and a
  warning.


  Piotrs father and Czesław spoke of the temptation, the vanity, of the male. Piotr knew they were defending him but their generic argument offended his sense of individuality.
  He wasnt flattered by the gift of Agnieszkas youth and beauty. It wasnt his vanity, it was his mortality that drove him. He didnt want to remain young. He wanted to be
  alive before he died. That was all.


  The kids told me how sorry he is, Czesław concluded. And I think thats pretty obvious. He doesnt want to risk losing Basia and the kids.
  Theyre the most important thing in his life. He knows that.


  And Czesław put his arm around Piotrs shoulders. A toast. A toast to Piotr and Basia.
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  But later, walking in the waste land between the new apartment blocks, Czesław was less friendly. You stupid cunt. What the fuck do you think you were doing, you prick. The
  elder brother dressing down the younger. They faced each other. Czesław tore the cigarette out of Piotrs mouth. Smoking. Why are you fucking smoking? You are so stupid.
  You dont fucking smoke.


  You made my lip bleed. Piotr touched his lower lip and looked at his finger.


  I dont give a fuck about your fucking lip. Czesław threw the cigarette on the grass and ground it to pieces.


  Both men were slightly breathless. As if they had been running up stairs. Piotr wondered why Czesław was so angry.


  For fucks sake! Putting everything at risk. Your whole fucking life for a fucking fuck. I cant fucking believe it. In your own fucking house. Jesus.


  Piotr could smell cheese on Czesławs breath. He wanted to cry. He wasnt sure he could trust himself to speak.


  OK, he said. Ill try to explain. But his voice kept vanishing. The tests I had. Because of Ma. He shook his head. His eyes looked up to the
  right. His mouth stretched.


  Take it easy, Piotr. Easy now. There were tears in Czesławs voice, too.


  The point is. The point is. Shit. With her. I just think about her. Her cunt. He was staring at Czesławs lavish tie knot. I want to live, you know. Before I die.
  And she understands that. Piotr looked up and met his brothers grey eyes under the tangle of eyebrows. Agnieszka says were like mayflies. We only live for an
  afternoon.


  Something changed in Czesławs eyes. A point of light.


  I dont know whether I should tell you this, our kid. Czesław pushed his lips forward, ruefully. Anyway. But thats exactly what Agnieszka said to me when I
  was fucking her.


  The two brothers shook their heads and smiled at each other.


  Incredible.


  It is. Fucking incredible.


  And they started comparing notes about Agnieszka in bed.


  Three weeks later the affair began again. In spite of everything. And, in spite of everything, Piotr still believed that we are mayflies who only live for the afternoon.


  Nothing more was heard about Agnieszkas tumour.
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  But cynicism and prudence had entered the love affair between Piotr and Agnieszka. How carefully he washed his cock with Lifeguard, a particularly pungent soap with a high coal-tar constituent.
  Now they fucked at the Film School on an improvised bed in a basement storeroom, next to a staff toilet. There were keys to both. Afterwards, Piotr stood on tiptoe at the toilet washbasin, resting
  his scrotum on the rim, as he eased his ragged soapy prepuce back and forth  wishing there were hot water with its greater cleansing power.


  Cynicism lay between them like cold sperm on the single sheet. Like a map of the Hel peninsula. Piotr found himself wondering why Agnieszka hadnt suggested the storeroom as a venue
  before. Why in Gods name had they ever risked the flat? Because, he thought, she wanted to be caught. So they could be together for the rest of their lives. So they could have
  children, grow old together. There was the mayflys abbreviated intensity. Equally, there were the inextinguishable embers of a grand passion.


  But Piotr no longer believed in their great exclusive passion.


  Cynicism raised its unruly blond eyebrows.


  It lay between them like his brother Czesław. Who had shared with Piotr a great many items in Agnieszkas sexual repertoire. Czesław who valued most  as did Piotr 
  Agnieszkas willingness to allow her lover  Piotr, Czesław, whoever  access to her fantasies. With all their shit and shame and trembling excitement.


  Agnieszka was still a great fuck. A great fuck.


  Piotr would send her postcards of the Picasso bathing hut series from the thirties and the illicit affair with Marie-Thrse Walter. See our full range of swimwear.
  Price reductions! Bargain basement! Exclusive Key-Cutting Service.
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  Basia, of course, knew that Piotrs affair with Agnieszka was still a going concern. It was the reek of coal tar. She never bought Lifeguard for the family.
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  Three nude self-portraits.


  One of Stravinsky, two of Helmut Newton.


  On p. 69 of Igor and Vra Stravinsky: A Photograph Album 1921 to 1971, edited by Robert Craft (Thames and Hudson, 1982), there are four nude studies of Stravinsky. Or, rather,
  three, since in one photograph Stravinsky is wearing a floral swimming costume and two-tone white and tan shoes. In this photograph, he is dressing to his right and his penis, though concealed, is
  three-quarters erect. Joe Orton, in the same spirit, stuffed toilet paper into his underpants for a photograph whose focal point was his enlarged crotch.


  Picture 85 shows Stravinsky fully nude, left hand on his pelvis, apparently about to bathe in a river on whose opposite bank a white horse is cropping the long grass. (I say
  apparently because Stravinsky never learned to swim.) Stravinskys circumcised penis is clearly visible. The photograph was taken in July 1912 at Ustilug in Russia. According to
  Craft, Stravinsky seems to have sent copies of this photograph to Maurice Delage and Florent Schmitt.


  The more revealing caption, however, is appended to a more anodyne nude photograph of Stravinskys rear. Viz: 1923 Chteau-Thierry. Stravinsky was proud of his muscle
  tone  he did daily gymnastics  but perhaps this is not the full explanation for his having preserved photographs of himself in the buff. Crafts implication, his innuendo
   that Stravinsky was proud of his penis  doesnt really make sense here. Of four photographs only two display the penis. It is invisible in this photograph  where the
  only explanation, therefore, can be Stravinskys pride in his muscle tone. Had the caption appeared under the July 1912 photograph taken at Ustilug, it would have made perfect
  sense. Craft is torn, I should say, between prurience and privacy  both perfectly understandable feelings. He is both biographer and protector, exposing the truth and sheltering the beloved
  subject. So the innuendo is there in his caption but misleadingly applied to the wrong photograph.


  Craft previously addressed the subject in Stravinsky in Pictures and Documents by Vera Stravinsky and Robert Craft (Simon and Schuster, 1978): on p. 387 Craft quotes from his own diary
  for 8 August 1949 on the score of Stravinskys earthiness. Stravinsky talks about farting as much as Mozart wrote about it in his letters. As a child he once ate his own shit to see what it
  tasted like  sans got. Craft reports that this incident had been described by Stravinsky three times this summer. It might also be concluded
  by anyone who happened to see Stravinskys surprisingly large collection of photographs of himself in the nude that he is exhibitionistic. Certainly he likes sunbathing and is proud of his
  muscles, but, at the same time, he does not bother to cover himself, or to wear a bathing suit  which he does not have, in any case, since he cannot swim. According to Craft,
  Stravinskys conversation made frequent references to his penis (poire/syringe). The full explanation, we infer from all this, is Stravinskys sexual exhibitionism
  in addition to his physical pride.


  In Issue 25 of Aret, Robert Craft gave an interview in which he was asked if Stravinskys penis was fluffed for the nude photographs. He conceded it might
  be.


  It doesnt give me a hard on: in Russian, Stravinskys favourite negative critical judgement.


  I wonder when his sexual powers began to fail.


  Why has no one written about this inevitability for all men? In 1998, the year of Stanley Tuccis comically anti-climactic Big Night, Brian Podmore was so depressed I went to Umbria
  especially to see him. Brian made his money, or some of it, by repositioning Personnel Management as Human Resources. He invented the trade name Mandragorax. He was a design
  consultant, the son of the man who invented design consultancy, and described his work as selling hope  in a bottle. Yes. For over fifteen years hed been suffering from
  motor neurone disease  a very long time to survive the onset of that disease. He worked from home  a palatial converted farmhouse about thirty miles from Grosseto, at the end of a
  dark avenue of cypresses. Brian designed a sprinkler system to lay the dust. Cars set off the system as they approached his gates. I like my cypresses the black-brown of the perfect
  ristretto. In his bathroom, there was a suit of transparent polyurethane armour on a chair, white or neutral rather than beige. Greaves. Breastplate. Backplate. Armlets. Like an art school
  schema, the ghost of a de Chirico.


  Unarm, Eros; the long days task is done.


  He was in bed every time I visited and I noticed dandruff in his beard as I bent to kiss him. In a measured voice, he told me that he was depressed because he could no longer get an erection
   Not that I would like this to be a matter of general discussion but I dont mind you knowing. I assume that his complex medication made Viagra out of the question. The
  very last time I spoke to him on the telephone, I could hear his wife and the unmistakable note of tenderness in her voice when she spoke to Brian.


  Her love didnt preclude taking a lover, whom Brian knew about, though not his name, or his profession, or anything personal. Brian managed to feel sorry for her lover and his minor role.
  It was the alternative to envy. Envy, not jealousy. Of his bit part.


  Nor did impotence debar Brian from falling in love with a series of sun-tanned young women  women paid to read to him, who took dictation, who answered his emails, who brought the
  telephone to his ear  without in any way depleting the constant flow of love directed at his wife. And because he was impotent, he did not feel that he was lecherous  only pure,
  aesthetic, a connoisseur of beauty. Until, of course, he found himself wanting to see their fannies, wishing to watch them wank. He was like a man with an eating disorder avidly reading recipes.
  Sex starved. Hideously hungry. Tormented, deliciously, by all these appetitlich girls.


  Gavin Ewart specialised in comic dirty poems. Ive already quoted from one, Circe. I remember a series, a comic bestiary based on words like the dildo and
  the masturbon. When we were in New York together, as part of a poetry jamboree in 1980, he told me he was impotent but sexually active, because young women, or a high percentage,
  appreciated indefatigable cunnilingus.


  (I thought of Geoffrey Hills strenuous poetic alter ego, Sebastian Arrurruz: my tongue in your cleft all night. All night. All night in the wrong place. Or if not the
  wrong place, if better than nothing, if in the right general area, still not the ideal place. No wonder it took all night.)


  Gavins disclosure tells us something important about sex. We know the power of mind over matter in sex. We know also the power of matter over mind  how an erection affects our
  thinking, enables us to think the unthinkable, which in turn consolidates the erection. It is a symbiosis and a circularity, which is nevertheless not dependent on an unbroken circuit. Gavin Ewart
  tells us that, in the course of a lifetime, the mind is habituated to thinking about sex  addicted, permanently sexualised, easily equal to overriding a small disability like impotence. Why,
  otherwise, would impotent men turn to Viagra? Not simply to please their wives. Why dont impotent men lose the desire with the lost function? It isnt only nostalgia  the desire
  for desire. Desire itself survives.


  This is David Hockney talking about late Picasso: Picasso died when he was, what, 91? Up until the last year of his life he was still painting in his studio. He wasnt very tall,
  probably under five feet, six inches, and there hed stand, completely naked, in his studio, with his dogs. Imagine that puckered little bum! But what was he painting so ferociously? Huge
  canvases of female genitalia  the lot! Explicit, overt, sexual images. Now, just think what would have happened if hed been in an old peoples home. What would the nurses have
  said? Theres a filthy old man upstairs, bollock naked, painting disgusting pictures of womens fannies and things. Hell have to go!


  Helmut Newtons Portraits (Quartet, 1987) has an introduction in the form of an interview between Newton and Carol Squiers, which took place in New York in the spring of 1987. It
  contains this exchange:


  C S: When you photographed yourself in the nude in 1976, your clothes were very neatly folded on a chair in the picture. But when you photograph women who are nude, their clothes are
  scattered everywhere, in a kind of wild abandon.


  [A non-question pretending to a vestigial feminism.]


  H N: Im quite a tidy person. I would hate to live in disorder and I cannot work in disorder. But this is interesting  I create that disorder  I want the model to take
  all her clothes off and just dump them. [Non-answer as both parties wonder if they can actually discuss the nude self-portrait: earlier in the interview Newton expresses his outrage when a woman
  photographer  probably Annie Leibovitz  wanted him to take his cock out of his pants.] That self-portrait was included in a European catalogue, and I said to June [his
  wife]: Maybe I shouldnt put that in  it shows how small my prick is. Its not very impressive!


  Actually, there are two nude self-portraits in Portraits. One shows Newtons nude reflection in a hotel wardrobe mirror. The clothes are on the chair. A Herms hold-all is on
  the bed. The photograph is taken so the head is cut off in the mirror. The cock is small. There is a second photograph (taken in 1973) of the nude Newton, this time reflected in a bathroom mirror,
  quite close up. His torso is covered with three electronic pads for an electrocardiogram at the Lenox Hill Hospital, New York. The circumcised penis is closer and larger  but not bigger. It
  is only more tumescent.
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