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For Geza Vermes





James M’Cann’s hobby to row me o’er the ferry ... To heaven by water.

Ulysses 

– James Joyce



‘Such,’ he said, ‘O King, seems to me the present life of men on earth, in comparison with that time which to us is uncertain, as if when on a winter’s night you sit feasting with your earls and thanes, a single sparrow should fly swiftly into the hall, and coming in at one door, instantly fly out through another. In that time in which it is indoors it is indeed not touched by the fury of the winter, but yet, this smallest space of calmness being passed almost in a flash, from winter going into winter again, it is lost to your eyes. Somewhat like this appears the life of a man; but of what follows or what went before, we are utterly ignorant.

Ecclesiastical History of the English People

	–	The Venerable Bede, 731 ad






PROLOGUE

Deep in the Kalahari, two brothers, Guy and David Cross, no longer young, are sitting by a campfire. The sun as it descends is setting light – in an act of mindless arson – to the cirrus clouds that appeared unexpectedly in the middle of the afternoon, so that for a few minutes these clouds look like the flags of a medieval army. The brothers have long and unkempt – pilgrim – hair. The older brother, Guy Cross, is reciting, staring upwards at forty-five degrees, as he is inclined to do when smoking dope:



I caught this morning morning’s minion, kingdom of

daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his

riding

   Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and

striding

High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing

   In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing,

   As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and

   gliding

   Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding

Stirred for a bird, — the achieve of; the mastery of the

thing!



Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here

   Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a

billion

Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!



   No wonder of it: shéer plód makes plough down sillion

Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,

   Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold vermillion.



And indeed the embers of the brothers’ own little fire are unstable beneath the blackened, cherished kettle, and occasionally crumble and fall, to release for a moment from their depths gold vermilion, curiously free of smoke.

Guy Cross has tears in his eyes. He is easily moved.

‘Shit, that’s beautiful. Sorry, it gets me every time,’ he says.

‘No problem,’ says David Cross. ‘I am in my ecstasy.’

He feels a rushing, unstoppable love for his older brother, whom he has barely seen in the last forty years.

The stars are appearing as the lurid sunset subsides, soaking away beneath the rim of the vast, flat, inscrutable earth.

David Cross mouths: L’amor che muove il sole e l’altre stelle. The love that moves the sun and the other stars.

And the stars are now implausibly bright, scattered carelessly like lustrous seed across the southern sky.





1

The truth is, David thinks, that none of us has a clue, although Brian, who lived in Hong Kong twenty years ago, believes he does. We are all losing our hold on small things; the world we were brought up in, and we thought belonged to us, is losing us in the dense, moving panorama which surrounds us. Our forms are still here but they are short on substance.

Brian is ordering. He knows a few words of Cantonese, or maybe it’s Mandarin, and he believes he is charming the waitress, who wears a cheongsam of that shiny silky brocade material the Chinese favour. Woven into the cerulean sheen are little pictograms of herons. When you look at them closely you see that there are only two herons, flying around or standing knee-deep in water, endlessly repeated. The buttons, you discover, are frogs.

Some time ago David gave up on Chinese food and took up Japanese for its undoubted health advantages. But for these lunches – once or twice a year – they always meet here, in Lisle Street, and they all know that it is a ritual which must be closely observed, even down to the taking of the monosodium glutamate.

The waitress has very sturdy legs, which are at odds with her small, delicately porcelain face, the face of a child, perhaps sent here from some poor rural town in the north of China. These people are anyway going to inherit the earth; they have a certain steeliness, and they don’t need or want our understanding or sympathy.

Brian has the bit between his teeth. He’s ordering soup and sesame toasts and char siu pau, which – every time – he tells them is bread dough with barbecue-pork stuffing, and most times he recommends something Szechuan, which, he reminds them, is hot. The people in Szechuan, he says, not only like chilli but are very tall. He orders something called Man and Wife Offal Slices, which will undoubtedly bring sweat to their scalps. The waitress smiles at his witticisms, but her eyes are as glassy as a heron’s. One of the first poetic images David remembers is the mussel pooled and the heron Priested shore in Dylan Thomas. He no longer asks himself why he suddenly remembers things without warning. Or why he finds emotion rising in gusts, unbidden: that child missing in the Algarve; Tony Blair saying my hand on my heart, I have done what I thought was right; a cheetah cub being killed by a lion on TV. In recent days all these had caused that treacherous welling from the depths.

He suddenly gets a strong gust of a forgotten fragrance. It is urgently rushing in to fill a space that he has unconsciously kept vacant. He remembers the small takeaway, decorated with two tasselled lanterns, on the high street near his parents’ house in Ewell, where they sometimes ordered sweet-and-sour pork, in those days, small hard kernels of a deep-fried porky batter in a sweet sticky sauce. The recollection is inexplicably pleasurable, like the emotions you have in the cinema, which have no real consequences. When those boys in the Territorial Army complain about serving in Iraq and about how badly they are being treated, it’s because up until now they had only been play-acting, without expecting to see real death or to experience real pain. Nobody signs up for that. When he reported from war zones, David always felt mysteriously protected from what was going on around him, although in his rational mind he knew it was an illusion.

He looks round in the direction of this scent, which dates from the time of carbolic soap, and sees, in robustly threaded garments, an elderly couple – not that much older than he is, but from another era – tucking in. The man’s tweed hat rests on the table. His hair is grey although stained the colour of nicotine at the tips of the wings, which are trained over the tops of his ears. The woman, pinched by years of disappointment – so David imagines – wears a pale-blue quilted waistcoat.

He smiles at them.

‘Sorry to peer. That smells lovely. I wish we had chosen it.’

‘It’s our favourite,’ she says, smiling warmly. ‘We live in Cornwall.’

‘Marvellous, enjoy.’

Even as he says it, he knows that the man, who looks annoyed by this spontaneous bonhomie, will hate that metropolitan injunction: enjoy.

‘You still know how to talk to the common people, I see,’ says Julian.

‘Nice couple. Up from Cornwall. They were pleased to find someone in London who can speak English. How’s old Brian getting on?’

‘Old Brian’s well away. Speaking in tongues.’

‘Yes, I am,’ says Brian, breaking off for a moment. ‘I plead guilty to being more worldly and cosmopolitan than the rest of you.’

‘You are. No question. Are you engaged to Tiger Lil yet?’

‘I’ve given her the deposit for a house. She’s just off to ring the agent.’

Here we are again: Brian officiating, Julian quiet and watchful. Adam half drunk already, a pinkish aureole on each cheek, Simon looking subdued; Simon always starts quietly, as though it has been difficult for him to accept that these are his friends, friends of the inalienable sort, not necessarily the people he would have chosen in an ideal world, but ones with, as the police say, previous.

‘I’ve ordered Peking duck for the traditionalists.’

‘Brilliant. As you know, we would eat bogies with sesame seed if you ordered them. Where you go on any culinary voyage, we follow.’

‘Oh shit.’

‘What?’

‘Adam’s already drunk half a bottle and the Jiaozi dumplings and soup haven’t even arrived.’

Adam raises his glass.

‘Chill. Here’s to that nice Mr Brown, our new leader.’

David still believes Blair is a fine person and prime minister and that the new man will flounder. Politics has changed: Brown is from a different time, like something discovered when a glacier moves, and nobody will like him when they discover the truth. The waitress now brings the dumplings, the soup, the char siu pau and some other unspecified bits in little baskets stacked one on top of the other. Brian opens the baskets, glances inside, and closes the lids quickly, as though he is expecting small creatures to pop out if he isn’t quick.

‘He’s bonkers,’ says Simon.

‘I don’t think he’s bonkers. He’s overly rational,’ says Julian.

‘Sadly, politics is not rational. You remember what Macmillan said when he was asked what the pitfalls of a political career were: Events, my boy, events.’

Of course they all know what Macmillan said, and they also remember him, the prime minister of their boyhood, a bewhiskered old grandee, with sagging eye pouches like empty purses, defiantly Edwardian. Even then it was a mystery how he came to be cast as leader. The memory of Macmillan touches David: it seems so distant. He’s beginning to see his childhood as his children see it: lost somewhere, stranded in an age of mist. The black-and-white family photographs, with their donkeys and beaches and your mother in a one-piece Jantzen swimsuit, help create the impression that the wheel turns pretty quickly. When he sees pictures of himself at the age of eight or ten, he sees an imposter, some little stranger who has come through the wainscot. The Water-Babies was his favourite book and the feeling that his childhood may not have happened as he remembers it is fostered by that book: for a few years he wasn’t sure if he was real or a creature of the sea. And of course he hadn’t realised that it was a tract against child exploitation; Tom was, as Blake wrote in Songs of Innocence, a little black thing among the snow – exploited labour.

Ed, at thirty-two, thinks of me as encumbered by my past. To him I am a Bactrian camel, staggering along laden with all sorts of goods which nobody needs or wants any longer. In fact all of us here are in some way trying to prepare ourselves for what is to come.

Adam is ordering another bottle; he hopes, and he has every possibility of succeeding, to be drunk when his end comes. Although none of them talks about their own deaths, these meetings have a subtext: we may be ridiculous and out of time, but we represent something, even if it is something our children don’t see and the world doesn’t require. When Nancy died nearly a year ago, many friends came, some from far away. They hadn’t come to mourn Nancy, so much as to show themselves, like those forest people in the upper reaches of the Amazon who occasionally appear mysteriously from nowhere, in a diffident but defiant sort of way, saying yes, we are here.

There’s a capacious, unused look to Gordon Brown, like an old rectory with too many rooms. God knows what he looks like without his clothes on: he’s way too fat, unlike Blair who keeps himself pretty trim. More and more the role of the politician is to provide the people with an excuse to air their own banal and inaccurate opinions. Politicians’ lives only have meaning in relation to how they are perceived; in fact Berkeley’s saying, To be is to be perceived, seems to have been stood on its head. David finds his friends strangely eager to make themselves heard, as though this is their last hurrah, the last chance to catch the ear of the heedless. It’s only when they are gathered like this that they can believe that their youth and their vitality and their recklessness and their indiscretions and their sexual and sporting and creative achievements are not forgotten. They like to be reminded of these, because they are inclined to think that they have invented their pasts. It’s an unsettling feeling.

The fact that many people still recognise him, and often come up to speak to him, doesn’t lessen David’s sense of insubstantiality. And sometimes in the middle of the night when he wakes up and finds to his surprise that Nancy is not there, he feels a little resentment towards his children for treating her death as an excuse to peg him down: he should, in their view, feel himself diminished and his posture in the family should be one of gratitude. Their own lives are not so perfect, of course, but then families have unreal expectations of their blood relations; the family is a sort of Platonic ideal, floating way above the real facts, the facts on the ground.

‘You look thin,’ says Adam. ‘You’re getting to be gaunt; are you OK?’

‘Funny, isn’t it, when you lose weight, I mean deliberately, everyone thinks you are about to kick the bucket. No, Adam, I haven’t got anything terrible. I’m just trying to get fit.’

‘For what?’

‘Well, yes. That is the question.’

The rest of the food arrives. Adam’s cheeks have anticipatory highlights. When he gets drunk he simply becomes more amiable. His curly hair, only slightly grey, falls over his face; he wears a red T-shirt that displays his rather soft chest too frankly. Written on it are the words: The meek shall inherit the earth, after we have finished with it. He has absolutely no dress sense: he is wearing camouflage trousers with many zips and buckles, and huge black trainers, which he almost certainly borrowed from one of his sons. The whole family goes to restaurants together and they eat and drink prodigious amounts. Sometimes they sing. In his heyday as a scriptwriter, Adam once confessed that he had spent forty thousand pounds on eating out in a single year.

David is getting thinner and stronger by the week, and eating less and less. The gym has become a ritual; endorphins make him happy. (Although scientists are undecided on how endorphins relate to happiness.) This morning there were three fat women on the running machines, wearing headscarves, but with their abundantly feminine bottoms clearly outlined in tracksuits. None of the women jogged, they walked slowly. On the monitors facing them was a music channel, which shows videos of black male singers attended by gyrating girls bumping and grinding, tits on display, legs spread wide, booty undulating, in a kind of shivering motion, which David thinks is demeaning, suggesting they are all dying to have sex with these gold-swagged potentates. He wondered how these Muslim women saw these videos; perhaps from within their headscarves they felt immune to evil impulses. He would have liked to ask them, but he thought that this might be a transgression. Maybe they simply took this video nonsense as lightly as everyone else.

Over to the right from the cross-trainer, where he was simulating the art of skiing across the snowy tundra, is the weight-lifting section where unemployed men, white and black, lift weights sporadically and then stare at the mirror to see if their muscles are responding to order. They have a curious way of walking from one apparatus to another, stately, self-regarding, profoundly pleased with their bodies, seeing or imagining that something beautiful and significant is emerging.

As I do.

The Muslim women never broke into a run; they walked on the treadmill just a little faster than they would on the street. Their bodies probably have a softness and roundness that their husbands like, but now they want to be lean. It is going to take some time at this pace: he could see the LCD display and they were walking at 5.2 km per hour.

Most days there are also three middle-aged taxi drivers who have had heart attacks, or events, and who arrive together for a workout before their breakfast near Mount Pleasant. All three are shaven-headed and jocular, with legs that look like Mediterranean tree stumps. Cardiac problems have brought them close; illness has become a badge of honour. Sometimes they do runs for a cardiac charity called My Heart is in the Right Place. He wonders if this suggests transplants, but he doesn’t ask. He admires them: a little younger than him, jovial, ironic and clutching at straws. Or perhaps they are Jewish, making bricks without straw. They assume he is also here for his heart: How’s the old ticker this morning, Dave? Still working when I last looked.

Simon is cheering up as the restaurant becomes foggier and more aromatic. There is a tropical mist of soy and ginger, invisible but closing. It’s always the same with Simon: he starts slowly but eventually remembers what camaraderie and friendship are, so that he is usually the last to leave the restaurant at four in the afternoon, plumped up with human feeling, full of plans which presage a retreat. This is what getting old produces in some people, a deliberate withdrawal from the hurts and insults – the acknowledgement of lack of presence. Germans call it Dasein, being. Being is what we lack.



Last night he went to the Royal Opera House to see one of Darcey Bussell’s farewell performances. He can’t stand ballet, but it seemed churlish to refuse Ed and Rosalie’s invitation. For Rosalie this leave-taking is something highly significant: his daughter-in-law belongs to that small but clearly identifiable class of pleasantly melodramatic young women who love dance. Dance to them is life, and they wish they could all have been Darcey Bussell. Ed has told him that they are trying to have a child. (How hard would you need to try with Rosalie, he wonders, only mildly ashamed.) If they produce a girl, Rosalie will clothe her in soft airborne materials so that she will look like Edmund Dulac’s fairy drawings in his mother’s calendar. He keeps this calendar in his desk; with its notes about meals and recipes, it summons her more directly than the picture on the piano taken during the war of her in a floral dress, a tea dress, beside his father, who is dapper in naval uniform.

He likes Rosalie. In the Floral Hall at Covent Garden, where delicate smoked-salmon sandwiches – the food of choice for the dancing and theatrical classes – were pre-ordered, he was proud to be with her as she walked elegantly to find their table, toes placed in classical fashion, her clothes, endowed with mysterious lightness and subtle colours, swirling behind her like the Northern Lights. Waiting with her for Ed gave him a pleasurable sense of complicity. As always, Ed was late, arriving just in time, slightly moist, strangely serious in his dark office suit, but still the rumpled child he had loved.

He just had time to swallow a glass of the Pol Roger his dear old dad had ordered for him.

‘Fucking clients,’ he said. ‘Sorry, Rosie. What’s she doing?’

‘Das Lied von der Erde. Her favourite piece.’

She said this as though it was a widely known fact.

David remembered Das Lied von der Erde only from Tom Lehrer’s ‘Alma’, about Mahler’s wife:



Their marriage, however, was murder.

He’d scream to the heavens above:

‘I’m writing Das Lied von der Erde

‘And she only wants to make love.’



But when Darcey Bussell danced, skipping away en pointe, and the soprano moaned the last line, ‘“For ever ... for ever,”’ he recognised the power of art and accepted that it could be found in ballet, even in this sustained cruelty to Darcey Bussell’s toes. Ed was concerned, perhaps embarrassed, when he saw his father in tears. Those treacherous tears. More and more David sees in art a desperate urge to fix ourselves in the universe – which he finds moving.

‘You OK, Dad?’

There was something a little peremptory about the words.

‘I’m fine.’

All his life he had been under the impression that ballet was a sort of high-class vaudeville, full of gesture but signifying nothing much, the tortured bodies and the extravagant costume and the camp sets, a homosexual fantasy, the sort of thing you see writ large in hairdressing salons, but last night he understood – a fact he had in reality always known – that art comes in many guises. And maybe he has been wrong about many other things, he thinks. When Nancy was alive he seemed in some way to be channelled, so that his thoughts and his values butted up against hers and became more rigid. If she had been there last night she would have said how beautiful Darcey Bussell was and he would immediately have reacted poorly to this suburban thought and condemned the whole enterprise. Without Nancy, he is both more uncertain and more free. Darcey Bussell reminds him of Jean Shrimpton, and of his youth. How could he tell Ed this?

‘I’m OK, big boy, just sentimental.’

‘Is it because of Mum?’

‘In a way.’

But not in the way that Ed imagines and desires. Children crave conventionality in their parents’ affairs. What Ed dreads most, he knows, although they have never discussed it, is the possibility that his father will take up with some gold-digging, well-upholstered forty-two-year-old. The bereaved must live quietly and modestly, forsaking sex, of course, until their time is up.



And here we are again. We are sitting at this round table, a little battered, but each of us in our own way with a rich history that is not apparent to the other customers and is utterly inscrutable to their waitress, with her enamelled features and functional legs, legs which end in, he sees, pigeon toes. Strange – ballerinas splaying their feet outwards, Chinese waitresses making dutiful, inverted steps with theirs. The waitress is being supervised from a distance by a thin, older man who wears a clip-on bow tie. His face is benevolent but in the course of a slow process of subsiding into a folded-linen shape, as if his upper features are becoming heavy and pressing on the lower section, causing it to crease. And in the rising humidity and quickening tempo of the restaurant, David has the sense of a crowded world composed of infinite numbers of expressions and beliefs and delusions – some of them organised into little groups, like the Noodle Club – which have a central gravitational pull. This pull is to counteract the vortex effect of mortality, which drags on everybody. It all seems arbitrary and unfathomable to David now.

Nancy sometimes accused him of having autistic tendencies, by which she meant that he often took no interest in her views and judgements, because, she said, he was incapable of understanding other people’s deep feelings. Of course he could not say, I don’t have Asperger’s, I am genuinely not interested in what most people say most of the time. Marriage is not a forum designed for discussing each other’s shortcomings; to work at all, it requires restraint. Now Ed wants me to start digging my own grave. As he grows more plump and corporate, he is suspicious of his father’s leanness. He suspects me of being on the lookout, which, in a sense, I am and always have been, but it is not for some desperately signalling divorcée.

Adam orders more wine. There is nothing furtive about this, the way it is with some big drinkers; he just can’t conceive of a day or a meal without alcohol and he can’t allow his friends to miss out.

‘Are you drinking, Davey boy?’

‘Just a beer. For Chrissakes don’t take it as any kind of affront.’

‘I won’t. How’s things, generally?’

‘Same old, same old.’

‘All the better. That’s why we are here. To acclaim the same old.’

‘You’re quite a philosophical old bastard these days.’

Adam’s face has a softness, through which the underlying blood vessels, particularly at the cheeks, are visible, creating a blush like the skin of an apple. He looks unnaturally young, a child with a fever, the curls falling downwards and his small, delicate mouth already stained by red wine.

‘How’s the writing? I read about you all the time.’

‘Oh shit, David. Don’t go there. Every time somebody comes to me with a script proposal I want to tell them to fuck off. But we spend so much money I can never say no. Now I am running through the Tudor monarchs. I am specialising in cod Elizabethan dialogue, prithee.’

‘And winning an Emmy,’ says Simon, who owns a bookshop in Sussex.

‘Oh that. Yes, for best dialogue spoken by an actor in a ruff this year. Actually, I am getting the work because they think I was alive in 1589.’

Adam always has a book in his pocket. He reads, walking down escalators to the tube or waiting at the dentist, but he claims to hate almost every known writer apart from P.G. Wodehouse and Jerome K. Jerome, whom he reveres. David doesn’t read either of them.

‘And you, are you over Nancy’s death, in so far as old cunts like us can ever get over that sort of thing?’

‘That sort of thing?’

But he’s not really reproaching Adam.

‘You know what I mean. No offence.’

‘I am not unhappy. No. My son asked me the same question only yesterday. The children, of course, would like me to be pottering around the garden and falling asleep in front of the television at six-thirty. I miss her in the sense that you would miss a piece of your body if it fell off.’

‘What, like your cock?’

‘I wouldn’t necessarily miss that.’

‘Do you know what Richard Harris said to me about his dick?’

David remembers the story, about the need to have a woman to hand at all times because his erections were so infrequent. As he listens again, he sees that there are various ways of dealing with approaching old age: the Anglo-Saxon way is to be ironic. Adam’s life is anyway a kind of performance; he’s always complaining about producers, agents, the BBC – where countless harridans have stabbed him in the back – and publishing, while at the same time being in constant demand to speak on radio or do an adaptation of Jane Austen or write a drama about the Tudors or speak at a school or college. His one successful novel, written eighteen years ago, The Wise Women of Wandsworth, is a comedy classic, although no longer read. David loves him unreservedly; he loves his kindness and his openness and his willingness – his compulsion – to wear his heart on his sleeve. The strange thing is that his apparent defencelessness hides a very shrewd understanding of how things work. It’s not given to many, not even captains of industry or lawyers, to really understand how things work, the important things like art and politics and love, but Adam understands. This understanding comes mostly from books, but then that is what books are for, although many people believe that books, like politics, are there to confirm their prejudices or to flatter them.

But now, David thinks, here we are, the ones who scrambled into the lifeboat together, and yet we never allow our intensity of feeling to show except in small considerations which stand proxy for love. Probably it’s just that in the normal course of a life you find you have few friends left who share a kind of intimacy: you need shared experience for intimate understanding. And the English of our age, David thinks, keep that sort of stuff at a distance with little ironic asides and jokes, a difficult habit to break. And perhaps we don’t really have the intimacy that I imagine, but only a kind of resignation: these are the ones I am yoked to and I may as well accept it.

Adam is drunk. David loves it when he gets that slightly crazy look, combative and crafty, but always benign.

Adam kisses David on his cheek.

‘You look great. If I was a homosexual, I would want to fuck you.’

‘Thanks. And you still look like a debauched choirboy.’

‘As the Guardian said in 1981.’

He turns to Brian.

‘Brian, Brian, the food is the dog’s bollocks. Well done, mate. A fucking triumph.’

‘It could actually be dog’s bollocks, I suppose.’

‘A dog’s not just for Christmas, Brian. There should be some left over for Boxing Day. No, fabulous, Brian, I mean it. And so tall, the people from Szechuan. Big buggers. Huge. Didn’t you say that the women are like Douglas firs? Swaying in the breeze? No, Brian, you’re a pro.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

They’re loosening up as they always do before they regress cheerfully.

‘Did I tell you how Richard Burton asked David if he wanted to fuck his wife?’

‘Yes, Adam, about fifty times.’

‘And did I tell you he said no?’

‘Yes, Adam.’

‘Oh all right. To the Noodle Club.’

‘The Noodle Club.’

David sips his Tsingtao beer. He once filed a report from the brewery, which was founded by Germans in Qingdao in about 1907. He knows many largely useless facts and he wonders on what basis his brain chooses to preserve them. His training doesn’t really permit him to drink, but he doesn’t want to cast a pall over the Noodle Club, which has come together again from London and the countryside – never all the same people each time – and it is his job to lend wholehearted support. Julian’s minor stroke – this is his first appearance since being declared fully recovered – has left him with a frosted appearance. His Foreign Office hair and his features seem to have acquired a fine coating, barely visible – maybe even imagined – of pale, mycological filaments, almost a mould. After the stroke they spoke on the phone often and David knows all the details: the numbness and the blinding headache, the inability to move his mouth for a week, the sense of utter helplessness.

‘It was a wake-up call,’ said Julian, in his new tired voice, directed, it seemed, through the wrong chambers of his head, to emerge with an unfamiliar timbre.

For the last three months he has been very active. He invited David to play tennis at Queen’s. After they played, David saw that his chest hairs had taken on this ephemeral, spun-sugar look and that his circumcised penis poked out of a snowy nest, like a fledgling. Surprisingly, his tennis was as good as ever, neat with plenty of slice, but the permafrost look, perhaps visible only to David, was unsettling. Julian told him in the bar that one of his sons had never discussed his stroke: he attributed this to hypersensitivity. David wondered if it wasn’t the reaction to incarceration in boarding school while his father carried the flag to foreign lands, eating a million canapés for Queen and commerce in the process. Julian is on various committees. He takes a special interest in the Sudan. And he also takes a lot of interest in his three grandchildren, all under five. David wonders if he doesn’t frighten them. Everyone says that having grandchildren wakens very deep family feelings and ties. They also say the best thing about grandchildren is that they go home. David is looking forward to having a grandchild. Julian, for all his detached upper-class English sangfroid, a quality that has largely left the earth, is a Jew. Maybe in his heart he believes that he would have been given one of the big embassies if he hadn’t been Jewish.

‘It’s good to have you back, Jules.’

‘The wandering Jew returns.’

‘Yes, for a moment there we thought you might be wandering off.’

‘No such luck. We went to see Darcey Bussell the other night.’

‘So did I. Last night, in fact. With Ed and his wife,’ he adds in case Julian thinks he has been exploring his feminine side.

‘Wasn’t it wonderful?’

‘Utterly fantastic. She reminded me of the girls we used to shag.’

‘Or wished we were shagging.’

‘Ballet is bollocks, total fucking bollocks,’ says Adam. ‘Poofs’ football, as Osborne called it. What was that girl’s name you had in Rome? She looked just like Jean Shrimpton.’

‘Jenni.’

‘Sex on a stick.’

Julian probably thinks this conversation is insensitive, just eleven months after Nancy’s death. But sometimes when he is alone in his bed, David thinks of the girls he fucked – a word still strangely evocative to him – and he can remember with clarity many tiny details. It seems important to him to remember these things, as though they contain something vital about the nature of being human. The thoughts that more and more keep him awake at night are really a kind of assurance that he has been alive, although he is not sure how it works. Nancy used to go to yoga classes for a while and could sometimes be heard chanting – actually, it was more like the background electronic muttering of an old and raucous fridge – Om, om, om, om – which was designed to allow the disciples, like Nancy, to have a handy condensed version of the guru’s teaching. David sometimes wondered if you could concentrate all this wisdom into one word – if it was a word rather than notes or a chord – but he understood that it produced a profound meditation. Cheaper than crack, as he once said. Even when Nancy switched to Pilates at Rosalie’s suggestion, David never enquired whether she had felt any regret at ditching the wisdom of millennia concentrated in that chant. Pilates was pioneered by Joseph Hubertus Pilates, who understood the strains dance imposed on the bodies of ballet dancers: faith in mystic forces has been replaced by a belief in quack science. But David didn’t mock Pilates either: he understood that everyone needs a sense of worth. Often extreme credulity is applied to far more high-minded nonsense than Pilates. For instance the love of freedom, as understood by George Bush.

Jenni Cole. He met her in a discotheque called Sabrina. She was working in the wardrobe department on the film of Dr Faustus. He borrowed the Fiat Seicento from Adam and they drove down to Ostia, where they made love behind a fisherman’s boat until the sun came up. She had straight, jet-black hair and she uttered charming bat squeaks to the rosy-fingered dawn rising from the direction of Yugoslavia. It was the same classical dawn that had risen on Ovid in exile and on the Argonauts on their journeys, a dawn which turned quickly to a white and furred light. Mercilessly illuminating Ostia, it revealed to the hungover and exhausted young couple that the beach was not clean. Unspeakable things lay about, and Jenni’s very short dress, which he had been so keen to remove – it was a sort of provocation rather than a garment – was heavily stained with tar and oil, and some other substances, possibly the excrement of seabirds.

His memories of former blitheness are crowding Nancy out, as if they are rushing to fill a vacuum. While Nancy was alive he always felt a buzz of unease; this version of himself was burdened by the sense that he was never quite able to make her happy. Yet he knows that almost all his friends – male and female – believe that in some way they have been diminished by marriage. The people who say that their wife or husband is their best friend are deceived; and the reason is that love and friendship are different. Coleridge prized friendship very highly, but it was male friendship: the unspeakable comfort to a good man’s mind, nay even to a criminal, to be understood – to have someone who understands one. The hope of this, always more or less disappointed, gives the passion to friendship.

He can’t tell Ed or Lucy that their father is in some ways happier now that their mother is dead. But to his own mind he is more himself than he has been for nearly forty years, and he has friends, a little ravaged it is true, who understand him. As far as that is possible. When Nancy was alive, he had secrets that he kept from her. Now that she is dead he has a secret that he must keep from his children: he is not unhappy.

But he knows that, for example, he will never be as happy as he was that summer in Rome.



The restaurant is now warmly alive; the rich fog of Hunan chilli and Szechuan pickle and dark soy and faintly medicinal sesame and hot peppercorns has swirled into every corner, and into this suspension the warmth of human bodies has infiltrated itself. From behind their table David can still smell, he imagines, the scent of sweet-and-sour pork. He looks round to see that the man with the nicotine hair is wiping his face with a hot towel while his wife looks on. She smiles at David, who winks, absurdly and conspiratorially.

Simon, who is now fully animated, asks Adam about his new novel.

Adam understands that this is his cue.

‘Which fucking novel would that be? I don’t write novels. I gave it up. I hate all novels written since 1940. But mostly I hate novels which describe the awful problems of being a writer and novels about a mysterious legacy of papers found in a trunk which may explain the meaning of the Gnostic gospels, and I hate novels which tell you the real story of William Shakespeare, who was secretly a Catholic priest, as you can tell from a small carving on a pew in a chapel in Stratford, and I hate novels about magic and elves and the lost arts of necromancy, and even worse – much fucking worse – I hate novels about fairies and guardian angels and novels about sensitive people who have autistic children touched by fucking genius and I also hate novels of suspense where the writer withholds from the reader details that he knows perfectly fucking well in order to make it suspenseful and, even worse than having my nuts passed through the grinder, I hate reading novels about time travel and what is called – can you believe this? – fantasy, which turns out to be fucking bollocks on a Homeric scale about people dressed in plastic armour with silly names like Snarfbucket of Zadok, Lord of the Fens and the Mountains.’

David is laughing uncontrollably. He fears that particles of Szechuan pickle will come out of his nose.

‘And I hate fucking novels where everybody says that family is a tyranny and I hate novels where people remember child abuse and...’

The couple from Cornwall are off, hurrying not too ostentatiously, as if this rant is just the sort of thing they were afraid of, a kind of urban anarchy, all restraint lost.

‘And it explains everything about why they are hopeless parents and I hate novels where the father finds he has an illegitimate daughter and people go on a long journey and discover they are somebody else or that they are bisexual or fall in love with a gondolier or a horse or move to the country, where everybody is fantastically fucking wonderful – or awful, take your pick – or move to another country where it takes them a while to discover that they can’t really understand the locals who hate them, and even worse, much worse, I hate novels where the author says oh gosh, aren’t we all weak and pathetic but likeable with our immense collections of seventies records and our moody librarian girlfriends, so frankly there’s very little left to read, fuck all in fact, except for Jerome K. Jerome. Fucking masterpiece. Brian, can you ask your mail-order bride to bring some more wine?’

David applauds. Adam has done what he had hoped for by delivering one of his rants. It’s a relatively subdued performance: in private he can go on for half an hour and strip to his Y-fronts to expose his lightly furred, speckled legs and his strangely unstable chest, which is as pale and unformed as it was when they met as schoolboys. He has no muscular definition at all, but there is something miraculous about the fact that in a sense he is the only one among them who hasn’t aged: he still looks soft and infantile. He loves his drunken children immoderately; a dinner with them in some Italian restaurant, where the owner adores the whole family, is all he aspires to in a social life. He likes to be with the boys and their girlfriends, although that subplot is becoming more difficult, as adulthood begins to take a hold and the boys discover to their surprise that they are subject to the dead weight of responsibility and the drag of expectation. It has happened to Ed, too: his newly critical tone is probably explained by disappointment. He would have preferred to remain a student with his carefree friends. But the friends all began to pair off or move into the City and he found himself with the gravity-defying Rosalie, who had a very clear idea of how things should proceed and David wonders if Ed doesn’t feel constricted, although the law is treating him fine. There is something about women like Rosalie, women with deep instincts, which gives them the edge in the marital dialectic.

And this may be one of the defining characteristics of our restless age, that all of us believe that our lives could have been better or different. Unlike the cattle-obsessed Masai or the horsemen of the Mongolian Steppe, who derive satisfaction from undying ritual and can imagine nothing better. Stasis is not something you see in the political parties’ manifestos. Why not? This Gordon Brown, this rumpled old political wheeler-dealer, with the coelacanth mouth and just the one eye, is always talking about radical change and reform as if that is what we want politicians for, to change everything. What politicians don’t understand is that a lot of the electorate want them to put things back how they were – at some unspecified time. For example, they would like migrants to go home. David sometimes thinks that he would, too, but at the same time he knows that this is not possible. He can’t even imagine how many times he has read the words asylum seekers and immigrants off the autocue. Anyway, who says everyone should stay in their place of birth? Why don’t the Alps belong to me just as much as to someone who was born there? And then there were the British-born bombers. The whole multicultural conceit fell apart after that. The Muslims seem to think that Iraq and Israel are unbearable provocations, which we are deliberately fostering. But as Blair said, it’s not we who are blowing up mosques and innocent children in Iraq. It wasn’t us who attacked the Twin Towers.

David feels a kind of contentment settling over them. Nobody accepts Brian’s suggestion of fruit or ginger ice cream; they don’t believe the Chinese know how to do dessert. Brian rather stubbornly orders fresh mango, which comes neatly sliced and laid out in a wagon-wheel. Brian made a lot of money in Hong Kong in the eighties working for a merchant bank, where he became entitled to special treatment from waiters. Somehow they all did, all these English public-school boys who went out there. Simon is the only one among them who has no children. He is not gay, but he once told David that he feels the assumption rearing up whenever he says he has not been married. Sometimes he tells strangers he is widowed. He’s got plans – he’s talking about them now – to put his bookshop on the web, but David suspects that by the time he gets back to Sussex he will have lost heart. Brian recently offered to put money into the bookshop for new computers but Simon never went further than talking about it. He said to David, ‘I can’t really see the point. Do you find that? You wonder why you would make plans to paint the house or visit the pyramids.’ And David knew what he meant, although he has half-formed plans.

Lucy, too, has taken some time to adjust, but now she seems to have found a niche with the auction house. He worries more about her than he does about Ed. Before he took his law-conversion course, Ed had an idea for a television game show and then for a web project offering interactive tutoring. What he wanted was a way of making money fast so that he could put that behind him and live a carefree life. Now, three years after qualifying, he is working for Robin Fennell, a friend of David’s, near the British Museum. Ed’s doing well as a solicitor, while his soul, David suspects, is seldom present.

Simon says he wants Adam to come and read in his bookshop: there will be quails’ eggs and celery salt. The book­shop is panelled and pleasantly chaotic. Simon is excited by the idea of Adam reading; he can picture the plates being handed around by his volunteers from the village; he can feel the literary excitement rising as Adam staggers to the podium, which they erect in the widest part of the shop, effectively blocking access to the lavatory.

‘Jesus, Simon, I love you, but I haven’t written anything for eighteen years.’

‘Of course you have. Scripts, all kinds of things. You’ve written all kinds of things. You’ve just won an Emmy.’

Simon has a curious voice, slightly over-articulated, as if a fondness for books produces a kind of prissiness.

‘Simon, my old bibliophile, your audience out in Wibbly-Wobbly-Wood wants a genuine celebrity novelist or biographer. They don’t want an old hack like me. Anyway, I could never find the bookshop.’

‘Come on the train and stay overnight.’

‘I hate trains. I hate travel.’

‘Oh shit. You are such an awkward bastard.’

‘Give me another glass of the old Chateau Beijing 1929 and I may reconsider. Maybe I could sing. I know, I’ll set my radio play about Baden-Powell to music. What do you think? Could it work?’

‘Perfect.’

‘I’ll drive you down,’ says David.

‘OK. Agreed. You can be my Ifor Jenkins.’

Adam, too, had never forgotten that summer in Rome with Richard Burton, the summer that formed their lives, and David knows that Adam is thinking of how Ifor often had to lift his drunken brother Richard into the Bentley.



Julian is the first to leave. As a diplomat he was always expected somewhere urgently and David thinks he finds it hard to shake off the habit, now that he has almost nothing to do. He offers Brian some money, but Brian says, holding up a flat palm, ‘Next time.’ In drink Brian becomes their prince-patron, but he does it with grace. They watch Julian exit and stand outside looking around for a few seconds, perhaps expecting the mujahedin, before striding off to the tube. Only David notices that one of Julian’s legs is a little reluctant to march in step.

A little later the remaining four gather for a few minutes next to some giant wheelie bins at the back of a cinema. It’s becoming dark and a gust of popcorn from a duct on the blank wall of the cinema rushes out into the heavily laden Soho air. They don’t really want to separate. Who knows how much strain the weakening links can stand? Eventually they go – Adam kisses everybody to wish them Godspeed on their almost-elderly way. David is very aware that for each of them these separations have a kind of poignancy, hinting at something more final. He notices, as he walks up Wardour Street, that Chez Victor, the last of the old Soho restaurants, is now boarded up. His father once took him there and they ate rump steak and thin frites, which his father said were authentically French. Victor himself sat grumpily drinking absinthe.

David loves Soho. In the sixties when he was working here, he felt that it was in some way his secret. Right in the middle of London and untouched. Once Francis Bacon offered him a drink in the French House. Frank, the heavily bearded theatre critic, who looked like a mariner off a tobacco pouch, said that if you let him bugger you he would give you a painting. That would be worth a few million now. Old Compton Street is alive with gays. It’s become their boulevard, the scene of their febrile passeggiata. And they think they have discovered Soho, just as I did. Camisa is still there, even though the Spanish deli opposite, Delmonico, with barrels of sardines in oil standing on the pavement, has long gone, to be replaced by an unnaturally youthful selection of men’s clothing. The currency of homosexuality which once stood for something brave and noble, has, he thinks, become debased. A bottle of sherry cost seven shillings and sixpence. He can see the hand-lettered sign: Amontillado 7/6.

He walks fast. He wants to get to the gym.
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‘Your dad’s become very thin,’ says Rosalie. She says it in a way that alerts Ed.

‘I know. But he says there’s nothing wrong with him, if that is what you meant.’

‘No, I just wondered. Do you think he enjoyed last night?’

‘You never really know with Dad, but yes, I think he did. He was in tears during Part Six.’

‘So was I.’

‘Ah, but you’re a girlie. You love puppies and embroidery. You can’t help yourself.’

‘The old jokes are the best. No, I think he’s probably got a girlfriend and that’s why he’s working out. But he doesn’t want to tell you.’

‘You’ve got the most amazing talent for fitting the facts to your own theories.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘I’m not saying anything.’

‘Are you saying I am crazy?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘So, if he’s not ill, why’s he working out?’

‘Firstly, I don’t know if he is working out and secondly if he is he may just be doing it because he likes it.’

‘He doesn’t drink much any more.’

‘No, but I’m not sure that’s such a bad thing. On the contrary, it’s good.’

Rosalie looks at him coolly, as if she has never seen him before.

‘You know, you have begun to sound like a lawyer. On the contrary, m’lud, I think that, on the balance of the evidence, any reasonable person would conclude that the defendant could not have committed the crime. He is a person of good character.’

‘Rosie, Rosie. A few years ago we were in deep shit. I couldn’t get a decent job, and you couldn’t get into a ballet company. Now I’ve got a proper job, and you are accusing me of becoming pompous. I must say in your defence that at least you are very adaptable in your criticism.’

‘Yes, you’ve gone from poor and interesting to quite prosperous and boring. Does this happen to all lawyers?’

‘Probably. Here’s the thing, in order to be a good lawyer you have to fake a kind of seriousness. As you know I am really deeply frivolous.’

‘You used to be. So you don’t think he’s got a girlfriend?’

‘No. But he told me last night when you nipped off to the loo that you are wonderful. He loves you. He likes the way you walk.’

‘He said those exact words?’

‘“Lovely mover,” he said. He notices odd things like the way your feet come down, ballet-style, at forty-five degrees. “Lovely little mover.”’

‘Why do you say “Lovely little mover” in that silly accent? He doesn’t speak like that at all.’

‘It’s my Peter Cook.’

‘Lawyers shouldn’t tell jokes or do voices. They think they can, but they can’t.’

This is becoming too pointed. Rosalie is oppressed by their inability to have a child. So is he, of course, but her troubled state is oppressing him far more than the prospect of being childless for ever. He knows how desperately she wants a little acolyte following her into the magical world of dance and he knows that she longs to dress her up for children’s parties, perhaps as an angel or a fairy. Often when he looks at Rosalie these days he sees the blithe girl he fell in love with five years ago. But also, just occasionally, although he’s reluctant to acknowledge it, as that would spell the end of innocence, he sees that a shadow has fallen on her. When her dance career ended – she knew that she was never quite good enough – she had a clear idea of how things would turn out: she would live through her children and induct them into this larger world of dance and music and colour. Last night at the ballet she looked mostly happy, but there was, he thought, a manic edge to her happiness, a hint of desperation. Dad didn’t notice, of course, but Ed was wary.

‘Darling Rosie, it will be all right.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘It will be, I know.’

‘How long is it now? I make it eighteen months.’

‘Nearly, but that’s not unusual.’

‘Some people have babies after a one-night stand.’

He can see that she thinks this is a gross unfairness.

‘Mr Smythson said we should relax. There’s nothing wrong with us.’

‘The more they tell you to relax, the harder it gets.’

‘I know what you are thinking.’

‘And that is?’

‘That is that you begin to wonder if you’re doing it because you want to or because you don’t want the other person to wonder if you’re doing it because you want to appear unconcerned.’

‘And do you know?’

‘Honestly? Not always.’

‘Nor do I, so that could be a relief.’

‘Maybe.’

They are sitting in their tiny courtyard garden. It is in deep evening shade. In truth, it has the sun for only one hour a day, somewhere between four and six in summer. For the rest of the time it has a dark, lichenous quality. They have a small, slate-topped table and four chairs of wrought iron, which Rosalie has painted a green-blue, the colour of Italian beans. On the table is a bottle of New Zealand Chardonnay, half empty: the label has a picture of a hawk in flight and the wine comes from Sophie’s Vineyard, her 2002 vintage. Wines have become cheerful and user-friendly; the mystique has been banished, along with the old dour wine makers with nose-hair. They drink a wine called Rickety Bridge and sometimes a red called Chocolate Block, and another called Big Ass Zinfandel. The baby business is encouraging them to drink, because alone together they find that their conversation stalls. He can see why serious drinkers long for that first deep gulp: the wine, for all the fancy adjectives about fruit and nose and so on – Sophie’s Vintage – is just an excuse for surrendering the troublesome self.

Rosalie has decorated the walls which enclose their garden with Moroccan lamps, which she now switches on, so that the little garden is romantically lit – theatrically lit – through the fretwork of the lamps, which were once used in a production of Carmen. Rosalie kisses him: the vinous interiors of their mouths, the warm viscous wetness of their saliva, become one and he feels calm again, as if by turning on the lights Rosalie has caused everything to change. He thinks of Darcey Bussell en pointe in Das Lied von der Erde as he puts his arms around her hips – she is still standing – and he feels reassured by holding them and pressing his face to her flat – reprovingly flat – stomach.

‘It will be all right, won’t it?’ she says. ‘Do you promise me?’

‘I promise, darling.’

‘You know I get anxious. I’m sorry. I say stupid things.’

‘You don’t have to apologise. Neither of us does.’

It’s strange to him that this little intimacy, this kiss and the feel of her hips, should suddenly put the doubts to flight. Now he feels guilty for his secret fears about all those ballet exercises and their effect on her hormones. When Mum died, he wondered how much Dad had loved her after thirty-eight years; recently he has been wondering if you can sustain love in marriage for ever. Rosalie thinks Dad has a girlfriend, but Ed doubts it. Whatever his reasons for becoming so thin and wearing the African bangles his brother sent him on his wrists, it’s nothing to do with wanting to have a girlfriend. Ed thinks – he has intimations already – that marriage can impose a sort of heaviness that never lifts, a sort of muting of the senses, and perhaps this has lifted in Dad’s case.

When he had lunch with him a couple of weeks ago, he asked Dad if he was happy.

‘Everyone asks me that.’

‘It’s a natural enough question.’

‘Ed, the happiest I have ever been was in Rome in 1966.’

‘Oh, you and Richard and Liz.’

‘Yes, me and Dickie and Liz, and Adam, of course.’

‘And Mum?’

‘What about your mother?’

‘Do you miss her?’

‘Darling, of course I miss her. I miss her terribly. One thing I think you should know, in case you haven’t guessed it, is that, like most people who have been married for years, we weren’t what somebody of your age would think of as in love.’

He emphasised the last two words and gave them a slight country-and-western edge – in lurve – which Ed found irritating. But of course it’s a habit he has inherited, and perhaps a lot more, too. They were sitting in the covered courtyard of the British Museum, Dad in a T-shirt and jeans with his Masai or whatever bracelets, and Ed in his lawyer’s suit, as though they had changed roles. Dad may have dressed deliberately in this way for their lunch date.

‘How’s Rosalie?’ Dad asked, perhaps switching the attack. He had told his father that they were – awkward phrase – trying for a baby.

‘OK.’

‘No luck?’

‘Not yet.’

‘It’ll happen, trust me.’

‘Jesus, you’ve really become a bit of a hippy guru, haven’t you, with your T-shirt and bracelets? As well as being the oldest gap-year student in the world, you’ve become an amateur gynaecologist.’

‘And you think, Ed, that it is somehow related to Mum’s death?’

‘Is it?’

‘In a way it is. But not in any way you would understand.’

‘Try me.’

‘It’s not really explicable.’

‘You’ve had your teeth whitened.’

‘It’s part of my retirement deal. Yearly whitening. What are you accusing me of, Ed? Insufficient grief? Lack of dignity? Inappropriately glowing teeth?’

‘No, just that you look like a bit of a twat.’

‘You’re saying I’m embarrassing?’

‘A little.’

They laughed. Dad was suddenly caught in the grid created as the sun fell on the glass roof above; the whole courtyard was divided geometrically into celestial graph paper. His face was instantly more deeply furrowed, demonstrating that the weight-loss came with a retributive cost.

‘But you’re OK, aren’t you? You’re so thin.’

‘When you were a little boy you used to worry I was going to kick the bucket or be shot or kidnapped. The irony, the cruel irony, actually, is that everyone, including me, thought your mum would go on for ever. But, yes, I’m fine. And believe me, I am deeply touched that you worry about me.’

‘That’s OK then. Got to go now, Dad. Take care.’

‘And you.’



Last night at the ballet, Dad seemed to have entered a trance. He leaned towards the stage – a long way off – every time Darcey Bussell appeared. His features were in close sympathy with what was going on, as if he could extract meaning from every moment and every step. It was surprising.

Ed lets go of Rosalie, and removes his cheek from her stomach. Maybe she thinks he has been listening out for developments. As he looks up, he sees the bougainvillea in its death throes, which have gone on for six months. Although Rosalie warned him it could never grow here, he decided that with huge doses of fertiliser it might triumph. It became a minor battle of wills, which he has lost. It has only one coppery flower. It is a reproach to him but he’s resisting the temptation to see something symbolic about its condition.

‘Did you hear anything down there?’

Rosalie, half drunk, is cheerful again.

‘I thought I heard the pitter-patter of tiny feet. But perhaps it was your blood going round.’

‘Or my lunch.’

‘Yes, it could have been that.’

He’s always found her stomach and the hinterland lying between her slim hips erotic. It’s the confluence of everything sexual. It’s an odd thing: his sexual desire is urged on by small details – the way, for instance, Rosalie’s long strong legs form a little delta as they join her hips, which creates a crease when she sits. Now, under the snake-charmer light and shadow, which is given movement by a light breeze in the moribund bougainvillea, she pulls up her skirt and sits astride him. He takes his cock out, and, easily bypassing her panties, he enters her.

‘I’m going for twins,’ he says, feeling his face congested – it may not be visible from the outside – with a strange mixture of regret, lust and happiness.

‘Why stop at twins?’

‘It will be fine, Rosalie.’

But even as he says it, even as he marvels at the effortless suppleness she brings to sex, he wonders if it is true. Her face, so close to his, is out of focus, so that he only sees patches of skin or an earlobe or one eye or a few hanks of her dark-red, almost russet hair or her moist, ribbed lips. It’s like one of those French movies he loves, where lovemaking is composed in a series of arty hand-held shots. She breathes warm scented wine on him, which makes a communion with his own breath. He thinks, as he always does, that fucking is a way of trying to become one flesh. Their mouths are now – too urgently – attached, as if they are searching, like Dad’s chum Faustus, for the alchemy that will make a baby, the baby which she will dress all in gossamer material and which will learn to run, toes strangely springy and angled, after her ethereal mother, who is now beginning to utter, which makes him giggle, because this courtyard is only one course of bricks away from the neighbours on three sides.

When she finally stands up and pulls down her skirt, he feels a deep warmth for her, which is actually, he knows, self-serving: he is released from the anxiety which has plagued him all day at the office. Dad and I, he thinks, are similar in this respect: even our relations to those closest to us are subject to our fascinated interest in our own feelings and states of mind. But then maybe everybody is the same and it’s just a question of degree.

Rosalie sits sideways across his lap now, and puts her elegant arm around his shoulder and her head on his shoulder, like a reposing swan.

‘Don’t say anything,’ she says: and he knows that she doesn’t want him to spoil the moment. She is a believer in moments – intense, meaningful, fateful, numinous, although he doubts if she knows the word – and he has long ago realised that she sees the world in an intensely romantic fashion: she believes you must listen to your inner self and you must leave this self open to the unexpected and the spiritual. She thinks that too many people have closed themselves off to the transformative. For example, she believes in the magic of theatre. And it seems that his father, judging by his catatonia when Darcey Bussell was on stage – the little intense forward movements of his head, almost as if he were gulping down some nourishment only art can produce – also shares in this idea of magic.

He holds Rosalie very close as he contemplates the moment. He looks at the changing filigreed light on the walls and up at the London sky, still retaining some if its underbelly gleam, with the orange of the sodium lights catching the undersides of the clouds, and he listens out for that rumble which never goes away, a rumble, a moan you don’t hear unless you make a conscious effort. It is cut by sirens and even helicopters and, at this time of year, by disputatious cats, but it’s always there for a city boy like me, he thinks, to provide comfort, the sound of humanity. It seems to have a kind of consistency, the noise of machines and the more intimate noises – Rosie’s choked cries, the clatter of crockery, fractious babies, music (including the deep throb of hip hop from passing cars) – all contributing minutely to this unorchestrated symphony.

To him this sort of thing is pleasingly random. But Mum was always preparing herself for greater understanding. Her Pilates and her yoga were the five-finger exercises in this cause. In fact her attention span was quite short: she said herself she had a butterfly mind. He finds that he misses her still every morning when he wakes. For the last year before she died he rang her promptly as he set off for work on the short walk between this little house and the underground. He knew these conversations were precious to her, but he didn’t realise until she died how much they meant to him, too. She had given them some money for the house and when she died she left them enough in her will to pay off the mortgage. Dad in the meanwhile is talking of selling their house – the family home – and buying a flat. When people are bereaved they seem to need to make radical adjustments. Why not stay where you are? Or does that suggest you can’t move on? There is something strangely adamantine about Dad these days, as though he’s happy to go through the motions for the moment, but seems to have plans of a personal nature: nothing is settled, his life isn’t over. Perhaps he thinks that Lucy and I want him to subside into quietude, like an extinct volcano. Lucy is the one who imagines that some opportunist with re-inflated tits is going to snaffle him. Like Rosalie, she is sure he is working out in order to be ready to take his clothes off when the moment arrives. Rosalie says that men believe their cocks look bigger when they are thin. Women think like this: they are often more basic and more direct, which goes against the popular mythology. Counter-intuitive is the phrase the senior partner Robin Fennell, Dad’s pal, favours. After nearly three years as a lawyer, Ed sees that successful people in the law and in corporations have an urge to acquire a philosophy, which conveniently explains why they are entitled to such a large portion of the world’s riches, and that is because they understand human nature and the springs of action in a way that politicians and journalists and commentators don’t. Robin writes letters to the paper.

Now Rosalie is in the tiny kitchen. She has put on some world music, which comes from countries where the musicians have an enviable ease with their cultural traditions and run-down landscape. He quite likes it: it goes with the Ali Baba feel of the tiny courtyard. He pours himself another deep glass of Sophie’s – excellent – 2002, and swallows it. Barely concealed in the straw-coloured and oaky wine is an advance warning of a headache. Judging by the anarchic clamour coming from the kitchen – it reminds him of the sudden, violent and unexpected timpani of world music – Rosalie, normally very deft, is a little drunk, too. He can see their future as replicating Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Robin Fennell is slightly in love with Rosalie; three times when they had him to dinner a week ago he said what a great cook she was. He made it sound as though he believed there is a direct line between being good in the kitchen and being good in the sack. Perhaps this is part of his life philosophy, developed in his climb up the greasy pole. Matrimonially, it hasn’t all been plain sailing for him: his third wife has just left him, which is why he asked himself to dinner. He is listed as a patron of Covent Garden, starter tier, but it turns out – Ed looked at the records – that the money actually comes from the partners’ fund. They don’t give enough to warrant a box, but they do have an unobstructed view and, under the terms of their membership of the Artists’ Circle, the opportunity to go to rehearsals. This, Ed sees, is another aspect of the financially successful male’s world view, his urge to appropriate some creative clothing by giving money or by buying art, because surely to be so rich means that he has understood how the world works and has applied some creativity. Even if it’s only in accounting, he thinks.

Fuck them. Wine can do this: it can help you see how things really work. A lawyer can join the Artists’ Circle. Christ is risen.





End of sample
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