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To Jenny

For you, always you





Our almost-instinct almost true:

What will survive of us is love.

Philip Larkin, ‘An Arundel Tomb’






Part 1



MISS PICKY




Day One

Kerpow!

Funny – unless it’s ominous – she had put that very word down on a Scrabble board only a day or two before. Jubilant, the k scoring triple. Her opponent – the man she had known for over twenty years, slept with for five, no longer slept with for however many more that left, and now played Scrabble with instead – contested the spelling. Kapow, yes. Kerpow, no. They fought over it. Have it your way, she said in the end. Which meant she had to remove a garment.

What? They were still up to those tricks? No, no, truly they weren’t. Idly, because they’d found themselves at home together for the first time in months and opened an expensive bottle of wine, they dared each other, laughing, in honour of the good old days.

She’d raised herself from the chair, not looking at him. Was this how they used to do it? Christ! – playing strip Scrabble at forty-seven. Was she really that old or did she exaggerate her age to aggravate her shame?

And now, kerpow!

How she kept her balance she didn’t know.

It could only have been that she’d had just enough warning, a shapeless presentiment, as she stood ringing the bell, in that atom of time that prepares the mind for irrecoverable shock.

He had opened the door to her. The Wunderkind – all right, the Once-Wunderkind – himself. That she hadn’t expected. As a rule, for appointments with men who win prizes, she would be met by an assistant, secretary, housekeeper, wife. She had even heard tell of a liveried butler. Write a successful musical and there was no limit to what you had to have. But men who wrote musicals were of no interest to her. It was words or nothing. Otherwise, these exploratory meetings were much of a muchness. ‘Good morning. You must be So-and-So. I’ll tell His Wordship OBE, FRSL you’re here.’ A short wait, time for her to check how she looked in the hall mirror if there was one, clear her throat and decide whether to tuck her blue A4 notebook under her arm to show she was in control or hold it loosely to show she had a devil-may-care spirit. Then up silent carpeted stairs – hush, thoughts germinating – through palisades of family portraits, carefully disarranged playscripts, programmes and original lithographs of Sarah Bernhardt as Cleopatra – and into the engine room of genius where she would find X at his desk, head down, so absorbed he didn’t hear her announced. So why not today? Why, today, had the man she had come to see acted as amanuensis to himself? Later, wanting to make it all miraculously synchronous, he would tell her it was because he too must have had an inkling of what was about to befall him.

She shook her head. Inkling indeed. He understood very little, if he could use a tepid term like that, to describe the tremor that had rocked her body.

It was neither welcome nor expected. She was too busy to be looking for adventure. There were dozens of those blue A4 notebooks on her shelves, bursting with research notes, scripts and schedules, records of programmes she’d made, outlines of programmes she still hoped to make. If there was to be a man again after Hal he would have to come to her. She wouldn’t squander her life waiting for him to put in an appearance or wondering if he’d be worth it when he did. She’d know.

And when the Wunderkind opened his door to her she knew to a certainty.

Knew what?

Just knew.

Kerpow!

A single blast of him was all it took.

He stood on the doorstep, just about smiling, and appraised her incrementally. He couldn’t help himself. What men did. He didn’t need telling that a woman was more than a piece of fruit that came apart in segments. Miss Gore, head of English, had taken the class through the sins of masculinist evaluation practised by every poet since Catullus. ‘Two hundred years to adore each breast, for heaven’s sake!’

‘But “thirty thousand to the rest”, Miss,’ he’d put in, mistakenly assuming that she didn’t think two hundred years anything like enough.

‘The rest!’

What had he said wrong? He coloured.

‘Is that all a woman is to you, Quaid, two breasts and the rest?’

‘No, Miss.’

‘So do you have an alternative computation?’

‘Not offhand, Miss.’

The class guffawed. He would remember forever the heat of his embarrassment – a fiery furnace of confusion and shame, fuelled by a woman’s snort of derision.

All right, all right. He would try to avoid such mistakes in the future. But have a heart, teacher. Centuries of errancy couldn’t be remedied all at once and in his single person, no matter how ready he was to forswear the cultural history of being a man. Just give me a little more time, Miss Gore. I don’t know how much more. But measuring years as the poet measured, say thirty thousand.

Today he’d call her out as a bully. Don’t tell me what I’m allowed to look at and like!

Oh, and by the way – two hundred years of adoration is a hyperbolic fucking joke.

Edina Gore. Bright red lips, big eyes swimming behind fishbowl spectacles, arms crossed on her chest, now like a nun’s, now like a wrestler’s. All this time later he can recall the distaste he felt for those arms which seemed to be extruded from her breasts like sausage-meat. Though now he knows he shouldn’t. Distaste was worse than the wrong sort of desire. Like a woman’s arms too much and you were sunk. Like them too little and you were sunk a second time. What was he supposed to do – keep his eyes off a woman’s body altogether?

Yes.

And do what?

Look at something else.

It was unfair. He respected women. Revered them, in the abstract, to the point of madness. Woman! My God! Would he ever attain to one? Would he ever have one to call his own – no, no, no, no, no, not his own as in his property, but his as in to have and to hold.

My own to love and cherish, Miss Gore.

Here was the ironic thing – in picking on him, Miss Gore had picked on probably the least sexually experienced boy in the class. He’d read a lot of poems, that was all. He could talk a good love lyric. But of real breasts (and don’t even talk about the rest) he would leave school knowing nothing. But for the surly complaisance of a prostitute he would have gone to university knowing nothing too.

Now that he is older, Miss Gore would be within her rights to think of him as a lost cause after all, entirely unimproved the moment he comes face to face with an unknown woman, picking her off part by part. Today’s woman being no exception. There the hair, blowing in the wind like Mary’s of Peter, Paul And; there the mouth, stern and narrowed so as to give nothing away, but he knows what to look for and sees the blood pulsing under the pale lips; there the breasts (move on, move on); and there the legs, muscular, like a dancer’s or a gymnast’s. She catches his eyes flick down to her legs and wonders why she’d chosen to wear a skirt instead of her usual trousers. Mistake or not?

A purely professional question.

His eyes ascended again, noting that her nails were painted as blazingly red as Edina Gore’s lips, and that she left her hand in his a little longer than was customary, as though to be sure he felt the firmness of her grasp and, just possibly, the weight of a gold ring she wore, he couldn’t quite tell on which finger. And then, despite her apparent assurance, there was the startled look with which she greeted him, as though she’d known him all her life and not expected him, of all people, to open the door to her, unless he was so unlike anyone she’d ever met before she feared they wouldn’t speak each other’s language. This was difficult to describe or explain.

Vanity took him some of the way. Why wouldn’t a woman have been startled by his appearance? He was tall. His nostrils flared like a flamenco dancer’s. He had louche, lazy eyes and hair that a journalist had described as enraged. He had a broken nose from the only fight he’d ever fought and his cheek was interestingly scarred as a consequence of a firework he lit for his stepdaughter’s birthday going off prematurely. ‘Mummy, quick, Stepdaddy’s face is on fire’ – a phrase enshrined in family history. All in all, as another journalist had written, he resembled a pirate with a degree in fine art.

Plus – he was full of plusses – he was an arts-page celebrity. Or at least had been an arts-page celebrity, no longer on the front page but in the paper somewhere if you took the trouble to look for him. Scraps of high if misremembered accomplishment still clung to him like flies on flypaper. People remembered a play of his they’d been to years ago. Not its title or what it was about exactly, but the interviews he gave, the buzz, the queues, the cost of the programme. Others, who had no idea what a starred first was, somehow knew Oxford had awarded him one at the age of only twenty.

No longer being front-page worked for him in the perverse way of celebrity. It made him more attractive. Allowed him to be irascible and rebellious, unkempt, contemptuous of those still scrabbling to be known. He was to fame what torn jeans were to fashion.

This is not to blow his trumpet for him. It is simply to explain why a woman, unimproved by the warnings of a Mr Gore to keep her eyes to herself, might have breathed a little harder when he opened his door. Or looked twice at him in the street.

But there was something more he couldn’t account for and that had to do with her, not him. Something to do with her capacity to register. He loved the eyes of women on him. In their reflection he saw a version of who he was that beat the version he had started to carry around in his head. But in this woman’s eyes he saw a man he feared he might never be able to live up to.

Startled by her startlement, he was unable to think of anything to say. He should have welcome-kissed her on the doorstep. Not unlike the hero of his early show-off play, Don Juan in Oxford, who believed he could tell everything he was ever going to feel about a woman from a single kiss, Quaid believed a single kiss would reveal everything a woman would ever feel about him.




Day Two

She hasn’t slept. She often doesn’t when her head is full of a new programme. She will get up in the middle of the night, pad softly to her study so as to cause no disturbance, and start making notes. But this time she lies for hours in bed before deciding it is distasteful, not to say disloyal – marginally disloyal – to have such thoughts in such a place with a man she respects – respects, notice – beside her. So she goes down to the kitchen to make tea, tea being the most calming substance she knows, and relives the encounter.

It isn’t only that she can see him. She can smell him. In the past she has left men whose smell she can’t abide. When things go wrong between a man and a woman, she believes, the first sign of it is the smell. You needn’t especially have loved the smell at first. You might simply not have noticed it. But then you do and that’s that. An affair going off stinks to high heaven. What’s new to her is noticing and liking the smell of a man at the outset.

At the outset! This is why she hasn’t slept. She has let futurity in. At the very least she has opened the window to it.

On the strength of what? A smell she cannot describe. An aureole of zesty hair. A dry, sarcastic mouth. Maybe kind, maybe not, half-closed eyes. A rugby-player’s shoulders. And a foreknowledge of his wordsmithery – not to be confused with any inkling – that was so heated with anticipation that she marvelled at the way he spoke before he had a chance to say three words. She laughs at herself. He says ‘Come in,’ and her heart stops beating. How will she be when he makes his first speech explaining why, though he is flattered by her offer, and notwithstanding the radio talks he’s given, he is not a media personality, and certainly not a television presenter, it being a matter of artistic faith to him to have no presence beyond his work, to make no utterances that are not the utterances of art, for it is only art that speaks the words he wishes to be known by, in short to respect the sibylline silence of creation, which he is confident that she, as an intelligent and well-read woman, will surely have listened to with awe herself in those moments when what’s visionary and half-glimpsed asserts its ancient primacy over the gross actuality of a liquid-crystal display …?

How will she be? Well, she now knows the answer to that. Somewhat insulted. ‘Gross actuality’ is not a fair description of what she does. No matter. She will deal with that. She will make space for the sibylline silences of a man unable to stop talking. Thereafter, ask her how she is and she will close her eyes. Unslept, is how she is.

The house is all hers after nine o’clock. Over breakfast she takes out his card. It was a mystery why he’d ever given it to her. Writers don’t have cards, he told her. She knew that. She’d never yet met a writer who had a card. It went against – well, whatever it went against. It’s actually my wife’s, he’d added with a queer little laugh.

‘Selena Pallister, Painter’

She’d kept her maiden name but shared a phone. My wife’s. Was that a warning or a come-on? She wants to ring him to apologise for being peremptory about his suggestion to include Dickens in the mix. She has never much liked Dickens and wonders whether that explained her reluctance. Maybe they can work out a way of doing it after all. In fact there was no conceivable way without changing the entire premise of her series. Dickens had not travelled to escape a country he loathed and that had rejected him. But she can’t think of any other convincing reason for making the call, and it’s a call she has to make. It is as though she had scaled a remote peak and forgotten to plant a flag to show she’d been there. If she is to stake any sort of claim to the territory, no matter how gestural, she must plant that flag. She lets another hour go before ringing him. His wife’s voice – peremptory and even ill-tempered – is on the answering machine. We are not available, it says.

We.

She drives a fast car not because speed excites her but because she can afford a fast car and has no children to ferry to school, so she might as well. More than that, she has always claimed for herself the freedom and esteem men enjoy, and a fast car that people gawp at in the street is one way of accessing those advantages. Comme des garçons. Otherwise, she affects an indifference to what she drives and pretends she doesn’t remember the make. ‘I think it’s Italian.’ She might want the freedom of being a man, but she also wants freedom from the objects that captivate men’s minds.

Driving to work, tired and preoccupied, she passes an accident. It looks serious. More than one police car, more than one ambulance. Normally the sirens would make her heart race and she would come off the main road as soon as she could. At the very least slow down. Today the flashing lights don’t touch her. She is somewhere else. Has steel entered her soul?

She has a meeting with the series commissioner.

‘So he’s interested?’

‘He says he wants to think about it, but I’m confident he’ll agree.’

‘Which one is he veering towards? Ibsen in Sorrento is too obvious, I assume. Lawrence in Taos, I’ll bet.’

‘As it happens, no. And you’re right about Ibsen. “Done that to death,” he said. Joyce in Trieste looks the most likely. Or just maybe Byron in Missolonghi. I fancy he might think of himself as Byronic. Whereas Joyce was weedy and half-blind.’

‘And D. H. Lawrence tubercular.’

‘Well more than that. He says Lawrence’s genius alarms him. He says he has only to read two words of Lawrence to want to be him. Whereas he knows that if Lawrence were to have read two words of his he’d have hated them both. For which reason – not to paraphrase – he loathes the fucker.’

‘That could make a good programme.’

‘That’s what I told him but he said he wouldn’t give the fucker the satisfaction.’

‘He does know Lawrence is dead?’

‘Yes, but not dead enough.’

‘Ah well. Too much affinity, I suppose. Sex-obsessed, angry Northerners.’

‘I suspect he’d reject that way of categorising him. The writer he says he does feel closest to is Dickens. Bad husband, great writer. Often the way. Said he’d quite fancy doing Dickens in America. Our subject’s exile, I reminded him, and Dickens in America is not a story of exile. “All art is exile,” he said.’

‘I suppose he has a point.’

‘He does, and I’ve a feeling he’s made it many times before, but we’re not the Culture Show. And anyway, I prefer Lawrence to Dickens even if he doesn’t. I have a soft spot for those angry Northerners you speak of.’ (As for the sex-obsessed, she had nothing to say.)

‘And you’re confident that whoever he goes for you’ll be able to work with him?’

‘Oh, yes. Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘He has a reputation for being difficult.’

‘Writers are difficult. That’s why they’re writers.’

‘That sounds like a point you’ve made before.’

‘I’ve worked with enough of them.’

And she had. Difficult writers were her speciality. Pigs, prigs, pricks, pedants – they were all thrown her way.

‘I still think it might be worth steering him on to Lawrence. It’ll make a better programme if he doesn’t get on with Lawrence, especially if you do.’

She doesn’t answer. She is thinking about Lawrence’s notorious public brawls with his wife. The last time she made a programme with a Northern genius he brought his wife along on the shoot, demanded she be part of the action, and bickered with her endlessly. Before the filming was through, the bickering had become the story.

The Northern genius never forgave her for exposing his marriage on television.

‘No, you did that,’ she told him. ‘My job as a director is to let the tale unfold.’

A Lawrentian sort of thing to say.

She is wearing a black suit with a faint stripe and not-too-high black patent shoes. More daggers than rapiers. On the way out, her head down, her narrow face harbouring shadows, she passes a senior producer who once propositioned her at a Corporation party. He has been awkward with her since, though she has never held a proposition against any man. He takes her in at a glance and suppresses a shudder. He’s amazed he ever had the courage to try it on. She looks like an assassin, he thinks.




Day Three

Thanks to that phenomental memory of his, Quaid is able to give after-dinner talks without notes. ‘On this, at least, Plato, Jesus Christ and John Lennon agreed,’ he tells audiences, ‘all you need is love.’ He doesn’t go on to say what he thinks, which is that love isn’t just all you need but all there is. The rest is death. You don’t bring up the subject of death at a cancer-charity dinner in the Dorchester.

The rest. He can never hear that phrase without remembering his attempt to defend the poet Andrew Marvell against Edina Gore’s derision. ‘But thirty thousand to the rest, Miss.’ Much of his subsequent thinking is directed at her.

‘“To His Coy Mistress” isn’t a poem about desire,’ he wrote to her from Oxford. ‘It is a poem about death. But at my back I always hear / Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near. Not sometimes, Miss Gore – always. The time the poet imagines lavishing on the woman’s breasts is time he knows he doesn’t have.’

When he doesn’t hear back he assumes the wingèd chariot must have whisked her away.

Despite believing that his work should do the talking for him, the Once-Wunderkind discusses it frequently at conferences and seminars. He has a good voice and likes the sound of it when he’s in the mood to hear himself. You can break every writerly rule for charity … and an appreciative audience.

Though he believes it becomes him as playwright to be seen in jeans and a dirty black t-shirt, for such an event as this he wears a velvet suit (also stylishly in need of a dry-clean) and Byronic necktie that make him look like a French symbolist poet just come in from a long night walking the streets of Paris. He knows that audiences of women of an age to be charitable want a speaker to take them where they’ve never been. He sheds a decade when he speaks. He is witty and risqué. The husbands don’t much like him. This is a matter of satisfaction to him.

Yes, he’s come a long way from the nervous schoolboy who knew nothing of women other than what he’d read about them in The Oxford Book of English Verse. Ask why he has to keep telling himself that and he will answer that the nervous schoolboy never leaves the grown man altogether. He is every man’s secret.

On the front row next to the honorary life president of the charity is his wife. A waspish observer might remark that she too looks as though she’s come in from a long night walking the streets of Paris. She sits round-shouldered, showing a weary cleavage and looking cold, in a sequinned dress which, like her expression, she has worn for evenings at the Dorchester listening to her husband being brilliant far too often. A number of her sequins have gone missing. Not impossibly she has pulled them off.

Her mouth is twisted into a hellish smile.

The honorary life president leans into her and whispers in her ear. ‘Is your husband always as wickedly funny as this?’ she wants to know.

‘Always,’ his wife says. ‘He is a riot from morning to night.’

‘You are lucky in that case,’ the honorary life president says. ‘Mine hasn’t told a joke or cracked a smile in twenty years.’

‘And mine’s done nothing else,’ his wife says.

Selena. They originally met at a reading he was giving on the stage of the National Theatre. She was there to sketch him for a magazine but couldn’t concentrate on his appearance. If only she’d known how to draw sentences. They spiralled out of him without pause or punctuation, as though from an invisible and inexhaustible source. They ensorcelled her, enveloping her in the smoky perfume of their fluency, evocative of the Northern city he came from – flat, built-up and tarmacked – and yet at the same time airily fanciful, as though promising a life of abstraction everlasting. ‘Just tell me things,’ she said when he took her to his bed. ‘Teach me about English literature. Start with the drama. Who wrote the first ever play? I don’t ask who wrote the best. I know the answer to that.’

How he loved appreciation.

How he needed appreciation.

Who am I, he would ask himself when his confidence would suddenly – unaccountably – drop to dangerously low levels. I am not what I seem to be. I am a lodger in my own mind. I don’t belong there. I am burned-out. I am fraudulent. I confuse sentimentality with feeling. I call this self-criticism but it is self-indulgence, or would be if I had a self. I am never not banal. I am yesterday’s man. I regurgitate clapped-out thoughts.

Not true. When he wrote, words appeared that weren’t other people’s. They weren’t his either, but that didn’t matter. As a book or play took shape, so did he.

The only time this happened outside of writing was when he was in the arms of a woman. He went to her bed as shapeless and as unformed as clay and she blew into his nostrils whereupon, miracle of miracles – MAN. A woman not only made him a person, she woke him up. Made him almost of his time.

Before they both realised they were embracing cadavers.

The morbid fuck.

Charmed by how charmed she was by him, he talked to this new wonderful, willing, willowy woman with a sibilant, silvery name – Selena – as no man ever had before, bestowing centuries of praise on everything about her that had no specific name: her aura, her presence, her indefinable desirability. Though his admiration of her made her blush with its extravagance, she would find it hard, in later years, to remember a single thing he’d actually said. He was no more succinct as a lover than he was as a writer. Explicitness horrified him. It was as though language had the power to release a terrible unseemliness which he was tasked with keeping forever out of sight.

Tasked by whom?

You might as well ask who commanded him to write.

‘What did you actually say to make me feel so sexy?’ Selena would ask years later, still trying to work out why she’d ever fallen for him.

Quaid pulled his Oxford distaste face. ‘Sexy? You know I hate that word. Next you’ll be asking why I fancied you.’

‘Why did you fancy me?’

‘I didn’t. I felt the force of you.’

‘Like being run over on a motorway?’

‘More like being blown over in a gale.’

His vocabulary wasn’t just chaste, it was circumventive. The one adjective she can remember from that first night that spoke with any sensual directness to her was ‘open’.

‘I blush to this day remembering you say it,’ she would tell him.

‘Precisely,’ was his reply. ‘When it comes to desire, the less said the—’

‘—sexier?’

He laughed. He no longer loved her but was reminded why he had.

‘But tell me,’ she went on, ‘I’ve never understood. Why is sexy wrong but open right? What’s implicit about open?’

‘I don’t say sexy is wrong, I say it’s popular, common and borrowed. It doesn’t describe what anyone sees for themselves. Open – well sometimes there is only one word that describes what you do see.’

‘And what part of me was so open that you could find no other word?’

‘All of you.’

They are no longer getting on. ‘Closed’ is the word for them now. She is jealous of the woman she was.

On his way to relieve himself, he sees his visitor of a couple of days before in front of him. He increases his pace to catch up with her and taps her on the shoulder. ‘Well here’s a surprise,’ he says. In the event, it’s too much of a one. It isn’t her. When she turns, she shows him soft, blue, pellucid eyes. The eyes he was expecting to see were a stormy Atlantic grey. The foreheads are different too. This woman has a far lower hairline, a brow less troubled, less commodious, less gracefully arched. Heavens! A commodious brow. Had he noticed that much about her?

Tonight, surprised by this moment of disappointment, he sleeps badly. He doesn’t like to have made a social blunder, however small. Will the stranger think he was making a pass? He is too quick to feel a fool. And then too quick to be annoyed with himself for caring. But mistaking one person for another is surely not sufficient to explain this. Something else is wrong.

I’m lonely, he thinks. In the past, whenever he felt lonely he would go looking for someone to share his loneliness with. Not in a rapacious spirit. More little boy lost. He hasn’t progressed much, but at least now he has work to fall back on. A play a day keeps the doctor away. And he no longer experiences loneliness as a non-specific ache. These days he has to have a woman in mind before he realises how lonely he is without her.

He keeps The Oxford Book of English Verse by his bed. It was once his boast that he knew half of it by heart. Especially the two great ages of love poetry – the early seventeenth century when love was valued as an accomplishment, an expression of character and intellect; and the late nineteenth when it was feared as an illness. He can recite more of the seventeenth century than the nineteenth, but enjoys declaiming ‘The Lady of Shalott’ when he’s feeling feverish. Lancelot Quaid, riding down to Camelot with his armour ringing. ‘I see you more as the Lady,’ Selena says, with an acid laugh. ‘Waiting for the curse to come upon you – as I did.’

To calm his agitation he goes looking for a poem – any poem – whose familiarity will relax him. The book opens where it was opened last, and opened a thousand times before, at Thomas Wyatt’s ‘They Flee From Me’, a poem said to describe the poet’s dangerous liaison with Anne Boleyn in the days before – for her safety and no doubt for his too – she ran from him like a startled deer. It is a poem whose sad recollection of happier, hotter times, when Anne Boleyn all sweetly did him kiss, makes Quaid shiver with the cold of loneliness.

All sweetly, all sweetly – God in his mercy!

A man of Quaid’s sentimental, romantic bent, needs to be all sweetly kissed every day of the week.

He drifts off to sleep at last with Anne Boleyn’s arms about his neck.




Day Four

‘He needs to get out more,’ Lily thinks, swotting up on everything of his she can lay her hands on.

She is rereading Ibsen in Sorrento, Quaid’s first success outside Oxford. She calls it rereading but in fact she hasn’t read it before, only seen it. Twice. Once with her mother who went to see everything at the Almeida but in the interval told her daughter she wanted to go home; once with a passing fancy who couldn’t tell if it was meant to be funny. ‘Bit gloomy for me,’ he’d whispered, wondering if and when he dared touch Lily’s knee. ‘A play about Ibsen couldn’t really be anything else,’ Lily whispered in return. She didn’t much care whether her companion touched her knee or not.

‘But no one made him write about Ibsen,’ he replied.

Lily vowed never to go to the theatre with anyone again.

In the interval she conceded that Ibsen was a strange choice. Strindberg would have been more interesting.

‘Certainly hotter,’ the young man said, bringing her an ice cream.

If I give him my knee, maybe he’ll shut up, Lily thinks.

Reading it, she isn’t sure gloomy is the right word. But certainly claustrophobic. ‘My subject is the inside of people’s heads,’ Quaid wrote when the play first came out. ‘I don’t care much what happens anywhere else.’

What kind of lover will he be in that case, Lily muses. This is to jump the gun, but what will it feel like having him rooting around inside my brain?

Making allowances for the age of the playwright when he wrote it, Lily decides the play’s not bad in a knockabout, absurdist way: the sombre Norwegian dramatist, for whom love is tainted, incestuous and unsatisfying, succumbing little by little to the charms of scurrilous Neapolitans who don’t care what love is so long as they can sing about it. She likes the scene when he is taught the words of ‘Torna a Surriento’ – that soppiest of all soppy exilic songs – by Enrico Caruso who, if one wanted to be pedantic about it, was yet to be born when Ibsen lived there.

‘And Cleopatra couldn’t have played billiards with her eunuch because billiards had not yet been invented,’ she has found a recording of him snapping at an interviewer. ‘Take the matter up with the Bard.’

Shakespeare is his get-out-of-jail-free card. He takes it everywhere with him.

Lily has played the recording twice. He has a good speaking voice, she thinks. It has bitumen and sandstone in it. He is a man you graze your shins against. The wisdom is that he is too sarcastic for television. He has too superior an air. Not that that worries her. She has fixed many a superior air in her time. It’s all but written into her contract to do so.

She can see why he doesn’t want to do Ibsen in Sorrento for her series. Done is done. But imagining his singing voice being as good as his speaking voice she visualises a scene in which he performs a trio with the ghosts of Ibsen and Caruso. It’s part of the play’s spectral surrealism that it shows Ibsen finishing Ghosts in the Imperial Hotel Tramontano. As a rule she doesn’t favour tricksy directing but getting Quaid to come out of himself is a challenge she might relish.

Apart from anything else, it would be nice to be in Sorrento.

Eating pasta in the sun.

Laughing.

Talking.

In the Hotel Tramontano.

With the Very Devil.




Day Five

He is working on a new play. He doesn’t yet know its subject. Famously troubled men, if his previous plays are anything to go by. Man out of time and place. Man marooned. Man Gored. Any resemblance to himself being purely incidental.

Only the act of writing will decide what the new play’s about. This is the best time, waiting for the ‘about’ to reveal itself. Notwithstanding his reputation for being spiky and unyielding, he submits ecstatically to the capricious wiles of language. The words will look after him.

It’s their way of saying thank you. He looks after words, they look after him.

His wife is still half-asleep at 9.30 when he brings her coffee. She drank too much the night before and calls for water. In their early days they drank freely together, laughing as they uncorked yet another bottle. ‘How are you?’ he would ask when they opened their eyes late into a new day. ‘Pissed-blind,’ she’d say and he’d gather her into his arms, as though a pissed-blind lover with long flanks was the most precious commodity in the world.

‘You?’ she’d ask.

‘The same.’

Then she would roll out of his arms and gather him into hers. Now, pissed-blind is no longer endearing to either of them.

Selena was thirty when they met. Already divorced and with two daughters, less substantial than her, both as light and long-legged as dragonflies. He shook their hands when he met them. Hello girls. Which exhausted his interest in children. She – the mother – was a book illustrator in the style of a roughed-up Cicely Mary Barker with ambitions to be a portrait artist she wasn’t yet sure in the style of whom. He had a proposal for her. No, not that. In idle hours, when he couldn’t see how to get from Act I to Act II, he penned world-weary fables in which he affected a disillusionment beyond his years. He had even put a small, loose-leafed book of them together, tentatively entitled The Ostrich That Had Seen Enough. It would do, he thought, as a gift. Would Selena like to illustrate it? He can’t recall now what became of her attempts. Not cynical enough, he thinks. She couldn’t draw a nihilistic ostrich.

It was he who made her think that their careers were following a similar trajectory, though he, at twenty-six, was the Wunderkind, with two successful plays and countless critical pieces he called Amusements to his name. Why he went on soaring and she never quite took off is hard to explain. Talent for talent, he assured her, they were fairly matched. Success, however, is wanton. And responds well to ambition, of which he had more than her. But wasn’t he ambitious enough for two – great writer and great painter, the all-creative, all-charismatic, all-conquering colour-supplement pair, gifted, caustic, and nearly twelve feet tall between them? Only trouble was, he forgot to ask her if this was a partnership she wanted. Looking over his shoulder, one day, to be sure she was keeping up with him, he saw she was not there. ‘Rush, rush, rush,’ she breathlessly shouted after him. ‘Pushing and shoving and smarming, to get where?’

She had a point. They were artists, not entrepreneurs of art. The rush was not something he could explain. Was it that his meteoric start demanded nothing less than a meteoric future? Vultures waited for him to fail. He wondered if he was one of those vultures himself. Had he already exceeded his desserts? Did he hope that if he moved fast enough no one would see in him what he, on bad days, saw – namely, not very much at all?

But none of this was relevant; if she didn’t want to keep up, that was her business.

‘How about,’ she pleaded with him one day, ‘you just go at your own speed and allow me to go at mine?’

He fell to his knees and apologised. Her frustrations were all his fault. He had uprooted her from her natural habitat of quiet concentration. He had thrown her in the path of rowdy failure.

‘Get up, Quaid,’ she said. ‘I don’t need any of this.’

‘What do you need?’

‘For you to leave me the fuck alone.’

A fond pleasure in beholding Selena hasn’t gone entirely. It returns unexpectedly and in degrees. This morning, aroused by the sight of an uncovered breast, still as blue-veined and milky as a dairymaid’s, desire – or is it the memory of desire? – stirs in him. With one arm still extended, waiting for water, she has gone back to sleep. There is a libidinousness in accidentality. Stealthily, like a biblical villain, like one of those lascivious Elders or Noah’s sons, he leans across the bed and with trembling fingers uncovers her breasts a little more – a man secretly spying on his own wife’s nakedness.

A dozen questions nag at his conscience. Is desire transferable? In stealing a look at Selena is he actually stealing a promissory look at another woman altogether? And if there is another woman – he is only saying if – is it a betrayal of that other woman to be looking in this way at breasts that are not hers? Can one look betray the whole sex?

He covers her up – the eternal, eye-ravished wife – and leaves the room on quiet feet, a fugitive from his own marriage bed.




Day Six

The Scrabble board sits abandoned on the dining-room table, an unfinished orgy, the tiles scattered, the little white muslin bag upended. They don’t eat at home a lot, or together.

The dispiritedness with which she’d removed her jacket and then her silk camisole had not gone unnoticed by her opponent, Hal, the man she’d lived with for many years, sometimes irritably but for the most fondly as the heat went out of them. He’d unbuttoned his own shirt and unbuckled his own belt with no more zest. They didn’t even have the heart to go on with the game. Maybe they’d invite another couple round. Maybe they wouldn’t. The one time they’d tried had been an agony. Laughter had saved them – just. But they had bags of cruel time ahead of them. Bags almost as full as the bag of Scrabble tiles. How much more laughter, over the coming years, could they call on?

It had, of course, been his suggestion. As had the photographs. And her taking her top off at the beach. All perfectly harmless in intention, she knew, but they harmed her. You can be modest without being prudish, she thought. Or at least she could. You can not want to play along for the perfectly good reason that you simply don’t.

‘You look really good,’ he told her, as though how she looked – meaning how she looked to him, and to whoever else gawped at her on the beach – was the problem. She knew how she looked and liked how she looked. She looked after herself, for herself. Self-respect, her mother called it. She saw it more as self-honour. What people called ‘a bit of fun’ was only fun if you found it so. Otherwise, it was trespass.

She cared for Hal. That she could no longer express her feelings for him with greater fervour saddened her. For him, she thought, the kindest thing would be a mistress, if he didn’t already have one. She was not going to suggest that. She knew there was nothing like permission to take the zip out of an infidelity. She wouldn’t have wanted him telling her she was free to find a lover. They were each the reason the other had to look elsewhere, each equally to blame and each equally blameless and, except when they carelessly allowed staleness to stare them in the face, as on the beach or when playing Scrabble, the ancient rituals for saving marriages or sort-of marriages worked well enough for them. To her mind, spicing up the home front was a sort of blasphemy. You honour feelings that were once important by letting them wear themselves out naturally. When time is up, time is up. You don’t say ‘Darling, we need to talk.’ You don’t use the word ‘space’. You remember your manners, stay out late and tell lies.

That, too, was a species of love.

It helps that they
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