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‘When the girl in your arms is the girl in your heart’

Girl in Your Arms,CLIFF RICHARD
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2:17. Don’t have to get up until, latest, half twelve. So, let’s see: two hours of scrabbling irritatedly in the sheets (4:17), then maybe three? hours in a blank coma, if I’m lucky (7:17), followed by an hour and a half of adamantine wakefulness (8:47), and then, at last, the luxurious morning, when I rest copiously, dreaming and drifting as if these actions were easily in my gift, gives me … six hours and fifty-three minutes of sleep altogether. Not quite the mythic eight hours, but not bad, considering.

This is my problem. I nurture it somewhat – sometimes I give out my card at parties: hi, Gabriel Jacoby, Insomniac – but we all need our negative hallmarks of identity. I don’t mean self-deprecation – that’s just knots in the pattern of awkwardness – but a real maladjustment, a big fuck-off flaw, a therapeutic black hole through which we can present ourselves with the subtext I am interesting, dangerous and romantic. However: this one – at the end of the day, it’s just not worth the trouble.

2:19 now. Insomniacs are relentless about time, about nighttime, because each minute is another grain of sand through the hour-glass and into your head for the next day. But 2:19 – that’s nothing; oh no, 2:19, that’s still the best part of the day, lots to look forward to. A world-class insomniac doesn’t call it a bad night until at least, at least half five, and only then if it’s accompanied by anxiety, bone-ache and two hundred visits to the toilet.

I sleep, or rather I lie in cold hyperthought, wearing a blindfold and earplugs, a kind of pathetic but portable sensory deprivation tank. An old airplane blindfold inscribed with the legend Virgin – and it is a legend, God’s joke to stamp over my eyes like blackmail the name of the consciousness I so desperately crave – which I tie tighter and tighter round my eyes every night, tight enough to hurt, and leave me blinded by psychedelic lights for twenty minutes every morning. I achieve this tightness by tying knots in the two strands of elastic you fit round your head; but I’ve done that so often with this one it now has a huge, hard lump of elastic round the back which sometimes, when I’m finally about to find an exit from insomnia, will press into my skull and wake me up. I need a new one, but blindfolds, you can’t get them from shops, you have to go on a bloody plane to get one, and I haven’t been on a plane for years; nights there are, though, when I get so desperate I consider saving up my dole money and splashing out on a trip to, I dunno, Australia, Bermuda, Fiji, anywhere, just to get a new sodding blindfold. The earplugs, pink, waxy balls like rabbit scrotum, I force deeper and deeper into my ears every night, in the hope, I think, that I might faint: now I couldn’t hear if Metallica decided to play a surprise one-off gig in my bedroom, but the thumping of the blood in my head keeps me awake. One night they’ll get stuck and I’ll have to call the fire brigade out.

What do I yearn for in the slow, slow dark? When I was twelve I had my tonsils removed, and I can remember the anaesthetist counting backwards, ten, nine, eight, seven, six and at six I fell asleep. That is what I want: I want to know the moment of sleep. Stupidly, because that’s the self-reflexive centre of the whole mind-curse – the light in my mind, the one that keeps me up, I’ve left it on, so as not to miss the moment when someone comes in to switch it off. I am a moron in a blindfold trying to pin down, once and for all, the tail on the sleep donkey.

There is a woman here. When I’m on my own, counting backwards through the night, that’s often what I think I most desire. Yeah. So then, when the bad night becomes the strung-out soul-splitting night from hell, when the psychic demons come out for their regular 5.30 a.m. morris dance on my skull, then, oh lord thank the lord, there’s someone else here: and, hey, whaddya know – they’re asleep. And then I just think: you bastard. Lying there, fatuously snoring – yeah, don’t tell me, innnn, ouuuuut, innnnnn, ouuuuut, each rattle of your breath saying, ‘It’s a doddle this sleep business, no worriezzzzzzzzzzzz’ – YOU’RE TAKING THE PISS!!

Actually, I tell a lie. There was a woman here. She just left, in what I can only assume to be something of a huff. The truth is, things didn’t go too well. And then they got worse.

You see, you have to be empty to sleep. A trick – one of the millions that don’t work – is to imagine your body as an empty glass shell, into which a relaxing yellow gas is pumping, slowly, filling every corner and releasing tension. But it’s difficult to imagine your body as an empty glass shell when some warped neuron in your awareness ventricle is picking up every millilitre of urine in your bladder, every trickle of sperm in your testicles, every tiny hair lying twisted up against the grain on your skin. When I get up to go to the toilet for the two-hundredth time, it’s not that I need to go to the toilet again, it’s that I’ve realised, through cleverly controlled sphincter spasms, that if I was poised above the toilet, I could go: and that’s enough to get me out of bed. Straining, straining, every last drop: only when I’d have to undergo a Caesarian to get any more out do I feel voided.

And it’s ten times worse with sperm. It just has to be got rid of, surreptitiously if need be, especially when things haven’t gone too well and I’ve built up a huge backlog of the stuff. But do women, especially women who I thought had gone to sleep twenty minutes ago, understand that? Do they fuck.

If only I hadn’t put the blindfold and earplugs on first.

I only just about heard the door slam.

Next morning, Nick is up before me, for a rundown.

‘Well?’

‘Brilliant. Three-nil. Some dispute over the third goal but the action replay showed it definitely crossed the line. Handball in extra time.’

‘What was the state of the pitch?’

‘Waterlogged.’

Nick is my flatmate; he is thirty-five, and balding. He is the sort of man who farts, and is pleased about it. This would not bother me, were it not for the fact that his farting sounds painful to me, as if his anus is cracking with the effort, and I really don’t want to be there when it finally gives way. My flatmate and myself, a dream for unposted feminists, tend to deflect our obvious fear of the dark complexities of sexual intercourse by talking about it as if it was football. Nick is a Bradford City supporter.

‘Gabe?’

His dressing-gown is black, mine is burgundy. He wears a pair of enormous slippers with a three-dimensional upright Zebedee from The Magic Roundabout on each of them. Zebedee has his arms outstretched, as if appealing for clemency. My feet are bare and cold on the kitchen floor. I adopt the attitude of a man reading the newspaper, but the words – some committee, some child abuse, some inflation figures, some psychokiller in America, some new motorway – bounce off the blindfold-induced light show in my eyes.

‘Yeah?’

‘I thought I heard the door slam. Round about two o’clock.’

‘Mmmm … no. Must have been the wind.’

‘She still here then?’

I pretend I haven’t heard this. One thing about being known for not sleeping, it allows you to act distracted all the time. I look out of the window. London is so pallid all the time; or perhaps it’s just my windows going yellow.

I say: ‘You going out today?’

‘Yeah, in about ten minutes.’

‘Where you working?’

‘Camden Road.’

‘The big traffic lights?’

‘Yeah.’ He smiles evilly. ‘Word has it they’ve got a fault – stick on red for ages … ’

The reason he’s smiling is that Nick makes his money cleaning windscreens at traffic lights. Yeah, he actually is one of those terrible blokes. £350 a week he makes; £350 a week, not a penny of which anyone ever really wants to give him. I put the paper down.

‘Doesn’t anyone ever say to you, “Sorry, but – would you believe it – I just happen to have something on my car called a windscreen wiper”?’

‘No,’ he says, getting his bucket and sponge out from beneath the sink.

‘ “And – do you know – when it’s dark, I don’t actually need anyone to lie on the bonnet holding a torch either … ” ’

He gets up. ‘Is she in bed or what?’

‘Yeah. I said I’d make her breakfast.’

‘Hey. Must be serious. Alice’ll be beside herself.’

Ten minutes later, as his footsteps retreat down the stairs, I spatula two eggs, two sausages, one lean rasher of bacon and three lightly grilled tomatoes into the swing-bin. I could’ve eaten it myself, but I’m trying to wean myself off that sort of food. It’s always the same: the first six mouthfuls are heaven, paradise in the mouth, but then it all starts to go wrong, and by the second sausage I’ve got a headache. End of the meal without fail I want to vomit, and the whole affair leaves me deeply depressed for the rest of the day. Greasy-spoon hangover. Next morning I fancy the same again. It’s worth it for those first six mouthfuls.

The swing-bin, because it’s overflowing, won’t swing-bin open, so I have to take the top section off but then – CHHHHHHHAAAAA – the Gehenna inside roars its smell at me. I should change it, but instead balance the food from my plate precariously on a blue, green and furry mound that was once food itself, but God knows what food, although some sections of it are definitely descended from batter. Even on this pedestal of death, one of the sausages just looks too appetising, all brown and black and available, so, brushing off a fragment of my ruins, I eat it, but the mental effort of blocking out the fact that it’s just been in the bin robs me of my cut of joy.

What time is it? I look at the microwave. 6:20. No, that can’t be right. Then I remember what’s happening. For some time, I had begun to notice that it was dark outside at one o’clock in the afternoon, and still light at eleven at night. I had just assumed that this was some by-product of the ozone layer going a bit thin on top, and was preparing to board the boat to the mountains ready for when the sky actually fell in, when I realised that time itself was actually moving, that one second it would be 4:20, the next it would be 8:20. I thought, it’s too late, this is it, the space-time continuum has gone down, we are skidding along the curve of eternity, any second now Stephen Hawking is going to come crashing in through my roof. Then I noticed that each change of time was accompanied by a twitch of antennae. That’s when I worked out that there is a fly living in my microwave clock.

I don’t know how that can happen, a fly living in my microwave clock. It’s not just that now I have to plan my day around when this fly decides to take its daily constitutional. It’s more the fear that, at some point, I’m going to put a steak and kidney pie on for five minutes, open the door, and out’s going to burst some huge mutant steak and kidney fly, a great big piece of pastry with gossamer wings and a thousand eyes, vomiting all over my cat before it eats her. I sense the fly, though, is smug about it. It thinks it’s got a flat in bloody Piccadilly Circus.

Unable to restart my life until I know what the time is, I go into the living-room, do a quick glissando on my battered old upright piano, and sit down on the sofa. I look round: our flat takes up the second floor of a Victorian house in Kilburn, but it seems hard to imagine that, once, stiff-collared gentlemen traded remarks about Palmerston on this biscuit-carpeted floor strewn with old copies of Complete Car and Yellow Pages got out for phone-calls made months ago. The only two house-plants that I’ve ever bought – a yucca and one I don’t know the name of, but it’s meant to have big yellow leaves – stand limply against the wood-chipped magnolia wallpaper at either side of the room’s one window, looking out the back of the house onto Abrakebabra on Willesden Lane. Idly I notice that, again, there are a couple of cigarette butts pressed into the soil of the big yellow-leaved plant’s pot. No amount of asking Nick not to do this makes any difference. He once told me that it was good for them, an argument he used on another occasion when I found him urinating into the yucca.

Swinging my legs up and along, I stretch out and lie down. This is not difficult on our sofa. Our sofa is the biggest sofa in the world, fact. The reason I bought it is probably related to growing up in my parents’ house, which contained only one comfortable chair, a fat red leather one in the telly room, the sitting on of which was a source of much bitter dispute, and some not inconsiderable domestic violence; so our sofa, with its space to seat The Roly-Polys and their families if need be, is probably a psychological compensator. A once green now grey monster, curved or possibly warped into enormous concavity, getting it up here was like Fitzcarraldo; but it was a bargain at £150, plus a matching armchair, from Powers of Kilburn. At the far, far end, the back cushion has become stained, but not like you sometimes see on white sofas – a little oval puddle of grease spread from an over-Brylcreemed head; virtually the entire cushion is overlaid with a picky brown film, half an inch thick, etched with lines like a particularly troubled forehead. I’d hate to get the lab results on it back.

I lie there for some indeterminable time, staring aimlessly at the rust discs and amber twines of the small section of Persian rug which pokes out from beneath the great wedge of sofa. A bald square patch stands out on one corner of the rug, like the area round the scar of a cat that has just been spayed, and one of the rust discs has been discoloured brown by coffee stains, and again I’m struck by the way that history incongruises objects: I see the sackclothed weaver, his loom, by his side a small curved glass of brown-black tea, hear the noise of the souk outside, and wonder what he would say if he saw this rug now. ‘That one was made in Luton’, probably.

It starts to rain. If it gets hard and driving, water will start to pour through from the windows, and from a grey crater just above the piano, where the ceiling has sunk in the shape of a small wok. Luckily, the two saucepans needed to collect it are still in place from the last time; as indeed is the rain-water inside them.

I’m still trying to work out what the time actually is when my cat, Jezebel, bites my ankles. I have this relationship with Jezebel: I am prostrate before her. She is beautiful beyond belief. Sometimes I see her curving like a Matisse in a shaft of mote-sparkling sunlight and I believe in God, I do, I believe in God.

She bites my ankles. And sometimes, if I’m lucky, she punches me in the face. I give her food and, breakdancing, she chucks it up. Not Whiskas, oh no, not Choosy – Sheba, fucking Sheba, she chucks up. Sheba that sometimes I open and wish that someone would make me such a delicacy once in a while. And all I want from Jezebel is that, every so often, she comes and sits in my lap. But she doesn’t. I sit on the sofa for hours, patting my lap until my thighs start to smart, cooing like an idiot, in the hope of some spontaneous affection, and then finally, stung by her ability to ignore – animals, they really can ignore, can’t they? – I go over to the radiator, pick her up and place her on my lap. A reassuring warm weight settles into my body-hollow. Two minutes later she realises what has happened, punches me in the face, and goes back to the radiator.

Back in the kitchen, I give Jezebel some Sheba – tuna with prawn, it smells fresh as the sea itself – and think about making myself some coffee. Let me see: I have a filter coffee maker, two cafetières, an espresso machine that does cappuccino as well, one of those Italian silver stove kettles, coffee bags, coffee beans, ground coffee, Lavazza, Lyons, Kenco, Nescafé, Gold Blend, Red Mountain, one jar, unopened, of Mellow Birds, and three sachets of various makes stolen from hotel-room baskets over the course of the last five years. Coffee is very important to me. Don’t tell me: ‘perhaps that’s the root cause of your problem?’ How clever of you to spot it. You are King Aha! for the day. But, you see, God has shat in my Italian silver stove kettle: drinking a lot of coffee means I can’t sleep, but because I haven’t slept I have to drink a lot of coffee. I make myself an enormous ceramic bath-bowl full of Lavazza Super-Speedy Head-raper. The phone rings, disturbing my narcotic consciousness. I hesitate before picking it up, as my phone has started humming and fizzing under all conversation recently, making me suspect, quite unjustifiably, Interpol. I watch it ring five times before I lift the receiver. It is my brother, Ben. ‘Cunt?’

‘Speaking.’

‘Did I wake you up?’

This is something people on the telephone ask me at any time of the day.

‘No. Well. No. I haven’t been asleep.’

‘Have you thought about my offer?’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t accept less than two billion for that amount of crack.’

‘Funny. You know what I mean.’

I pause. This is a difficult call.

‘Look. Ben. It’s a brilliant offer. You’re a brilliant editor. Over The Line is a brilliant magazine. But I can’t even string three sentences together without overusing the word “brilliant”. You’d be better off with someone else.’

‘Bollocks. All I want is a weekly column. Something funny and incisive and perceptive and satirical about sport.’

‘What about something tedious and rubbish and shoddily written and not-thought-through about sport?’

‘Sounds great.’

‘But I don’t want to work. I like not working. I especially like not working for my brother.’

‘You wouldn’t be working for me, you’d be working with me. A partner.’

There is a short croak on the line: Interpol logging off. ‘I dunno, Ben. I’m thinking of maybe going travelling for six months—’

‘You’re not going to.’

This is such an obviously correct statement that it requires no supporting nor will bear no contesting. All my adult life I have planned to go travelling – big travelling, China, Greenland, South-East Asia – and I never have. My arguments are starting to flag: I can feel my hidden agenda burgeoning inside me.

‘Listen,’ he says, after a brief whirring silence, ‘d’you want to come round tonight? Alice says she’ll cook something.’

Right. I pause, to imply that I have something else I might rather do. In actual fact, if I had an appointment to have my undergroin smeared in oil by Kathleen Turner, I would cancel it.

‘Er … well, I was … no. OK.’

‘You sure? ’Cos we could make it next week.’

‘No. It’s fine. It was nothing.’

‘All right, see you about eight thirty.’

‘Yeah, see you.’

‘Cunt.’

‘Cunt.’

I replace the receiver. My soul fills quietly with the yellow gas of joy. I am to see Alice. I feel light returning, a sudden surge like a goal in extra-time; hope spreads in my heart like fridgeless Clover on white white bread. Even my cold toes become warm. Then I realise that Jezebel has been sick on my feet.
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Yes, that’s right. Alice is my brother’s wife. I am in love with my brother’s wife. I suppose this is something I’ve come to accept. This is the sentence I rehearse in my head to deal with the situation. I suppose this is something I’ve come to accept. I have to rehearse this sentence in my head to stop me saying the other sentence, the one that goes, ‘Howl, howl, howl, howl, howl!!!’

This is why I don’t want to work with Ben. He wants this column for the back page of Over The Line, the hip, glossy sports weekly he edits, and I get the impression Ben genuinely thinks I’ve got something to offer the magazine, it’s not just him being charitable to his layabout brother. But, although I love him, I can’t spend that amount of time with Ben: because he’ll nonchalantly mention Alice, I know he will, in minor anecdotes, in future plans, even, maybe, in occasional sexual asides, which will deeply, deeply underwrite my isolation from her. There’s only so many cuts to the flesh I can take.

I first met Alice three years ago. Ben had been going out with her for two months already. This, at the time, was astounding. Ben used to be unable to sustain a relationship for more than twenty-five minutes. It was not that he was promiscuous: he just had these ridiculous standards. To go out with Ben, you had to pass a series of mental and physical tests so rigorous many of his exes went on to devise challenges for The Krypton Factor. As far as I could make out, the basic qualifications you needed to last past the next morning with Ben were five or six A Levels, a degree, preferably in English, but French or Biochemistry might be acceptable, some sort of post-graduate qualification on top of that, MA or Ph.D., an extensive analytical knowledge of film, television and all other aspects of current popular culture, an ability to toss off Thurber-like bons mots at will, and enormous great big tits. Unfortunately, most of the time, the women he actually went out with tended just to fulfil the last requirement (but extremely well some of them – oh, with flying colours). Then, suddenly, three years ago, he turned up one evening with Alice and the conversation, which I’ve précised a tiny bit, went something like this: ‘Gabe. This is Alice.’

‘Hi, nice to mee—’

‘She’s got four A Levels, done a Ph.D. on Racine, and she writes for Sight And Sound magazine.’

‘Really? And … wait a minute, you’re a double D cup as well, aren’t you? Bingo! House! Housey-housey!’

Well, no, I didn’t say that, but it’s what I was thinking. It’s what I was thinking for a millisecond, before I thought: I am in love. I have seen the face of Helen. A thousand doves flew out of my heart, and I believed in God, I did, I believed in God.

‘Ben,’ said Alice. ‘D’you get a hard-on reciting my CV?’

Or words to that effect. Now, it wasn’t exactly Thurber, but you don’t know something, you will never know something, about Alice. She has the voice of a sex angel. Some women have this voice: I don’t mean the sperm-breathed whispers that pass for sex across the 0898 lines, I mean a voice that makes you want to care for the speaker, to hold her forever, and yes, to fuck her, but to fuck her gently. Listen: you can hear the soft moan; and, sometimes, the plangency of a child crying.

Seeing and hearing this woman, I was moved to anger that Ben should have her – in fact, that anyone should have her. She was not a person, she was a Platonic ideal of womanhood, a slacker-styled embodiment of fantasy. And such fantastic tits. Ay, there’s the rub: for all my reveries about Alice, I have never not thought about her tits. Men, sometimes they go into a state about a woman, and so they stop thinking about her sexually: the mark of their love is that they don’t wank about her. But sometimes, when you’re wanking, and you’re approaching climax, your imagination goes out of control, shooting off the roller-coaster of memory-bank and make-believe into a whole cluster of people down below, causing untold damage. In the 1970s, there was a children’s programme called Vision On, for the deaf, which had these collage sequences, broken up by a speed-wheel flicking from image to image. When you’re doing Vision On in the head, the one for those about to go blind, suddenly there comes a point where there’s no access to the brake on the speed-wheel – it spins wildly, flickflickflickflickflick-stop! coming to rest on the face of whosoever actually lives at your sexual core (ninety-nine times out of a hundred not your partner – blasted with ecstasy, you face that guilt). From this moment on, that face, for me, was always Alice’s: the girl of my dreams.

They got married last spring at a register office in Marylebone. There was some talk about them getting married at a synagogue, but because Alice is half-black, and no fraction Jewish, the rabbi panicked and they were forced to go secular. I’ve got a slight problem with marriage at the best of times (the service, I mean, although the evidence seems to be that the institution isn’t flawless either) – there’s always such a deep smugness emanating from the seated relatives that the young’uns have finally come round – but, funnily enough, I had major problems with this one. They’d done their own vows, for a start, which I thought was twisting the knife a bit – isn’t bloody ‘love you and keep you till death do us part’ enough, for heaven’s sake? – and when it came to the bit about ‘if any man here has any reason why these two should not be joined in matrimony, let him speak now or forever hold his peace’, a point at which it’s well known that everybody in the church or register office or wherever always feels some urge to shout out anyway, I was biting my tongue so hard my mouth began to fill with blood. My only consolation from the whole affair was that, being a Nineties woman, Alice decided to retain her maiden name – Friedricks – which, sometimes, in my stupider moments, I can pretend demonstrates a level a little below total commitment.

That night, before going over to my house of pain, I spend a lot of time trying to make myself look attractive without looking as if I’ve spent a lot of time trying to make myself look attractive. The largest fraction of time is taken up attempting to make my hair correspond to what I’m sure it looked like before I looked in the mirror – kind of messy but symmetrical, falling over my eyes in a mixture of freedom and vulnerability. The image in the mirror, however, is more a mixture of twat and ponce: it’s all curling upwards and away from my forehead, like I’ve got a circus strongman’s moustache on my head. I try to remedy it but apply far too much gel, so then have to apply water to stop it sticking to my skull like a burst black shower cap. I’m cursing Ben for not inviting me last night, so that I could’ve shaved then, and by tonight had some attractive, but still apparently uncaring, stubble. It’s not that I want to give off an ‘I’ve made no effort but, hey, I still look great’ vibe; it’s because even though I’m desperate for Alice to feel just the slightest twinge of desire for me, more desperate than hungry men lost amongst the icebergs, I’m even more desperate that she should never discover my obsession. This is the salt sprinkled into the wound of my insomnia, as night after night I lie and watch the ceiling play and replay the disaster film that would follow: my bond with Ben, my brother, my door back to the burnished days, would crumble. But more, much more, I could never see Alice again comfortably. Now I can see her, and it hurts, it hurts my heart, but at least there is no wall between me and her, no grille of awkwardness, no sense that perhaps it would be better if I left; I am crying, but I am crying backwards, the tears are running down the inside of my face where I know she can’t see them. When I am with her, my love is locked and manacled; but I sing in my chains, quietly.

So before I leave, Nick says to me: ‘Fuck me. You going to meet Michelle Pfeiffer or what?’

Clearly the cover-up has not been as comprehensive as it might be.

‘No, I’m just going to—’

‘Ben and Alice’s?’

Nick knows about Alice. I unburdened myself to him one night, late, sitting in a bucket of tears and vodka: there we were, swapping the usual crap confessions – childhood homosexuality, hatred for parents, how we could both have been professional footballers (if we’d wanted to) – when suddenly, God knows why, I cracked the safe in my heart and produced my jewel. Now, of course, I wish I hadn’t, and am terrified that, one day, he’s going to make a leading remark in Alice’s presence, something like, ‘Did you know Gabriel’s in love with you?’

‘Might be,’ I say.

‘Right,’ he says, with an air of all-knowing complacency.

I feel suddenly outraged by his air of all-knowing complacency.

‘Will you fucking do some clearing up in here while I’m gone, you absolute cunt?’ I say.

‘Oooooooooo!’ he says, lilting the middle ‘oooo’ in cod sarcasm. ‘Just because you thought you looked really casual and uncaring.’

‘No, actually, it’s because it’s filthy in here.’ I cast around for some objective correlative of this. Not hard to find. ‘Look: what’s this?’

‘Some orange peel. What does it look like?’

‘Some orange peel in a cup with two butt-ends and … oh for fuck’s sake, bits of your toe-nails in it! I could’ve drunk them.’

‘Oh, stop sounding like an old woman.’

‘You’re the old woman.’

‘No, you’re the old woman.’

‘You are, you wear a big greying bra.’

The big greying bra stops the flow of argument. I can’t bear arguments. Most of the time, I would rather choke on my resentment than give vent to my feelings. Which is a mistake, as every time I think ‘I won’t say anything about that’, I’m stoking the coals of cancer. Sometimes I can feel my future tumour glowing in the dark, like E.T.’s heart.

So, meanwhile, I go back to the bathroom and worry my clothes a bit, pulling a button loose here and shirt-flap free there, all the time repressing the fact that, in the last ten minutes, my hair has mutated into an Indian waiter’s bouffant. I check my watch – 8:15. Nothing I can do about it, I have to go. It takes twenty-five minutes to drive to Ben and Alice’s, and it’s important, for the appearance of casualness, not to arrive on time, but, obviously, not too late – obviously, because I calibrate time spent with Alice in milliseconds: I hoard them in my heart, those milliseconds. Bidding a curt ‘Cheers’ to a suspiciously smiling Nick, I put on my brown bomber jacket, lined with something that looks like a sheep, and go outside. A thin mist, a mist that can’t be bothered, doesn’t hide the street, but renders it a bit out of focus; my car, a Triumph Dolomite, sits on the other side of the road covered in droplets like it’s been sweating. My car is a portable rubbish dump. To sit down, I have to move ten boxless cassettes – The Carpenters, Dusty Springfield, The Cranberries – a packet of chewing gum, an empty bin-liner, and four ravaged copies of the A–Z. Pages fall out of my A–Zs, I’ve noticed, quicker than leaves from a suicidal house-plant. You could reforest whole sections of the Amazon out of the aerial visions of London scattered over my car. So many times I’ve set off for some virgin destination without checking where it is beforehand, and then it’s only when I’m lost in some Godless section of hard-pub London that I open the book to realise that the relevant page has pissed off somewhere into the quagmire of the back seat, never to be seen again. The back area of the car is a total no-go zone. Underneath the front seats, however, is quite a lucky dip; rummaging around in it the other day in search of page thirty-seven, my hand alighted on what turned out to be a box of dominoes. I have never in my life owned a box of dominoes.

It’s so cold inside the car that gripping the steering-wheel shocks my hands like biting into ice cream does my teeth, but it still starts OK, thank God. It’s very impressive, the Dolomite. Never serviced, never had an oil change, certainly never been washed, but still it always opens up with a big reassuring vrooom. It’s taken to stalling now and again at traffic lights, but one twist of the ignition and it’s fine. I stop off at a KwikSave in Queens Park to get a bottle of wine. As I go in, a lumbering shadow of a man, previously on a perfect trajectory out of the door, lurches to the right and bumps into me. He leaps backwards melodramatically, his fists raised.

‘Come on then. Let’s fucking ’ave yer! Let’s ’ave yer! ’AVE YER!!’

‘Hello, Barry,’ I say, and carry on inside, leaving Mental Barry’s fists to circle in slow motion around each other for as long as it takes him to realise I’ve walked off. Poor Mental Barry: rumour has it he’s so disgusting the other tramps in Kilburn have taken a vote and asked him not to hang out with them any more.

Once inside the shop, overlit with its always openness, I hit the usual wine wall. What’s the deal here? I have an image in my head, corresponding to a taste on my tongue, as to what a nice wine should be like. All those words – oaky, buttery, vanilla, spicy, matured – they’re all part of that image; I know, when I hit that elusive taste sensation, that it will combine all these things, and I wait in happy expectation of the day when I sit down by my fireside with a glass in my hand, quaff, and feel spicy matured oak vanilla butter slide down my gullet as I turn to Alice and say, ‘This is it, darling. This is our drink.’ And yet, despite continually upping the price bracket I’m prepared to enter looking for this wine, the words that come to mind when I actually pour the stuff into my mouth are always sour, off, thin, Ribenary, and leading to shivers and a tingling pain around the gills.

Looking at the labels in mute incomprehension, the words of a thousand ignorances float up before me – Australian always good value, can’t go wrong with a Hungarian Merlot, Chilean meant to be very good one year (but what year? Are there people who actually know, d’you think?), Valpolicella a good drinking wine. I dunno. I try an old ploy.

‘What would you recommend?’

Like the bloke behind the counter at the Queens Park KwikSave is fucking Albert Roux. He says nothing, just looks at me with tired refugee eyes, his whole being saying, ‘Please, I just want to betray my entire life doing time in this overlit soul-vacuum: don’t make it harder for me.’ So I tell him not to bother, and do what I always do, which is head for the label which looks like it might at some point have had some dust on it, in this case something called St Auberge 1987, £6.99, because a dusty label, well, that means, yes, that it’s been in a cellar, probably, and that’s got to be good, hasn’t it? I mean: I’m not one of these people who thinks that it’s a quality wine if the bottom half of the bottle is a basket. Not any more.

Outside the KwikSave Mental Barry’s fists are still circling as I walk past him. ‘You’ve got no bollocks!!’ he shouts. Perhaps he’s right. Or perhaps he just doesn’t realise that I chose to wear mine inside my trousers.

I’m still well on course for arriving at Ben and Alice’s at twenty to nine, when, at the Harrow Road, halfway to their Ladbroke Grove house, I hit a traffic jam. I can never understand why traffic jams. Presumably, at some point further down the line, cars are moving, unless you’re in some kind of total world jam. So why should there be a point where traffic is not moving? It’s all the same line in space. But perhaps gridlock is not stagnation, but salvation. I remember being in a jam on Hammersmith Roundabout once, and after twenty minutes it became clear that this was it, the total world jam, and so people started getting out of their cars and walking about, smoking, lolling, joking with and talking to other drivers; faces that usually peered through glass at other traffic in fixed own-world bitterness cracked and smiled and responded, and car-versus-car hatred, for a second, disintegrated: it was like Christmas Day 1914. Back at the Harrow Road, I think about this positive, healthy image of traffic jams in between shouting ‘CUNT!!! CUNT!! AAAAARRRGGH, CUNTING CUNTINESS!!’ and banging my forehead repeatedly on the steering-wheel, until I realise that a woman in the car next to me is pointing me out to her friend.

I arrive, eventually, at 8:51, eleven minutes past my planned requisite lateness, eleven minutes lost into the Aliceless ether. I check the mirror: I still look like I’ve made too much effort, so I ruffle my hair, but the bastard stuff simply won’t fall into that happily mussed look – I’ve just made myself look stupid, but I can’t waste any more time. I get out, knock on their door, and adopt a pose of detached interest in the night sky. It is a beautiful night: stars are the freckles of God. Then Alice opens the door, and the night sky is revealed for the cold, ugly dot-todot pattern it is. What constellation has soft eyes and black hair and breasts to make you weep? Freeze her: freeze her as she is.

‘Hello!’

‘Hi.’

A more muted exchange than my screaming feelings fancy.

Alice really is beautiful, y’know. I’m not fucking you around here. Just her hair alone – hundreds of soft, black tunnelettes piled three inches high on her head, falling in occasional, heartbreaking ringlets across her forehead, like Medusa’s heavenly obverse – the sort of hair that, from the back you’d think, shit, she can’t match that from the front, the face must disappoint, surely, not to mention the bod. And so you’d catch up with her, quickly, and disappointment would disintegrate. How can I describe her face (look at the hair stuff, I’m clearly at full stretch as it is)? Her eyes are large, very large, but just not too large; that is, they’re as large as they can be without going over into looking a bit thyroid: right at the edge of the envelope. They’re brown. Not enough? OK. They are mahogany suns, ringed at the core with black. Her nose is small, small enough for me to wonder how she manages to fill her lungs through it without hyperventilating. (I like small noses; it’s a self-hating thing.) Her nostrils curve slightly downwards, but hit her face flat, with no hint of the unnecessary extra depth that so often creates the snotbucket. The bald cushion below leads down to her upper lip, that I’ve never kissed. Like her eyes, her lips are full to the brim, but held there, their shape the shape of that meniscus. When she smiles, as she does now, she shows her one flaw, her teeth. Although very white, they are both higgledy and piggledy: pointed, and with no symmetry of line, like the Himalayas seen from a great distance. When she was younger, she should have worn a brace, but hated the taste of aluminium.

What else can I say? Large eyes. Small nose. Fangy teeth … she looks like Jezebel. Alice looks like Jezebel. Only she scratches me in the heart, rather than the face.

I hand her the wine, and she kisses me on the cheek. I don’t want to make too much of this. You know – she kisses me on the cheek, it’s no big deal. I mentally time the entire event, from ‘hello’ to the trace of eye-meeting, a dream of sexual consciousness, that follows the drawing apart of our faces – partly to work on the details later: 6.3 seconds, well, that’s almost a personal best for the lad, just .9 of a second short of the European and Commonwealth record of 7.2 set when meeting outside the cinema before Henry: Portrait of A Serial Killer – but more just to elongate it, to slo-mo the movement of her face to my face, to freeze-frame her lips on my skin, holding it on pause, hold it, hold it, ah … the screen flips back to gibberish. It’s no big deal.

I follow the back of her neck through the terracotta hallway; when the light around her hair turns blue, I know I’m in the living-room. The room smells fresh and clear, as if recently shaken and vacuumed; surfaces are reflective, books are in controlled lines on the shelves, the windows are transparent, the cushion covers are of the purest white, and, in the corner near the television, newspapers and listing magazines are stacked neatly together in a fucking rack, would you believe.

‘Sorry the place is in such a mess,’ Alice says, and goes out through the doorway, at the same time as Ben comes in, squeezing past her with no sense of great privilege. He too has a rich mop of curly black hair – I’ve always thought that that was probably the point of similitude around which their attraction initially curled – and caught in the frame together they look suddenly comical: a shot that Robinson’s would use on their labels if only they were still allowed to. He kisses me as well. This is something I would rather he didn’t do. I don’t like men kissing me. ‘Oh, that means you’re actually a repressed homosexual.’ Yes, yes, yes: every subconscious desire is a simple reverse of your conscious abhorrences; and I’m a Freudian Chinaman. I mean: when just the slightest element of down on a woman’s upper lip is enough to sour my vision of her forever, then it is surely the truth, the not particularly broad-minded truth, that an entirely emery-papered male chin is not something I secretly crave resting human on my faithless arm.

‘Drink?’ he says, his large frame pulling away from mine with gravitational force. Ben’s face is simultaneously gaunt and jowly, like … oh, what’s his name? That American magician bloke.

‘Don’t mind if I do,’ I say, wiping my cheek.

Drink/Don’t Mind If I Do is a running joke of ours, a playing-at-being-adults joke; it’s something we think of our parents as saying, we only say it ironically. Me and Ben, now into our late twenties, continue hard at these playing-at-being-adults jokes, but they are starting to have a ring of desperation about them.

He gets me a beer, a Sol, and a slice of lime to go with it. I marvel at the sheer order, the sheer total command of the known universe, that allows these people who do not live in a wine bar to actually have slices of lime on hand to go with Sol, as I probe it into the bottleneck and watch it fizz up in a matter/ antimatter burst. I’m aware all the time of Alice’s absence from the room. I swig the beer: as it hits my tongue I feel the usual immediate revulsion, followed by the usual deep instinctive crying-out for Tizer.

‘Been to the gym today?’ I say, sitting down on their unspeckled white sofa.

‘Yep,’ he says, falling into the armchair opposite. ‘Do I look like it?’

‘No. I would. If I’d been to the gym yesterday, I’d still look like it.’

He grins; Ben likes it when I confirm our positions, him Tarzan, me Janus.

‘I’ve been working on the “pec deck”,’ he says, sticking a very clear pair of inverted commas around ‘pec deck’.

‘Aren’t they uncertain about you down at that jockbox?’ I say. ‘I mean … look at you. Glasses. Obviously Jewish.’

He frowns. ‘Furrowed brow. Probably a copy of Dante’s Inferno tucked into your sweatpants. Aren’t they suspicious? Don’t they think you’re a spy?’

‘No,’ he says, his thickset nose, that looks as if it must have been broken once, but never has been, tilting upwards. ‘They see through me. They know it’s all a pose.’

‘Going to the gym?’

‘No. Pretending to be … an intellectual.’ He looks me up and down. ‘I haven’t got the spindly body to carry it off.’

‘Fuck off,’ I say. ‘You’re not that narrow-minded. You can be thoughtful with pectorals.’

‘Very good.’

‘Thanks. And anyway, a proper meathead would never have used the word “spindly”.’

‘What word would he have used?’

I consider this for a second.

‘Scrawny,’ I say eventually.

He nods, and takes another swig. He seems to be thinking about whether or not to mention something.

‘Gabe,’ he says finally. ‘D’you know where I went on Saturday?’

‘White Hart Lane?’

‘Before then. In the morning.’

‘No. Should I?’

‘Synagogue.’

Blimey. ‘Synagogue? Which one?’

‘The United.’

‘In St John’s Wood? Where we got barmitzvahed?’

‘Yeah.’

I let out a whistle; which, to be honest, I’m not very good at, so it comes out as more of an overloud breath.

‘Is Louis Fine still the rabbi?’

‘Yeah. Still doing sermons about how it’s not good enough to come just on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.’

‘So … ?’ I say. ‘What did you go there for? To discuss the bit of Torah you sang when you were thirteen?’

‘No. I never knew what I was singing meant anyway. He taught it to me parrot fashion.’

‘Better than him teaching it to you doggy fashion.’

Ben does a quick David Letterman-style rim shot on the arms of the armchair with his palms.

‘Ho-ho!’

‘But why did you go?’

‘I dunno. I just wanted to see what it was like.’

‘Don’t you remember?’

‘Yeah, ’course. I remember being really bored. But I wanted to see what it was like now I’m old enough to appreciate it.’

‘Did Alice go with you?’

‘No,’ says her voice, instinctively making me turn round. She’s come back into the room. ‘They don’t let coons in, do they?’

‘What about Sammy Davis Junior?’ I say.

‘He’s dead,’ says Ben.

‘So are most of the people in the front row, aren’t they?’

‘Yeah, yeah.’

‘No, honestly. What are you thinking about? Aren’t we clear about this? Jewishness, what’s its value?’

‘I know what you think.’

‘What I think? Suddenly this is just my point of view?’

‘Stop asking rhetorical questions. If you’re going to denounce it you could at least stop sounding so Jewish.’

‘Being brought up Jewish has one great value,’ I say, carrying on with my well-rehearsed thoughts regardless. ‘Finding Jewish stuff—’

‘Really funny when you get older,’ intones Ben with his eyes closed.

‘It’s true. Once you get a bit of distance from it, you realise what a hysterical religion it is. A creed of funny hats, silly vests and singalongs. Alice, you might have a very wide range of experience, but you’ll never know what a laugh it is to sing Hud Gudyor—’

‘The last song you sing on Passover,’ says Ben to her, helpfully.

‘—what a laugh it is to sing Hud Gudyor now, with the memory of how seriously you took it when you were four.’

‘Oh dear,’ says Alice, laughing. ‘How bleak my future seems. Food’ll be two minutes.’

She goes out again. Ben is looking at me with a strange mixture of weariness and apprehension, trying to suggest I am being tiresome but too unsure of his own position really to carry it off.

‘That’s why I’d bring my children up Jewish,’ I say. ‘I wouldn’t want them to miss out on all those laughs.’

I look at him. (David Copperfield. That’s it.) He runs his fingers through his teeming hair. Something is bothering him more deeply than this skittish conversation allows for; I sense he doesn’t want to continue it.

‘So have you given it some thought?’ he says.

‘What?’

‘The job.’

I’m about to refuse categorically when Alice comes back in. She’s wearing the black leggings and the big white woolly jumper. This is basically how I think women












































































ops/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Praise



		Also by David Baddiel



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25













		Cover



		Table of Contents









ops/images/9780349144948.jpg
DAVID
- BADDIEL

TIME FOR BED

‘Wonderful . . . brilliantly realised’
Independent





