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The Dialectic

‘I would like to be on good terms with all animals,’ remarked the woman, to her daughter. They were sitting on the gritty beach at Sopot, looking out at the cold sea. The eldest boy had gone to the arcade. The twins were in the water.

‘But you are not!’ cried the daughter. ‘You are not at all!’

It was true. What the woman had said was true, in intention, but what the girl had said was true, too, in reality. The woman, though she generally refrained from beef, pork and lamb, ate – with great relish – many other kinds of animals and fish, and put out flypaper in the summer in the stuffy kitchen of their small city apartment and had once (though her daughter did not know this) kicked the family dog. The woman had been pregnant with her fourth child, at the time, and temperamental. The dog seemed to her, at that moment, to be one responsibility too many.

‘I did not say that I am. I said that I should like to be.’

The daughter let out a cruel laugh.

‘Words are cheap,’ she said.

Indeed, at that moment the woman held a half-eaten chicken wing in her hand, elevated oddly to keep it from being covered in sand, and it was the visible shape of the bones in the chicken wing, and the tortured look of the thin, barbecued skin stretched across those bones, which had brought the subject to mind.

‘I dislike this place,’ said the daughter, definitively. She was glaring at the lifeguard, who had once again had to wade into the murk to tell the only bathers – the girl’s own brothers – not to go past the red buoy. They weren’t swimming – they could not swim. There were no waters in the city in which to take lessons, and the seven days they spent in Sopot each year was not long enough to learn. No, they were leaping into the waves, and being knocked over by them, as unsteady on their feet as newborn calves, their chests grey with that strange silt which fringed the beach, like a great smudge God had drawn round the place with a dirty thumb.

‘It makes no sense,’ continued the daughter, ‘to build a resort town around such a filthy and unwelcoming sea.’

Her mother held her tongue. She had come to Sopot with her own mother and her mother had come with her mother before that. For at least two hundred years people had come here to escape the cities and let their children run wild in the public squares. The silt was of course not filth, it was natural, though no one had ever told the woman exactly what form of natural substance it was. She only knew to be sure to wash out all their costumes nightly in the hotel sink.

Once, the woman’s daughter had enjoyed the Sopot sea and everything else. The candyfloss and the shiny, battery-operated imitation cars – Ferraris and Mercedes – that you could drive willy-nilly through the streets. She had, like all children who come to Sopot, enjoyed counting her steps as she walked out over the ocean, along the famous wooden boardwalk. In the woman’s view, the best thing about a resort town such as this was that you did whatever everybody else did, without thinking, moving like a pack. For a fatherless family, as theirs now was, this collective aspect was the perfect camouflage. There were no individual people here. In town, the woman was on the contrary an individual, a particularly unfortunate sort of individual, saddled with four fatherless children. Here she was only another mother buying candyfloss for her family. Her children were like all children, their faces obscured by huge clouds of pink spun sugar. Except this year, as far as her daughter was concerned, the camouflage was of no use. For she was on the very cusp of being a woman herself, and if she got into one of those ludicrous toy cars her knees would touch her chin. She had decided instead to be disgusted with everything in Sopot and her mother and the world.

‘It’s an aspiration,’ said her mother, quietly. ‘I would like to look into the eye of an animal, of any animal, and be able to feel no guilt whatsoever.’

‘Well, then it has nothing to do with the animal itself,’ said the girl pertly, unwrapping her towel finally and revealing her precious, adolescent body to the sun and the gawkers she now believed were lurking everywhere, behind every corner. ‘It’s just about you, as usual. Black again! Mama, costumes come in different colours, you know. You turn everything into a funeral.’

The little paper boat that had held the barbecue chicken must have blown away. It seemed that no matter how warm Sopot became there would always be that north-easterly wind, the waves would be whipped up into ‘white horses’ and the lifeguard’s sign would go up and there would never be a safe time to swim. It was hard to make life go the way you wanted. Now she waved to her boys as they waved at her. But they had only waved to get their mother’s attention, so that now she would see them as they curled their tongues under their bottom lips and tucked their hands into their armpits and fell about laughing when another great wave knocked them over. Their father, who could very easily be – as far as anyone in Sopot was concerned – around the next corner, buying more refreshments for his family, had in reality emigrated, to America, and now fixed car doors onto cars in some gigantic factory, instead of being the co-manager of a small garage, as he had once had the good fortune to be, before he left.

She did not badmouth him or curse his stupidity to her children. In this sense, she could not be blamed for either her daughter’s sourness or her sons’ immaturity and recklessness. But privately she hoped and imagined that his days were brutal and dark and that he lived in that special kind of poverty she had heard American cities can provide. As her daughter applied what looked like cooking oil to the taut skin of her tummy, the woman discreetly placed her chicken wing in the sand before quickly, furtively, kicking more sand over it, as if it were a turd she wished buried. And the little chicks, hundreds of thousands of them, perhaps millions, pass down an assembly line, every day of the week, and chicken sexers turn them over, and sweep all the males into huge grinding vats where they are minced alive.
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Sentimental Education

Back then, she unnerved men. But couldn’t understand why, and sought answers from unreliable sources. Women’s magazines – women themselves. Later, in midlife, she came to other conclusions. Lay on the grassy pavilion above the Serpentine café, admiring a toddler, her own son, as he waded in and out of the paddling pool. Suddenly her daughter appeared at her shoulder: ‘You look at him like you’re in love with him. Like you want to paint him.’ This daughter had just emerged from the lido, she was covered in duckweed. The toddler wore a huge soggy nappy hanging behind him, hardening like clay. It was something to consider. In the river Christo had placed a flat-topped mastaba, eighty feet tall, formed from many red and purple oil barrels, set atop each other. Pedalos shunted round it. Bold women in wetsuits swam by. Seagulls perched on top of it, shitting. This was also meant to be something to consider. The clouds parted and the late summer sun embraced Christo’s eternal house and everything else, even her daughter’s furious green face. Both the women’s magazines and the women had placed their emphasis on lack and error. The problem was you were ‘missing’ something. Now, a quarter of a century later, she saw that what had looked like a case of lack was in fact a matter of inconvenient surplus. A surplus of what? Can you have a surplus of self?

But it was true: she’d always thought of men as muses. Always treated them that way.

Darryl was the first to like it. He wasn’t very tall. But so beautiful! He had the African backside she wanted for herself; he was compact and muscular all over. Adorable cock, nothing too dramatic, suitable for many situations. She liked it best when it pressed flat against his belly, pointing to a woolly line of hair that thread upwards and then spread in two soft plains over his symmetrical chest. His nipples were alive to the world, crazy about it, they were like an insect’s quivering antennae. The only bit of her body like that was her brain. She especially admired the hair on his head, soft and even, with no sharp sides. Her own head had been completely shaved after years of abuse from hairdressers’ chemicals. She was starting afresh, trying to make it grow thicker, hoping to revive the African roots, but no one in that small college town had seen anything like it and she became an inadvertent sensation. But he knew.

‘Have you met Darryl yet?’

‘But you should meet Darryl! Oh my God you’ve got to!’

The college as an organism was adamant that they meet. They were two of only four black faces on campus. ‘Darryl, Monica. Monica, Darryl! Finally!’ They tried to be offended but the truth was they were grateful for any facilitation, being shy. They sat with their legs hanging over the water and discovered they’d grown up in the same postcode, ten minutes from each other, without ever meeting, and had been offered similarly low conditional grades – she some Bs, he some Cs – to demonstrate how deserving they were or how little was expected of them or how liberal the college was. It was hard to know. They both vaulted over this low bar, aceing everything. As social experiments they were unimpeachable.

They became aware that to the college, and on paper, they looked much the same. But they knew better. Street names, school names, the existence versus the absence of fathers. Glancing through the Metro, between Darryl’s stop and her own – having not seen him in twenty-five years – she read a brutal news story and thought, yes, from my school emerged one England football player and two and a half pop stars; from Darryl’s, this grinning loon who just decapitated someone in Iraq. On the other hand, the very first boy Monica ever kissed went on to stab a man to death in a chip shop around the same time she was fixing a mortar board to her head. Between Darryl’s stop and her own she wondered lazily about what her life might have been had she married Darryl, or that murderous boy, or no one at all. Probably her husband had his own dull map of roads not travelled. You grow conventional in middle life. Choices made over time present themselves as branches running off the solid oaks that line the overground route to Kensal Rise. You grow grey, and thick in the hips. Yet, on happier days, she saw the same small, high breasts, the same powerful long legs, the familiar and delicious brown animal looking back at her, almost never ill and very strong. How much of this was reality? How much delusion? This was the question of the age, as far as she could tell. And the difference between now and being twenty was she was never sure, not from one moment to the next. Next stop Canonbury. Next stop menopause and no more denim. Or was it? Blind worms churning mud through their bodies is a better metaphor for what happens than roads not taken or branches un-sprouted. But no metaphor will cover it really. It’s hopeless.

Six months prior to meeting Darryl, when she was still in London, she spent an interesting summer with a six-foot-six photographer’s assistant, a white boy from Brixton, ex-skateboarder, who had once been a big name in tagging. There was a Bakerloo train that had one of his purple dragons sprayed down one side. She discovered an irrational admiration for very tall people. Kneeling in front of him felt like a form of worship. One day they were in the bath and she told a lot of jokes, and made him laugh, but like a comedian kept pursuing further laughs, with an increasingly heavy hand, and receiving less return for her efforts: quieter laughter, sighs. She changed tack. Three paragraphs on his ice-blue eyes, and Leni Riefenstahl haircut, and nine-inch, uncut penis. In the spirit of experiment, she went underwater and headed towards him with her mouth open. He got out of the bath and went home and didn’t call for a few days and then wrote a very high-minded letter about being compared to a Nazi. A letter! Arriving in college, she had this cautionary example in mind. Don’t talk about them like they’re objects, they don’t like it. They want to be the subject in all situations. Don’t you try and be the subject. And don’t try to make them laugh and don’t tell them they’re pretty.

All these rules had to be adapted for Darryl. He loved to laugh and delighted in physical worship. There was no aggression in him. He lay back and waited to be adored. The easy way she took him into her body, for example, painlessly, subsuming him, providing him with temporary shelter, until it came time to release him. But it was the nineties: the language was not on her side. You didn’t ‘release’ men, they ‘pulled out’. They were the subject. It had become normal to hear them mouthing off in the pubs, thrilled with the new licence to speak sex aloud: ‘I rammed it right up her’ or ‘I fucked her in the arse.’ But with Darryl, Monica discovered that this was just talk, masculine bravado, and in fact the largesse was all the other way around. One afternoon, after they had fucked all the way through the time allotted for morning lectures, she tried out the idea on him:

‘In a matriarchy, you’d hear women boasting to their mates: “I subsumed him in my anus. I really made his penis disappear. I just stole it away and hid it deep inside myself until he didn’t even exist.”’

Darryl was cleaning himself with a tissue at the time, frowning at the brown stains. He stopped and laughed, but then lay back on her sperm-stained blue futon and frowned again, taking the notion seriously (he was studying Social Political Science).

‘“I really swallowed him up,”’ Monica continued, getting louder, without meaning to, ‘“I took his flesh and totally nullified it with my own flesh.”’

‘Yeah … I’m not sure it’ll catch on.’

‘But it should! It would be NICE.’

Darryl rolled on top of her, no taller and no shorter, and kissed her all over her face.

‘You know what would be even nicer?’ he said. ‘If there was no matriarchy or patriarchy and people just said: “Love joined our bodies together and we became one.”’

‘Don’t be disgusting,’ she said.

There is an old cliché about street life: you leave, the streets follow. In Darryl’s case, this was literal. Monica – who had nothing to do with the streets except living in them – had brought with her only a few pictures, a potted plant, and a fake Senufo stool her mother picked up in a Kenyan airport. Darryl had brought Leon, a third-generation Irish petty criminal from South Kilburn. Not in spirit, or metaphorically, but in person – he was living in Darryl’s college room, on an airbed Darryl deflated each morning and hid in a suitcase so the cleaning ladies wouldn’t find it. It was a strange arrangement, but the oddest thing about it, in Monica’s view, was that Darryl didn’t find it strange. He and Leon did everything together; they’d been friends since they were three. Attended the same local nursery and primary schools, and then on to the same secondary. Now they were going to be undergraduates together. Irrespective of the fact that Leon had failed all his GCSEs, had no A levels, and was not enrolled at the university.

Very quickly Monica realized that any relationship with Darryl must also be one with Leon. The two friends ate together, drank together, punted together, even studied together – in the sense that Darryl went to the library and Leon sat next to him, feet up on a desk, listening to Paul’s Boutique on his MiniDisc player. The only time Monica had Darryl to herself was when she was nullifying his flesh in her flesh, and that was often over for only a few minutes before they heard Leon’s hearty beatboxing at the door – his ‘secret signal’. Darryl and Monica had then to get dressed, and the three of them would adjourn: to the college bar, to the river to get high, to the roof of the chapel to get higher.

‘But it ain’t like I don’t pay my own way, though,’ said Leon in response to Monica, one night when she was high enough to imply that he was taking advantage of her lover’s sweet nature. ‘I do my fucking bit, don’t I?’

No one could say he didn’t. He supplied the whole college with weed, Es and mushrooms when they were available, and what he liked to call ‘the cheapest coke this side of the M4’.

Leon wore Kappa tracksuits on rotation. On especially cold days, a neon yellow Puffa and a furry Kangol cap were added. On hot days, he kept the bottom half of the tracksuit and paired it with a tight wifebeater that revealed a taut, wiry, ghost-white frame. He wore his vintage British Knights no matter the weather: he bought them from Japan, before the Internet, when this was not an easy thing to do. He did not look like anyone else yet at the same time did not stand out: his was a conventional face, not unpleasant to look at, neither handsome nor ugly. Short blonde hair, rigid with gel, blue eyes, a diamond stud in his left ear. He was the embodiment of the phrase ‘white youth’ when used in a police report. He could steal your car in front of you and you still wouldn’t be able to identify him in a line-up. And yet, by the end of that first Michaelmas term, he was known by all, well loved. Some people can ‘talk to anyone’. In a context where everybody was trying to be somebody – hoping to impress, developing a persona – his consistency was admired. He spoke the same way to the posh girls, the choral scholars, the nat-sci Northerners, the working-class maths geniuses, the two African princes, the ex-Territorial Army college porters, the Jewish North London intellectuals, the South American Marxist graduates, the lady chaplain, and – when the shit finally hit the fan – to the Provost himself. Part of his appeal was that he offered a vision of college life free from the burden of study. All those fantasies from the prospectus, on which the students had been sold – images of young people floating down stream or talking philosophically in high grass – that life had come true only for Leon. From the stained-glass panopticon of the library, Monica would spot him down there, at his liberty: lying on the Backs blowing smoke into the face of a cow, or in a punt with a crowd of freshers and bottle of cava. Meanwhile she wrote and rewrote her thesis on eighteenth-century garden poetry. All Monica’s life was work.

In the evenings, she was hard at work again, trying to establish if the G-spot was a real thing or an ideological chimera of seventies feminism. With her index finger she could feel, deep inside, a sort of penny-sized raised area, facing outwards towards the stomach wall, and the idea was if she sat on Darryl and wrapped her legs around him very tightly and he did the same and they both stayed upright, moved rhythmically and listened to Foxy Brown, then the question might be finally resolved. But Leon was on her mind.

‘Inside these gardens – these formal gardens – they’d have a hermit figure. In a grove, or at the centre of a maze. He was real, like a real homeless man, and he just sort of sat there being at liberty, while the house and gardens were all about hard work, about labour and capital. He was the light relief. And I think Leon’s basically like that hermit.’

‘I really don’t want to talk about Leon right now.’

‘And when these posh girls are shagging him, it’s like Lady Whoever coming out of the great house to patronize the hermit.’

‘I think Leon’s more like the Lord of Misrule. Or the college duppy. Him pale like duppy!’

‘Ugh – I’m suddenly too hot.’

‘Gal, you know mi like dem fih sweat? You sweat like big woman!’

‘Big Womanist. Seriously, I need to get off – I’m too hot.’

‘I thought we were looking for your secret garden? I was going to write it up for Nancy Friday. You’re letting the side down.’

A joke, but she still remembered it.

It was very important to Monica that Leon get caught. She never said this aloud, or admitted it to Darryl, but she felt it. Despite her youth, she was secretly on the side of law and order. At first, she put her hope in the cleaning ladies – the ‘Bedders’ – but they discovered the subterfuge within weeks and never reported it. Monica walked into the communal kitchen one morning and found Leon sat up on the counter, having a cup of tea with a couple of them, gossiping away, sharing a breakfast fag. Very convivial. All Monica ever got from the Bedders was silence and contempt. They tended to be Irish ladies of a certain age who hated their work, and the lazy, entitled, usually filthy students for whom they cleaned. They did not see why passing a few poxy exams meant anyone deserved to sit around for three years doing what appeared to be fuck all at the taxpayer’s expense. But Monica was very committed to the idea of a meritocracy – it was the fundamental principle undergirding her life. Some part of her always expected any nearby adults to be spontaneously applauding her efforts in all areas. She urgently wanted the Bedders to love her, and to express class allegiance with her, for her own grandmother was a kind of bedder: she emptied the bedpans at St Mary’s Hospital. Monica tried very hard not to give these put-upon ladies any extra work or make unnecessary requests. But sometimes it was unavoidable. In the summer term, when the sweet, rotten smell in her room had become impossible to ignore, she timidly asked her Bedder whether she could help solve the mystery of The Smell. Did she perhaps think, as Darryl did, that there might be a dead mouse somewhere in the fabric of the wall?

‘Excuse me, do I look like bloody Columbo?’

It was different with Leon. The Bedders knew for certain he was absolutely undeserving and for this very reason they loved him. He’d no better marks than their own kids, after all, and yet he was here, and simply by continuing to live in the black fella’s room – and getting away with it – he demonstrated there was nothing special about these stuck-up little twats who thought they ruled the world. They baked him homely treats and advised him on his love life:

‘See, Marlene, the thing is, she keeps turning up at my door. I mean, Darryl’s door.’

‘Well, I heard she’s the second cousin of Princess Diana, if you can believe that.’

‘Posh birds are always the randiest.’

‘They’re certainly the worst behaved. I’ll tell you this: we all think you could do better, Leon, no messing.’

‘Marlene, are you chatting me up?’

‘Oh, go on with you!’

‘You’re old enough to be my mum, Marlene, you do know that?’

They were trying a new thing where he came in little white spirals on her chest and then he had to lick it off. More work. But the only thing she gleaned from it was that she liked the idea more than the feeling of cold cum on her chest. And Leon was still on her mind.

‘What are you going to do about him?’

‘About him how?’

‘Sooner or later, he’s going to get caught and you’ll both be sent down.’

‘You’re allowed friends to visit.’

‘He’s been “visiting” for nine months.’

‘Don’t you like Leon?’

‘I don’t like the idea of a young white man dragging a young black man down into the mud. It’s utterly grotesque.’

‘Utterly grotesque’ was one of the new phrases she’d picked up in college.

‘“A young black man”? “Hello, I’m Darryl, nice to meet you. I’ll be licking the cum off your tits today.”’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Monica, I wouldn’t be here without Leon.’

‘Oh my God what are you talking about!’

Then he said something she couldn’t understand.

‘He has faith in me.’

She often heard parents comparing their small children to Nazis and fascist dictators but in her experience the correct analogy was the Stasi, or really any secret police. Their greatest pleasure was informing on each other. Sometimes she would walk into the house after work and a child would fly at her with a passion far beyond affection, lit up with the desire to tell her that the other one had done something terrible. What followed never made sense: automatically she said: ‘Don’t tell tales,’ but then in the next beat requested more information; then, over hysterical protests, had to condemn the act and the reporting of it simultaneously, while all the time pretending that she was an almighty judge who had never in her life either committed a crime or informed on a criminal. But whenever her daughter’s lovely mouth quivered with the almost erotic delight of exposure she was sent back to a memory of herself, with much the same expression on her face, slipping an anonymous note under the Provost’s door.

Two days after she did it, Leon was gone. No one knew it was her, and no one suspected, least of all Darryl. He clung to her like she was the life ring, never knowing she’d sunk the ship. She’d imagined of course that he’d be sad about Leon, but it turned out she had not imagined sufficiently. The effect was shocking. He stopped going to lectures, stopped doing much of anything, and refused to accompany her to any social thing, even to the bar downstairs. She began to feel like that government doctor separating Elliott from E.T. He seemed to be withering – his whole world shrank. Now it consisted only of her. Fuck, eat, smoke, repeat. The mouse fumes and the weed fumes and the sex fumes. A day would come when she would wish she had a bottle of that scent, could take a big, fortifying sniff: ah, 1995 … But when it was happening it was hideous. He just wanted to be with her, all the time. It was unnatural. If she mentioned a party, he’d lose his temper:

‘Why d’you want to hang out with those people?’

‘Those people are our friends.’

‘We don’t have friends here. These people are from a different world.’

‘It’s the world we live in.’

‘We live in love.’

But it was ridiculous that they were in love! They were nineteen! What were they going to do: just stay in love all through college and perhaps even beyond, two people who had grown up practically right next door to each other? Just stick it out all the way to the end, à la some pre-Freudian Victorian novel? Thus missing a myriad of sexual and psychological experiences along the way? That was literally crazy!

‘It’s not literally crazy. Mum’s been with Dad since they were fifteen. She had me when she was seventeen!’

‘Darryl, your mum stacks shelves at Iceland.’

But how had she let that come out of her mouth!

In the months that followed their break-up she went to work, collecting sexual and psychological experiences. She spent some time treating a posh girl from Mumbai called Bunny like a muse, but this was less benign: a thick strain of unconscious misogyny ran through it, a cultural residue maybe, but passing specifically through Monica. She shocked herself one night, looking down at her own naked body to get a better view of Bunny, who was presently taking out Monica’s tampon, by the string, with her teeth, while, unbeknownst to Bunny, Monica was thinking: Yeah you take it out. Take it out, you little bitch. Disgusted with herself, she broke it off, in the high-minded, youthful hope that sex and morality might one day perfectly align. Not long after that, she started spending a lot of time in the college bar, holding court, trying to start complicated drunken conversations about cultural theory with willing victims and then ‘winning’, by immediately disagreeing with anyone who aligned with her, like a knight in chess moving out of a rook’s columnar range.

One night, five months later, she saw Leon. It was the night before the college ball, which was to be a sad sort of posh rave, featuring expensive Jungle DJs from London, mostly sourced by Leon and paid for by every Bedder’s favourite sucker: The Great British Taxpayer. In a way, she was happy to see an old friend: she’d had a long, strange day, up to that point. That very morning, she’d risen from Bunny’s bed with a whacking hangover – after an unfortunate bout of drunken, last-people-in-the-bar sex; then, after lectures, she knocked on Darryl’s door, to see if they could ‘find a way to be friends’, although she knew, even as she was saying it, that this was not the reason she had come. He was stoned: resistance was futile. He giggled in the old way as she played with his nipples, but when it was over he turned icy cold. He went to his desk, sat down totally naked and opened a textbook. She thought it was a gag at first – but no. When she asked if she could hang around he said: ‘You do what you like.’ She got dressed and let herself out, offering no goodbyes and hearing none. That was at five. Since then, she’d been in the bar, drinking vodka and lime, each one taxpayer subsidized and so only one pound twenty. So far, she’d downed six. A little unsteadily she got to her feet and peered through the mullioned windows. It was Leon for sure. Standing next to the rising edifice of the pyramid stage presently being constructed by a small army of builders, right in the middle of the quad. She watched a huge speaker being hauled upright like a statue of Stalin. This must be the expensive sound system Leon himself had convinced the ball committee to secure, back in January, when Leon was still able to attend ball committee meetings. Now the prodigal son had returned. To witness the monument he had built. Also to sell Es.

When he walked in and sat down in her booth he had a very serious face. She felt judged, which was her least favourite thing in the world to feel. Did he know? Had he found out somehow? Oh God was it the Iceland thing?

‘Mate, he was in love with you. And you just left him like it was nothing. You know you really hurt him? He was fucking destroyed! And that’s my brother right there!’

She was astonished. In all the many stories she’d told herself about herself since childhood, the narrative that had never appeared, not in any form, was the one where she had the power to hurt anybody in any way. It was such an alarming sensation and so intolerable to her sensibility that she immediately bought some coke off Leon, did the coke, drank a lot more than she could handle, and flirted like a lunatic. Soon enough she was walking out of the bar with Leon, hand in hand, into the warm air.

‘What are we doing?’

‘Taking back the night. You’re always banging on about it. Feminism. Now we’re doing it.’

‘That’s not what that means.’

‘Follow me.’

‘What about Darryl?’

He raised his eyebrows, surprised. He had a new piercing in one of them, a little black bar, set slantwise, like the lines Monica drew in the margins of novels, next to the word SUBTEXT.

‘No girl never broke us up, don’t you worry.’

He held her hand and walked onto the grass. Normally neither student nor non-student were allowed to do this, but this evening they passed unnoticed among all the hard hats and orange safety vests. They crawled through a hole in the huge tarpaulin to the side of the stage. Sank down into the mud. She found herself utterly frantic for him.

‘Calm down, calm down. Monica, you ain’t gonner try and put something up me, are you? Cos I’m not about that.’

‘What?’

And then she remembered. But it was unfair: there had once been a hypothetical conversation about strap-ons in the context of a theoretical conversation about Hélène Cixous. But she didn’t want to penetrate any man, she wanted to subsume them. She felt wounded and annoyingly misidentified. Also, it proved what she’d long suspected: Darryl told Leon absolutely everything.

‘No, I’m bloody not. Come here.’

From above came the noise of the workers labouring, hammering and nailing, creating surplus value for bloated plutocrats, while down below two anarchists, naked from the waist down, tried to fuck in the middle of the quad, protected from sight by their tarpaulin mausoleum. Monica could feel a cold trickle of coke going from her nose cavity down her throat, and the sense that this would all work better as anecdote than reality. Nothing fit right, every touch was wrongly placed or timed – she longed for Darryl. She longed for all the people in the world and also for the one person who would rescue her from all this longing. She tried to analyse it. What was the problem? It wasn’t his face or his body or his gender or his class or his race. It was the flow of energy. Incredible. She had only just turned twenty, and yet she had alighted upon the answer everybody had been seeking since the very beginnings of cultural theory – yes, it had fallen to Monica to uncover it. Sometimes the flow is just … wrong. There were people to whom you wanted to abase yourself, and people you wanted to abase; there were people you wanted to meet on a flat playing field – which was called ‘love’, for capitalism’s and convenience’s sake – and people you really didn’t know what to do with. Leon turned out to be in the latter category. She couldn’t work with him. He was surplus value. He represented wealth for somebody, but not her.

Leon stopped what he was trying to do, rolled off her, pointed to the Kappa trademark on his sleeve, and sighed.

‘Ying. Yang. Man. Woman.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘My nan says it’s like dancing. You can’t both lead.’

She crawled back to her room. She had a dream. She was standing in the grounds of a chateau, in a grand eighteenth-century garden. There were manicured hedges and borders and mazes and fountains and statues. Maybe there was a hermit but she didn’t see him. In the centre of it all was a giant swimming pool. It was filled with young men, beautiful, of many races and eye colours and hair textures, but all perfectly formed. They were cavorting in the water, rising and falling like dolphins, while at the four corners, on four diving boards, some amongst their number were doing spectacular flips into the water. And it was while admiring these acrobatics that she noticed all their perfect forms had an aberration: each groin was covered with an envelope of shimmering, translucent skin, which contained and obscured whatever was within that pouch, as surely as Baryshnikov’s white tights. In the dream, she reached into a pocket she apparently had and felt the presence of a little pocket knife and knew at once that this was her instrument: each pouch must be sliced.

It was good enough for Nancy Friday herself.
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