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A VICIOUS CIRCLE


To Susannah Fiennes, Emily Patrick and Jenny Wright –
Three Graces

Midway upon the journey of our life

I found that I had strayed into a wood

So dark the right road was completely lost.

How hard a thing it is for me to tell

Of that wild wood, so rugged and so harsh –

The very thought of it renews my fear!

So bitter is it, death were hardly worse.

But to explain the good I found therein

I will relate the other things I saw.

Dante,

THE DIVINE COMEDY, HELL, CANTO ONE

My mother said, I never should

Play with the gypsies in the wood;

If I did, she would say,

Naughty girl to disobey.

Your hair shan’t curl,

Your shoes shan’t shine,

You naughty girl you shan’t be mine.

The wood was dark, the grass was green,

Up comes Sally with a tambourine.

I went to the river – no ship to get across,

I paid ten dollars for an old white horse,

I up on his back and off in a crack –

Sally, tell my mother I shall never come back.

FOLK RHYME



Wood 1. (n.) A collection of growing trees; the hard part of the substance of trees

Wood 2. (adj., Shak., Scot.) Mad, fierce, furious, rash or reckless, vehemently excited


ONE

The book, her book, was bound in black, with the words North of Nowhere indented in worn gold on the spine. Dirty and dusty, the boards loose under the cloth, it resembled a kind of withered bat. I looked at it with vague distaste. Then, almost as if it had suddenly come to life, it slithered out of my grasp, jabbed my foot, bounced and splayed open. I picked it up. I didn’t know then, how dangerous fairy-tales can be.

I was trying to separate my possessions from those of my wife, Georgina. A biography in books, this is why some people scan your shelves, in the manner of a Roman seer gazing at entrails. There were duplicate editions of T. S. Eliot and Shakespeare, of Beckett, Pinter and Joyce. My own copies of Conrad, Dostoevsky and Waugh jumbled up with her Austen, George Eliot and the Brontes – the male versus the female canon. The plays I had been in, with my parts underlined in lurid orange. Her university texts, with notes scribbled in pencil or biro. Then single volumes, signifying union: paperbacks stained with the oils of lost summers, whose cracked spines still released cascades of fine sand or faded blades of pale grass; hardbacks generously inscribed to mark birthdays or Christmas, passed from one to the other at bedtime as a preliminary to love; bound proofs of new books, battered ghosts of old ones. All of these, left to me to divide and put into boxes. She had taken the children’s books, as she had taken the children. We had been separated now for over a year, and were getting divorced.

I had been astonished by how much suffering this had caused, and was now weary. My body had taken on a life of its own, in which it wept while I remained an embarrassed parent, unable to control its excesses. She had gone and I had stayed. It wasn’t just because I’d been determined not to relinquish this house. I had been unable to do anything. Once a fortnight, I would emerge to buy groceries. Otherwise I slumped in an armchair, without hope or energy. Some days, I couldn’t remember how to talk. On really bad days, I couldn’t even walk either. Eventually, after a bout of snarling by lawyers, we had agreed to sell and split the proceeds. The new owners were people who would paper over the walls and drain the Japanese pond I had made in the garden (I had heard them agreeing on this in loud voices, when they walked round with the estate agent). Several other prospective buyers had dropped out even as they walked to the front door. I had heard stories of divorcees who had bought a dog just so it could crap over all the carpets and drive the price down, but my neglect wasn’t calculated. I had given up washing anything, including myself. The hundred separate actions necessary to get to the bathroom were beyond me. I knew the new owners would think I was crazy anyway. People always think this of the person who lived in their house before them. It’s a way of pretending you never existed.

In every room, packers were entombing our furniture, wadding it in transparent, silvery bubbles that, they assured me, would protect the most fragile of objects. If I stood still for long enough, there was even a chance they might do the same to me. I shivered. The front and back doors were open, the heating switched off. What had been my life, our life, was finally ebbing from this place. Already, the house was acquiring a hollow sound, motes swirling in weak sunlight as if the very atoms of my existence were being sent into Brownian motion. There was nothing but boxes and dust, and this, too, would go – a ghostly picture here, a chair there, wiped out, painted over, forgotten.

I turned over the book I held. The pages were spotted like elderly hands. I began to read, mechanically.



‘At least tell me the way,’ she said, ‘and I will seek you – that I may surely be allowed to do?’

‘There is no hope, not unless you wear out an iron staff and a pair of iron shoes in searching,’ said he. ‘The troll-witch lives in a castle which lies East of the Sun and West of the Moon, and there too is her daughter the Princess with a nose three ells long, and she is the one I now must marry.’

Then the girl fell into a deep, deep sleep; and when she awoke there was no Prince or castle, only a little patch of green on which she lay and the great dark wood all around. By her side was the same bundle of rags that she had brought with her from her own home.





Why should these words have affected me so deeply? Perhaps it was seeing my own home vanish, like that of the girl in the story. Perhaps it was knowing that I was heading North of Nowhere, too. Or perhaps it was the drawing beside it, occupying almost the whole page, and executed in black ink. There was an ornate frame just inside the margin of white, made of intertwined thorns, and then the illustration itself.

What I saw was a girl, waking up in a tiny clearing almost completely overgrown by black brambles and branches. There was no visible way out, just a shaft of sunlight coming down on her like a spotlight in a theatre. Her face was a white wedge of misery. The darkness pressed in upon her, wave on wave of chaotic, seething undergrowth: yet was repulsed. You could tell, I don’t know how or why, that this wasn’t going to be the end of the story, that she was going to get up and put on those iron shoes and find the happiness she had lost. She looked the way I felt, or wanted to feel.

High on an empty bookcase, a telephone rang. It would not be cut off until noon. I closed the book with an effort and thrust it into the pocket of my jacket.

‘Oh, hi, hi, it’s me. I was just wondering how you are.’ This was Diana, one of several single women who had decided that my emotional, psychological and gastronomic well-being was of particular concern to her. Diana was the most persistent.

‘Fine.’

‘I just wanted to know if there’s anything I can do. I could get a couple of hours off work, to help you pack, you know? It must be so difficult for you.’

‘It’s done. Thank you.’

I forced myself to sound a little less churlish, and immediately a tin of syrupy concern oozed towards me.

‘Are you sleeping OK? Eating? You know, any time you want something cooked, let me know. You need to look after yourself, Dick.’

As I lied that I was not drowning but microwaving my Meals for One, the line began an insistent chirping. This was my excuse for ringing off, in case it was my agent.

‘Hallo? It’s Sarah? I suddenly realised you’re about to have a new number. I’m having a drinks party next week. Would you like to come?’

They were all so hesitant, these Cinderellas of the mating game, it was difficult to see them as predatory. Something had gone wrong in their lives – they had worked too hard, or played too fast, or been too soft or stayed too long – and now they were desperate, strung out, seeking salvation at the eleventh hour before the biological clock struck midnight. It was not myself they wanted so much as any half-decent heterosexual husband. They had hearts overflowing with love, yet they woke up every morning and saw the gradual withering, the shrivelling, the advance of age that only marriage and childbearing could make tolerable. I felt sorry for them, but fed up. I wasn’t the solution to anybody’s problem, any more than they were to mine.

Upstairs, the packers grunted. The tape they carried in large reels thrummed and shrieked; they would cut the right length with keys – keys, presumably, to their own homes. The dismantling of my own would not take much longer, I knew. Boxes were stacked like battlements on either side of me; I envisaged Georgina and myself crouched down behind our respective barricades like two feuding medieval barons, sniping at each other.

As if in response, the telephone rang again. My wife’s voice. I imagined it being bounced down from space, as heartless and cheerful as a goddess speaking from her oracle. ‘How’s it all going?’

I gritted my teeth, and tried to keep my voice even and light. Years of training, and in a situation like this I still start to hyperventilate. ‘Like a nervous breakdown in slow motion.’

She laughed. All my life I had tried to be funny, and nobody laughed. Now I told the truth and everything I said was amusing.

‘Bad luck.’

‘All these women keep ringing up. Single ones.’

‘Why don’t you try going out with one of them?’ said Georgie.

‘There’s always a reason why they’re still single.’

‘Nonsense. They’re lovely girls. Clever, pretty, successful, nice, good cooks – what more d’you want?’

‘They aren’t you.’

I knew at once that I’d overstepped the invisible line that had to exist between us.

‘Oh, Benedick, you are sweet. You never said anything as nice to me when we were married.’

‘We’re still married.’

A large part of my wife’s attraction is that she treats my sex as though we’re children to be managed. She used to enjoy this. Then she had Cosmo and Flora.

‘You should be out there, enjoying your freedom.’

I knew this was true. In fact my first reaction when she left me was a kind of elation. If you’ve been with the same person for most of your adult life, you can’t help feeling curious. All those girls you haven’t slept with, the parties you haven’t gone to, the offers you’ve turned down.

A year ago, my new situation had seemed like a sort of holiday. Furious, but elated, I raced about going to films and plays and parties as if released from bondage. I had kept my wedding ring on, largely because it had become too tight to remove, but I was free. I would stand in front of the mirror, with the theme tunes to the James Bond movies playing very loud, drawing an imaginary gun from a holster. I could go to the gym, travel the world, buy designer clothes, have affairs—

It took about three months for this tawdry fantasy to come crashing down. Most of the people I knew were just as I was – exhausted, poor, harassed and prematurely aged by parenthood. The unmarried looked better but behaved worse. Everyone who was still single came trailing a history of romantic disappointment. In my twenties parties had been casual, raucous, bring-a-bottle events. Now, as forty approached, there was champagne, cocaine, and utter desperation. I was actually frightened by the intensity with which I was pursued. One woman I had hardly even spoken to came up to me and said, ‘I don’t want a relationship. Let’s just fuck.’

I stopped going out, but not before my name and number had been entered in too many address books. Now Georgina had joined in the game of pairing me off. ‘What about Amelia de Monde?’

‘You must be joking. The last thing I want is another divorcee. Or another hack, for that matter.’

My wife ignored this. Just before she left me, she had been writing a column about her life, in which I had featured largely as a neurotic layabout who spent all our money on absurdities and left her to cope with the ensuing disaster. It was hugely popular – thousands of women apparently wrote in to say their own lives were just the same. No, I did not want Amelia de Monde.

‘Candida?’

The vision of Candida Twink flashed before me. ‘Horrible scent.’

‘Pity. I know what you mean, though. Marvellous for clearing a corner in a crowded restaurant. Natasha?’

‘Laughs like a donkey, and has a gap in her front teeth.’

‘Only a small one.’

‘Every time she smiles it makes her look like a piggy bank.’

I wouldn’t normally say things like this, but I knew my audience. I had heard too many conversations in which my wife and her cronies assessed the physical assets of single women they all knew, seeking the tragic flaw. One girl, an ex-model, was dissected for hours until Georgina’s friend said triumphantly, ‘You know, she has varicose veins!’

‘Well, at least it’s been crossing your mind.’

‘It hasn’t. That’s the point.’

Georgina changed tactics. ‘When are you going to come and see the children?’

I took a deep breath, and said, ‘How are they?’

‘They’re fine. Apart from missing you.’

‘Look, I just … Sorry, dust everywhere. How are they other than that?’

She said, in a slightly more subdued voice, ‘Well, Cosmo isn’t enjoying his new school very much, but Flora is bouncing about.’

That’s what children her age do.’ There was a long pause, in which all that had gone wrong between us seemed to echo down the line. I knew that this could not be easy for her, either, except that it was she who had done this dreadful, selfish, incomprehensible thing of having an affair. Her lover was her publisher. She had moved into his house in Notting Hill with our children. I hadn’t seen them since Christmas. Often, I wondered if I should simply reject my children altogether. A uniquely modern form of torture, this: you hate someone, yet have to go on seeing them for the rest of your life because of what you once made with love. I wondered whether my own father felt this way about me.

‘What’s wrong with Cosmo’s school?’

‘Nothing,’ she said defensively. ‘He’s just taking time to settle down.’

‘Is he being bullied? If he’s being bullied, I insist he’s withdrawn at once.’

‘No. Look, calm down.’

‘How can I calm down? I’m his father. Have you told them why I’m not there? Or are you blaming it on me, as usual?’

‘I’m sorry you feel this way, Dick,’ said Georgina, politely, and hung up.

‘Ha!’ I shouted, punching the air. ‘Bitch!’ A moment later, I caught sight of where we had marked the children’s heights on the wall a year ago, and put my head in my hands. It felt like a very heavy bomb that was about to fly apart.

There is no hope, not unless you wear out an iron staff and a pair of iron shoes in searching.

I had been much more in love with my wife than she with me, that was all. Somehow, you were supposed to be ashamed of this, as though love were a perpetual jostling for the roles of pursuer and pursued. As if it didn’t take more courage to admit that someone held your hopes of happiness in their hands. As if it were a choice.

‘Don’t you hate Bruce?’ people asked. ‘Don’t you want to kill him?’ Actually, I had once liked Bruce. He’d always seen the latest plays and films, never had an original word to say about any of them, but exuded an air of pleasantness that, coupled with all his money, passed for charm. He read the papers and knew interesting people, he played poker and had a rich, catarrhal laugh that spoke of a lifetime of scoffing pâté de foie gras to the sound of trumpets. He had had his house feng shuied; there were silk rugs on his floors and a complete set of Penguin Mini Classics in his downstairs loo. Compared with our own hand-to-mouth existence, he represented civilisation; it never occurred to me to doubt my wife on the occasions when she chose him, rather than me, to go out to certain kinds of party with. He owned the publishing firm of Slather & Rudge; but he’d have gone into manufacturing breakfast cereals in the same spirit. You could enjoy his company without ever getting below the surface, assuming there was anything below the surface. The complete public schoolboy: not entirely stupid or wicked, just utterly lacking any glimmering of an inner life. The best screen actors, I kept being told, are those who don’t bother to work out what they are supposed to be feeling and thinking, but who just say their lines. It’s the same, apparently, in life.

It wasn’t even Georgina I missed so badly; it was the children. You can never be too depressed with small children; they are so intensely alive, like animals. To think of them now, wriggling in Bruce’s bed, actually gave me more pain than to imagine my wife there.

One of the packers poked his head round the corner. ‘Just letting you know, we’re leaving the door on the latch, mate.’

‘Oh?’

‘In case your dog gets out.’

‘I haven’t got a dog,’ I said.

‘Haven’t you? Thought I heard—’ The packer broke off, seeing my face. ‘Divorce?’

I nodded.

‘Bad luck,’ said the packer kindly, ducking out. ‘Happens to the best of us.’

I knew this tender dolt meant to comfort me, but the banality of my situation only added to its misery. If only I could be in a uniquely horrible situation, I thought, there would be a kind of distinction to it all. As it was, I had to accept my predicament with humility, and this, too, was unbearable. Nobody tells you how ridiculous depression is, how ludicrous it makes you. My mother’s solution to being left had at least had a kind of grandeur, even if it hadn’t been good for me. I could feel the outline of her book in my pocket, like a vague ache. I wanted to look at the girl in it again.

I filled the last box, wrote B. HUNTER on it, saw the packers out, loaded the car with a couple of suitcases and dropped the keys off at the estate agent’s. At least I could keep the car. I couldn’t read, watch TV or talk to people but driving took just enough concentration to keep my mind off the other things. How many people in London drive simply to keep sane? The tower blocks rose above Georgian houses like my own; brooding ant’s nests. Hundreds of families, misery stacked on misery. There were so many people living worse lives than mine, and yet it was like thinking of starving children in Africa when faced with a horrible meal. It didn’t help.

The Thames opened ahead, the sky above stretching into a streaky winter sunset like a cheap balloon. Over Chelsea Bridge, its gilded galleons shining red.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a figure falling from a dark tower, plunging head first through the air, screaming, the hair streaming out like the roots of a tree. A woman. Down, down, down she hurtled, over the glaring waters of the Thames. I gasped, braked, covered my eyes and felt my own body thrown forward with sickening force.

When I dared look up, horns blaring behind me in a discordant chorus, I saw the woman was no longer falling. Miraculously suspended in mid-air, she hung between heaven and earth, bouncing gently. Now I saw that her feet were attached to the end of a long, striped elastic rope, which gave her the appearance of a child’s toy. There were cheers and claps from onlookers as she was hauled in. She stood up and waved. Upright, the woman was a man. The thick bright cord was hooked up to a new figure. I didn’t want to see it all over again. Shaking, I restarted my car, and drove on.


TWO

People didn’t talk about my mother. Yet everybody knew about her, it seemed. Complete strangers, people to whom my private life should have been a blank, pitied me, told me at the end of a job that I deserved a rest, afraid perhaps that I, too, would do something terrible. It was not rest I needed, though, or pity, it was work; and work was what I couldn’t get.

Some people, perhaps those with more dignity or less rage gnawing at the roots of their being, are nicer as failures. For me, it was like descending a deep pit that had no bottom. Most actors are created by damage; but even with all the obstacles placed in your way from the beginning, it doesn’t occur to you that you could really fail until it’s too late. Every day, I thought I could sink no lower, yet every day I felt that lurch of uncontrollable terror, that feeling some people get momentarily when falling asleep – except that I had it for hour after hour when I woke up.

I had always been failing and falling, it seemed, just as my father had always been succeeding and rising. Every other week, he rang me to underline this fact, and to tell me I was (by implication) a worthless and foolish human being. He is a columnist, so judging others comes naturally to him. I’ve never been sure what to think, especially about people. How could I be, when I myself am so easily moulded into the shape of another? I accepted long ago that I can never win any debate. Even when he’s arguing in favour of the most terrible things, things you know unequivocally to be wrong or evil or just stupid, Howard manages by sheer energy of personality to defeat the opposition. It is this vigour that makes him so attractive to women, apparently. The one real blot on his career was my mother’s suicide.

Of course, as Laura’s reputation grew, so did curiosity about her. From having been completely obscure during life, she has risen to become a minor cult figure, particularly among my generation. Academics from Germaine Greer to Marina Warner have written about her pictures; the originals are now worth a small but increasing fortune. Only a handful of her books remain in print, but In a Dark Wood and The Angry Alphabet are now somehow as much a part of every middle-class child’s birthright as Beatrix Potter or Sendak. Alas, she didn’t go in for anthropomorphism, so there are no toys or mugs to cash in on. Even so, most years, my entire income has come from my share in her estate. Without Laura’s legacy, I wouldn’t have had the luxury, or the nerve, to stick at acting.

Georgina always wanted to know about her. In the beginning, she found my semi-orphaned state romantic. Later, she became angry. To my father’s generation, discretion was a virtue; to mine, it is the sign of emotional repression. I argued that there was a lot to be said for leaving things unsaid. She believed it was Laura, rather than her own restlessness and ambition, that poisoned our relationship.

‘Why can’t you say what you feel?’ she asked. ‘Why can’t you talk about her?’

‘Because I can’t – I don’t, OK?’

‘You’re like all men, struck dumb by testosterone. You never talk about anything that really matters. The only time you cry is when you stick a tube of menthol under your eyes for a performance.’

‘I don’t remember what life was like before I was six,’ I said; and it seemed better, from what I did know, to keep it that way. When Cosmo and Flora were born, looking so unlike either of us (looking, in fact, like homicidal boiled eggs) I had been briefly curious to know if they resembled Laura. It was hard to tell from the one, standard picture. There were no others. I knew, because I once found a photograph album of my parents’ early life. It was full of tiny black-and-white pictures, the sort that always make the past look so much more attractive than the present. In every one, my mother’s face had been meticulously removed.

As far as I was concerned, my real mother had been neither Laura nor my stepmother Nell, but Ruth Viner, with whom I was now going to stay.

The Viners had once been neighbours of ours in Primrose Hill. Tom Viner and I had played, fought, and been taught together; at twelve and thirteen respectively, we had been sent to the same progressive co-educational boarding school, Knotshead, in Devon. By then, my father and Nell had moved to Notting Hill and the Viners to Belsize Park, but it made little difference. During the holidays, I spent so much time at Ruth’s house that most nights, I never went back to my father’s. There didn’t seem to be much point.

‘Your foul-weather friend,’ Georgie would call Ruth, implying that she was only interested in me when I was in trouble. It was true I could never understand why she was so kind to me, unless she had a soft spot for the kind of ugly ducklings who turn into lame ducks. I was as unsuccessful at Knotshead as Tom and Josh were successful, but it didn’t seem to matter to her that at eighteen I still hadn’t lost my virginity or found anything other than a vocation to be an actor. Twenty years ago, when my father had cut off every vestige of support, Ruth had given me a room in her house, food, and most importantly, encouragement.

Yet I hadn’t seen her for such a long time – at first because I had been consumed by being in love with Georgina, and then because Georgie had made it very clear that she didn’t like Ruth. I hadn’t seen Ruth, in fact, since Flora had been born, and that was only because she made some effort to visit us in Stockwell. She had called me a month ago, to offer me back my old room while I looked for a flat to buy when the house was sold. I had been too wretched to think of calling her. I hadn’t wanted to inflict my self-pity on anyone.

When I thought of Ruth, I always saw her sitting in her chair on one side of the fireplace, listening, while I sat hunched up on the other, talking. She would sit beneath a cobwebbed spotlight and sew pieces of ivory-coloured cotton around what looked like an interminable supply of thin cardboard hexagons. In time, these formed a vast patchwork quilt that spread and pooled over her lap and beyond her feet. The quilt made a pattern of boxes, apparently in free fall with the lid open. If you stared at them, the boxes became stars, then boxes again. I was never sure if it was the same quilt she was sewing, like Penelope in the Odyssey, or if she made several, all identical. I used to believe that this quilt was a sort of receptacle into which I could pour my callow woes. Later, I realised her sewing was a kind of trick. You always tell somebody more if they don’t look you in the eye; and of course, Ruth was a professional listener just as, for very different reasons, I am.

I pushed open the ornate iron gate in Belsize Park. Ruth’s house was even more festooned with ivy than I remembered. Long strands of it hung down to touch my head with a ghostly caress as I walked up the path to the front door. Most gardens are dead at this time of year, but here green flowers erupted from jagged hellebore leaves, and a lemony scent gusted from a bush pricked with small white blossoms. Beneath a corkscrew hazel tasselled with stubby yellow catkins, a naked stone infant clutched a squirming fish. I looked at its sightless eyes. There were tears of dirt below them, but the child’s face was serene, its round cheeks bunched in a faint, mysterious smile. A piece of Victorian kitsch; yet seeing it, I felt almost comforted.

To say I loved Ruth was to use too simple a word for the mixture of gratitude, affection, trust and unease she aroused in me. She had been a friend of my mother’s and was, like her, American. I always assumed they were drawn together by virtue of this. Or perhaps it was an attraction of opposites, as true in friendship as in love affairs. Laura was tall and dark, Ruth is small and red haired. Laura had been beautiful, it was said, whereas Ruth is not. For a time, when I had been a teenager, embarrassment had leapt from pimple to pimple whenever she addressed me. Even now, something of that remained. Sometimes, she seemed the most attractive woman I’d ever seen; and then, in the blink of an eye, she could look like a troll. It was another thing my wife had held against Ruth, and, ultimately, myself. Georgina likes people to be consistent.

I pressed the bell. Once, I had had to stand on tiptoe to do so. Cosmo is that size now, I thought. I had been just the age my son was now when my mother died.

The garden suddenly grew and loomed, expanding as I shrank. It was vast and dark, raking the air with long skinny claws. Cold struck up through my thin soles like a blow. The world was black and grey, every tint of life leached out of it. Terror boiled and surged to my throat. Then, as suddenly as it had come, it subsided. The shaking, shrinking sensation stopped, though the hopelessness remained. When I was twenty, I had always imagined my thirties would be a time of calm and maturity, not this vertiginous sense of being a hinge, swaying between past and future, crushed between both. I waited until my second fit of trembling passed, then pressed the bell again.

Ruth opened the door, cats wreathing and coiling round her ankles. I thought she, too, looked curiously bleached. Then I realised she was older. All age is a kind of tiredness, I think. When you’re young, the lines never show. Every morning you wake up unmarked, wiped clear by sleep. One day, though, you see lines that itch, as though some crumb of existence has been creased into your skin. They can never be smoothed away, and after a while you forget that this heavy, irritable feeling wasn’t always there.

‘Benedick, sweetheart,’ she said, hugging me. ‘It’s been too long.’

‘I’m sorry. My fault. It’s good of you to have me now. I’ve been so bad at staying in touch—’

‘You can have your old room back again. Grub’s friend Alice had it for a while, but they’ve bought a flat together now.’

‘So you’ve got an empty nest.’

She smiled. Ruth would never lack for friends, or guests. ‘I saw you the other night on TV. In a thriller.’

‘Oh, that,’ I said unenthusiastically. ‘That was made last year. I’m always cast as the best friend. The eternal side-cock. I mean, kick.’ I always found myself making Freudian slips of this kind with Ruth, out of sheer self-consciousness.

‘Well, you were good.’

‘I haven’t worked for eight months. Except for one day on a drumstick job.’

‘Drumstick?’

‘Period film. There’s always some bloke with a chicken bone in his mouth, saying, “Indeed, my lord Bishop.” Sometimes he sneers and sometimes he grovels. I did mine with a sneer.’

Ruth laughed. ‘Well, good for you. I saw your Mercutio at Stratford, too. Last spring.’

‘Ah. That was better. I hated doing it, but it was better.’ I was silent. That had been my big chance, and I’d been good, really good, before I’d blown it. ‘My Touchstone wasn’t too bad, either. You should have come round to the stage door.’

She shook her head. ‘Not my style. So. Anything else in the pipeline?’

It wasn’t as though I led an exciting life as an unemployed actor, but that’s the odd thing about it. I mean, nobody asks accountants if they’ve got any big fraud cases coming up, do they? Which would probably be far more interesting.

‘I did three days as a cross-dressing, upper-class coke dealer in a Brit-flick about drug addicts just after Stratford. It was made on a shoe-string; it’ll probably never even be screened. Otherwise, there’s bugger all. You want to know the sort of thing I’m up for? My agent’s sent me the pilot for a new TV series called Jigsaw. It’s about an interior decorator who’s also a detective – you know, sort of Home Front meets Morse, so that viewers can pick up tips about gilding candlesticks with a couple of corpses thrown in.’

‘Sounds a scream,’ said Ruth.

‘Yes, well, that is the correct word.’

‘Cup of mud?’

‘Please.’

We went past racks of drying laundry – Ruth is a great one for washing her clean linen in public – to the kitchen, a warm, dark half-basement that smelt of cats and fried onions and herbs and soap. It was just as it had been all my life except that the faded daubs she had stuck to the ceiling during my own childhood now had bright new additions.

‘Hannah,’ she said, following my gaze. ‘Isn’t that abstract style great?’

I’d forgotten there would be other children living here. Josh, Tom’s middle brother, had done some complicated thing buying the top floor of this vast house and making it a separate flat to free up some money for the other brothers. He was a private GP in the City, and the only one so far to have married and had children. It was weird to think of him being more or less at the same stage of life as I was; to me, he’d always been Tom’s kid brother. I could imagine how Ruth would dote on grandchildren. There were the usual pieces of brightly coloured wood and plastic scattered around, now I looked: a smiling Russian doll on the mantelpiece, an ancient dappled rocking horse, an easel from the Early Learning Centre.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I’m not sure I can handle living with someone playing Happy Families.’

Ruth looked at me, and raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s not playing.’

‘Oh, sure. It never is, until it all ends in tears.’

I wondered if she understood what had happened to me. I hoped, yet doubted this. I was back where I had started. Seventeen years ago I had left this house and moved in with the woman who became my wife. I had a terrible sense of slipping back in time. What frightened me most was, I could no longer believe in my own life as a story. Everyone needs a story, a part to play in order to avoid the realisation that life is without significance. How else do any of us survive? It’s what makes life bearable, even interesting. When it becomes neither, people say you’ve lost the plot. Or just lost it.

‘So, tell me how you really are,’ said Ruth, putting the kettle on to boil. A stew popped quietly on the other plate of the cream Aga. She lifted the lid with a brisk motion and stirred. I had a sudden vision of something indescribably vile, surrounded by heaving green and yellow jealousy. I blinked, and the convoluted twists resolved themselves into a stew.

‘Doctor, doctor, I feel like I’ve had my entire adult life surgically removed.’

‘Yes. It’s nearly always that way. You aren’t going to get over it for about two years.’

‘Really? I was thinking that I’d be skipping about like a spring lamb in a couple more weeks.’ I couldn’t help the sarcasm.

‘What does your father think?’

‘Does it matter what Howard thinks?’ I asked angrily; then, when Ruth did not react, sighed. ‘Yes, of course it does. I wish I could grow out of it. He thinks Georgie leaving me for another man must be my fault, of course. He thinks that if only I’d gone to Oxbridge and chosen another profession …’

‘He still doesn’t accept what you do?’

‘When Georgina and I got engaged,’ I said, ‘Howard took us out to dinner at some posh place in Mayfair. He said it was the only sensible thing I’d ever done in my life, so we’d better celebrate before I screwed up. He wasn’t even proud I’d just got that small part in Another Country, remember? Straight out of Webber Douglas, and God’s gift to the world. I was on such a roll, I must have been unbearable.’

‘You were just young,’ said Ruth, mildly.

‘I thought, maybe now he’ll treat me as an equal. Or at least as an adult. Instead of which … It matters so much, acting, and yet I can’t take it seriously.’

‘Why not?’

‘It isn’t brain surgery, is it?’

Ruth cried, ‘Why should the only thing in the world that’s taken seriously be brain surgery? Brain surgeons go to the theatre, you know. Just like anybody else.’

Now it was my turn to laugh. I had forgotten how passionate the warm-hearted are. ‘Ruth, entertaining people isn’t a manly thing to do.’

‘You think you should be out there hewing wood?’

‘Yes. No. It’s what you do that makes you interesting.’

Ruth said, ‘You should think more about what you are, not what you do. Why do you think people resent actors so much?’

I shrugged. ‘Georgie said that an actor’s vanity is so much beyond that of any ordinary person’s it was almost an affliction.’

‘I scarcely think vain people expose themselves to the possibility of failure quite so assiduously,’ said Ruth.

‘If you fail, as the child of somebody successful, you’re never more than that. You’re never allowed to grow up. Can’t you see?’

Ruth was so intelligent, and yet so dense at times. She believes that people are basically benign, basically salvageable. I began to wonder whether I had made a bad mistake. I had spent so long in the lethargy of despair that I had accepted her offer to stay without thinking. Now something mocking and malignant was waking in me, almost as if I were being invaded by another presence.

‘You knew it was a tough way to make a living,’ said Ruth, with mild reproof. She heard, as I did, the whine creeping into my voice.

I swallowed, and said in a rush, ‘I have this awful suspicion that absolutely everyone is better than I am. They look better, talk better, act better. I’m terrified of the ones who’ve been to real drama school for three years; I keep feeling I’m a fraud. You’ve no idea how many people hate you now if you’re a white, heterosexual ex-public-school man. They think I must be either a fascist snob, like Howard, or a complete twit. I probably am, too. I know so little about anything, even myself. And yet the one thing I do know is that I must act. People think that’s terribly funny. They’d understand a musician saying he must play, or a painter paint or a writer write. But acting is all supposed to be this gigantic ego trip. And oh, God, it isn’t. It isn’t.’

Ruth poured coffees. I didn’t really want mine, but sipped it anyway. It was good. Her coffee is always good and strong. My irritability subsided. I couldn’t remember when I’d last had anything hot to eat or drink.

‘Isn’t there some kind of professional body to help out-of-work actors?’

‘Yes. It’s called the National Theatre. I can’t get parts there, either.’ I glared at my feet.

‘Oh, Dick, you do have talent, and you’re not unsuccessful,’ said Ruth. I knew she had said this before, many times, and yet I needed someone to say it. ‘But you don’t just need talent. You have to have a talent for having talent, too.’

That was the kind of gnomic thing Ruth could always be relied on to say. My irritability increased again. She had been through an excruciating divorce herself, when Sam left her. Why wasn’t she more sympathetic?

‘I’m a failure. Truly. I’m not comparing myself to the eighty-five per cent of actors who never get any jobs. They’re obviously no-hopers, whereas I do occasionally – just occasionally – get work. But I’ll be forty soon, and I feel like I’ve been beating and beating on this door for twenty years, and on the other side of it is a wonderful party, full of half the people I grew up with, and they aren’t even aware of my existence.’

‘What about the other half?’ Ruth asked.

‘What?’

‘The other half of your peer group?’

‘I don’t care about them,’ I said impatiently. ‘They’re all very nice people living in Essex or something. They aren’t part of my world. Or the world I wish were mine. It’s the uncertainty that’s killing me. I could wait my whole life and not get the Call. Or it could come tomorrow.’

‘The call?’

‘The Call. The part. The role that takes you above-line. It’s what actors spend years waiting for. It’s like Harrison Ford and Star Wars. Like Branagh and Another Country. You go from being nobody to somebody. It makes you.’

‘What would you do if you gave up?’

‘I don’t know. Be utterly miserable, I expect. The only question is, whether I’d be more miserable. Howard warned me, I should have a safety net, I should get a proper job. It’s great, isn’t it, my wife and children move in with somebody else, my life is in ruins and all my father can say is, now is the time to become a teacher. As if their lives were any better, poor sods.’

‘How did Georgina get on with him?’

‘Oh, Georgie got on splendidly, she does with everyone. Particularly if they can be useful.’

I thought about that dinner, long ago, at which my future wife had been formally introduced to my father. Georgina had set out to charm him, and succeeded in flattering the old sod into a semblance of sociability. She had always known she would be a writer, and successful; she is far cleverer than I am, having gone to Oxbridge and so on. Everyone, including myself, wondered why she had chosen me of all people. I suppose that most of the men she knew were frightened off by her air of terrifying competence. I wasn’t. I was useless at school, and have such huge gaps in my knowledge and understanding of the world that I seldom dared express an opinion to her or her friends. But I needed her confidence and decisiveness. I never imagined it would one day be turned against me.

It was raining when we left the posh restaurant, and I had been the only one carrying an umbrella. I tried to open it, and couldn’t. It was one of those cheap, folding jobs, and the spokes had become jammed. The more I struggled and pushed the more it jammed, and of course the more I tried the more nervous I became, with all the food I’d eaten churning around, and Howard sighing impatiently. So after a bit, he turned to Georgina, and said, ‘This is my son, whom you wish to marry. He can’t even open an umbrella.’ Then he took my umbrella and opened it, as he did everything else, effortlessly.

There had been no room for me underneath. They walked on ahead, laughing and gossiping, while I got wet.

The thing is, she was always going to succeed, just as I was always going to fail.’

Ruth looked at me. ‘How are you sleeping?’

‘Not well.’

Before she left me, I hadn’t been able to have enough sleep. Now, every night, I found myself writhing as particular scenes or phrases from our life together glowed, as if lit by an infernal heat and branded on my brain.

‘She wants to be “civil”. That’s what she said after she left. To be civil, imagine, to your husband, the father of your children. To someone you’ve fucked. As if I were some sort of gibbering savage.’

‘It’s a period of temporary madness. I know that’s no consolation, but you will be sane again. It just takes time.’

I was silent. It was like the story: you must wear out an iron staff and a pair of iron shoes. I wished I could be strong, like the girl in the picture.

‘I found something of my mother’s when I was packing.’

‘Oh?’

‘It’s a book of fairy-tales.’

‘Have you read them?’

‘Just a bit. But it – interests me.’

‘I see. That’s new.’

‘Yes, well. … Boys are hardly ever interested in that sort of thing, are they? I know I wasn’t. It’s all trains and cars, crashes and disaster. Not romance and wishes.’

They’re not always like that.’

‘I grew up in a generation which had no idea that women were going to be our equals. You were just supposed to keep going no matter what. But now there’s no place for us. We’re a biological dead end. It’s stupid to even keep on living.’

Ruth put her cup down. ‘You’re thinking suicide is the answer?’

I said angrily, ‘Everyone thinks of it, don’t they, when things get bad? And things have been bad for me for a long time. I can’t really remember when they weren’t.’

‘Yes. Everyone thinks of suicide. There probably isn’t a person alive who hasn’t considered it, or actively struggled with it. You think, That’s when they’ll all be sorry. You imagine that death will make you heroic, perfect. Whereas to live is to act, to be in a state of conflict, to do things that are unlovable. That is very hard.’

‘I know I’m unlovable,’ I said. ‘But I don’t see why it’s so bad to – to remove yourself from the picture. At least that would be more courageous than hanging around whimpering.’

‘No,’ said Ruth. She fixed me with her eyes. ‘If you read fairy-tales carefully, you’ll notice they are mostly about people who aren’t heroes. They don’t have special powers, or gifts. Often they are despised as stupid. They are bullied, beaten up, robbed, starved. But they find they are stronger than their misfortunes.’

‘How? How?’

‘By luck, or courage, or kindness.’

‘Ruth, you must know that in real life, none of those things work.’

‘How do you know?’ she said. ‘Have you tried them?’

Later, when my boxes had been carried up to my old room, I looked out over the back garden. A tall tree scraped its twigs across the red night sky. I leant my forehead on the icy pane, and watched it. The bare branches flayed against the night, tormented by the wind. I watched the wild, despairing, senseless jerks. The branches were leafless, dead. It seemed impossible that they would ever be capable of regeneration.


THREE

I couldn’t rest, I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t rest. At some point in that first week, these two forces of agitation and exhaustion met and cancelled each other out. I switched on the light, picked up my mother’s book, and began to read.

THE TWO SISTERS



Long ago and far away, a young widow lived in a little house by the edge of a deep, dark wood with her two little daughters. When the elder of these was six years old, the mother sent for her sister.

‘I am dying,’ said the poor widow, ‘and I have nothing to leave you except for my two daughters. I beg you, take care of them as if they were your own.’

Then she kissed her children, closed her eyes and died.

Now her sister was not at all pleased at this. ‘What use are children to me?’ she said. ‘If they don’t earn their keep, I’ll be rid of them.’

But she soon discovered that she was wrong, for as they grew up she found that Bianca, the younger of the two, was very useful around the house. In spite of this, it was Laura, her elder sister, who was her aunt’s favourite: Laura, who was as ugly as she was cross and lazy.





I stopped. Why on earth had my mother given the bad sister her own name? Was it a kind of joke? Was this the way she actually felt about herself? Then another thought struck me. Why had the mother in the story died when her elder daughter was exactly the same age as I, the real Laura’s child, was when she killed herself? Puzzled, and increasingly agitated, I read on.



As the two children grew up Bianca’s eyes became bigger and bluer, and her hair more golden, and she became known by everyone around as ‘pretty Bianca’. But the elder girl was dark haired and dark eyed, and as plain as only a cross, selfish person can be.





Somehow, I found myself loathing Bianca. What was it about fairy-tales that they always equated the good with the beautiful, the bad with the ugly? Who wasn’t cross and selfish some of the time? Besides, what was so marvellous about blonde hair and blue eyes?



In her efforts to seem more attractive than Bianca, Laura persuaded her aunt to give her a fine pair of red leather shoes to wear on Sundays, and a shawl embroidered with roses. But no fine shoes could hide the fact that her feet were as big as bricks, and no embroidery softened her frowning face. Bianca with her small bare feet and neatly darned scarf had all the young men of the village watching her.

‘I saw you making sheep’s eyes at the blacksmith’s son at mass today!’ said Laura to her sister one cold December day. Now, if anyone had been making sheep’s eyes at the blacksmith’s son it was Laura herself. But he hadn’t even noticed, because he was too busy looking at pretty Bianca.

‘I won’t stand it, do you hear? I won’t!’ said Laura.

‘I’m sorry, dear sister,’ said Bianca unhappily. ‘You know there’s nothing in the world I wouldn’t do to please you and my aunt.’

‘Isn’t there?’ said Laura. ‘Then go out and pick me a bunch of violets.’

‘Violets?’ said Bianca in astonishment. ‘Where should I find violets in December?’

‘Well, you won’t find them by staying here, will you?’ said Laura. And she and the aunt laughed mockingly.

So Bianca went out into the snow in her bare feet. Already it was growing dark. Shivering, she ran into the wood.

How long she wandered she could not tell. But just when she felt she could die from cold and misery, she thought she saw a flickering light through the trees. Creeping up on her frozen feet, she saw a large, leaping fire. Round it, each seated upon a stone, were twelve men. They sat in a circle, from the youngest who was a pretty little boy, to the oldest whose hair was as white as cotton grass, and who held a wonderfully carved staff in his hand. But the strangest thing was, from the eldest to the youngest, they all had different versions of the same face.

Bianca crept timidly into the firelight. ‘If you please, kind sirs, will you let me warm myself for a few minutes by your fire?’

The twelve men looked at her gravely, and the white-haired man said, ‘What are you doing in the dark wood in this bitter weather, alone and thinly clad, my child?’

‘My aunt and my sister have sent me out to find a bunch of violets,’ said Bianca. The warmth of the fire gave her courage, and she told the twelve men about her cruel sister’s demand.





I wondered whether my mother had a real sister somewhere, and whether Bianca was her name. Bianca was the name of the sister in The Taming of the Shrew, who seemed as good as she was pretty, but who turned out to be the real shrew of the piece. Was my mother making some sort of feminist point here? That good daughters were just like blank sheets of paper, whereas interesting, cross ones won the laurels? Somehow, I didn’t think my mother had liked her relations, whoever they were.



When she had told her tale, the twelve men exchanged glances. Then the white-haired man handed his staff to one of the younger boys and said, ‘Brother March, will you help this child?’

‘Willingly!’ said Brother March, and he raised the staff in the air. He murmured some words, though what they were Bianca could not hear through the crackling of the fire. At once, a bright green flame leapt up as he spoke, and the snow began to melt all around it. As she watched, tiny leaves pushed through the bare soil. Then before her eyes celandines and primroses budded and uncurled in the fine grass.

‘Quick, Bianca,’ said the young man. ‘Look beneath the hazel bush.’

Bianca looked.
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