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My Son the Fanatic
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Surreptitiously the father began going into his son's bedroom. He would sit there for hours, rousing himself only to
seek clues. What bewildered him was that ^U^was getting
tidier. Instead of the usual tangle of clothes, books, cricket
bats, video games, the room was becoming neat and
ordered; spaces began appearing where before there had
been only mess.
Initially Parvez had been pleased: his son was outgrowing
his^ tegja^e^attitudes. But one day, beside the dustbin,
Parvez found a torn bag which contained not only old toys,
but computer discs, video tapes, new books and fashionable
clothes the boy had bought just a few months before. Also
without explanation, Ali had parted from the English
girlfriend who used to come often to the house. His old
friends had stopped ringing.
. For reasons he didn't himself understand, Parvez wasn't
able to bring up the subject of Ali's unusual behaviour. He
was aware that he had become slightly afraid of his son,'
who, alongside his silences, was developing ajsharp tor^gue.
One remark Parvez did make, 'You don't play your guitar
any more,' elicited the mysterious but conclusive reply,
'There are more important things to be done.'
Yet Parvez felt his son's eccCTitricity as an injustice. He had
always been aware of the pitfalls which other men's sons
had fallen into in England. And so, for Ali, he had worked
long hours and spent a lot of money paying for his
education as an accountant. He had bought him good suits,
all the books he required and a computer. And now the boy
was throwing his possessions out!
The TV, video and sound system followed the guitar. Soon
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the room was practically bare. Even the unhappy walls bore
marks where Ali's pictures had been removed.
.:.
- ;
Parvez couldn't sleep; he went more to the j^hisky bottle,
even when he was at work. He realised it was imperative to j |
discuss the matter with someone sympathetic
Parvez had been a taxi driver for twenty years. Half that v,"
time he'd worked for the same firm. Like him, most of the
other drivers were j^gat^is* They preferred to work at
night, the roads were clearer and the money better: They
slept during the day, avoiding their wives. Together they led;
almost a boy's life in the cabbies' office, playing cards and
practical jokes, exchanging lewd stories, eating together and
discussing politics and their problems.
—
But Parvez had been unable to bring this subject up with
his friends. He was tooygsKamecj} And he was afraid, too,
that they would blame mm for the wrong turning his boy
had taken, just as he had blamed other fathers whose sons
had taken to running around with hae^gjija, tyu anting from
school and joining gpnjcs.
For years Parvez hacfboasted to the other men about how
Ali excelled at cricket, swimming and football, and how
attentive a scholar he was, getting straight 'A's in most
subjects. Was it asking too much for Ali to get a good job
now, marry the right girl and start a family? Once this
happened, Parvez would be happy. His dreams of doing
well in England would have come true. Where had he gone
wrong?
But one night, sitting in the taxi office on busted chairs
with his two closest friends watchinga Sylvester Stallone
film, he broke his silence.
'I can't understand it!' he burst out. 'Everything is going
from his room And I can't talk to him any more. We were
not father and son - wewere blotters! Where has he gone?
Why is he torturing me!'
And Parvez put his head in his hands.
Even as he poured out his account the men shook their
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heads and gave one another knowing glances. From their
grave looks Parvez realised they understood the situation.
Tell me what is happening!' he demanded.
V The reply-was almost triumphant. They had guessed
something was going wrong. Now it was clear. Ali was
~ taking drugs and selling his possessions to pay for them
That was why his bedroom was emptying.
'What must I do then?'
Parvez's Mends instructed him to watch Ali scrupulously
and then be severe with him, before the boy wentmad,
oyordosed or murdered someone.
Parvez staggered out into the early morning air, terrified
they were right His boy - the drug addict killer!
To his relief he found Bettina sitting in his car.
Usually the last customers of the night were local 'brasses'
or prostitutes. The taxi drivers knew them well, often
driving them to Jiaisons. At the end of the girls' shifts, the
men would ferry them home, though sometimes the women
would join them for a drinking session in the office.
Occasionally the drivers would go with the girls. 'A ride in
exchange for a ride,' it was called.
'
Bettina had known Parvez for three years. She lived
outside the town and on the long drive home, where she sat
not in the passenger seat but beside him, Parvez had talked
to her about his life and hopes, just as she talked about hers.
They saw each other most nights.
He could talk to her about things he'd never be able to
! discuss with his own wife. Bettina, in turn, always reported
on her nighfs activities. He liked to know where she was
and with whom Once he had rescued her from a violent
client, and since then they had come to care for one another.
Though Bettina had never met the boy, she heard about
Ali continually. That late night, when he told Bettina that he
suspected Ali was on drugs, she judged neither the boy nor
his father, but became businesslike and told him what to
watch
for.
\
A--0,'. w,
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I f s all in the eyes/ she said. They might be bloodshot; the
pupils might be dilated; he might look tired. He could be
liable to sweats, or sudden mood changes. 'Okay?'
Parvez began his vigil gratefully. Now he knew what the
problem might be, he felt better. And surely, he figured,
things couldn't have gone too far? With Bettina's help he
would soon sort it out.
*-'
He watched each mouthful the boy took. He sat beside
him at every opportunity and looked into his eyes. When he
could he took the boy's hand, checking his temperature. If
the boy wasn't at home Parvez was active, looking under the
carpet, in his drawers, behind the empty wardrobe, sniffing,
inspecting, probing. He knew what to look for Bettina had
drawn pictures of capsules, syringes, pills, powders, rocks.
Every night she waited to hear news of what he'd
witnessed.
After a few days of constant observation, Parvez was able
to report that although the boy had given up sports, he
seemed healthy, with clear eyes. He didn't, as his father
expected, flinch guiltily from his gaze. In feet tile boy's
mood was alert and steady in this sense: as well as being
sullen, he was very watchful. He returned his father's long
looks with more than a hint of criticism, of reproach even, so
much so thatParvez began to feel that it was he who was in
the wrong, and not the boy!
'And there's nothing else physically different?' Bettina
asked.
'No!' Parvez thought for a moment 'But he is growing a
beard.'
One night, after sitting with Bettina in an all-night coffee
shop, Parvez came home particularly late. Reluctantly he
and Bettina had abandoned their only explanation, the drug
theory, for Parvez had found nothing resembling any drug
in Ali's room. Besides, Ali wasn't selling his belongings. He
threw them out, gave them away or donated them to charity
shops.
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Standing in the hall, Parvez heard his boy's alarm clock
go off. Parvez hurried into his bedroom where his wife was
still awake, sewing in bed. He ordered her to sit down and
keep quiet, though she had neither stood up nor said a
word. From this post, and with her watching him
curiously, he observed his son through the crack in the
door.
The boy went into the bathroom to wash. When he
returned to his room Parvez sprang across the hall and set
his ear at Ali's door. A muttering sound came from within.
Parvez was puzzled but relieved.
Once this clue had been established, Parvez watched him
at other times. The boy was praying. Without fail, when he
was at home, he prayed five times a day.
Parvez had grown up in Lahore where all the boys had
been taught the Koran. To stop him falling asleep when he
studied, the Moulvi had attached a piece of string to the
ceiling and tied it to Parvez's hair, so that if his head fell
forward, he would instantly awake. After this indignity
Parvez had avoided all religions. Not that the other taxi
drivers had more respect. In fact they made jokes about the
local mullahs walking around with their caps and beards,
thinking they could tell people how to live, while their eyes
roved over the boys and girls in their care.
Parvez described to Bettina what he had discovered. He
informed the men in the taxi office. The friends, who had
been so curious before, now became oddly silent. They
could hardly condemn the boy for his devotions.
Parvez decided to take a night off and go out with the boy.
They could talk things over. He wanted to hear how things
were going at college; he wanted to tell him stories about
their family in Pakistan. More than anything he yearned to
understand how Ali had discovered the 'spiritual dimension', as Bettina described it.
To Parvez's surprise, the boy refused to accompany him.
He claimed he had an appointment Parvez had to insist that
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no appointment could be more important than that of a son
with his father.
The next day, Parvez went immediately to the street
where Bettina stood in the rain wearing high heels, a short
skirt and a long mac on top, which she would open
hopefully at passing cars.
'Get in, get in!' he said.
They drove out across the moors and parked at the spot
where on better days, with a view unimpeded for many
miles by nothing but wild deer and horses, they'd lie back,
with their eyes half closed, saying This is the life.' This time
Parvez was trembling. Bettina put her arms around him.
'Whafs happened?'
'I've just had the worst experience of my life.'
As Bettina rubbed his head Parvez told her that the
previous evening he and Ali had gone to a restaurant. As
they studied the menu, the waiter, whom.Parvez knew,
brought him his usual whisky and water. Parvez had been
so nervous he had even prepared a question. He was going
to ask Ali if he was worried about his imminent exams. But
first, wanting to relax, he loosened his tie, crunched a
popadom and took a long drink.
Before Parvez could speak, Ali made a face.
'Don't you know it's wrong to drink alcohol?' he said.
'He spoke to me very harshly/ Parvez told Bettina. 'I was
about to castigate the boy for being insolent, but managed to
control myself.'
He had explained patiently to Ali that for years he had
worked more than ten hours a day, that he had few
enjoyments or hobbies and never went on holiday. Surely it
wasn't a crime to have a drink when he wanted one?
'But it is forbidden,' the boy said.
Parvez shrugged, T know.'
'And so is gambling, isn't it?'
'Yes. But surely we are only human?'
Each time Parvez took a drink, the boy winced, or made a
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fastidious face as an accompaniment. This made Parvez
drink more'quickly. The waiter wanting to please his friend,
brought another glass of whisky. Parvez knew he was
getting drunk, but he couldn't stop himself. Ali had a
horrible look on his face, full of disgust and censure. It was
as if he hated his father.
Halfway through the meal Parvez suddenly lost his
temper and threw a plate on the floor. He had felt like
ripping the cloth from the table, but the waiters and other
customers were staring at him. Yet he wouldn't stand for his
own son telling him the difference between right and wrong.
He knew he wasn't a bad man. He had a conscience. There
were a few things of which he was ashamed, but on the
whole he had lived a decent life.
'When have I had time to be wicked?' he asked Ali.
In a low monotonous voice the boy explained that Parvez
had not, in fact, lived a good life. He had broken countless
rules of the Koran.
Tor instance?' Parvez demanded.
Ali hadn't needed time to think. As if he had been waiting
for this moment, he asked his father if he didn't relish pork
pies?
'Well
Parvez couldn't deny that he loved crispy bacon smothered with mushrooms and mustard and sandwiched
between slices of fried bread. In feet he ate this for breakfast
every morning.
Ali then reminded Parvez that he had ordered his own
wife to cook pork sausages, saying to her, 'You're not in the
village now, this is England. We have to fit in!'
Parvez was so annoyed and perplexed by this attack that
he called for more drink.
The problem is this/ the boy said. He leaned across the
table. For the first time that night his eyes were alive. 'You
- are too implicated in Western civilisation.'
Parvez buiped; he thought he was going to choke.
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Implicated!' he said. 'But we live here!'
The Western materialists hate us/ Ali said. 'Papa, how
can you love something which hates you?'
'What is the answer then?' Parvez said miserably.
'According to you.'
Ali addressed his father fluently, as if Parvez were a
rowdy crowd that had to be quelled and convinced. The
Law of Islam would rule the world; the skin of the infidel
would bum off again and again; the Jews and Christers
would be routed. The West was a sink of hypocrites,
adulterers, homosexuals, drug takers and prostitutes. *
As Ali talked, Parvez looked out of the window as if to
check that they were still in London.
'My people have taken enough. If the persecution doesn't
stop there will be jihad. I, and millions of others, will gladly
give our lives for the cause.'
' 'But why, why?' Parvez said.
Tor us the reward will be in paradise.'
Taradise!'
Finally, as Parvez's eyes filled with tears, the boy urged
him to mend his ways.
How is that possible?' Parvez asked.
Tray,' Ali said. Tray beside me.'
Parvez called for the bill and ushered his boy out of the
restaurant as soon as he was able. He couldn't take any
more. Ali sounded as if he'd swallowed someone else's
voice.
On the way home the boy sat in the back of the taxi, as if
he were a customer.
'What has made you like this?' Parvez asked him, afraid
that somehow he was to blame for all this. 'Is there a
particular event which has influenced you?'
living in this country.'
Tut I love England,' Parvez said, watching his boy in the
mirror. They let you do almost anything here.'
That istitleproblem,' he replied.
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For the first time in years Parvez couldn't see straight. He
knocked the side of the car against a lorry, ripping off the
wing mirror They were lucky not to have been stopped by
b the police: Parvez would have lost his licence and therefore
'•his job.
Getting out of the car back at the house, Parvez stumbled
v? and fell in the road, scraping his hands and ripping his
iy trousers. He managed to haul himself up. The boy didn't
s§ even offer him his hand.
: Parvez told Bettina he was now willing to pray, if that was
what the boy wanted, if that would dislodge the pitiless look
from his eyes.
'But what I object to/ he said, 'is being told by my own
son that I am going to hell!'
What finished Parvez off was that the boy had said he was
giving up accountancy. When Parvez had asked why, Ali
had said sarcastically that it was obvious.
'W^tern education cultivates an anti-religious attitude.'
And, according to Ali, in the world of accountants it was
usual to meet women, drink alcohol and practise usury.
'But i fs well-paid work,' Parvez argued. Tor years you've
been preparing!'
Ali said he was going to begin to work in prisons, with
poor Muslims who were struggling to maintain their purity
in the face of corruption. Finally, at the end of the evening, as
Ali was going to bed, he had asked his father why he didn't
•
' p have a beard, or at least a moustache.
I
I f eel as if I've lost my son,' Parvez told Bettina. 'I can't
I£ bear to be looked at as if I'm a criminal. I've decided what to
ido/
I
matisitr
$; T m going to tell him to pick up his prayer mat and get out
of my house. It will be the hardest thing I've ever done, but
p tonight I'm going to do it.'
.'But you mustn't give up on him/ said Bettina. 'Many
£ young people fall into cults and superstitious groups. It
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doesn't mean they'll always feel the same way/
She said Parvez had to stick by his boy, giving him
support, until he came through.
Parvez was persuaded that she was right, even though he
didn't feel like giving his son more love when he had hardly
been thanked for all he had already given.
Nevertheless, Parvez tried to endure his son's looks and
reproaches. He attempted to make conversation about his
beliefs. But if Parvez ventured any criticism, Ali always had'
a brusque reply. On one occasion Ali accused Parvez of
'grovelling' to the whites; in contrast, he explained, he was
not 'inferior'; there was more to the world than the West,
though the West always thought it was best.
'How is it you know that?' Parvez said, 'seeing as you've
never left England?'
Ali replied with a look of contempt.
One night, having ensured there was no alcohol on his
breath, Parvez sat down at the kitchen table with AIL He
hoped Ali would compliment him on the beard he was
growing but Ali didn't appear to notice.
The previous day Parvez had been telling Bettina that he
thought people in the West sometimes felt inwardly empty
and that people needed a philosophy-to live by.
'Yes/ said Bettina. That's the answer. You must tell him
what your philosophy of life is. Then he will understand
that there are other beliefs/
After some fatiguing consideration, Parvez was ready to
begin. The boy watched him as if he expected nothing.
Haltingly Parvez said that people had to treat one another
with respect, particularly children their parents. This did
seem, for a moment, to affect the boy. Heartened, Parvez
continued. In his view this life was all there was and when
you died you rotted in the earth. 'Grass and flowers will
grow out of me, but something of me will live on —'
'How?'
'In other people. I will continue - in you.' At this the boy
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appeared a little distressed. 'And your grandchildren,'
^Parvez added for good measure. 'But while I am here on
earth I want to make the best of i t And I want you to, as
Ssyeu*'
^fWhat d'you mean by "make the best of it"?' asked the
>yafe ^Well,' said Parvez. Tor a start . . . you should enjoy
Yes. Enjoy yourself without hurting others/
Ali said that enjoyment was a 'bottomless pif.
'But I don't mean enjoyment like that!' said Parvez. 1
mean the beauty of living!'
||I|: 'All over the world our people are oppressed,' was the
i f boy's reply.
T know,' Parvez replied, not entirely sure who 'our
people' were, 'but still - life is for living!'
\> " Ali said, 'Real morality has existed for hundreds of years.
* Around the world millions and millions of people share my
^beliefs. Are you saying you are right and they are all
wrong?'
Ali looked at his father with such aggressive confidence
that Parvez could say no more.
One evening Bettina was sitting in Parvez's car, after
St**'visiting a client, when they passed a boy on the street.
V'if. That's my son/ Parvez said suddenly. They were on the
i": •other side of town, in a poor district, where there were two
|§? mosques.
| - • Parvez set his face hard.
Bettina turned to watch him. 'Slow down then, slow
down!' She said, He's good-looking. Reminds me of you.
"But with a more determined face. Please, can't we stop?'
m a t for?'
^ T d like to talk to him.'
| ' Parvez turned the cab round and stopped beside the boy.
^
'Coming home?' Parvez asked. I f s quite a way/
l|r'-The sullen boy shrugged and got into the back seat.
Bettina sat in the front Parvez became aware of Bettina's
w
jgfe
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short skirt, gaudy lings and ice-blue eyeshadow. He became
conscious that the smell of her perfume, which he loved,
filled the cab. He opened the window.
While Parvez drove as fast as he could, Bettina said gently
to Ali, 'Where have you been?'
The mosque,' he said.
'And how are you getting on at college? Are you working
hard?'
'Who are you to ask me these questions?' he said, looking
out of the window. Then they hit bad traffic and the car
came to a standstill.
By now Bettina had inadvertently laid her hand on
Parvez's shoulder. She said, 'Your father, who is a good
man, is very worried about you. You know he loves you
more than his own life.'
You say he loves me,' the boy said.
Tes!'said Bettina.
Then why is he letting a woman like you touch him like
that?'
If Bettina looked at the boy in anger, he looked back at her
with twice as much cold fury.
She said, 'What kind of woman am I that deserves to be
spoken to like that?'
.>
You know,' he said. 'Now let me out.'
'Never,' Parvez replied.
Don't worry, I'm getting out,' Bettina said.
'No, don't!' said Parvez. But even as the car moved she
opened the door, threw herself out and ran away across the
road. Parvez shouted after her several times, but she had
gone.
Parvez took Ali back to the house, saying nothing more to
him. Ali went straight to his room. Parvez was unable to
read the paper, watch television or even sit down. He kept
pouring himself drinks.
At last he went upstairs and paced up and down outside
Ali's room. When, finally, he opened the door; Ali was
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praying. The boy didn't even glance his way.
Parvez kicked him over. Then he dragged the boy up by
his shirt and hit him. The boy fell back. Parvez hit him again.
The boy's face was bloody. Parvez Was panting. He knew
that die boy was .unreachable, but he struck him nonetheless. The boy neither covered himself nor retaliated; there
was no fear in his eyes. He only said, through his split lip:
'So who's the fanatic now?'

NightHght
There must always be two to a kiss.' ' V-'
R. L Stevenson,'An Apology for Idlers'

'

She comes to him late on Wednesdays, only for sex, the cab
waiting outside. Four months ago someone recommended ^
her to him for a job but he has no work she can da^He|fJ
doesn't even pay himself now. They talk of nothing much,
and there are silences in which they can only look at one
another. But neither wants to withdraw and something must ^
„

,

,

.

down beside the table, without speaking. t> ^ fefejf
Same time next week she is at the door. They undress i
immediately. She leaves, not having slept, but he has felt her
dozing before she determinedly shakes herself awake. She i
collects herself quickly without apology, and goes without
looking back. He has no idea where she lives or where she is
from.
"•
': <•}••
Now she doesn't come into the house, but goes straight i;
down into the basement he can't afford to furnish, where he f-£
has thrown blankets and duvets on the carpet. They neither
drink nor play music and can barely see one another. Ifs a
mime show in this room where everything but clarity, it
seems, ispennitted.
"V
At work his debts increase. What he has left could be taken away, and no one but him knows it He is losing his
hold and does it matter? Why should it, except that it is
probably terminal; if one day he feels differently, there'll be
no way back.
For most of his life, particularly at school, he's been
successful, or en route to somewhere called Success, like
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t people he has been afraid of being found out, but
lunlike most he probably has been. He has a small flat, an old
1 a shabby feeling. These are minor losses. He misses
H>gtesdy quotidian progress, the sense that his well-being if
7^not happiness, is increasing, and that each day leads to a
recognisable future. He has never anticipated this extent of
^random desolation
Three days a week he picks up his kids from school, feeds
and returns them to the house into which he put most
^ o f his money, and which his wife now forbids him to enter.
^ Fridays he has dinner with his only male friend. After, they
i i go to a black bar where he likes the music The men, mostly
in their thirties, and whose lives are a mystery to him, seem
to sit night after night without visible discontent, looking at
^women and at one another. He envies this, and wonders if
their lives are without anxiety, whether they have attained a
, stoic resignation, or if it is a profound uselessness they are
stewing in
On this woman's day he bathes for an hour. He can't recall
her name, and she never says his. She calls him, when
necessary, 'man'. Soon she will arrive. He lies there thinking
how lucky he is to hav^ one arrangement which costs
nothing.
Five years ago he left the wife he didn't know why he
married for another woman, who then left him without
explanation. There have been others since. But when they
come close he can only move backwards, without comprehending why.
His wife won't speak. If she picks up the phone and hears
his voice, she calls for the kids, those intermediaries growing
up between immovable hatreds. A successful woman, last
year she found she could not leave her bed at all. She will
have no help and the children have to minister to her. They
are inclined to believe that he has caused this. He begins to
-think he can make women insane, even as he understands
that this flatters him.

#
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Now he has this inexplicable liaison. At first they run
tearing at one another with middle-aged recklessness and
then lie silently in the dark, until desire, all they have,
rekindles. He tells himself to make the most of the
opportunity.
When she's gone he masturbates, contemplating what
they did, imprinting it on his mind for ready reference: she
on her stomach, him on the boat of her back, his face, in her.
black hair forever. He thinks of the fluffy black hairs,
flattened with sweat, like a toff's parting, around her
arsehole.
Walking about later he is both satisfied and unfulfilled,
disliking himself for not knowing why he is doing this
balked by the puzzle of his own mind and the impossibility
of grasping why one behaves so oddly, and why one ends
up resenting people for not providing what one hasn't been
able to ask foe Surely this new thing is a web of illusion, and
he is a fool? But he wants more foolishness, and not only on
Wednesdays.
The following weeks she seems to sense something. In the
space where they lie beneath the level of the street, almost
underground - a mouse's view of the world - she invites
him to lie in different positions; she bids him touch different
parts of her body. She shows him they can pore over one
another.
Something intriguing' is happening in this room, week
after week. He can't know what it might be. He isn't certain
she will turn up; he doesn't trust her, or any woman, not to
let him down. Each week she surprises him, until he
wonders what might make her stop.
One Wednesday the cab doesn't draw up. He stands at the
window in his dressing gown and slippers for three hours,
feeling in the first hour like Casanova, in the second like a
child awaiting its mother, and during the third like an old
man. Is she sick, or with her husband? He lies on the floor
where she usually lies, in a fever of desire and longing, until,
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later, he feels a presence in the room, a hanging column of
air, and sits up and cries out at this ghost.
- - He assumes he is toxic.-For him, lacking disadvantages
has been a crime in itself. He grasps the historical reasons for
this, since his wife pointed them out Not that this prevented
her living off him. For a while he did try to be the sort of
man she might countenance. He wept at every opportunity,
and communicated with animals wherever he found them.
He tried not to raise his voice, though for her it was
'liberating' to get wild. Soon he didn't know who he was
supposed to be. They both got lost. He dreaded going home.
He kept his mouth shut, for fear of what would come out;
this made her search angrily for a way in.
Now he worries that something has happened to this new
woman and he has no way of knowing. What wound or
hopelessness has made her want only this?
Next week she does come, standing in the doorway, coatwrapped, smiling, in her early thirties, about fifteen years
younger than him. She might have a lover or husband;
might be unemployed; might be disillusioned with love, or
getting married next week. But she is tender. How he has
missed what they do together.
The following morning he goes downstairs and smells her
on the sheets. The day is suffused with her, whoever she is.
He finds himself thinking constantly of her, pondering the
peculiar mixture of ignorance and intimacy they have. If sex
is how you meet and get to know people, what does he
know of her? On her body he can paint only imaginary
figures, as in the early days of love, when any dreams and
desires can be flung onto the subject, until reality upsets and
rearranges them. Not knowing, surely, is beautiful, as if
everything one learns detracts from the pleasures of pure
imagination. Fancy could provide them with mofe satisfaction than reality.
But she is beginning to make him wonder, and when one
night he touches her and feels he has never loved anything so
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much - if love is loss of the self in the other then, yes, he loves
her - he begins to want confirmation of the notions which
pile up day after day without making any helpful shape.
And, after so many years of living, the expensive education,
the languages he imagined would be useful, the books and
newspapers studied, can he be capable of love only with a
silent stranger in a darkened room? But he dismisses the idea
of speaking, because he can't take any more disappointment
Nothing must disturb their perfect evenings.
You want sex and a good time, and you get it; but it
usually comes with a free gift - someone like you, a person.
Their arrangement seems an advance, what many people
want, the best without the worst, and no demands —
particularly when he thinks, as he does constantly, of the
spirit he and his wife wasted in dislike and sniping, and the
years of taking legal and financial revenge. He thinks often
of the night he left
He comes in late, having just left the bed of the woman he is
seeing, who has said she is his. The solid bulk of his wife, her
back turned, is unmoving. His last night In file morning
he'll talk to the kids and go, as so many men he knows have
done, people who'd thought that leaving home was something you did only once. Most of his friends, most of the
people he knows, are on the move from wife to wife,
husband to husband, lover to lover. A city of love vampires,
turning from person to person, hunting the one who will
make the difference.
He puts on the light in the hall, undresses and is about to
lie down when he notices that she is now lying on her back
and her eyes are open. Strangely she looks less pale. He
realises she is wearing eyeshadow and lipstick. Now she
reaches out to him, smiling. He moves away; something is
wrong. She throws back the covers and she is wearing black
and red underwear. She has never, he is certain, dressed like
this before.
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I f s too late/ he wants to cry.
He picks up his clothes, rushes to the door and closes it
behind him. He doesn't know what he is doing, only that he
.^,'- has to get out The hardest part is going into the children's
^ room, finding their faces in the mess of blankets and toys,
and kissing them goodbye.
• This must have turned his mind, ior, convinced that
H people have to take something with them, he hurries into his
study and attempts to pick up his computer. There are wires;
he cannot disconnect i t He gathers up the television from
the shelf. He's carrying this downstairs when he turns and
sees his wife, still in her tart garb, with a dressing gown on
top, screaming, 'Where are you going? Where? Where?'
He shouts, 'You've had ten years of me, ten years and no
more, no more!'
% He slips on the step and falls forward, doubling up over
the TV and tripping down the remaining stairs. Without
in stopping to consider his injuries, he flees the house without
' affection or dislike and doesn't look back, thinking only,
v strange, one never knows every corner of the houses one
lives in as an adult, not as one knew one's childhood house.
He leaves the TV in the front garden.
,,
.
>•/ ~ * i
The woman he sees now helps kill the terrible fear he
constantly bears that his romantic self has been crushed. He
feels dangerous but wants to wake up in love. Soft, soft; he
dreams of opening a door and the person he will love is
standing behind it
; -This longing can seize him at parties, in restaurants, at
friends' and in the street. He sits opposite a woman in the
train. With her the past will be redeemed. He follows her.
She crosses the street. So does he. She is going to panic. He
grabs her arm and shouts, 'No, no, I'm not like that!' and
runs away.
- He doesn't know how to reach others, but disliking them
is exhausting. Now he doesn't want to go out, since who is
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there to hold onto? But in the house his mind devours itself;
he is a cannibal of his own consciousness. He is starving for
want of love. Hie shame of loneliness, a dingy affliction!
There are few creatures more despised than middle-aged
men with strong desires, and desire renews itself each day,5
returning like a recurring illness, crying out, more life, more!
At night he sits in the attic looking through a box of old
letters from women. There is an abundance of pastoral.,
description. The women sit in cafes drinking good coffee; ;
they eat peaches on the patio; they look at snow. Everyday %
sensations are raised to the sublime. He wants to be scornful. S
It is easy to imagine 'buzzes' and 'charges' as the sole
satisfactions. But what gratifies him? It is as if the gears of
his life have become disengaged from the mechanisms that
drove him forward. When he looks at what other people
yearn for, he can't grasp why they don't know it isn't worth
wanting. He asks to be returned to the ordinary with new
eyes. He wants to play a child's game: make a list of what
you noticed today, adding desires, regrets and contentments, if any, to the list, so that your life doesn't pass
without your having noticed it. And he requires the
extraordinary, on Wednesdays.
He lies on his side in her, their mouths are open, her legs
holding him. When necessary they move to maintain the
level of warm luxury. He can only gauge her mood by the
manner of her love-making. Sometimes she merely grabs
him; or she lies down, offering her neck and throat to be
kissed.
He opens his eyes to see her watching him. It has been a
long time since anyone has looked at him with such
attention. His hope is boosted by a new feeling: curiosity.
He thinks of taking their sexuality into the world. He wants
to watch others looking at her, to have others see them
together, as confirmation. There is so much love he almost
attempts conversation.
For several weeks he determines to speak during their
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•

NIGHTLIGHT
• , .t

love-making, each time telling himself that on this occasion
the words will come out 'We should talk,' is the sentence he
prepares, which becomes abbreviated to 'Want to talk?' and
..even Talk?' .
. . _ . ^fv^;;:.
.
However his not speaking has clearly gladdened this
woman. Who else could he cheer up in this way? Won't
clarity wreck their understanding, and don't they have an
alternative vocabulary of caresses? Words come out bent,
but who can bend a kiss? If only he didn't have to imagine
continually that he has to take some action, think that
something should happen, as if friendships, like trains, have
to go somewhere.
He has begun to think that what goes on in this room is
his only hope. Having forgotten what he likes about the
world, and thinking of existence as drudgery, she reminds
him, finger by finger, of the worthwhile. All his life, it seems,
he's been seeking sex. He isn't certain why, but he must have
gathered that it was an important thing to want. And now
he has it, it doesn't seem sufficient But what does that
matter? As long as there is desire there is a pulse; you are
alive; to want is to reach beyond yourself, into the world,
finger by finger.

