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ABSTRACT	
	
The	novel	Strangers	on	 the	Shore	 is	 concerned	with	 the	personal	 search	

for	 spiritual	 and	 intellectual	 enlightenment:	 these	 are	 venerable	 terms,	

but	 they	 have	 contemporary	 currency.	 It	 is	 also	 an	 exploration	 of	

friendship,	 of	 common	 ideas	 and	 enduring	 affinity,	 over	 both	 time	 and	

distance.	 The	 novel	 begins	 with	 the	 meeting	 of	 two	 eighteen-year-old	

mathematics	 prodigies,	 Simon	 Mailer	 and	 Ethan	 Langley,	 at	 Magdalene	

College,	 Oxford.	 They	 part	 under	 dramatic	 circumstances.	 Ethan	 stays	 at	

Oxford	 where	 his	 career	 burgeons.	 We	 follow	 Simon’s	 temporal	 journey,	

beginning	with	his	 flight	 from	university	and	ending	at	 the	age	of	 fifty-two	

when	 he	 unexpected	 re-enters	 the	 life	 of	 his	 friend,	 now	Wallis	 Professor	

Ethan	 Langley.	 Ethan	 has	 led	 an	 intellectually	 focused	 existence,	 while	

Simon	 has	 lived	 the	 life	 of	 a	 libertine.	 Each	 sustains	 a	 deep	 concern	with	

questions	 of	 the	 meaning	 of	 existence	 and	 the	 function	 of	 ostensibly	

inexplicable	patterns	including	divergences	and	reunions	in	life.	

The	accompanying	exegesis,	Hermann	 Hesse’s	 Journey	of	 Self	Discovery,	

and	its	Ultimate	Expression	in	His	Novel:	‘Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	is	an	

original	 reading	of	Hesse’s	 lifelong	preoccupation	with	self-discovery.	 It	

demonstrates	 how,	 through	 his	 fiction,	 Hesse	 spent	 his	 life	 in	 self-

analysis,	perfecting	a	form	of	psychotherapy	played	out	by	the	characters	

he	created.	Using	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	(a	novel	about	the	life	journey	of	

two	 men	 in	 the	 thirteenth	 century)	 as	 my	 central	 Hesse	 work,	 but	 also	

drawing	upon	the	rest	of	the	writer’s	oeuvre,	I	show	how	the	author’s	vision	

of	 ‘self-discovery’	 developed	 in	 both	 his	 thinking	 and	 his	 writing.	 I	 also	

consider	 the	 ingenious	 way	 in	 which	 Hesse	 worked	 with	 literature,	

philosophical	 and	 theological	 concepts.	 My	 own	 novel,	 Strangers	 on	 the	

Shore	 draws	 inspiration	 from	 the	 work	 of	 Hermann	 Hesse,	 making	 it,	 in	

some	respects,	a	modern	homage.	I	refer	to	my	own	work	in	the	dissertation.	
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“If	not	for	the	beast	within	us	we	would	be	castrated	angels.”	

Hermann	Hesse	
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1.	
	

The	shower	is	a	very	good	place	in	which	to	cry,	Ethan	Langley	thought,	tugging	

open	the	glass	door	and	stepping	out	onto	the	chill	 tiles.	Dried	and	dressed,	he	

walked	 into	 the	 bedroom.	 There,	 he	 picked	 up	 the	 pages	 he	 had	 printed	 out	

earlier	and	scanned	them	for	perhaps	the	eighth	or	ninth	time.	He	would	not	be	

reading	 this	 eulogy	at	 Simon’s	memorial	 service.	He	had	not	 left	his	 rooms	 for	

two	weeks,	so	the	thought	of	standing	before	a	congregation,	even	 if	 it	were	to	

speak	about	 the	most	 important	person	 in	his	 life,	was	utterly	unconscionable.	

Simon’s	daughter,	Constance,	would	be	doing	the	job	for	him.	He	read	aloud	the	

first	 line:	 ‘Simon	Mailer	possessed	 the	greatest	mind	of	his	 generation,’	 looked	

up,	and	caught	his	reflection	in	the	mirror,	blurred	with	tears	and	condensation.	

On	the	table	lay	Simon’s	hand-written	memoir,	completed	the	day	he	died.	Ethan	

picked	it	up	and	began	to	read.	

	

~	

	

We	met	in	a	lecture	theatre	at	Magdalen	College,	Oxford	on	Monday	6th	October	

1986,	 which,	 also	 rather	 appropriately,	 happened	 to	 be	 the	 day	 the	 Chess	

Grandmasters	 Garry	 Kasparov	 and	 Anatoly	 Karpov	 convened	 to	 compete	 in	

Moscow.	 I	 arrived	 ten	minutes	 late	 and	 received	 a	 frosty	 stare	 from	Professor	

Lionel	Grossman.	Ethan	Langley	heard	the	door	open	just	enough	to	allow	me	to	

slip	 into	the	room	as	unobtrusively	as	possible,	but	unlike	most	of	 the	class,	he	

was	not	sufficiently	interested	to	turn	his	head	to	see	who	the	late	arrival	might	

be.	I	found	a	space	in	the	back	row	and	kept	my	head	down,	rummaging	for	a	pen	

in	the	inside	pocket	of	my	jacket.	

Professor	Grossman	was	not	 the	most	 inspiring	 lecturer	and	I	gazed,	almost	

without	listening,	at	the	blackboard,	and	absorbed	the	equations	without	effort.	

The	subject	of	the	lecture	was	group	theory,	not	very	challenging,	boring	even.	I	

pulled	 a	 folder	 from	my	bag	 and	 opened	 it	on	 the	 bench.	On	 the	 right	 lay	The	

Times	 crossword,	on	 the	 left	Rodet’s	Book	of	Advanced	Puzzles.	With	one	ear	 to	

the	lecture,	I	started	filling	out	the	crossword,	occasionally	flitting	to	the	puzzle	
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book	 to	 answer	 Questions	 60-80	 in	 the	 ‘Genius’	 section.	 I	 was	 not	 a	 genius,	 I	

knew	that,	but	I	also	knew	I	was	very,	very	bright.	

‘So,	 our	 late	 arrival	 at	 the	 back.	 What	 would	 you	 do	 faced	 with	 this	

conundrum?’	 Grossman’s	 voice	 drifted	 across	 the	 lecture	 theatre	 as	 he	 tapped	

the	blackboard.	

Everyone	 heard	 him	 but	 me.	 Grossman	 cleared	 his	 throat.	 Struck	 by	 the	

silence,	 I	 completed	 the	 last	 line	 of	 the	 crossword	 then	 pulled	 back	 from	my	

reverie	to	see	that	all	eyes	save	Ethan	Langley’s	were	upon	me.		

I	glanced	at	the	board.	‘The	conventional	method	would	be	Pouret’s	theorem,	

making	 x	 the	 subject	 of	 the	 group	 inversion,’	 I	 said.	 ‘But	 I	 think	 Delanovich’s	

method	would	be	faster.’	

That’s	 when	 Ethan	 first	 acknowledged	 my	 existence.	 He	 turned	 slowly	 to	

consider	who	had	made	the	suggestion.		

‘And	what	exactly	 is	Delanovich’s	method?’	Grossman	asked.	A	 few	students	

smiled	indulgently.	

‘Delanovich	was	a	Croatian	genius,	professor.	Sadly	dead	now.	He	was	perhaps	

the	greatest	unrecognised	group	theorist	who	has	ever	lived	and	wrote	a	paper	

on	the	subject:	Inversion	Without	Sublimation	of	x.’	

‘Never	heard	of	him,	nor	it.’	

‘Few	 have,	 professor.	 But	 in	 his	method,	 he	 dealt	 with	 quasi-terms	 such	 as	

that,’	 and	 I	 flicked	 a	 finger	 at	 the	 equations,	 ‘the	 answer	 may	 be	 derived	 by	

deleting	all	functions	other	than	the	quotient	on	the	left.’	

Grossman	 stared	 at	me	 then	 slowly	 turned	 back	 to	 the	 board,	 followed	my	

proposition,	deleted	 the	 required	 terms	and	 rearranged	 the	equation	 to	obtain	

the	solution	in	half	the	time	it	would	have	required	normally.	In	the	hush	I	saw	

Ethan	Langley	studying	me,	his	face	blank.		

	 	

~	

	

Before	I	visited	Oxford	for	my	entrance	interview	back	in	April,	all	I	had	seen	of	

the	city	was	Inspector	Morse	on	TV.	The	interview	itself	had	been	a	strange	affair,	

but	I	had	been	told	to	expect	it	to	be	anything	but	ordinary.	That	was	all	part	of	

the	 game,	was	 it	 not?	 I	 took	 an	 instant	 dislike	 to	 the	 self-important	 Professor	
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Basil	Stokes	who	had	actually	used	the	word	 ‘amusing’	 to	describe	the	skeletal	

facts	 concerning	my	 first	 eighteen	years	of	 life.	There	and	 then,	 I	resolved	 that	

between	 school	 and	 university	 I	 would	 spend	 time	 and	 effort	 on	 elocution,	

ridding	myself	completely	of	my	Estuary	accent.		

No,	I	had	not	skied	at	Courchevel	or	Zermatt,	had	not	read	Zola	in	the	original	

French,	nor	had	I	been	fortunate	enough	to	sample	the	simply	divine	pleasure	of	

Bitto	storico	 in	San	Gimignano	or	anywhere	else	 come	 to	 that.	 In	 fact,	 I	had	no	

notion	 Bitto	 storico	 was	 even	 a	 cheese.	 For	 me	 the	 only	 light	 relief	 had	 come	

when	the	interviewer,	resplendent	in	his	professorial	gown	over	a	tweed	jacket,	

brown	Oxford	bags,	beige	waistcoat	and	paisley	bow	tie,	had	decided	to	put	this	

prospective	 candidate	 from	 a	 (clearing	 of	 throat)	 grammar	 school	 through	 his	

paces.	I	answered	every	mathematics	and	logic	problem	Stokes	could	quote	from	

his	crib	sheet	and	when	he	decided	to	go	off	piste	and	to	improvise	a	few	puzzles	

of	 his	 own,	 it	 was	 the	 same	 story;	 which	 for	 the	 professor	 proved	 to	 be	

something	of	a	humiliation,	but	for	me	it	was,	well	-	amusing.	

	

My	family	hailed	from	Essex	and	I	was	born	in	a	council	house	in	Shoeburyness,	a	

part	of	coastal	England	with	all	the	charm	of	a	tapeworm.	It	was	though,	a	land	of	

mudflats,	 cigarette	 butts	 and	 brine	 the	 colour	 of	Heinz	Oxtail	 Soup.	My	 father,	

Albert.	had	been	a	coalman	until	that	particular	career	path	had	gone	the	way	of	

the	 telegram	delivery	 boy	 and	 the	 Zeppelin-maker.	 His	 hands	were	 rough	 and	

soot	had	become	so	ingrained	in	the	whorls	of	his	fingers	and	in	the	lines	of	his	

palms	that	they	were	a	permanent	feature,	immovable	and	soap-resistant.	At	the	

age	of	fifty-seven	he	had	been	made	redundant	by	the	Southend	Coal	Board	and	

after	 a	 year	 on	 the	 dole	 he	 found	 a	 job	working	 part-time	 at	 his	 cousin	 John’s	

petrol	station:	on	several	occasions	I	dwelt	upon	the	fact	that	my	Dad	had	at	least	

stayed	in	the	energy	industry.	Mum,	Mavis,	had	been	a	school	dinner	lady.	I	had	

no	siblings	and	Mavis	lost	her	life	to	cancer	when	I	was	seven	years	old,	leaving	

me	alone	with	Albert,	each	of	us	taciturn	and	bereft	in	our	tiny	house.		

To	me,	Oxford	 appeared	 to	 be	 an	 annex	 of	Heaven.	 Shoeburyness	was	 grey	

and	drab.	My	street,	Beatrix	Potter	Avenue,	was	merely	a	strip	of	tarmac	dividing	

rows	of	identical	ugly	houses	thrown	up	by	Macmillan’s	government,	a	quarter	of	

a	century	ago.	Other	than	our	home,	I	had	only	been	inside	two	other	houses	on	
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the	street	and	what	had	struck	me	about	them	immediately	was	their	similarity,	

both	 to	 each	 other	 and	 to	 our	 house.	 It	 was	 not	 simply	 that	 all	 seventy-eight	

Beatrix	Potter	Avenue	 residences	had	been	constructed	 to	 the	same	 floor-plan,	

but	 the	council	had	painted	all	of	 the	 interiors	with	a	 job	 lot	of	pale	green	and	

white	 emulsion,	 and	 few	 tenants,	 it	 seemed,	 had	 bothered	 to	 redecorate	

according	 to	 individual	 taste.	 Heavily-patterned	 brightly-coloured	 polyester	

settees	 (not	 sofas	or	 couches)	purchased	 on	 the	 never	 never	were	 popular,	 as	

were	 carpets	 printed	 in	 a	 blend	 of	 shades	 seen	 rarely	 in	 nature	 and	 mixed	

together	by	an	optimistic	blind	designer.	

Oxford	glowed.	It	was	a	fact	I	knew	to	be	quite	literally	true.	It	glowed.	This,	I	

had	read,	was	thanks	to	the	abundance	of	sandstone	used	over	the	centuries	to	

build	the	colleges.	According	to	a	1950s	edition	of	the	Encyclopaedia	Britannica	I	

had	found	in	my	local	library,	this	actually	created	a	thermal	updraft	experienced	

by	glider	pilots	and	assorted	avians	who	flew	over	the	city.	At	ground	 level	 the	

gorgeous	asymmetry,	the	non-linearity	and	the	satisfying	blend	of	colours	made	

it	the	very	antithesis	of	Shoeburyness.	

After	the	interview,	I	wandered	along	The	High	and	found	the	Rose	Tearoom.	

Outside,	bikes	 rested	against	 any	 spare	piece	 of	wall,	 sometimes	 three	deep.	 It	

was	almost	midday	and	most	of	the	tables	were	taken,	but	I	found	a	space	at	the	

back	which	still	offered	a	view	out	onto	the	High	Street.	From	there	I	could	see	

more	bicycles	flash	past,	students	in	subfusc,	their	gowns	billowing	behind	them.	

It	was	the	start	of	Trinity	term,	everyone	had	come	back	up,	end	of	year	exams	

for	some	and	Finals	for	others.	

From	the	Rose,	I	walked	west	along	The	High	towards	Carfax	-	the	sun	was	out	

but	 not	 warm	 and	 I	 shoved	 my	 hands	 into	 the	 pockets	 of	 my	 one	 and	 only	

smartish	jacket,	something	I	had	bought	from	Next	with	some	of	the	money	I	had	

saved	from	working	three	months	of	Saturdays	at	Tesco.	Looking	up,	I	saw	what	I	

knew	immediately	to	be	the	most	beautiful	thing	I	had	ever	set	eyes	upon.	

The	cherry	blossom	tree	had	stood	there	 for	more	years	 than	anyone	knew.	

No	 records	remained	concerning	when	 it	had	been	planted	or	by	whom,	but	 it	

was	a	 living	 force	 that	had	seen	off	many,	many	a	 frail	human.	 It	was	 the	very	

embodiment	of	mono	no	aware.	Indeed,	it	was	almost	certainly	the	oldest	living	

thing	in	Oxford.	It	stood	in	a	small	patch	of	earth	close	to	the	front	of	the	Church	



	 13	

of	 St.	 Mary	 the	 Virgin,	 which	 itself	 was	 ancient	 indeed.	 Mentioned	 in	 the	

Domesday	 Book,	 the	 Church	 and	 two	 small,	 now-long-gone	 houses	 associated	

with	it,	were	the	original	buildings	around	which	Oxford	became	and	grew.	The	

church	 was	 the	 venue	 for	 the	 trials	 of	 the	 three	 martyrs,	 Bishops	 Cranmer,	

Latimer	and	Ridley	and	the	tree	was	there	to	witness	the	final	proclamations	of	

those	 frail	 men.	 Kings	 and	 Queens	 and	 knights	 and	 dames	 and	 students	 who	

came	and	went	like	the	pink	flowers	of	each	passing	year.	William	Harvey	would	

have	strolled	by	thinking	through	the	workings	of	 the	heart,	so	too	would	have	

stridden	Edmund	Halley	planning	a	letter	to	his	colleague,	Isaac	Newton.	Harold	

Wilson	 in	 his	 Gannex	 raincoat	 had	walked	 briskly	 past,	 pipe	 in	mouth,	 and	 of	

course	 Philip	 Larkin	 and	 all	 his	 fucked	 up	 children	 not	 long	 after	 Charles	

Dodgson	believing	as	many	as	six	impossible	things	before	breakfast.		

On	 the	 Oxford	 Tube	 coach	 back	 to	 London	 and	 from	 there	 the	 train	 to	

Shoeburyness,	a	station	that	 lay	unloved	at	 the	end	of	 the	London,	Tilbury	and	

Southend	Railway	line	from	Fenchurch	Street,	Oxford	was	all	that	filled	my	mind.	

I	was	confident	I	would	get	there.	It	was	the	wait	and	the	thought	of	the	wait	that	

pained	me.	How	could	I	endure	another	day	anywhere	but	in	Oxford?	

	

~	

	

For	a	short	time	after	the	lecture	on	my	first	day	at	Magdalen,	I	had	no	awareness	

who	 Ethan	 Langley	 was,	 but	 that	 could	 never	 have	 lasted.	 Two	 mathematics	

savants	of	the	same	age	studying	at	the	same	Oxford	college	could	not	pass	each	

other	by	for	too	long.		

Even	so,	for	a	while,	we	circled	each	other,	neither	of	us	certain	what	to	do	or	

what	 to	say,	neither	of	us	sure	of	 the	best	way	to	break	the	 ice.	Each	of	us	was	

better	with	numbers	and	symbols	 than	with	words,	or	at	 least	 that	had	always	

been	 our	 experience	 up	 to	 this	 point,	 and	 so	 it	 was	 perhaps	 appropriate	 that	

Ethan,	the	elder	of	us	by	two	months,	the	more	urbane,	the	more	self-confident	

should	make	 the	 first	move	using	mathematics.	 It	had	been	a	 simple	matter	 to	

find	 where	 I	 lived	 in	 a	 shared	 student	 house.	 Applying	 an	 elaborate	 code	

indecipherable	to	anyone	other	than	a	person	with	my	turn	of	mind,	he	dropped	

a	note	 into	No.	54	Divinity	Road	 in	East	Oxford,	a	busy	street	of	 large	terraced	
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houses	off	Cowley	Road,	one	of	 the	main	arterial	routes	 feeding	Central	Oxford	

from	the	east.	Deciphered,	the	note	read:	‘Join	me,	4pm	Friday.	Ethan	Langley.’	

	

~	

	

I	considered	the	dry	sherry	Ethan	had	 just	poured.	We	were	 in	his	room,	No.3,	

Staircase	IV,	Cloisters	Attic.	I	had	been	invited	to	sit	in	a	giant	tan	leather	chair	

that	looked	as	though	it	had	been	overstuffed	and	left	to	bake	in	a	tropical	sun.	It	

was	draped	in	a	faded,	once-sumptuous	throw,	now	old	and	sad,	all	threadbare	

and	worn.	

						‘It’s	best	drunk	rather	than	stared	at,’	Ethan	said	pointing	to	the	glass	before	

turning	to	gaze	through	the	small	mullioned	window	and	the	blue	sky.	I	liked	his	

voice	immediately.	It	had	the	mellifluous	richness	of	tone	I	had	always	wished	I	

possessed.	

Ethan	pulled	up	 from	his	chair	to	put	a	record	on	a	nearby	turntable.	As	the	

strains	 of	 Palestrina’s	 Missa	 Papae	 Marcelli	 flowed	 gently	 from	 a	 pair	 of	 old	

speakers,	 I	 took	 in	 the	room.	Undergraduates	were	provided	with	 the	basics,	 a	

bed,	 an	 armchair	 and	 a	 table,	 a	 bookcase,	 but	 they	 could	 add	 to	 this	 and	

embellish	as	they	saw	fit.	Ethan	had	covered	the	armchair	he	was	sitting	in	with	

a	William	Morris	print.	A	rug	from	Afghanistan	lay	over	the	beige	carpet.	From	a	

central	plaster	ceiling	rosette	hung	an	old	and	extremely	dusty	chandelier	with	

many	broken	crystals.	He	had	covered	one	wall	with	photographs,	each	carefully	

framed	 to	 produce	 an	 eccentric,	 often	 uncomplimentary	 array	 of	wood,	 metal	

and	plastic.	Some	of	the	photos	were,	I	guessed,	old	pictures	of	his	family	and	his	

friends,	 but	 he	 had	 seemed	 to	 want	 to	 deliberately	 disorientate	 the	 casual	

observer	 by	 throwing	 in	 amongst	 these	 a	 selection	 of	 oddities.	 For	 example,	

there	was	a	 shot	of	Marlon	Brando	on	 the	 set	of	A	Streetcar	Named	Desire	 and	

Ronald	Regan	 posing,	 all	huggy,	with	Margaret	 Thatcher.	 These	were	 cast	 into	

further	conflict	by	other	odd	Ethan	choices;	a	chocolate-box	image	of	a	young	girl	

cuddling	 a	 kitten	 set	 in	 a	 gorgeous	 gilded	 frame	 and	 then	 a	 vividly	 coloured	

picture	of	Madonna,	taken,	I	guessed	some	while	before	her	first	global	success.	

That	 was	 one	 wall,	 but	 the	 others	 were	 equally	 entertaining.	 Opposite	 the	

photo	gallery	hung	a	painting	by	an	artist	whose	work	I	had	never	seen	before.	
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Greens,	purples	and	gold,	swaying	nymphs,	 fractions	of	women	 that	seemed	 to	

pitch	and	swerve	off	 the	wall	as	one	studied	them.	 In	a	corner,	a	stuffed	young	

crocodile	leered	across	the	room	from	where	it	lay	coiled	about	a	cheap	Statue	of	

Liberty,	while	in	another	stood	a	brass	candelabra	labouring	under	the	weight	of	

wax	that	clung	like	blossom	to	the	metal.		

Ethan	 sat	 and	 crossed	 his	 legs	 with	 his	 sherry	 between	 delicate	 fingers	

balanced	on	one	knee.	I	had	earlier	noted	that	my	host	was	at	least	three	inches	

shorter	 than	me.	 Blue-eyed,	 his	 sandy	 hair	was	 cut	 into	what	 I	 decided	was	 a	

‘non-style’	 straight	 out	 of	 	 Just	 William,	 he	 wore	 a	 zipped-up	 cardigan	 over	

corduroy	trousers	and	shoes	from	Clark’s.	I	picked	up	the	glass	and	sipped,	felt	

the	strange	liquid	with	its	untested	flavour	hit	the	insides	of	my	cheeks	and	the	

back	of	my	 tongue	and	made	 a	 supreme	effort	 to	keep	my	 features	 composed.	

‘How	did	you	get	this	room,	on	this	staircase?’	I	asked.	‘I	received	a	full	Clarendon	

Scholarship	but	was	passed	over	for	halls,	any	halls,	not	just	Cloisters.’	

‘Absolutely	 no	 idea,’	 Ethan	 shrugged.	 ‘But	 I’m	 guessing	 you	 went	 to	

Shoeburyness	Grammar.’	

					‘How	could	you	possibly	have	known	that?’		

‘Because	you	must	be	The	Other	One.’	

‘The	Other	One?’	

‘Don’t	tell	me	you	don’t	know.’	

‘Okay,	I	won’t	if	you	like;	but	I	don’t.’	

Ethan	sipped	his	sherry	and	I	thought	I	had	better	do	the	same.	It	still	stung.		

‘We	 each	 achieved	 a	 perfect	 score	 of	 one	 hundred	 percent	 in	 our	 Further	

Maths	A’	 level,’	Ethan	Langley	said.	 ‘The	only	two	students	during	the	past	 two	

decades.	The	only	two	in	the	whole	of	Britain.’	

‘No	one	 told	me,’	 I	 said.	 ‘Can’t	 say	 I’m	surprised	 though.’	And	 I	broke	 into	a	

smile.		

Ethan	laughed	and	downed	his	sherry.	‘Cocky	and	brilliant.	I	think	we’re	going	

to	get	along!’	

	

And	 so	 that	 was	 how	 it	 began.	 The	 summer	 continued	 to	 bloom	 until	 late.	 A	

summer	 such	 as	 Shakespeare	 had	 Prince	 Henry	 call	 an	 ‘All-hallown	 summer’	

because	the	sun	was	strong	and	bright	on	All	Hallow’s	day,	1st	November.	Most	
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people	referred	to	it	as	an	Indian	Summer	when	frost	seemed	only	to	be	a	part	of	

some	 distant	 land’s	 misfortunes.	 And	 for	 Ethan	 and	 me	 it	 was	 a	 time	 of	

innocence.	

‘Now	we	are	here,	Simon,’	Ethan	said	as	we	walked	along	the	path	beside	the	

River	Cherwell.	‘There	is	no	past	and	no	future;	only	this	moment.’	

I	 had	 known	 Ethan	 for	 barely	 two	 weeks	 but	 had	 adjusted	 to	 my	 friend’s	

idiosyncratic	mode	of	speech.	He	rarely	spoke	in	normal	sentences,	thoughts	and	

ideas	 did	 not	 always	 follow	 a	 natural	 progression.	 It	was	 almost	 as	 though	 he	

spoke	 as	 he	 were	 thinking	 rather	 than	 after	 the	 thought	 had	 become	 fully	

formed.	What	Ethan	had	 just	said	had	not	yet	occurred	to	me,	but	 I	 felt	greatly	

comforted	 by	 it;	 to	 me,	 losing	 the	 past	 sounded	 perfect;	 although,	 I	 didn’t	

mention	this	to	Ethan.	

‘Not	everyone	wants	to	eradicate	the	past	or	to	forego	the	future,’	I	replied.	

‘Well,	they	never	really	forgo	the	future,	do	they,	Simon?	Unless,	that	is,	they	

are	dead!	We’re	already	in	the	future	I	was	talking	about	just	now.’		

The	 sun	 was	 high	 in	 a	 clear	 blue	 sky.	 Ethan	 carried	 the	 picnic	 basket,	 I	

clutched	the	Harrods	tartan	blanket	he	had	handed	me.	After	a	while	we	found	a	

patch	 of	 smooth	 flat	 lawn	 close	 to	 the	 water,	 settled	 the	 blanket	 down	 and	

unpacked	it.	

‘So	this	 is	 the	perfect	opportunity	 for	you	finally	 to	 tell	me	a	bit	more	about	

yourself,	my	mysterious	friend,’	Ethan	said,	uncorking	a	bottle	of	Saint	Émilion.	

‘I	thought	you	were	the	master	researcher.	You	found	my	address	in	seconds	

it	seems,	and	worked	out	the	obscure	school	I	attended	with	consummate	ease.’	

‘Child’s	play.’	

I	 laughed.	 ‘I	 don’t	 know	 much	 about	 you	 either.	 From	 the	 outside	 we’re	 a	

couple	of	Maths	nerds	who	happened	to	end	up	in	the	same	college	in	the	same	

year.	You’ve	not	been	exactly	loquacious	about	your	own	life.’		

‘You	don’t	get	out	of	it	that	easily.	Remember	you’re	talking	to	the	only	other	

member	of	a	very	exclusive	group,	the	Hundred	Club,	I	shall	call	us.’	

‘Well,	that’s	not	pretentious!’	

Ethan	shrugged.	‘Pretentious?	True?	What’s	the	difference	in	this	instance?’	

‘All	right,	Mr.	Confidence,	for	that	you	go	first.’	
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Ethan	 gazed	 at	 the	 rippling	waters	of	 the	 river,	 the	 sunlight	doing	 backflips	

and	 ricocheting	everywhere.	 ‘Very	well.	 Father	 is	Professor	Clive	Langley	MBE,	

Head	of	Surgery	at	Guy’s;	mother	does	a	lot	of	charity	work,	has	a	real	thing	for	

the	blind.	I	don’t	see	it	myself.’	He	gave	me	a	sneaky	smile.	 ‘One	brother,	James.	

He	left	here	last	year,	passing	on	the	baton	as	it	were.	He’s	a	medic,	following	in	

Pater’s	footsteps:	the	favourite	son,	I’m	afraid.	I	grew	up	in	Hertfordshire,	a	little	

village	called	Watton	at	Stone,	 fifteenth	century	house,	huge	great	kitchen	with	

an	 Agar.	 All	 rather	 predictable	 really.	 I	 went	 to	 St	 Alban’s	 School;	 former	

alumnus,	 one	 Stephen	 W.	 Hawking,	 who	 incidentally	 would	 not	 have	 been	

allowed	entry	into	our	little	club,	so	he	can	stick	that	up	his	black	hole.	Now	you.’	

‘Okay.	Christ!	 I’m	boring,	my	past	 is	boring;	up	 ’til	now	everything	has	been	

boring.’			

‘Getting	into	Oxford	means	that	much	to	you?’	Ethan	asked.	

‘It	 means	 everything.’	 I	 looked	 down	 at	 the	 red	 liquid	 in	 my	 glass.	 In	

Shoeburyness,	nobody	drank	wine.	I	took	a	sip	and	for	a	second	wondered	why	it	

was	 that	 our	 every	 conversation	 was	 accompanied	 by	 alcohol.	 ‘Father	 is	 an	

accountant	in	the	City.	Incongruously	perhaps,	he	is	also	very	left-wing;	his	uncle	

was	 a	 university	 friend	 of	 Tony	 Benn’s	 and	 that	 seems	 to	 have	 left	 a	 lasting	

impression.’	

‘That’s	not	at	all	boring.’		

I	grimaced	and	drank	some	more	wine.	 ‘We	 live	 in	Thorpe	Bay.	Father	hates	

private	schools	of	course	and	insisted	I	went	to	the	best	grammar	within	a	short	

commute,	 so	 that’s	 how	 I	 ended	 up	 at	 Shoeburyness	 Grammar.	 My	 mother,	

Jasmine,	is	a	keen	photographer.	She’s	quite	good	actually,	exhibited	a	couple	of	

times.	One	sister,	Agnes,	married	and	pregnant.	There.	Yawn.’	

Ethan	refreshed	our	glasses.	 ‘Anyway,	as	I	said,	there’s	no	past	and	no	future	

here.’	

‘So	why	the	questions?’	

‘Wanted	to	see	if	my	assumptions	were	accurate.’	

‘And?’	

‘Not	far	off.’	

A	punt	passed	by.	A	young	man	in	cream	chinos	and	a	blazer	guided	the	boat	

through	the	water	confidently.	A	girl	lay	in	the	stern,	her	dark	curls	spilled	from	
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under	 a	 straw	bonnet	 and	 draped	 decorously	over	 the	 shoulders	 of	 her	 Laura	

Ashley	dress.	

‘The	 thing	 about	 this	 place,	 Simon,	 is	 that	 you	 really	 can	 forget	where	 and	

when	you	are.	 It’s	 like	Venice	 in	 that	way.	Look	around	you.	What	can	we	see?	

Water,	 ageless;	 grass,	 ageless;	 stone	 bridge.’	 He	 pointed	 upstream.	 ‘Built,	 I’d	

guess,	any	time	between	the	twelfth	and	the	 fifteenth	century.	And	over	there.’	

He	 nodded	 towards	 the	 unblemished	 horizon;	 ‘the	 fabled	 dreaming	 spires’,	

Christ	Church	Cathedral,	Tom	Tower,	Magdalen	 -	 centuries	old.	 I	 could	 turn	 to	

you	 and	 not	 be	 too	 surprised	 if	 you	were	 sitting	 there	 in	 a	 doublet	 and	 tights	

with	a	dagger	in	your	belt.	In	fact,	all	the	ghosts	are	here	around	us,	all	the	time,	

every	moment.	We	walk	through	them	and	they	pass	through	each	other	like	the	

layers	of	sediment	in	the	soil	but	all	mixed	up	and	churned	around	in	a	temporal	

mill.’	

‘But	what	about	Time’s	Arrow,	Ethan?	What	about	entropy?’	

‘Thermodynamics	says	nothing	about	images	of	past	times	lingering.’	

‘Ghosts?’		

‘I	was	thinking	more	empirically.	Traces	remain.’	

‘Sounds	like	poetry	or	mysticism	to	me.’	

‘I’ll	tell	you	a	story.	You’ve	heard	of	Giordano	Bruno?’	

I	nodded.	‘Sixteenth	century	philosopher.’	

‘He	was	burned	at	the	stake	in	Rome	in	February	1600.	But	that	was	after	he	

had	been	 in	 the	Vatican	prisons	 for	 seven	years.	And	he	was	 there	because	he	

believed	he	could	reform	the	Catholic	Church,	change	it	for	the	better.	It	was	an	

idea	that	made	him	unpopular	with	the	Curia!	But	 that’s	by-the-by.	You	see,	he	

was	determined	to	be	granted	an	audience	with	the	Pope,	but	his	wish	was	never	

fulfilled.’	 Ethan	 paused	 for	 a	 moment	 to	 stare	 at	 the	 water	 and	 the	 gently	

swaying	 reeds	 at	 the	 Cherwell’s	 edge.	 ‘Giordano	 burned	 at	 the	 stake	 and	 the	

crowds	cheered	and	children	ran	as	close	to	the	flames	as	they	dared,	frightened	

mothers	pulled	them	back.’	He	held	my	entranced	gaze.	 ‘And	then,	when	 it	was	

over,	 the	martyr’s	 ashes	 settled	 on	 ledges	 and	 in	 nearby	 fields.	 There	 the	 rain	

carried	 into	the	soil	molecules	 that	had	once	composed	parts	of	his	body.	Over	

time,	 the	 molecules	 were	 broken	 open,	 their	 atoms	 absorbed	 by	 plants.	 The	

plants	 were	 eaten	 by	 animals	 and	 some	 found	 their	 way	 to	 the	 tables	 of	 the	
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Vatican	and	beyond.	Other	elements	of	Bruno	fell	into	water	and	were	recycled	

to	 splash	upon	 the	 faces	 of	 bathers	 and	 into	drinking	goblets.	 And	so	 you	 see,	

Simon,	 perhaps,	 on	 an	 atomic	 level	 at	 least,	 the	 Pope	 himself	 was	 indeed	

conjoined	with	the	heretic.	We	are	all	each	other.	Everything	is	everything	else.’	

‘It	sounds	like	you’ve	subjected	that	tale	to	memory.’	

‘I	have,’	Ethan	said.	‘It’s	my	Credo.’		

	

~	

	

The	mundane	matter	of	lectures,	seminars	and	tutorials	passed	by	us	both.	It	was	

really	 all	we	 could	 do	 to	 accept	 the	 tedium	of	 being	 taught	 things	we	 grasped	

instantly	 as	 others	 pondered	 and	 struggled,	 or	 we	 were	 forced	 to	 sit	 through	

discourses	upon	concepts	and	techniques	with	which	we	were	already	very	well	

acquainted.	 A	 semblance	 of	 relief	 came	 in	 the	 form	 of	 friendly	 competition	

between	us,	but	even	that	was	soon	tarnished	as	we	quickly	discovered	we	were	

the	subjects	of	a	paradox	first	posited	in	a	third	century	BC	book	of	philosophy	

called	Han	Feizi	-	we	were	an	irresistible	force	meeting	an	immovable	object	-	we	

each	achieved	full	marks	in	everything,	always.				

	‘Tell	me	more	about	your	Credo,’	 I	 said	as	we	walked	 through	 the	 cloisters	

after	 leaving	 a	 seminar	 on	 advanced	 calculus.	 ‘I’m	 so	 bored	with	 this	 primary	

school	maths!’	

‘There	isn’t	any	more,	yet.’	

‘Yet?’	

‘I’m	working	on	it,	Simon.	You’ll	have	to	forgive	me,	I’m	only	eighteen!’	

We	both	laughed.	

‘So	it’s	a	philosophy,	nothing	more?’	

‘Well	-.’	

‘Oh,	for	fuck’s	sake!’	

Ethan	 stopped	 and	 looked	 serious.	 ‘Do	 you	 not	 have	 philosophies,	 Simon?	

Theories	you’ve	mulled	over	but	cannot	prove?’	

‘Yes.’	

‘Then	why	are	you	so	surprised?’	
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‘Maybe	I’m	just	not	quite	as	forthright	as	you	are.	If	I	had	nothing	to	show	for	

an	idea,	I	wouldn’t	have	even	mentioned	it.’	

‘Okay.	Come	on	then.	Let	me	show	you	something.’	

We	walked	on,	neither	of	us	exchanging	a	word	as	we	turned	the	northwest	

corner,	found	Staircase	IV,	trudged	up	the	steps	and	Ethan	unlocked	the	door	to	

his	room.	‘Pour	the	drinks	will	you,	there’s	a	good	fellow.’	

I	deposited	generous	measures	into	a	pair	of	crystal	tumblers,	placed	them	on	

a	 small	 wicker	 table	 and	 threw	 myself	 into	 the	 dilapidated	 overstuffed	 chair	

opposite.	Sipping	the	whisky,	I	watched	Ethan	rummage	through	the	top	drawer	

of	a	small	bureau	next	to	the	bookcase,	and	then	pace	back	over	with	a	sheaf	of	

dog-eared	paper	in	his	left	hand.	

‘What’s	this?’	I	stared	at	the	front	page.	

‘I’ve	always	assumed	you	could	read.’	

I	 gave	 him	 a	 sickly	 fake	 grin	 and	 read:	Everything	 is	Everything	Else.	Then	 I	

turned	 the	 page	 and	 saw	 the	 blocks	 of	 equations	 streaming	 down	 the	 page.	

Flicking	through	the	twenty	or	so	pages,	 I	saw	the	rest	 followed	suit;	 line	after	

line,	 sheet	 after	 sheet	 of	 closely-packed	 algebra.	 I	 started	 to	 decode	 it.	 Ethan	

watched	me	and	drank	his	whiskey.	Five	minutes	of	silence	passed	and	I	looked	

up.	 ‘Sickeningly	good,	Ethan,	and	a	lot	more	than	just	a	bloody	‘Credo’.	But	I	do	

understand	what	you	mean	when	you	say	it’s	just	a	start.’	

‘Of	course	it	is.	I’ve	only	been	working	on	it	for	two	years.’	

‘You’ve	managed	to	show	that	everything	was	everything	else.’	

‘Not	much	gets	past	you,	does	it?’	Ethan	took	our	glasses	over	to	the	window	

and	refreshed	them,	handed	me	a	tumbler	and	sat	back	down.	‘Basically,	so	far	all	

I’ve	 done	 is	 to	 confirm	 the	Big	Bang	 theory,	 reaching	 the	 same	 conclusions	 as	

others.’	

‘Steven	Weinberg	et	al?’	

‘Exactly.’	

‘But	from	a	different	angle,’	I	said.	‘That’s	no	mean	feat.’	

‘Thanks,	but	I’ve	merely	scratched	the	surface.	As	you	pointed	out.’	

‘I	meant	it	lovingly.’	

It	was	Ethan’s	turn	to	pull	a	face.	

‘So,	what’s	the	plan?”	
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‘To	keep	working	on	it,	of	course.’	

‘With	the	intention	of	proving	your	Credo:	‘everything	is	everything	else’?’	

‘That’s	the	idea.	I	estimate	it’ll	take	me	no	more	than	thirty	years.’	

‘Very	trusting	of	you	to	show	it	to	me.’	

‘Not	really.	If	you	steal	it	I’ll	break	every	bone	in	your	body.’	

‘What	with?	A	slide	rule?’	

‘Something	like	that.’	

‘A	fate	worse	than	one	of	Professor	Grossman’s	tutorials.’	

‘Only	just!’	

	

~	

	

There	was	 a	 slice	 of	 bread	 at	 the	 back	 of	 the	 kitchen	 counter.	 It	 had	 been	 left	

there	now	for	two	weeks	and	it	was	lime	green	and	curled	up	at	the	corners.	One	

of	my	housemates,	 Jude,	 had	 left	 it	 behind	 and	was	 too	 lazy	 to	 throw	 it	 in	 the	

rubbish	bin.	Now,	no	one	else	 in	 the	house	would	 touch	 it.	After	a	while	and	a	

number	of	complaints,	Jude	claimed	the	slice	of	bread	was	a	biology	experiment,	

but	when	questioned	as	 to	what	relevance	said	experiment	had	 in	reference	to	

his	History	degree,	he	was	unable	to	answer;	but	he	still	failed	to	throw	it	out.	

The	kitchen	was	too	small	 for	six	students.	 Indeed,	we	could	not	all	stand	 in	

the	room	at	any	one	time.	The	cabinets	were	perhaps	thirty	years	old	and	of	a	

shade	 similar	 to	 the	mouldy	bread.	The	 floor	was	 covered	with	 cracked	brown	

linoleum,	the	cooker	was	never	cleaned,	and	if	left	for	perhaps	a	million	years	or	

so	it	might	have	evolved	into	a	sentient	life-form.	A	lounge	led	off	the	kitchen.	It	

housed	a	TV	from	an	Oxfam	shop	and	two	sofas	covered	with	red	polyester	loose	

covers.	There	were	two	bedrooms	on	the	ground	floor,	two	more	on	the	second	

level,	a	fifth	large	room	on	the	third	floor	and	an	attic	room.	On	the	second	floor,	

sandwiched	between	the	two	bedrooms,	was	our	single	bathroom,	its	floor	also	

covered	with	cracked	and	heavily	worn	brown	Coronation-era	linoleum.	All	the	

rusty	plumbing	had	been	left	exposed,	and	perhaps	in	an	effort	at	Feng	Shui,	the	

landlord	had	painted	the	cistern,	high	up	over	the	toilet,	the	same	shade	of	red	as	

the	polyester	sofa	covers	in	 the	living-room.	A	chain	hung	from	the	cistern	and	

one	 night,	 the	 occupant	 of	 one	 of	 the	 smaller	 second	 floor	 bedrooms,	 David	
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Turner,	a	rowing	champion	and	rugger	player,	got	drunk	and	superglued	an	Ann	

Summers	dildo	to	it.	

My	room	in	the	attic	was	something	of	a	sanctuary.	The	house,	for	all	its	faults	

and	grime	was	actually	a	better	place	in	which	to	live	than	the	house	on	Beatrix	

Potter	Avenue.	It	was	three	times	the	size	with	three	times	the	population,	but	at	

least	the	others	spoke	to	me,	they	read	books,	and	on	the	most	part	they	listened	

to	good	music.	They	drank	and	smoked	pot	and	did	not	seem	overtly	religious.	

There	were	no	crucifixes	on	the	walls,	no	copies	of	Catholic	Digest	and	as	far	as	I	

was	aware,	no	Bibles.	None	of	these	things	could	be	said	 for	my	father’s	house.	

Albert	 Mailer	 had	 abstained	 from	 alcohol,	 tobacco,	 everything	 really.	 Over	 his	

bed	had	hung	a	painting	of	the	Virgin	Mary,	the	new	woman	in	his	bedroom	after	

my	mother	died.	

I	painted	my	attic	room	duck-egg	blue.	I	had	a	narrow	bed	and	after	my	first	

night	 in	Oxford	 I	 bought	 a	 new	mattress	 and	 shoved	 the	 filthy,	 lumpy	 old	 one	

under	 the	bedframe.	Other	Fresher’s	Week	purchases	had	 included	a	packet	of	

Blu-Tack	and	a	set	of	posters,	 the	Cure’s	Robert	Smith,	wreathed	 in	sweat	with	

his	 hair	 stuck	 to	 his	 face	 resplendently,	 another	 of	 Prince	 and	 a	 third,	 a	

promotional	 poster	 for	 a	 performance	 of	 Puccini’s	 La	 bohème	 at	 the	 Covent	

Garden	Opera	House.	On	 a	 small	 table	 under	 the	 single	 square	window	 in	 the	

sloped	 roof	 stood	my	 stereo,	 a	 cheap	 second-hand	 Sanyo	 I	 had	 brought	 from	

home:	beside	this,	on	the	floor,	a	crate	of	records.	My	clothes	fitted	into	a	small	

chest	of	drawers	and	included	ankle-length	cargo	pants,	Chinese	slippers,	a	few	

faded	 t-shirts,	 a	 thick	mauve	 holey	 cardigan,	 straight-legged	 black	 jeans	 and	 a	

pair	of	black	suede	mid-‘60s	Chelsea	boots	 I	had	bought	 from	a	 jumble	sale	 for	

twenty	pence.	Over	the	chest	of	drawers	sat	a	mirror,	worn,	with	its	silvering	lost	

around	the	edges.	A	variety	of	objects	adorned	the	top	of	the	cupboard,	a	wooden	

elephant,	a	twelve-inch	tall	Airfix	model	of	the	Saturn	V	rocket,	a	cheap	watch,	a	

tub	of	hair	gel	and	a	framed	photograph	of	my	mother,	a	tall,	willowy	woman	in	a	

floral	patterned	dress	and	green	hat,	the	sun	in	her	eyes.	It	had	been	taken	by	my	

father	using	a	box	brownie	the	day	Sputnik	was	launched	into	orbit,	4th	October	

1957.	And	then	in	the	corner,	my	most	valued	possessions,	a	1965	cream	Fender	

Telecaster	 and	 a	 Vox	 AC30	 amplifier.	 It	 had	 taken	 me	 a	 year	 of	 newspaper	
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rounds,	gardening	 jobs	and	saving	birthday	money	from	my	three	aunts	 to	buy	

them.	

‘Welcome	to	the	other	Oxford,’	I	said	as	I	opened	the	door	to	Ethan	when,	after	

we	had	known	each	other	for	six	weeks,	he	was	finally	allowed	to	visit	the	house	

on	Divinity	Road.	

‘Do	 you	 think	 you’re	 the	 only	 student	 I	 know	 who	 lives	 outside	 of	 halls,	

Simon?’	

‘This	is	particularly	scummy	though.’	

‘I	would	call	it	charming.’	

‘You	know,	you	could	have	a	bright	future	in	real	estate	if	you	put	your	mind	

to	it.’	

The	house	was	quiet.	 I	 knew	 that	only	Dave	was	home,	 still	 in	bed	with	his	

girlfriend,	 a	Politics	student	at	 St.	Hilda’s.	We	carried	our	 tea	up	 four	 flights	of	

stairs	to	the	attic.	

‘Fun	in	the	event	of	a	fire,’	Ethan	observed	sardonically	as	we	walked	into	the	

room.	 I	 found	 an	 album	 from	 the	 crate	 as	 Ethan	 read	 the	 spines	 of	my	 books:	

Camus,	 Sartre,	 a	 row	 of	 Asimovs,	 Clarkes	 and	 Heinleins,	 Doris	 Lessing,	

Hemingway,	 Hesse	 and	 Henry	 Miller.	 The	 strains	 of	 Echo	 and	 the	 Bunnymen	

Songs	to	Learn	and	Sing	spilled	from	the	speakers.		

Ethan	noticed	my	guitar.	‘You	play.’	

I	nodded	and	kept	the	cup	close	to	my	face	as	I	drank	several	mouthfuls.		

‘You	didn’t	say.’	

‘It	didn’t	come	up.’	

‘Who’s	that?’	Ethan	pointed	to	the	picture	of	Robert	Smith.	

I	grinned.	‘You	really	have	led	a	very	sheltered	life,	haven’t	you,	Ethan?’	

He	kept	his	eyes	on	the	picture.	‘He	looks	rather	distressed.’	

‘He’s	the	singer	of	The	Cure.	They’re	quite	famous.’	

‘Oh,	he	 still	 looks	distressed.’	Ethan	 took	a	deep	breath	and	 turned	 to	me.	 ‘I	

wouldn’t	say	it	was	sheltered,	Simon,	just	different.’	

‘How	have	you	avoided	popular	culture	completely?’	

‘That’s	not	an	entirely	accurate	assessment.’	

‘Accurate	enough.’	
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‘I	find	most	modern	things	rather	dull.	I	don’t	watch	television.	I	only	listen	to	

Radio	3	and	they	don’t	play	The	Cures.	 I	don’t	read	the	tabloids.	 I	guess	 its	my	

factory	pre-sets.’	

I	raised	an	eyebrow.	‘And	presumably	you	don’t	believe	in	editing	the	factory	

pre-sets?’	

‘If	I	think	it	worthwhile.’	

‘So,	what	about	the	picture	of	Madonna	on	the	wall	in	your	attic?’	

‘What?’	

‘You	have	a	photograph	of	Madonna.’	

‘So	that’s	who	it	is!	I	just	found	it	in	the	Covered	Market	my	first	day	here	and	

thought	she	was	incredibly	beautiful.	She’s	a	singer,	yes?’	

‘Sort	of,’	I	quipped.	

‘So	have	you	played	in	a	pop	group,	Simon?’	

‘Me?	No,	 I	 just	 taught	myself	playing	along	 to	records.	 I’ve	never	 let	 anyone	

hear	me	play.’	

‘Play	me	something.’	

‘No.’	

‘Why	not?’	

‘You	hate	popular	culture.	I	can’t	play	a	Bach	Air	on	a	Telecaster.’	

‘Well,	play	something	else	more	appropriate.	Music	is	just	mathematics	after	

all.’	

I	produced	a	nervous	laugh.	‘Finish	your	tea.	Let’s	go	out.’	

‘Afterwards.’	

I	 took	a	deep	breath.	 ‘Ethan,	 I	 told	you.	 I’ve	never	played	 in	 front	of	 anyone	

before,	and	I	don’t	mean	to	start	now.’	

‘In	that	case	you’ll	have	to	set	up	a	camp	bed	because	I’m	not	leaving	until	you	

do.’	

I	 felt	 a	 surge	 of	 anger,	 an	 emotion	 I	 had	 not	 experienced	 since	 leaving	

Shoeburyness,	and	for	just	a	fraction	of	a	second	I	hated	Ethan.	The	things	that	

pleased	and	amused	me	about	him	had,	with	startling	speed,	transmuted:	rather	

than	 being	 endearingly	 faux-snobbish,	 he	 seemed	 smug;	 arrogant	 rather	 than	

immensely	 clever;	he	was	pushy	as	opposed	 to	merely	 coaxing.	 I	 stood,	placed	

my	mug	on	the	floor,	turned	off	the	stereo	and	switched	on	the	Vox	amp	turning	
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it	up.	With	the	Telecaster	over	my	right	shoulder,	 I	 tore	 into	a	 furious	solo,	 the	

notes	cascading,	tumbling	over	themselves,	bouncing	from	the	walls,	shaking	the	

pane	of	glass	 in	 the	sloped	ceiling,	vibrating	the	Asimovs	and	the	Hemingways,	

jolting	the	vinyl	in	the	crate	and	sending	ripples	across	the	surface	of	the	tea	in	

Ethan’s	mug.	 I	 recall	 it	being	a	 thing	of	 stark	 beauty,	 icy,	 steely,	 fragmented	at	

times,	drenched	 in	passion.	And	when	 it	was	over	a	preternatural	silence	 filled	

the	void	it	left	behind.	

Ethan	covered	his	shock	with	practiced	élan.	 ‘Well,	as	I	said,	Simon:	music	is	

just	mathematics.’	

	

~	

	

The	 two	 of	 us	 spent	 most	 of	 our	 waking	 hours	 together.	 Aside	 from	 the	

obligatory	tutorials	and	two	lectures	per	week,	there	was	little	work	for	us	to	do.	

We	 each	 dashed	 off	 assignments	 in	 a	 fraction	 of	 the	 time	 taken	 by	 any	 of	 the	

other	students	and	we	had	only	very	rare	formal	functions	to	attend.	We	would	

often	meet	for	a	late	breakfast	at	a	greasy	spoon	in	the	Covered	Market,	or,	if	we	

happened	 to	have	made	 it	 to	bed	 relatively	 early	 the	previous	night	and	arose	

before	9	am,	we	would	meet	for	coffee	at	one	of	the	regular	student	haunts	in	the	

centre	of	the	city.	While	the	weather	remained	fair	we	sometimes	cycled	to	Boars	

Hill	or	out	to	The	Trout	or	The	Perch,	pubs	on	the	edge	of	Oxford,	far	enough	of	a	

bike	ride	to	assuage	any	guilt	over	our	third	or	fourth	pint	of	bitter	before	2pm.	

Drinking	 became	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 our	 lives.	 Ethan	 was	 no	 stranger	 to	

alcohol,	but	 I	had	barely	sampled	a	beer	or	a	glass	of	wine	until	 I	went	up.	We	

rarely	went	to	parties	and	preferred	each	other’s	company	in	the	solitude	of	one	

or	other	of	our	rooms	or	 in	a	quiet	nook	of	a	pub.	Some	nights,	we	would	take	

ourselves	off	 to	Magdalen	Deer	Park	close	to	Ethan’s	rooms	or	down	to	a	quiet	

tributary	of	the	Cherwell.	Alone	in	severe	darkness	punctuated	only	by	stars	or	a	

mottled	 quicksilver	moon,	we	 drank	 spirits,	 usually	 cheap	 vodka	 straight	 from	

the	bottle,	and	gazed	at	suns	far,	far	beyond	ours.	

‘My	uncle	told	me	we	come	from	all	this,’	Ethan	waved	a	hand	at	the	sky.	‘He’s	

an	 astronomer,	 lives	 in	 Australia	 now	 building	 the	 ATCA,	 the	 radio	 telescope	
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network	somewhere	 in	 the	Outback.	He	was	the	one	who	first	got	me	thinking	

about	my	hypothesis,	EIEE.’	

‘You	even	have	an	acronym	for	it!’	

‘Well,	 Everything	 Is	 Everything	 Else	 is	 a	 bit	 of	 a	 mouthful,	 don’t	 you	 think?	

Everything	that	exists	comes	from	the	Big	Bang	thirteen	point	eight	billion	years	

ago;	 all	 the	materials	 that	 coagulated	 to	 form	our	 planet,	 ourselves,	 the	whole	

shebang.’		

‘So,	just	to	get	straight	the	central	premise	of	EIEE,’	I	said	as	Ethan	passed	me	

the	bottle	of	Smirnoff	and	I	took	a	swig.	‘It’s	all	very	well	to	say	that	Bruno’s	ashes	

dissolved	in	the	drinking	water	of	Rome	and	were	consumed	by	the	Pope.	We’ve	

all	heard	the	old	adage	that	in	every	glass	of	water	you	drink	there’s	a	molecule	

of	Leonardo	da	Vinci’s	pee,	but	that’s	what	they	both	are,	adages.’	

‘They	would	be,	Simon;	would	be,	but	for	a	few	tantalising	clues.	One:	At	the	

time	of	the	Big	Bang,	thirteen	point	eight	billion	years	ago,	everything	really	was	

everything	else	 -	a	singularity.	That	much	I’ve	verified	mathematically,	same	as	

Hawking	 has,	 same	 as	 Weinberg;	 but,	 as	 you	 graciously	 pointed	 out	 via	 a	

different	and,	I	hope,	original	route.	But	then	there’s	Clue	Two,	a	result	spat	out	

from	quantum	mechanics:	‘entanglement’.’	

‘The	Einstein,	Podolsky,	Rosen	paradox?	Okay.’	

‘The	 idea	 that	 once	 any	 subatomic	 particle	 interacts	 with	 another	 at	 a	

quantum	level,	they	will	always	be	‘in	communication’.’	

‘So	what	you’re	saying	is	that	because	at	the	time	of	the	Big	Bang	everything	

that	 exists	was	 united	 in	 a	 singularity,	 everything	 that	 singularity	 has	 become	

will	 always	 be	 ‘in	 communication’.	 It’s	 the	 ‘in	 communication’	 bit	 that’s	 a	 little	

vague,	though,	don’t	you	think?’	

‘Agreed,	 it’s	 the	 bit	 that	will	 prove	most	 stubborn	 to	 prove	mathematically.	

What	 does	 ‘in	 communication’	 really	mean?	 Does	 it	 involve	 information?	 Real	

information?	Or	is	it	a	worthless	form	of	 ‘communication’	which	will	mean	that	

everything	is	not	everything	else,	at	least	not	since	the	Big	Bang.’	

‘So	EINEE	then?’		

‘You	may	mock,	but	one	day	-.’	

“I	hope	you’re	right.	I	hope	to	see	you	win	the	Fields	Medal	for	it.’	

‘And	a	Nobel!’	
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‘That	might	 be	 pushing	 it,	 but	 I	 read	 somewhere	 that	 if	 you:	 ‘reach	 for	 the	

stars,	you	might	make	it	to	the	ceiling:	if	you	reach	for	the	ceiling,	you	won’t	get	

out	the	gutter.’	

‘Maybe	that	should	be	your	Credo.’	

‘Oh,	don’t	worry,	Ethan.	It	is.’	

	

~	

	

We	became	a	duo,	 a	pair	of	oxygen	atoms	bonded	 to	 form	something	vital	 and	

life-enhancing,	but	we	did	have	other	friends,	just	no	one	the	slightest	bit	as	close	

to	either	of	us	as	we	were	to	each	other.	

I	was	more	gregarious.	This	was	almost	certainly	a	reflection	of	my	new-found	

purpose	in	life.	I	had,	I	decided,	been	born	to	go	to	Oxford.	I	belonged	there,	I	felt	

sheltered	by	 its	dreaming	 spires,	no	mere	 cliché	 to	me,	but	 real;	 as	 real	 as	my	

mother	had	been,	as	real	as	she	remained	in	my	heart.	

Slowly,	 gradually,	 I	began	 to	 throw	off	my	previous	 life.	 Soon,	Shoeburyness	

Grammar	seemed	as	remote	as	a	Martian	colony;	and	after	a	while,	I	even	found	

it	 a	 struggle	 to	 recall	 much	 of	 my	 time	 at	 school.	 But,	 of	 course	 this	 was	 an	

illusion.	No,	it	was	conscious	amnesia,	selective	amnesia,	pain-killing	amnesia.		

My	father	was	a	good	soul,	but	frigid,	ice	hard	and	steely	cold.	This	had	been	

the	protective	mantle	in	which	he	had	clothed	himself	when	my	mother	died.	It	

had	been	hardened	further	by	redundancy,	humiliation	and	a	growing	sense	that	

his	 life	 was	 draining	 away;	 which	 of	 course,	 it	 was.	 He	 was	 proud	 of	 me,	

immensely	proud.	But	he	found	it	very	hard	to	articulate	any	emotion,	least	of	all	

the	positives	such	as	love,	or	pride	in	the	achievements	of	his	only	child.		

In	a	sense,	the	man	resented	being	forced	to	share	the	little	house	on	Beatrix	

Potter	Avenue	with	a	younger	specimen	who	had	begun	suddenly	to	grow	into	a	

man.	Albert	knew	he	would	miss	me	when	I	 left	 for	Oxford	but	another	part	of	

him	 cherished	my	 absence,	 and	 I’m	 sure	 he	had	 been	 counting	 down	 the	days	

until	late	September	when	he	would	take	me	to	the	railway	station.		

Some	new	habits	crept	in.	I	started	to	stay	up	later	and	subsequently	to	wake	

later.	 I	had	never	been	one	 for	exercise,	but	 riding	my	old	bike	around	Oxford	

was	a	pleasure	and	it	didn’t	feel	like	exercise	at	all.	I	tried	some	weed	offered	by	
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one	 of	my	 housemates,	 and	 after	 a	 coughing	 fit,	 took	 a	 second	 and	 third	 toke,	

enjoying	the	sense	of	 liberation	 it	brought,	excited	perversely	by	a	deep-rooted	

guilt	it	engendered.	I	spent	hours	in	the	Bodleian	Library.	I	would	take	off	in	any	

random	direction	that	came	to	mind,	just	to	see	where	it	led.	I	usually	began	with	

a	 maths	 topic	 -	 non-Euclidian	 geometry	 say,	 this	 took	 me	 to	 logical	

inconsistencies	and	paradoxes	and	 I	was	soon	 in	Alice	in	Wonderland	 territory.	

How	apt,	I	remember	thinking.	From	there,	I	followed	a	trail	into	theories	of	the	

subconscious,	then	on	to	Jung,	Man	and	His	Symbols.	Hence,	a	small	and	natural	

step	 to	encryption	and	coding,	which	 took	me	 to	Radio	Astronomy	 (although	 I	

cannot	 quite	 remember	 how	 that	 step	 had	 come	 about).	 I	 thought	 of	 Ethan’s	

uncle	and	retrieved	maps	of	Australia	and	Aboriginal	traditions,	then	on	to	Greek	

Mythology,	and	that	would	chaperone	me	back	to	good	old	Euclid.	

Parties	were	monotonously	common.	But	I	found	I	hated	big	social	gatherings.	

I	 loathed	the	noise.	 It	seemed	that	 large	groups	of	people	soon	started	to	bray;	

they	became	ovine.	I	drank,	sometimes	to	excess,	but	never	in	groups,	only	with	

Ethan,	and	sometimes,	increasing	as	the	term	went	on,	when	I	was	alone.		

And	sex?	I	thought	about	it	often,	but	did	not	understand	it.	I	had	nothing	to	

gauge	it	by.	I	had	been	noticed	by	girls	at	school	in	Shoeburyness,	but	had	no	idea	

why,	 so	 I	 had	 never	 gone	 further	 than	 to	 kiss	 a	 girl.	 I	 had	 never	 seen	 a	

pornographic	magazine,	never	discussed	the	subject	with	my	school	friends	and	

definitely	not	with	my	father.	Whenever	the	subject	sprung	to	mind	I	could	not	

help	recalling	the	lyrics	of	a	recent	song	by	Talking	Heads,	Creatures	of	Love:	 ‘A	

woman	made	a	man.	A	man	he	made	a	house.	And	when	they	lay	together.	Little	

creatures	all	come	out.	Well,	I've	seen	sex	and	I	think	it's	alright.	It	makes	those	

little	creatures	come	to	life.	I	can	laugh	or	I	can	turn	away.	Well,	I've	seen	sex	and	

I	think	it's	okay.’	Except	I	had	not	seen	sex	and	I	had	no	idea	if	it	was	okay.				

I	 sometimes	 felt	 guilty	 for	 lying	 to	 my	 friend	 about	 my	 past	 and	 my	

upbringing,	but	I	told	myself	that	it	would	only	be	temporary.	Some	day	I	would	

confess	 all,	 some	 day	 soon;	 but	 the	 moment	 never	 seemed	 right	 and	 I	 could	

muster	neither	the	self-confidence	nor	the	courage	to	tell	the	true	story	of	my	life	

thus	far.	I	did	everything	I	could	to	avoid	any	talk	of	my	existence	before	Oxford,	

but	 when	 the	 matter	 became	 unavoidable	 I	 simply	 continued	 with	 and	

elaborated	 upon	 the	 lies	 I	 had	 begun	 with,	 placing	 untruth	 upon	 myth	 upon	
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fantasy	to	build	a	very	shaky	house	of	straw	that	a	gust	of	wind	or	the	puff	of	a	

hungry	wolf	might	flatten	with	ease.	I	often	awoke	thinking	about	Ethan	and	he	

featured	in	my	dreams	exactly	as	he	was	in	real	life;	which,	I	decided,	was	okay,	

as	I	really	liked	him.	The	hatred	I	had	felt	for	a	brief	moment	the	afternoon	Ethan	

insisted	I	play	my	guitar	had	merely	reinforced	my	growing	love	for	him.	I	knew	

that	 emotions,	 both	 positive	 and	 negative,	 came	 from	 the	 same	 source	 and	

feeling	such	anger	would	not	have	been	possible	for	me	unless	I	truly	cared	for	

Ethan	 and	 cared	 about	 what	 he	 thought	 of	 me.	 I	 knew	 there	 was	 absolutely	

nothing	 sexual	 about	 it.	 I	 understood	my	proclivities.	 It	was	 simply	 that	 I	 had	

never	before	met	an	equal.		

At	school,	I	had	not	been	socially	dysfunctional	exactly,	but	I	found	it	hard	to	

make	friends.	Those	in	my	Year	were	either	envious,	resentful,	or	in	awe	of	me.	

None	of	these	interactions	were	satisfying.	In	the	Lower	Sixth,	I	had	met	Mark,	a	

boy	who	knew	little	mathematics,	indeed	he	considered	it	 ‘an	enemy’,	as	he	put	

it,	 but	he	was,	by	his	own	account,	 a	brilliant	writer.	He	was	a	 sportsman	who	

excelled	 in	 everything	 physical,	 he	 could	 speak	 four	 languages	 and	 was	

fantastically	successful	with	girls.	 I	spent	 time	with	him,	but	although	we	could	

appreciate	each	other,	we	could	not	relate	on	the	most	fundamental	level.	Then,	

one	night	after	a	school	dance,	which	I	had	hated,	Mark	rescued	me	from	a	group	

of	skinheads	who	had	turned	up	in	Doc	Martens	and	brandishing	bicycle	chains.	I	

ended	 up	 in	 A	 and	 E	 in	 Southend	 General	 Hospital	 with	 a	 lacerated	 neck	 and	

score	marks	 along	my	 lower	 back.	 I	was	 grateful	 to	Mark,	 but	 found	 it	 almost	

impossible	to	speak	to	him	again.		

But	 Ethan	 was	 different.	 Our	 friendship,	 I	 thought	 as	 I	 descended	 the	 four	

flights	of	stairs	at	No.	54	Divinity,	was	truly	a	meeting	of	equals.	I	found	my	old	

bike	 against	 the	wall	 along	 the	 side	 passage,	 unlocked	 it,	 pushed	 it	 across	 the	

pavement	 and	 pointed	 it	 in	 the	 direction	 of	 Cowley	 Road.	 At	 the	 junction,	 I	

turned	 right	 and	 travelled	 the	mile	 and	 a	 half	 into	 the	 centre	 of	Oxford	 and	 a	

tutorial	with	 Professor	Grossman.	 After	 the	 third	week	 of	 term,	Grossman	had	

decided	 that	 the	Tuesday	 tutorials	would	 include	 just	Ethan	and	me,	while	 the	

other	first	year	maths	students	would	meet	on	Thursdays.	It	was	an	arrangement	

that	suited	all	involved.	
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I	 stopped	 close	 to	 the	 Porter’s	 Lodge,	 locked	 my	 bike,	 ran	 to	 Grossman’s	

rooms	and	arrived	as	Ethan	and	the	professor	had	started	a	conversation	about	

Landsburg	Inversions.	It	was	Grossman’s	particular	area	of	expertise	and	he	was	

in	a	confident	mood.	We	had	each	developed	a	grudging	respect	for	the	professor	

and	 had	 reasoned	 that	 he	was	 actually	 a	 fine	mathematician	who	had	 become	

jaded	by	having	to	draw	out	the	best	he	could	from	the	lumpen	minds	of	average	

Oxbridge	undergraduates	for	so	many	years.	For	the	past	decade,	he	had	barely	

given	 a	 thought	 to	 any	mathematics	 beyond	his	 teaching	 requirements,	 and	 it	

showed.	Our	arrival	in	Oxford	had	invigorated	him,	offered	him	fresh	energy,	and	

although	he	had	 resented	our	arrogance	when	we	 first	met,	he	 soon	overcame	

this	and	realised	what	good	we	were	doing	him,	forcing	him	to	pick	up	his	game.	

Grossman’s	 rooms	 on	 Longwall	 Quad	 were	 beautiful,	 peaceful,	 the	 very	

embodiment	of	faded	grandeur.	Burgundy	velvet	drapes	opened	on	to	a	view	of	

low	 cloud,	 a	 freshly	 mown	 lawn,	 gravel	 paths	 and	 sandstone.	 We	 sat	 in	 an	

isosceles	arrangement,	Ethan	and	I	at	opposite	ends	of	a	well-worn	chesterfield	

and	Lionel	Grossman	in	an	old	leather	chair,	the	arms	patched	and	these	patches	

almost	worn	through.		

‘As	 has	 become	 rather	 tediously	 predictable,’	 Grossman	 said,	 with	 a	 faint	

upturn	of	his	pale	 thin	 lips,	 ‘I	could	 find	no	 fault	 in	either	of	your	assignments.	

But	I	would	just	like	to	offer	one	suggestion.	Talbot’s	Law.	You’ve	heard	of	it?’	

‘I	know	the	name,’	I	offered.	‘John	Talbot?’	

‘Correct.	Died	last	year,	sadly.	He	had	developed	a	faster	way	to	deal	with	the	

Landsburg	Inversion	I	gave	you.’	Grossman	stood	and	found	a	stick	of	chalk	in	his	

grey	baggy	 corduroys,	 there	was	always	at	 least	one	piece	 there.	He	wiped	 the	

blackboard	rested	on	an	easel	behind	his	chair	and	scribbled	a	set	of	equations.	

‘See,	here?’	He	pointed	to	a	line	of	symbols.	 ‘The	crucial	move:	take	the	lambda	

away	 both	 sides	 and	 you	 have	 no	 need	 for	 these	 three	 terms.’	 He	 tapped	 the	

board.	

‘That	is	clever,’	I	said.	

‘And	what	if	we	also	cancelled	the	alpha	factors,	Mr	Langley?’	Grossman	asked.	

Ethan	fell	silent	for	a	few	seconds,	his	eyes	fixed	on	the	equations.	 ‘If	you	do	

that	you	can	leap	to	line	four,	but	wouldn’t	it	mess	up	the	factors	of	y?’	
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‘You	would	think	so,	wouldn’t	you?’	Grossman	grinned.	‘But	it	doesn’t!	Either	

of	you	have	a	solution?’	

‘Put	an	alpha	squared	term	under	the	factorial	on	the	left	and	you	don’t	need	

to	also	put	it	on	the	right	because	of	Nickelstein’s	Rule.’	

‘Very	good,	Mr.	Mailer,	but	it	doesn’t	work.	Why?’	

Ethan	 and	 I	 stared	 at	 the	 board.	 To	 a	 non-mathematician	 the	 symbols	 and	

bundles	 of	 letters	 and	 occasional	 numerals	 would	 have	 seemed	 absolutely	

meaningless,	as	clear	as	Egyptian	hieroglyphics.	But	to	us	as	we	scanned	the	lines	

of	equations,	the	process	of	interpretation	was	as	easy	as	reading	a	novel.	Who	

could	 say	 what	 was	 happening	 within	 that	 one	 and	 one	 half	 kilograms	 of	

collected	biochemistry	inside	our	skulls?	One	and	one	half	kilograms	packed	into	

approximately	 one	 point	 three	 litres	 of	 space,	 the	 hundred	 billion	 neurons	

working	in	conjunction	to	produce	quadrillions	of	interactions.	I	had	once	tried	

to	describe	to	my	school	friend,	Mark,	how	I	felt	as	I	worked	on	a	mathematical	

problem,	 but	 I	 found	 it	 impossible.	 ‘One	 for	 you	 poets,	 I	 think,’	 I	 concluded	

eventually;	to	which	Mark	had	responded	that	it	was	a	hopeless	answer	because	

mathematicians	and	poets	are	almost	different	species	and	so	how	could	a	poet	

describe	what	it	was	like	to	understand	maths?	

‘We’ll	 have	 to	wait	 until	 someone	 comes	 along	who	 is	 both	 then,	won’t	we,	

Mark?’	I	had	replied.	

Ethan,	I	learned,	had	also	tried	to	describe	how	it	felt.	His	brother	James	had	

once	 asked	 him	 the	 question.	 It	 had	 been	 about	 a	 year	 ago	when	 the	 younger	

brother	had	come	up	for	a	weekend	visit.	They	had	been	in	The	Turf,	a	pub	a	few	

hundred	yards	from	where	we	were	now	seated	with	Professor	Grossman.	Ethan	

had	no	recollection	of	how	they	had	started	on	the	subject,	but	he	remembered	

his	 reply.	 ‘It’s	 what	 I	 imagine	 it	must	 be	 like	 to	 swim	 in	 black,	 infinitely	 deep	

water	 and	 there	 is	 nothing	 between	 one’s	 skin	 and	 the	 water,’	 had	 been	 his	

attempt	to	explain.	

	‘I	 believe	 they	 call	 that	 an	Oceanic	 Feeling,’	 James	 had	 said.	 ‘	 A	 term	Freud	

used	to	mock	religious	evangelism!	Doesn’t	help	much,	Eth.’	

‘Best	I	can	do,’	he	had	said.	But	then,	two	pints	of	Ruddles	 later,	he	had	tried	

again.	‘It	feels	like	dying,’	he	posited.	

‘What	does?’	
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‘What	 you	 asked	me	 about	 earlier.	 How	 it	 feels	 to	work	 on	 a	mathematical	

problem.’	

‘It	feels	like	dying?’	

‘Yes.’	

‘You’re	bat	shit	crazy,	Ethan.	You	know	that,	don’t	you?’	James	had	said.	And	

yet,	 as	we	 sat	 on	 the	 chesterfield	 in	 Grossman’s	 rooms,	we	were	 in	 our	 death	

throes.	

‘Have	 I	 finally	 stumped	 you?’	 the	 professor	 asked	 gently	 and	 had	 curled	 his	

thin	lips	again.	

Neither	 of	 us	 responded.	 It	 seemed	 as	 though	 we	 had	 each	 slipped	 into	 a	

trance.	I	heard	a	clock	once	owned	by	Lionel	Grossman’s	great	grandfather	as	it	

ticked	away	on	a	bookcase,	a	 leaf	 flew	up	and	brushed	the	window	and	a	 finch	

pecked	at	 the	 stone	 sill	 to	snatch	up	an	ant.	Then	uncannily,	 almost	spectrally,	

Ethan	 and	 I	 said	 the	 same	 thing	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 ‘Nickelstein’s	 Rule	 doesn’t	

apply!’	

Grossman	looked	startled.	‘Why	not?’	

I	looked	to	Ethan	and	Ethan	stared	back.	

‘Take	your	pick,	gentlemen.	I	have	no	preference	as	to	who	answers	me.’	

‘The	alpha	squares	don’t	cancel,’	Ethan	began.	

‘Because	 if	 they	did,	 the	 reciprocals	of	y	 and	 the	 factorials	of	 all	 the	z	 terms	

collapse,’	I	added.	

				‘The	whole	thing	falls	apart.’	

Grossman	 stuffed	 the	 chalk	 back	 into	 his	 pocket	 and	 lowered	 himself	 into	 his	

chair.	 ‘Congratulations.	 But	 rest	 assured,	 I	 shall	 defeat	 you	 one	 of	 these	 days.	

Now	off	with	you!’	

	

‘He’s	not	a	bad	sort,	is	he?’	Ethan	offered,	lowering	two	pints	of	beer	to	the	table	

at	the	back	of	The	Bear	on	Alfred	Street.	It	was	early	and	we	were	almost	alone	in	

the	pub.	

‘No,	 he’s	 all	 right,	 just	 bogged	 down	 as	 a	 Don.	 A	 very	 nice	 job,	 but	 not	

necessarily	the	best	for	keeping	your	brain	in	shape.’	

‘Good	Lord,	Simon,	you	speak	heresy	within	these	hallowed	halls.’	

‘We’re	not	in	halls,	we’re	in	a	pub.’	
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‘Almost	the	same	thing.’	

‘Can	 you	 imagine	 yourself	 in	 a	 beautiful	 room	 like	 the	 professor’s?	

Surrounded	 by	 the	 worn	 splendour	 of	 Oxford,	 the	 scent	 of	 old	 books,	 the	

occasional	nubile	but	untouchable	student	on	the	chesterfield,	running	through	

the	same	old	thing	year	upon	aching	year?’	

‘No,	not	when	you	put	it	like	that.	But	then	you	and	I	are	very	different,’	Ethan	

said.	

‘Funny	 you	 should	 say	 that.	 Only	 this	 morning	 I	 was	 thinking	 the	 very	

opposite,	how	we	were	equals.’	

‘That’s	not	the	same.	We’re	not	a	mathematical	problem.’	

‘You	sure?’	

Ethan	 smiled	 and	 drank	 some	 beer.	 ‘We	 may	 be	 equals,	 but	 we	 are	 very	

different	sorts	of	equals.’	

‘Very	Orwellian.’	

‘I	live	for	mathematics,’	Ethan	said.	‘I	have	nothing	else.	You	however	are	not	

just	an	extraordinarily	brilliant	mathematician.’	

‘Not	sure	how	to	take	that.’	

‘Take	it	how	you	like,	but	I	think	you	know	what	I	mean.’	

‘I	don’t	really.’	

‘You	 will	 not	 become	 a	 professional	 mathematician.	 You	 could,	 effortlessly,	

but	you	won’t.	Your	mind	is	too	flexible.	I	know	that	sounds	like	a	contradiction	-	

how	 could	 there	 be	 anything	more	 flexible	 than	 the	mind	 of	 a	mathematician?	

But	 that’s	 the	 point	 I’m	 trying	 to	 make.	 Yours	 is	 not	 just	 the	 brain	 of	 a	

mathematician.	You	are	different	to	me.’	

‘And	so	your	mind	is	just	that	of	a	mathematician?’	

‘I	am	mathematics.	Mathematics	is	me.	To	my	simple	soul,	mathematics	is	my	

raison	d’etre,	mathematics	holds	the	key	to	the	meaning	of	life.	Mathematics	is	all	

there	is.’	

I	was	silently	astonished.	‘We	never	just	talk	about	football,	do	we,	Ethan?’	

‘I’m	being	serious.’	

‘You	sincerely	believe	that	the	meaning	of	life	may	be	found	in	mathematics?’	

‘Yes,	I	do.	Don’t	get	me	wrong.	There	is	no	God,	no	Great	Mathematician	in	the	

sky.	But	if	there	is	a	meaning	-.’	
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‘Which	is	debateable,	surely?	The	universe	may	be	a	random	soup,	our	petty	

lives	nothing	more	than	a	local,	short-lived	clump	of	order	in	the	chaos.’	

‘Yes,	 but	 if	 there	 is	 a	 meaning,	 then	 that	 meaning	 will	 be	 expressed	 as	

mathematical	patterns.’	

‘You’re	talking	about	universal	constants	-	the	mass	of	an	electron,	the	speed	

of	light	in	a	vacuum,	etc,	etc?’	

‘Maybe,	but	there	are	clues	all	around	us.’	

‘What?	Pi?’	

‘Well,	it’s	top	of	my	list,	yes.	An	irrational	number;	a	number	no	one	has	ever	

defined,	a	number	with	a	seemingly	 infinite	number	of	digits.	 It	 is	 the	“number	

one	clue”.	And	one	day,	I	shall	show	it	to	be	“the	source”.’	

‘And	fit	it	into	your	proof	that	everything	is	everything	else?’	

‘That’s	the	idea.’	

‘Well	I’ll	drink	to	that,’	I	said,	and	drained	my	glass.	
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2.	

					

Winter	 came	suddenly	and	with	a	 ferocity	 that	 took	me	by	 surprise.	 I	 found	 it	

romantic.	And	when	it	snowed	it	was,	in	my	mind	at	least,	quite	different	to	the	

snow	 in	Shoeburyness.	There,	 the	white	purity	of	winter’s	 first	 flurries	quickly	

degenerated	to	grey	sludge,	and	even	when	it	sometimes	settled	for	a	short	time,	

crisp	and	pristine,	the	effect	was	ruined	by	the	red	brick,	the	horrid	orange	roof	

tiles,	dull	front	doors	and	ubiquitous	satellite	dishes	pinned	in	ungainly	fashion	

to	 redundant	 chimney	 stacks.	 In	Oxford,	 the	 snow	and	 the	 sandstone,	 the	 frost	

and	the	medieval	bar	tracery,	the	uniquely	patterned	flakes	and	cinqfoil,	and	the	

chill	frost	tendrils	seemed	to	add	to	each	other’s	beauty.	

The	house	on	Divinity	Road	was	freezing.	The	electricity	meter	attached	to	the	

wall	close	to	the	stairs	that	ran	up	from	the	ground	floor	to	the	first	floor	landing	

took	only	 twenty	 pence	 and	 fifty	pence	 pieces	 and	 it	 consumed	 the	 coins	with	

alarming	alacrity.	My	housemates	and	I	quickly	agreed	that	instead	of	keeping	on	

our	single-bar	electric	fires	for	extensive	periods	we	would	wear	extra	layers	and	

add	coats	and	old	blankets	to	the	duvets.	

Most	of	the	time	we	all	got	on	pretty	well	for	strangers	thrust	together	within	

the	confines	of	a	house	that	had	once	been	a	family	home	before	a	worker	from	

the	car	plant	at	Cowley	had	decided	to	invest	his	redundancy	money	into	student	

accommodation.	 There	 were	 five	 others	 in	 the	 house.	 Jude,	 of	 mouldy	 bread	

fame,	occupied	the	large	room	on	the	second	floor	because	he	elected	to	pay	the	

extra	 five	 pounds	 per	 week	 for	 the	 privilege.	 Jemima,	 a	 Modern	 Languages	

student	at	Oriel,	was	a	Sloane	and	had	painted	her	room	next	to	the	living-room	

on	the	ground	floor	a	sumptuous	oyster.	She	said	little,	had	a	string	of	girlfriends	

staying	 over	 and	 told	 everyone	 on	 the	 first	 day	 of	 term	 that	 she	 was	 a	

promiscuous	 lesbian.	 Dave	 Turner	 was	 a	 sporty	 type	 rarely	 seen	 wearing	

anything	 but	 a	 Christ	 Church	 College	 tracksuit	 and	 trainers.	 He	 and	 I	 shared	

barely	a	word.	The	other	girl	of	the	house,	June,	planned	to	be	there	for	only	the	

first	 term	 and	 had,	 from	Hilary	 Term,	 a	 place	 in	 halls	 at	Merton,	 but	 she	was	

sweet	 and	 had	 on	 several	 occasions	 complimented	me	 on	my	 hairstyle,	 which	

was	very	 long	and	gelled	on	top,	very	short	at	 the	sides.	The	 final	resident	was	

Eric.	None	 of	 us	 knew	much	 about	him.	He	was	 also	 circumspect	 about	which	
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college	he	attended	and	what	he	was	majoring	in.	He	was	a	couple	of	years	older	

than	the	rest	of	us,	used	the	shared	house	phone	a	lot	and	once	called	a	meeting	

in	 the	 living-room,	 handed	 a	 ten	 pound	 note	 to	 each	 of	 us	 and	 said	 that	 he	

wanted	to	keep	two	hundred	tabs	of	acid	in	the	fridge	for	a	week.	Did	we	mind?	

Outside,	 the	 pavements	 were	 far	 more	 treacherous	 than	 the	 risk	 any	 of	 us	

might	have	 faced	 from	 the	Thames	Valley	Drug	Squad.	My	old	bike	made	 for	a	

perilous	ride	when	the	ice	was	fresh	and	new	early	each	morning	and	it	was	even	

worse	 in	 the	 evening	 as	 traffic	 built	 up	 on	 Cowley	Road.	 The	 sky	 darkened	 by	

four	o’clock,	and	streetlights	cast	anaemic	shapes:	flickering	neon	illuminated	in	

muddy	puddles.	

That	winter	 I	discovered	 the	 regular	Saturday	morning	 jumble	 sales	 in	East	

Oxford.	 The	 ones	 around	 Shoeburyness	 and	 Southend	had	 usually	 been	 rather	

mundane	 affairs,	 and	 the	 merchandise,	 sourced	 from	 well-meaning	 but	

underprivileged	families	who	had	tried	their	best	to	support	their	local	churches	

and	 community	 centres,	 had	 provided	 slim	pickings.	 Oxford	 jumble	 sales	were	

often	 filled	with	 the	 most	wonderful	 curios,	 old	 books,	 knick	 knacks,	 records,	

clothes,	discarded	art	and	old	magazines.	During	December	alone	I	found	myself	

a	greatcoat	(two	pounds),	which	served	as	both	an	overcoat	and	an	over-blanket,	

a	 pair	 of	 woollen	 thirties-style	 turn	 up	 trousers	 (fifty	 pence),	 gloves,	 a	 dozen	

albums,	 including	Meet	 the	 Beatles;	Highway	 61	 Revisited;	 the	 first	 Thompson	

Twins	 record,	 A	 Product	 of	 Participation,	 and	 A	 Love	 Supreme;	 a	 box	 of	 45s	

costing	a	pound,	of	which	more	than	half	were	keepers,	an	Art	Nouveau	lamp	and	

a	pile	of	books	 including	gems:	A	Movable	Feast;	Tropic	of	Capricorn;	Catch	22;	

Plato’s	Republic;	Churchill’s	History	of	the	Second	World	War:	Vols.	1-6.,	and	best	

of	all,	a	first	edition	of	Paul	Gallico’s	The	Snow	Goose.	

Sometimes,	 the	most	 important	 outcomes	may	 spring	 from	what	 appear	 on	

the	 surface	 to	 be	 the	most	 prosaic	 events.	 An	example	 is	 this	 interest	 I	 had	 in	

jumble	 sales.	 The	 coat	was	 useful,	 the	 books	 and	 rock	 albums	wonderful,	 but	

they	were	mere	ephemera.	My	life	changed	radically	with	stunning	speed	when	I	

picked	 up	 a	 record	 for	 the	 princely	 sum	of	 five	 pence.	 It	was	 a	 two	disc	 1969	

recording	of	Stockhausen’s	Hymnen.	The	cover	was	white	banded	with	a	random	

array	of	pencil-thin	colours	of	many	bright	shades	that	reminded	me	of	pictures	I	
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had	 seen	of	 chromosomes,	but	 straightened	and	crossed	 like	discarded	 I	Ching	

yarrow.	

I	was	familiar	with	the	name	‘Stockhausen’,	but	I	had	never	heard	any	of	the	

composer’s	music.	Without	expectations,	I	placed	the	first	disc	on	the	turntable	

and	let	the	stylus	crackle	and	shuffle	across	the	first	eighth	of	an	inch	of	the	outer	

rim	until	it	found	the	groove.		

I	was	instantly	transported	to	a	place	I	had	never	before	known	nor	imagined.	

This	music	was	not	mathematics	as	Ethan	would	have	it.	In	fact,	to	my	analytical	

mind	it	bore	no	relationship	to	mathematics.	Melody,	and	rhythm	were	absent.	It	

was	all	 timbre,	 all	 seemingly	random	 juxtaposition.	But,	 and	 this	was	 the	thing	

that	really	staggered	me,	it	had	been	composed.	It	was	not	chaotic	improvisation,	

careful	 plotting	 lay	 behind	 it.	 Each	 sound,	 each	 utterance,	 each	 pulse	 had	 its	

place,	but	somehow	the	whole	seemed	to	reside	outside	of	time,	outside	of	space.	

It	was	a	form	of	music	I	had	never	known	existed,	and	it	was	startling	because,	

up	 until	 the	 experience	 of	 Hymnen,	 I	 had	 believed	 that	 mathematics	 was	

everything.	In	my	mind,	nothing	could	exist	without	mathematics.	I	would	never	

have	taken	the	thought	as	far	as	Ethan	had.	He	could	visualise	mathematics	as	a	

way	 to	explain	 the	very	meaning	of	 existence,	 and	 thought	 it	 the	 foundation	of	

the	 universe,	 there,	 pulling	 the	 strings,	 controlling	 the	 ebb	 and	 the	 flow.	 Now	

though,	I	concluded	that	a	mathematical	universe	was	not	everything,	for,	here	I	

was	 listening	 to	 ‘non-mathematics’,	 something	 beyond	 any	 remit	 I	 had	 known	

about,	 beyond	 all	 dictums.	 I	 listened	 to	 the	 piece	 over	 and	 over	 again.	 I	 used	

headphones	knowing	that	my	housemates	would	not	appreciate	 the	music,	and	

finally,	at	night,	 I	 fell	asleep	to	 it,	waking	 in	 the	morning	to	 find	the	needle	had	

been	stuck	in	the	final	groove	for	eight	hours	gathering	fluff	and	dust.	

The	 following	 day,	 I	 visited	 the	 university	music	 library	where	 I	 found	 two	

other	records	by	Stockhausen.	I	checked	them	out	of	the	library	took	them	home,	

and	listened	to	each	carefully.	Kontakte,	composed	between	1958	and	1960	is	a	

stark,	minimalist	work,	which	I	learned	was	Stockhausen’s	most	influential	piece	

to	date.	I	loved	it	immediately.	Sirius,	written	during	the	mid-‘70s	seemed	harder	

to	grasp	at	 first.	The	 composer	himself	described	 it	 as	a	 ‘science	 fiction	opera’,	

while	others	called	it	a	mystery	play.	Perhaps	it	was	because	it	was	the	first	thing	

I	had	heard	by	Stockhausen,	Hymnen	remained	my	favourite,	but	I	had	a	feeling	
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that	 over	many	 listenings	 I	 would	 grow	 to	 love	 everything	 the	 great	man	had	

composed.	

That	morning	brought	the	first	really	heavy	deluge	of	snow.	The	final	days	of	

term	were	approaching	and	soon	Oxford	would	be	emptying	 for	 the	Xmas	Vac.	

Ethan	and	I	agreed	to	meet	for	a	beer	at	The	Turf.	We	drank	two	pints	and	then	

trudged	along	The	High,	over	Magdalen	Bridge,	on	to	Cowley	Road	and	then	the	

final	mile	taking	us	to	Divinity	Road.	It	was	not	until	we	were	in	my	attic	room	

that	 I	 told	 Ethan	 about	 my	 new	 discovery	 and	 pulled	 out	 the	 recording	 of	

Hymnen.	

‘I	remember	asking	my	father	if	he	liked	Stockhausen,’	Ethan	commented.	‘He	

said:	‘No,	but	I	think	I	trod	in	some	once.’	

‘Have	you	heard	any	of	his	work?’	

‘I	have	to	confess	I	haven’t.	I	subjected	the	name	to	memory	because	I	thought	

it	 would	 be	 a	 clever	 one	 to	 drop,	 like	 John	 Cage	 or	 Messiaen.	 There,	 what	 a	

confession!’		

‘I	did	the	same!’	I	replied,	removing	the	vinyl	from	the	cover	and	placing	it	on	

the	 turntable.	 I	blew	 a	 few	 tiny	 clumps	of	 fluff	 from	 the	needle	and	 lowered	 it	

onto	the	record.	

We	did	not	speak	for	at	least	ten	minutes.	For	five	of	those	Ethan	studied	the	

cover	and	appeared	to	be	reading	the	brief	sleeve	notes.	Then	he	did	something	

quite	unexpected.	He	stood,	plucked	up	his	coat	from	where	it	had	been	draped	

on	 the	 bed,	 wordlessly	 tugged	 it	 over	 his	 jacket	 and	 thick	 jumper	 and	 turned	

away	 towards	 the	door.	 I	pulled	up	 from	my	chair	 and	 lifted	 the	needle	 into	 a	

chill	quiet	as	Ethan	closed	the	door	behind	him.	I	ran	out	on	to	the	landing	and	

the	stairs	close	by.	‘Ethan?	What	is	it?’	

Leaning	 over	 the	 bannister,	 I	 saw	 him	 on	 the	 second	 floor	 striding	

purposefully,	 hands	 in	 pockets,	 head	 down.	He	 took	 the	 stairs	 three	 at	 a	 time.	

‘What’s	 up?’	 I	 called	 and	 finally	 caught	 up	 as	 he	 reached	 the	 front	 door	 and	

opened	it	a	crack	allowing	the	cold	to	hit	our	cheeks.	‘Ethan?’	

He	turned,	his	face	pale,	eyes	glazed	with	nascent	tears.		

‘Fuck,	Ethan!	What’s	got	into	you?’	
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‘Can’t	talk	now.’	His	voice	sounded	brittle,	ground	glass	between	his	teeth,	and	

he	was	out	on	the	treacherous	ice.	I	watched	his	hunched	form	recede	to	the	gate	

and	the	pavement	beyond.		

	

~	

	

I	decided	I	would	simply	wait	for	him	to	get	in	touch.	There	was	a	tutorial	with	

Grossman	two	mornings	after	the	Stockhausen	moment,	but	I	was	shocked	when	

Ethan	did	not	show	up	for	it.	To	the	professor’s	queries,	I	lied	and	told	him	that	

Ethan	had	flu.	Lionel	Grossman	accepted	it	readily	with	an	almost	imperceptible	

glance	towards	the	hoar	frost	spreading	across	the	window.	

After	 the	 tutorial,	 I	 walked	 through	 the	 snow	 over	 to	 Staircase	 IV	 Cloisters	

Attic	 and	 knocked	 gently	 on	 the	 door	 to	 Room	No.3.	 No	 reply	 came.	 I	 waited,	

knocked	again,	a	little	harder	this	time:	waited	again.	‘Ethan?’	My	mouth	close	to	

the	 wood.	 ‘Ethan?’	 I	 called	more	 stridently.	 Nothing.	With	 a	 growing	 sense	 of	

foreboding,	 I	 descended	 the	 staircase,	 hoping	 that	 I	 would	 suddenly	 see	 my	

friend	 enter	 through	 the	 stone	 archway	 at	 the	 foot	 of	 the	 stairs	 and	 block	 the	

snowy	view	before	bounding	on	to	the	first	steps.	But	that	did	not	happen.	

I	saw	no	one	as	I	walked	slowly	through	the	Cloisters,	a	brisk	wind	bustling	its	

way	 from	 the	 east.	 Turning	 right	 beyond	 the	 old	 Practice	 Room,	 past	 the	

Muniment	Tower,	 I	reached	the	Porter’s	Lodge.	Attired	 in	an	 immaculate	black	

suit,	 bowler	 hat	 and	 a	wide-collared	 overcoat,	 his	 face	 ruddy	 from	 cheap	 port	

and	years	of	wind-chill,	the	Porter,	Mr.	Billingham	was	there,	as	always,	The	Sun	

open	 on	 his	 lap.	 ‘Mr	Mailer,	 isn’t	 it?’	 he	 said	with	 a	 jovial	 perusal	 of	my	 tatty	

greatcoat	and	freshly	spiked-up	hair.	

‘Hello,		Billingham.	I	was	wondering	if	you	had	seen	Ethan	Langley	during	the	

past	day	or	two.’	

‘Your	shadow,	Mr.	Mailer?’	

With	an	effort,	I	laughed.	

‘Can’t	 say	 I	 have	 -	 except,	 oh,	hang	 on	 a	minute.’	 Billingham	pulled	 a	 ledger	

from	under	a	pile	of	papers	and	opened	 it	out.	His	 fingers	were	pink	with	cold.	

He	licked	a	finger	and	flicked	through	a	couple	of	pages	then	ran	the	same	digit	

down	the	paper.	‘Ah	yes,	here	we	are.	He	signed	out	yesterday	evening;	two	days	



	 40	

early.	Tut,	tut!	Said	there	was	a	problem	at	home.’	He	looked	up	at	me.	‘Thought	

of	all	people,	he	would	have	told	you,	Mr.	Mailer.’		

	

~	

	

I	wrote	 to	my	 father	 to	 tell	him	 I	was	spending	 the	holiday	with	 friends	 in	 the	

Cotswolds	 and	 enclosed	 a	 card	 bought	 from	 the	 Covered	 Market	 depicting	 a	

cartoon	of	a	keen	young	owl	in	academic	gown.	I	had	no	such	plans	of	course,	so	

smitten	with	Oxford	had	I	become,	I	could	not	leave	now,	I	could	not	face	another	

Christmas	 on	Beatrix	 Potter	Avenue.	 I	 knew	my	 father	would	 not	 be	 alone,	 or	

else	I	would	have	played	the	role	of	the	dutiful	son.	Aunt	Juney	always	had	lunch	

with	us	and	stayed	for	the	Queen’s	Speech	and	Morecombe	and	Wise,	and	every	

Boxing	 Day,	 Aunty	 Glad	would	 arrive	with	 her	 husband,	 Danny.	 I	 had	 decided	

back	 in	 October	 that	 seventeen	 Christmases	 in	 Shoeburyness	 was	 enough,	 an	

eighteenth	 would	 take	 me	 beyond	 the	 call	 of	 duty.	 I	 would	 spend	 the	 festive	

season	alone	in	the	house	on	Divinity	Road	with	just	Stockhausen,	Henry	Miller	

and	my	 latest	 attempt	 to	 solve	 Fermat’s	 Theorem	 for	 company.	 But	 the	whole	

plan	changed	when,	on	Christmas	Eve,	Judith	Radley	arrived.	

I	knew	a	new	member	of	the	house	was	due	to	move	in,	but	that	was	supposed	

to	be	arranged	at	the	start	of	Hilary	Term.	Judith	stood	on	the	doorstep	slightly	

bedraggled,	and	I	had	only	just	caught	her	knocking	and	leaning	on	the	electric	

bell	over	the	sound	from	my	stereo.	Opening	the	door,	I	heard	her	story;	she	had	

been	 heading	 for	 her	 parents’	 in	 South	 Africa	 but	 Heathrow	 was	 shut	 down	

because	 of	 the	 ice	 and	 snow,	 so	 she	 had	 turned	 tail	 and	 come	 back	 ‘home’	 to	

Oxford.	She	was	dressed	in	jeans,	boots	and	an	old	parka.	I	noticed	the	filthy	blue	

mini	 parked	 on	 the	 street	 beyond	 the	 gate	 and	 thought	 what	 a	 formidable	

journey	she	must	have	endured	following	the	snowbound	M40	all	the	way	from	

London.	

I	 fired	up	the	old	oil	heater	 in	 the	living-room,	pumped	the	electricity	meter	

with	 fifty	pence	coins	 for	 the	single-bar	 fire,	 then	put	on	the	kettle.	 I	 found	the	

milk	in	the	fridge	inches	from	Eric’s	acid.	
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Judith	eventually	removed	the	parka	and	let	her	beautiful	dark	hair	fall.	It	was	

the	 precise	 shade	 of	my	 own.	 She	 also	had	 the	 same	 colour	 eyes	 as	me,	 burnt	

umber,	almost	black.		

‘This	is	kind	of	you,’	she	said.	

‘Why?’	

‘Strange	 response!’	 She	 laughed,	 a	 smooth,	 lubricated	 chuckle.	 ‘Why	are	you	

here	still?	I’m	glad	you	are	because	I	was	going	to	have	to	drive	to	the	landlord’s	

place	for	a	key	and	give	him	a	long	explanation,	but	-.’	

‘The	 thought	 of	 Christmas	 at	 home	was	 too	much.	 I	 have	 everything	 I	 need	

here.’	

‘And	what	does	that	include?’	

‘Music,	books,	The	Prisoner	on	late-night	TV,	space	to	stretch	out,	VHS	tapes	of	

Star	Trek,	maths.’	

‘Maths?’	

‘It’s	what	I	do.’	

‘Oh.’	

‘‘Oh’	sounds	ominous.’	

‘Ominous?	No,	just	not	my	thing.	I’m	a	lit	major,	Balliol.	To	me,	mathematics	is	

an	alien	land.’	

‘No	matter.	I	assume	you’re	here	until	when?’	

‘Until	 whenever.	 I	 don’t	 intend	 trying	 to	 fly	 south	 to	 Cape	 Town	 like	 some	

hundred	pound	swallow.’	

‘I’d	put	you	at	ninety-five,	max,’	

‘I	love	you,	Simon	Mailer.’	

It	 was	my	 turn	 to	 laugh,	 but	 she	 joined	me;	 then,	 in	 the	 half	 warmth,	 with	

mugs	 of	 tea,	 later	 replaced	 by	 cheap	 red	 wine,	 we	 watched	 television	 until	 it	

ended	 with	 the	 National	 Anthem.	 We	 then	 stayed	 up	 talking	 until	 it	 was	

Christmas	morning.	At	seven,	I	awoke	without	realising	I	had	even	fallen	asleep.	

Judith	 had	 her	 head	 on	 my	 shoulder.	 I	 moved	 slowly	 and	 lowered	 her	 to	 the	

couch	 with	 a	 pillow	 under	 her	 head.	 As	 quietly	 as	 I	 could,	 I	 tiptoed	 into	 the	

kitchen	and	put	on	the	kettle.	Finding	a	spare	jumper	drying	over	an	indoor	rack,	

I	 pulled	 it	on	 and	 eased	 open	 the	 back	 door.	 A	 pair	 of	 Eric’s	Wellington	 boots	

stood	on	the	frozen	mat.	I	crammed	my	feet	into	them	and	crossed	the	white	and	
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unblemished	 lawn.	At	 the	rear	of	 the	garden	 lay	a	narrow	flowerbed	tucked	up	

against	 the	 rotting	 wooden	 fence	 dividing	 the	 garden	 from	 an	 alleyway.	 I	

crouched	 down,	 and	 there,	with	 their	 lower	 thirds	 under	 the	 albumen	quilt	 of	

snow,	was	a	clutch	of	flowers.	I	had	first	noticed	them	a	week	earlier	just	before	

the	heaviest	of	the	snow	blanketed	the	city.	They	were	snowdrops,	each	with	an	

umbrella	of	white.	I	plucked	one	flower,	pulled	myself	up	straight	and	followed	

my	outward-going	boot	prints	in	the	snow	back	to	the	house.		

The	 kettle	 had	 boiled.	 I	 filled	 the	 teapot,	 placed	 it	 on	 an	 old	 wooden	 tray,	

found	two	fresh	mugs	and	some	milk,	placed	the	flower	on	the	tray	and	walked	

through	 to	 the	 small	 living-room.	 Then	 gently,	 I	 shook	 Judith’s	 shoulder	 and	

whispered:	‘Wake	up.’	

She	 opened	 her	 eyes	 and	 gazed	 around	uncomprehendingly,	 then	 smiled	 as	

the	pieces	slotted	into	place.	‘I’ve	made	tea,’	I	said	and	Judith	sat	up.	‘And	this	is	

for	you,’	I	presented	her	with	the	snowdrop.	‘Merry	Christmas.’			

				

~	

	

Ethan	 would	 have	 considered	 my	 relationship	 with	 Judith	 in	 terms	 purely	

mathematical.	 She	 had	 not	 arrived	 by	 random	 chance,	 her	 plane	 had	 been	

snowbound	and	she	had	made	a	decision	to	stay	in	Oxford	for	the	Christmas	Vac.	

So	 too	 had	 I.	 We	 were	 attracted	 to	 each	 other	 physically	 because	 of	 certain	

parameters.	We	 each	 had	 pleasingly	 symmetrical	 facial	 features.	 I	 was	 several	

inches	taller	than	the	statistical	mean	for	British	males.	Our	colouring	was	very	

similar,	dark	hair,	brown-black	eyes.	We	could	almost	have	been	twins	-	a	pair,	

an	even,	prime	number.	We	were	studying	very	different	subjects,	and	there	was	

a	plethora	of	empirical	studies	to	show	that	intellectual	opposites	attracted	much	

like	 the	 positive	 and	 negative	 poles	 of	 two	magnets.	 In	 Ethan-speak,	 a	 pair	 of	

mathematicians	 or	 a	 pair	 of	 literature	 undergrads	 may	 have	 caused	 chaotic	

fluctuations	 in	 the	 dynamic	 interactions	 within	 their	 relationship;	 after	 all,	

interpersonal	 intimacy,	 it	 had	 often	 seemed	 to	 Ethan,	 was	 something	 akin	 to	

liquid	mixtures	and	their	incumbent	complexities.	

Of	 course,	 Ethan	 understood	 beauty	 and	 emotion	 but	 only	 ever	 in	 purely	

empirical	 forms.	He	 listened	 to	 Palestrina	 and	Mozart,	 Bach	 Fugues	 and	Philip	
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Glass,	but	only	because	of	 their	mathematical	resonance.	He	could	appreciate	a	

da	 Vinci	 drawing,	 a	 Picasso,	 a	 Henry	 Moore,	 but	 again	 solely	 for	 their	 non-

quotidian	forms.	This	applied	to	the	faces	of	the	living	and	the	dead,	the	clouds	in	

winter	and	their	absence	in	a	blue	summer	sky,	the	spherical	nature	of	the	Earth	

and	the	Moon,	the	rings	of	Saturn	and	the	beauty	of	Einsteinian	physics.	None	of	

it	meant	anything	other	than	mathematics,	because,	as	Ethan	had	told	me:	‘I	am	

mathematics.	Mathematics	is	all	there	is.’	

I	 did	 not	 share	 this	 vision	 of	 the	 universe.	 I	 appreciated	 the	 symmetry	 of	

Judith’s	 features,	 the	shape	of	her	body,	 the	 fact	 that	we	could	pass	as	siblings,	

and	 I	 liked	 how	 she	 thought	 in	 a	 very	 different	 way	 to	 me.	 But,	 although	 I	

understood	the	mathematical	significance	of	‘us’	every	bit	as	well	as	Ethan	would	

have	done,	 I	 gave	 little	 credence	 to	such	 thoughts,	and	 although	 they	may	well	

have	contributed	to	the	reasons	I	loved	spending	every	minute	of	the	Christmas	

Vac	with	her,	I	understood	that	my	rapidly	blossoming	feelings	for	Judith	were	a	

gestalt.	No,	it	was	more	than	that.	My	response	to	her	breath	and	the	touch	of	her	

fingers	on	my	neck,	her	hair	brushing	against	my	arm;	these	things	amounted	to	

a	 whole	 very	 much	 greater	 than	 the	 sum	 of	 their	 parts.	 Extra	 factors	 were	

involved,	ones	 I	did	not	understand	and	did	not	want	 to	understand.	 I	wanted	

those	 things	 to	 remain	 distant,	 unsullied	 by	 any	 form	 of	 intellectual	 analysis,	

because	I	feared	that	overthinking	might	ruin	them.	And	I	knew,	as	Ethan	never	

would,	 that	 those	 things	 about	 Judith	 that	 could	 not	 be	 immediately	 broken	

down	into	equations,	those	things	that	were	in	fact	non-mathematical	and	unable	

to	be	dissected	must	be	placed	 in	a	cerebral	box	marked	 ‘Do	Not	Enter’.	Those	

non-mathematical	 aspects	 of	 Judith	 and	 the	 emotions	 she	 sparked	 in	 me,	 I	

realised	quite	quickly,	had	strong	parallels	with	the	music	of	Stockhausen.	That	

was	how,	one	morning	when	I	was	alone	in	my	room	a	week	after	Christmas,	in	a	

rush	 of	 awareness,	 I	 understood	 Ethan’s	 almost	 wordless	 storming	 out	 and	

premature	 departure	 home	 to	 Professor	 and	 Mrs.	 Langley	 MBE,	 his	 brother	

James,	 the	 favourite	 son,	 and	 the	 fifteenth	 century	 house	 in	 the	 little	

Hertfordshire	 village	 of	 Watton	 at	 Stone	 with	 its	 huge	 great	 kitchen	 and	 its	

predictable	 Agar.	 But	 I	 would	 have	 to	wait	 until	 Ethan’s	 return	 before	 I	 could	

speak	of	it	with	him.		



	 44	

Judith	and	I	clung	together	like	two	young	strays.	In	some	ways	she	was	more	

mature	than	me.	She	was	a	year	older	and	had	travelled	around	Europe	and	the	

United	States	working	a	range	of	jobs	during	a	Gap	Year.	She	had	slept	with	five	

people	and	had	once	dabbled	in	a	brief	and	unsatisfying	lesbian	liaison	during	a	

month	spent	in	Boston.	She	had	experimented	with	cannabis,	speed	and	LSD.	She	

had	read	books	I	had	either	missed	or	never	heard	of	and	she	introduced	me	to	

some	 that	 would	 stay	 with	me	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 my	 life:	 Le	Grand	Meaulne,	 The	

Magus,	 Sometimes	A	 Great	Notion.	 And	 there	 were	 painters	 and	 designers	 and	

architects:	Gaudi,	Gaudier-Brzeska,	Brunelleschi,	Klimt,	Rothko.	 Judith	and	I	 fed	

off	 each	 other	 like	 cultural	 vampires	 and	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 my	 life	 my	

understanding	of	sex	extended	further	than	the	lyrics	to	a	Talking	Heads	song.				

It	 happened	 the	 day	 after	 Boxing	 Day.	 In	my	 imaginings,	 Oxford	 resembled	

Bruegel’s	The	Census,	 but	with	huts	 replaced	by	 terraced	houses	and	peasant’s	

carts	switched	for	Vauxhalls	and	Fords.	By	standing	on	a	chair	to	one	side	of	my	

attic	room	at	No.	54	Divinity	Road,	Judith	and	I	could	take	turns	looking	through	

the	sloping	roof	window	from	which	the	frost	was	melted	by	the	warmth	from	an	

electric	 heater	 close	 to	 the	 bed.	 Through	 the	 glass	 all	 before	 us	 lay	white,	 the	

roofs,	 the	back	gardens	stretched	out	 in	rows,	the	 featureless	 lawns	divided	by	

wire	barriers,	a	ramshackle	latticework	of	wood	fences	and	washing	lines	hung	

with	clothes	frozen	to	the	texture	of	cardboard.	Between	the	rows	of	East	Oxford	

houses	ran	white	streets	slashed	by	tyre	tracks	that	had	broken	through	to	the	

tarmac.	And	as	the	sun	set,	it	splashed	a	red	glow	over	the	snowscape	turning	the	

roofs	 of	 parked	 cars	 into	 rectangular	 rubies	 all	 arranged	 in	 neat	 rows	 at	 the	

edges	where	road	met	pavement.			

I	 lay	 on	 the	 bed,	 my	 hands	 cupped	 behind	 my	 head.	 The	 Magic	 Flute	 was	

playing	 softly,	 the	 needle	had	 just	 slipped	onto	O	zittre	nicht,	mein	 lieber	Sohn,	

and	 Judith	 stepped	down	 from	 the	 chair.	 ‘I	do	believe	you	were	 looking	up	my	

skirt,	Simon	Mailer,’	she	said	very	seriously.	

I	sat	up.	‘No,	I	-.’	

Judith	smiled,	her	eyes	bright	in	the	light	from	a	single	lamp	that	stood	close	

to	the	stereo.	‘I’m	teasing.’	She	lifted	her	leg	and	put	her	foot	on	the	chair	letting	

the	skirt	ride	up.	‘Might	as	well	have	a	proper	look,	don’t	you	think?’	
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I	didn’t	know	what	to	say.	I	blushed	and	even	in	the	low	light,	Judith	could	see	

the	redness	of	my	cheeks.	Then	she	reached	back	and	unzipped	the	skirt	letting	it	

fall	 to	 the	 carpet	 before	 kicking	 it	 away.	 She	 had	 long	 slender	 legs	 and	 wore	

skimpy	black	panties.	

‘Judith	-.’		

She	 put	 a	 finger	 to	my	 lips.	 ‘You	 just	 lie	 there	 and	 say	 nothing.’	 Pulling	 her	

jumper	over	her	head	she	let	her	long	hair	fall	all	about	her	shoulders,	some	of	

the	fine	hairs	catching	on	her	nose	and	on	her	cheeks.	She	blew	them	away	and	

freed	her	breasts.	She	flung	the	bra	across	the	room	where	it	joined	the	skirt	and	

sweater.	

I	stared	at	her	as	 though	she	were	an	apparition.	 I	wanted	my	expression	to	

remain	 cool,	 to	give	 the	 impression	 I	 appreciated	what	 she	was	doing	but	was	

not	completely	stunned	by	what	was	happening.	I	was	terrified,	but	determined	

to	keep	that	emotion	firmly	under	wraps.	Judith	smiled	and	I	tried	valiantly	not	

to	study	her	breasts	too	hard,	to	instead	watch	her	eyes,	her	slightly	parted	lips,	

the	 resistant	 strands	 of	 chestnut	 threads	 that	 had	 not	 moved	 when	 she	 had	

blown	at	them.	She	repositioned	the	chair	we	had	stood	on	to	look	through	the	

window	and	straddled	 it,	 her	breasts	 resting	on	 the	 top	edge	of	 its	back.	 ‘Now	

that’s	much	better	isn’t	it,	Simon?’	She	pulled	up	from	the	chair	and	walked	over	

to	the	bed.	‘Look	at	me,	I’m	almost	naked!	I	think	you	need	to	catch	up.’	And	she	

reached	for	the	zipper	of	my	jeans.			

	

~	

	

The	 next	 day	 we	 finally	 ventured	 out	 into	 the	 snow.	 But	 it	 was	 not	 until	 the	

afternoon.	We	had	 slept	 together	 in	my	narrow	bed	with	 its	 single	 pillow	 and	

piles	of	blankets.	I	awoke	at	some	point	in	the	night,	moonlight	illuminating	the	

room	 with	 a	 steely	 boldness,	 and	 for	 a	 fraction	 of	 a	 second	 I	 could	 not	

understand	 why	 there	 was	 someone	 else	 in	 my	 bed,	 her	 warm	 naked	 body	

pressed	 up	 against	 mine,	 the	 musky	 odour	 of	 our	 juices	 and	 our	 sweat	 hung	

heavy	 in	 the	 air.	 And	 then	 I	 was	 asleep	 again	 dreaming	 I	 was	 in	my	mother’s	

womb,	my	 toes	 touching	 the	 insides	 of	 the	 amniotic	 sac,	 liquid	 all	 around	me,	
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flowing	in	and	out	of	my	undeveloped	lungs	and	flowing	all	around	me	as	though	

I	were	a	creature	of	the	ocean.	

	We	 found	some	stale	bread	 in	 the	kitchen,	 toasted	 it	 and	smothered	 it	with	

butter	and	 jam	to	make	 it	palatable	and	 I	made	strong	coffee	with	an	espresso	

pot	on	the	stove.	The	milk	had	curdled	so	we	drank	it	black	and	felt	very	French.	

Judith’s	snowdrop	stood	in	a	glass	on	the	kitchen	counter	as	fresh	as	it	had	been	

early	 on	 Christmas	morning,	 and	 as	we	 ate	 and	 drank,	 she	 told	me	 she	would	

press	the	 flower	 in	her	 favourite	book,	an	old	leather-bound	edition	of	Thomas	

Mann’s	The	Magic	Mountain	which	her	parents	had	given	her	as	a	leaving	present	

when	she	had	set	off	on	her	Gap	Year.		

We	 walked	 over	 Magdalene	 Bridge	 and	 turned	 into	 the	 Botanic	 Gardens,	 a	

place	still	beautiful	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	few	flowers	were	in	bloom	and	those	

that	were	lay	hidden	beneath	a	canopy	of	snow.	The	place	possessed	the	iciness	

of	 Narnia,	 but	 the	 spring	 would	 certainly	 come	 and	 the	 dormant	 would	 once	

more	awaken	and	flourish.	At	the	centre	of	a	crossroads	of	grey	paths	bordered	

by	miniature	white	dunes	stood	a	stone	urn	rising	seven	feet	above	the	ground	

on	a	carved	plinth.	Frost	had	spread	over	it	like	lichen	across	a	statue	left	ignored	

in	a	jungle	or	rust	upon	a	metal	artefact	that	lay	unloved	on	the	seabed.	The	frost	

had	formed	a	delicate	mosaic	on	the	harsh	stone.	The	ice	and	its	dazzling	tracery	

would	soon	collapse	as	the	sun	warmed	the	fragile	lines	of	crystals	leaving	just	

the	barren	black	of	 the	granite	until	dusk,	when	 the	heat	was	 sucked	 from	 the	

day	and	the	moisture	and	the	chill	performed	their	magic	once	more.	

I	turned	from	the	urn	and	Judith	was	there,	her	face	inches	away	from	mine.	

Her	lips	pressed	against	mine.	Opening	my	eyes,	I	saw	her	long	lashes	so	close	to	

my	face	they	almost	touched	me,	and	for	just	a	few	moments,	I	could	have	been	

anywhere	in	the	universe.	

Walking	across	Christ	Church	meadow,	our	gloved	hands	interlinked,	we	saw	

families	 playing	 in	 the	 snow	 and	 I	 remembered	 it	 was	 a	 Sunday,	 one	 of	 those	

dead	days	between	Christmas	and	New	Year.	Except	that	I	had	never	felt	so	alive,	

so	in	touch	with	reality	-	not	the	world	of	the	imagination	in	which	I	had	resided	

for	most	of	my	eighteen	years,	but	the	physical	world	one	could	touch	and	sense	

with	one’s	body.	Here	I	was,	atop	the	world,	part	of	it,	no	longer	in	the	deep	but	

fecund	substrata,	the	filigree	of	my	own	mind	in	which	abstractions	became	real	
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and	 reality	 slid	 into	 abstraction.	 This	was	 an	 entirely	 new	 existence	 for	me.	 I	

cared	for	Ethan,	but	that	was	different,	it	was	a	kinship;	ours	was	a	relationship	

constructed	 upon	 mutual	 respect,	 empathy,	 each	 of	 us	 finding	 in	 the	 other	 a	

compatible	soul	wandering	across	the	tundra	of	 isolation	which	our	minds	had	

once	forced	us	to	follow,	alone	and	blindfolded.	The	way	I	felt	about	Judith	was	

primal,	illogical,	not	at	all	a	subtle	instrument	with	which	one	could	peel	back	the	

fibres	of	 intellect.	 In	 its	 strength	 it	was	a	 sledgehammer,	 the	very	antithesis	of	

anything	cerebral.	It	was	all	intuition,	all	childlike,	innocent,	coruscating.			
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3.	

	

				By	 New	 Year’s	 Eve	 everyone	 had	 returned	 to	 the	 house	 on	 Divinity	 Road.	

Nothing	 had	 been	 agreed	 by	 anyone	 in	 advance,	 it	 just	 seemed	 they	 had	 each	

experienced	 enough	 of	 life	 back	 at	 their	 respective	 homes	 and	 with	 their	 old	

school	 friends,	 and	 wanted	 to	 be	 in	 East	 Oxford	with	 the	 ravenous	 electricity	

meter,	freezing	beds,	persistent	snow	and	ragged	cold.	

						At	noon,	we	had	a	house	meeting.	Judith	had	settled	into	the	room	vacated	by	

June	and	there	was	Jude;	Eric	looking	glassy-eyed	already;	Dave	Turner	in	shorts	

and	a	striped	rugby	top,	and	Jemima,	 looking	pretty,	 tan	and	 lithe.	Soon,	we	all	

learned	that	she	had	just	returned	First	Class	from	the	family	home	on	St.	Lucia.	

And	then	there	was	me,	changed,	uncharacteristically	ebullient.	

‘So	this	 is	 the	plan,’	 Jemima	announced.	 ‘It’s	New	Year’s	Eve.	We	could	go	to	

some	fucking	lame	party,	or	we	could	do	something	special	of	our	own.	I	suggest	

we	each	chip	in	twenty	quid	and	buy	some	really	yummy	food	from	the	Covered	

Market,	yah?	We	get	gallons	of	champers	and	it’ll	be	black	tie	and	cocktail	frocks.	

We	 each	 invite	 a	 friend	 and	we’ll	 have	 a	 bloody	marvellous	 din-dins	 in	 Jude’s	

room.’	

‘Why	mine?’	

‘Because	it’s	the	biggest,	you	idiot,’	Jemima	replied.	

‘A	fine	way	to	persuade	me,	Jem!	But	all	right,	I’m	in.’	

By	eight	pm	the	house	was	still	strangely	quiet.	We	gathered	in	Jude’s	room.	It	

had	been	decked	out	with	Christmas	decorations	and	silver	foil	constructions.	A	

table	big	enough	for	the	gathering	had	been	constructed	from	three	desks	and	a	

decorator’s	 table	 found	 in	 the	 garage,	 the	 whole	 arrangement	 covered	 with	 a	

collection	 of	 sheets.	 There	 were	 eleven	 diners	 and	 we	 all	 looked	 beautiful,	 as	

only	 eighteen-year-olds	 can.	 	 I	 had	 borrowed	 a	 dinner	 suit	 from	 one	 of	 Dave	

Turner’s	friends.	It	was	too	big	for	me,	but	it	did	not	matter.	Judith	looked	like	a	

model,	her	hair	up,	her	 full	lips	a	dark	red,	her	dress,	an	altered	version	of	her	

school	 graduation	 gown,	 clung	 to	 her	 like	 a	 second	 skin,	 and	 in	 the	 low	

candlelight	that	concealed	the	unsavoury	stains	in	Jude’s	wallpaper	and	the	burn	

marks	in	the	carpet,	she	seemed	to	glow	with	a	beauty	that	took	my	breath	away.	
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I	had	known	pleasant	family	gatherings,	but	none	I	could	remember	since	my	

mother’s	death.	They	had	often	ended	with	arguments	about	religion	or	politics	

invariably	started	by	my	belligerent-when-drunk	Uncle	Jim,	but	this	was	entirely	

different;	like	a	gathering	of	glamorous	alien	beings.	

I	drank	little;	I	wanted	to	soak	in	the	moment,	savour	it,	subject	each	second	

to	memory,	unsullied.	The	 food	was	a	deliberately	eclectic	mix:	 curry	 from	 the	

local	ethnic	outlet,	turkey	and	brussel	sprouts	for	ironic	value,	quails	eggs	from	

Jemima,	all	followed	by	jelly	and	ice-cream.		

‘According	to	Cecil	B.	Hartley’s	The	Gentleman’s	Book	of	Etiquette	published	in	

1860,	 a	 gentleman	 should	 only	 undo	 his	 bowtie	 in	 his	 bedchamber	 with	 his	

valet,’	said	Jude.	‘But	my	personal	benchmark	and	one	handed	down	to	me	by	my	

father	 is	 that	 it	 is	permissible	 after	 ten-thirty;	 a	 custom	 endorsed	 by	 no	 less	 a	

figure	than	Mr.	James	Bond.’	He	consulted	his	watch,	glanced	at	the	other	males	

and	said,	 it	 is	now	ten	 forty-five,	gentlemen,	so	 I’m	volunteering	to	go	 first.’	He	

flicked	 his	 bowtie	 and	 let	 it	 fall.	 I	 followed	 him	 and	 then	 Eric.	 Dave,	 rather	

embarrassed,	unhooked	his.	

‘Oh,	no	gentleman	over	there,	I	see,’	Jude	chided.	

When	 the	 laughter	 subsided,	 Jemima	 said,	 ‘So	 tell	 us	 Judy	Baby.	What	 does	

Cecil	B.	Hartley’s	The	Gentleman’s	Book	of	Etiquette	published	in	1880	-.’	

‘1860.’	

‘1860,	 tell	us	about	the	manners	of	 leaving	slices	of	bread	to	mould	away	to	

nothing	in	the	kitchen?’	

‘Ah,’	 he	 responded	 immediately.	 ‘As	 you	 know,	 I’m	 reading	 History	 not	

Biochemistry	as	was	pointed	out	to	me	when	the	offending	item	began	to	cause	

concern.	 The	 explanation	 for	 it	 may	 now	 be	 revealed.	 As	 an	 historian,	 I’m	

planning	 a	 new	 edition	 of	 Cecil	 B.	 Hartley’s	The	Gentleman’s	 Book	 of	 Etiquette	

published	in	1860	in	which	there	will	be	a	sympathetic	section	on	the	merits	of	

leaving	mouldy	bread	in	the	kitchen.’	

At	 eleven,	 we	 broke	 out	 the	 cigars	 and	 brandy	 and	 it	 would	 have	 been	 the	

point	 at	 which,	 in	 times	 long-gone,	 the	 ladies	 retired	 to	 the	 drawing-room	 to	

gossip,	 leaving	 the	men	 to	 smoke	 and	 drink	 and	 to	 exchange	 bawdy	 tales	 and	

argue	 politics.	 But	 it	 was	 Judith	 who	 produced	 the	 bottle	 of	 twelve-year-old	

Courvoisier	as	a	special	contribution	to	the	party	and	then	Jemima	slipped	away	



	 50	

to	her	room	to	return	with	a	box	of	Sancho	Panza	Cuban	Cigars	that	had	come	via	

St.	Lucia.	

Of	 course,	 it	 was	 another	 first	 for	 me.	 I	 had	 never	 smoked	 a	 cigar,	 never	

sampled	 expensive	 brandy.	 It	 slipped	 down	my	 throat	 like	 honeyed	 lava	 and	 I	

watched	carefully	how	the	others	smoked	their	cigars	before	allowing	my	own	to	

be	lit.	One	did	not	inhale	and	one	let	the	ash	remain	on	the	unburned	stump	for	

as	 long	as	possible	before	 flicking	 it	 into	an	ashtray.	The	 cognac	was	sipped	 in	

miniscule	 quantities	 allowing	 oneself	 at	 least	 ten	 minutes	 to	 consume	 the	

quarter	inch	of	liquid	in	the	snifter.	It	was	as	I	relished	the	last	few	drops	of	the	

Courvoisier	there	came	the	discordant	jangle	of	the	doorbell.	

I	pulled	up	to	go	downstairs	to	see	who	would	be	calling	at	this	time,	but	I	was	

seated	at	 the	 far	end	 from	 the	door	 into	 Jude’s	 room.	 Jemima	slipped	back	her	

chair.	‘I	shall	go,’	she	said	and	stood	rather	unsteadily.	

The	the’s	Infected	was	playing	on	Jude’s	stereo,	so	no	one	heard	what	was	said	

downstairs,	nor	as	Jemima	and	the	new	arrival	ascended	the	two	flights	of	stairs;	

but	just	as	the	record	finished	and	the	room	fell	silent,	the	door	opened,	Jemima	

came	in	followed	by	Ethan	in	his	thick	winter	coat,	collar	turned	up,	fresh	snow	

on	 his	 shoulders,	 his	 face	 pale	 in	 the	 candlelight.	 I	 stood	 and	 our	 eyes	 met.	

‘Ethan.’	

He	produced	a	thin	smile	and	gazed	around	the	room,	a	little	confused.	I	was	

aware	of	 Judith	studying	my	 face	and	 then	 turning	 to	 consider	Ethan’s.	 ‘Would	

anyone	mind	if	my	friend	joined	us?’	I	asked.	

‘No,	really,	it’s	okay,	I	mustn’t	intrude,’	Ethan	protested.	

‘It’s	no	intrusion,	Ethan,’	Jemima	said.		

‘Simon,	I	just	wondered	if	I	might	have	a	quick	word?’	

‘Of	course.’	Dave	and	Eric	pulled	in	their	chairs	and	I	slipped	around	the	table.		

	

‘You	seem	to	relish	dramatic	arrivals	and	departures,’	I	said	with	no	discernible	

emotion	in	my	voice	as	I	sat	on	the	edge	of	my	bed	and	Ethan	pulled	off	his	coat	

and	lowered	himself	into	my	one	tatty	armchair.	

‘You’re	actually	not	the	first	to	mention	that.	An	annoying	habit	so	I’m	told.’		

An	 uncomfortable	 silence	was	 relieved	 only	 by	 the	 distant	 rumble	 of	music	

from	downstairs.	
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‘Did	 you	 spend	 Christmas	 on	 St.	 Lucia	 too?’	 Ethan	 said	with	 a	 comedically-

perfect	blank	expression.	

‘What?’	

‘It	 was	 all	 your	 Sloaney	 friend,	 Jemima	 could	 talk	 about	 from	 front	 door	 to	

Jude’s	room.’	

‘Sounds	about	right!	So,	you	going	to	tell	me	why	you’re	here?	Why	you	left	so	

abruptly?	I	take	it	you	went	home?’	

‘I	did,	and	I	made	my	parents	more	miserable	than	I’ve	ever	known	them	to	

be.	That’s	partly	why	I	came	back	so	early.	It	was	the	Stockhausen	music,	Simon,	

Hymnen.’	

‘I	sort	of	got	that	at	the	time,’	I	responded.	‘But	it	took	me	a	while	to	work	out	

what	the	problem	had	been.’	

‘But	you	did?’	

‘Of	course.	Hymnen	is	amorphous	and	you	hate	that	very	concept.’	

‘You’re	both	right	and	wrong.’	

‘Oh?’	

‘I	left	because	I	had	a	sort	of	brain	freeze.	That	sounds	pathetic,	I	know,	but	it’s	

the	 only	 way	 I	 can	 describe	 it.	 And	 it’s	 not	 simply	 a	 matter	 of	me	 hating	 the	

notion	 of	 amorphousness.	 It’s	 that	 it	 cannot	 be	 allowed,	 there	 can	 be	 no	 such	

thing,	 or	 else	my	 entire	 intellectual	 vision,	 the	 construct	 in	my	 head	 I	 call	 the	

universe,	cannot	operate.’	

‘Unless	randomness,	amorphousness	is	part	of	it	all?’	

‘It’s	not,	Simon,	believe	me.	Eventually	I	came	to	understand	how	Hymnen	and	

many	other	seemingly	amorphous	art	forms	fit	into	the	scheme	of	things.	In	spite	

of	initial	appearances,	such	art	is	not	random,	even	if	Stockhausen	or	any	other	

avant	 garde	 artist	 intends	 their	 work	 to	 be	 so;	 even	 if	 that’s	 what	 they	 are	

deliberately	trying	to	achieve.	It’s	just	that	the	apparent	randomness	we	hear	or	

see	 is	 just	 that;	 it’s	apparent.	 There	 is	 no	 such	 thing	 as	 chaos,	 its	 just	 complex	

order,	order	that	doesn’t	seem	ordered.	Look,	I’ve	seen	Jackson	Pollocks,	André	

Massons,	 tried	to	read	Finnegan’s	Wake,	but	 I’ve	always	assumed	-	no	-	known,	

that	what	may	seem	chaotic	maintains	a	level	of	order.	But	Stockhausen?	What	he	

was	doing	just	did	not	compute!	At	first	-.’	
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‘Okay,	I	can	accept	that.	I	don’t	know	how	it	can	be	proven	or	disproven,	but	

it’s	an	interesting	proposition.’	

‘It’s	more	than	a	proposition.’	

‘You’re	sounding	a	little	crazy,	Ethan.’	

‘No,	not	crazy;	evangelical.	I	owe	you	a	huge	thanks.’	

‘Me?’	

‘Yes,	 for	 two	 reasons.	 First,	 what	 appeared	 to	 be	 a	 thoroughly	 mundane	

experience	-	you	playing	me	some	music	-	has	affected	my	thinking	profoundly.	It	

has	 made	me	 realise	 more	 than	 ever	 how	mathematics	 is	 everything	 to	 me.	 I	

don’t	believe	 in	God	and	I	refuse	to	use	the	words	mathematics	and	religion	 in	

the	 same	 sentence,	 but	 what	 I	 can	 say	 with	 absolute	 certainty	 is	 that	

mathematics	is	the	only	thing	that	needs	to	be	understood,	that	it	holds	the	key	

to	 comprehending	who	we	are,	what	we	are,	where	we	are	going	and	actually,	

most	controversially	perhaps,	why	we	exist!’	

‘And	the	second	reason	for	thanking	me?’	

‘Oh,	that’s	far	less	important.	It’s	what	I	was	talking	about	earlier,	the	fact	that	

there	is	no	such	thing	as	randomness.	I	 like	to	call	it	Langley’s	theorem.	Modest	

of	me,	no?’	

‘Why	not	the	Langley,	Mailer,	Stockhausen	Conclusion?’		

‘All	right.	I’m	not	greedy	with	my	claims	to	priority.’	

We	both	laughed	and	I	said.	‘I	missed	you.’	

‘I’m	glad.	I	would	have	missed	you	if	I	hadn’t	been	quite	so	preoccupied.’	

‘Something	has	happened	to	me,	Ethan.	Something	amazing.’	

I	 told	 him	 about	 Judith;	 how	 we	met,	 how	 our	 relationship	 just	 seemed	 to	

ignite.	 I	 touched	on	how	 I	 felt	 about	her,	but	 could	not	bring	myself	 to	say	 too	

much	to	him.	It	was	just	not	in	my	nature	to	talk	about	feelings	and	I	knew	it	was	

not	in	Ethan’s	to	probe	nor	even	to	want	to	hear	the	intimacies.		

‘It	 sounds	 awfully	 serious	 considering	 you’ve	 only	 known	 her	 a	 few	 days,	

Simon.’	

‘I	 guess	 it	must	 appear	 that	way.	 But	 it	 feels	 right,	 and	 I	 believe	 that	when	

something	feels	right	then	it	is	right.’	

‘You’re	either	a	romantic	fool	or	a	very	confident	judge	of	character.’		
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I	could	no	more	describe	how	Judith	made	me	feel	than	to	articulate	the	pain	I	

experienced	when	I	was	told	of	my	mother’s	death.	Nor	could	I	be	sure	how	my	

friend	 would	 react	 even	 if	 I	 could.	 After	 the	 way	 Ethan	 had	 responded	 so	

powerfully	 to	 the	 music	 of	 Stockhausen	 and	 the	 challenge	 to	 mathematics	 it	

appeared	to	represent,	I	could	not	help	but	wonder	whether	I	really	knew	him	at	

all.	And	so	I	was	surprised	and	happy	when	Ethan	smiled,	shook	his	head	slowly,	

came	 across	 the	 room	 to	 sit	 next	 to	me	 on	 the	 bed	 and	 put	 an	 arm	 about	my	

shoulder.	 ‘I	take	it	Judith	is	downstairs.	The	stunningly	beautiful	girl	who	looks	

just	like	you	but	in	a	dress?	I’m	happy	for	you.’	

I	gave	him	a	startled	look	and	then	laughed.	The	door	to	the	room	opened	and	

Judith	was	staring	at	us.	‘We’ve	made	a	group	decision,’	she	said.	

‘Oh?’	

‘We’re	all	going	to	South	Park	to	see	in	1987.	Come	on.’		

	

~	

	

We	 could	 hear	 the	 sound	of	 revellers	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 front	 door	was	opened.	 I	

handed	Ethan	a	half-full	bottle	of	Moët	as	we	walked	out.	 ‘Here,’	 I	said.	 ‘I	 think	

you’d	better	do	some	catching	up.’	

The	 profound	 cold	hit	 us	hard,	 and	 although	 the	 ice	 had	 thawed	during	 the	

day	it	had	refrozen	as	the	temperature	plummeted.	We	were	all	wrapped	up	in	

thick	 overcoats,	 scarves	 and	 hats	 over	 our	 dinner	 suits	 and	 cocktail	 dresses.	

Delicate	dinner-party	footwear	had	been	replaced	with	sturdy	boots.	

South	 Park,	 an	 expanse	 of	 acre	 upon	 acre	 of	 snow-laden	 grass	 and	 gently	

rising	hillocks	topped	with	elms	and	oaks	lay	close	to	the	centre	of	the	city	and	

its	eastern	border	ran	no	more	than	a	few	hundred	yards	from	the	house,	where	

Divinity	Road	met	Warneford	Lane.	The	Warneford	Psychiatric	Hospital	stood	at	

the	 junction,	 its	 imposing	dark	stone	excavated	 from	Headington	Quarry	cast	a	

foreboding	shadow	over	 the	 snowy	pavements	 lit	by	a	 full	moon	and	 the	glow	

from	nearby	houses.	On	the	far	side	of	South	Park,	almost	half	a	mile	away	as	the	

crow	flies,	stood	Headington	Hill	and	close	to	that,	Cheney	Halls	of	Residence.	

There	were	surprisingly	few	people	about	in	the	park.	Perhaps,	I	mused,	only	

a	few	were	crazy	enough	to	be	out	now	in	this	weather.	We	reached	a	hundred	
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yards	into	the	almost	flawless	white	snow	so	flat	and	uniform	it	looked	as	though	

a	steam	roller	had	powered	over	the	ground	throughout	the	day.	We	started	to	

run,	and	Jude	began	a	befuddled	snowball	fight	which	quickly	degenerated	into	

hilariously	 inaccurate	 throwing	 and	 plenty	 of	 ham	 acting	 at	 playing	 dead	 as	 a	

snowball	occasionally	found	its	intended	target.	

Ethan	and	I	soon	tired	of	the	game	and	we	sat	close	together	on	a	slope	a	few	

yards	 from	 the	 action,	 receiving	 a	 stray	 icy	 projectile	 every	 few	moments	 and	

sending	our	own	ill-aimed	responses	into	the	gang	now	half-covered	with	snow,	

giggling	 drunkenly.	 I	 had	 a	 hipflask	of	 brandy,	which	 I	 claimed	was	 purely	 for	

medicinal	 purposes	 and	 a	 source	 of	 inner	 warmth.	 Ethan	 had	 downed	 the	

champagne	I	had	given	him	and	had	found	another	partially	filled	one	left	in	the	

snow	by	one	of	the	others.	We	were	silent	for	a	long	time,	just	soaking	it	all	up.	

‘You	know,’	 I	said,	 slowly,	 carefully.	 ‘I	 could	never	have	 imagined	anything	 like	

this	happening	to	me.	 It’s	still	a	wonderful	dreamland,	alien,	but	beautifully	so.	

Actually,	 it’s	becoming	 less	alien	each	day.	 I	seem	to	be	growing	accustomed	to	

what	was	once	so	extraordinary.’	

‘I	don’t	quite	follow.’	

‘This.	 This	 beautiful	 scene.	 Look	 at	 the	 city,	 the	 lights	 reflecting	 off	 the	

Radcliffe	Camera,	 the	 spires	of	Magdalen	and	Christ	Church,	 the	gorgeous	 little	

houses	all	lit	up	in	the	foreground	there.	And	these	people.’	I	waved	a	hand	at	the	

ten	youths	frolicking	in	the	snow.	I	hardly	know	most	of	them,	but	I’m	accepted	

by	them;	and	then	there’s	Judith.’	

‘Why	shouldn’t	they	accept	you,	Simon?	I	don’t	get	you	tonight.	You	must	have	

drunk	 more	 than	 me.	 I’d	 better	 get	 a	 move	 on.’	 And	 he	 took	 a	 great	 gulp	 of	

champagne	that	bubbled	up	and	fizzled	through	his	lips	and	down	his	front.	

‘I	never	imagined	I	could	ever	feel	like	I	belonged	here.’	

‘What	the	fuck,	Simon!’	

‘I	feel	really	bad	about	lying	to	you.’	

Ethan	 gave	 me	 a	 sidelong	 glance,	 took	 another	 swig	 and	 swallowed	 before	

offering	 me	 his	 complete	 attention,	 his	 eyes	 wide	 in	 the	 moonlight,	 filled	

suddenly	with	what?	Fear?	Confusion?	Amusement?	

‘I	lied	about	my	past.’	I	thrust	the	hipflask	of	brandy	so	hard	into	my	mouth	I	

hit	 my	 teeth	 sending	 a	 spasm	 of	 pain	 across	 my	 jaw.	 ‘My	 father	 is	 not	 an	
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accountant	 in	 the	 city	or	anywhere.	He	 left	 school	 at	 fourteen	and	works	part-

time	as	a	petrol	pump	attendant.	He	used	 to	be	 a	 coalman.	My	mother’s	name	

isn’t	Jasmine.	It	was	Mavis	and	she	isn’t	an	accomplished	photographer,	she	was	

a	school-dinner	lady	who	died	when	I	was	seven.	I	have	no	sister	Agnes.’	

The	only	sound	came	from	the	others.	Ethan	lifted	the	Moët	bottle	to	his	lips.	

‘Why?’		

‘Why	what?’	

‘Why	make	up	a	story?’	

‘I	would	have	thought	that	was	fucking	obvious.’	

‘You	are	ashamed	of	where	you’re	 from,	ashamed	of	your	 family,	 your	past.	

That’s	crazy,	Simon.	You	are	not	your	family;	you	are	not	your	past.	Some	of	the	

most	brilliant	people	 in	history	have	come	from	humble	beginnings	-	Leonardo	

da	Vinci,	 Charles	Dickens,	 Charlie	 Chaplin.	 You	 are	 you,	 and	 you	 are	 a	marvel.	

Honestly!	 You’ve	 met	 some	 of	 the	 fuckwits	 here	 who	 come	 from	 some	 of	 the	

wealthiest,	most	respected	families	in	the	country.	But	Simon,	why	spin	a	web	of	

lies	for	me?’	

‘I	hardly	knew	you,	Ethan.	And	I	am	sorry.’	

‘You	don’t	need	to	apologise.	I	wouldn’t	care	if	you’d	been	in	a	Borstal.	You	are	

very	 special,	 my	 friend.	 And,	 in	 my	 eyes	 you	 now	 appear	 even	 more	

extraordinary.	 I	 have	 loved	 your	 mind	 from	 that	 first	 day	 in	 Grossman’s	

introductory	lecture.	I	saw	you	working	on	The	Times	crossword	and	the	puzzle	

book	 while	 initiating	 an	 Oxford	 don	 into	 the	 finer	 points	 of	 a	 mathematical	

technique	 he	 had	 never	 even	 heard	 of.	 And	 your	 musicianship	 is	 astounding.	

Furthermore,	I’m	sure	there’s	plenty	else	there	I	know	nothing	about.	You’re	like	

a	Russian	doll,	layer	upon	layer.	I	truly	believe	you	are	not	even	aware	of	some	of	

those	 layers	yourself.	Why	should	I	give	a	 flying	 fuck	what	your	 father	does	or	

whether	your	mother’s	name	was	Mavis	or	Jasmine?’	

I	closed	my	eyes.	‘I’m	so	relieved.	So	glad	to	get	the	burden	off	my	shoulders.’	

‘Hang	 on	 though,’	 Ethan	 said.	 ‘I’m	 not	 letting	 you	 off	 the	 hook	 that	 easily.	 I	

wish	you	hadn’t	lied.	I	wish	you	could	have	trusted	me	to	not	care	about	all	that	

crap.	I	love	you,	Simon.	No	more	lies	from	now	on.	Okay?	No	more	pretence.’	He	

emptied	the	last	of	the	champagne.	‘Promise	me?’	

‘I	promise.’	
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Eric	clambered	up	to	us	with	a	fat	joint	in	his	gloved	hand.	‘You	two	look	like	

you’re	 having	 a	 very	 serious	 conversation.	 It’s	 1987.	 No	 more	 heavy	 talk.’	 He	

lowered	himself	between	us	and	handed	the	joint	to	me.	I	drew	the	cannabis	and	

tobacco	into	my	lungs	and	felt	the	immediate	rush	before	passing	it	back	to	Eric	

who	 offered	 it	 to	 Ethan	 sitting	 on	 his	 left.	 Ethan	 shook	 his	 head.	 ‘Not	 for	me,	

thanks.’	Eric	shrugged,	took	a	drag	and	slipped	it	into	my	hand	before	pulling	up	

rather	unsteadily.	‘Finish	it,‘	he	said,	slipped	on	to	his	backside	and	slid	down	the	

slope	laughing	loudly,	legs	akimbo.	

I	 gave	 the	 brandy	 to	 Ethan	 before	 laying	 back	 in	 the	 snow	 watching	 the	

plumes	of	smoke	rise	up	 into	the	starry	night	to	circle	 the	moon	 like	an	Apollo	

command	module.	The	stars	seemed	to	merge,	their	light	forming	a	web	woven	

by	 a	 giant	 spider	 sitting	 enigmatically	 out	 of	 view.	 And	 as	 I	 slipped	 into	

unconsciousness,	Ethan	sat	beside	me	for	a	while	watching	the	party	at	the	foot	

of	 the	 slope.	 Almost	 four	months	were	 to	 pass	 before	 he	 told	me	 how	 he	 had	

spotted	Judith	and	Jude	collide,	roll	in	the	snow	and	start	to	kiss.	
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4.	

	

				In	my	dream,	 I	am	seven.	 It	 is	my	birthday,	a	Sunday.	 I	come	downstairs	and	

there	stands	the	bike	I	had	always	wanted;	Mum	and	Dad	look	proud,	loving,	just	

how	I	always	want	to	remember	them.	I	take	a	mental	Polaroid.	Mum	kisses	me,	

my	hand	is	pumped	by	Dad	and	we	have	cake	and	chocolate	for	breakfast.	For	a	

seven-year-old,	it	is	Heaven,	and	it	comes	just	eight	months	before	the	Hell;	the	

morning	my	father	led	me	into	the	bedroom	where	Mum	lay	still,	chill,	her	face	

and	 neck	 and	 shoulders	 bleached	 white.	 In	 her	 dead	 left	 hand	 she	 held	 a	

photograph	of	dad	and	me.		

	

~	

	

I	awoke	in	a	sweat,	alone	in	my	bed	in	the	attic	room.	Judith	was	downstairs	just	

a	few	feet	beneath	where	I	lay.	Light	streamed	in	through	the	window	in	the	roof.	

The	first	half	of	Hilary	Term	had	flown	by.	The	weather	had	changed,	February	

was	now	but	a	memory	and	the	earthy	warmth	of	March	had	thawed	Oxford,	the	

crocuses	 had	 begun	 to	 appear	 in	 Christ	 Church	 Meadow	 and	 the	 deer	 in	

Magdalen	 Park	 were	 growing	 amorous.	 In	 the	 larger	 world,	 Chinese	 student	

unrest	was	growing,	AIDS	was	really	hitting	the	news,	Beirut	was	exploding	into	

violence	and	Andy	Warhol	had	died	in	the	most	unexpected	and	least	glamorous	

way	possible.	

Judith	and	 I	had	 spent	a	great	deal	of	 time	 in	each	other’s	 company,	but	we	

seemed	 never	 to	 tire	 of	 it	 even	 as	we	 did	 the	most	mundane	 things	 together;	

shopping	at	Tesco	on	Cowley	Road,	taking	bin-liners	filled	with	dirty	washing	to	

the	 laundrette	 down	 the	 road,	 scouring	 the	 Indian	 grocery	 shops	 for	 bargains,	

getting	tipsy	cheaply	at	High	Table.	

And	what	of	 the	three	of	us?	Ethan	readily	accepted	Judith,	but,	although	he	

could	 say	 nothing	 about	 it	 to	 me	 at	 the	 time,	 I	 later	 learned	 that	 he	 had	 his	

concerns.	She	may	have	professed	strong	emotions	for	me,	and	Ethan	had	little	

doubt	she	did	care,	but	he	also	knew	she	would	not	stay	around	for	long.	

The	 day	 my	 life	 began	 to	 change	 dramatically	 was	 soon	 after	 the	 start	 of	

Trinity	term,	25th	April	1987,	the	day	after	I	had	dreamed	of	my	seventh	birthday	
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and	 the	 joy	 I	 had	 felt	 so	many	 years	 ago.	 It	was	 a	 day	 that	was	 to	 become	 as	

memorable	as	deeply	as	the	morning	of	my	mother’s	death.		

I	 saw	 Judith	only	 fleetingly	at	 about	8.30.	 She	was	dashing	 to	a	nine	o’clock	

lecture	and	we	stood	together	 for	a	moment	at	 the	 front	door	of	 the	house,	 the	

sun	 streaming	 into	 the	hall.	We	hugged	 and	 kissed	 briefly.	 ‘Gotta	go,’	 she	 said,	

unlocked	her	 bike	where	 it	 stood	 against	 the	 front	wall	 of	 the	 house,	 pulled	 it	

onto	 the	 road	 close	 to	 the	 kerb	 and	 waved	 as	 she	 found	 the	 pedals	 and	

accelerated	away	down	towards	Cowley	Road.	

I	met	Ethan	at	the	Covered	Market,	arriving	late	because	I	had	decided	to	walk	

and	 mistimed	 it.	 I	 could	 not	 stop	 wondering	 about	 my	 dream.	 It	 was	 not	 an	

anniversary	 of	 anything;	 my	 birthday	 was	 in	 September,	 but	 tendrils	 of	 the	

dream	 remained	 vivid;	 the	 shiny	 chrome	 of	my	 bicycle	 and	 the	 soft,	malleable	

plastic	 of	 the	 saddle.	 My	 father	 had	 played	 one	 of	 his	 favourites	 on	 the	

gramophone,	Acker	Bilk’s	Stranger	On	the	Shore,	oblivious	to	the	fact	that	his	son	

didn’t	much	care	for	the	tune.	Mum	had	looked	gaunt	and	tired.	At	the	time,	I	had	

no	idea	why	this	should	be	so,	and	in	fact,	I	had	only	begun	to	learn	the	truth	of	it	

at	the	gathering	Dad	had	organised	after	Mum’s	funeral.	Albert	had	invited	back	

some	close	friends	and	uncles	and	aunts,	and	had	set	out	some	bowls	of	Smith’s	

salt	 ‘n’	 vinegar	 crisps	and	a	plate	of	sweaty	 cubes	of	 cheddar	 cheese	placed	on	

the	 Formica	 coffee	 table	 between	 the	 TV	 and	 the	 settee.	 I	 had	 overheard	 the	

grown-ups	 talking	 of	 ‘cancer’	 in	 hushed	 tones	 and	 then	 clamming	 up	 as	 I	 had	

approached	them	offering	around	After	Eight	mints	straight	from	the	box.	

‘Dreams	 are	 just	 a	 way	 the	 mind	 processes	 stuff,’	 Ethan	 said	 as	 I	 told	 him	

about	the	cloying	fragments	from	the	previous	night.	

‘I	 know	 that.	 I	 just	don’t	understand	why	 I	 should	dream	 it	now	and	why	 it	

insists	upon	hanging	over	me.’	

Ethan	 shrugged.	 ‘Who	 can	 explain	 the	 mysteries	 of	 the	 mind!’	 he	 said	 in	 a	

mock	 conjurer’s	 voice	while	wriggling	his	 fingers	 in	 front	of	my	 face.	We	 both	

laughed	and	I	ordered	a	third	coffee.	

‘Easy,	old	boy,’	Ethan	said,	 ‘You	won’t	last	five	minutes	in	Grossman’s	lecture	

without	having	to	take	a	tinkle!’	

‘I’ll	risk	it.’	
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We	 left	 the	 café	 and	wandered	 along	 a	 narrow	 laneway	 between	 stalls	 and	

craft	shops,	past	an	old	bookshop,	Turners.	Next	 to	 that	 there	was	a	 florist	and	

across	the	aisle,	a	butcher	shop.	The	carcasses	of	two	disembowelled	sheep	hung	

from	 meat	 hooks	 alongside	 a	 quartet	 of	 chickens	 with	 spikes	 through	 their	

scrawny,	 feather-stripped	necks.	The	blend	of	chrysanthemum	scent	and	blood	

was	nauseating	 for	a	 few	moments,	but	 then	we	were	passing	a	 fragrant	sweet	

shop	and	a	tea-room.	On	its	south-side,	the	part	of	the	market	closest	to	the	High	

Street,	we	came	 to	a	small	 stall	selling	handcrafted	 jewellery.	 I	 slowed,	my	eye	

caught	by	a	delicate	silver	chain	bearing	a	roughly-cut	but	intensely	bright	piece	

of	amethyst.	I	stopped	and	Ethan	walked	on	a	couple	of	paces	before	realizing	he	

had	 left	 me	 behind	 and	 turned	 back.	 ‘Pretty,’	 he	 said.	 ‘If	 you	 like	 that	 sort	 of	

thing.’	

‘How	much?’	 I	 asked	 the	 stallholder,	 a	 young	 woman	 with	 long	 dreadlocks	

who	 smelled	 of	 patchouli.	 She	 had	 a	 large	 mouth,	 emerald	 eyes	 and	 a	 nose	

piercing.	Taking	the	piece,	she	found	a	tiny	price	tag.	

‘Oh,	didn’t	see	that,’	I	said.	

The	girl	gave	me	a	sweet	smile.	‘Eleven-fifty.’	

I	heard	Ethan	exhale	loudly,	but	ignored	him.	

‘Any	give	on	that	price?’	

‘’fraid	not,’	the	girl	said.	‘Already	reduced	it	from	fifteen.’		

‘Okay,	I’ll	take	it.	Do	you	have	a	box	for	it?’	

The	 girl	 ducked	 under	 the	 front	 display	 table	 and	 emerged	 a	 few	moments	

later	with	 a	 small	 cardboard	 box	 and	 a	 square	 of	 cotton	wool.	 She	 placed	 the	

necklace	 in	 the	 box,	 sealed	 down	 the	 lid	with	 sellotape	 from	 a	 chipped	 green	

metal	dispenser	near	the	till	and	slipped	it	into	a	bag.			

‘Mad!’	Ethan	said	as	we	walked	away	from	the	stall.	

‘Madness	 is	an	entirely	relative	concept.	What	do	you	calibrate	 it	against,	or	

compare	it	with?’	

Ethan	began	to	answer.	

‘I’m	joking,	Ethan,	don’t	start!’		

The	 lecture	 passed	 with	 neither	 Ethan	 nor	 I	 taking	 much	 notice.	 Forty-five	

minutes	later,	we	parted	at	the	doors.	A	group	of	a	dozen	or	so	choristers	from	

the	Magdalen	School,	boys	of	twelve	or	thirteen	in	white	smocks	over	their	black	
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and	red	school	blazers	were	being	led	by	a	grey-haired,	ruddy-faced	choirmaster	

along	 a	 path	 close	 to	 the	 quad	 heading	 for	 Magdalen	 Tower.	 For	 the	 next	 six	

weeks	 it	would	become	a	regular	sight	at	about	 this	 time	each	day	as	 the	choir	

rehearsed	Benjamin	Rogers’s	The	Hymnus	Eucharisticus	which	they	would	sing	to	

the	gathered	crowds	on	May	Day	morning,	a	tradition	that	stretched	back	at	least	

five	hundred	years.	We	watched	the	boys	as	they	trooped	away,	ducking	into	the	

cloisters.		

‘Have	to	see	the	Bursar	about	a	cleaning	bill,	of	all	things,’	Ethan	said.	‘You	free	

this	evening?	Or	have	you	arranged	something	special	with	the	lovely	Judith?’	

‘Nothing	planned.’	

‘Good.	The	Bear	it	is	then.	Seven?’	

It	began	to	rain.	Ethan	waved	and	slipped	into	a	passageway,	turned	a	corner	

and	was	gone.	I	watched	him	and	for	several	moments	continued	to	look	at	the	

corner	seeing	the	raindrops	fall	and	bounce	on	the	already	wet	path	skirting	the	

quad.	The	shower	rapidly	grew	into	a	downpour	as	I	walked	out	onto	The	High	

and	headed	east	towards	Magdalen	Bridge.			

I	 like	 the	 rain;	 the	 heavier,	 the	 better.	 It	 is	 only	 water	 after	 all.	 It	 dries,	

evaporates	back	into	the	air.	People	dashed	past,	umbrellas	aloft,	but	I	just	let	the	

water	hit	me	hard	in	the	face,	relishing	its	sting.	Each	impact	reassured	me	I	was	

alive,	my	nerves	working.	The	rain	ran	down	my	face	and	under	my	shirt	collar.	I	

soon	 began	 to	 feel	my	 clothes	 clinging	 to	me,	 and	 somehow	 the	water	 seeped	

into	my	shoes	and	wet	my	socks	and	my	feet.	

Everything	about	the	streets	looked	bedraggled	and	dreary	in	the	rain.	Here	in	

East	Oxford,	 the	other	side	of	 the	bridge,	 it	was	proudly	bohemian	but	a	rather	

dreary	 hotchpotch	 of	 buildings	 at	 the	 best	 of	 times,	 the	 not-so-pretty	 side	 of	

golden	Oxford.	 Little	more	 than	 half	 a	mile	 from	where	 the	 sandstone	 created	

updrafts	stretched	a	different	cityscape;	Indian	grocers,	health	food	stores,	pubs,	

an	Oxfam	 shop,	 the	 Jamaican	Eating	House	(‘Food-Poisoning	Central’,	we	 called	

it),	 and	 beyond	 that,	 the	 Private	 sex	 shop	 on	 the	 right,	 and	 the	 Penultimate	

Picture	 Palace	 cinema	 on	 the	 left.	 Side	 streets	 lined	 with	 terraced	 Victorian	

houses	radiated	north	and	south.	Most	of	these	homes	were	occupied	by	young	

professional	 couples	 without	 kids	 or	 they	 were	 six-to-a-house	 student	 rabbit	

hutches	 just	 like	my	place	on	Divinity	Road.	Then	a	 little	 further	on	there	were	
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three	curry	houses,	more	Asian	food	emporia,	and	incongruously,	a	ten-foot	high	

stone	wall	fronting	a	nunnery,	a	broad	gothic	building	surrounded	by	trees.	

The	 rain	kept	up	 its	 rhythm,	a	military	beat	of	water	on	 concrete,	water	on	

tarmac,	water	on	 cars	and	roofs	and	prams;	water	on	hats	and	umbrellas;	 rain	

dripping	from	shiny	awnings	suspended	over	crates	of	fruit	and	vegetables.	Rain	

splashed	into	the	gutters	and	down	drains	in	great	slurries;	water	from	the	dank	

sky	hit	my	bare	skin,	stinging	it	and	making	me	feel	all	was	well.	

The	house	was	quiet.	I	took	the	stairs	three	at	a	time	and	went	straight	to	my	

room.	I	knew	Judith	would	not	be	back	until	midday.	I	stripped	naked,	dried	my	

hair	and	body	with	a	towel	I	had	used	the	night	before	and	had	left	to	dry	over	a	

chair.	Rummaging	in	the	pocket	of	my	coat	crumpled	upon	the	bed,	I	found	the	

gift.	The	paper	bag	was	soaked	and	useless,	but	inside,	the	box	was	fine.	I	 lifted	

the	lid	and	checked	the	necklace.	I	thought	it	looked	great	and	I	knew	that	Judith	

would	love	it.	

Pulling	 on	 some	 jeans	 and	 a	 sweatshirt	 and	my	 1960s	 jumble	 sale	 Chelsea	

boots,	I	picked	up	the	box	with	the	necklace	where	I	had	placed	it	on	the	bed	next	

to	the	sodden	bag,	and	in	a	flash	I	knew	what	I	would	do.	I	found	a	sheet	of	paper	

and	wrote	on	 it:	 ‘Darling	 Judith,	 I	 saw	 this	 and	 thought	of	 you.	 x.’	Stepping	out	

onto	the	landing,	I	took	the	stairs	slowly	to	the	middle	floor	and	eased	open	the	

door	to	Judith’s	room.	

She	was	on	top,	naked,	rising	and	falling,	her	face	to	the	door,	her	eyes	closed.	

A	 floorboard	 creaked	 and	 she	 opened	 her	 eyes.	 From	 the	 corner	 of	my	 eye,	 I	

could	 see	 myself	 in	 a	 mirror.	 I	 was	 holding	 something	 in	 my	 hand,	 my	 eyes	

unblinking,	watery,	 lips	slightly	parted.	 Judith	threw	herself	off	 Jude,	who	for	a	

moment	 did	 not	understand	what	was	happening.	 Pulling	 the	 quilt	over	 them,	

she	emitted	a	tiny	scream.		
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5.	

	

In	my	memory,	what	happened	during	 the	hours	after	 I	walked	 in	on	 Judith	

and	 Jude	 is	 hyper-real.	 It’s	 said	 that	 at	 least	 ninety-five	 percent	 of	 what	 we	

absorb	from	our	senses	is	filtered	out.	But	this	is	not	always	the	case.	My	life	was	

dissolving	like	a	tablet	in	water.	I	seemed	to	be	awake	to	everything.		

I	backed	out	of	Judith’s	room	noticing	the	worn	brass	handle.	Then	I	observed	

how	the	tatty,	narrow	hall	carpet	with	a	pattern	of	Fleur	de	Lis	and	faded	pink	

trim	was	no	longer	perfectly	straight.	Out	in	the	garden,	the	rain	had	stopped	but	

everything	was	wet,	each	blade	of	grass	coated	in	a	varnish	of	water;	the	soil	of	

the	narrow	borders	running	in	parallel	ribbons	beside	the	lawn	were	dark	with	

water,	almost	black,	the	colour	of	Judith’s	eyes,	the	colour	of	my	eyes.	During	the	

recent	thaw,	a	drainpipe	at	the	back	of	the	house	running	alongside	the	kitchen	

window	had	broken	at	a	join.	The	rust	and	the	expansion	and	the	contraction	had	

finally	 prised	 open	 a	 fault	 and	 now	 water	 from	 the	 gutters	 ran	 in	 a	 slender	

curtain	splashing	onto	a	strip	of	discoloured	concrete,	green	with	algae	close	to	

the	kitchen	wall.	

‘Simon?’	 I	 felt	her	hand	on	my	back	a	 fraction	of	 a	 second	after	hearing	her	

voice.	 I	 was	 standing	 close	 to	 the	 rear	 of	 the	 garden	 looking	 down	 at	 the	 soil	

there.	 It	 was	 the	 patch	 where	 the	 snowdrops	 had	 grown	 at	 Christmas	 time.	 I	

heard	her,	felt	her	touch,	but	I	could	not	speak,	could	not	move.	‘Simon?’	

I	turned,	but	could	no	make	eye	contact.	I	felt	a	terrible	impulse	to	hit	her	hard	

in	the	face.	At	that	moment,	I	wanted,	more	than	anything	I	had	ever	desired,	to	

hurt	 her,	 to	 wreak	 a	 revenge	 she	 would	 feel,	 to	 use	 my	 animal	 power,	 my	

strength.	 I	walked	past	her.	She	made	a	grab	 for	my	arm,	but	only	managed	to	

touch	my	sleeve	so	that	 I	barely	 felt	 it.	 I	ran	up	the	stairs	 to	my	room,	shut	 the	

door	with	a	strange,	quiet	gentleness	and	locked	it.	Then	I	threw	myself	on	to	the	

bed	and	wept.	

The	 emotional	 chaos	 manifested	 as	 a	 physical	 pain.	 Not	 a	 hurt	 confined	 to	

some	specific	section	of	my	brain,	but	an	agony	that	ran	through	my	whole	body.	

It	was	like	a	slow	electric	shock;	instead	of	it	coming	in	one	shattering	burst,	the	

power	of	the	current	stretched	over	minutes,	hours.	It	wrenched	at	my	stomach,	

sent	tendrils	up	my	oesophagus,	out	through	my	mouth;	and	my	breath	came	in	
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spasms.	I	wanted	time	to	speed	up.	A	phrase	kept	running	like	a	loop	through	my	

mind:	 ‘Time	 heals	 all	 things.’	 I	 had	 always	 thought	 it	 to	 be	 the	 most	 fatuous	

statement,	and	now	I	loathed	it	because	I	knew	it	was	true	but	I	could	do	nothing	

about	making	time	work	for	me.	I	knew	things	would	change.	Each	microsecond,	

they	changed,	but	collectively,	the	recovery	I	needed	was,	so	far	off,	so	far	away	

in	time	and	space.	I	simply	could	not	imagine	the	world	ever	being	right	again.	It	

had	shifted	on	its	axis,	gravity	that	had	once	kept	me	firmly	held	to	the	surface	

had	become	distorted.			

But	 the	most	 powerful	 feeling	 I	 experienced	 during	 those	 first	minutes,	 the	

first	hour,	was	that	I	wanted	to	die.	I	wanted	to	be	able	to	flick	a	switch	and	die.	

But	I	had	no	off-switch.	I	would	have	to	wait	for	death	to	come,	because	surely	it	

would	now.	 I	could	not	pull	 through	this.	And	then	I	remembered	the	bottle	of	

whisky	in	the	cupboard.	

I	 drank	 it	 neat	 straight	 from	 the	 bottle,	 but	 at	 first,	 to	my	 horror,	 I	 felt	 no	

effect.	 It	 was	 as	 though	my	mind	 was	 so	 hyperactive,	 nothing	 could	 touch	 it;	

nothing	could	dislodge	the	pain.	Then	I	felt	my	heartbeat	slow.	I	had	not	realized	

how	much	it	had	been	racing.	My	breathing	tempered,	I	became	conscious	of	it.	

My	tears	dried	on	my	cheeks	and	they	made	my	skin	feel	stiff.		

I	sat	in	a	chair	and	looked	at	my	reflection	in	the	small	mirror	on	my	chest	of	

drawers.	My	eyes	were	bloodshot;	red	 lines	along	the	curve	of	my	 lower	 lids.	 I	

could	 imagine	 easily	 the	 flesh	 fallen	 away	 from	 my	 cheeks	 leaving	 me	

cadaverous,	and	I	took	a	swig.	Without	thinking	why,	I	plugged	my	headphones	

into	 the	 back	 of	 my	 guitar	 amp,	 pulled	 my	 Telecaster	 over	 my	 shoulder	 and	

started	 to	play.	The	music	 just	 came,	dark	minor	 chords,	 augmented	 fifths	and	

blues	 runs,	 improvised	 but	 sharp,	 note	 perfect,	 nicely	 off	 the	 beat	 lending	 the	

sound	 extra	 pathos.	 For	many	minutes	 I	 played	 slowly,	 unthreading	 each	 note	

from	the	ether	allowing	the	harmonies	to	sustain,	to	hang	in	the	space	inside	the	

headphones.	Then,	for	other	long	stretches	I	shredded	the	fretboard,	playing	as	

fast	 as	 I	 could	without	 losing	 coherence.	 Leaving	 that	 behind,	 I	 channeled	my	

new	hero,	Stockhausen	and	a	great	surge	of	apparent	randomness	rushed	forth	

only	 to	 transmute	 into	 a	 coda	 from	 a	 Beethoven	 piano	 sonata,	 a	 fragment	 of	

Shostakovich	Symphony	No.10	which	I	began	in	the	key	of	E	minor	as	it	had	been	

composed	 gradually	 transposing	 it	 to	 G	 sharp	minor,	 finding	 a	 harmony	 for	 it	
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which	I	played	along	with	the	motif.	I	heard	a	knock	on	the	door	and	stopped.	It	

came	 again	 loader,	 a	 voice	 called	my	name.	 I	 slowly	 removed	 the	 headphones,	

and	then	the	guitar	from	across	me,	and	turned	off	the	amp.		

‘Simon?	It’s	Eric.’	

I	said	nothing	and	realized	I	was	holding	my	breath.	Had	humanity	survived?	

So	I	wasn’t	the	sole	survivor	of	the	holocaust?	‘Eric?’	My	voice	sounded	far	away,	

not	my	own.	

‘Do	you	want	to	talk,	man?’	

I	was	silent	again	for	perhaps	a	dozen	failed,	broken	heart	beats	and	entirely	

unsure	what	to	say.	‘Talk?’	I	said	eventually.	

‘Yeah.’	

I	took	the	two	steps	to	the	door	and	unlocked	it.	Eric	was	alone	on	the	landing,	

hands	 in	 pockets,	 his	 forehead	 creased	 into	 a	 deep	 frown,	 a	 cigarette	 dangled	

between	his	lips.	I	held	the	door	open	wide	and	he	came	in.	

‘They’ve	all	gone	out,’	Eric	said.	‘A	couple	of	hours	ago.’	And	for	the	first	time,	I	

noticed	the	sky	beyond	the	roof	window	had	darkened	a	little,	the	room	cast	in	

gloom.	

I	 lowered	myself	 to	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 bed.	 Eric	 came	 over	 to	 sit	 next	 to	 me.	

‘Fucking	shitty	thing	to	happen.’	

I	stared	at	my	1960s	Chelsea	boots,	the	ones	I	had	bought	from	a	jumble	sale	

in	some	alternate	reality.	I	still	had	the	whisky	bottle	in	my	hand,	lifted	it	to	my	

mouth	and	drank	before	handing	it	to	Eric.		

I	could	not	speak.	What	was	there	to	say?	 I	 felt	 little	different	even	though	I	

had	drunk	almost	half	a	bottle	of	whisky.	The	pain	still	burned,	but	now	a	tiny	

part	 of	 my	 mind	 felt	 numb.	 I	 considered	 this	 to	 be	 progress,	 a	 fillip	 of	

nothingness	 where	 once	 there	 had	 just	 been	 uniform	 agony.	 ‘Maybe	 it’s	 a	

beginning,’	I	said.	

‘What	is?’		

I	shook	my	head	slowly.	

‘Listen,	Si.	I’ve	got	some	acid	in	the	fridge	still;	personal	stash.	I	have	my	old	

man’s	Range	Rover	here	for	a	few	days.	I	was	planning	to	meet	some	friends	out	

on	Otmoor	in	half	an	hour	or	so	–	trip	out.	Wanna	come?	Drop	a	tab?	Might	help.’	
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I	 looked	 at	 him,	 blinking,	 took	 another	 long	 pull	 on	 the	 bottle	 and	 nodded.	

‘Yeah,	I’ll	come.’	

	

~	

	

I	took	the	tab	before	leaving	No.	54	Divinity	Road:	Eric	said	it	would	take	about	

half	 an	hour	 to	kick	 in.	 It	was	 the	 first	 time	 I	had	 tried	acid.	Eric	handed	me	a	

postage	 stamp-sized	wafer	of	 edible	paper	 from	a	 small	box	at	 the	back	of	 the	

fridge.	I	placed	it	on	my	tongue	and	it	dissolved	almost	immediately.	I	swallowed.	

Eric	did	the	same.	Then	we	left	the	house.	

Eric’s	 father’s	Range	Rover	was	white	and	top-of-the-range	with	a	CD	player	

and	 leather	 seats.	 Hypersensitive	still,	 I	 noticed	 so	much,	 the	 colours	 of	 every	

front	door,	 the	neat	gardens	and	the	scruffy	gardens,	 the	streets	interlinking	to	

form	a	 lattice	 that	 extended	 beyond	Oxford,	beyond	England	 to	spread	around	

the	globe.	A	street	in	East	Oxford,	I	knew,	could	wend	its	way	to	the	Khyber	Pass	

and	onwards	along	the	Silk	Road	to	China.		

Otmoor	 is	 a	 flat	 wasteland	 with	 a	 few	 clutches	 of	 trees	 and	 pools	 of	 black	

water.	There	we	met	up	with	Eric’s	friends,	Paul	and	Lucy.	As	I	stepped	out	of	the	

car	and	walked	into	a	field	of	spring	grass	and	spring	flowers,	the	drug	started	to	

take	effect.		

The	clouds	were	low	and	dark	and	they	cut	across	the	sky,	leaving	amethyst	

shards	 in	 their	 wake.	 I	 could	 see	 bushes	 and	 barren	 branches	 reaching,	 in	

silhouette,	towards	the	encroaching	night	and	I	sank	to	my	knees,	the	wet	of	the	

grass	seeping	through	my	 jeans.	From	behind	me,	 I	heard	Paul	and	Lucy	 laugh,	

then	came	Eric’s	deep	chortle	and	they	came	alongside	me	and	fell	to	their	knees	

too.	

‘Let	us	pray,’	said	Eric	and	we	all	guffawed.	

It	started	to	rain	and	my	clothes	were	soon	soaked	through.	The	others	felt	far	

away	and	something	had	changed,	the	laughter	had	stopped	and	I	felt	as	though	

the	pieces	from	which	I	was	made	had	slipped,	become	misaligned.	The	sky	was	

grey	and	black	now	and	 it	 threatened	to	descend	to	the	ground	and	engulf	me,	

and	to	engulf	the	others,	wherever	they	had	gone.	And	the	ground:	It	wanted	to	

join	the	sky.	 It	 told	me,	 it	spoke.	 It	said:	 ‘Simon.	 I	am	the	ground	and	I	want	 to	
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join	the	sky.	Will	you	help	me?	Will	you	pull	me	up	and	pull	down	the	sky	to	me	

so	that	we	may	be	 joined,	 joined	 like	 Judith	and	Jude?	Help	us,	 the	sky	and	the	

ground,	become	one,	 the	being	and	 the	unbeing,	 the	order	and	the	 chaos.’	And	

then	I	thought	of	Ethan	sitting	in	The	Bear	waiting	for	me,	and	of	course	I	knew	I	

would	not	be	there;	maybe	I	could	never	be	there	again	because	my	world	had	

dissolved.	

~	

	

There	were	no	logical	thoughts	like:	How	did	I	make	it	back	to	Oxford?	Why	am	I	

naked?	What	 time	 is	 it?	 Why	 is	 the	 sun	 up?	Why	 am	 I	 here	 inside	 the	 door	 to	

Magdalen	Tower,	 or:	How	is	 it	 that	 I	hear	music?	Benjamin	Rogers’,	The	Hymnus	

Eucharisticus	echoing	down	the	stone	stairs	 from	the	top	of	 the	tower?	 Then	 the	

music	 stopped	 and	 I	 heard	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 choristers	 being	 led	 down	by	 the	

choirmaster.	I	hid	behind	a	pillar	and	soon	the	people	were	all	out	and	walking	

towards	Chaplain’s	Quad.	

I	climbed	the	stone	steps	silently,	my	feet,	 like	the	rest	of	me,	bare.	Reaching	

the	top,	I	walked	over	to	the	parapet	with	its	view	of	Oxford	bathed	in	the	rays	of	

a	spring	day	sun.	I	peered	down	at	the	ground,	the	ground	that	still	had	not	fused	

with	the	sky.	It	looked	far	off	and	very	lonely.	I	stayed	there	for	a	length	of	time	

that	had	no	meaning	for	me.	

	

‘Simon.’	

That	 was	 me,	 was	 it	 not?	 But	 who	 was	 speaking?	 Judith?	 Ethan?	 My	 father,	

Albert	Mailer,	with	the	lines	of	coal	permanently	ingrained	into	his	skin,	tracing	the	

love	 line,	 the	 life	 line,	 his	 short	 marriage	 line,	 the	 line	 of	 the	 heart?	 Or	 was	 it	

Professor	 Grossman,	 a	 man	 trapped	 in	 a	 box	 with	 no	 escape,	 a	 wife	 and	 two	

children	to	support,	all	from	pure	mathematics.	How	did	that	equation	balance?		

A	hand	touched	my	back	and	that	word	came	again	‘Simon’.	I	moved	my	head	

so	 slowly	 round	 and	 saw	 two	men	 in	 green	 paramedic	 overalls.	 Behind	 them	

stood	a	middle-aged	man	 in	a	 smart	 sports	 jacket	and	cravat,	 and	next	 to	him,	

Ethan,	petrified,	reaching	out	a	hand.	
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I	turned	back	to	the	parapet,	and	saw	that	a	few	people	had	gathered	on	The	

High	and	were	 looking	up	at	me.	 I	 leaned	forward	and	four	hands	grabbed	me,	

pulling	me	backwards.		
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6.	

	

				I	saw	Ethan	walk	over	to	a	pair	of	chairs	at	a	small	wooden	table	that	had	been	

bolted	to	the	floor.	In	one	corner,	above	head	height	was	a	shelf.	A	small	TV	with	

a	wire	mesh	cage	around	it	was	showing	re-runs	of	Mork	and	Mindy.	There	were	

four	patients	in	the	room.	Two	elderly	men	in	dressing	gowns	playing	checkers,	a	

girl	with	bushy	bright	red	hair	and	Goth	make-up.	The	girl	was	sitting	on	a	stool	

staring	 out	 through	 the	 barred	 window	 to	 the	 car	 park	 of	 the	 Warneford	

Psychiatric	Hospital,	and	the	rain	pelted	against	the	glass.	An	obese	woman	in	a	

floral-patterned	calf-length	dress,	her	hair	up	in	an	old-fashioned	bun,	paced	the	

floor	counting	silently	on	her	fingers.	

Ethan	heard	a	sound	and	turned	to	see	me.	He	started	to	get	up	from	his	chair,	

but	I	was	already	easing	myself	into	the	other	seat.	He	told	me	I	looked	very	pale	

and	 that	 I	 had	 lost	weight,	 that	my	 cheekbones	were	 even	more	 defined	 than	

usual.	I	seemed	dazed,	he	said,	as	though	I	had	just	awoken	from	a	deep	slumber,	

and	there	were	dark	rings	under	my	eyes.	I	remember	how	I	carried	around	with	

me	a	miasma;	it	was	not	a	conventional	body	odour,	the	smell	of	the	unwashed.	I	

knew	it	came	from	the	blend	of	neuroleptic	drugs	I	had	been	given.	

Ethan	said	that	he	had	been	thinking	about	what	we	would	talk	about	when	

he	saw	me,	but	when	it	came	to	it,	he	had	absolutely	no	idea	what	to	say.	

‘Ethan,’	 I	 said.	 My	 voice,	 I	 knew,	 sounded	 weary,	 the	 word	 spoken	 with	

deliberation	 and	 an	 odd	 slowness	 as	 though	 I	 could	 barely	 recall	 the	word	 or	

how	it	related	to	the	person	in	front	of	me.	

‘It’s	 good	 to	 see	 you,’	 Ethan	 said.	 ‘I	 just	 wish	 it	 was	 under	 better	

circumstances.’	

‘Yes.’	

‘I’ve	 had	 a	 devil	 of	 a	 job	 getting	permission	 to	 visit,	 I	 can	 tell	 you.	 Took	me	

almost	two	weeks	of	perseverance.’	

‘What’s	happened	in	real	life?’	

He	let	out	a	sigh.	‘Eric	was	charged	with	possession	of	a	Class	A	drug,	got	out	

on	bail,	but	he’s	been	suspended	from	the	University	pending	a	court	appearance	

in	 June.	 Judith	went	to	her	parent’s	 for	a	 few	days,	but	 I	heard	through	Jemima	
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Appleton	that	she’s	back	 in	Oxford	and	planning	to	move	out	during	the	Easter	

Vac.’	

The	nurse	appeared.	‘Would	you	like	a	cup	of	tea?’	she	asked.	

‘That	would	be	great,’	Ethan	said.		

I	 nodded	 slowly,	 unblinking.	 ‘I’ve	 been	 told	most	 of	what	 happened.	 I	 don’t	

remember	much	of	it,	though.’	I	suddenly	grimaced.	I	remember	-.’	

‘Simon,	don’t	worry	about	the	past.	It’s	done	with.’	

‘Yes.	My	 father	 came.	Can’t	 say	when	 that	was.	Near	 the	beginning	 I	 think.	 I	

was	 really	 spaced.	 I	 just	 remember	 his	 poor	 sad	 face.	 He	 rarely	 smiles.	 I	

remember	his	 laughter	 from	when	I	was	a	kid,	but	after	Mum	-.	Well,	he	didn’t	

find	much	that	was	funny.	I	know	I	was	really	drugged	up,	so	it	must	have	been	a	

day	or	two	after	-.	I	remember	feeling	terrible	and	guilty	and	sick	in	my	guts,	but	

I	 couldn’t	 say	 sorry.	 I	 was	 just	 too	 damn	 tired.	 I	 could	 barely	 utter	 a	 word.	

They’ve	 been	 testing	 me.	 Endless	 bloody	 tests!	 The	 first	 week	 was	 the	worst.	

There	are	whole	stretches	that	are	blank	though.	 I’m	on	some	strange	drugs.’	 I	

yawned.	‘Sorry.	I’ve	been	making	them	think	I	take	all	the	shit	they	give	me,	but	-’	

I	glanced	around.	‘I	manage	to	get	rid	of		two-thirds	of	the	pills.	Even	then,	what	I	

take	makes	me	tired	and	not	as	sharp	as	usual.’	

‘You?	Sharp?’	

I	nodded	and	my	lips	crinkled	a	fraction.	Ethan	gave	me	a	conspiratorial	grin.	

‘Oh,	 reminds	 me,’	 he	 said.	 ‘I	 have	 something	 for	 you.	 From	 his	 pocket	 he	

produced	a	Sony	Walkman	with	a	tape	inside.	‘Stockhausen.	Kontakt	on	one	side,	

Hymnen	on	the	other.	 I	 thought	 if	you	weren’t	mad	enough	already,	 this	would	

really	finish	you	off.’	

The	nurse	returned	with	the	tea.	She	crouched	down	beside	Ethan.	‘Could	you	

pour	please?’	she	asked	quietly.	‘and	keep	the	pot	close	by?’	She	gave	me	a	brief	

smile.	

Ethan	poured	the	tea	and	did	as	instructed.	

‘They	 think	 I	might	 chuck	 it	 at	 someone,	or	deliberately	 scald	myself,’	 I	 said	

blankly.		‘Fucking	idiots!	They	think	I’m	mad,	when	it	was	just	a	mix	of	a	bad	trip	

and	-.’	

‘I	don’t	imagine	they	think	that,	Simon.’	

‘Oh	they	do.	I’ve	seen	my	report.’	
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‘How	?’	

I	tapped	the	side	of	my	nose.	‘You	don’t	grow	up	in	a	place	like	Shoeburyness	

without	picking	up	a	few	tricks.	They’ve	been	granted	a	28-day	section	which	my	

dad	agreed	to	on	my	behalf.	It’s	for	further	tests.	But	that	could	just	go	on	and	on,	

renewal	 after	 renewal.	 Apparently	 they	 can’t	 make	 sense	 of	 the	 test	 results.	 I	

score	 high	 on	 empathy,	 but	 have	 powerful	 self-destructive	 tendencies.	 My	

analytic	ability	is	off	the	scale	and	they	are	‘casting	doubt’	upon	my	IQ	score.	Oh,	

and	 ‘certain	 unspecified	 aspects’	 of	 my	 social	 skills	 are	 lacking	 and	 require	

further	investigation.	How	very	scientific!’	

‘Sounds	like	you’re	such	an	unusual	case	they	want	to	keep	you	in	as	a	guinea	

pig.’	

‘Exactly	what	I	thought.’	I	produced	a	thin	smile.	 ‘I’ve	missed	you,	Ethan.	We	

had	some	good	times,	didn’t	we?’	

‘Hey	 look,	 stop	 talking	 in	 the	 past	 tense,	 Simon.	 Christ!	We’ll	 get	 you	 out	 of	

here	pretty	soon.	I	know	Professor	Grossman	has	been	to	see	the	doctors	here.’	

‘He	has?	That’s	good	-	I	hope.’	

‘Of	course	it’s	good.’	

‘But,	 it’s	not	 just	 this	place.’	 I	glanced	around,	and	for	a	 few	moments,	Ethan	

and	I	watched	the	woman	in	the	floral	dress	pacing	and	the	girl	with	the	red	hair	

sitting	 close	 to	 the	 window.	 She	 was	 now	 rocking	 slowly	 backwards	 and	

forwards	on	 the	 stool.	 ‘Assuming,	 they	decide	 I’m	not	mad	 and	 they	 get	 bored	

with	their	tests,	there’s	the	police.’	

‘Yes,’	Ethan	said.	‘And	the	University.	Have	the	cops	interviewed	you?’	

‘No,	 the	doctors	won’t	allow	it	yet.	But	of	course	I’m	 in	big	trouble.	 Indecent	

exposure,	 trespass,	 drug	 possession,	 risking	 public	 safety.	 And	 as	 for	 my	

university	 career	 -	 I’m	 sure	 the	 rustication	 papers	 are	 already	 in	 the	 Vice-

Chancellor’s	office.	That	is	why	I	speak	in	the	past	tense.’	

‘No,	Simon.	I	can’t	accept	that.	You’re	brilliant,	the	University	would	be	crazy	

to	let	you	go.	Grossman	will	help.’	

‘Professor	 Grossman	 has	 no	 power,	 Ethan;	 you	 know	 that.’	 I	 took	 a	 deep	

breath	and	 looked	pained.	 ‘Sorry.	 I	have	 to	really	 fight	 to	stay	 focused.	 It’s	 like	

being	drunk	but	without	the	nice	feelings.’	

‘Ironic	that	some	acid	lands	you	here	and	all	they	do	is	pump	you	-.’	
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‘Yep.’	

‘Drink	your	tea.’	

I	 took	a	sip.	 ‘Fuck!	Disgusting.’	 I	pulled	a	 face	and	put	down	 the	mug.	 ‘Look,	

I’ve	 brought	 shame	 on	 the	 great	 institution	 of	 the	 University	 of	 Oxford.	 They	

won’t	like	me	for	that!	I	imagine	it	even	made	the	newspapers,	didn’t	it?’	

Ethan	pulled	a	face	and	looked	at	his	boots.	‘So,	what	are	you	saying,	Simon?’	

I	went	to	reply,	but	the	nurse	appeared	again.	‘Not	thirsty?’	she	asked,	looking	

down	at	our	tea.	

‘Got	a	lot	to	catch	up	on,’	Ethan	said.		

I	gave	her	a	dreamy	look.	‘Nice	tea,’	I	said	slowly.	‘My	friend	says	the	weather	

has	been	nice.’	

The	nurse	glanced	at	Ethan	and	raised	an	eyebrow	before	walking	on	towards	

the	red-haired	girl	and	crouching	down	beside	her	stool.	‘Now	Janet,	how	are	you	

getting	along?’		

‘I	have	to	get	out,’	I	said	in	a	hush.	‘I’ve	had	plenty	of	time	to	think	it	through	

and	it	stops	me	dwelling	on	other	things.’		

Ethan	frowned.	‘I	think	that’s	a	bad	idea.’	

‘What	 choice	 do	 I	 have?’	 I	 realised	 I	 was	 speaking	 a	 little	 too	 loudly	 and	

lowered	my	voice.	‘There’s	no	alternative.’	

‘But	it’s	crazy.’	

‘Don’t	 tell	me	what’s	 crazy,	Ethan.	 I	 know	what	 is	 crazy!’	Ethan	watched	me	

slowly	survey	the	room.	‘Okay,	it	may	be	crazy.	But	I’m	not	playing	their	game.	I	

won’t	be	a	lab	rat	and	I	won’t	have	the	police	put	me	away.’	

‘They	wouldn’t	do	that.’	

‘No?	Want	to	bet	on	it?’	

‘First	offence.’	

‘Hah!	 You	 really	 think	 -?’	 I	 paused.	 ‘God,	 I	 feel	 so	 tired	 and	 sick.’	 I	 held	my	

stomach.		

Ethan	moved	forward	in	his	seat.	‘It’s	okay.’		

I	had	a	hand	up	and	sighed	heavily.	‘Will	you	help	me?’	

Ethan	did	not	know	what	to	say.	He	looked	at	his	boots	again.	

‘I	can’t	do	it	without	you.’	

He	ran	a	hand	over	his	forehead.	‘What	is	it	you	plan	to	do?’	
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‘Reduce	 the	 drug	 intake	more	 and	more	 over	 the	 next	 couple	 of	 days;	 be	 a	

good	boy	and	do	my	level	best	to	not	upset	anyone.	Make	them	think	I’m	stoned	

out	of	my	mind	on	the	sedatives	and	wait	for	the	right	moment.’	

‘The	right	moment	for	what?’	

‘The	nurses	and	doctors	work	 to	a	 strict	 routine.	During	 the	past	week,	 I’ve	

studied	 their	movements.	The	 security	guys	 -	 there	are	 two	on	each	 rotation	 -	

and	three	shifts:	8am	to	3pm,	the	second,	3pm	to	11pm	and	the	last	from	11pm	

until	eight	the	next	morning.	Never	changes.	In	fact,	everything	here	works	to	a	

carefully	regimented	schedule,	and	that’s	a	weakness.’	

‘So,	what	have	you	figured	out?’	

‘Getting	out	at	night	would	be	impossible,	they	lock	us	in	our	rooms.	It	has	to	

be	during	the	day.’	

‘Just	as	difficult,	surely?’	

‘It	won’t	be	easy.	You	may	have	noticed	everything	 is	bolted	down	or	caged.	

My	first	 idea	was	to	slip	out	 the	window	in	the	men’s	 toilet,	but	 that	has	a	grill	

over	it.	I	tested	it,	rock	solid.	But	then	I	got	it.	I	snuck	into	the	staff	toilet.	It’s	left	

unlocked	most	of	the	time	because	there	are	so	many	people	coming	and	going.’	

‘Like	who?’	

‘Visiting	 doctors,	 bureaucrats	 and	 admin.	 The	 police	 are	 here	 almost	 every	

day,	 escorting	 someone	 in	 or	 taking	 them	 somewhere.	 There	 are	 cleaners,	

caterers,	maintenance	men,	trainee	nurses	and	student	psychiatrists.’	

‘So	they	have	to	leave	the	toilet	unlocked	or	else	someone	or	other	would	be	

pestering	them	all	the	time	for	the	key.’	

‘Precisely.	And	the	window	to	the	outside	isn’t	barred.’	

Ethan	 stayed	 silent	 and	 drank	 some	 tea.	 He	 pulled	 a	 face.	 ‘God!	 It	 is	 bad.	 I	

would	 have	 thought	 one	 thing	 they	 could	 do	 in	 a	 place	 like	 this	 is	 to	 make	 a	

decent	cup	of	fucking	tea!’	He	put	the	mug	down.	‘What	do	you	want	me	to	do?’	

‘I	need	you	to	get	some	things	for	me.	I	need	my	passport.’	

‘Passport!’	

‘Ssh!’	 I	 glanced	 around,	 but	 the	 nurse	 had	 gone	 to	 the	 admin	 room	halfway	

along	 a	 corridor	 that	 led	 to	 the	 locked	 gates	 just	 before	 the	 front	doors	 to	 the	

outside.	‘Okay,’	Ethan	said.	‘I	understand.’		
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‘I	need	money.	I’m	hoping	no	one	has	stolen	anything	from	my	room,	and	the	

police	haven’t	messed	it	up.’	

‘They	were	 given	 a	warrant	 to	 search	 the	 place	 for	 drugs.	 They	 didn’t	 find	

much,	Eric	was	quite	clever,	but	not	as	thorough	as	he	should	have	been.	They’ve	

pinned	the	acid	on	him	and	he	had	other	stuff	stashed	away	about	the	house;	and	

in	his	father’s	car,	would	you	believe	it?’	

‘But	what	about	my	personal	possessions?’	

‘They	wouldn’t	have	taken	anything.’	

‘Okay.	Then	you’ll	need	to	empty	my	account,	but	 there’s	an	ATM	limit,	so	 it	

will	take	you	maybe	three	days.	I	also	want	you	to	take	my	guitar	and	amp	and	

sell	them.	I’ll	write	to	you	with	a	Western	Union	reference	as	soon	as	I	can,	but	

it’ll	 take	 you	 a	 while	 to	 get	 a	 decent	 price	 for	 them.	 They’re	 worth	 at	 least	 a	

thousand	pounds,	seven-fifty	for	the	guitar.	Maybe	two	hundred	and	fifty	for	the	

amp.’	

‘How	soon?’	

‘We	need	 to	 agree	 on	 this	 now.	 They	may	 not	 let	 you	 visit	 again	 for	maybe	

another	week	at	least	and	I	can’t	stay	here	that	long.	I	really	am	going	crazy!’	

‘Shit,	Simon,	this	is	all	a	bit	sudden.’	

‘I	know,	and	I’m	sorry.	I’ll	understand	if	you	can’t	-.’	

‘Oh,	shut	up!	Of	course	I	will.’	

The	nurse	re-entered	the	room.	She	stopped	for	a	word	with	the	two	old	men	

playing	checkers.	I	noticed	the	clock	behind	a	grill	high	up	on	the	wall	near	the	

TV.	It	was	almost	five	o’clock.’	

The	nurse	approached.	‘Time	to	leave	now,	Mr	Langley,’	she	said.	

Ethan	gave	her	a	 friendly	smile.	 ‘Can	you	allow	us	one	more	minute,	nurse?’	

He	lifted	a	finger.	‘Please?’	

‘One	 minute	 and	 no	 more,’	 the	 nurse	 said	 and	 strode	 over	 to	 the	 woman	

marching	back	and	 forth	across	 the	 room.	Holding	her	arm	gently,	 the	woman	

froze.	

‘Four	days	time.	What’s	today?’	I	said.	

‘Thursday.’	

‘Right,	Monday,	6pm.	It’ll	be	getting	dark	by	then.	Meet	me	on	the	west	side	of	

the	 building.’	 I	 flicked	 a	 hand	 up	 and	 indicated	 the	 wall	 behind	 me	 with	 my	
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thumb.	 That’s	 where	 the	 staff	 toilet	 is.	 I’ve	 looked	 at	 a	 layout	 of	 the	 hospital,	

there	are	a	few	schematics	on	metal	signs	near	the	emergency	fire	exits.	There’s	

a	storage	building,	a	small	 thing	about	seven	or	eight	 feet	square	I’d	guess.	 It’s	

about	ten	yards	-.’	

‘Okay,	 time’s	up,’	 the	nurse	 said	and	was	 crossing	 the	 room	holding	 the	girl	

with	the	bright	red	hair	by	the	arm.	The	girl	was	staring	at	the	floor,	just	letting	

herself	be	led	away.	‘Come	along,	Mr	Langley.’	

Ethan	stood	without	 further	prompting.	 I	pulled	myself	up	with	exaggerated	

slowness,	my	head	tilted	at	a	forty-five	degree	angle	as	though	I	barely	had	the	

energy	to	stand	and	keep	my	head	level	at	the	same	time.	Ethan	shook	my	hand	

and	I	let	my	arm	fall	limp	to	my	side	when	Ethan	stopped	holding	my	fingers	in	

both	his	palms.	‘I’ll	see	you	soon,	Simon,’	he	said	gripping	my		bony	shoulder	and	

giving	the	nurse	a	mournful	look.	

	

~	

	

Everything	went	exactly	to	plan.	I	chose	my	moment	perfectly,	latched	shut	the	

toilet	door	 from	the	 inside	and	managed	to	clamber	up	to	get	a	grip	on	the	sill	

and	nudge	open	the	window.	

						Outside,	 it	 felt	 cold	 and	 the	 night	was	 drawing	 in	with	 dense	 heavy	 clouds	

separated	by	slabs	of	darkening	sky.	The	storeroom	stood	to	the	left	and	cast	a	

shadow	over	the	concrete	up	to	the	outside	wall	under	the	window.	I	held	back	

against	the	wall	and	took	great	gulps	of	cold	air	to	try	to	shake	off	the	effects	of	

the	 few	 drugs	 I	 had	 allowed	 into	 my	 system.	 Rounding	 the	 corner	 of	 the	

storeroom,	there	was	Ethan	dressed	in	black,	almost	invisible	in	the	shadows.	He	

had	a	rucksack.	He	pulled	it	off	his	back	and	lowered	it	to	the	floor.	

							I	 took	 a	 step	 forward	 and	 we	 hugged.	 Ethan	 was	 holding	 me	 tight,	

desperation	in	the	embrace.	‘I’ve	got	everything,’	he	said.	‘Passport,	money,	some	

clothes.	Here.’	He	handed	me	my	greatcoat.	‘Your	wallet	is	in	there.	You	still	have	

some	money	 in	 the	bank,	but	 I	 guess	once	 they	know	you’ve	escaped,	 the	 cops	

will	freeze	your	account.	I	don’t	know.’	

‘They	will.’	
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We	moved	through	the	shadows	quickly	and	around	the	edge	of	the	car	park	

until	we	were	near	the	front	gates	in	the	twelve-foot	high	perimeter	wall.	There	

was	a	small	door	to	one	side.	 ‘It’s	unlocked,’	Ethan	said.	 ‘It’s	the	way	I	came	in.’	

He	 pulled	 out	 from	 behind	 a	 car	 and	 checked	 the	 way	 was	 clear.	 It	 was	 and	

within	 another	 twenty	 seconds	 we	 were	 walking	 fast,	 North-East	 along	

Warneford	Lane.		

						I	stopped	abruptly.	

‘What	is	it?’	Ethan	asked.	

‘This	is	where	we	part	company,	Ethan.’	

‘Why?’		

‘I’m	going	down	there.’	I	pointed	to	a	street	called	Gypsy	Lane.	‘Then	out	onto	

Headington	Road.	I’m	catching	the	6.38	pm	Oxford	Tube	to	Victoria.	I	don’t	want	

you	to	be	placed	in	any	more	danger.’	

‘What	are	you	going	to	do,	Simon?’	

‘You	once	said	that	mine	 is	not	 just	 the	mind	of	a	mathematician.	That	 I	was	

very	 different	 to	 you.	 That	 you	 are	 mathematics.	 It	 is	 your	 raison	 d’etre.	 You	

compared	me	to	a	Russian	doll,	do	you	remember?	It	was	when	we	were	getting	

very	 drunk	 on	New	Year’s	 Eve,	 just	 over	 there.’	 I	 nodded	 towards	 South	 Park.	

‘You	 believe	 I	 have	 layers	 in	my	mind	some	 of	which	have	 nothing	 to	do	with	

mathematics.	 I	 don’t	 know,	 Ethan.	 I	 think	 that	 somewhere,	 somewhere	 deep	

down	you	harboured	the	feeling	that	I	would	not	be	around	for	the	duration,	you	

practically	said	as	much.’	

‘I	don’t	understand.’	

‘Yes	you	do.	Look,	I	never	wanted	any	of	this	crap	to	happen.	I	really	loved	her,	

you	know.	I	realize	that	doesn’t	mean	much	to	you.	I	have	to	get	all	this	out,	and	I	

feel	so	tired.	It	was	not	my	destiny	to	stay	here,	in	this	city	of	dreams.	I	must	go	

and	 I	 will	 almost	 certainly	 never	 return.	 You	 though,	 Ethan;	 your	 destiny	 lies	

here.	Oxford	will	always	be	your	home.	Mathematics	will	always	be	your	entire	

life.	You	want	 it	 to	 consume	you.	Mathematics	 loves	you	as	much	you	adore	 it.	

You’re	 made	 for	 each	 other.’	 I	 laughed	 a	 rather	 hollow	 laugh	 and	 Ethan	 just	

stared,	mute.	

‘I’m	glad	I	found	you,	Simon.	Glad	we	found	each	other.	Some	people	never	do,	

you	know.’	
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‘I	know.	In	that	sense,	we’ve	been	lucky.’	

‘Have	we?’	Ethan	replied.	

‘I	love	you.	I	will	always	love	you.	We	will	always	have	days	past.’	

We	 held	 each	 other	 tightly	 one	 last	 time.	 Then	with	 no	more	words	 to	 say,	

Ethan	closed	his	eyes	for	just	a	second.	I	crossed	Warneford	Lane	hitching	up	my	

rucksack	and	stepped	 into	the	shadows	where	the	streetlights	cast	a	 lacklustre	

massicot	light.		
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7.	

	

Passing	through	Headington	the	rain	started	up	and	the	wet	glass	of	the	coach	

windows	smeared	 the	 light	 from	 the	 shops	and	 the	 streetlights	as	 though	 they	

had	been	 stroked	by	an	 Impressionist’s	brush.	Then,	out	beyond	 the	 ring	 road	

and	on	to	the	dark	stretch	of	the	M40,	the	internal	lights	dimmed	and	I	could	see	

only	 ghostly	 tangled	 shapes	 of	 trees	 and	 the	 occasional	 distant	 glow	 from	 a	

cottage	across	fields	and	meadows	where	cows	rested	and	the	grass	whispered	

in	the	breeze	from	the	east.	

I	felt	numb	and	put	it	down	to	the	residual	effects	of	the	drugs,	but	it	was	less	

prosaic	than	that.	I	had	left.	I	had	done	the	seemingly	impossible	but	necessary	

thing.	 The	 fact	 of	 it	 was	 so	 extreme	 it	 had	 not	 really	 seeped	 into	 my	

consciousness.	 It	was	 like	 the	 reaction	 some	people	 have	 to	 news	 of	 death,	 an	

immediate	reaction	to	sudden	grief.	My	decision	to	take	the	coach	 from	Oxford	

had	not	come	suddenly;	 I	had	been	thinking	about	 it	 for	weeks,	but	planning	a	

thing	and	actually	going	through	with	 it,	were,	 I	knew,	very	different,	 and	each	

step	away	from	the	hospital,	along	the	road	away	from	Ethan,	and	each	passing	

second	at	the	coach	stop,	brought	a	new	droplet	of	grief,	each	to	be	assimilated	

and	accepted.	

	

	The	coach	pulled	into	Victoria	bus	station	soon	after	eight	o’clock.	The	rush	of	

evening	traffic	had	slowed,	 the	rain	had	stopped,	 leaving	the	pavements	slick.	 I	

knew	London	well.	It	lay	about	halfway	between	Shoeburyness	and	Oxford	and	I	

had	 travelled	 here	 with	 my	 family	 as	 a	 boy	 and	 then	 later	 with	 friends	 at	

weekends.	 There	 had	 been	 school	 trips	 to	 the	 Natural	 History	 Museum,	 the	

Planetarium,	and	to	the	Royal	Festival	Hall	on	the	South	Bank	for	a	performance	

of	 Vaughn	 Williams	 and	 Elgar	 with	 the	 fifth-form	 music	 teacher,	 Miss	

Evenbrooke.	

There	were	 only	 a	 few	 cheap	 areas.	 I	 chose	 Earl’s	 Court	 because	 it	was	 the	

closest,	 and	 caught	 a	 Circle	 Line	 train	 from	 Victoria	 tube	 station,	 emerging	

twenty	 minutes	 later	 on	 to	 Earls	 Court	 Road	 bustling	 with	 people	 and	 cars	

streaming	past.	There	I	stopped	to	view	the	four-storey	houses,	their	red	bricks	

streaked	 and	 stained	 by	 the	 exhaust	 fumes	 from	millions	 of	 cars.	 Down	 a	 side	
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street	off	Trebovir	Road,	I	stood	outside	the	Clementine	Hotel	feeling	the	weight	

of	my	rucksack	heavy	on	my	shoulders	and	I	took	the	cracked	and	uneven	steps	

up.			

The	hotel	room	matched	 its	 twelve-pounds-per-night	price	tag.	The	door	hit	

the	 corner	 of	 the	 narrow	 bed	 as	 I	 entered.	 The	 light	 was	 sour,	 the	 decor	 a	

remnant	 from	a	seventies	make-over,	a	communal	bathroom	along	the	hall.	No	

TV,	no	radio,	no	heating,	the	ceiling	sagged	alarmingly.	Its	one	redeeming	feature	

was	 a	 dirty	 window	 that	 looked	 out	 across	 the	 rooftops	 of	 Earls	 Court	 above	

which	a	crescent	moon	cast	a	light	over	the	slate	and	the	brick	chimneys.	

I	 could	 see	 the	 view	 from	 my	 bed	 as	 I	 lay	 propped	 up	 on	 a	 pillow	 and	 a	

bunched	 up,	 threadbare	 quilt.	 Across	 the	 sky	 scurried	 dark	 clouds	 and	 the	

vapour	trail	of	a	jet	heading	west	to	some	far-flung	place	to	which	I	could	never	

imagine	travelling,	New	York	or	Boston	perhaps,	or	further	west	to	Los	Angeles	

or	 San	 Francisco,	 cities	 I	 had	 only	 seen	 on	 TV	 or	 read	 about	 in	 books	 and	

magazines.		

And	that	was	when	the	tears	came.	The	truth,	the	impact,	arrived	fully-formed	

to	crash	through	my	numb	brain.	The	drugs	had	all	but	leached	away,	stripping	

me	 bare	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	weeks,	 and	 the	 enormity	 of	what	 had	 transpired	

gripped	me,	 sucking	 the	 breath	 from	 my	 lungs	 and	making	 my	 every	 muscle	

shiver	and	hurt.	

Was	 this	 the	 end?	 I	 wondered.	 I	 could	 see	 the	 headline	 in	 the	Oxford	Times:	

‘Drug-damaged	Student	Found	Dead	in	Seedy	London	Hotel’.	What	an	epitaph.		

There	were	ways	it	could	be	done	of	course.	The	grimy	sheets	from	the	bed,	a	

noose;	the	power	socket	and	a	couple	of	wires;	even	a	leap	through	the	window.	I	

could	pop	out	to	buy	a	bottle	of	bleach	or	rat	bait,	a	penknife,	a	length	of	fine	wire	

with	which	to	make	a	garrotte.	So	many	paths	to	death,	I	mused,	but	only	one	to	

staying	alive	-	the	very	act	of	not	committing	suicide.	

But,	surely,	 I	was	 finished?	What	could	prolonging	my	life	really	offer?	 I	had	

fulfilled	my	dream,	 to	 study	at	Oxford,	 and	within	six	months	 I	had	washed	up	

here	in	an	Earl	Court	flophouse.	I	had	lost	the	woman	with	whom	I	had	fallen	so	

dangerously	in	love.	I	had	been	forced	to	flee	the	city	of	dreaming	spires	where	

my	 only	 friend	 remained	 and	would	 perhaps	always	 remain.	 I	 had	 no	 family	 I	

cared	for.	My	father	was	alien	to	me.	At	times,	I	could	not	quite	understand	how	I	
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had	even	been	Albert	Mailer’s	progeny;	there	was	nothing	between	us	save	a	few	

shared	 experiences	 and	my	mother.	 What	 could	 I	 hope	 to	 do	 now?	 I	 had	 left	

university	after	a	single	semester.	With	my	A	Levels	I	could	get	a	job	in	a	bank	or	

some	anonymous	office	with	a	boss	and	a	meagre	salary.	 I	had	 just	a	couple	of	

hundred	pounds	to	my	name,	 few	possessions,	 fewer	hopes.	 I	 lay	down,	pulled	

the	quilt	over	me	and	fell	asleep.	

I	opened	my	eyes	and	everything	looked	the	same.	I	stared	at	the	ceiling	and	

the	 distorted	 plaster.	 Feeling	 clearer-headed,	 I	 found	 a	 bottle	 of	 water	 in	 my	

rucksack	 and	 drank	 some.	 Checking	my	market	 stall	watch,	 the	 digital	 display	

showed	03.42.	I	stood	up	from	the	bed	and	walked	over	to	the	window.		

The	 lights	 had	 dimmed	 in	 places	 and	 there	were	 fewer	 cars	 on	 Earls	 Court	

Road.	I	looked	into	the	distance	mostly	obscured	with	brick	and	slate	and	heavy,	

low	 clouds	 that	 caught	 the	 slender	 moonlight	 making	 them	 appear	 pale	 grey	

against	the	black.	And	through	small	chinks	and	slivers	I	could	see	the	horizon,	a	

slightly	more	shallow	black	above	a	darker	urban	strip	 the	 colour	of	molasses,	

and	I	slowly,	so	very	slowly	started	to	think	in	a	fresher,	calmer	way.	There	was	

no	 sudden,	 resounding	 epiphany,	 no	moment	 of	 all-consuming	 change.	 It	 was	

simply	that	the	horizon	was	there.	And	if	the	horizon	was	there,	what	might	lay	

beyond	it?	For	if	I	were	to	walk	towards	the	horizon,	the	bisection	of	the	dark;	a	

new	horizon	would	rise	up	to	replace	the	old.	If	I	were	to	keep	going	I	would	of	

course	end	up	right	back	in	the	lovely	Clementine	Hotel,	but	along	the	way	there	

was	a	world	of	opportunity,	hope,	possibility.	At	any	single	moment	something	

miraculous,	 something	 beautiful,	 something	 sordid,	 something	 detestable	 was	

happening	 out	 there	 before	 and	 beyond	 the	 horizon.	 Lovers	 lay	 entwined,	 evil	

men	 were	 performing	 their	 acts	 of	 evil,	 love	 died,	 and	 hate	 was	 born.	 There,	

beyond	 the	 grey	 black	 and	 the	molasses	 black	 could	 be	 found	 everything	 that	

might	possibly	happen,	every	possible	permutation	of	thought	and	act	and	deed.	

And	I	could	be	a	tiny	part	of	it.	I	could	strip	off	my	clothes	and	dive	into	the	pool.	

I	had	already	shed	my	overcoat,	my	hat,	my	gloves.	I	had	taken	the	hard	step,	the	

first;	the	step	that	cut	deepest;	now	all	I	had	to	do	was	go	naked	into	the	dawn.				

Young	and	healthy,	I	needed	little.	I	could	work.	I	could	explore	new	avenues	

of	my	mind,	 use	my	 body	more	 productively.	 All	 that	 could	 be	 perceived	 as	 a	

negative	could	be	turned	around	to	become	a	clear,	clean	positive.	And	if	truth	be	
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told,	even	if	only	to	myself	at	that	moment:	it	required	less	courage	to	take	those	

first	 steps	 toward	 the	 horizon	 than	 it	 did	 to	 open	 a	 vein	 or	 to	 drench	 my	

oesophagus	with	hydrogen	peroxide.				

	

~	

	

As	 I	 stood	 at	 the	 stern	of	 the	 ferry,	 the	 breeze	 cooling	my	 tears,	 I	 knew	 that	 I	

should	 be	 looking	 forward	 from	 the	 bow,	 embracing	 the	 strident	 headwind,	

boldly	 facing	 the	 on-coming	 waves	 and	 the	 swell	 with	 that	 bulldog	 spirit	 my	

maternal	grandfather,	Samuel	had	talked	about,	 the	spirit	of	 the	days	when	the	

spitfires	 and	 hurricanes	 had	 flown,	 Vera	 Lynn	 sang	 for	 the	 troops,	 and	 young	

men	of	my	age	faced	real	trials,	not	maverick	romance	and	glorious	opportunity.	

I	 turned	away	and	pulled	aside	the	sliding	door	 into	the	 ferry,	 found	the	bar	

just	opened	and	ordered	a	double	whisky.	I	then	sat	in	a	port-facing	plastic	seat	

and	watched	 the	 spray	 hit	 the	 glass,	whilst	 from	 across	 the	 open	 space	 of	 the	

ferry	came	the	sound	of	crying	babies,	laughter	and	a	tangle	of	voices.	The	heat	of	

the	 liquid	 in	my	guts	and	 its	 tang	on	my	 tongue	and	around	 the	 insides	of	my	

cheeks	 brought	me	 to	 life.	 On	 the	 train	 from	Victoria	 to	Dover	my	 energy	 and	

drive	had	begun	 to	wane.	 I	was	 starting	 to	 lose	 the	 impetus	 I	had	 felt	 as	 I	had	

closed	up	my	 rucksack,	passed	along	 the	narrow	corridors	of	 the	hotel	 and	 its	

slumbering	residents,	past	 the	unattended	reception	desk	and	out	 into	the	cold	

London	air.	I	knew	I	would	need	that	energy.	It	was	my	fuel,	the	only	thing	to	get	

me	over	the	hills	and	the	 foothills	of	 the	mountains	of	 future	times;	 to	give	me	

the	 necessary	 velocity.	Without	 that	 fuel	 I	would	 become	 immobile,	 dank,	 and	

soon	I	would	perish.	And	if	alcohol	or	recreational	drugs	or	fleeting	sex	was	what	

provided	the	fuel,	then	so	be	it.	If	too	it	required	the	beauty	of	Mondrian	or	the	

buoyant	strains	of	Mozart,	the	lingering	taste	of	freshly-netted	fish	lightly	grilled	

or	whatever	sensual	currency	that	may	come	my	way,	then	so	be	it.					

	 		

A	year	before	my	mother’s	death,	 there	had	been	some	vague	talk	of	a	week	 in	

Benidorm,	 but	 it	 had	 come	 to	 nothing,	 and	 after	 she	 died,	 my	 father	 lost	 all	

interest	in	holidays,	so	Calais	was	the	first	foreign	soil	I	had	ever	stood	upon.		
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The	 first	 thing	 that	 struck	me	was	 the	 smell.	 Paris	 exuded	 a	 quite	 different	

odour	 to	any	place	 I	had	known	 in	England.	 I	 could	not	define	 it	precisely	nor	

explain	 the	difference,	 and	 later	 I	 learned	 that	 it	was	a	 fleeting	 thing	as	 I	 grew	

accustomed	 to	 it	 and	no	 longer	had	any	conscious	 sense	of	 it.	The	architecture	

was	subtly	different,	the	streets	around	the	station,	narrow,	the	small	houses	and	

offices	crammed	close	together,	irregular	in	height	and	breadth	and	colour.		

At	Victoria	station	I	had	bought	a	travel	guide	to	Paris	and	studied	the	map	of	

the	city,	subjecting	much	of	it	to	memory.	And	of	course,	I	had	numerous	literary	

and	artistic	references	to	guide	me.	Picasso,	I	knew,	had	lived	in	such	and	such	a	

street	for	a	while;	Hemingway	had	enjoyed	this	bar	or	that	restaurant;	Gertrude	

Stein,	Anaïs	Nin	and	Henry	Miller	had	frequented	this	bistro	or	that	boulangerie,	

Sartre	 and	 Simone	 de	 Beauvoir	 had	 read	 in	 the	 library	 in	 this	 particular	

arrondissement.	 I	 was	 immediately	 excited	 by	 the	 prospect	 of	 joining	 the	

Movable	 Feast.	 In	 my	 own	 mind	 at	 least,	 there	 was	 something	 eminently	

acceptable	about	living	an	impoverished	life	here.	I	knew	of	course	that	this	was	

a	silly,	romantic	sentiment,	but	in	my	predicament	it	was	also	useful.		

My	 hotel	 in	 Montparnasse,	 Hôtel	 Hugo,	 could	 have	 been	 a	 twin	 to	 the	

Clementine	 in	Earls	Court.	Cracked	tiles	 in	 the	shower	room	with	mould	 in	 the	

grout	 holes,	 cockroaches	 circumventing	 a	 bed	 leg	 like	 Olympic	 cyclists,	 the	

ceiling	light	unpredictable.	But	the	room	looked	better	in	the	dim	lime	splashes	

from	the	bedside	lamp.	Windowless,	it	was	cold	and	damp	and	a	rare	remnant	of	

what	 the	area	had	been,	a	patch	of	Planet	Earth	which,	once	upon	a	 time,	 long,	

long	ago,	Jean	Cocteau	had	described	as	‘a	place	where	poverty	was	a	luxury.’	

I	dumped	my	rucksack	and	walked	out	on	to	the	streets	where	dusk	beckoned.	

I	 knew	 it	 would	 not	 be	 the	 Montparnasse	 of	 Giacometti,	 Apollinaire,	 Django	

Reinhardt	or	Beckett,	even	if	Ethan	would	have	it	that,	mathematically-speaking,	

their	 ghosts	 were	 here	 still,	 just	 as	 Percy	 Shelley,	 Ruskin	 or	 Oscar	Wilde	 had	

melded	with	the	stonework	and	mortar	of	 the	Bodleian.	Le	Dome	was	there,	as	

was	La	Closerie	des	Lilas	with	its	hedge	between	the	inner	and	outer	coffee	table	

areas	 and	 the	 old	 style	 font	 announcing	 its	 presence.	 But	Hemingway	was	 not	

there,	nor	Dorothy	Parker	or	Nancy	Cunard,	for	now	Montparnasse	was	over-lit	

with	neon,	 and	 the	 cars	had	become	slender	and	 faster	and	more	 fuel	 efficient	

and	the	waiters	were	not	nearly	so	effete,	and	I	was	pretty	sure	that	no	patron	
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could	stay	all	evening	nursing	a	single	coffee	and	paying	for	it	with	a	drawing	or	

a	 poem.	 I	 looked	 at	 the	 menu	 outside	 La	 Coupole	 and	 knew	 I	 could	 not	 even	

afford	a	hors	d’oeuvre	 there	 let	 alone	a	plate	of	 fresh	shellfish	 such	as	T.S	Eliot	

might	have	shared	with	Fitzgerald.			

I	walked	 further	along	Boulevard	du	Montparnasse	and	 there,	occupying	 its	

famed	corner	spot	at	the	junction	with	Boulevard	Raspail,	painted	red	just	as	it	

had	been	 in	 the	1920s	with	original	over-sized	art	deco	 letters	 spelling	out	 its	

name,	stood	Café	de	la	Rotonde.	 It	had	been	Hemingway’s	 favourite;	now	it	was	

the	only	one	retaining	its	bohemian	credentials.	I	found	a	corner	table	bathed	in	

red	from	the	interior	walls	and	the	table	lampshade.	The	low	ceiling	provided	an	

intimacy	that	could	almost	make	me	believe	I	had	been	transported	back	in	time.	

It	was	already	bustling,	the	atmosphere	electric;	and	that’s	when	I	heard	Elaine’s	

voice	for	the	first	time.	

When,	 years	 later,	 I	 was	 pressed	 to	 describe	 Elaine’s	 voice	 I	 realized	 how	

perfectly	 impossible	 it	 was	 and	 how	my	 best	 efforts	 lay	 in	 comparison.	 Billie	

Holiday	was	there,	I	would	say.	So	too,	Tracey	Thorn;	a	touch	of	Ella	Fitzgerald,	

flashes	of	 Chrissie	Hynde.	 Yet,	 this	was	only	 part	 of	 it;	most	 apparent	was	 the	

voice	of	Elaine	Toulon;	in	itself,	a	thing	of	great	beauty.	

She	 was	 performing	 with	 just	 a	 double-bass	 player	 and	 a	 pianist.	 They	

covered	jazz	standards.	The	first	song	I	heard	was		God	Bless	the	Child	 from	the	

Billie	Holiday	 songbook,	 then	came	 I	Loves	You	Porgy,	The	Very	Thought	of	You	

and	 Black	 Coffee,	 all	 delivered	 with	 as	 much	 grace	 and	 sophistication	 as	 the	

originals.	 Four	 bars	 into	 God	Bless	 the	 Child,	 I	 had	 fallen	 in	 love	 with	 Elaine’s	

voice	and	as	the	song	ended	to	a	smattering	of	applause,	and	just	before	my	food	

arrived,	I	asked	the	waiter	if	I	could	move	tables.	

She	was	tall	and	very	slender,	her	skin	black,	her	hair	cut	short,	and	about	it,	a	

narrow	 silver	 headband,	 little	 more	 than	 a	 sliver	 that	 caught	 the	 light	 and	

contrasted	with	her	skin.	The	bass	player	was	good,	so	too	the	pianist,	but	Elaine	

was	the	focus	of	everything,	and	for	the	first	time	since	I	had	caught	the	coach	to	

London,	 I	 felt	 that	 there	really	was	something	worth	 living	 for.	Earlier,	as	 I	had	

emerged	 from	 the	metro	 into	Montparnasse	 and	 set	 eyes	 upon	 it	 for	 the	 first	

time,	my	heart	had	sunk	to	see	the	loss	of	all	that	had	once	been.	The	work	of	the	

painters	who	had	lived	here	now	hung	in	galleries	or	else	they	had	become	part	
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of	 the	private	 collections	of	billionaires;	 the	books	written	here	had	 joined	 the	

canon	of	Western	Literature;	their	music	had	become	the	aural	backdrop	to	life	

itself,	but	apart	from	in	a	few	simple	rooms,	the	topography	had	not	weathered	

so	well,	it	no	longer	held	artistic	force.	But	here,	by	sheer	fluke,	on	my	very	first	

night	 in	 Montparnasse,	 I	 had	 stumbled	 upon	 a	 tiny	 human	 remnant	 of	 that	

golden	time.	

I	stayed	until	 the	band	finished	and	applauded	 louder	than	anyone	else.	The	

inexpensive	brandy	I	had	freed	me	from	my	English	reserve.	Yet,	even	though	I	

was	awestruck	and	a	little	drunk,	I	could	not	bring	myself	to	talk	to	the	musicians	

nor	to	Elaine.	Instead	I	left,	returning	to	my	dank	and	claustrophobic	room,	my	

heart	and	mind	brimming	with	excitement.	
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8.	

	

I	 sampled	what	 I	quickly	 realized	were	my	 first	 real	days	of	 freedom.	 I	was	

beholden	to	none.	I	had	no	curriculum	to	follow,	nothing	for	which	to	study.	I	had	

no	need	to	concern	myself	for	another	human	being	even	for	a	single	moment;	I	

had	no	one	to	please,	no	one	to	rival,	no	one	over	whom	to	despair.	

Pacing	 the	 streets	 of	 Paris	 in	 late	 spring	 sunshine	 was	 a	 curative	 beyond	

anything	I	might	have	foreseen.	I	rarely	allowed	myself	to	dwell	on	the	pain	and	

the	 detritus	 of	 my	 recent	 past.	 If	 such	 feelings	 intruded	 as	 I	 lay	 on	 the	 hard	

mattress	in	the	hotel,	I	would	jump	out	of	bed	and	dive	under	the	shower.	If	they	

began	to	encroach	while	I	walked	along	a	side	street,	I	would	dash	down	another	

and	weave	 a	way	 at	 random	 along	 lanes	 of	which	 I	 had	 but	 scant	 knowledge,	

purely	so	that	I	might	lose	myself.	

At	 first	 I	did	 all	 the	 things	 and	 visited	 all	 the	 places	 required	of	 the	 tourist,	

ticking	off	 the	Arc	de	Triomphe,	La	Sacre	 Coeur,	Centre	Georges	Pompidou,	Le	

Tour	 de	 Eiffel,	 Le	 Louvre,	 La	 Jardin	 des	 Tuileries,	 Notre	 Dame.	 I	 travelled	 the	

Metro,	mentally	marking	off	the	names,	Pyramides,	Châtelet	des	Halles,	St	Michel.	

But	 I	 also	walked	mile	upon	mile,	 gazing	 into	the	windows	of	designer	 clothes	

shops	on	Le	Champs	Elysees,	looking	upon	the	homes	of	the	great	and	the	good	

who	 had	 sewn	 the	 fabric	 of	 what	 Paris	 had	 become:	 Chopin,	 Madame	 Curie,	

Peggy	Guggenheim,	Seurat.	And	then	I	had	found	avenues	into	the	lesser	known	

wonders,	the	small	galleries	and	musée;	and	all	the	time,	I	practiced	my	French.	I	

had	 not	 learned	 it	 at	 school,	 but	 I	 had	 bought	 a	 cheap	 ‘Teach	 Yourself	 French’	

book	when	 I	 had	 purchased	 the	 guide	 to	 Paris	 in	 Victoria	 station,	 and	 as	with	

everything,	 I	 gave	 it	 my	 full	 attention,	 picking	 up	 conversational	 French	 with	

remarkable	ease.		

On	my	first	day,	the	sun	was	hot,	the	sky	an	unsullied	blue.	The	Seine	glistened	

and	the	smells	were	still	pungent.	In	cafés	hung	the	rich	aroma	of	Arabian	coffee	

beans	and	Gitanes,	and	outside,	at	the	cream	and	beige	coffee	tables	the	fumes	of	

cars	 and	motorcycles	 accompanied	 the	 background	 hum	 of	 a	 bustling	 vibrant	

city,	that,	like	Oxford,	pulsed	with	history	but	never	seemed	to	feel	the	strain	of	

it.	 The	 two	 cities	 were	 like	 old	 men	 waiting	 patiently	 while	 all	 around	 them	

reality	crashed	hither	and	thither:	One,	Estragon	perhaps,	the	other,	Vladimir.		
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At	 lunchtime	that	 first	day,	 I	 found	a	bench	along	a	wide	gravel	path,	one	of	

the	many	 transecting	 the	 Jardin	 du	 Luxembourg.	 From	 a	 plastic	 bag	 I	 pulled	 a	

triangular	slab	of	camembert,	a	baguette	and	a	bottle	of	red	wine	that	had	cost	

the	 equivalent	 of	 fifty	 pence.	 And	 there	 I	 ate	 and	 drank,	 and	 after	 a	 while	 I	

concluded	 that	 these	 were	 perhaps	 the	 happiest	 moments	 of	 my	 life.	 I	 had	

believed	the	same	thing	at	other	times;	the	day	I	received	news	I	had	obtained	a	

scholarship	 to	Oxford;	 the	walk	 in	 the	 Botanic	 Gardens	 in	 Oxford	with	 Judith;	

lying	 in	 the	 snow	 with	 Ethan,	 the	 snowballs	 flying,	 the	 champagne	 and	 the	

brandy	hot	 in	my	guts.	 So	maybe	 time	would	prove	 this	 feeling	 to	be	no	more	

substantive	 than	 any	 of	 those	moments;	 perhaps	 all	 feelings	 of	 pleasure	were	

mere	 ephemera,	 chimeras.	 But	 then,	 I	 thought,	 drinking	more	wine,	 what	 else	

was	there?	God	was	a	nonsense,	a	need	of	 the	weak-minded,	 the	gullible,	 those	

too	feeble	to	face	the	reality	of	what	lay	before	them.	And	besides,	I	was,	I	knew,	

overthinking	it.	Experiences	were	there	to	be	absorbed	not	analysed,	at	least	not	

as	they	were	happening.	 ‘Enjoy,	and	think	later,’	I	told	myself	and	savoured	the	

blend	of	cheese	and	fresh	bread	washed	down	with	the	rough,	strong	wine.	

And	 through	 a	 haze,	 Paris	 was	 still	 Paris.	 Indeed,	 as	 the	 alcohol	 coursed	

through	my	veins	I	concluded	that	the	place	was	better	with	alcohol;	it	was	the	

home	of	haziness,	the	womb	of	altered	states	of	mind	and	being;	a	place	where	

the	periscope	could	be	shifted	to	any	angle	and	it	would	always	show	something	

mesmerizing.	

	

Back	at	the	hotel	the	room	was	the	same	as	I	had	left	it;	there	was	no	such	thing	

as	room	service	or	even	a	cleaner	here,	but	it	did	not	matter.	I	had	never	known	

anything	 close	 to	 luxury.	 I	 now	 had	more	 cash	 in	 my	 wallet	 than	 I	 had	 ever	

before	possessed.	 I	had	never	slept	between	silk	sheets	nor	had	I	eaten	 lobster	

thermidor;	 and	 although	 it	 would	 have	 been	 an	 exaggeration	 to	 say	 that	

cockroaches	 were	 my	 compadres,	 I	 had	 known	 quite	 a	 few.	 Dirty	 sheets	 and	

cracked	shower	tiles	held	little	fear	for	me.	

I	ate	at	Café	de	la	Rotonde,	picking	the	cheapest	 food	on	the	menu.	And	each	

night,	Elaine	and	her	band	played.	The	performance	was	different	every	time,	but	

the	woman’s	voice	moved	me	 in	 the	 same	way.	 It	was	a	 sound	 that	stirred	me	

spiritually,	emotionally	and	sexually;	but	for	three	nights	I	could	not	bring	myself	
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to	approach	the	musicians	after	their	performance.	Then,	on	my	fourth	night	in	

Paris,	 a	 Friday,	 I	 had	 shaved	 and	 showered	 and	 resolved	 that	 this	 evening	 I	

would	 eat	 and	 drink	 and	 listen	 to	 the	 music	 that	 had	 filled	 my	 mind	 since	

arriving	 in	 Montparnasse,	 and	 then	 I	 would	 approach	 the	 stage	 as	 the	 diners	

dined	and	ignored	me,	just	as	they	had	ignored	the	miracle	performed	a	few	feet	

from	them.		

I	arrived	at	my	usual	time,	found	the	same	table,	ordered	and	then	glanced	at	

the	stage.	It	was	empty.	I	felt	childishly	bereft	and	called	over	the	waiter.	In	my	

best	French	I	asked	why	the	band	were	not	performing	this	evening.	

‘Ah	monsieur,	you	mean	Trilogie?	On	Fridays	they	play	at	La	Closerie	des	Lilas.’	

I	ate	quickly,	drank	a	half	carafe	of	red	wine	and	left	much	earlier	than	usual.	

Walking	 two	 hundred	 metres	 south-east	 along	 Boulevard	 du	 Montparnasse	 I	

came	upon	La	Closerie	des	Lilas.	 It	 bore	 little	 resemblance	 to	what	 it	 had	once	

been	in	a	past	age.	I	slipped	inside	wearing	jeans	and	a	t-shirt	and	immediately	

felt	uncomfortable.	With	a	glance	at	the	interior	of	the	restaurant	with	its	well-

heeled	patrons,	I	knew	this	was	no	place	for	me.		

But	 then	 I	 heard	 Elaine’s	 voice	 as	 it	 floated	 over	 the	 tables	 of	 crystal	

champagne	flutes	and	silver	cloche,	through	the	scent	of	garlic,	beaufort	d’ete	and	

truffle.	With	 all	 the	 chutzpah	 I	 could	muster,	 I	 walked	 to	 the	 bar,	 ordered	 the	

cheapest	beer	on	the	list	and	nursed	it	for	an	hour.	

I	 was	 looking	 at	 the	 bottles	 of	 expensive	 cognac	 and	 champagne	 lined	 up	

under	 the	mirror	 behind	 the	 bar	when	 I	 heard	Elaine	 say:	 ‘Merci,	mesdames	et	

messieurs	,	bonsoir,’	and	I	knew	my	moment	had	arrived.	

‘Vous	avez	 la	plus	belle	 voix	que	 je	 l'ai	 jamais	 entendu	parler,’	 was	 the	 best	 I	

could	 manage.	 The	 stage	 was	 a	 triangle	 of	 wood	 big	 enough	 just	 for	 her,	 the	

piano	a	few	feet	to	one	side	and	the	double	bass-player	crammed	into	a	corner.	

She	tilted	her	head	and	smiled.	‘You	are	not	French,’	she	said	in	English.	

‘No,	British,	but	in	spite	of	my	most	unconvincing	accent	I	meant	what	I	said.’	

‘Je	 suis	 enchanté,	 merci.’	 She	 looked	 directly	 into	 my	 eyes,	 turned	 and	

introduced	 her	 companions,	 Marcel	 Lelac,	 the	 bass	 player	 and	 Jean	 Gondin.	 I	

shook	their	hands.		

The	diners	and	drinkers,	the	wealthy	besuited	men	with	slicked	back	hair	and	

wearing	expensive	spectacles,	and	their	women	bejewelled;	the	chiselled	waiters	
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in	 their	 stiff	whiteness	 lifting	 cloche	 ceremoniously	 in	 unison,	 and	 the	 dessert	

trolley	bedecked	with	mousse	and	fruits	marinated	in	fifty-year-old	cognac;	all	of	

it	was	of	no	consequence,	for	Elaine’s	singing	had	stopped.	

	

The	band	shared	a	large,	scruffy	flat	on	Rue	Boissonade,	a	street	off	Boulevard	

du	 Montparnasse	 a	 short	 distance	 from	 La	 Closerie	 des	 Lilas.	 Jean’s	 boyfriend	

Claude	 and	 Marcel’s	 girlfriend	 Louise	 also	 lived	 there.	 All	 of	 them	 apart	 from	

Elaine	 were	 second-year	 students	 at	 Université	 Panthéon-Assas.	 She	 was	 two	

years	 older	 than	 the	 others,	 had	 graduated	 in	 philosophy	 and	music	 from	 the	

Sorbonne	and	now	worked	at	a	department	store	on	La	Rue	du	Bac.	

The	 front	 door	opened	 onto	 a	 broad	passageway	 that	 led	 to	 the	main	 room	

and	 three	 bedrooms	 leading	 off	 this.	 The	 living-room	was	 sparsely	 furnished	

with	a	couple	of	elderly	sofas,	a	collection	of	bean	bags,	rough	old	carpets	on	a	

parquet	floor.	From	the	ceiling	hung	a	pair	of	huge	white	spherical	paper	shades	

that	had	been	there	gathering	dust	since,	I	guessed,	the	mid-seventies.	Opposite	

the	entrance	the	wall	was	made	up	almost	entirely	of	vast	windows	that	looked	

out	onto	 the	main	street	 four	 floors	below.	These	windows	were	 covered	with	

heavy	red	velvet	curtains	that	ran	along	an	ancient	brass	rail.	The	place	smelled	

of	patchouli	incense	and	tobacco.		

There	 were	 musical	 instruments	 scattered	 about	 the	 room;	 a	 battered	 old	

baby	grand	in	one	corner.	Marcel	had	stood	his	double	bass	in	its	case	in	another.	

An	 amplifier	 was	 positioned	 against	 one	 wall,	 next	 to	 it	 on	 a	 stand,	 a	 semi-

acoustic	guitar,	a	Gibson	175.	On	one	of	 the	sofas	 lay	a	classical	guitar	covered	

with	 stickers	 and	 scattered	 French	 phrases	 written	 with	 marker	 pens.	 A	 vast	

palm	plant	stood	in	the	corner	near	the	entrance	and	under	its	drooping	fronds,	

a	metal	table	with	spindly	ornate	legs.	On	top	of	this	sat	a	stereo	amplifier	and	a	

top-end	record	deck.	Tangerine	Dream’s	Phaedra	was	playing.			

Elaine	and	I,	along	with	Marcel,	sat	on	a	collection	of	black	beanbags.	Marcel	

rolled	a	joint	on	the	Phaedra	cover	and	Louise	shuffled	on	to	the	cushion	with	a	

bottle	 of	 red	wine	 in	 one	 hand,	 a	 collection	 of	 glasses	 and	 a	 corkscrew	 in	 the	

other.	‘Here,	let	me	do	that,’	Marcel	said.	
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I	took	a	drag	on	the	joint	and	passed	it	on	before	sipping	at	the	wine.	 It	was	

rough,	but	not	as	harsh	as	the	wine	I	had	consumed	a	few	days	earlier	in	Jardin	

du	Luxembourg.	

‘So,	what’s	your	story,	Simon	Mailer?’	Elaine	asked	exhaling	a	plume	of	smoke.		

I	did	not	know	quite	what	to	say.	Strangely,	it	had	not	occurred	to	me	that	if	I	

were	 to	 meet	 people	 on	 my	 travels,	 I	 would	 need	 to	 explain	 anything.	 I	 had	

grown	so	isolated	from	the	moment	on	Magdalene	Tower	with	the	eyes	of	those	

on	the	High	 looking	up	at	me	as	 I	stood	naked	and	cold	that	 I	had	not	 thought	

about	myself	as	anyone	significant	enough	to	have	a	story	to	tell.	The	trauma	of	

Oxford	was	still	so	raw	I	was	not	sure	I	could	not	speak	about	it	yet.	But	then	I	

remembered	the	lies	I	had	told	Ethan	and	the	pain	of	guilt	I	had	carried	around	

with	me,	the	sense	of	shame	that	had	burdened	me.	Elaine	was	staring	into	my	

eyes.	In	my	own	mind	it	felt	as	though	I	was	deliberating	about	what	to	say	for	a	

long	time,	but	Louise,	Marcel	and	Elaine	were	patient.	I	sipped	my	wine.	‘A	long	

story,’	I	said.	

‘Oh,	intriguing.’		

So	 I	 told	 them	 a	 version	of	 things,	 some	half-truths,	 a	 sprinkling	of	 lies,	 but	

mostly	the	real	story	even	though,	at	times,	to	me	it	felt	oddly	unreal.	Had	these	

things	really	happened?	I	found	myself	thinking,	and	I	half-expected	my	audience	

to	suspect	I	was	leading	them	down	a	path	of	rather	sombre	fiction.	

But	 they	 did	 not	 react	 that	way	 at	 all.	 By	 the	 time	 I	 had	 finished,	 Jean	 and	

Claude	had	 joined	 the	others,	 I	had	downed	another	glass	of	wine	and	smoked	

part	of	a	second	joint,	Phaedra	had	been	replaced	with	Birds	of	Fire	then	Blonde	

on	Blonde,	and	my	small	group	of	new	friends	were	looking	at	me	agog.	

‘I	 would	 never	 have	 had	 you	 down	 as	 a	 maths	 genius,	 Simon,’	 Elaine	 said	

quietly.	

‘I’m	not	a	genius,’	I	said.	

‘Ethan	thought	you	were.’	

‘Well,	he	was	wrong.’	

‘The	 music	 thing,’	 Elaine,	 went	 on,	 ‘that	 I	 can	 believe.	 If	 I	 sang	 something,	

would	you	play?’	

By	now	I	was	quite	pleasantly	stoned.	 I	had	a	warm	feeling	 for	 these	people	

without	there	being	any	rational	reason	for	it.	I	had	known	them	barely	an	hour	
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or	 two,	but	 then	I	was	tuning	Marcel’s	Gibson;	 Jean	was	at	 the	baby	grand	and	

Marcel	had	unpacked	his	double-bass.		

‘I	don’t	know	much	jazz,’	I	confessed,	still	confident,	still	relaxed	and	so	very	

different	to	the	boy	in	his	attic	room	a	few	weeks	earlier.		

‘My	Baby	Just	Cares	for	Me,’	Elaine	suggested.	

I	nodded.	‘I	think	I	know	the	guitar	part.	In	A-major,	yeah?’		

Jean	and	Marcel	played	four	bars	and	then	I	joined	in	for	another	four	before	

Elaine	began	to	sing,	and	immediately,	I	fell	into	a	transcendent	state	of	mind.	I	

had	never	played	music	with	anyone	before.	I	was	immediately	relaxed	and	just	

sank	into	the	sound	letting	it	flow	over	and	through	me.	And	when	the	final	notes	

were	fading	away	and	the	room	fell	into	a	mesmerized	silence,	I	could	not	believe	

the	feeling	of	satisfaction	I	felt	as	I	looked	at	each	of	the	faces	of	the	others	and	

we	all	began	to	applaud	one	another.	

I	 rested	 the	 guitar	 back	 in	 the	 stand	 and	 sat	 back	 on	 the	 cushion,	 downed	

another	glass	of	wine	and	was	filled	with	a	joy	I	had	barely	ever	known	before.	

‘You	must	have	played	in	a	few	bands,	Simon,’	Jean	said.	

I	 shook	my	head	and	was	about	 to	say	 I	had	never	before	made	music	with	

another	living	soul,	but	thought	better	of	it.	I	shrugged.	‘The	occasional	jam	with	

friends	 in	 England,’	 I	 said	 modestly.	 ‘That	 was	 great	 fun	 though.	 You’re	 very	

talented	musicians.	 And	 Elaine,	 as	 I	 said	 in	 the	 restaurant,	 you	 have	 the	most	

beautiful	voice	I	ever	heard.’	

‘You’re	an	English	gentleman,	Simon!’	she	laughed.	‘And	a	flatterer.	But	thank	

you.’	

It	 was	 in	 a	 beautiful	 dream	 of	 insobriety	 that	 I	 descended	 the	 stairs	 with	

Elaine	 after	 bidding	 goodnight	 to	 the	 others.	 It	 had	 passed	 3	 am.	 At	 the	 front	

door,	I	went	to	shake	her	hand	and	thank	her	for	a	great	evening.	She	looked	at	

him	 as	 though	 I	 were	 slightly	 mad,	 ignored	 my	 hand	 and	 kissed	 me	 on	 each	

cheek.	We	were	inches	apart	and	I	caught	a	heady	scent	of	ripe	apricots,	musky	

tobacco	and	alcohol.		

She	took	the	handle.	‘Would	you	like	to	meet	up	again?’	she	asked.	

‘Of	course.	I’ll	be	at	La	Rotonde	without	fail.’	

‘No,	I	meant,	just	you	and	me.	I	have	the	day	off	tomorrow.	I	could	show	you	

some	of	the	less	touristy	things.’	
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I	was	startled.	‘Yes,	I’d	like	that.’		

‘You’re	very	sweet,	Simon.’	Elaine	kissed	me	on	the	lips.	I	smiled,	walked	out	

on	 to	 the	 half	 dozen	 steps	 leading	 down	 to	 the	 pavement	 and	 waved	 as	 she	

closed	 the	 door.	 Strolling	 back	 to	 the	 hotel,	 I	 imagined	 that	 during	 the	 past	

couple	of	months	I	had	passed	through	Hades	and	arrived	in	an	Earthly	Paradise	

I	could	never	have	imagined.	I	had	survived	the	disaster	of	my	life;	up	to	now,	a	

part	of	me	still	believed	that	the	universe	had	foundered	back	in	Oxford.	But	that,	

I	now	understood,	was	mere	illusion.			
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9.	

	

We	met	 outside	 the	 entrance	 to	Montparnasse	Metro	 station.	 It	 was	 a	 sun-

filled	day	and	warm.	I	saw	Elaine	walking	towards	me	along	the	boulevard.	She	

was	 wearing	 jeans	 and	 high-heeled	 leopard	 skin	 ankle-length	 boots,	 a	 leather	

biker’s	 jacket,	 worn	 and	 torn	 and	 faded,	 big,	 hoopy	 earrings	 and	 vintage	 Ray	

Bans	with	gold	rims.	She	saw	me	and	beamed.	

‘You	look	amazing,’	I	said,	guileless.	

‘And	you	look	very	cool	in	that	endearing	sickly	British	way.’		

I	laughed.	‘Don’t	know	if	that’s	good	or	bad.’	I	looked	down	at	my	1930s	turn-

ups	from	an	Oxford	jumble	sale,	Doc	Martens,	a	cream	grandpa	vest	straight	from	

The	Waltons	 and	 a	well-worn	 cardigan.	 I’d	 splashed	 out	on	 some	new	hair	 gel	

and	my	hair	had	grown	quite	long.	‘I	should	probably	have	consumption.’	

‘No!	Don’t	take	it	that	far.	It’s	très	chic	as	it	is!	Very	Nick	Cave.’							

We	caught	the	train	first	to	Châtelet	and	changed	lines	heading	northeast	and	

emerging	 at	 Belleville	 on	 to	 narrow	 streets	 lined	 with	 brightly-coloured	

buildings,	 narrow	 lanes	 and	 quaint	 cafés;	 arrays	 of	 tables	 spilling	 onto	 the	

pavement.	 The	 area	 reminded	 me	 a	 little	 of	 Soho	 or	 pictures	 I	 had	 seen	 of	

Greenwich	Village.	The	streets	were	steeply	inclined	and	occasionally,	on	street	

corners,	and	along	the	narrow	roads	I	caught	glimpses	of	buildings	clustered	in	

the	distance	at	the	foot	of	a	hill.	

‘This	is	close	to	the	highest	point	of	the	city,’	Elaine	said	as	we	crossed	a	side	

street	dodging	a	red	Vespa	motorcycle	and	then	a	speeding	fiat	with	its	windows	

down	and	Leonard	Cohen,	So	Long,	Marianne,	blaring	out.		

She	led	the	way	along	a	broad	street	and	soon	we	came	to	a	line	of	railings	and	

an	 impressive	 set	of	metal	 gates,	with	 a	 small	 pedestrian	 entrance	 to	 the	 side.	

‘Parc	 de	 Belleville,’	 Elaine	 said	 and	 we	 ascended	 broad	 grey	 steps	 until	 we	

reached	a	flat	open	space	paved	with	more	grey	stone.	All	around	us	stretched	an	

unbroken	 three	 hundred	 and	 sixty	 degree	 view	 of	 Paris	 laid	 out	 in	 all	 its	 late	

spring	splendour.			

‘Wow!’	I	exclaimed.	 ‘This	is	really	something.	I	went	to	Sacre	Coeur	two	days	

ago,	but	this	view	is	even	more	impressive.’	

‘It	is,	and	far	less	well	known	or	overwhelmed	with	tourists	and	bad	art!’	
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We	 stood	 for	 a	 while	 silently	 turning,	 slowly	 absorbing	 the	 miles	 to	 the	

horizon	 crammed	 with	 humanity,	 thousands	 upon	 thousands	 of	 buildings,	

interlaced	by	tarmac	ribbons	of	different	widths	and	lengths,	a	muddle	really,	not	

at	 all	 like	 a	 living	 thing,	 for	 in	nature	 there	 is	 order	and	 structure	and	each	of	

everything	has	 its	place.	This	 scene,	 this	miasma	of	organisms	was	more	 like	a	

flock	of	starlings	 frozen	 in	space	and	time.	All	that	life,	 I	 thought.	And	I’m	just	a	

tiny	pinprick	of	matter	and	self-awareness.	

After	a	while	we	turned	together	and	descended	to	street	level	and	followed	a	

winding	course	along	broad	avenues	and	narrow	lanes	until	we	came	to	a	pair	of	

tall	cuboid	stone	pillars	and	I	saw	a	sign:	Cimetiere	du	Pere-Lachaise.	

‘Père	Lachaise	Cemetery	-	of	course.	Great	choice	for	a	first	date.’	

	‘Is	 that	what	 this	 is?’	 Elaine	 said.	 ‘A	 first	 date?’	 She	 gave	me	 a	 serious	 look	

then	broke	into	a	radiant	smile	at	my	lost	look.	‘Oh,	God!	English	boys.	So	cute.’	

Inside	 stood	more	 blocks	 of	 stone	 interlaced	with	 ribbons	of	 various	 length	

and	breadth,	but	these	structures	were	filled	with	the	dead	surrounded	by	living	

spring	 flowers	that	would,	 in	 their	own	time,	die	 too.	Moss	and	 lichen	grew	on	

the	stones	covering	the	remnants	of	the	famous.	But,	it	was	like	any	other	patch	

of	the	earth,	for	here	there	were	perhaps	a	hundred	famed	individuals	amongst	

some	 seventy-thousand	 bodies	 of	 almost	 universally	 forgotten	 people:	 The	

higher,	the	fewer,	I	thought.		

‘I	think	it	is	a	romantic	place.	I	come	here	often,’	Elaine	said,	slipping	an	arm	

through	mine.	

‘It	certainly	doesn’t	fail	as	a	reminder.’	

‘Vanity	of	vanities,	all	is	vanity.’	

‘Platitude	upon	and	platitude,	all	is	platitude?’	

She	laughed.	But	then	we	fell	quiet	walking	along	a	narrow	pathway	with	the	

stones	on	either	side.	Nothing	that	mattered	remained	of	Jim	Morrison,	Chopin,	

Balzac,	 the	star-crossed	lovers	Abelard	and	Heloise,	who	had,	many	years	after	

their	 death,	 been	 interned	 in	 the	 same	 tomb.	 Oscar	Wilde	 was	 a	 collection	 of	

powdering	 bones,	 his	 flesh	 gone,	 his	 great	wit	 just	 a	memory,	 only	 his	words	

remained.	 So	 too	 did	 the	 piano	 music	 of	 Chopin,	 the	 paintings	 of	 Théodore	

Géricault,	whose	Raft	of	the	Medusa	was	seen	by	millions	every	year	somewhere	

close	by,	 the	Louvre	 in	 the	midst	of	 this	 amoeboid	 city.	Each	year	 the	pilgrims	
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came	to	lay	so	many	flowers	at	the	grave	of	Jim	Morrison	that	a	permanent	guard	

had	been	placed	there	to	dissuade	them.	

We	stopped	at	 the	stark,	dark	marble	tomb	of	 the	writer,	Colette.	 ‘A	woman	

whose	body	had	been	worshiped	by	so	many	men,’	I	said.	

‘And	 in	 her	 day	 she	 had	 succeeded	 in	 scandalizing	 her	 countrymen	 and	

women	–	no	mean	feat	in	France!’	

‘Sometimes	I	wonder	why	any	of	us	bother.’	

Elaine	stopped	on	the	path.	I	turned	to	her	and	I	could	see	the	sunshine	light	

up	her	black	eyes	with	starbursts.	 ‘You	must	never	 think	 that	way,	 Simon,’	 she	

said.	

‘But	you	read	philosophy	at	La	Sorbonne.	The	thought	must	have	occurred	to	

you.’	

‘Of	course.	You	don’t	need	to	have	studied	Kierkegaard	or	Kant	to	think	about	

death	 and	 the	 purpose	 of	 life.	 When	 it	 comes	 to	 mortality,	 the	 simplest	

uneducated	person	feels	the	same	sentiments	as	the	great	thinkers.	It’s	just	that	

they	can’t	write	about	it	or	express	themselves	on	the	subject	quite	so	well.’	

‘I	know	that,	and	I	also	know	that	however	hard	you	study	and	however	well	

you	do	at	university,	 you	will	have	no	 satisfactory	answer	 to	that	one	ultimate	

question:	Why	bother?’	

‘There	 is	no	answer.	You	 just	have	 to	 take	a	 stance.	That	 is	 all:	nothing	else	

will	do.’	

‘And	what	is	your	stance,	Elaine?’	

‘To	 live	 every	moment	 to	 the	 full,	 to	 experience	 as	much	 as	 I	 can,	 to	DO	 as	

much	as	I	can.’	

‘Why?’	

‘I’ll	ask	you	a	question	in	return:	Why	not?	What	are	the	alternatives?’	

We	walked	on.	‘My	friend	in	Oxford,’	I	said.	

‘Ethan?’	

‘Yes.	 His	 stance	 is	 that	 there	 is	 meaning,	 there	 is	 a	 purpose.	 He	 coined	 the	

phrase	‘Everything	is	Everything	Else.’	

‘I	like	that.’	
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‘I	knew	you	would.’	I	turned	to	her	and	for	a	second	I	fell	silent	just	absorbing	

her	profile	with	the	stone	and	the	moss	and	the	sun	behind	her.	‘He’s	setting	out	

to	prove	it	scientifically,	mathematically.’	

‘I	can’t	begin	to	imagine	how	that	could	be	done.’	

‘He	 is	 a	 genuine	genius	and	 if	 anyone	 can	do	 it,	 he	will.	But	 I’m	not	 so	sure	

what	value	it	will	have,	even	if	he	succeeds.’	

‘Why?’	

‘It	 changes	 nothing,	 does	 it?	 So,	 I	 am	 a	 flower,	 or	was	 a	 flower,	or	will	 be	 a	

flower.	Will	that	make	me	happy?’	

‘Is	that	what	it’s	all	about,	for	you,	Simon?	Being	happy?’				

I	did	not	answer	 for	a	 long	 time.	 ‘I	 think	 that	yes,	 it	must	be,’	 I	 said.	 ‘Is	 that	

wrong-headed?’	

‘It’s	the	way	many	have	thought	about	it	before	you	and	many	will	again.	It	is	a	

stance.’	

‘Yes,	it	is,	but	is	it	the	right	one?’	

Elaine	 shrugged.	 ‘I	 suspect	 there	 are	 no	 right	 or	 wrong	 ones.	 When	 I	 first	

started	 coming	here,	 I	 left	 feeling	demoralized.	 I	was	 in	 college	and	starting	 to	

find	my	voice,	 singing	with	 Jean	and	Marcel,	 and	 I	would	get	home	 to	my	 little	

student	 hostel	 and	 think:	 Why	 bother?	 Colette	 is	 little	 more	 than	 ash,	 Jim	

Morrison	is	catching	up	with	her,	decomposing,	returning	to	the	earth.	But	then	

it	struck	me	that	I	enjoyed	college	and	I	really	liked	to	sing.’	

‘And	do	you	want	to	succeed	as	a	singer,	Elaine?	To	make	it	a	career?’	

‘Why	do	you	think	I	took	a	job	in	a	department	store?’	

‘I	didn’t	like	to	ask.’	

She	 laughed.	 ‘Yes,	 I	 do.	 And	 I	 know	 that	 if	 I	 succeed	 I	 will	 be	 famous	 for	 a	

while,	maybe	like	Billie	Holiday	or	Madonna.	But	then	I	shall	die	as	do	we	all,	and	

I	may	be	 remembered	 for	a	 time.	We	 remember	 the	names	of	Virgil	 and	 Julius	

Caesar,	do	we	not?	Shakespeare	lives	on	in	his	work,	as	does	Molière,	who’s	just	

over	there,	by	the	way,’	Elaine	pointed	to	her	right.	 ‘But	 then,	some	time	 in	the	

future,	their	names	too	will	fade.	Mozart	will	be	forgotten,	his	music	lost.	Perhaps	

the	earth	will	be	 struck	by	a	massive	asteroid	next	year	 and	all	will	be	 cosmic	

dust.	But	even	if	civilization	lives	on,	who	knows	what	will	survive	and	what	will	

be	gone?	The	family	album	of	the	entire	history	of	human	culture,	an	heirloom.	
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What	will	 it	mean	 to	 anyone	 in	 ten	 thousand	 years	 from	 now?	 Or	 ten	million	

decades	in	the	future?’	

‘The	only	thing	that	is	permanent	is	impermanence,’	I	said.	

‘Exactly.	A	platitude,	but	also	a	truth,	as	so	many	are.’	

	

It	 was	 still	 early	 afternoon	 by	 the	 time	 we	 returned	 to	 Montparnasse.	 We	

stopped	at	a	patisserie	for	a	snack	and	a	coffee	and	were	soon	climbing	the	stairs	

up	to	the	apartment	Elaine	shared	with	her	friends.	It	was	empty.		

We	walked	through	the	living-room	and	into	Elaine’s	bedroom.	She	closed	the	

curtains	 and	 put	 on	 a	 bedside	 lamp.	 There	 was	 a	 cassette	 player	 close	 to	 the	

lamp.	She	pushed	play	and	B.B	King’s	Live	In	Cook	County	Jail	flowed	quietly	from	

the	speakers.	She	walked	back	to	where	I	was	standing,	rested	her	forearms	on	

my	 shoulders	 and	 started	 to	 gently	 sway	 in	 time	 to	 the	music.	We	 kissed	 and	

Elaine	tasted	sweet	from	the	pastry.	We	began	to	undress	each	other	slowly,	as	

though	everything	was	inevitable	and	that	the	passing	of	time	had	no	meaning;	

as	though	we	would	live	forever.	

Elaine	found	a	bottle	of	cheap	red	wine,	changed	the	tape	to	Moondance,	and	

we	drank.	‘Now,	what	are	you	going	to	tell	me	about	Judith?’	she	asked.	

I	looked	a	little	startled.	‘Judith?	To	be	honest,	I’d	rather	forget	about	her.’	

‘She	broke	your	heart?’	

I	 shrugged	 and	 drained	 the	 wine	 glass.	 ‘I	 allowed	myself	 to	 be	 fooled	 into	

believing	she	felt	the	same	way	about	me	as	I	did	about	her.	My	stupid	fault.’	

‘And	she	was		your	first?’	

I	reddened	a	little.	‘Is	it	that	obvious?’	

‘No!	Quite	the	opposite.	You’re	clearly	a	quick	learner	and	she	must	have	been	

-	how	do	you	say	it?	Around	the	block?’	

‘A	few	times,’	I	laughed.	‘Yes,	that	would	be	about	right.’	

‘Well,	her	loss,	my	gain;	silly	girl.’	

I	flushed	again.	

‘You	get	embarrassed	so	easily,’	Elaine	tilted	her	head	to	one	side.	

‘My	upbringing,	I’m	afraid.	The	English	aren’t	big	with	compliments	at	the	best	

of	times	and	I	guess	my	childhood	made	me	extra	repressed.’	I	told	her	about	my	
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parents.	Elaine	put	her	glass	on	the	beside	table	and	nestled	into	my	shoulder,	a	

palm	on	my	thin	chest.	

‘And	you	must	feel	terrible	about	Oxford,’	she	said	matter-of-factly.	

‘You	French	girls	don’t	hold	back,	do	you?’	I	said,	giving	her	a	slightly	pained	

look.	

‘I	guess	not.	But	I	understand	if	you	don’t	want	to	talk.’	

‘No,	I’m	fine	with	it.	It	was	horrible	when	it	was	happening,	but	I	had	a	sort	of	

epiphany	in	London	just	before	I	left.	I	realized	I	could	curl	up	in	a	ball	and	give	

in	to	the	agony,	the	loss;	or	else	I	could	embrace	it	as	a	moment	of	huge	change	

that	could	lead	me	to	a	new	life	that	might	be	just	as	good	or	better	than	the	one	I	

had	been	heading	towards.’		

‘That	was	brave	of	you.’	

‘No	 it	wasn’t,’	 I	replied.	 ‘Not	brave	at	all.	 I	had	no	choice	really.	 It	was	either	

taking	a	new	path	or	no	path	at	all.’	

‘A	lot	of	people	take	the	road	to	oblivion.’		

I	shrugged	again.	‘I	didn’t.	Maybe	next	time!’	

She	gave	me	a	serious	look.	‘Pain	affects	you	less	and	less	as	you	get	older.	You	

learn	 from	 each	 fresh	 experience.	We	 all	 have	 our	 hearts	 broken,	 and	 there’s	

nothing	ever	as	bad	as	the	first	time.’	

‘I	assume	by	that,	you	have	some	experience.’	

‘Of	course.’	

We	 heard	 sounds	 from	 outside	 the	 bedroom.	 ‘That’ll	 be	 the	 others,’	 Elaine	

said.	We’ve	got	a	gig	in	-.’	She	glanced	at	the	clock	close	to	the	bed.	‘Shit!	An	hour	

and	a	half.’	She	leapt	from	the	bed.	

‘You’re	back	at	La	Rotonde?’	

‘Yes,	but	this	time	you	won’t	have	to	eat	at	the	back.	You	want	to	roadie?’	

‘Roadie?’	I	grinned.	‘And	can	I	be	a	groupie	too?’	

‘That	goes	without	saying!’	
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10.	

	

I	awoke	to	silence	and	darkness,	and	for	several	moments	I	had	no	idea	where	

I	was,	until	slowly	the	memories	returned.	The	show	that	night	had	been	the	best	

I	had	seen	the	band	perform	and	the	restaurant	had	been	full.	I	had	helped	them	

load	 and	 unload	 an	 ancient	 Citroën	 van	 they	 used	 for	 the	 small	 amount	 of	

equipment	they	needed.	Then,	like	the	others,	I	had	been	given	a	baguette	along	

with	as	much	wine	as	I	could	drink.	We	had	all	returned	to	the	apartment	and	I	

was	 about	 to	 head	 off	 back	 to	my	 hotel	when	Elaine	 took	me	 to	 one	 side	 and	

whispered	that	if	I	did	not	take	her	to	bed	right	at	that	very	moment	I	would	be	

fired.	

	

In	the	morning,	I	saw	a	note	on	Elaine’s	pillow.	It	read:	‘Department	Store	Calls:	

Back	at	six	tonight.’		There	was	an	imprint	of	a	kiss	at	the	bottom	made	with	very	

dark	red	lipstick.	Sitting	up,	I	felt	my	head	spin.	The	clock	read	10.21.	We	hadn’t	

gone	to	sleep	until	at	least	five.	I	rubbed	my	eyes	and	could	make	out	shapes	in	

the	gloom,	pictures	on	the	walls,	a	 large	Manet	print	 I	had	seen	the	 first	 time	I	

had	entered	the	room.	Was	that	really	only	yesterday	afternoon?	 I	 flicked	on	the	

bedside	lamp,	but	even	that	seemed	horribly	bright.	

I	 considered	my	 reflection	 in	 the	 bathroom	mirror.	 I	 needed	 to	 shave	 and	 I	

had	dark	rings	under	my	eyes.	Back	in	the	bedroom,	I	pulled	on	the	clothes	I	had	

worn	the	day	before,	the	baggy	trousers,	grandpa	vest	and	cardigan,	and	walked	

out	 on	 to	 the	 living	 room.	 It	 looked	 almost	 as	 ragged	 as	 I	 felt.	 There	 were	

overflowing	ashtrays	on	the	coffee	table.	Empty	bottles	of	wine	stood	about	the	

table	and	others	on	 their	 sides	on	 the	wooden	 floor.	Bedclothes	and	an	empty	

sleeping	 bag	 lay	 on	 one	of	 the	 sofas.	 A	 framed	 reproduction	of	 an	 early	 1940s	

movie	 poster	 for	Citizen	Kane	 in	 French	 hung	 at	 an	 angle	 on	 the	 far	wall.	 The	

place	 smelled	 of	 fried	 food,	 tobacco	 and	 alcohol,	 and	 in	 a	 second	 I	 was	

transported	back	in	time	and	space	to	the	house	in	East	Oxford.			

I	almost	slipped	on	a	piece	of	paper	immediately	beyond	the	door	to	Elaine’s	

room.	I	read	it	slowly,	translating	from	the	French.	It	said:	‘Simon,	would	you	like	

to	join	us	for	a	couple	of	numbers	at	tonight’s	gig	at	La	Rotonde?	The	Gibson	and	

the	amp	are	at	your	disposal.	If	you	have	time	today	have	a	little	practice.	Here	
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are	 the	 chord	 sheets,	 set	 list	 and	 a	 cassette	 of	 the	 songs.	No	 pressure.	 But	we	

would	love	to	have	you.	Jean,	Marcel	and	Elaine	x.	

I	felt	a	thrill	of	emotions,	an	odd	blend	of	appreciation,	excitement	and	intense	

anxiety.	How	could	I	possibly?	But	then,	I	thought:	I	played	in	front	of	an	audience	

two	nights	ago	and	they	seemed	to	like	my	playing.	 I	 reread	the	note,	 and	then	I	

noticed	 a	 sheaf	 of	 papers	 and	 a	 cassette	on	 the	 floor.	 I	 picked	 up	 the	 play-list.	

Except	 for	a	 few	variations,	 it	was	more	or	 less	 the	same	as	 the	night	before.	 I	

knew	many	of	the	songs	-	jazz	and	blues	standards.	God!	They	meant	it!	I	thought.	

I	picked	up	the	cassette	and	the	papers	and	a	door	key	fell	to	the	floor.	I	pocketed	

it	and	left	the	apartment.	

	

I	 had	 paid	 a	 week	 in	 advance	 at	 the	 hotel	 and	 there	 was	 no	 one	 around	 at	

reception	again.	I	found	my	room	untouched.	I	showered	in	lukewarm	water	and	

changed.	Then	I	walked	to	a	small	café,	Pablo’s,	 fifty	yards	along	the	street	and	

had	 a	 pastry	 and	 three	 strong	 coffees.	 On	 the	 way	 there	 I	 had	 stopped	 at	 a	

newsstand	to	buy	a	postcard	and	stamp.	At	the	café	table	I	ate	and	drank	coffee	

and	 started	 on	 the	 postcard.	 I	 addressed	 it:	 Ethan	 Langley,	 Magdalen	 College,	

Oxford,	UK,	and	the	space	to	the	left	I	filled	with	a	series	of	sentences	written	in	

code.	 Perhaps,	 I	 mused,	 I	 was	 being	 paranoid.	 It	 was	 hardly	 as	 though	 I	 had	

murdered	 somebody	 or	 committed	 high	 treason.	But	 Paris	 just	 did	 not	 feel	 far	

enough	away	from	Oxford	for	me	to	ignore	the	fact	that	I	had	committed	a	list	of	

felonies	and	that	they	would	not	simply	go	away.	

The	code	was	something	Ethan	and	I	had	devised	before	Christmas	and	was	

pretty	much	unbreakable	without	the	key,	which	had	never	been	written	down,	

merely	retained	in	our	heads.	In	the	message	I	told	my	friend	that	I	was	staying	

at	 Hôtel	 Hugo,	 Rue	 Campagne	 Première,	 that	 I	 was	 feeling	 okay	 and	 was	 still	

trying	to	work	out	what	to	do	with	my	life.	I	had	no	plans	to	leave	Paris	just	yet	

and	still	had	a	 lot	of	 thinking	to	do.	 I	did	not	mention	Elaine	or	any	of	my	new	

friends,	nor	did	I	ask	any	questions	about	what	may	have	happened	in	Oxford.	I	

could	see	no	point	in	knowing	about	anything	connected	with	my	old	life.	I	stuck	

on	the	stamp,	signed	 it	 ‘S’	and	drank	my	third	coffee	before	paying	the	bill	and	

leaving.	At	 the	nearest	 letterbox,	 I	 let	 the	postcard	slip	 through	my	fingers	and	
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tried	to	picture	Ethan’s	face	when	he	found	it	in	his	pigeonhole	at	college.	Then	I	

returned	to	Elaine’s	apartment.	

It	was	during	the	second	number,	My	Funny	Valentine,	that	I	felt	the	full	power	

of	performing	music	with	others.	It	was	as	though	we	were	in	a	conversation,	the	

four	of	us,	but	there	was	nothing	selfish	about	it,	no	cross-talk,	no	interruptions.	I	

had	 learned	the	entire	set	 that	afternoon	but	had	only	casually	mentioned	 it	 in	

passing	as	we	took	the	stage	to	the	quiet	audience	of	perhaps	sixty	diners.		

And	 it	 just	 flowed.	 I	 found	 it	completely	effortless	and	when	this	happened	I	

knew	that	something	had	changed	 inside	me.	 It	could	have	been	something	the	

LSD	had	done,	or	perhaps	a	change	the	drugs	at	the	Warneford	had	stirred	up,	or	

maybe	it	was	the	pain	of	loss,	or	simply	the	confidence	Elaine	had	engendered	in	

me.	Something	had	altered	me.	The	shy	schoolboy	who	could	play	beautifully	but	

had	never	before	performed	a	note	in	front	of	another	person	until	that	strange	

afternoon	months	ago,	before	Christmas,	when	Ethan	had	more	or	less	forced	me	

to,	had	broken	forth	from	a	cocoon.	

For	a	lot	of	the	time,	I	was	completely	unaware	of	the	audience,	 I	 just	felt	as	

one	with	Elaine,	 Jean	and	Marcel	 and	at	one	with	 the	 sounds	we	were	making,	

conjoined,	natural.	And	when	the	set	was	over	and	the	restaurant	emptying	and	

the	equipment	packed	up,	it	felt	to	me	as	though	no	time	had	passed	at	all,	that	I	

was	 still	 suspended	 in	 the	 moment	 of	 the	 first	 note	 I	 had	 played,	 almost	 as	

though	the	entire	two	hours	had	been	spent	within	that	single	note.	

Then,	 back	 at	 the	 apartment	 came	 the	 pats	 on	 the	 back	 and	 the	 kisses	 on	

cheeks,	 and	 from	 Elaine	 the	 long	 drawn-out	 exquisite	 pleasure	 of	 her	 lips	 on	

mine.	I	was	a	little	overwhelmed	by	it.	I	thanked	my	new	friends	and	they	smiled	

at	my	reserve.	But	after	a	few	drinks	I	relaxed	and	was	soon	gabbling	in	French.	

They	 laughed	good-naturedly	at	my	many	mistakes	and	 I	blushed	and	 laughed	

too.	 I	 had	 only	 ever	 taken	 myself	 very	 seriously	 when	 it	 had	 come	 to	

mathematics.	

	

And	 so	 the	 days	 and	 the	 weeks	 passed.	 I	 kept	 up	 the	 room	 at	 Hôtel	 Hugo,	

sleeping	there	some	nights.	It	was	cheap	and	a	bolthole	if	I	needed	to	be	alone.	

And	there	were	some	evenings	I	did	not	feel	like	playing	with	Trilogie,	and	they	
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understood.	Sometimes,	I	would	go	to	watch	them,	but	I	also	spent	others	in	the	

grime	of	the	hotel	doing	my	best	to	read	Camus	and	Sartre	in	the	original	French,	

while	cassettes	I	had	bought	at	a	music	shop	along	Boulevard	du	Montparnasse	

played	 quietly	 in	 the	 hotel	 room.	 For	 hours	 at	 a	 time	 I	 would	 stare	 at	 the	

interlacing	cracks	 in	 the	ceiling.	Visualising	shapes	 in	 the	 latticework	became	a	

form	of	meditation.	I	bought	a	beaten	up	old	acoustic	guitar	from	the	same	music	

shop	 that	 sold	 cassettes,	 restrung	 it	 and	 played	 for	 long	 stretches	 alone	 and	

feeling,	with	a	keenness	that	surprised	me,	the	loss	of	my	vintage	telecaster.	

I’d	started	to	smoke	regularly.	I	could	not	cope	with	French	unfiltered	brands	

but	opted	for	Benson	and	Hedges	and	Silk	Cut.	I	also	drank	alone	on	the	nights	I	

stayed	in	at	the	hotel	and	grew	more	and	more	to	enjoy	the	solitude.	But	on	the	

nights	 I	played	guitar	with	the	band	I	never	 failed	to	 find	something	knew	and	

fresh	and	rewarding	in	the	experience.		

After	the	original	three	members	of	the	band	had	grown	confident	enough	in	

my	participation,	I	was	encouraged	to	take	a	solo	in	a	couple	of	the	songs	and	I	

relished	 the	 opportunity	 of	 finding	 something	 hidden	 in	 the	 chord	 sequences.	

The	 notes	 I	 played	 stretched	 in	 time	 and	 space	 and	 fused	 in	ways	 that	 I	 only	

conceived	at	the	moment	I	produced	them.	Sometimes,	I	would	stroke	the	strings	

with	 a	 gentleness	 that	 barely	 produced	 a	 sound	 but	 when	 heard	 sent	 shivers	

along	my	spine.	Other	moments	manifested	themselves	in	speeding	violence,	but	

controlled	violence	that	had	no	anger	in	it,	just	energy,	positive	violence,	fecund,	

benevolent.	

Elaine	and	I	talked	for	hours	about	anything	and	everything.	I	told	her	about	

my	 family	and	my	prosaic	upbringing,	 and	 she	 told	me	about	her	parents	who	

lived	 in	Marseilles	and	a	 sister	 in	Switzerland,	married	 to	a	banker.	Her	 father	

scorned	what	Elaine	had	chosen	to	do,	but	her	mother,	Jeanette,	was	more	free-

thinking.	She	came	from	a	wealthy	liberal	family	and	Jeanette’s	father	had	been	a	

diplomat	who	had	lived	for	many	years	in	New	York.	

We	sometimes	talked	about	the	future,	but	not	often	because	neither	of	us	had	

really	 given	 that	 subject	much	 thought.	 It	was	 another	 link	 between	 us.	 Elaine	

had	 desires	 and	 dreams	 to	 follow,	 but	 had	 not	 spent	 much	 energy	 on	 the	

dynamics	 of	 them,	 the	 mechanism	 by	 which	 the	 future	 might	 unfold.	 To	 my	

surprise,	 she	 believed	 in	 fate	 and	 it	 was	 the	 subject	 of	 our	 first	 and	 only	
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argument.	As	a	mathematician,	I	could	not	accept	the	notion	that	human	beings	

were	anything	more	than	a	seemingly	amorphous	conglomerate;	a	population	of	

4.9	 billion	 and	 counting.	 There	 could	 be	 no	 fate,	 there	 could	 be	 no	 God,	 no	

purpose	 except	 for	 the	 little	world	we	 each	made	 for	 ourselves	 in	 our	 heads,	

worlds	we	each	of	us	cared	about	and	nurtured.	

‘Well	in	my	little	world,’	Elaine	said,	angry	for	the	first	time	in	the	two	months	

I	had	known	her.	‘I	believe	in	fate.’	

‘That’s	reasonable,’	I	replied	not	wishing	to	create	a	scene	or	to	upset	her.			

‘Do	you	always	have	to	be	quite	so	British,	Simon?’	she	snapped	back.	

‘I	thought	you	found	it	‘cute’.’	

‘Most	of	the	time	I	do,	but	not	right	now.’	

I	didn’t	know	what	to	say,	and	then	a	strange	thought	struck	me.	‘Well,	in	that	

case,	I	shall	buy	you	an	ice-cream,’	I	said.	

		Elaine	couldn’t	stop	herself,	she	laughed.	We	pulled	on	our	jackets	and	were	

down	the	stairs	and	on	to	the	street	in	a	few	moments.		

	

One	afternoon,	when	I	was	lying	on	my	bed	in	Hôtel	Hugo	smoking	a	cigarette,	

there	came	a	quiet	tap	on	the	door.	I	got	up	and	opened	it.	The	owner,	Monsieur	

Dilpont,	was	standing	there.	I	had	grown	to	know	him	a	little	and	always	spoke	

to	 him	 in	 French,	 which	 seemed	 to	 please	 the	 man.	 Dilpont	 was	 holding	 a	

postcard.	‘This	arrived	earlier	today,	Monsieur	Mailer,’	he	said,	handing	it	to	me.	

I	could	see	immediately	that	it	was	from	Ethan.	‘Thank	you,’	I	said	and	closed	

the	door,	sat	on	the	edge	of	the	bed	and	decoded	the	message.	

‘Glad	 you	 are	 happy,	 dear	 friend.	 I	 sold	 the	 guitar	 and	 amp	 and	 got	 twelve	

hundred	and	 thirty	pounds	 for	 them.’	 I	 read	on,	 astonished.	 ‘Have	wired	 it	 this	

morning.	I	hope	you	find	love	in	everything,	Simon.	Don’t	forget	me	entirely.	E.’	

I	read	it	three	more	times	in	an	effort	to	suppress	the	mélange	of	emotions	I	

was	feeling,	the	foremost	of	which	was	a	deep,	deep	sense	of	yearning,	of	loss.	I	

felt	 a	 tear	 skimming	 the	 skin	of	my	cheek,	wiped	 it	 away	and	 forced	myself	 to	

once	again	push	the	past	behind	me.	

That	night,	a	Friday,	Trilogie,	now	quite	clearly,	almost	perversely	misnamed,	

played	their	regular	gig	at	La	Closerie	des	Lilas.	I	had	been	to	the	nearest	Western	

Union	office	on	Rue	de	Tolbiac	near	Parc	de	Choisy	in	the	south-east	of	the	city.	
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There,	I	had	picked	up	a	little	under	twelve	thousand	francs.	Combined	with	the	

remainder	of	the	cash	withdrawn	in	England,	it	was	more	money	than	I	had	seen	

in	my	entire	life.			

The	performance	at	La	Closerie	des	Lilas	was	the	best	of	the	two	dozen	or	so	

times	we	played	 together	and	 the	mood	back	at	 the	apartment	was	exuberant.	

The	weather	 had	 grown	warm,	 and	 even	 past	midnight,	 it	was	 hot	 and	 sticky.	

Jean	opened	 the	windows	 in	 the	 living-room	and	 the	sound	of	 traffic	 from	Rue	

Boissonade	hummed,	but	the	night	was	so	hot	and	with	no	hint	of	a	breeze,	none	

of	us	cared.		

Elaine	was	sitting	on	my	lap	in	an	old	armchair	with	a	rip	in	the	back	which	

was	disguised	by	pushing	it	against	the	wall.	We	had	recorded	the	gig	and	I	had	

asked	 for	 a	 copy.	Marcel	 had	 a	 twin	 deck	 cassette	 player	 in	 his	 room	 and	was	

running	one	off	for	me.		

We	drank	and	we	smoked	weed,	and	before	we	knew	it,	the	sky	through	the	

opened	window	was	starting	to	lighten.	Jean	and	his	boyfriend,	Claude,	had	fallen	

asleep	in	each	other’s	arms	on	the	sofa,	Marcel	had	taken	Louise	to	her	place	and	

was	 staying	 over	 there.	 As	 he	 left,	 he	 handed	 the	 tape	 to	 me.	 ‘Sounds	 good.	

Definitely	the	best	gig	we’ve	played.	I	think	we	even	had	a	smattering	of	applause	

at	one	point!’	

I	laughed.	‘Whatever	next?’		

Elaine	had	nestled	 into	my	neck	and	I	could	 feel	her	breath	on	my	skin.	The	

rhythm	 slowed	 and	 become	 regular,	 she	 was	 asleep.	 Pulling	 up,	 I	 carried	 her	

through	to	her	room	and	 lay	her	on	the	bed.	She	stayed	asleep	the	whole	time	

and	I	studied	her	beautiful	face	in	the	light	from	the	street	that	came	through	the	

part-opened	blinds.	She	lay	in	a	foetal	position,	her	dress	had	ridden	up	to	reveal	

her	perfect,	slender	legs.	Her	hands	were	clasped,	almost	as	though	she	were	in	

prayer,	her	expression	was	like	a	child’s.	

For	a	long	time,	I	sat	there	in	the	stillness,	the	traffic	noise	evaporated	away	

almost	 completely,	 and	 beyond	 the	window,	 the	 light	 brightened.	 I	 closed	 the	

blinds	and	 returned	 to	 sit	watching	 this	beautiful	woman	sleep.	 I	wonder	what	

she	is	dreaming?	I	mused.	And	then	quite	incongruously	I	saw	her	as	a	little	girl,	

perhaps	three	or	four	years	old.	And	I	felt	a	tremor	of	anxiety	that	began	in	my	

stomach	 and	spread	 cold	 fingers	 up	 through	my	 chest	 to	my	heart.	 Standing,	 I	
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walked	over	 to	Elaine	and	 kissed	her	gently	on	 the	 cheek,	barely	 touching	her	

skin.	She	stirred	and	rolled	over	to	her	left,	and	for	a	second,	I	was	afraid	I	had	

woken	 her.	 ‘Goodbye,’	 I	 whispered	 and	 left	 the	 apartment,	 closing	 the	 door	

behind	me	with	great	care.		
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11.	

	

The	 sun	 had	 barely	 risen	 above	 the	 horizon	 as	 I	 emerged	 from	 the	 metro	

station	at	Porte	d'Orléans,	my	rucksack	on	my	back	and	my	battered	old	acoustic	

guitar	 in	a	cheap	plastic	case	 in	my	hand.	At	my	belt	 I	wore	a	cloth	pouch	that	

contained	my	passport	and	money.	

In	 under	 five	 minutes,	 I	 had	 packed	 and	 caught	 the	 Line	 4	 train	 at	

Montparnasse	 Bienvenue	 heading	 south	 through	 Vavin	 and	 Mouton	 Duvernet,	

and	with	each	metre	 I	moved	farther	 from	my	friends,	and	most	especially,	 the	

beautiful,	intelligent,	graceful	woman	who	had	suddenly	filled	me	with	fear.	I	had	

to	 force	myself	 to	stay	on	 the	metro	 train	and	not	 step	off	 and	 return	 to	Hôtel	

Hugo.		

I	 knew	 I	 could	 not	go	 back;	 I	was	 impelled	 to	 keep	moving	 away	 from	 that	

short-lived	 life	 I	had	 stumbled	upon.	 It	occurred	 to	me	 that	 I	was	a	 coward,	of	

course	it	did;	and	there	was	a	moment,	as	the	train	approached	the	final	stop,	the	

end	 of	 the	 line,	 that	 I	 almost	 overcome	 this	 cowardice	 and	 returned.	 But	 then	

another	voice	in	my	head	told	me	it	was	not	a	cowardly	thing	to	do,	that	it	was	

brave	and	intelligent;	and	that	staying	would	be	cowardly,	that	I	could	not	allow	

myself	the	risk	of	falling	in	love	again,	because	the	last	time	had	nearly	killed	me.	

There	was	 also	 the	manner	of	my	 leaving.	 Should	 I	 have	 talked	 to	 Elaine?	 I	

knew	though	that	it	would	have	led	to	a	weakening	of	my	resolve,	for	I	knew	that	

she	had	grown	as	 close	 to	me	as	 I	had	 to	her.	But	 should	 I	have	at	 least	 left	 a	

note?	Some	explanation?	Something	to	show	my	gratitude	to	her,	something	that	

might	help	salve	the	emotions	that	 I	knew	had	started	to	awaken	within	her?	 I	

had	seen	those	emotions	flower	and	reach	out	to	me.	I	recognised	those	feelings	

in	myself	and	I	had	felt	them	too	with	Judith.	Was	it	a	cruel,	selfish	thing	to	have	

done?	Or	was	it	simply	self-defence?	I	had	suffered	such	terrible	grief	in	Oxford	

and	 a	 strident	 voice	 in	 my	 head	 was	 saying	 that	 a	 clean,	 unexplained	 break	

would	be	best	for	everyone.	Elaine	and	I	had	known	each	other	for	only	a	couple	

of	months,	but	the	time	we	had	spent	together	had	been	intense	and	I	knew	all	

too	 well	 that	 for	 many	 relationships	 time	 possessed	 little	 meaning.	 It	 was	

possible	 to	 spend	 years	 with	 someone	 and	 to	 never	 experience	 the	 depth	 of	

emotion	that	could	be	reached	in	a	fraction	of	the	time	we	shared	with	another.			
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And	 therein	 lay	 the	problem.	 I	was	 falling	 in	 love	with	Elaine.	 I	 could	 sense	

myself	 slipping.	 If	 I	 had	 stayed	much	 longer	 I	 could	 never	 have	 pulled	myself	

away.	I	would	have	fallen	forever,	never	to	be	released,	only	crushed	to	nothing	if	

she	 could	 not	 reciprocate;	 or	 it	might	 all	 have	 changed	 in	 a	week	 from	now,	 a	

month,	a	year,	whenever.	If	I	had	stayed,	I	would	have	needed	her	to	stay	too,	for	

as	 long	as	 I	continued	to	breathe,	because	I	knew	that	 if	she	did	not	return	the	

love	I	knew	I	could	give	her,	the	deep,	dangerous	love	I	could	feel	stirring,	then	I	

could	not	have	survived.	So,	I	reasoned,	it	was	best	to	leave.	

	

I	walked	along	the	road	 leading	south	 from	the	metro,	until	 I	came	to	the	Paris	

ring	road,	Boulevard	Périphérique.	It	was	then	a	short	walk	to	the	A6,	known	to	

Parisians	as	Autoroute	du	Soleil.	 Fifteen	minutes	 later,	 I	 traversed	 the	 slip	 road	

and	stood	on	the	side	of	the	motorway	with	my	thumb	out.		

Elaine	will	be	waking	up	know,	I	thought.	She’ll	be	wondering	where	I	am,	why	I	

hadn’t	 left	a	note.	She’ll	be	 rushing	to	get	 to	work	on	time;	 and	 I	 felt	 a	 stabbing	

pain	in	my	chest,	and	the	inside	of	my	mouth	was	wet	with	saliva.	I	bit	my	lower	

lip	and	stared	at	the	vehicles	speeding	past.	They	were	each	occupied	by	people	

with	a	purpose.	Perhaps,	like	Elaine,	they	were	hurrying	to	work.	Or	maybe	they	

were	 families	heading	 south	 for	a	holiday,	drivers	making	deliveries	or	people	

visiting	 friends.	And	although	 I	had	no	 certain	knowledge	of	what	any	of	 them	

were	 actually	 doing,	 I	was	 pretty	 sure	 they	were	 all	 going	 about	 their	 lives	 as	

normal	people	did.	They	had	jobs	and	families	and	friends	and	loved	ones.	They	

had	a	purpose,	they	were	going	somewhere	for	a	reason,	they	served	a	role.	

For	over	half	 an	hour	 the	 traffic	 rushed	past.	Drivers	 ignored	me	and	 I	was	

beginning	to	grow	despondent	when	a	truck	slowed	and	stopped	ten	metres	on	

from	where	I	stood.	I	ran	up	and	spoke	to	the	driver	in	French.	

‘I’m	only	going	as	far	as	Lyon,’	he	said.	

He	 was	 taciturn,	 which	 suited	 me	 fine.	 Out	 of	 politeness,	 we	 shared	 a	 few	

words.	His	name	was	Erik	and	he	was	delivering	furniture	to	a	large	department	

store	in	Lyon.	He	had	a	wife	and	two	kids	and	lived	in	a	small	town	to	the	north	

of	Paris.	And	then,	when	our	meagre	conversation	dried	up,	Erik	switched	on	the	

radio	and	for	most	of	the	journey	we	listened	to	an	unpleasant	blend	of	French	

pop	and	Anglo-American	MOR	rock.	
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At	lunchtime,	we	stopped	at	a	motorway	café	and	I	bought	us	lunch,	feeling	it	

was	the	least	I	could	do.	Patches	of	the	journey	were	smooth,	but	then	we	kept	

hitting	 jams	 that	 slowed	 us	 so	 that	 it	 was	 almost	 six	 o’clock	 by	 the	 time	 we	

reached	the	outskirts	of	Lyon.	I	asked	Erik	if	he	could	drop	him	at	the	ring	road	

so	 that	 I	might	hitch	another	 ride	 straight	away.	 I	 offered	 the	man	a	 couple	of	

hundred	 francs,	 but	 he	 graciously	 declined,	 and	 with	 a	 smile,	 wished	me	 bon	

voyages.	

The	traffic	was	light.	Most	people	heading	to	the	Riviera	from	Paris	broke	the	

journey	at	Lyon,	and	so,	although	I	soon	found	the	main	road	south,	there	were	

so	few	cars	and,	I	realised,	I	had	to	make	a	choice;	walk	five	kilometres	into	the	

city,	 or	wait	on	 the	 central	 reservation	of	 the	 autoroute.	 I	 chose	 the	 latter	and	

found	a	piece	of	paper	and	a	pen	in	my	bag,	wrote:	 ‘Anywhere	South’	in	French	

and	English,	and	held	it	up	while	I	sat	on	my	coat	on	the	sparse	patchy	grass,	my	

rucksack	and	guitar	at	my	side.	

It	 was	 a	 straight	 stretch	 of	 road	 with	 the	 central	 strip	 of	 green	 about	 ten	

metres	wide.	 Across	 the	 road	 to	 the	 east	 flowed	 a	 broad	 river,	 Le	 Rhône.	 The	

temperature	had	plummeted	and	the	wind	was	building.	

Despondency	 hit	me.	 I	 looked	 at	my	watch.	 It	was	 past	 seven.	 Elaine	would	

have	been	to	the	hotel	and	learned	I	had	checked	out.	She	would	be	in	shock	and	

pain.	She	would	look	 for	a	note,	a	message,	anything	to	signify	 that	all	was	not	

lost.	 I	 could	 almost	 taste	 her	 tears.	 But	 perhaps	 she	 had	 already	 gone	 through	

that.	 It	was	 possible	 she	 had	 finished	work	 early	 and	 discovered	 I	 had	 gone	 a	

couple	 of	 hours	 ago.	 She	 may	 have	 told	 her	 friends,	 Jean,	 Marcel,	 the	 others.	

Perhaps	by	now	the	pain	would	have	turned	to	anger.	And	I	could	not	blame	her	

if	that	were	the	case.	I	felt	wretched.	

I	 saw	 the	 flash	 of	 light	 first,	 a	 great	 streak	 of	 lightning	 across	 the	 river	

snapping	to	the	ground.	Then	another	strike,	followed	by	a	boom.	I	tried	to	gauge	

the	direction	of	the	wind,	but	I	had	no	idea	what	I	was	doing.	The	third	lightning	

bolt	hit	the	water	and	that	gave	me	the	answer.	Another	thunderbolt.	Lightning	

cracked	into	the	river,	and	with	it	another,	still	louder	boom.	I	felt	it	in	my	chest.	

The	rain	came,	a	patter	of	heavy	drops	at	first	and	that’s	when	I	knew	I	could	do	

nothing	but	brazen	it	out.	There	would	be	no	point	walking	towards	the	nearest	

buildings.	 The	 outliers	 stood	 at	 least	 three	 kilometres	 north.	 The	 traffic	 had	
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become	a	trickle	and	I	would	barely	be	seen.	I	moved	to	the	centre	of	the	strip	in	

the	middle	 of	 the	motorway	 as	 far	 as	 possible	 from	 the	metal	 girders	 on	 each	

side	running	close	to	the	tarmac.	I	laid	the	old	guitar	on	the	ground	and	covered	

the	 flimsy	 plastic	 case	with	 leaves.	 Pulling	 at	 my	 rucksack,	 a	 pair	 of	 lightning	

streaks	cut	through	the	sky	exploding	on	the	surface	of	the	water	about	halfway	

across	 Le	 Rhône	 and	 another	 shuddering	 clap	 of	 thunder	 ricocheted	 off	 the	

water.	 I	dug	a	small	hole	 in	 the	soil,	 took	off	my	belt	with	 its	metal	buckle,	my	

watch	and	money	pouch	and	covered	 them	with	earth.	Then,	 gathering	a	 large	

pile	of	 leaves	 close	 to	 the	hole,	 I	made	a	 level	platform,	unclasped	my	sleeping	

bag	 from	 the	 back	 of	 the	 rucksack,	 lay	 it	 zipper-downward,	 crawled	 inside,	

pulled	the	leaves	over	me	and	hunkered	down,	the	nylon	of	the	sleeping	bag	over	

my	head.	Listening	with	growing	alarm,	 I	heard	the	thunderstorm	draw	closer,	

the	lightning	flashes	visible	like	a	flash	of	a	torch	through	curtains.	The	rain	was	

so	heavy	I	could	imagine	floating	along	the	central	reservation	like	a	cloth	canoe.	

	

I	 awoke,	 my	 mouth	 filled	 with	 leaves	 and	 soil,	 and	 I	 could	 not	 quite	 piece	

together	how	I	had	arrived	at	this	moment.	Gradually,	it	all	came	back	to	me,	the	

thunderstorm,	 the	 journey	 from	 Paris	 and	 then,	 with	 a	 sharp	 stab	 of	 sadness,	

Elaine.	

The	 sleeping	bag	was	sodden	and	my	clothes	clung	 to	me,	 and	although	 the	

sun	had	risen,	it	provided	little	warmth.	I	pulled	myself	free	of	the	sleeping	bag	

and	 stood,	 stretched	 and	 felt	 every	 muscle	 in	 my	 body	 scream	 out	 in	 pain.	

Clawing	 away	 the	 leaves,	 I	 found	 my	 belt	 and	 the	 other	 things	 I	 had	 buried,	

pulled	on	my	money	pouch,	and	shivering,	yanked	on	a	zippered	jacket.	Dusting	

myself	down	and	retrieving	the	guitar,	I	set	off	along	the	road	towards	the	centre	

of	Lyon.	

At	the	railway	station,	Gare	de	la	Part-Dieu,	I	found	a	washroom,	and	for	three	

francs	I	was	given	the	use	of	a	shower	and	towel.	I	changed	my	clothes,	bought	

some	breakfast	and	used	a	plastic	bag	for	my	wet	jeans,	t-shirt	and	underwear.	

The	 first	 train	 to	 Nice	was	 scheduled	 to	 depart	 at	 12.24.	 In	 the	 shower	 I	 had	

decided	I	was	going	to	head	for	St.	Tropez,	just	short	of	Nice.	This	involved	two	

changes	of	 train,	 and	close	 to	 the	end	of	 the	 journey,	 a	 short	bus	 ride	 from	St.	

Raphael.	I	reached	the	Côte	d’Azur	that	evening.		
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The	 sky	 was	 a	 blend	 of	 orange,	 blue,	 yellow,	 and	 red.	 To	 the	 eye	 of	 the	 non-

mathematician	 it	 was	 random,	 but	 of	 course,	 it	 was	 not	 so;	 a	 mathematician	

would	see	it	as	just	very	complex.		

I	stepped	from	the	bus	metres	from	the	beach	and	there	it	lay;	white	sand,	the	

complex	 palette	 of	 the	 sky,	 the	 vivid	 disk	 of	 the	 sun	 an	 hour	 from	 settling	

beneath	 the	 Mediterranean	 horizon;	 a	 few	 sun-worshippers	 lying	 upon	multi-

coloured,	 scrunched	 and	 sand-plastered	 towels.	 The	 water,	 a	 turquoise	 blue	 I	

had	 never	 seen	 before	 shimmered	with	 a	 panel	 of	 red	 light	 running	 from	 the	

horizon	 to	 the	 point	 where	 water	 met	 sand.	 I	 stood	 and	 stared	 and	 let	 the	

warmth,	hotter	 than	a	 fine	mid-summer	afternoon	 in	England,	 sink	 in.	Pushing	

back	my	hair,	now	free	of	gel	and	reaching	almost	to	my	shoulders,	I	crossed	the	

pavement,	took	five	worn	stone	steps	down	to	the	beach,	removed	my	shoes	and	

socks	and	walked	to	the	middle	of	the	broad	strip	of	powdery	sand.	There	I	sat,	

silent,	watching	the	water,	the	sky,	the	sun.	My	heart	quietened.			

In	my	bag	 I	had	a	 large	 bar	of	 chocolate,	 some	cheese	 and	a	 baguette	 along	

with	a	bottle	of	wine.	I	ate	the	cheese,	cutting	it	with	my	penknife	and	laying	it	all	

out	on	a	shirt	from	my	rucksack,	then	I	moved	on	to	the	chocolate	and	let	it	blend	

with	the	red	wine,	swirling	it	around	in	my	mouth.	Pulling	on	a	pair	of	trunks,	I	

took	another	gulp	of	wine,	pushed	the	bottle	 into	the	sand	and	dashed	into	the	

water.	

It	was	 June,	 the	sea	as	warm	as	a	bath.	 I	 floated	on	my	back.	 In	my	mouth	I	

could	still	taste	 the	wine	and	the	chocolate.	Except	 for	 the	sound	of	cars	a	long	

way	off	on	the	main	road	running	through	the	town,	it	was	almost	silent,	and	if	I	

listened	very	carefully	I	could	detect	the	faint	thrum	of	human	voices	and	traces	

of	music	from	a	distant	bar.	This	is	perfection,	I	said	to	myself.	This	is	the	Oceanic	

feeling	 Ethan’s	 brother,	 James	 had	 talked	 about	 when	 the	 two	 of	 them	 had	

discussed	mathematics	and	death	in	The	Turf,	and	the	thought	suddenly	dragged	

me	from	my	reverie	and	the	feeling	of	escape	and	beautiful	solitude.		

Walking	back	up	the	sand	towards	the	wall	at	the	rear	of	the	beach,	I	noticed	

the	sun-bathers	had	all	left,	but	a	new	set	of	people	were	gathering.	Young,	many	

with	 long	hair,	 a	 few	carrying	guitars.	These	were	obviously	 the	alternative	St.	

Tropez	 crowd.	 I	 reached	my	 things	and	pulled	on	my	 jeans	and	a	 fresh	 t-shirt.	



	 109	

Close	by,	a	gathering	of	five	people	about	my	own	age	sat	chatting	on	the	sand.	

One	of	them	rolled	a	joint	as	a	bottle	of	wine	was	passed	round.	I	paced	over	and	

said	‘hello’.		

They	 were	 friendly.	 Two	 men,	 Anton	 and	 Jacques,	 and	 beside	 them,	 three	

young	women.	Two	of	the	girls,	Ingrid	and	Ebba,	were	Swedes	travelling	through	

Europe	 together;	 the	 third	was	a	French	woman,	Monique	 from	Brittany.	They	

realised	almost	immediately	that	I	was	British,	but	were	happy	to	indulge	me	in	

my	far	from	perfect	French.	With	a	good-natured	laugh,	they	agreed	with	me	that	

I	needed	the	practice.			

The	stars	had	emerged	over	the	water.	Close	to	where	a	wall	divided	the	sand	

from	the	promenade,	the	stars	shone	less	bright,	overwhelmed		by	tawdry	lemon	

neon	 and	 the	 street	 lights	 of	 the	 town.	 Along	 the	 promenade,	 the	 glamorous	

beings	 of	 the	 St.	 Tropez	 evening	 paraded	 in	 all	 their	 finery.	 Across	 the	 main	

street	 stood	 the	expensive	hotels	 for	which	 the	 town	was	 famous	and	also	 the	

narrow	lanes	of	shops	and	small	bars,	already	loud	with	music,	that	ran	up	from	

the	coast	inland	a	few	hundred	yards.		

We	all	got	along	very	well.	We	exchanged	our	stories;	why	we	were	here	in	St.	

Tropez;	where	we	 planned	 to	go.	The	 two	 Swedish	girls	 had	 been	 in	 the	 town	

two	nights	and	told	me	where	to	eat	and	drink	cheaply,	and	that	sleeping	on	the	

beach	 was	 tolerated,	 but	 the	 cleaning	 machines	 came	 round	 early.	 They	

machines	 scooped	 up	 rubbish,	 swept	 the	 sand,	 and	 to	 my	 surprise,	 Ingrid	

explained	that	the	sand	was	then	sprayed	with	perfume.	

Anton	 had	 an	 acoustic	 guitar	 and	 started	 to	 play	 and	 we	 all	 sang	 along	 to	

Dylan	 and	 Bowie	 songs,	 Beatles	 numbers,	 and	 at	 the	 insistence	 of	 Ingrid	 and	

Ebba,	Dancing	Queen.	I	unpacked	my	guitar,	tuned	it	as	best	I	could	and	jammed	

along.	 It	was	 the	most	 fun	 I	 had	 had	 since	 leaving	 Paris,	 and	 although	 a	weak	

inner	voice	tried	to	stir	feelings	of	pain	and	sadness	in	my	heart,	I	denied	it.	

	After	a	while,	I	began	to	feel	a	bit	drunk	and	decided	I	would	move	on.	I	left	

the	remainder	of	my	chocolate	and	cheese	as	a	parting	gift	 in	exchange	 for	 the	

weed,	 and	 ambled	 along	 the	 still-warm	 sand.	 Half	 a	 kilometre	 to	 the	 east	 a	

delicate	metal	pier	ran	out	from	the	road	into	the	water,	almost	disappearing	in	

the	dark,	moonless	night.	
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Under	the	painted	iron	pillars,	I	found	a	quiet	spot.	There,	I	dug	a	hole,	much	

as	 I	 had	 done	 in	 Lyon,	 and	 deposited	 ten	 thousand	 francs,	 my	 passport,	 the	

photograph	of	my	mother	which	I	had	kept	 in	my	wallet,	 the	cassette	 from	the	

night	 I	 played	 with	 Trilogue,	 a	 notebook	 and	 a	 Parker	 pen.	 I	 then	 placed	 the	

remainder	 of	 my	 meagre	 possessions	 in	 various	 pockets	 and	 pouches	 of	 the	

rucksack,	leaving	five	hundred	francs	in	my	wallet	at	the	foot	of	the	sleeping	bag.	

How	different	it	all	was	to	the	night	before	in	Lyon	with	the	torrential	rain	and	

the	terrifying	thunder	and	lightning.	Here,	I	felt	so	much	further	away	from	the	

catastrophe	 of	 Oxford,	 the	 city	 that	 lay	 over	 a	 thousand	 miles	 away;	 another	

country;	 another	 culture.	 Judith	 would	 be	 doing	 her	 own	 thing.	 Elaine	 was	

nearer,	but	Paris	could	have	also	been	in	another	country,	so	different	was	it	to	

this	place	with	its	sun	and	its	sand	and	the	lapping	waves	of	the	Med.	

	I	was	so	exhausted	that	in	spite	the	noise	from	the	bars	and	the	crash	of	water	

on	 the	 sand	 a	 safe	 distance	 away	 I	 fell	 asleep	 almost	 immediately;	 and	 I	must	

have	slipped	into	a	deep	slumber	because	I	heard	no	sound	of	threat,	no	footfall	

shifting	the	sand,	I	just	felt	the	cold	metal	of	a	blade	against	the	skin	of	my	cheek.	

I	awoke	with	a	start	and	was	about	to	pull	up	when	a	woman’s	voice	told	me	

to	 stay	 still.	 I	 needed	 no	 second	warning.	 I	 knew	 it	 was	 early	morning,	 three,	

perhaps	four	am,	the	music	had	stopped	and	I	could	hear	just	a	few	distant	howls	

of	 laughter	 and	 voices	 from	 the	 north-side	 of	 the	 sea	 wall.	 ‘Don’t	 move,’	 the	

woman	 said.	 I	 recognised	 the	 voice.	 It	 was	 Monique,	 the	 young	 woman	 from	

Brittany,	whom	I	had	met	that	evening	with	the	others.	 I	 looked	up	at	her,	 just	

able	 to	 make	 out	 her	 features	 in	 the	 purple	 and	 grey	 shades	 of	 the	 predawn.	

‘What	are	you	doing?’	I	said.	

‘What	does	it	look	like,	Einstein?’	

‘But	why?	I	don’t	have	very	much	money.’	

‘Enough.	Now	get	out	the	sleeping	bag.’	

I	did	as	I	was	told	and	stepped	aside.	

‘Turn	 it	 inside	out.’	The	wallet	 fell	out	on	to	the	sand.	 ‘Empty	out	everything	

from	your	rucksack.	

I	paused	for	a	few	seconds.	‘You’re	stealing	from	your	own.	Why?’	

‘It’s	easy!	So	much	harder	to	take	anything	from	the	rich	fucks	up	there.’	She	

nodded	towards	the	roadway	and	the	collection	of	five-star	hotels.	
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‘And	you	feel	okay	about	that?	I	came	here	with	a	few	hundred	francs.’	

‘Chien	manger	du	chien,’	she	laughed.		

I	 emptied	 out	 my	 things	 and	 turned	 out	 the	 pockets	 and	 the	 zippered	

compartments.	Some	notes	and	coins	tumbled	on	to	the	sand.	

‘No	credit	card?’	

‘Don’t	 have	 one.	 ‘That’s	 everything.	 My	 worldly	 possessions.	 Oh,	 and	 the	

crappy	guitar.	Do	you	want	that	too?’	

She	 rummaged	 through	 the	 wallet.	 Aside	 from	 the	 bank	 notes	 there	 was	

nothing	 but	 a	 few	 bits	 of	 paper	 containing	 phone	 numbers	 and	 a	 series	 of	

mathematical	equations.	She	looked	puzzled,	then	tilted	her	head,	her	expression	

stony.	‘Oh	fuck	it,’	she	said	in	French,	snatched	up	the	wallet,	turned	and	sped	off	

along	the	beach	and	into	the	dawn	light.	

I	sat	back	on	the	sand,	my	few	worthless	things	scattered	about	my	feet,	and	

for	several	moments	I	did	not	realise	how	much	I	was	shaking,	how	fast	my	heart	

was	pounding.	Then	I	felt	a	surge	of	anger,	directed	both	at	myself	and	at	the	girl	

who	had	stolen	from	me.	For	a	second,	I	thought	of	running	after	her.	A	fantasy	

flashed	before	me	in	which	I	caught	up	with	her,	snatched	back	what	was	mine	

and	stabbed	her	with	her	own	knife.	I	couldn’t	do	it.	

I	dug	up	my	money	belt,	started	to	pack	up	and	heard	a	sound	to	my	 left.	 It	

was	a	small	machine,	just	large	enough	to	seat	a	man.	It	had	a	series	of	prongs	on	

the	 front,	an	adjustable	roller,	and	beside	this,	 two	plastic	cylinders.	 It	was	the	

beach	 cleaning	 machine	 Ingrid	 had	 told	 us	 about	 the	 previous	 night,	 come	 to	

make	the	sand	perfect	for	the	rich	and	famous	visitors	to	the	town.	That	was	the	

last	night	I	slept	on	the	beach.			

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

12.	
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I	found	a	tiny,	neat	room	above	a	patisserie	in	a	small	lane	off	Rue	Miséricorde	

about	two	hundred	metres	back	from	the	sand	and	the	marina.	It	had	a	shower	

room	and	cooking	facilities.	It	was	scruffy,	for	sure,	bohemian	even,	but	it	suited	

me.	It	was	clean	and	the	landlord	was	a	jolly	fat	man	who	smelled	of	cognac	and	

had	 an	 alcoholic’s	 ruddy	 complexion,	 with	 a	 web	 of	 broken	 veins	 around	 his	

nose.	 The	 room	was	 painted	 cream	 and	 I	 was	 allowed	 to	 put	 up	 pictures	 if	 I	

wished.	 There	 was	 a	 small	 bookcase	 against	 one	 wall	 and	 a	 tiny	 window,	

shuttered	with	 blue	 slats,	which,	when	 flung	 open,	 ushered	 in	 glorious	 yellow	

sunlight	to	fill	the	room	and	offered	a	very	pleasing	view	out	on	to	the	lane	with	

its	 little,	 brightly	 painted	 buildings	 in	 varying	 states	 of	 charming	 disrepair.	 To	

the	western	end	 lay	the	main	road.	Noise	drifted	up	 from	all	 the	 local	bars	and	

clubs	to	produce	an	odd	blend	of	New	Order	beats	mixed	with	chilled	jazz	and	the	

occasional	French	pop	song.	I	quickly	grew	used	to	it	and	it	became	the	natural	

soundscape.	The	room	cost	450	francs	a	week	and	for	the	first	time	since	I	had	

lived	on	Divinity	Road	it	gave	me	a	sense	of	being,	a	feeling	that	I	had	somewhere	

to	 call	my	 own.	 I	 had	 had	my	 fill	 of	 repugnant	 hotel	 rooms	with	 chipped	 and	

blackened	tiles,	and	roaches.	Now,	I	let	myself	relax.	I	told	myself	I	would	get	to	

know	the	locals	and	to	learn	about	the	place	in	which	I	had	decided	to	stay,	for	

the	summer	at	least.	

I	found	a	job	at	a	bar	called	Le	Paradis	du	Vin	on	Rue	Dauphin	that	took	up	my	

time	from	nine	pm	until	2	am.	It	was	a	sweet	little	place,	not	much	more	than	a	

long,	narrow	room	with	a	tiny	stage	at	one	end	where	duos	performed	folk	songs	

and	where	they	had	a	weekly	open-mic	night.	My	wages	covered	my	rent	and	I	

ate	 frugally.	 The	 manager,	 Michel,	 was	 a	 cadaverously	 thin	 gay	 man	 in	 his	

thirties.	 He	 had	 a	 bald	 head,	 no	 eyebrows	 and	 half	 dozen	 ear-piercings.	Weed	

was	so	easily	available	I	rarely	needed	even	to	pay	for	it,	and	I	forced	myself	to	

apply	as	much	self-control	as	 I	could	muster,	but	 it	was	around	this	 time	that	 I	

finally	came	to	terms	with	the	fact	that	I	had	an	addictive	personality	and	that	I	

would	 spend	 my	 entire	 life	 fighting	 the	 slide	 into	 becoming	 a	 stoner	 or	 an	

alcoholic.	A	part	of	me	did	not	care.	I	had	no	pretentions	that	I	might	live	a	long	

and	healthy	life,	and	I	was	rather	drawn	to	the	opposite;	to	live	life	to	the	full	and	

burn	out	young,	much	in	the	style	of	Dylan	Thomas	and	Lord	Byron.	 ‘Find	what	

you	 love	and	 let	 it	 kill	 you,’	Charles	Bukowski	had	written,	 and	 I	 confess	 that	 I	
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was	attracted	to	this.	Certainly,	 the	 last	 thing	I	wished	for	was	to	grow	old	and	

decrepit	 and	 to	 die	 in	 some	 horrifying	 old	 person’s	 home,	 which,	 in	 my	

imagination	 at	 least,	 bore	 a	 striking	 resemblance	 to	 Warneford	 Psychiatric	

Hospital,	Oxford.	

I	 had	 seen	my	mother’s	 corpse	 on	 the	 bed	 in	 the	 council	 house	 on	 Beatrix	

Potter	Avenue,	the	over-patterned	quilt	clashing	with	the	wallpaper	and	carpet,	

but	 there	 was	 nothing	 over-patterned	 about	 her	 face.	 It	 had	 been	 serene,	 an	

image	of	release,	white,	pure.	She	had	departed,	and	the	relief	was	so	clear	in	her	

features	it	made	a	lasting	impression	upon	me.	I	could	accept	that	some	people	

did	 not	 wish	 to	 leave	 this	 world.	 But	 it	 was	 not	 a	 problem	 for	 me.	 Strangely,	

although	I	was	enjoying	my	life	right	now,	so	far	as	it	was	from	the	past	and	the	

pain,	I	still	felt	oddly	indifferent	to	mortality.		

The	clientele	at	Le	Paradis	du	Vin	was	mainly	young.	 It	was	 far	 from	the	big,	

expensive	 hotels,	 the	 habitat	 of	 the	 well-heeled	 and	 the	 occasional	 jet-setting	

celebrity	passing	through.	It	was	a	cheap	bar	but	friendly	and	it	had	an	ambience	

all	 its	 own.	 It	 reminded	me	 of	 some	 of	 the	 little	 clubs	 in	 Oxford	 Ethan	 I	 had	

sometimes	gone	 to,	Back	to	Nature	 and	The	Coven.	 The	 staff	were	 friendly	 and	

about	 the	 same	 age	 as	 most	 of	 their	 customers.	 There	 was	 one	 exceptional	

customer,	Gregor,	a	Pole	who,	I	learned,	had	fought	in	the	Second	World	War	and	

who	was	 now	 in	 his	 early	 sixties.	He	 seemed	 to	 live	 in	 the	 bar,	 and	 it	 did	 not	

come	as	too	much	of	a	surprise	to	me	that	he	actually	rented	a	room	on	the	first	

floor.	At	first,	I	was	a	little	wary	of	him.	He	had	a	look	of	potential	violence,	and	

his	voice,	edged	with	a	strong	East	European	accent,	was	inexplicably	disturbing,	

but	 I	 soon	 warmed	 to	 the	 old	 man	 and	 we	 struck	 up	 a	 rather	 incongruous	

friendship.	

On	quiet	evenings,	when	Gregor	and	only	one	or	 two	other	regulars	were	 in	

the	bar,	I	would	sit	with	him	and	talk	about	all	manner	of	things.	He	seemed	to	be	

genuinely	interested	in	me	and	was	fascinated	by	my	tale,	the	true	one	this	time,	

for	 I	 selected	 carefully	 what	 I	 would	 tell	 people	 based	 upon	 some	 arbitrary	

emotional	reaction	to	them	that	I	never,	even	in	later	years,	understood	fully.	

‘Why	 did	 you	 leave	 Elaine,	 Simon?’	 Gregor	 once	 asked.	 ‘I	 mean,	 I	 can	

understand	 it	on	a	superficial	 level	 -	 you	were	 scared.	 It	was	 so	soon	after	 the	

experience	of	betrayal,	and	the	Judith	girl,	but	you	know,	not	all	women	are	the	
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same.	 Elaine	 could	have	 been	 the	 perfect	 partner	 for	 you.	 You	may	 have	 lived	

happily	ever	after.’	

“Well	thanks	for	that,	Greg!’	

His	 tanned	 old	 face	 creased	 into	 a	 weathered	 smile.	 He	 had	 several	 teeth	

missing,	 including	 the	 upper	 and	 lower	 incisors,	 gaps	 into	which	 an	unfiltered	

cigarette	was	inserted	on	an	almost	permanent	basis.	He	had	lived	in	St.	Tropez	

for	nearly	twenty	years.	He	painted	and	took	photos	and	wrote	poetry	and	sold	

as	much	of	each	as	he	needed	to	pay	for	alcohol,	the	occasional	meal	to	keep	his	

frail	body	in	one	piece,	and	to	cover	the	rent	that	had	not	changed	in	ten	years.	

He	 also	 sang,	 with	 a	 gravelly	 voice,	 a	 voice	 filled	with	 spirit	 and	 emotion	 and	

stored	up	pain.	He	was	always	a	hit	on	the	club’s	open-mic	night	earning	him	free	

drinks	for	the	entire	evening	and	several	patrons	for	his	paintings	and	poems.	

I	grew	very	fond	of	Gregor.	The	old	man	invited	me	up	to	his	disheveled,	hot	

room	which	was		even	smaller	than	my	own.	It	was	sparsely	furnished	and	much	

of	 the	 floor	 space	 was	 taken	 up	 with	 canvases	 and	 watercolours	 and	 cheaply	

framed	black	and	white	photographs.	He	had	converted	the	miniscule	bathroom	

into	 a	 dark	 room	 and	 used	 it	 for	 its	 normal	 purposes	 by	working	 around	 the	

developer,	the	buckets	of	developing	solution	that	stank	horribly,	and	the	lines	of	

wire	 that	 stretched	where	 once	 the	 shower	 curtain	 had	hung.	 Attached	 to	 this	

wire,	Gregor	placed	his	prints	as	the	images	blossomed.	

He	was	a	good	photographer,	but	 I	 felt	 indifferent	 towards	his	paintings.	He	

took	monochrome	portraits	mainly	and	he	had	a	 feel	 for	capturing	emotion	on	

the	 turn,	 people	 shifting	 from	 one	 mental	 state	 to	 another,	 on	 the	 cusp	 of	

laughter,	the	blooming	of	surprise,	or	the	fall	of	the	face	from	comfort	to	fear	or	

anxiety.	It	was	not	simply	something	that	came	naturally	to	him,	he	had	worked	

at	it	for	many	years.		

One	morning,	after	we	had	known	each	other	a	few	weeks,	Gregor	invited	me	

to	walk	with	him	around	 the	 town.	 It	was	 the	height	of	 summer	and	 the	place	

was	 packed	 with	 tourists.	 Multi-million	 dollar	 yachts	 bobbed,	 idle,	 in	 the	

harbour,	and	the	sun	blazed	on	the	promenade	and	on	the	stretch	of	still	ocean.	

Gregor	was	used	to	the	fluctuations	and	shifting	masses	of	people	in	the	town	as	

the	dates	of	the	calendar	slipped	away;	a	tide	comparable	but	subtly	different	to	
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Oxford	 where	 the	 students	 came	 and	 went	 and	 the	 city	 emptied	 and	 refilled	

through	a	process	that	had	been	established	centuries	ago.	

It	was	early.	In	fact,	neither	of	us	had	gone	to	bed.	I	had	finished	work	at	two	

am,	 and	Greg	 and	 I	 had	 sat	 in	 a	window	 seat	 of	Le	Paradis	 drinking,	 smoking,	

talking	 and	 watching	 the	 colour	 of	 the	 sky	 beyond	 the	 glass	 shift	 into	 lemon	

daylight.	Around	six,	he	suggested	we	walk	to	the	fish	market.	I	had	been	there	

before,	 but	 only	 after	 it	 had	 begun	 to	 close	 up	 for	 the	 day.	 At	 this	 time	 of	 the	

morning	it	was	vibrant,	the	new	catch	had	just	come	in,	and	the	stallholders	were	

setting	out	their	produce.	

‘Beautiful	 colours,	 aren’t	 they,	 Simon?’	 Gregor	 said,	 pointing	 to	 the	 rows	 of	

fish.	‘Even	in	death.	Look	at	this	Doncella.’	

‘I’ve	not	heard	of	that.’	

‘I	think	you	call	it	Rainbow	Wrasse.’	

‘Yes,	that	rings	a	bell.’	

He	stroked	the	lifeless	scales.	‘The	blues	and	the	oranges	–	so	many	shades	of	

orange.	For	the	painter	and	for	 the	photographer,	 it	 is	a	majestic	 thing.	Do	you	

know,	 if	 I	were	to	 take	a	photograph	of	 this	 fine	creature	with	black	and	white	

film,	I	could	probably	see	at	least	a	dozen	shades	within	just	this	strip	here.’	He	

pointed	to	the	glistening	left	side	of	the	fish	close	to	its	dorsal	fin.	I	actually	have	

taken	such	a	picture	-	long	ago	when	I	first	came	to	St.	Tropez.’	

‘I	would	like	to	see	that.’	

‘Oh,	I	sold	it	long	ago,	for	a	few	francs.’	

‘Why	didn’t	you	take	more?’	

‘What	 would	 be	 the	 point	 in	 that,	 my	 young	 friend?	 What	 is	 the	 point	 of	

repeating	anything?’	

‘Sounds	very	hippy,	Gregor.’	

He	frowned.	 ‘Well	I	was	a	little	old	for	most	of	that	stuff.	By	the	mid-sixties	I	

was	already,	what?	Forty-three,	forty-four,	but	I	could	understand	it.’	

‘So	how	did	you	get	from	being	a	soldier	in	Poland	during	the	war	to	a	semi-

hippy	in	the	sixties?’	

‘Ah,	 well	 that’s	 a	 long	 story.	 You	 have	 a	 year	 or	 two	 for	 the	 telling?	 No	 of	

course	you	don’t!’	he	smiled.	 ‘You’re	a	young	man.	You’re	in	a	hurry	to	live,	in	a	
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hurry	 to	 learn.	 You	 think	 you	 must	 be	 everywhere	 at	 once.	 You	 must	 do	

everything	at	once.’	

‘Okay,	the	abridged	version?’	

‘Come,	let’s	go	to	Le	Petit	Monde.’	

Le	Petit	Monde	was	a	 cheap	café	 close	 to	 the	 fish	market	 that	 sold	excellent	

pastries	and	where	the	barista	made	the	finest	coffee	in	town.	We	found	a	table	

outside	and	soaked	up	 the	brilliant	morning	 light,	watching	 the	early	 risers	go	

about	their	exploring	and	some	of	the	business	folk	preparing	for	the	day’s	work.	

‘I	was	lucky	to	get	out	as	the	Nazis	rounded	up	undesirables	for	the	camps.	I’m	

not	 Jewish,	but	 I	have	Romany	blood	and	the	Nazis	hated	us	almost	as	much.	 I	

was	a	student	when	I	was	drafted	to	fight	the	Germans	in	1940	-	about	your	age.	

I	 finally	 left	Poland	 in	1945.	The	Russians	are	pigs.’	And	to	my	amazement,	 the	

old	man	spat	on	the	pavement	and	his	expression	darkened.	 ‘I	 lived	in	Hungary	

for	a	decade	after	the	war,	went	to	the	University	of	Debrecen,	graduated	and	got	

a	 very	 good	 job	 with	 the	 Hungarian	 Electricity	 Corporation.	 And	 then,	 guess	

what?	Yes,	 in	1956,	 the	 fucking	Russians	 invaded	Hungary.	 I	was	unattached,	 I	

had	married	and	divorced	without	having	any	kids	to	worry	about,	and	Menka,	

my	ex-wife,	had	remarried,	so	I	moved	on	to	Czechoslovakia.	Hah!’	

Of	course,	I	knew	what	was	coming.		

‘Well,	 you’re	an	educated	young	man,	you	know	what	happened	next.	1968,	

the	Soviets	rolled	their	bastard	tanks	on	to	the	streets	of	Prague.	But	it	wasn’t	all	

bad.	 I	 had	 enjoyed	 twelve	 very	 good	 years	 there.	 Prague	was	 a	wonderful	 city	

and	I	had	started	to	learn	to	be	a	photographer,	I	studied	medieval	poetry	at	the	

university,	received	a	doctorate	and	had	the	time	of	my	life.	The	women!	People	

always	talk	about	the	sixties	as	being	the	time	of	liberation	in	the	West.	That	may	

have	been	so,	but	in	Eastern	Europe,	we	too	had	our	fun.	It’s	just	that	we	didn’t	

make	all	the	fuss	about	it	you	lot	and	the	Yanks	did!’	

I	 laughed.	 ‘So	 there	was	 no	 Lady	 Chatterley	 trial?	 No:	Would	 you	wish	 your	

wives	and	servants	to	read	this	book	moment?’	

‘No.	But	of	course,	later,	certainly	by	’68	when	the	Soviets	crushed	the	place,	

Western	 culture	 had	 well	 and	 truly	 made	 its	 way	 to	 Prague	 and	 our	 own	

promiscuity	had	awoken.	But	anyway,	 that	was	an	 irrelevance	really	because	 it	

was	just	as	the	invasion	took	place	that	I	met	the	love	of	my	life.’	
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‘Oh?’	

Gregor	 told	 me	 how	 he	 and	 Frieda	 had	 met.	 They	 had	 been	 running	 fast	

through	 the	 streets	 of	 Prague	 and	 had	made	 for	 the	 same	 doorway	 to	 shelter	

from	the	gunfire.	‘I’ve	never	stopped	loving	her,’	he	admitted.	‘At	first,	soon	after	

we	met,	 it	 had	 been	 a	 love	 from	 inside,	 from	 some	mysterious	 place	 without	

name.	That	kind	of	love	burned,	it	hurt,	it	was	as	hot	as	tank	metal	in	the	summer	

sun.	Later,	I	found	I	loved	Frieda	in	a	different	way.	This	new	love	came	from	no	

particular	place,	but	had	soaked	into	my	being	without	me	noticing	it.	When	that	

happened,	I	wanted	to	stand	in	the	rain	singing	of	my	love	for	her.’	

I	did	not	know	what	to	say.	I	drank	some	coffee.	Gregor	seemed	to	be	lost	in	

his	own	world,	 staring	 straight	ahead	silently	at	 the	boats	and	 the	 light	on	 the	

boats	and	the	light	on	the	water.	But	I	could	tell	by	the	darkness	in	his	eyes	that	

he	was	actually	seeing	none	of	these	things.	He	was	seeing	Frieda	and	the	tanks	

and	the	dust	and	the	blood.		

	

~	

	

I	practiced	my	French,	read	À	la	recherche	du	temps	perdu,	Madame	Bovary	and	

Nausea	 in	the	original.	I	 learned	to	play	Satie’s	Gnossiennes	No.1	on	the	piano	in	

the	 bar,	 I	 watched	 la	Cage	aux	Folles	 without	 subtitles,	 and	 I	 learned	 to	make	

Crêpes	Suzette.	

	 Le	Paradis	was	a	perfect	place	to	meet	women.	I	offered	to	each	of	them	a	

different	background	story	 to	my	 life.	And	why	not?	 I	 reasoned.	 I	might	 indeed	

have	 followed	 any	one	 of	 an	 almost	 infinite	 number	 of	 alternate	 past	 realities:	

sliding	doors	and	all	that.	Were	any	of	my	stories	less	truthful	than	the	path	my	

brain	 told	me	 I	had	 followed?	Perhaps	 I	 really	 could	have	been	a	 student	who	

had	dropped	out	of	Law	School	in	Cambridge;	maybe,	in	some	other	reality,	I	was	

indeed	a	musician	 taking	a	break	 from	relentless	 touring.	Or	else,	 I	 could	have	

been	a	drug	dealer,	an	aspiring	actor,	or	a	dancer.	Who	knew?	Who	really	cared?	

I	practiced	guitar	for	at	least	an	hour	each	day	and	bought	a	book	of	popular	

songs	 and	 a	 cheap	 cassette	 player	 and	 tested	 out	 my	 voice	 with	 Dylan,	 Neil	

Young,	The	Stones	and	The	Kinks.	Playing	back	the	tapes,	I	was	utterly	appalled	

by	how	bad	 I	 sounded.	But	 I	would	not	 let	 it	go.	 I	 analyzed	where	 I	was	going	
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wrong,	found	a	book	of	vocal	exercises	and	befriended	a	really	good	singer	in	a	

band	 who	 played	 at	 Le	 Paradis.	 For	 a	 few	 drinks,	 he	 gave	 me	 two	 hours	 of	

tutoring.	 I	was	 soon	confident	enough	 to	 try	busking	on	 the	broad	walkway	of	

Vieux	Port	girded	on	one	side	by	small	boats	and	blue	water	over	the	sea	wall,	

and	 on	 the	 other	 by	 flat-fronted	 buildings	 painted	 in	 harmonious	 shades,	

expensive	bars	and	seafood	restaurants.		

	

To	say	it	was	unsuccessful	would	be	something	of	an	understatement.	I	started	at	

six	o’clock	on	my	evening	off	 from	Le	Paradis,	 a	 time	deliberately	 chosen	 in	an	

attempt	 to	 capture	 the	 tourists	 as	 they	 found	restaurants	and	bars	 in	which	 to	

eat	and	drink.	I	had	what	I	thought	was	a	good	set-list,	a	collection	of	songs	from	

the	book	I	had	bought,	some	other	busking	standards	thrown	in	-	American	Pie,	

The	Streets	of	London,	and	of	course,	Imagine.	 I	sang	as	well	as	 I	could.	 I	played	

perfectly	 well,	 and	 I	 had	 used	 the	 oldest	 trick	 in	 the	 busker’s	 book:	 before	

starting,	I	scattered	some	coins	on	top	of	the	guitar	bag	laid	out	in	front	of	me	so	

that	it	would	appear	that	others	had	already	contributed.	After	an	hour	and	a	half	

I	gave	up,	thirty	francs	richer.	The	next	night	was	more	of	a	failure	than	my	first.	I	

set	up	an	hour	later,	at	seven,	thinking	I	would	attract	more	people	at	that	time.	I	

went	 through	 my	 sixty-minute	 repertoire,	 and	 after	 earning	 less	 than	 twenty	

francs,	I	returned	to	my	little	room	despondent	and	irritable.	

Flinging	 my	 guitar	 into	 a	 corner,	 I	 sat	 on	 to	 my	 narrow	 bed,	 picked	 up	 a	

paperback	of	Breton’s	Nadja	I	had	left	on	the	sheets	earlier	and	started	to	read.	

But	I	could	not	concentrate.	I	kept	thinking	about	my	failures	at	the	sea	wall	in	Le	

Vieux	Port	and	tried	to	grasp	what	it	was	that	I	was	doing	wrong.	And	the	answer	

came	 to	me:	 Quite	 simply;	 I	 had	 been	 boring.	 I	 could	 play	 songs	well,	 but	my	

voice	was	nothing	special,	and	so	the	result	was	dull,	I	sounded	like	any	one	of	a	

thousand	other	buskers	on	the	Riviera,	or	anywhere,	come	to	that.	If	I	was	going	

to	 make	 any	 money	 from	 this	 I	 would	 have	 to	 contrive	 something	 keener,	

sharper;	but	nothing	came	to	me	and	I	found	myself	drifting	off	to	sleep	only	to	

awake	disorientated	and	depressed.	

That	night,	 a	duo,	Feuilles	was	playing	at	Le	Paradis.	They	were	 a	 folky	pair	

who	had	performed	in	the	bar	before.	The	singer,	a	young	girl	of	about	eighteen	

named	 Dominique,	 had	 a	 good	 voice.	 Her	 boyfriend,	 Jules,	 played	 guitar	 and	
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harmonica	well;	but	what	made	the	customers	cheer	and	clap,	and	for	Feuilles	to	

succeed	where	I	had	failed,	was	Dominique’s	vocals.		

Back	in	my	room,	I	had	a	quarter	of	whisky	and	a	carton	of	cigarettes,	which	

Michel	had	given	me	as	a	bonus	with	my	weekly	pay	packet.	On	the	bed	lay	my	

Breton	 book	where	 I	 had	 left	 it	 next	 to	 a	 cassette	 player,	 into	which,	 the	 day	

before,	I	had	inserted	a	tape:	Conversational	Italian	For	Beginners.	I	was	not	sure	

why	I	had	bought	this	last	item	a	few	weeks	earlier	except	that	in	some	part	of	

my	mind	I	had	a	vague	notion	that	once	I	had	 lost	interest	in	the	Côte	d’Azur,	I	

would	head	to	 Italy.	Halfway	through	the	whiskey,	 I	had	worked	out	a	plan	 for	

my	 future	 as	 ‘a	 begging	 street	 musician’,	 as	 my	 father	 had	 once	 referred	 to	

buskers.			

My	voice	was	the	problem,	so	I	would	learn	to	play	all	the	parts	on	the	guitar	

simultaneously,	 the	 backing	 and	 the	 lead	 melody.	 It	 might	 prove	 tricky,	 but	 I	

knew	it	could	be	done,	 I’d	seen	some	professional	guitarists	do	 it.	 I	began	with	

Michelle	by	The	Beatles	and	worked	out	the	technique	for	blending	the	backing	

and	the	tune.	I	recorded	it	on	the	cassette	player,	and	noted	the	many	things	that	

were	wrong	with	my	first	efforts	and	worked	on	the	errors	until	the	music	was	

perfected.	A	week	later,	I	had	a	repertoire	of	classic	songs	for	which	I	played	both	

parts,	 backing	 structure	 and	 vocal	 melody.	 I	 had	 no	 need	 to	 sing.	 To	 this	

collection	 I	 added	 a	 few	 instrumentals	 including	 Classical	 Gas	 and	 Fleetwood	

Mac’s	Albatross.	

The	next	night,	I	set	up	against	the	sea	wall	opposite	Café	Senequier	The	first	

number,	American	Pie,	went	well	and	I	gained	confidence	as	 I	carried	on.	And	I	

drew	a	crowd.	The	passers-by	loved	it,	drew	close	and	attracted	others	en	route	

to	their	meals	or	pre-dinner	drinks.	Even	some	of	the	glamorous	beings,	dressed	

in	Armani	and	Versace	who	were	staying	on	their	yachts	or	at	The	Biblos,	Hotel	

Saint	 Amour	 or	 the	 extraordinarily	 expensive	Hotel	 La	 Residence	 de	 la	 Pinede	

deigned	to	spare	a	few	minutes	of	their	time	in	what	appeared,	at	least	upon	the	

surface,	to	be	admiration.	At	the	end	of	an	elaborate	jazz	version	of	Classical	Gas	

which	pushed	my	abilities	to	the	limit,	I	received	such	applause	I	thought	I	might	

be	 dreaming.	 After	 an	 exhausting	 hour,	 I	went	 home	with	 over	 eight	 hundred	

francs.		
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After	my	shift	finished,	we	indulged	in	another	all-nighter,	talking	about	all	and	

everything	 in	a	corner	seat	at	La	Paradis.	 	Then	we	headed	towards	the	beach.	

Gregor	 and	 I	 sat	 on	 a	 stony	 promontory	 called	 Môle	 Jean-Rovéille	 which	

stretched	out	across	the	water	from	Vieux	Port.	It	offered	an	unimpeached	view	

of	 cafés	 and	 restaurants	 with	 apartments	 on	 the	 second	 and	 third	 floors,	 and	

above	these,	the	streaked	tangerine	of	early	morning	sky.	There,	Gregor	returned	

to	the	revolution	in	Prague	and	how	the	relationship	with	Frieda	ended.	‘She	was	

killed	by	the	pig	Russians,’	he	said,	‘accused	of	spying	and	spreading	anti-Soviet	

propaganda;	which	she	had	indeed	been	doing.	But	so	too	had	I.	I	was	not	caught,	

I	did	not	die.	That	was	1960.’	

‘You	were	brave.’		

‘No,	I	wasn’t,	Simon.	I	travelled	to	the	Far	East,	to	the	States,	to	England.	I	was	

always	in	search	of	Frieda.	You	see,	although	I	saw	her	dead	body,	the	grey	hole	

in	 her	 head,	 I	 could	 not	 accept	 that	 she	was	 gone.	 I	 thought	 I	 would	 find	 her	

again.	 I	 imagined,	 usually	while	 in	 an	 alcohol	or	 drug-induced	 haze,	 that	 there	

were	two	of	her.	That	she	had	a	twin.	Or	maybe,	just	maybe,	Frieda	had	not	died	

at	 all,	 and	 the	Russians	had	 staged	her	death,	switched	her	body	 for	a	 similar-

looking	woman.	Of	course,	I	knew	I	was	being	delusional.’	

‘Gregor,’	 I	said.	 I	don’t	mean	to	be	rude,	but	 I	have	to	say,	you	don’t	 look	so	

well.’	

‘It’s	the	harsh	sunlight,	young	man!	You’ve	only	seen	me	in	the	darkness	of	Le	

Paradis	or	in	some	predawn	café.	Look,	the	sun	shines,	blooming	merrily	in	our	

faces.’	

I	smiled	and	was	about	to	move	on	when	Gregor	put	his	hand	on	mine.	

‘I	have	leukaemia,	Simon.	Terminal.’	

I	stared	at	the	elderly	man,	silent,	confused.	‘I	don’t	know	what	to	say,	Gregor.’	

‘There	 is	 nothing	 to	 say.	 I’ve	 dodged	 a	 few	 bullets,	 but	 after	 a	 while	 our	

chances	 run	 out.	 And	 let’s	 be	 honest.	 Drinking	 half	 a	 bottle	 of	 bourbon	 for	

breakfast	 and	 smoking	Gitanes	 as	 though	 they	were	 candy	 cigarettes	 probably	

did	not	help.	Besides;	who	gives	a	fuck?’	He	laughed	at	the	expression	on	my	face.	

‘You’re	a	lovely	kid,	Simon,	but	you	have	a	lot	to	learn,	and	I	really	hope	you	have	
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a	long,	long	time	in	which	to	learn	all	there	is	to	know;	if	indeed	that	turns	out	to	

be	what	 you	wish	 for.	 It’s	 not	what	 I’ve	wanted.	 I’ve	 had	 enough!	 I’d	 give	 this	

world	two	out	of	ten,	at	best,	and	that’s	when	I’m	drunk	or	in	a	good	mood!	Look	

at	 it	 all	 -	 everywhere	 you	 turn	 -	 wars,	 murders,	 hate,	 violence,	 greed,	 deceit,	

pollution,	filth,	nationalism,	religious	bigotry,	bullets	in	the	temples	of	beautiful	

women.	And	for	what?	Nothing.’	

‘But,’	 I	 said,	 ‘there	 is	 another	way	 of	 looking	 at	 it.	 Mozart,	 Picasso,	 Herman	

Hesse,	genuine	young	love,	flowers	in	the	barrels	of	guns.	This.’	I	spread	my	arms	

to	encompass	the	Vieux	Port	of	St.	Tropez.		

‘But	does	it	balance,	Simon?	Can	Leonardo	da	Vinci	counteract	Auschwitz?	Do	

The	 Beatles	 negate	 the	 depletion	 of	 the	 ozone	 layer?	 Can	 Thomas	 Mann	 ever	

compete	with	the	London	Blitz?	I	don’t	know.	Let	me	see.	What	art	do	I	love	the	

most?	Joyce.	I	don’t	think	Ulysses	blots	out	the	memory	of	seeing	Frieda,	her	head	

ruined,	her	blood	running	into	the	drain	of	the	prison	cell	the	Russians	cheerily	

brought	me	to	just	so	they	could	show	off	their	handiwork.	

There	was	a	long	silence,	but	it	was	not	an	uncomfortable	one;	it	was	one	of	

mutual	 acceptance.	 And	 during	 those	moments,	 I	 felt	 a	 real	 love	 for	my	 dying	

friend,	a	friend	I	had	known	for	far	too	short	a	time.	In	those	moments,	I	wished	

Gregor	was	twenty,	or	else	that	we	were	both	sixty-five,	that	we	could	have	been	

closer	in	this	world	and	not	separated	by	time’s	cruelty.	

‘On	a	happier	note,	Simon,’	Gregor	said	with	a	fresh	smile	that	lit	up	his	face.	‘I	

heard	you	play	over	there	last	night	and	it	was	very	impressive.	You	decided	to	

not	sing.’	

I	blushed.	‘Was	it	that	bad	before?’	

‘No.	But	 singing	 is	 a	physical	skill.	 If	 you	don’t	have	 it,	 you	don’t	have	 it,	no	

matter	how	much	of	an	intellect	you	possess.	What	you	did	last	night	was	to	use	

all	the	musical	skills	you	have	and	also	to	mould	them	to	suit	populist	tastes	-	a	

winning	combination.’	

‘I’m	glad	you	think	so,	Gregor.’	

‘So,	does	 this	mean	you’re	set	on	a	 course	of	being	a	professional	musician?	

What	has	happened	to	mathematics?’	

For	the	second	time	in	ten	minutes,	I	found	myself	lost	for	words.		

‘You	haven’t	left	it	all	behind,	have	you?’		
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‘I	 must	 confess	 that	 since	 leaving	 Oxford,	 I’ve	 hardly	 given	 mathematics	 a	

thought.	Perhaps	it	brings	back	for	me	too	many	unhappy	memories.	Or	perhaps	

I	have	been	distracted	by	other	things.	Ethan	once	told	me	that	I	was	a	brilliant	

mathematician	but	that	there	was	much	more	to	me	than	just	that.	He	claimed	he	

was	mathematics,	and	that’s	all	he	would	ever	be	-	not	that	it’s	such	a	bad	fate!	

But	he	thought	 I	had	many	other	talents	 I	was	not	even	aware	of	and	that	 they	

would	come	out	of	me	as	time	went	on	and	I	grew	older.	Maybe	they	will.	Who	

knows?’	

‘It	would	be	a	pity	to	lose	something	you	are	so	good	at.’	

‘I	won’t	lose	it,	Gregor.	Mathematics	is	ingrained	into	my	mind.	It	will	be	there	

until	 I	die	or	go	 insane	or	 I’m	ravaged	by	Alzheimer’s.	 I	 feel	confident	 that	 it	 is	

not	 something	 that	will	 ever	 diminish,	 and	 that	 I	 have	 the	mental	 capacity	 to	

learn	and	practice	other	things.	You	never	know,	I	may	even	eventually	become	

exceptional	at	those.’	

‘I	have	no	doubt	you	shall,	Simon.	No	doubt	at	all.’	
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13.	

	

It	 was	 on	 my	 third	 night	 performing	 my	 instrumental	 set	 opposite	 Café	

Senequier	 that	 I	met	 a	woman	who	was	 to	 change	my	 life	 at	 least	 as	much	 as	

Judith	or	Elaine	had	done.	Her	name	was	Danielle	Marie	Schwartz	and	she	was	

very,	very	wealthy.	

I	 didn’t	 notice	 her	 while	 I	 was	 playing,	 concentrating	 as	 I	 was	 on	 the	

complexities	of	the	arrangements,	but	then,	after	the	crowd	had	dispersed	and	I	

was	pocketing	a	healthy-looking	collection	of	bills	and	coins	and	zipping	up	the	

bag	around	my	classical	guitar,	she	approached.	I	saw	her	expensive	shoes	first,	

then	her	bare	brown	legs,	her	skirt.	

‘You	are	a	very	good	musician,’	she	said.	Her	accent	was	American	with	just	a	

dash	of	something	else.	She	was	trying	hard	to	look	twenty-five,	but	even	in	the	

soft	evening	sunlight,	I	could	tell	she	was	at	least	forty.	

‘Thank	you,’	I	said	quietly.	

‘May	I	see	your	fingers?’	

I	frowned,	but	held	out	my	hands.	

‘Yes,	 long,	elegant.	 I	watched	you	play.	My	name	is	Danielle.’	She	extended	a	

narrow,	tanned	hand.		

I	took	it	gently.	‘Pleased	to	meet	you.	I’m	Simon.’	

‘From	London?’	

‘Close	by.’	

‘On	a	working	holiday?	Travelling	Europe	on	a	student	railcard?’	

‘No,	I	live	here.	Well,	I	have	for	a	month	now.	I	am	sort	of	travelling,	but	taking	

it	 slowly.	And	you?’	 I	 asked.	 ‘Holidaying	with	your	husband?’	 I	had	noticed	her	

wedding	band.	

‘We	come	here	often.	Our	yacht,	The	Marie	 is	moored	in	the	harbour,	but	my	

husband	 is	often	away.	We	use	St.	Tropez	as	a	convenient	base.	He’s	 in	Corsica	

for	a	week.	I	don’t	like	sleeping	on	the	boat	with	just	the	crew	and	servants,	so	

I’m	staying	at	Hotel	La	Residence	de	la	Pinede.’	 She	pointed	vaguely	 in	 the	 right	

direction.	

‘Very	nice,’	I	said	politely.	‘Well,	from	what	I’ve	heard!’	

‘And	you	survive	by	playing	your	guitar?’	
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‘No,	I	also	work	at	a	bar,	Le	Paradis	du	Vin	on	Rue	Dauphin,	back	that	way.’	I	

indicated	inland	towards	the	maze	of	little	streets	and	lanes	that	made	up	the	old	

town.	I	rent	a	tiny	room.	I’m	enjoying	myself	here.’	

‘It’s	a	beautiful	place,	serene.	I	spend	most	of	my	days	reading	on	the	private	

beach	 at	 the	 hotel,	 and	when	 James,	 that’s	my	 husband,	 isn’t	 here,	 I	 somehow	

manage	to	wile	away	the	evenings	with	a	few	cocktails	for	company.’	

‘What	books	do	you	like?’	I	asked.	

‘Oh,	a	range	of	 things.	 I’m	half-French.	You	may	have	picked	up	the	accent.	 I	

like	my	native	authors,	Foucault,	Latour.	I’m	infatuated	with	Zola	at	the	moment.	

I’ve	just	finished	La	Curée	and	I’m	now	well	into	Thérèse	Raquin	and	really	loving	

it.	You	look	as	though	you	expected	me	to	say	Jackie	Collins.’	

‘No,’	I	lied.	‘I’m	a	big	fan	of	Zola.’	

‘I	studied	Comparative	European	Literature	at	Columbia,	but	don’t	mention	it!	

My	husband	doesn’t	like	to	talk	about	such	things.’	She	laughed.	‘So,	Simon,	what	

are	your	hours	at	this	bar,	Le	Paradis	du	Vin?’	

‘9pm	until	2	am.	I	have	Tuesdays	off.’	

Danielle	glanced	at	her	watch.	‘It	is	only	eight.	Would	you	like	a	coffee?’	

‘Only	if	it’s	on	me,’	I	replied.	 ‘I’m	flush.	Just	got	paid!’	And	then	I	added:	 ‘And	

only	 so	 long	 as	 it’s	 one	 of	 the	 cafés	 inland	 a	 bit.	 These	 places,’	 I	waved	 to	 the	

waterfront	establishments,	‘would	clean	me	out.’	

She	grinned.	‘It’s	the	company	that	counts.’	

	

We	were	seated	in	a	quiet	nook	of	Café	l’orange	and	had	each	added	a	cognac	to	

our	 coffee	and	were	on	 to	our	 second	cup.	 ‘You’re	probably	 the	most	beautiful	

man	I’ve	ever	met.	I’m	sure	you’ve	been	told	that	many,	many	times.’	

‘Well,	no	actually,	Never!	But	thank	you.’	I	gave	her	a	confused	look.	‘Are	you	

always	this	forward?’	

‘Only	when	I	meet	someone	I	consider	special.’	

‘Well	cheers	again!	But	I’m	not	special.’	

‘I	think	you	should	let	me	be	the	judge	of	that,	Simon!’	She	had	an	endearing	

way	of	saying	my	name	with	a	French	accent.	

We	finished	our	drinks	and	I	glanced	at	my	watch.	

‘Duty	calls?’		
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‘’fraid	 so.	 But	 it	was	 nice	meeting	 you.’	 I	 called	 over	 the	waiter	 and	 paid.	 ‘I	

hope	you’ll	come	down	to	the	water	to	see	me	play	again	-	and	tell	your	friends.’	

‘I	 have	 no	 friends	 here,	 Simon,	 just	 staff	 who	 do	 everything	 for	me.	 It’s	 so	

incredibly	dull.’	She	rolled	her	eyes.	‘But	I	shall	see	you	again.’	

We	walked	out	of	the	café	together	and	I	shook	her	hand,	formally.	

	 	

That	evening	 it	was	quiet	 in	Le	Paradis	and	I	 found	time	to	talk	 to	Gregor	who	

was	in	his	usual	window	seat,	smoking	Gitanes	and	drinking	whiskey.	I	never	felt	

censorious	towards	the	old	man,	and	would	never	have	suggested	that	he	might	

stop	drinking	and	smoking	so	as	 to	survive	 longer.	He	would	have	replied	that	

there	was	no	point	in	protracting	one’s	life	a	few	months,	at	best,	and	certainly	

not	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 losing	 two	 of	 his	 greatest	 pleasures.	 And,	 I	 felt	 only	

sympathy	for	that	viewpoint.	In	his	position,	I	would	have	done	exactly	the	same	

thing.	

I	told	Gregor	about	the	strange	woman,	Danielle	Schwarz,	whom	I	had	met	as	I	

had	been	packing	up	at	the	waterfront.	

‘Schwartz?’	Gregor	said	and	squinted	as	cigarette	smoke	encircled	his	face.	 ‘I	

know	that	name.	Describe	her.’	

‘About	forty.	Very	glamorous.	Extremely	well	dressed,	very	confident.’	

‘Yes,	I	know	who	you	mean,	James	Schwartz’s	fourth	wife.	What	did	she	say	to	

you?’	

‘She	was	incredibly	flirtatious.’	

‘Sounds	 about	 right.	 Jimmy,	 James	 Schwartz	 is	 a	 notorious	 businessman.	 A	

Yank.	 Super,	 super	 rich.	 A	 gangster,	 actually	 -	 drugs,	 prostitution,	 money-

laundering.	He	spends	a	good	part	of	the	summer	here	with	his	dirty	great	yacht	

stuck	in	the	harbour.	He	goes	off	all	over	Europe	with	his	cronies,	leaving	his	wife	

to	sun	herself	on	the	beach.’	

‘Christ!’	I	said.		

‘Yes,	Christ.	Keep	away,	my	friend!’	

	

The	bright	sunshine	of	early	morning	woke	me	because	I	had	forgotten	to	draw	

my	 curtains,	 but	 I	 felt	 refreshed.	 I	 heated	 a	 coffee	 and	 found	 the	 last	 of	 three	

pastries	 I	 had	 bought	 the	 day	 before	 from	 a	 shop	 around	 the	 corner	 on	 Rue	
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Miséricorde.	It	was	still	quite	fresh	and	I	dunked	it	in	the	thick	black	coffee	as	I	

gazed	out	of	my	window	at	the	waking	day.	

It	was	a	Wednesday,	but	really,	here	in	this	semi-dream	world,	it	could	have	

been	any	day.	I	was	due	to	meet	Gregor	for	coffee	-	it	had	become	a	ritual	for	us	-	

Wednesdays	 and	 Saturdays,	 always	 the	 same	 venue,	 a	 tiny	 café	 called	 Café	

Angelina	in	a	back	street	of	the	Old	Town.	It	was	one	of	those	places	so	out	of	the	

way	that	tourists	rarely	discovered	it	during	the	time	they	were	in	the	town.	

I	arrived	on	time,	but	there	was	no	sign	of	Gregor.	I	ordered,	and	through	the	

wood-framed	window	of	the	café	I	watched	people	pass	by	and	admired	the	view	

out	 on	 to	 a	 narrow	 cobbled	 lane	where	 a	 tiny	 slice	 of	 the	 old	 citadel	 could	 be	

discerned	between	a	bright	blue	building	to	the	south	and	a	pale	green	cottage	to	

the	north.	

Time	passed,	but	still	Gregor	failed	to	appear.	By	ten	o’clock,	half	an	hour	after	

our	regular	meeting	time,	I	knew	my	friend	was	not	coming,	and	so	I	decided	to	

head	back	 into	 the	maze	of	 streets	 that	made	 up	 the	old	 town.	Le	Paradis	was	

closed,	but	 I	had	a	key	to	the	side	entrance	that	 led	up	to	the	three	rooms	that	

were	rented	out	and	where	Gregor	had	lived	in	his	tiny	space	for	so	many	years.	I	

tapped	 on	his	door	 and	 heard	 the	 sound	 of	 shuffling	 feet,	 then	 a	 croaky	 voice.	

‘Qu’est-ce?’	

‘Gregor,	it’s	me.’	

There	were	some	more	sounds	and	then	the	door	opened.	He	was	wearing	a	

pair	of	dirty	pyjamas	and	a	chequered	dressing	gown	with	a	piece	of	string	as	a	

belt.	‘Simon.	I’m	so	sorry,	I	couldn’t.’	

‘Don’t	be	silly,	Gregor.	Get	back	into	bed.’	

‘How	do	you	know	I’ve	been	in	bed?’	

I	 shook	my	head	and	smiled.	 ‘You	have	bed	hair,	Greg.	And	why	would	 that	

copy	of	Catch	22	be	on	the	sheets	if	you	had	not	been	reading	it?’	

‘You	missed	your	calling.’	he	said.	‘You	should	have	been	a	detective!’	

‘Well,	perhaps	I	shall	become	one	some	day.’	

Gregor	clambered	back	into	bed	without	further	protest.	

‘Things	are	not	good?’	

‘I	have	bad	days	and	slightly	less	bad	ones.	Today	is	a	bad	one.’	

‘Is	there	anything	I	can	get	you?’	
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‘A	new	body?’	

‘If	only	I	could.’	

‘I’m	fine,	my	young	friend.	You	go	off	and	do	whatever	it	is	you	manage	to	fill	

your	days	with.	 I	shall	read	a	 little	more	about	Yossarian	and	have	a	 laugh	and	

maybe	a	cry,	and	then	I	shall	sleep.	And,	you	never	know.	Maybe	tomorrow	will	

be	slightly	less	bad,	and	if	not,	then	there’s	Saturday,	and	I’ll	meet	you	filled	with	

vigour	at	Café	Angelina.’	

‘You’re	sure	you	don’t	need	anything?	You	have	food?’	

Shopped	yesterday.	The	larder	is	full,	and	I	have	plenty	of	booze	on	tap	with	a	

simple	call	down	to	Michel.’	

‘Okay,	then	I	shall	either	see	you	in	the	bar	tomorrow	or	Friday.	Failing	that,	

the	café	on	Saturday.’	

‘It’s	in	the	Filofax,’	he	said	with	a	grin.	

	

~	

	

I	 headed	 for	 Plage	 des	 Canoubiers,	 one	 of	 the	 natural	 beaches	 frequented	 by	

locals	 and	 far	removed	 from	 the	exclusive	stretches	of	 sand	 fronting	the	major	

hotels,	or	places	such	as	Plage	de	Boullabaisse,	where	I	had	spent	my	first	night	in	

the	town.	At	Canoubiers,	 the	attendants	at	 the	public	 toilets	and	showers	knew	

me	and	all	the	café	owners	close	by	the	sands	had	grown	used	to	my	appearance	

there	 at	 least	 three	 times	 a	week.	 I	 rotated	where	 I	 ate	 between	 half	 a	 dozen	

eateries	so	as	not	to	show	favouritism.	

I	 had	 no	 routine,	my	 life	was	 a	 collection	 of	 pleasures.	 Today	 it	 was	 Henry	

Miller’s	Big	Sur	and	the	Oranges	of	Hieronymus	Bosch,	a	collection	of	stories	about	

the	writer’s	 later	years	living	on	the	Californian	coast.	 I	had	my	cassette	player	

and	 tapes	 of	 music	 as	 eclectic	 as	 my	 taste	 in	 most	 things,	 ranging	 from	 my	

beloved	Hymnen	 to	Culture	Club.	This	 lunchtime	 I	 ate	at	Le	Auburgine	Rouge.	 I	

had	camembert,	 freshly	baked	bread	and	a	 bottle	of	Madiran	 from	Aix	 -	 all	 for	

fifty	francs.		

By	the	third	glass	of	wine,	and	as	I	looked	out	upon	the	perfect	flat	water	and	

the	 spotless	 sand	 dotted	with	well-mannered	 sunbathers,	 I	 convinced	myself	 I	

was	living	the	life	of	a	king.	It	was	the	height	of	summer,	I	was	earning	enough	
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money	to	live	without	dipping	into	the	savings	I	kept	in	a	small	metal	box	with	a	

combination	lock	under	the	bed	in	my	little	room.	I	enjoyed	working	evenings	at	

Le	 Paradis.	 Michel	 was	 more	 a	 friend	 than	 a	 boss	 and	 I	 knew	 all	 the	 lonely	

regulars	who	came	to	this	bar	almost	every	night.	

Returning	to	where	I	had	left	my	bag,	my	towel	and	the	Henry	Miller,	I	sat	on	

the	hot	sand,	its	warmth	rising	up	through	my	spine	and	spreading	up	my	back.	I	

relished	the	sensations	produced	by	the	Madiran,	the	last	third	of	it	beside	me	in	

its	thick	green	glass	bottle	resting	at	an	angle	in	the	powdery	sand.	And	without	

knowing	why,	my	 thoughts	 turned	 to	 Oxford.	 I	 considered	 how,	 even	 in	 early	

July,	it	would	probably	be	raining,	the	cobbled	streets	behind	the	Queen’s	College	

and	All	Souls	would	be	wet,	the	ubiquitous	stone	gargoyles	and	statues,	dripping.	

And	perhaps,	if	the	sun	had	indeed	managed	to	slip	from	the	cover	of	cloud,	then	

the	stone	may	have	dried	in	the	fleeting	warmth.	I	thought	of	Ethan.	Term	would	

be	over;	exams	finished.	He	would	be	at	home	perhaps,	in	the	huge,	great	kitchen	

with	its	predictable	Aga.	And	I	felt	a	pang	of	something,	something	that	slipped	

away	from	any	easy	definition.	Was	it	guilt?	A	sense	of	loss?	Nostalgia?	A	feeling	

of	displacement?	Perhaps,	I	reasoned,	it	was	a	little	of	each.	And	then	I	wondered	

for	a	moment	why	it	was	that	I	had	not	kept	in	touch	with	him.	There	had	been	

the	single	exchange	of	postcards	with	purely	practical	purpose,	and	nothing	else.	

Ethan	had	no	 idea	where	 I	was.	 It	was	perfectly	possible	he	had	been	 sending	

letters	and	cards	to	Hôtel	Hugo.	It	was	quite	conceivable	that	he	wondered	why	

he	had	not	heard	a	word	from	me.	Or	maybe	he	had	reasoned	 it	 through;	 for	 I	

had.	 I	 knew	 I	would	 never	 contact	my	 old	 friend	 again.	 The	moment	 I	 turned	

away	from	him	and	crossed	Warneford	Road	in	Oxford	to	head	for	the	coach	stop	

was,	 I	 knew	 for	sure,	 the	 last	 time	 I	would	ever	 see	him:	our	embrace,	 the	 last	

time	we	would	touch.	It	was	absolutely	essential	that	I	neither	write,	nor	call,	for	

it	would	 cause	me	more	 pain	 than	 I	 could	 bear.	 Even	 now,	 three	months	 after	

that	 evening,	 I	 could	 not	 allow	myself	 to	 think	 of	 the	 past.	 I	 had	 to	 convince	

myself	that	Ethan	did	not	exist.	I	knew	I	had	to	keep	moving	on,	moving	forward,	

embracing	the	unknown,	the	unexplored,	the	unforeseen.	

I	 jumped	up,	ran	across	 the	hot	sand	and	dived	 into	 the	 still	water,	pushing	

against	 the	 water,	 submerging	 myself,	 feeling	 the	 water	 rush	 over	 me	 and	
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around	me	as	though	I	were	going	through	a	baptism	in	some	evangelical	church	

in	Mississippi.	

Under	the	water,	 in	 the	silent	world,	 in	a	place	that	was	St.	Tropez,	but	was	

also	not	St.	Tropez,	I	found	some	new	energy.	The	haze	from	the	wine	had	stayed	

with	me	and	I	relished	the	warm	water	against	my	skin.	Through	my	arteries	and	

my	veins	blood	coursed	and	bubbled	with	oxygen	until	I	could	hold	my	breath	no	

longer,	 forcing	 me	 above	 the	 ripples	 of	 the	 sea,	 a	 vast	 expanse	 I	 shared	 with	

millions,	billions	of	other	living	things.	

I	waded	ashore	and	lay	on	the	towel	to	let	the	sun	do	its	work.	Then	I	drank	

the	rest	of	the	wine,	slowly,	savouring	each	drop	as	though	it	were	the	remnants	

of	 a	 bottle	 of	 the	 finest	 vintage	 drawn	 from	 the	 cellars	 of	 the	 Ritz	 Hotel	 on	

Piccadilly	rather	a	rough	and	cheap	peasant’s	drink.		

And	so	I	stayed	for	four	more	hours,	reading,	listening	to	music,	watching	the	

afternoon	shadows	grow	longer,	the	sun	lowering	its	way	towards	the	water.	By	

six,	as	the	beach	emptied	and	the	wind	picked	up	and	people	in	their	best	clothes	

appeared	on	the	promenade	to	go	 for	cocktails	and	cool	beers	before	 finding	a	

restaurant,	I	finally	grew	tired	of	this	paradise	and	decided	to	head	home.	

On	the	way,	I	called	in	at	the	club.	Michel	was	their	preparing	for	the	evening.	

The	place	smelled	of	cleaning	products	and	the	remnants	of	alcohol	spilled	long	

ago.	

‘Have	you	heard	anything	 from	Gregor?’	 I	asked.	 ‘He	was	really	not	well	 this	

morning.’	

Michel	 grinned.	 ‘He	was	well	 enough	 to	 call	down	 for	 a	 bottle	of	whisky	 an	

hour	ago,’	he	said.	‘I’m	convinced	his	blood	is	pure	alcohol.’	

I	 laughed.	 ‘See	you	 later.’	 I	 turned	to	 leave	and	was	halfway	to	the	door	and	

the	splashes	of	orange	eveningtime	when	Michel	called	to	me.	 ‘Oh,	Simon,	hang	

on.	I	almost	forgot.’	

‘What?’	I	stopped	and	returned	to	the	bar.	

‘Some	American	woman	was	 here	 earlier.	 Very	 glam.	 She	 left	 something	 for	

you.’	 He	 pulled	 out	 a	 rectangular	 box	 in	 simple	 green	 wrapping	 tied	 with	 a	

turquoise	silk	bow.	‘She	also	gave	me	a	thousand	franc	bill	and	said	I	had	to	give	

you	a	paid	evening	off	-	tonight.’	

‘What?’	
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Michel	shrugged.	 ‘A	thousand	francs	is	a	thousand	francs,	my	friend.	Half	for	

you	and	half	for	me	-	a	bargain.	I	wish	it	happened	more	often!	Perhaps	I	should	

pimp	you	out!’	He	guffawed.	

‘Thanks!’	

‘Well	open	it	then!’	

I	 glanced	 down	 at	 the	 package,	 tugged	 on	 the	 bow	 and	 stripped	 back	 the	

paper.	 Inside	was	 a	 blue	 box	with	 the	word	 ‘XANADU’	 printed	 in	 gold.	Michel	

brought	a	hand	to	his	mouth.	‘Jesus!	Xanadu!’	

I	removed	the	lid.	Inside	lay	a	charcoal	grey	Armani	suit,	Hugo	Boss	shirt	and	

tie,	and	a	pair	of	soft	leather	loafers.	A	cream	envelope	lay	on	top.	I	opened	it	and	

read:	‘I	guessed	your	sizes	-	I	have	a	good	eye	for	such	things.	Be	at	the	reception	

of	Hotel	La	Residence	de	la	Pinede.	Eight	o’clock.’	

‘Goodness!’	 Michel	 said,	 reading	 the	 note	 over	 my	 shoulder.	 ‘An	 admirer.	

Lucky	boy.	Off	you	go	then.’	

‘I	can’t	accept	this.’	

‘You	crazy	Englishman!’	Michel	exclaimed.		

‘This	suit	alone	would	cost	twenty	thousand	francs.’	

‘Even	more	 reason	 to	go,	 you	 idiot.	Go,	 go.	Besides,	 I	want	my	 five	hundred.	

Here’s	yours	by	the	way.’	

Frowning,	I	took	the	banknotes	and	walked	out.	
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14.	

	

I	had	never	before	worn	such	clothes.	On	the	way	to	Hotel	La	Residence	de	la	

Pinede,	I	tried	to	think	about	why	I	was	going	along	with	this	-	whatever	this	was.	

I	approached	the	grandiose	front	entrance	of	the	hotel	and	walked	into	reception	

as	a	doorman	in	red	livery	opened	the	door	for	me.	 ‘Good	evening	sir,’	the	man	

said	 deferentially.	 The	 need	 for	 the	 smart	 clothes	was	 obvious.	 I	 would	 never	

have	made	it	within	ten	feet	of	the	door	in	the	rags	I	wore	habitually.	I	checked	

my	cheap	plastic	watch.	It	was	precisely	eight	o’clock.	

The	place	felt	completely	alien	to	me.	I	had	dined	at	High	Table	at	Magdalene,	

but	 that	 had	 been	 formal	 in	 an	 entirely	 different	 way.	 Academia,	 especially	

Oxbridge	 academia,	 was,	 in	 a	 strange,	 deliberate	 way,	 threadbare,	 but	 it	

possessed	 its	 own	 particular	 beauty.	 Hotel	 La	 Residence	 de	 la	 Pinede	 and	 the	

sumptuous	creatures	who	paraded	their	wealth	and	fabricated	exoticism	were	so	

totally	different	to	that	world.	

And	once	inside	the	doors	to	the	hotel,	no	one	took	the	slightest	notice	of	me.	I	

stood,	feeling	increasingly	uncomfortable,	noting	the	brass,	polished	to	an	almost	

impossible	brilliance;	 the	green	patterned	carpet;	 the	bell	boy	 in	his	red	 livery,	

his	 gold	 cap	 poised	 at	 a	 jaunty	 angle;	 the	 broad	 staircase	 curving	 towards	 a	

mezzanine	 floor;	 the	aroma	of	 a	vast	 floral	 arrangement	on	a	 round	mahogany	

table	in	the	centre	of	the	reception.	

‘Simon?’		

I	turned	and	a	young	auburn-haired	woman	in	a	tight-fitting	green	silk	dress	

and	cream	high	heels	was	standing	a	few	feet	before	me,	her	hand	extended.	

‘That’s	me.’		

‘My	 name	 is	 Anna.’	 She	 looked	 me	 up	 and	 down.	 ‘Danielle	 was	 uncannily	

accurate	about	the	clothes.	And	I	must	say	you	fit	the	part	very	well.’	

‘The	part?’	

‘I’m	sorry,	that	came	out	as	very	melodramatic	when	it	really	wasn’t	meant	to.	

I	mean,	you	merge	in	and	you	look	very	good.’	She	had	a	faint	French	accent.	

‘Thank	you.	So,	may	I	ask	what’s	going	on?	Where’s	Danielle?’	

‘Come	with	me,	Simon.’	
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I	followed	her	across	the	lobby	and	out	into	the	warm,	cicada-buzzing	night.	A	

black	Bentley	Continental	was	parked	close	to	the	hotel	entrance.	The	chauffeur	

escorted	Anna	and	me	into	the	back	seats	before	taking	the	wheel.	

‘The	subterfuge	 is	necessary,	Simon.	You	do	realise	 that?	Danielle’s	husband,	

James,	is	a	very	rich	and	very	powerful	man.	Danielle	has	a	loyal	staff	including	

myself,	and	she	makes	absolutely	sure	he	knows	nothing.’	

‘I	passed	the	test?’	

‘Of	 course.	 And	 I	 think	 you’ll	 do	well	 from	 the	 transaction	 -	 so	 long	 as	 you	

perform!’					

I	considered	the	countryside	flashing	past,	leaves	and	trees	streaming	by	like	

a	film	sped	up.	I	had	drunk	a	half	bottle	of	cheap	Metaxa	before	leaving	my	room	

and	it	was	just	beginning	to	kick	in.	There	could	be	worse	fates,	I	mused.	

We	 drove	 for	 about	 ten	 kilometres	 and	 turned	 right	 off	 the	 main	 road	 to	

follow	a	dirt	 track	that,	a	 little	 farther	on,	brought	us	 to	a	circular	driveway.	 In	

the	 moonlight,	 I	 could	 see	 a	 huge	 house,	 wings	 stretching	 east	 and	 west,	 the	

splendid,	 colonnaded	 entrance	 and	 oak	 doors	 illuminated	 with	 mellow	 lemon	

light.	It	made	me	think	of	how	the	glorious	château	in	Le	Grand	Meaulnes	might	

have	looked	before	the	hero	of	the	story,	François	Seurel	spent	a	time	of	dreams	

there.	

‘This	 is	where	I	 leave	you,	Simon,’	Anna	said.	 I	stepped	out	and	watched	the	

Bentley	slowly	turn	away	into	the	blackness.	A	butler	met	me	at	the	door	to	the	

house	 and	 led	me	 through	 to	 a	 lounge	where	Danielle	 stood	 in	 a	 chic	 cocktail	

dress	and	holding	two	glasses.	

‘I	hope	you	like	martini.’	

‘I	like	anything	alcoholic,’	I	replied.	‘It’s	nice	to	see	you	again	and	thank	you	so	

much	for	the	beautiful	clothes.	I	assume	they	are	on	loan.’	

‘Don’t	be	silly	,	Simon.	They’re	yours.	You	scrub	up	beautifully	by	the	way.’	

	 	

We	 dined	 and	 talked.	 The	 room	 was	 splendid:	 Honoré	 Daumier	 murals,	 high	

ceilings,	crystal	chandeliers;	 the	wine,	an	exquisite	Chateau	Margaux	 ’62,	plates	

of	oysters,	followed	by	a	splendid	vegetarian	risotto.		

‘Anna	 advised	me	 of	 the	 need	 for	 discretion.	You	 and	 your	 husband,	 James,	

clearly	do	not	have	an	open	relationship.’	
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‘Oh,	 you’re	 so	 sweet,	 Simon.	 My	 husband	 is	 a	 very	 violent	 man.	 Not	 a	

businessman	as	I	described	him,	but	a	gangster,	Anna	probably	told	you.	I	have	

discreet	 personal	 staff	 who	 have	 very	 little	 to	 do	 with	 James	 and	 they	 would	

never	dream	of	mentioning	a	word	about	my	private	life.	My	husband	leaves	me	

here	 for	 three	 months	 of	 the	 year,	 returning	 for	 short	 periods	 at	 irregular	

intervals	 as	he	 travels	Europe,	 fucking	any	beauty	he	meets.	 I’m	sorry,	but	 I’m	

not	going	to	be	the	good	little	wife	who	waits	for	him,	chaste,	at	home.’	

	

I	had	assumed	Danielle	only	wanted	me	there	for	sex.	I	was	being	bought,	like	a	

male	courtesan.	I	accepted	it.	Of	course,	I	could	have	refused	her	invitation.	Why	

hadn’t	I?	I	only	really	rationalised	it	later;	I	was	curious,	I	think	that	was,	at	first,	

my	overriding	 feeling.	 It	was,	 I	know	understand,	an	extension	my	epiphany	 in	

the	 Clementine	 Hotel,	 Earls	 Court.	 I	 was	 going	 to	 immerse	myself	 in	 the	 very	

experience	 of	 being	 alive;	 I	 would	 embrace	 hedonism	 with	 unabashed	

enthusiasm.	I	was	a	little	puzzled	when,	as	we	ate,	Danielle	wanted	to	engage	in	

serious	conversation.	But	I	now	realise	that	I	shouldn’t	have	been	surprised.	She	

was	 an	 intelligent	 woman	 with,	 as	 I	 was	 to	 later	 learn,	 a	 colourful	 past;	 and	

although	she	was,	for	her	own	reasons,	every	bit	as	much	a	hedonist	as	I;	she	was	

also	genuinely	interested	in	me.		

						I	 gave	 her	 a	 version	 of	 my	 story,	 and	 in	 return	 she	 told	 me	 a	 little	 about	

herself.	 She	 was	 a	well-known	model	 during	 the	 1960s.	 At	 that	 time	 she	 was	

eighteen	 and	 living	 in	 London.	 She	 became	 friends	 with	 Twiggy	 and	 Jean	

Shrimpton,	but	was	never	 committed	 to	modelling.	 She	 loved	 the	glamour,	 the	

money,	 the	opportunities	 it	offered,	but	 she	had	quickly	grown	 to	 resent	 it	 all;	

and	 she	 despised	 being	 treated	 like	 so	 much	meat,	 a	 product,	 a	 puppet	 to	 be	

moulded	and	shaped	to	suit	the	‘market’.		

						‘I	was	growing	disillusioned	when	I	met	Irving	Penn,’	she	said	and	took	a	sip	

of	wine.	

‘You	met	Penn?		

‘Well,	yes.	He	was	in	London	to	shoot	me	for	Vogue.’	

‘But	 he	 has	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	 greatest	 innovators	 in	 the	 whole	 history	 of	

photography.’	
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‘I	would	agree	-	a	great	man,	and	a	gentleman.	He	was	years	ahead	of	his	time,	

not	just	as	a	technically	brilliant	photographer,	but	he	was	not	a	chauvinist	as	so	

many	men	were.’	

‘But	I	thought	it	was	the	time	of	liberation,	female	emancipation.’	

She	gave	me	an	amused	look	and	tilted	her	head	to	one	side.	‘Oh,	darling.	Such	

innocence.	When	it	came	to	how	men	treated	women,	the	groovy	trailblazers	of	

the	‘60s	were	little	different	to	their	fathers	or	grandfathers,	Simon.’	

‘I	didn’t	realise	that.’	

‘My	story	 is	a	point	in	case.	You	see,	 thanks	to	 Irving,	 I	was	 inspired	to	start	

taking	my	own	photographs.	I	was	pretty	well	off	from	the	money	I’d	made	as	a	

model.	I	had	a	smart	pad	on	the	King’s	Road,	a	wardrobe	of	clothes,	a	mini,	and	

Mary	 Quant	 makeup;	 I	 bought	 a	 second-hand	 Hasselblad.	 Irving	 was	 only	 in	

London	 for	 six	 weeks,	 but	 I	 learned	 so	 much	 from	 him.	 At	 that	 time,	 he	 was	

disillusioned	 himself.	 Not	 so	much	with	 the	way	 he	was	 treated	 -	he	was	 very	

much	in	demand	and	was	widely	loved	in	the	industry.	No,	he	hated	the	way	his	

pictures	were	used.	The	glossy	magazines	of	the	time	were	trying	to	cut	costs	-	

naturally	 -	 and	 one	 of	 the	 things	 they	 did	 from	 about	 the	 mid-‘60s	 was	 to	

downgrade	the	paper	quality.	 Irving	loathed	 it.	He	told	me	once	that	he	put	his	

very	soul	into	the	images	he	created,	and	the	businessmen	in	control	of	the	big	

magazines	were	destroying	the	way	his	work	was	displayed.	In	a	way	it	was	good	

for	him	though	-	it	led	to	his	exploration	of	new	techniques	to	produce	his	own	

prints	 that	 were	 seen	 as	 works	 of	 art	 -	 he	 was	 one	 of	 the	 first	 to	 be	 taken	

seriously	in	that	way.	He	created	techniques	to	give	extra	depth	and	definition	to	

his	 photographs,	 and	 he	 saw	no	distinction	 between	 his	 fashion	 shots	 and	 the	

more	 esoteric	 works	 he	 produced.	 He	 created	 the	 whole	 discipline	 of	 using	

platinum	 printing,	 he	 pioneered	 dye	 imbibition,	 developed	 previously	

unimagined	lighting	systems.	He	was	a	force	of	nature.’	

						‘And	you	became	a	disciple?’	

						‘That’s	exactly	 the	word	I	was	about	 to	use,	Simon.’	She	gave	me	one	of	her	

radiant	smiles,	and	for	the	first	time,	I	saw	a	very	different	aspect	of	her.	She	was	

eighteen	again,	a	young,	independent	woman	on	the	cusp	of	discovery.	Beautiful,	

of	course,	but	so	much	more.	‘So	you	became	a	professional?’	

‘Sadly,	no.	Two	X	chromosomes,	you	see;	no	Ys	in	sight!’	
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‘But	there	have	been	many	great	female	photographers;	Annie	Leibovitz,	Lee	

Miller.’	

‘I	know	Annie,	love	her;	but	she’s	a	close	contemporary.	She	didn’t	come	into	

her	 own	 until	 pretty	 recently,	 Simon.	 Lee	Miller,	 yes,	 a	 great	 pioneer,	 but	 she	

wasn’t	 trying	 to	 be	 a	 fashion	 photographer	when	 she	was	 eighteen.	No,	 in	 the	

‘60s	there	was	only	one	side	of	the	camera	for	a	young	woman	and	I	had	grown	

very	sick	of	that.’	

	

The	 bedroom	 was	 decorated	 in	 neo-classical	 style,	 silk,	 linen,	 a	 four-poster.	

Ambient	music	was	piped	through	an	invisible	sound	system.	I’d	drunk	a	lot,	but	

youth	was	on	my	side.	The	alcohol	allowed	me	to	overcome	my	inhibitions	and	

Danielle	seemed	pleased.	Later,	as	the	sun	broke	through	a	gap	in	the	curtained	

windows	 of	 the	 bedroom,	 Côte	 d'Azur	 light	 spread	 across	 the	 room,	 and	 we	

drank	strong	black	coffee	and	smoked	Gauloises.		

	

~	

			

Of	 course,	 it	 continued.	 The	 two	 of	 us,	 Danielle	 and	 I,	 a	woman	 twice	my	 age,	

fitted	together	as	lovers	as	though	by	design.	But,	although	I	respected	her,	I	felt	

no	 emotional	 attachment,	 and	 I	 was	 sure	 she	 felt	 none	 for	 me.	We	met	 three	

nights	a	week.	She	lavished	me	with	gifts;	silk	ties,	two	more	designer	suits,	and	

most	extravagantly,	after	I	had	stayed	up	all	night	pleasuring	her,	a	gold	Rolex.	I	

tried	 to	 refuse	 the	gifts,	but	 she	would	have	none	of	 it.	Danielle	was	not	 to	be	

argued	 with,	 and	 I	 could	 see	 how	 it	 was	 only	 through	 the	 ownership	 of	 such	

strength	and	self-regard	that	she	could	ever	have	held	her	own	against	the	force	

she	portrayed	her	husband	to	be.		

The	 process	 of	 reaching	 the	 mansion	 was	 always	 the	 same.	 Danielle	 paid	

Michel	handsomely	 for	 the	 loss	of	his	 employee,	 but	 I	 continued	 to	work	at	Le	

Paradis	two	nights	a	week	because	I	wanted	to,	I	had	friends	there	and	I	needed	

to	keep	myself	grounded	in	the	real	world	in	which	I	could	wear	shorts	and	a	t-

shirt,	drink	cheap	wine	and	enjoy	 long	chats	with	Gregor,	who	seemed	to	have	

found	some	new	energy	and	came	down	to	the	bar	most	evenings.		
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A	few	weeks	after	my	first	night	with	Danielle,	I	was	dressing	for	a	visit	to	her	

home	when	there	came	a	knock	at	the	door	to	my	little	room.	I	opened	it	to	find	

Michel	standing	on	the	landing.	

‘Come	in,’	I	said.	

‘No.	 I	 have	 to	 get	 back	 to	 the	 bar.’	 He	 held	 out	 a	 small	 bag	made	 from	 fine	

paper	 interwoven	with	 strips	of	 linen.	 ‘I	 am	but	 a	minion	of	Her	 Ladyship,’	 he	

said.	 ‘She	dropped	 it	 into	 the	bar	about	half	 an	hour	ago.	You	haven’t	 told	her	

where	you	 live,	have	you?’	 I	 shook	my	head	and	Michel	 gave	me	an	approving	

look.	‘I	wouldn’t	have	either,	Simon.’	Then	he	waved	as	he	turned	and	descended	

the	narrow	stairs.	

I	 sat	 on	 the	 bed	 and	 opened	 the	 bag.	 It	 contained	 a	 leather-topped	 box.	 I	

withdrew	it	and	opened	the	lid.	Inside	lay	a	pair	of	exquisite	white	gold	cufflinks,	

each	 with	 a	 large	 diamond	 at	 its	 rectangular	 centre.	 Beside	 it	 was	 a	 note,	

handwritten	in	Danielle’s	florid	script.	‘Darling,	James	is	back	for	a	week.	Please	

accept	 this	 gift	 as	 an	 apology.	 I	 must	 also	 reward	 myself,	 for	 I	 shall	 miss	

everything	about	you.	Dx.’	

I	stared	down	at	the	cufflinks.	The	diamonds	must	have	been	two	carats	each,	

they	would	have	cost	thousands	of	pounds.	Studying	them,	for	a	few	moments,	I	

felt	overwhelmed	by	 it	all,	 the	weirdness	of	 this	woman	finding	me.	The	world	

seemed	to	be	moving	too	fast.	I	felt	out	of	my	depth,	the	distance	from	the	Oxtail	

Soup	brine	of	Shoeburyness	to	the	Côte	d’Azur	suddenly	too	great.	I	had	to	get	a	

grip	on	 things,	realign	my	mind	 to	accommodate	 the	 shifting	 reality	 in	which	 I	

had	somehow	found	myself.	

I	 spent	more	 time	 at	Le	Paradis	 talking	with	Gregory	 and	my	other	 friends,	

and	then	I	had	two	consecutive	evenings	busking.	James	Schwartz,	Danielle’s	arm	

through	his,	stopped	and	 listened	 to	a	 couple	of	numbers	before	he	gave	her	a	

100	 franc	 bill	 to	 put	 on	 my	 guitar	 case.	 She	 crouched	 and	 looked	 up	 to	 me,	

smiling	knowingly.	

	

I	can’t	deny	that	I	often	thought	about	Danielle.	It	was	not	the	warm,	dreamlike	

wanderings	of	 the	smitten.	 It	was	more	an	overwhelming	 feeling	of	curiosity;	 I	

found	her,	her	past,	her	way	of	life,	intriguing.	She	had	told	me	some	more	about	

her	 early	 life;	 leaving	 modelling,	 pining	 still	 for	 a	 career	 as	 a	 fashion	
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photographer,	but	realistic	enough	to	known	she	should	not	dash	herself	on	the	

rocks	over	it.	Instead,	she	went	to	New	York	and	enrolled	at	Columbia.		

It	 was	 all	 very	 sketchy,	mere	 flashes,	 snapshots	 of	 her	 life.	 And	 I	 could	 not	

decide	 if	 I	wanted	to	know	more	or	 to	 leave	so	much	a	mystery.	Why	was	I	so	

interested?	 I	 wondered.	 Did	 the	 questioning	 and	 the	 finding	 of	 answers	make	

what	I	did	less	sordid?	Was	I	trying	to	fool	myself	that	I	was	a	companion?	Could	

I	really	 fool	myself	 that	 the	woman	was	really	interested	 in	me	beyond	a	set	of	

very	narrow	parameters?	I	felt	a	pang	of	shame.	A	courtesan	was	a	good	word	to	

use	for	the	new	role	I	had	accepted.	All	the	great	prostitutes	had	been	more	than	

mere	meat.	Veronica	Franco	was	a	superb	poet	and	a	great	conversationalist.	She	

had	entranced	her	many	admirers	with	much	more	than	her	body.	And	beyond	

reality,	into	the	realms	of	literature	there	were,	I	knew,	many	examples	to	cheer	

me	on.	Not	least	of	 these,	Swann’s	beloved	Odette	who	had	bewitched	him	and	

became	 the	 origin	 of	 his	 ruin.	 Proust	had	 shaped	 her	 as	 so	much	more	 than	 a	

physical	beauty.	

But	 I	 could	 not	 convince	 myself	 and	 I	 was	 glad	 of	 it.	 I	 was	 pleased	 by	 my	

growing	shame,	the	feeling	that	I	was	allowing	myself	to	slide	away	from	what	a	

prouder,	 and	 certainly	more	 composed	 part	 of	 myself	 knew	 to	 be	 the	 correct	

path.	 At	 times,	 I	 wondered	 if,	 rather	 than	 a	 male	 Veronica	 Franco	 or	 some	

ethereal	 Odette,	 I	 was	 not	more	 like	 Shakespeare’s	 Isabella	 from	Measure	 For	

Measure,	someone	who	cast	all	morality	to	the	wind	and	saved	her	own	chastity	

while	condemning	another	woman	to	corruption	and	eventual	slavery.	I	had	set	

out	from	the	Warneford	Hospital	with	no	predetermined	path.	Then,	later,	I	had	

forged	 a	 modus	 operandi,	 that’s	 all,	 a	 manifesto	 by	 which	 to	 live.	 I	 had	 no	

carefully	conceived	plan,	no	plan	at	all.	But	I	knew,	or	at	least	the	logical,	rational	

part	of	me	was	aware	that	I	was	letting	myself	be	led	astray.	And	yet,	I	could	not	

let	any	of	 this	worry	me	too	much	because	I	knew	the	relationship	would	soon	

end:	Danielle	and	James	Schwartz	would	be	moving	on.	

	

~	

	

I	had	fallen	into	a	state	of	timelessness.	There	were	the	routines,	the	beach	and	

the	cheap	lunches	comprised	of	simple	food	and	rugged	wine;	Le	Paradis;	and	of	



	 138	

course	the	energies	of	Danielle.	And	there	was	Gregor.	During	early	August,	he	

worsened	quite	rapidly	and	stayed	in	bed.	I	cared	for	him	as	best	I	could.	I	did	his	

groceries,	 cleaned	 the	 room,	brought	him	vodka	and	bourbon	 from	downstairs	

and	refused	to	take	a	franc	from	the	old	man.	

We	 spent	many	 hours	 talking	 in	Gregor’s	 dark,	 death-edged	 room.	 The	 age	

difference	was	a	complete	 irrelevance.	We	shared	an	understanding	of	 life	 in	a	

way	 I	 had	 not	 experienced	 since	my	 talks	with	 Ethan.	 Gregor’s	mind	was	 very	

different	to	that	of	my	Oxford	friend.	There	was	not	a	skerrick	of	mathematics	in	

him,	 and	 it	may	well	 have	 been	 that	 a	 year	 ago	 I	would	have	 found	 it	hard	 to	

communicate	 with	 the	 old	 man	 the	 way	 I	 did	 now,	 but	 I	 had	 changed	

enormously;	 I	 had	 grown	 and	 I	 possessed	 now	 a	 fresh	 clarity,	 one	which,	 as	 a	

student,	I	had	never	even	imagined	existed.	

‘And	 this	 woman,	 Danielle	 Schwartz,’	 Gregor	 surprised	 me	 with	 one	 night.	

‘You	still	see	her?	Please	don’t	tell	me	you	are	falling	in	love	with	her!’	

‘Me?’	 I	 said	 incredulously.	 ‘Of	 course	not!	And	anyway,	 she	 shall	 soon	 leave.	

She’ll	return	 to	one	of	her	homes	 in	America	or	England.	She	won’t	 come	back	

until	next	June,	and	by	then	I	shall	have	long	since	moved	on.’	

‘You	have	that	planned	already?’	

‘I	 don’t	 know,	 Gregor.	 I	 have	 a	 good	 life	 here.	 I	 have	 friends;	 you,	 most	

especially.	I	can	make	money,	I	can	swim	and	enjoy	the	sun:	I’m	told	the	winters	

are	 mild.	 The	 problem	 is,	 it’s	 all	 too	 easy.	 I	 could	 stay	 here	 forever.	 It’s	 a	

dangerous	place.’	

Gregor	smiled	knowingly.	‘For	you	Simon,	it	is	indeed	a	very	dangerous	place.	

Don’t	 let	 it	consume	you.	You	will	only	thrive	by	constantly	wandering.	That	 is	

your	fate.’	

‘Do	you	really	believe	in	fate?’	

‘Not	the	way	the	witches	and	the	mystics	would	have	it.	But	I	do	believe	that	

you	will	find	it	a	very	painful	thing	to	settle	anywhere,	with	anyone,	for	too	long.’			

	

~	

	

Three	weeks	into	our	affair.	Affair?	Could	it	really	be	called	that?	I	think	perhaps	

a	better	word	would	be	‘arrangement’:	I	was	in	Danielle’s	bed	in	the	grand	house.	
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The	 sun	 had	 set	 behind	 the	hills,	 the	 sky	 still	 a	 faint	 grapefruit	 pink.	We	were	

naked,	tanned	skin	against	ivory	satin	sheets.	I	had	asked	her	about	James,	and	

she	had	been	reticent.	Then,	when	she	did,	the	contempt	marked	her	words	with	

a	harshness	she	seemed	to	reserve	for	nothing	else.			

‘You	really	hate	him,	don’t	you?’	I	said.	

She	was	a	little	taken	aback.	‘I	didn’t	think	you	Brits	were	quite	so	blunt.’	

‘Sometimes	there’s	a	need	for	frankness.’	

‘Why	now?	My	husband	is	hardly	an	aphrodisiac.’	

‘Curious,	I	suppose.’	

‘Well	don’t	be,	Simon.’	

‘But	it	is	clear	you	do	-	hate	him.’	

We	 looked	 into	each	other’s	 eyes.	 I	 could	 see	myself	 reflected	 in	her	pupils.	

Her	 facial	muscles	 had	 tensed	 involuntarily.	 ‘It’s	 not	 his	 infidelity.’	 She	 looked	

down	at	the	sheet	draping	her	body.	 ‘I	couldn’t	care	less	about	that.	No.	What	 I	

hate	is	the	fact	that	he	thinks	I	don’t	know	that	he	is	cheating;	or	that	perhaps	he	

knows	I	know	and	thinks	I	allow	his	indulgences	because	I’m	submissive,	content	

to	be	played	the	fool.’		

It	seemed	eminently	reasonable	to	me.	And	of	course,	she	had	been	scarred	by	

her	 experiences	 in	 the	 ‘60s.	 Like	 so	 many	 others,	 she	 had	 been	 a	 victim	 of	

chauvinism;	 a	 very	 bright	 woman	 whose	 ambition	 had	 been	 thwarted.	 But	 I	

couldn’t	 help	 it.	 I	 felt	 a	 pang	 of	 revulsion.	 Obliquely,	 I	 was	 being	 paid	 for	 sex	

using	 James	 Schwartz’s	money,	 and	Danielle	was	 doing	 it	 not	 just	 because	 she	

derived	physical	pleasure	from	it,	but	she	was	using	me	to	assuage	her	fury.	The	

arrangement	was	almost	a	ménage	a	trois,	 even	 if	Mr.	Schwartz	had	no	 idea	he	

was	an	involuntary	participant.	It	was	only	one	step	removed	from	some	sordid	

Fellini	tableau,	and	that	made	me	feel	uncomfortable.	

‘Anyway.	 Enough,’	 Danielle	 said	 and	 kissed	 me.	 ‘I	 don’t	 like	 to	 think	 about	

this.’	

And	I	had	to	agree	with	her.		

	

~	
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The	 first	part	of	 the	next	evening	I	spent	with	Gregor.	During	the	past	week	he	

had	gone	into	a	rapid	decline	and	was	so	weak	he	was	unable	to	keep	down	any	

solid	 food.	 Most	 days	 he	 slept	 for	 long	 periods	 and	 when	 he	 was	 awake	 he	

seemed	to	be	only	half	in	the	moment,	a	large	part	of	him	existed	in	some	other	

time,	perhaps	some	alternate	reality.	I	 left	him	asleep	at	about	six	and	returned	

to	my	room,	dressed	up	for	Danielle	and	was	met	by	Anna	in	the	lobby	of	Hotel	

La	Residence	de	la	Pinede.	We	then	drove	along	the	main	road	and	off	to	the	right,	

down	 the	dusty	 track	 that	 led	 to	 the	Schwartz	mansion.	Danielle	 and	 I	 ate	and	

drank	 and	 made	 love.	 And	 afterwards,	 we	 lay	 smoking	 and	 drinking	 brandy	

distilled	when	Queen	Victoria	was	alive.	

‘Simon,	 things	are	about	 to	 change,’	Danielle	 said,	her	head	on	my	shoulder.	

We	were	sitting	up	on	heaped	pillows;	a	soft	glow	came	from	the	bedside	lamps.	

Through	the	opened	drapes,	I	could	see	a	field	of	stars	scattered	across	the	void,	

the	same	stars	that	shone	down	upon	Oxford	and	Paris.	

‘Change?	In	what	way?’		

						‘James	returns	tomorrow	morning.	We	leave	the	following	day.’	

	‘Oh.’	

‘We	 sail	 to	 the	 Canary	 Islands	 for	 two	 weeks,	 and	 from	 there,	 back	 to	 the	

States;	the	house	in	Bel	Air.’	

‘I	see.’	

‘How	does	that	make	you	feel?’	She	stared	into	my	eyes	with	a	searching	look.	

‘It	was	something	we	both	knew	would	happen.’	

She	sat	up,	drained	her	brandy	balloon	and	poured	out	some	more.	‘I	want	you	

to	come	too.’	

I	couldn’t	help	a	small	laugh,	but	Danielle’s	face	was	rigid.	

‘I	 have	 an	 apartment	 of	my	 own	 in	 LA.	 James	 doesn’t	 even	 know	 it	 exists.	 I	

want	 you	 to	move	 into	 it.	We	 can	meet	 at	 least	 once	 a	week.	 Even	when	 I	 am	

home	in	Los	Angeles,	my	husband	spends	a	lot	of	time	away.’	

‘Is	this	a	joke?’	

Danielle	frowned	and	shook	her	head.	‘No.	Why	would	you	think	that?’	

I	 had	 expected	 something	 dramatic	 to	 transpire	 any	 day.	 The	 summer	 was	

about	 to	 enter	 its	 slide	 into	 autumn,	 and	 each	 year,	 Danielle	 spent	 only	 a	 few	

months	in	St.	Tropez.		
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‘I	thought	you	would	love	the	idea.’		

‘I,	I’m	just	a	little	stunned,’		

‘How	could	I	let	you	go,	Simon?	I	love	you.’	

I	 drained	 my	 brandy	 balloon	 and	 realized	 I	 was	 breathing	 heavily.	 ‘I	 don’t	

know	what	to	say.’	

‘No	 need	 to	 say	 anything,	 my	 darling.’	 She	 placed	 a	 finger	 to	 my	 lips.	 ‘I’ve	

planned	 it	 all.	 I	have	organized	 the	 tickets.	Your	 flight	 leaves	early	on	Tuesday	

morning,	Nice	to	Paris	and	then	over	to	Los	Angeles.	My	staff	at	 the	apartment	

have	 been	 informed.	 A	 car	will	 take	 you	 to	 Nice	 and	 pick	 you	 up	 at	 LAX.	 The	

apartment	is	on	a	small	street	off	Wilshire	Boulevard,	Beverly	Hills.	You’ll	love	it.’	

I	stubbed	out	my	cigarette	and	immediately	lit	another.	

‘Well?’	Danielle	was	beaming	at	me.	

I	 forced	a	 smile.	 ‘You’ll	have	 to	 forgive	me,	my	darling,’	 I	 said	with	as	much	

feeling	as	I	could	muster.	‘I’m	British,	remember!’	I	laughed.	‘I	have	to	think.’	

‘But	it’s	wonderful,	yes?’	

I	nodded	and	produced	a	radiant	smile.		

	

It	had	been	agreed	that	we	should	meet	at	dusk	the	next	day	in	a	small	cinema,	

La	 Pagode.	 Danielle	 didn’t	 expect	 her	 husband	 on	 the	 yacht	 until	 later	 in	 the	

evening.	

There	were	only	three	other	people	in	the	cinema,	each	seated	near	the	front.	I	

arrived	ten	minutes	early	and	sat	in	the	back	row.	To	me,	the	film	showing	on	the	

old-fashioned	 screen	 felt	 entirely	 appropriate;	 Roman	Polanski’s	The	Tenant,	 a	

movie	about	a	man	who	 is	 trapped	 in	a	 rented	home	and	drawn	 into	a	web	of	

irrationality	and	paranoia.	

Danielle	edged	her	way	between	the	rows	of	seats.	I	stood	as	she	approached	

and	 lowered	herself	next	 to	me.	We	kissed.	 I	 felt	 the	urgency	 in	her;	her	 body	

tensed.	 She	 took	 my	 hand	 and	 pulled	 it	 under	 the	 hem	 of	 her	 short	 dress,	

between	her	thighs.		

‘No.’	I	withdrew	my	hand.	

‘Oh,	don’t	tell	me	you	are	shy,	my	darling.’	She	kissed	my	neck.	

‘I	just	thought	you	wanted	to	talk	about	us.’	
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She	looked	at	her	hands	in	her	lap,	her	profile	thrown	into	sharp	relief	in	the	

mottled	light	spilling	from	the	projector	a	few	feet	above	us.	Leaning	down	to	her	

Louis	 Vuitton	 handbag	 she	 pulled	 it	 to	 her	 lap	 and	 removed	 a	 soft	 leather	

document	pouch.	 ‘Okay.	In	here	is	a	first	class	ticket	for	the	13.07	PanAm	flight	

from	Orly,’	she	said.	 ‘Your	 flight	 from	Nice	 leaves	at	8.07	tomorrow	morning.	A	

limo	will	be	waiting	outside	the	hotel.	I	have	left	two	suitcases	for	you	at	the	bar.	

A	chauffeur	named	Henri	will	be	waiting	for	you	at	LAX.	He’ll	take	you	directly	to	

my	Beverly	Hills	 apartment,	 Just	 show	 your	 passport	 to	Betty,	my	maid	 there.	

She’s	expecting	you.	There’s	also	a	thousand	dollars	in	small	notes.’	

‘Danielle.	I	can’t	do	this.’	

‘What	do	you	mean?	I	told	you	I	loved	you.	That	I	need	you.’	

‘Yes,	precisely,	Danielle.	You	said	those	things.’	

‘But.’	She	looked	lost	and	I	felt	a	stab	of	guilt.	

‘I	did	not	say	those	things,	Danielle.	I	don’t	love	you.	I	like	you.	I	like	you	very	

much.’	

‘What?’	Her	face	had	darkened,	pain	and	had	mutated	into	anger.	

‘You	don’t	own	me,	Danielle.’	

‘Simon!	I	don’t	think	like	that!	I	just	assumed	we	could	be	together.	I	thought	

you	would	love	to	come	to	LA.’	

‘No.	I’m	not	a	prostitute.	I’m	not	going	to	be	-.	I	don’t	even	know	the	word	-	a	

plaything,	a	male	mistress.	Your	pet.’	

‘But,	this	can’t	happen,	Simon!’	

‘I	understand.	I	know	I	should	have	said	all	this	last	night.’	

‘You	understand	nothing.	Whatever	I	want,	I	get,	Simon.	That’s	just	the	way	it	

is.	How	dare	you	refuse	me!’	

‘I’m	not	something	you	can	just	buy.’	

She	stood.	‘Oh	yes	you	are	Simon.’	Her	voice	was	much	too	loud.	‘I	love	you.	I	

always	get	the	things	I	love.	I	buy	them,	and	I	can	buy	you.’	

I	was	surprised	by	my	own	calm,	the	clarity	of	my	thinking.	‘But	that’s	just	it,	

Danielle.	Finally,	you’ve	said	it	yourself,	the	fault	in	the	whole	thing.’	

‘Oh,	stop	being	such	a	smartass.	You	will	do	as	I	say.’	She	thrust	the	wallet	into	

my	face.	I	looked	at	it	and	then	up	at	her	before	shaking	my	head	slowly.	She	was	

incredibly	still,	then	in	one	fluid	movement	she	returned	it	to	her	bag.	
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‘I	shall	tell	James	about	you.’	

I	exhaled	loudly.	‘Danielle.	Please,	sit	down.’	

‘NO.	I	SHAN’T,’	Her	voice	cut	over	the	soundtrack.	I	had	never	heard	a	woman	

shout	so	loudly.	Two	of	the	three	other	patrons	turned	to	us	in	unison.	

‘Sit	down.	Please.’	

She	did	not	move.	‘I	shall	tell	him	-	right	away.’	

‘You	said	he’s	in	Cannes.’	

‘I	lied.	He’s	on	the	Marie.’	

‘And	how	can	you	tell	him	you’ve	been	unfaithful?’	

‘I	shan’t.	I’ll	tell	him	you	raped	me.’	

‘Danielle,	stop	being	ridiculous.’	

Her	face	lay	in	half	shadow,	but	I	could	see	that	all	the	love	and	desire	she	had	

felt	had	been	transformed,	twisted	into	the	very	opposite,	her	features	were	now	

distorted	by	hatred.	

‘I	shall	tell	him	you	raped	me	and	he	will	send	his	men	after	you.	By	nightfall,	

you	will	be	dead,	Simon.’	

‘Danielle.’	

I	felt	her	warm	spittle	hit	my	face	and	run	down	my	left	cheek.	She	turned,	and	

before	I	could	react,	she	had	slithered	between	the	rows	of	seats,	her	back	to	me.	

In	 future	 years,	 I	 looked	 back	 upon	 the	 time	 in	 La	 Pagoda	 after	 Danielle	

disappeared	 from	view	as	being	 long	and	drawn	out,	 as	many	 thoughts	passed	

through	 my	 mind.	 But	 actually	 I	 sat	 there	 for	 only	 a	 minute	 or	 two,	 for	 my	

thoughts	had	crammed	in	together,	stumbled,	one	upon	the	other,	overcrowding	

my	mind	and	shifting	fast.	For	a	moment,	I	could	not	take	any	of	it	at	all	seriously.	

Danielle	loved	to	play	act.	She	would	not	say	a	thing	to	her	husband,	and	unless	

she	 could	 make	 a	 convincing	 case	 for	 being	 raped,	 James	 Schwartz	might	 see	

right	 through	her.	But	 then,	 I	 thought	about	Danielle	herself,	 the	sort	of	person	

she	was.	What	was	it	she	had	said	only	a	moment	ago?	 I	always	get	the	things	I	

love.	If	I	had	thwarted	her	in	that,	then	there	could	be	no	limits	to	what	she	might	

do.		

I	 stood	 and	 walked	 out	 into	 the	 balmy	 evening.	 For	 a	 moment,	 everything	

seemed	just	as	it	had	been	when	I	entered	the	cinema	twenty	minutes	ago.	But	

something	had	altered	subtly,	changed	in	a	way	difficult	to	define.	It	was	the	love	
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I	had	felt	for	this	little	town,	the	sense	that	I	was	safe	here,	comfortable,	stable.	

Now	those	feelings	had	gone.	I	felt	a	terrible	surge	of	panic,	and	at	last	I	believed	

her	parting	words.		

I	ran	to	my	room	in	the	Old	Town.	With	an	urgency	I	had	not	felt	in	months,	I	

dumped	everything	I	had	on	to	the	bed,	and	with	shaking	fingers,	I	sorted	out	the	

things	 I	could	and	should	take	and	what	 I	must	 leave	behind.	My	rucksack	was	

large	 and	 I	had	 arrived	 in	 St.	Tropez	with	 almost	nothing.	The	 guitar	 could	 be	

ditched,	 so	 too	 some	 of	 my	 old	 clothes.	 I	 folded	 neatly	 the	 suits	 and	 shirts,	

positioned	on	the	bed	ties	and	shoes	and	my	old	jeans.	I	wrapped	the	jewellery	in	

my	t-shirts	and	slipped	on	the	gold	Rolex	and	a	horribly	uncouth	gold	bracelet	

Danielle	had	given	me.	I	hated	it,	but	it	was	worth	a	small	fortune.	I	shoved	in	my	

notebooks	 and	my	Walkman	 and	 tapes.	 Zipping	 up	 the	 pockets	 and	 tightening	

the	cords,	I	 latched	the	bag,	made	a	final	sweep	of	the	room	to	make	sure	I	had	

not	left	behind	anything	I	valued,	pulled	on	my	jacket,	then	the	backpack	and	left	

the	room	for	the	last	time.	

I	assumed	that	Danielle	had	 little	 idea	of	where	I	 lived,	but	 I	could	never	be	

sure	of	that.	At	that	moment	everything	I	had	allowed	myself	to	think	about	the	

woman	 seemed	 to	 have	 crumbled.	 I	 was	 genuinely	 scared.	 The	 resources	 that	

enabled	Danielle	to	buy	watches	and	rings	and	cufflinks	and	to	offer	me	a	life	in	a	

luxurious	LA	apartment	in	exchange	for	sex	had	so	suddenly	been	translated	into	

something	pernicious,	life-threatening.	

I	reached	Le	Paradis	unnoticed	and	walked	behind	the	bar,	the	rucksack	still	

on	my	back.	Michel	gave	me	a	strange	knowing	look.	 ‘It	has	happened	then?’	he	

said.	 ‘I’ve	enjoyed	your	company,	Simon.’	We	hugged.	 I	 felt	his	bony	shoulders.	

We	 kissed	 on	 each	 cheek	 and	 then	he	 held	my	 elbows.	 ‘Take	 care,	 and	 please;	

come	to	see	us	someday.’	

I	turned	and	made	for	the	stairs	that	led	up	to	the	three	rented	rooms	and	my	

friend,	Gregor.	Easing	the	door	inwards,	I	saw	the	old	man	open	his	eyes.	‘Simon.’	

He	 noticed	 the	 rucksack.	 ‘You	 are	 going?	 So	 soon?’	 He	 was	 skeletal,	 his	 eyes	

misty.	I	felt	a	terrible	sting	of	regret	that	I	would	have	to	leave,	leave	right	away,	

as	soon	as	I	said	my	goodbyes.	But	I	knew	Gregor	understood.	He	had	no	need	to	

say	a	word,	but	I	could	read	his	face,	his	thoughts.	It	had	to	end	badly.	Such	things	

always	do.		
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I	pulled	off	the	rucksack,	placed	it	on	the	floor,	perched	myself	on	the	edge	of	

the	bed	and	started	to	quickly	explain	about	what	Danielle	had	said	and	done.		

Gregor	 lifted	 a	 hand.	 ‘Water	 please,	 Simon.’	 And	 his	 eyes	 flicked	 to	 the	 left	

where	his	empty	glass	stood	on	the	bedside	table.	

I	 pulled	up,	 took	 three	 paces	 to	 the	 kitchen	 sink	 and	 refilled	 the	 glass,	 only	

realising	as	I	sat	back	down	that	Greg	was	dead.	The	old	man’s	face	was	still,	still	

as	 reeds	 on	 an	 airless	 night,	 as	 still	 as	 seems	 the	 Moon.	 I	 kissed	 him	 on	 the	

forehead,	and	holding	my	lips	there,	I	barely	knew	how	I	could	ever	break	away.	

‘Goodbye,	Gregor.	I	wish	we	could	have	had	more	time.’		

Lifting	 the	 bag,	 I	 threaded	my	 arms	 through	 the	 loops	 of	 the	 straps,	 looked	

down	one	last	time	upon	Gregor’s	face,	and	left	the	room.	Finding	the	back	exit	

on	to	a	quiet	laneway	that	led	up	the	hill	and	west	towards	the	side	streets	and	

quiet,	narrow	alleys,	 I	 turned	away	 from	 the	water	and	 the	 sand	and	 the	good	

times	which	were	already	slipping	into	an	irretrievable	past.		
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Jonathan	Ledman.	
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1.	

	

My	original	idea	had	been	to	take	a	stroll	through	Midtown	as	the	sun	rose,	to	

think	through	the	plan	for	the	meeting	with	Sam	Novi,	my	closest	friend	and	co-

CEO	 of	 our	 company,	 Evercom,	 in	 Tower	 2	 of	 the	World	 Trade	 Center.	 I	 was	

never	more	grateful	that	I	had	put	in	such	an	early	call.	I	ordered	a	breakfast	of	

fried	 everything	 and	 by	 seven	 forty-five	 I	was	 shaved,	 dressed	 in	my	 best	 suit	

and	 quite	 recovered	 from	 the	 odd	 decisions	 and	 fragmented	 sleep	 of	 the	

previous	night.	Fifteen	minutes	later,	I	checked	out	and	was	waiting	for	the	limo	

on	 Seventh	 and	 watching	 throngs	 of	 working	 people	 swarming	 past	 the	 hotel	

entrance,	heading	north	and	south	to	offices	and	shops.		

The	limo	was	five	minutes	late,	the	driver	profusely	apologetic.	We	headed	off	

slowly,	south	along	Seventh,	stopping	and	starting,	the	jolting	bringing	back	the	

sense	of	nausea.	I	checked	my	watch	as	we	reached	the	junction	of	Canal	Street.	

It	was	8.31.	The	traffic	was	clearing,	but	I’d	had	enough.	I	asked	the	driver	to	stop	

at	the	next	junction	and	gave	him	a	twenty	tip.	‘Have	a	great	day,’	I	said.	

‘You	too,	Mr	Ledman.’	

Watching	the	limo	pull	away,	I	took	a	deep	breath.	It	was	fumy,	but	better	than	

the	air	conditioning	 in	 the	back	of	 the	car,	and	the	sky	was	a	peerless	blue;	 the	

air,	 cool	 and	 crisp:	 a	 gorgeous	 morning.	 Walking	 west,	 I	 found	 myself	 on	

Greenwich	Street,	and	not	 far	ahead	ran	the	West	Street	Freeway.	Beyond	that,	

piers	 stretched	 into	 the	 sparkling	 waters	 of	 the	 Hudson.	 I	 had	 just	 passed	

Harrison	Street	when	I	heard	the	roaring	sound.	I	knew	immediately	that	it	was	a	

jet	and	my	first	thought	was	that	it	was	a	fighter	plane,	perhaps	an	F-16.	It	was	

flying	low	and	very	fast.	I	spun	round	and	saw	the	silver	fuselage	of	an	airliner.	I	

didn’t	know	enough	about	aircraft	to	identify	it,	but	I	could	see	the	double	A	logo	

of	American	Airlines	on	the	tail.	It	was	flying	in	the	wrong	direction.	I	had	read	

somewhere	that	airliners	always	flew	north	over	the	Hudson,	never	south.	It	was	

flying	low	and	far	faster	than	any	airliner	I	had	ever	seen.		

And	 then	 I	 knew.	 There	 came	 a	 point	 of	 no	 return,	 where	 events	 became	

inevitable.	 The	 plane	 was	 still	 perhaps	 three	 or	 four	 hundred	 yards	 from	 the	

North	 Tower	 of	 the	 World	 Trade	 Center.	 But	 the	 future	 was	 unfurling	 at	 an	
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accelerating	rate,	colliding,	unravelling	before	my	eyes.	And	as	I	stared,	the	silver	

machine,	 a	 cross	 glinting	 in	 the	 bright	 sunshine,	 sliced	 through	 concrete	 and	

glass	and	seemed	to	melt	into	the	tower,	a	great	gush	of	flame	and	smoke	burst	

backwards	towards	me	as	thousands	of	gallons	of	aviation	fuel	combusted.	The	

plane	sank	into	the	building,	extinguishing	hundreds	of	lives	in	the	time	it	took	

for	me	to	blink.		

Bad	 novels	 are	 filled	with	 expressions	 such	 as:	 ‘I	was	 rooted	 to	 the	 spot’.	 ‘I	

froze’.	‘I	was	speechless’.	But	some	life	events	are	so	stunning,	so	unexpected	and	

catastrophic	 that	 one	 does	 experience	 abnormal	 and	 exaggerated	 reactions.	 It	

did	not	seem	real.	It	seemed	as	though	the	breakfast,	the	drive	in	the	limo;	they	

were	all	part	of	a	dream,	a	nightmare,	and	this	was	perhaps	the	culmination	of	it;	

that	I	would	suddenly	awake	and	find	myself	in	the	shuttered	light	of	Room	490	

of	the	Sheraton	Towers.	But	of	course,	it	was	real.	I	could	hear	the	crunching,	the	

grinding	of	metal	 against	metal,	 the	 roar	of	 fire.	 I	 could	smell	 the	 fuel	burning,	

and	 I	 could	 see	 the	 building’s	wound	 a	 hundred	 yards	wide	 like	 a	 human	 leg	

slashed	by	a	knife.	And	my	first	thought	was,	I	 later	learned,	mirrored	by	many	

thousands	of	others,	 that	 some	 terrible	accident	was	unfolding;	 an	airliner	had	

flown	off	course	and	ended	up	slamming	into	the	World	Trade	Center.	

I	 don’t	 know	 for	 how	 long	 I	 stared,	 nor	 how	much	 time	 fell	 away	 before	 I	

started	to	run	towards	the	towers.	I	had	no	idea	why	I	was	running,	nor	what	I	

thought	I	might	do.	Strangely,	I	felt	no	sense	of	danger.	Many	may	have	run	away	

from	 the	 disaster;	 but,	 perhaps	 because	 I	 knew	 Sam	 would	 be	 in	 the	 next	

building	 to	 the	 crash	site,	 in	Tower	2,	 I	 started	 to	 sprint	 south,	my	brain	 filled	

with	flames	and	the	stench	and	the	realisation	of	welling	vomit;	but	there	was	no	

conscious	fear,	not	a	rational	thought	in	my	head.		

I	crossed	onto	Chambers	Street.	A	small	group	of	people	had	gathered	on	the	

sidewalk.	They	stared	up.	 I	could	hear	them	speaking	as	 I	rushed	past;	cries	of	

disbelief,	fear,	bewilderment.	I	reached	the	corner	of	West	Broadway	and	I	was	

forced	to	stop.	It	was	not	tiredness;	I	felt	as	though	I	could	run	a	marathon.	It	was	

a	sound.	A	piercing	whine	cut	over	the	rumble	of	fire,	the	snapping	of	beams,	the	

sheets	of	glass	smashing	on	to	the	pavement.	 It	was	another	 jet.	 I	saw	it,	black,	

almost	a	silhouette.	It	was	flying	east	over	New	Jersey,	across	the	Hudson.	It	was	

swooping	low	and	fast,	and	it	had	started	to	swing	north	heading	straight	for	the	
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south	 side	 of	 the	 South	 Tower.	 It	 cut	 through	 the	 building,	 its	 nose	 emerging	

from	the	north	wall,	a	great	balloon	of	red	and	orange	and	yellow	and	black.	The	

ground	shuddered	and	a	vile	sound	-	the	loudest	thing	I	had	ever	heard	-	came	

like	 the	 roar	 of	 some	 beast.	 I	 threw	 up	 in	 the	 gutter	 and	 wiped	 my	 mouth,	

noticing	for	the	first	time	the	dust	on	my	sleeve.	And	like	millions	upon	millions	

around	the	world,	I	now	knew	this	was	most	certainly	no	accident.		

I	 just	 kept	 going.	 I	 did	 not	 know	what	 else	 to	 do.	 Paper	 fluttered	 down	 all	

around	me	and	 I	 could	 feel	 the	heat	of	 the	 flames,	 the	 stench	of	 it	 all:	 burning	

wood,	 burning	 plastic,	 burning	 people.	 I	 could	 not	 block	 it	 out.	 I	 stopped	 for	 a	

moment	and	looked	at	the	South	Tower.	The	plane	had	penetrated	the	building	

at	 about,	 I	 guessed,	 the	 sixtieth	 to	seventieth	 floors.	 Sam,	 I	 thought,	might,	 just	

might	 be	 okay.	He	was	 up	 on	 the	 94th,	 and	 surely	 there	would	 soon	 be	 rescue	

helicopters	on	the	roof.	

I	cannot	remember	a	second	of	the	next	few	minutes.	All	I	saw	were	rectangles	

against	a	backdrop	of	blue	and	smoke	and	flame.	All	so	 incongruous,	 I	 thought.	

How	did	the	fire	get	there?	It	was	as	though	I	had	slipped	into	a	parallel	universe.	

And	then	I	thought	of	how	all	this	was	being	filmed,	captured	on	cell	phones	and	

video	 cameras	 from	 apartments	 and	 from	 the	 street,	 and	 how	 it	 was	 being	

beamed	out	to	the	world	-	the	biggest	story	since	the	Kennedy	assassination,	as	

big	to	me	as	the	Falklands	War,	or	Diana’s	death.	And	I	was	here,	now,	living	it	as	

the	paper	and	the	human	ash	fell	all	around	me.	And	then	I	saw	my	first	jumper.	

It	was	perhaps	a	man;	 a	 slender	 figure,	black,	 silhouetted	against	 the	Meccano	

structure	 that	was	 the	World	 Trade	 Center.	 He	was	 falling,	 falling.	 Then	 there	

were	more;	one,	two,	three,	three	dozen	human	lives	-	gone	as	they	thumped	on	

to	the	tarmac	of	the	WTC	Plaza.	

My	cell	rang.	I	could	not	quite	believe	it,	and	stared	at	the	screen.	It	said:	‘Sam’.	

I	had	been	on	my	way	 to	meet	him,	Sam	Novi,	my	 friend,	 the	 co-CEO	of	our	 IT	

company.	Two	billionaire	investors	were	to	join	us.	

‘Sam!’	

‘Jon.’	A	long	gasp.	‘You	saw	it,	yeah?	You	in	the	building?’	

‘No.’	 A	 long	 silence.	 ‘Look,	 Sam.	 Everything	 will	 be	 okay.	 Helicopters	 will	

rescue	you.	You’re	making	your	way	to	the	roof,	right?’	

‘Everything’s	on	fire,	Jon.	I	dunno	if	I	can	-.’		
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Static.	

‘Sam!	Sam!	

‘I’m	here,	 Jon.	Look,	 yeah.	 I’m	with	a	group	of	people.	We’re	making	 for	 the	

roof.	It’ll	be	all	right.	Shit,	dude.	This	is	so	fucking	surreal.’	

More	static.	We	were	cut	off.	I	called	back.	Nothing.	

I	stared,	uncomprehending,	at	the	piece	of	plastic	in	my	hand.	It	was	my	only	

link	to	sanity;	my	only	link	to	Sam.	

It	rang.	

Sam’s	voice	came	down	the	line.	He	was	panting.	‘Hard	to	breathe,	Jonathan.’	

‘Fuck,	Sam.	I	don’t	fucking	believe	this.’	

‘It’s	real,	Jon.	It’s	very	real.’	

The	 line	 broke	 again.	 And,	 as	 I	 stared,	 the	South	Tower	of	 the	World	Trade	

Center	started	to	crumble.	It	folded	in	upon	itself,	a	column	sinking,	shrinking.	It	

did	not	fall,	it	diminished.	And	my	friend	died.	

I	turned	away	north,	started	walking,	and	did	not	stop	for	a	long	time.		

	

~	

	

Later,	 I	 learned	that	most	people	had	headed	east	over	the	Brooklyn	Bridge,	or	

north,	 up	 through	 the	 spine	 of	Manhattan.	 Along	with	 hundreds	 of	millions	 of	

others	 around	 the	 world,	 I	 heard	 the	 second	 tower	 collapse:	 a	 vile	 rumbling	

grunt,	it	came	from	behind	me	as	I	reached	the	mouth	of	the	Holland	Tunnel.		

Thousands	 of	 us	 walked	 like	 zombies.	 I	 was	 profoundly	 confused,	 barely	

aware	of	the	new	world	we	had	stumbled	into.	All	around	me	men	and	women	

wept.	 Some	 people	 had	 been	 injured	 by	 glass,	 their	 lacerations	 reddening	 the	

dust	 in	 lurid	 streaks;	 but	 they	 seemed	 not	 to	 notice.	 I	 could	 not	 quite	

comprehend	what	had	happened.	It	was	as	though	I	were	in	a	trance.	Reaching	

Jersey	City,	 a	 couple	of	miles	 from	 the	destroyed	buildings,	 all	 that	was	visible	

eastward	 was	 a	 warped	 cityscape	 of	 rectangles,	 modern	 human	 structures	

rubbed	down	 to	primordial	mounds	all	shrouded	 in	 thick	billowing	 smoke	and	

suspended	dust.	Thousands	stood	on	the	streets	of	Jersey	City,	eyes	looking	one	

way.	 It	was	easy	 to	distinguish	 those	of	us	who	had	wandered	west	 -	we	were	

dust-encrusted,	mesmerized	and	stiff-limbed.	
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I	 just	 kept	walking.	 People	 offered	me	drinks,	 a	 seat	 at	 a	 restaurant.	 A	 free	

meal.	It	was	so	unlike	the	New	York	I	knew,	but	then,	everyone	was	transformed	

by	 trauma.	 For	 a	 short	 time	 at	 least,	 to	 average	 New	 Yorkers,	 it	 seemed	 that,	

along	with	the	towers,	all	the	ephemera	of	life	had	crumbled	to	dust.	And,	as	the	

day	grew	long	 in	shadow	and	the	sun	and	the	glorious	blue	sky	of	the	morning	

gave	way	 to	 the	ashes	of	Hell,	 the	sky	became	grey	and	edged	with	a	haunting	

glow	of	red.	People	reached	out	and	helped	one	another,	gave	succour;	for	now,	

today,	 all	 that	 had	 yesterday	 seemed	 so	 important	 had	 become	 trivial,	

meaningless,	lost	in	the	flames	and	the	smoke	and	the	immeasurable	carnage.	

	 	

I	walked	all	day	and	all	evening,	until,	exhausted,	 I	stopped	at	Essex	Falls,	New	

Jersey,	 a	 picturesque	 little	 town	 twenty-five	 miles	 west	 of	 the	 former	 World	

Trade	Centre.	There,	I	booked	into	a	sweet	little	guest	house	on	Main	Street	that	

had	 just	 finished	with	 the	 rush	 of	 Labor	Day	weekend	 visitors,	 and	where	 the	

owners	welcomed	the	bemused	and	begrimed.	 I	was	given	a	 tiny	 low-ceilinged	

room	 on	 the	 top	 floor,	 free	 of	 charge.	 It	 had	 views	 through	 a	 small	 window	

opening	on	to	fields	where	sheep	and	cows	grazed	peacefully,	as	though	nothing	

had	 happened.	 The	 owners	were	 incredibly	gracious.	They	 loaned	me	 a	 t-shirt	

and	jeans	and	ignored	my	protestations	when	they	offered	to	have	my	suit	dry-

cleaned.	I	went	to	the	local	liquor	store	and	bought	a	good	single	malt,	a	few	bags	

of	corn	chips	and	a	couple	of	bars	of	chocolate.	 I	had	not	eaten	since	breakfast	

and	my	body	had	rejected	most	of	that	into	a	gutter	on	West	Broadway	ten	hours	

ago.	

I	realised	that	all	I	wanted	to	do	was	to	shower	and	lay	in	the	room	alone.	The	

Flaggs	had	asked	 if	 I	wanted	a	hot	meal,	but	understood	when	 I	 thanked	 them	

and	said	I	would	be	okay.	

	

I	don’t	know	why	I	had	slipped	the	short	story	into	my	briefcase	before	leaving	

home	the	day	before.	I	remember	telling	myself	I	would	read	it	on	the	plane.	But,	

when	it	came	to	it	I	chose	to	do	anything	else	I	could	find	to	distract	me.	I	read	

the	New	York	Times,	watched	two	movies,	and	flicked	through	a	terrible	thriller	I	

had	bought	at	San	Francisco	airport.	I	kept	seeing	the	thin	sheaf	of	pages	in	the	

briefcase	and	felt	a	pang	of	guilt	each	time	I	pushed	it	aside.	But	here,	now,	in	this	
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room,	at	the	end	of	this	day,	a	day	like	no	other,	it	seemed	somehow	appropriate	

that	I	should	read	the	first	short	story	I	had	written,	when,	long	ago,	I	had	lived	in	

Venice	and	believed	I	could	some	day	be	a	writer.	

I	 still	have	no	 clear	 idea	why,	 years	ago,	 I	decided	 to	write,	but	 I	had	 found	

quickly	 a	 rhythm	 and	 a	 way	 to	 channel	 what	 it	 was	 that	 now	 fuelled	 my	

creativity.	Late-night	silence	in	my	freezing	little	rented	apartment	on	Rio	Tera	S.	

Aponal	 did	 not	 often	 inspire	 me.	 Instead,	 La	 Casa	 del	 Jazz	 had	 become	 my	

favourite	night-time	haunt.	

Casa	del	Jazz,	a	single,	low-ceilinged	room	in	the	basement	of	a	two-star	hotel,	

was	a	short	walk	away	across	the	Rialto	on	a	quiet	campo	close	to	Teatro	Goldini.	

Dimly	 lit,	 it	 smelled	of	 cannabis,	 alcohol,	 and	damp.	 I	wrote	 in	 long-hand	on	 to	

the	A4	pages	of	a	leather-bound	journal,	the	paper	ragged-edged	and	aged.	Then,	

back	 at	 the	 apartment,	 I	 distilled	 my	 jottings	 and	 notes	 using	 a	 second-hand	

Royal	Quiet	Deluxe	 I	had	picked	up	 in	a	 tiny	 shop	close	 to	San	Marco.	 It	was	a	

model	similar	to	the	one	Hemingway	had	used	to	write	For	Whom	the	Bell	Tolls	

and	I	loved	its	tactility,	the	slight	indentations	in	the	most	commonly	used	keys,	

and	the	clack	clack	it	produced.	

La	 Casa	 del	 Jazz	 was	 illuminated	 by	 candlelight	 and	 the	 reflection	 of	

candlelight.	The	music	was	loud	and	pleasingly	dissonant.	Some	of	the	musicians	

were	extraordinarily	 talented,	 and	although	most	of	 the	 time	 the	music	 flowed	

over	 me,	 once	 in	 a	 while,	 a	 great	 performance,	 perhaps	 a	 sax	 solo	 or	 a	

particularly	gifted	guitarist	riffing	on	a	theme	would	snap	me	from	my	reverie.	

I	quickly	 realized	 I	had	no	wish	 to	write	a	 single	word	about	 the	enchanted	

city	in	which	I	now	lived.	Instead,	I	wrote	about	the	sort	of	people	I	had	grown	up	

with,	 the	 places	 I	 had	 viewed	 as	 the	 physical	 limits	 of	 my	 childhood	 and	

adolescent	world.	 I	 knew	why.	 I	did	not	write	about	Venice	because	 I	believed	

that	purity	should	never	be	analyzed,	nor	should	it	even	be	studied	too	closely.	I	

never	had	any	interest	in	dismantling	the	mechanism	of	beauty.	I	had	never	been	

very	interested	in	learning	too	much	music	theory	for	fear	that	it	might	restrain	

my	free-form	playing.	And	for	the	same	reason,	I	would	not	have	written	about	

Venice	while	I	lived	there.	

	

According	to	Vivaldi:			To	hear	leaving	their	iron-gated	house	Sirocco,	
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																						Boreas,	and	all	the	winds	in	battle	–	
																						This	is	winter,	but	it	brings	joy.	

						

For	me,	winter	in	Venice	invoked	ghosts.	It	was	the	time	when	the	energies	of	

the	past	came	out	to	play.	And	in	Venice,	winter	was	a	primal	force,	a	season	to	

suit	 perfectly	 the	 city’s	 austerity.	 But	 I	 was	 not	 visited	 by	 the	 spirits	 of	

Caravaggio	or	Casanova,	nor	the	fading	glories	of	the	Ancients.	There	came	not	a	

single	voice	 from	perhaps	the	richest	pageant	in	history:	not	an	utterance	 from	

Doges	and	scientists	and	politicians	and	travellers	to	the	East,	men	and	women	

upon	whom	great	events	had	pivoted.	No,	the	ghosts	that	visited	me	were	more	

personal,	 their	 faces	and	 their	voices,	 crystalline.	They	were	my	blood	and	my	

kin,	 people	 and	 places	 so	 close	 to	 the	 ones	 I	 had	 known	 that,	 but	 for	 a	 slight	

twisting	of	the	timeline	of	our	universe,	the	characters	I	created	might	have	been	

those	I	had	called	mother,	father,	friend,	brother,	sister,	aunt	or	uncle.		

	

I	lay	on	a	single	bed	in	a	guest-house	in	Essex	Falls	and	read,	for	the	first	time	in	

over	a	decade,	my	first	short	story.	

	

	

Flora	and	Jack	

	

When	they	were	first	married	they	would	go	on	long	picnics	in	Epping	Forest.	

That	was	before	Nigel	and	Kate	were	born.	The	summers	always	seemed	to	be	

hotter	 in	 those	 days.	 People	 said	 that	 it	 was	 just	 their	 memories	 painting	 a	

brighter	picture,	but	they	knew	otherwise.	

	 Flora	 Jones	 laid	out	 the	pair	of	white	plates	on	the	table.	She	placed	the	

lettuce	and	the	tomato	slices	at	the	edge	of	the	plates	then	a	slice	of	ham	on	the	

opposite	 rim.	 She	 had	 been	 listening	 to	 a	 sad	 radio	 play	 as	 she	 prepared	 the	

salad.	It	had	been	set	in	the	thirties	and	it	had	made	her	remember	those	sunny	

summer	 days	 and	 the	 ripe	 tomatoes,	 red	 as	 blood	 and	 how	 the	 juice	 trickled	

down	your	 forearm	as	you	bit	 into	 them.	 Jack	had	 laughed	 loudly	 into	his	own	

plump	fruit	as	the	spray	 from	her	tomato	hit	her	 in	 the	 face.	He	had	wiped	her	

skin	with	a	cotton	napkin	and	kissed	her	where	the	juice	had	landed.	
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	 She	 laid	 the	plates	onto	a	 tray	and	walked	 through	 to	 the	 lounge	where	

Jack	lay	in	bed.	Only	his	mop	of	grey	hair	was	visible	above	the	white	sheet.	

At	 first	he	had	hated	the	 idea	of	having	the	bed	moved	downstairs.	He	knew	it	

was	 practical:	He	 could	 reach	 the	 downstairs	 toilet	 and	 things	were	 easier	 for	

Flora,	but	still	he	hated	the	idea.	

	 She	woke	him	with	a	gentle	tap	on	the	shoulder.	He	opened	his	eyes	and	

smiled.	 He	 had	 deep	 blue	 eyes.	 They	 were	 still	 clear,	 but	 the	 rest	 of	 his	 face	

seemed	to	have	died	around	them.	

	 He	tried	to	sit.	The	effort	was	painful	to	watch.	Flora	had	seen	him	slowly	

fall	 away	 from	 her.	 Each	 day,	 a	 fresh	 symptom.	 Each	 day,	 he	 passed	 a	 little	

further	over	the	horizon.	

	 She	helped	him	up	and	supported	his	back	with	a	pillow.	She	placed	the	

tray	on	 the	bed	 beside	her	and	brought	 round	one	of	 the	plates.	The	 food	had	

been	cut	into	small	pieces.	He	opened	his	mouth	as	she	brought	the	fork	up	to	his	

lips.	He	allowed	himself	to	be	fed.	

	 After	 a	 few	 carefully	 chewed	 mouthfuls	 he	 raised	 a	 hand	 as	 another	

forkful	of	ham	and	tomato	came	towards	him.	He	looked	into	his	wife’s	eyes.	His	

expression	was	grave.	Then	he	ran	his	hand,	freckled	and	veined	along	her	cheek.	

He	curled	his	fingers	under	her	soft	chin.	

	 “I	 think	 it’s	 nearly	 time,”	 he	 said.	 His	 voice	was	 almost	 a	whisper	 now.	

Once	he	had	been	a	magnificent	baritone.	

	 She	knew	he	meant	it.	The	dread	subject	had	not	been	broached	until	this	

moment.	 She	 felt	 the	 blood	 drain	 from	 her	 face.	 She	 ran	 her	 fingers	 along	 his	

hand.	

	 “I’ve	been	dreaming	about	the	woods	and	the	summertime,”	he	said.	“Is	it	

still	raining	out?”	

	 “No,	it’s	stopped	now.	Sun’s	come	out.”	

	 “Oh,”	he	said.	

	 “You	not	hungry?“	

	 “Not	really,	love,“	he	said.	

	 She	no	longer	insisted	that	he	eat.	

	 “I’ll	keep	it	for	later.	You	warm	enough?”	

	 “Fine,”	he	replied.	
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	 She	put	the	plate	and	the	tray	on	a	side	table	and	sorted	out	their	bedding.	

She	 tucked	 his	 thin	 arms	 under	 the	 sheet	 and	 brushed	 his	 hair	 aside	 with	 a	

single,	gentle	movement.	She	kissed	him	on	the	forehead.	

	 “You	sleep	a	bit,”	she	said.	

	 Before	 taking	 the	 things	 through	 to	the	kitchen	 she	 crouched	down	and	

turned	up	the	gas	fire.	

	 Back	 in	 the	kitchen	the	radio	was	playing	some	nostalgic	music	she	half	

recognized.	She	placed	the	tray	next	to	the	sink	and	sat	down	heavily	at	the	table.	

She	looked	around	the	room	without	really	seeing	anything.	

	 They	had	met	very	young,	but	their	lives	together	had	passed	so	quickly.	

Was	it	really	all	those	years	ago	that	she	had	stood	at	the	railway	station	waving	

Jack	goodbye?	Little	Nigel	stood	beside	her.	She	held	his	hand	so	tightly,	afraid	to	

lose	the	one	thing	Jack	and	she	had	made	together.	Nigel	was	only	vaguely	aware	

that	 something	 was	 up.	 She	 waved	 and	 Nigel	 waved.	 Jack’s	 huge	 hand	 swept	

through	the	air	a	hundred	yards	away	along	the	platform.	

	 Jack	had	looked	so	gallant,	so	dashing.	They	kissed	at	the	entrance	to	the	

station.	All	around	them,	other	soldiers,	wives	and	girlfriends	were	making	their	

farewells.	Nigel	stood	beside	his	parents	looking	up	at	them,	trying	to	figure	out	

what	was	happening.	Jack	had	picked	him	up	and	had	made	him	laugh	by	tickling	

him	under	the	arm	with	his	free	hand.	He	told	Nigel	to	be	a	good	boy,	that	he	had	

to	look	after	his	mum,	that	he	was	the	man	of	the	house	now.	Jack	had	smiled	at	

her	 and	 lowered	 their	 son	 to	 the	 ground.	 They	 looked	 at	 each	 other	 again.	

Neither	could	express	the	agony	they	felt.	

	 Jack	had	picked	up	his	kit	and	turned	towards	the	waiting	train.	When	he	

was	in	the	carriage	he	had	lowered	the	window	and	leaned	out	as	the	train	drew	

away.	At	that	moment	she	had	really	believed	she	would	never	see	him	again.	

	 She	surveyed	the	room	and	then	looked	out	at	the	patch	of	green	beyond	

the	 kitchen	window.	 The	 sun	was	 shining	 on	 the	 rows	 of	 red	 rooftops.	 Lower	

down	 the	 hill	 she	 could	 see	 a	middle-aged	man	 cleaning	 his	 blue	 car.	 He	was	

hosing	the	bonnet.	Water	streamed	off	 the	end	and	onto	the	shiny	chrome	and	

the	tyres.	A	 little	 further	on,	at	 the	base	of	 the	hill,	 two	young	mothers	pushed	

prams.	They	were	talking;	one	was	smoking.	If	she	ignored	the	hum	of	the	radio	
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she	could	just	make	out	the	tap,	tap,	tap	of	a	neighbour	doing	some	handiwork.	It	

was	Sunday	and	the	clouds	had	all	cleared	away.	

	 She	turned	back	to	the	room.	Standing	up	slowly	she	walked	over	to	the	

cupboard	beside	the	gas	cooker.	It	had	a	yellow	door.	A	painting	of	a	house	done	

by	her	 first	great-granddaughter,	Sarah,	had	been	Blu-Tacked	next	 to	 the	metal	

knob.	She	paused	to	look	at	the	picture	and	smiled.	Sarah	had	her	grandfather’s	

eye.	

	 It	was	 six	months	 before	Nigel	 had	 seen	 his	 father	 again.	 She	 and	Nigel	

had	 been	 evacuated	 to	 Dorset.	 Jack	 had	 been	 given	 thirty-six	 hours	 leave.	 He	

arrived	on	an	army	motorbike	at	dawn.	Nigel	had	been	sulky	and	quiet.	Jack	had	

pretended	not	to	be	hurt,	but	she	had	seen	the	sadness	in	his	eyes.	

	 That	night	they	made	love.	It	felt	as	though	it	had	never	happened	before.	

She	had	forgotten	how	his	arms	felt.	She	could	hardly	recognize	the	lines	in	the	

skin	of	his	neck	and	the	sound	of	his	whispered	words.	

	 And	 then	 it	was	all	 over.	Nigel	 cried	after	his	 father	had	gone,	 and	 they	

comforted	each	other	curled	up	on	the	sofa.	

	 A	 year	 passed	 before	 the	 news	 came.	 The	 telegram	 arrived	 just	 after	

breakfast.	Nigel	had	been	in	a	bright	mood.	He	loved	the	countryside.	He	had	just	

left	for	school.	She	had	been	sweeping	the	lounge	carpet.	The	telegram	said	Jack	

had	been	killed	in	France.	The	Allies	were	advancing.	She	had	felt	cold.	

	 Nothing	had	happened	until	Nigel	came	home.	There	had	been	no	tears,	

no	words,	no	thoughts.	She	had	sat	alone	by	the	 lounge	window.	The	wind	had	

blown	the	clouds	across	the	sun.	It	was	January	and	it	was	dark	by	the	time	her	

son	returned.	

	 She	 opened	 the	 cupboard.	 The	 bottle	 of	 pills	 stood	where	 she	 left	 them	

beside	the	tea-caddy.	She	picked	up	the	bottle	and	returned	to	the	kitchen	table.	

She	knew	what	the	label	on	the	bottle	said	but	she	read	it	again	anyway.	‘Ducene:	

one	tablet	before	bedtime’.		

	 For	nearly	eighteen	months	she	had	believed	Jack	to	be	dead,	but	the	War	

Office	had	made	a	mistake.	He	had	been	captured	near	Grenoble.	The	Germans	

had	been	retreating.	Conditions	in	the	POW	camps	had	deteriorated;	letters	had	

been	forbidden.	
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	 The	war	 ended.	 She	 and	Nigel	 had	 returned	 to	 London.	 It	was	 late	May	

1945	 and	 everyone	was	 still	 in	 a	 state	 of	 euphoria.	 She	 had	 seen	 the	 jubilant	

crowds	and	she	 felt	relieved	that	 it	had	ended.	She	 lost	her	husband,	but	 there	

were	millions	like	her.	Now	she	had	to	look	after	her	son.	

	 There	had	been	a	street	party.	She	had	 found	 it	difficult	 to	muck	 in,	but	

she	 had	 done	 it	 for	 Nigel’s	 sake.	 The	 memory	 of	 her	 last	 night	 with	 Jack	 still	

burned	in	the	pit	of	her	stomach.	

She	had	been	coming	out	 through	the	hall,	a	 tray	of	cakes	 in	her	hands.	 Jack	

had	been	standing	 in	 the	doorway,	 the	early	summer	sunshine	streaming	 in	all	

around	him.	 The	 cakes	 and	 the	 tray	 hit	 the	 floor.	 Even	 now	 she	 could	 see	 the	

walls	 rushing	past	her	as	 she	dashed	 forward.	His	arms	were	 strong.	He	 smelt	

wonderful.	

	 Two	nights	after	arriving	home,	Jack	announced	that	they	were	going	out,	

uptown	for	a	celebratory	meal,	just	the	two	of	them.	

They	had	wine.	Jack	order	chicken	and	she	had	lamb.	It	was	the	best	meal	

they	had	ever	had.	They	talked	and	talked.	It	was	warm	and	they	ate	outside	on	

the	balcony	of	the	restaurant	and	looked	out	over	bomb-shattered	London.	She	

pointed	out	the	missing	landmarks	where	the	doodlebugs	had	done	their	worst.	

St	Paul’s	was	mostly	unscathed,	but	it	stood	like	a	sad	mother	hen	that	had	lost	

all	her	chicks	to	the	wicked	fox.	

	 That	night	was	one	of	the	happiest	of	her	life.	She	felt	safe	again.	Jack,	her	

darling	Jack	had	survived.	She	had	survived	and	their	child,	their	son,	Nigel	had	

survived.	 Providence	 had	 been	 on	 their	 side,	 and	 she	was	 so	 grateful,	 she	 felt	

humbled	 by	 it.	 The	 coffee	 had	 been	 ersatz	 but	 it	 hardly	 mattered.	 She	 had	

everything	she	wanted.	

	 “Jack,	I	want	us	to	make	a	promise,”	she	had	said.	She	felt	light-headed	but	

never	more	sure	of	what	she	wanted	to	express.	

“What	sort	of	promise,	love?”	Jack	had	asked.	

	 “Oh,	you’ll	think	I’m	being	silly.”	

	 “No,	go	on.”	

	 How	shy	she	had	felt.	She	had	never	been	shy	with	Jack	before.	He	looked	

into	her	eyes.	
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	 “Okay,”	 she	 had	 said	 at	 last.	 “I	 want	 us	 to	 promise	 that	 if	 we	 live	 until	

we’re	old	that	we’ll	die	together.”	

	 He	had	look	surprised.	“Steady	on,	Flo.	Why	be	so	morbid?”	he	had	said.	

	 “No	I	mean	 it,	 Jack.”	She	had	fixed	him	with	an	 insistent	stare,	suddenly	

confident.	

	 She	could	see	his	face	now.	He	looked	tired,	but,	oh,	so	handsome.	At	that	

moment,	she	adored	his	every	 fibre.	He	and	Nigel	were	her	world.	“I	know	you	

might	 think	I’m	being	daft,	 but	 I	 love	you	so	much.	 I	want	us	 to	 take	an	oath.	 I	

want	us	to	swear	that,	one	day,	when	we’re	very	old,	if	one	of	us	is	about	to	die,	

the	other	will	put	us	both	to	sleep.	 I	want	us	 to	die	 together.	Will	you	swear	 it,	

Jack.	Will	you?”	

	 Jack	 had	 looked	 frightened	 for	 an	 instant.	 He	 had	 taken	 a	 sip	 of	 coffee	

before	returning	her	earnest	gaze.	

	 “Of	course	I	swear,”	he	had	said	at	last.	

	 She	had	grabbed	his	hand.	“No,	I	want	us	to	swear	it	together,	now.”	

	 Jack	had	looked	so	embarrassed,	the	poor	darling.	He	peered	around	the	

room.	No	one	was	looking	their	way.	

	 “Well	if	you	don’t	want	to…”	she	had	begun,	hurt.	

	 “No,	 no,”	 he	 had	 said	 quickly.	 “Of	 course…what	 shall	 we	 swear?”	 He	

regained	his	composure.	

	 She	 told	 him	 and	 they	 had	 sworn	 it	 together	 hunched	 close	 over	 the	

candle	flame.	

	 Now,	so	many	years	later,	that	day	had	arrived.	She	was	terrified.	

	 She	 knew,	 as	 she	 had	 known	 then	 that	 she	 could	 not	 live	without	 Jack.	

Nothing	 had	 changed	 during	 those	 years.	 Of	 course,	 there	 had	 been	 difficult	

times.	Nine	months	after	 that	heavenly	night,	Kate	was	born.	They	had	so	 little	

money	 that	 sometimes	 she	 really	 thought	 they	 would	 go	 under.	 But	 things	

always	worked	out	 in	 the	end.	 Jack	had	 re-started	his	building	business.	There	

were	plenty	of	people	needing	work	done,	but	there	was	so	little	money	to	pay	

for	 it.	Mother	had	 helped	with	 the	 children	 and	 she	 had	 found	 a	 job	 at	 a	 local	

shoe	factory.	

	 She	read	again	the	instructions	on	the	side	of	the	bottle.	

	 It	was	easy	for	Jack,	he	had	faith.	
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	 She	had	gone	along	with	his	beliefs.	She	had	gone	with	him	to	church.	She	

had	listened	to	his	ideas,	but	she	could	not	believe.	It	was	easy	for	Jack.	He	was	

sure	of	the	future,	sure	of	an	afterlife.	She	saw	nothing	but	a	void.	

	 Of	course,	she	still	felt	the	same	way	she	had	that	night	in	1945.	She	didn’t	

want	to	live	without	Jack.	It	was	just	that	she	knew	that	this	was	it,	the	end.	Jack	

was	happy,	happy	inside.	He	knew	they	would	always	be	together.	

	 Ironic	really,	she	thought.	How	strange	that	blanched	expression	on	dear	

Jack’s	face	when	she	had	suggested	her	oath.	And	now	here	she	was,	the	one	in	

control.	She	was	the	one	left	with	the	monumental	decision;	she,	the	one	lost.	

	 There	 could	 be	 only	 darkness.	 Afterwards	 that	 is.	 Darkness	 and	

nothingness.	 ‘What	 would	 nothingness	 be	 like?’	 she	 thought,	 not	 for	 the	 first	

time.	‘When	I	go	to	sleep,	I	feel	nothing,	I	know	nothing	of	the	world.	But	all	the	

same,	it	goes	on	without	me.	I	wonder	if	I’ll	dream	afterwards?’	

	 Suddenly	she	felt	a	strange	lightness,	a	sudden	sense	of	freedom.	For	the	

first	time	in	her	life	she	really	was	free.	In	this	terrible	moment,	when	all	seemed	

lost,	she	 felt	 a	wonderful	 sense	of	 liberation.	The	 family	no	 longer	needed	her.	

She	had	not	been	needed	for	a	long	time.	Nigel	and	Kate	had	both	married	and	

their	children	had	had	children	of	their	own.	She	and	Jack	had	six	grandchildren	

and	two	great-grandchildren.	She	was	free.	

	 Before	 lunch	 she	 had	 been	 looking	 thorough	 a	 set	 of	 old	 photograph	

albums.	They	 lay	 there	now	where	 she	had	 left	 them.	She	dragged	 the	 top	one	

towards	her.	

	 There	had	been	the	holiday	in	Scarborough	when	Nigel	had	caught	a	crab	

and	chased	Kate	with	it.	She	looked	tiny.	

	 Jack	and	she	had	gone	to	Paris	in	1950.	He	had	worn	his	wedding	suit.	It	

still	fitted	him.	The	Eiffel	Tower	all	lit	up,	the	Seine	glistening	in	the	moonlight.	

He	 bought	 her	 flowers.	 A	 maître	 d’	 had	 presented	 them	 after	 coffee	 at	 a	

restaurant	 in	Montparnasse.	Nigel’s	 graduation.	He	 had	 Jack’s	 fine	 cheekbones	

and	 her	 chin.	 Kate’s	 wedding	 day.	 Her	 first	 baby.	 Postcards	 from	 Nigel	 in	

America.	Regent’s	Park	with	Nigel’s	first	wife	in	1965.	Such	strange	clothes.	And	

the	hairstyles…	

She	closed	the	album	and	crossed	her	palms	over	the	cover.	Jack	was	the	only	

one	who	needed	her.	And	he	was	all	she	needed	now.	
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	 They	 had	 done	well,	 but	 all	 good	 things	 had	 to	 end	 sometime.	 She	 felt	

calm	 as	 she	 unscrewed	 the	 top	 of	 the	 small,	 brown	 bottle.	 She	 emptied	 the	

contents	onto	the	table	and	counted	the	small	green	tablets.	There	were	twenty-

two.	

	 She	stood	up	and	walked	over	to	the	sink,	filled	the	kettle	with	water	and	

flicked	it	on.	

							She	never	wanted	to	be	a	burden.	Nigel	and	Kate	had	been	angels.	Each	had	

offered	their	home	for	the	time	when	neither	she	nor	Jack	could	cope.	When	Jack	

had	fallen	ill	the	kids	had	offered	their	help	again.	They	were	good	children.	

	 She	felt	fine.	She	could	manage.	I	probably	have	a	few	years	left	in	me,	she	

thought	as	she	stared	at	the	kettle.	But	there	was	no	life	without	Jack.	She	never	

wanted	to	be	a	burden	to	anyone,	not	even	her	children.	That	would	be	a	living	

death.	No,	this	was	the	best	way.	If	only…	

	 From	the	drawer	beneath	the	sink	she	pulled	out	a	rolling	pin.	Then,	from	

the	cupboard	beside	the	refrigerator	she	fished	out	a	sheet	of	greaseproof	paper.	

She	placed	the	paper	on	the	table,	scooped	up	the	pills	and	let	them	fall	from	her	

palm.	Folding	the	paper	into	four	she	rolled	the	cylinder	of	wood	over	it	a	dozen	

times	bearing	her	weight	down	onto	the	twenty-two	tablets	of	Ducene.	

	 When	the	kettle	boiled	she	poured	the	water	onto	the	four	teabags	in	the	

best	china	pot	to	make	a	strong	brew.	Opening	the	greaseproof	paper	she	looked	

with	 satisfaction	 at	 her	 handiwork.	 The	 pills	 were	 completely	 powdered.	 She	

took	a	knife	from	the	drawer	and	divided	the	pile	into	two.	

	 The	 Ducene	 made	 two	 tiny	 mounds	 in	 the	 bottom	 of	 each	 teacup.	 She	

added	milk	and	a	spoonful	of	 sugar	 to	each.	The	 tea	was	 ready.	 She	placed	 the	

strainer	on	the	rim	of	 the	 first	cup	and	poured	the	hot	 liquid	over	the	mixture.	

She	 repeated	 the	 process	with	 the	 second	 cup	 then	 stirred	 them	both.	 She	 sat	

back	in	her	chair	and	stared	at	the	two	cups.	

	 She	tried	to	remember	a	time	when	she	believed.	It	was	difficult.	

	 It	had	been	about	six	months	after	 Jack	had	gone.	Nigel	and	she	were	 in	

Dorset	by	then.	The	skies	were	full	of	fighter	planes.	There	had	been	three	days	

of	dogfights.	Along	with	everyone	else,	she	had	known	instinctively	that	her	fate	

lay	in	the	balance.	Those	few	men	overhead	would	determine	the	future.	
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	 Near	dusk	on	the	third	day,	a	German	plane	came	down	in	the	field	next	to	

the	village	pub.	It	screamed	over	the	rooftops,	its	tail	aflame.	Somehow,	the	pilot	

was	managing	to	keep	it	level.	He	brought	the	nose	up	from	a	crash	dive.	He	had	

guided	the	plane	into	the	field.	It	had	landed	with	a	bump	and	had	disappeared	

into	the	trees	at	the	far	end,	away	from	the	village.	

	 She	 was	 the	 first	 to	 arrive.	 The	 pilot	 was	 conscious.	 He	 was	 slumped	

forward	over	the	joystick.	She	had	given	no	thought	to	the	danger	and	had	tried	

to	 unbuckle	 him.	 Peter	 Southgate,	 the	 landlord	 of	 the	 pub	 got	 there	 a	 few	

minutes	 later.	 By	 then	 the	 pilot	 had	 died.	 A	 stream	 of	 crimson	 liquid	 had	 run	

down	between	his	open	eyes.	

	 “Thank	God	the	filthy	bugger’s	dead,”	Southgate	had	said.	He	had	laughed	

at	the	man’s	pain,	sneered	at	his	death.	“The	only	good	German,	what…?”	

	 That	night	she	had	a	dream	about	the	dead	pilot.	She	tried	to	picture	his	

wife,	his	children,	 the	pain	they	would	 feel.	She	had	seen	his	wallet.	Two	blond	

boys.	His	wife	had	a	pretty	face.	In	the	dark	she	could	see	again	Southgate’s	glee.	

From	that	moment	she	had	begun	to	lose	all	faith.	She	realized	then	that	you	had	

to	have	faith	in	human	beings	to	have	faith	in	God.	

The	 radio	brought	her	back.	 She	 smiled	at	 the	 familiar	melody	of	Moonlight	

Serenade.	

	 It	was	 fear	of	 the	abyss.	Quite	a	natural	 thing,	really,	she	thought.	There	

would	 be	 nothing	 after,	 after	 she	 had	 done	 it.	 There	 could	 be	 nothing.	 She	

couldn’t	believe	in	heaven.	There	was	no	God,	at	least	not	a	God	who	looked	after	

each	 human	 life.	 That	 was	 impossible.	 “I’m	 just	 not	 that	 important,”	 she	 said	

aloud.	“I’ve	been	very	lucky.	I’ve	had	a	wonderful	life.	I	married	the	best	man	in	

the	world.	I	have	given	birth	to	beautiful	children	and	we	have	all	been	happy.	To	

expect	 anything	 more	 would	 be	 greedy.	 I	 know	 that	 after	 today	 there	 will	 be	

nothing,	but	I’ve	had	it	all	already.”	

	 She	stood	up	and	walked	over	to	the	window.	She	looked	out	across	the	

housing	 estate.	 Down	 the	 hill,	 the	middle-aged	man	was	 still	 cleaning	 his	 blue	

car.	 The	mothers	had	 gone,	 but	 there	would	 be	 others	walking	 that	way	 soon,	

and	more	after	them.	She	pulled	the	red	blind	down	to	cover	the	view.	The	room	

was	suddenly	thrown	into	gloom.	She	walked	back	to	the	table.	She	took	down	



	 162	

the	 best	 tray	 from	 the	 shelf	 above	 the	 table	 and	 placed	 the	 cups	 of	 tea	 in	 the	

centre.	

	 Near	 the	 sink	 there	 stood	 a	 tall,	 thin	 vase.	 A	 single	 red	 rose	 leaned	

towards	her.	Kate	had	turned	up	with	it	the	day	before.	She	took	it	from	the	vase	

and	 laid	 it	 next	 to	 the	 cups.	 Then,	 as	 an	 afterthought,	 she	 reopened	 the	 photo	

album	 and	 turned	 the	 pages.	 Eventually	 she	 found	 the	 picture	 she	 had	 been	

looking	for.	It	had	been	taken	at	the	street	party,	within	an	hour	of	Jack’s	return	

from	the	dead,	She	stared	at	it	for	a	long	time.	

	 They		stood	arm	in	arm.	Jack	was	in	his	army	uniform.	The	brass	buttons	

on	his	jacket	sparkled	in	the	sunshine.	Behind	the	two	of	them,	bunting,	smiling	

faces	and	trestle	tables	covered	with	white	cloths,	the	Union	Jack	draped	over	a	

doorway.	Her	dress	had	blown	tight	about	her	thighs.	

	 She	 pulled	 the	 picture	 away	 from	 the	 page	 and	 placed	 it	 beside	 the	

teacups.	

	 Back	in	the	lounge,	Jack	lay	asleep	where	she	had	left	him.	She	sat	down	

beside	the	bed	and	placed	the	two	cups	on	the	bedside	table.	She	looked	at	her	

husband.	 Asleep,	 he	was	 a	world	 away	 from	her.	 But	 she	 knew	 that	 she	 could	

wake	 him	 and	 they	 could	 talk.	 Later,	 they	would	 both	 enter	 the	 darkness,	 but	

each	a	different	darkness.	They	would	separate	at	last.	Jack	believed	they	would	

be	 together	 in	 a	 beautiful	 heaven	where	 there	was	 no	 pain,	 only	 togetherness	

and	peace.	It	was	good	he	thought	that.	She	was	glad	he	believed.	

	 She	 looked	 at	 Jack’s	 grey	 face	 and	 his	 grey	 hair.	 One	 day,	 many	 years	

before,	she	had	 looked	at	 that	same	face	as	he	had	said:	 “I	do.”	He	had	been	so	

young.	The	future	had	lain	before	them.	He	had	worn	his	only	suit	and	a	silver	tie.	

A	red	rose	in	his	lapel.	His	hair	had	been	black	and	very	thick,	his	eyes	bright	and	

clear.		

	 She	kissed	his	forehead.	He	opened	his	eyes.	

	 “I’ve	made	us	some	tea,”	she	said.	

	 She	smiled	down	at	him.	“Can	I	get	in	beside	you?”	

	 He	 looked	 at	 her	 and	 his	 cheeks	 appeared	 to	 sink	 under	 his	 eyes.	 He	

smiled	weakly	and	steeled	himself	for	the	pain	of	sitting	up.	She	helped	him	again	

and	then	walked	round	the	end	of	 the	bed.	She	placed	her	tea	on	a	cabinet	her	
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side	 of	 the	 bed	 and	 kicked	 off	 her	 slippers.	 She	 puffed	 up	 the	 pillows	 and	slid	

under	the	covers.	

	 She	picked	up	the	rose.	They	each	smelt	it.	

	 “Roses	are	still	my	favourite	flower,”	he	said.	

	 “Mine	too.	Kate	brought	it	over.”	

	 They	 sat	 together,	 their	 free	 hands	 entwined	 tightly	 under	 the	 heaped	

blankets.	

	 “You	know,	when	I’m	better,”	 Jack	said	suddenly.	 “We	ought	 to	have	the	

kids	 over.	 Have	 a	 little	 party	 to	 celebrate.	 What	 do	 you	 think?”	 There	 was	 a	

brightness	in	his	voice	she	had	not	heard	for	a	long	time.	

	 “Wonderful,”	 she	 said.	 “I	 could	 bake	 a	 cake.	 That	 Thomas	 gets	 bigger	

every	day.	He	loves	my	currant	cake.”	

	 “And	we	should	see	Arthur	and	Gladys	again.	It’s	been	years.”	She	nodded	

in	agreement,	knowing	they	had	both	died	during	the	nineties.	

	 When	 the	 cups	 were	 empty,	 she	 took	 his	 and	 put	 them	 on	 her	 beside	

cabinet.	

	 “How	was	that?”	she	asked.	

	 “You’ve	always	made	lovely	tea,	Flo.	Always	been	a	wonderful	wife.”	

	 “I’ve	tried	my	best,”	she	said.	

	 Suddenly	there	was	no	sadness.	She	had	lived	so	many	happy	years	with	

the	man	she	loved.	What	more	could	she	ask	for?	It	was	done,	she	was	content.	

	 “Hold	me,”	Jack	said.	“I	feel	a	bit	shivery.”	

	 She	 pulled	 the	 covers	 up	 under	 their	 chins	 and	 he	 nuzzled	 into	 her	

shoulder.	 She	kissed	 the	 top	of	his	head	and	 held	him	close.	 She	 looked	at	 the	

ceiling	 and	 then	 at	 the	orange	 patterned	 curtains	 past	 the	 end	of	 the	 bed.	 She	

could	hear	Jack’s	heart	beat	and	she	could	feel	his	warmth.’	

	 “I’ll	never	leave	you,”	she	said.	

	 “I	know,”	he	said.		

	

~	

	

So	this,	I	now	understood,	was	a	story	about	how	it	is	possible,	on	some	ethereal	

plane,	to	return	from	the	dead.	After	all,	was	it	not	a	natural	thing	about	which	to	
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write?	I	felt	that	I	had	been	resurrected	so	many	times	in	one	lifetime.	I	was	born	

in	a	council	house;	I	had	gone	up	to	Oxford	and	Elaine’s	Paris	remained	alive	still	

in	my	dreams.	Then	of	course,	there	was	Ari,	my	wife.	She	was	as	much	a	refugee	

from	Venice	as	I	was	from	Shoeburyness.	And	finally,	there	was	Ethan.		

	

I	had	finished	the	story	on	Christmas	morning,	1989,	just	as	eyelash-thin	strips	of	

light	came	glinting	into	the	neat	little	apartment	on	Rio	Tera	S.	Aponal.	The	sun	

had	just	became	visible	over	the	terracotta	tiles	and	the	flagstones	and	the	thick	

slate	 tiles	 atop	 the	 buildings	 clustered	 eastward	 around	my	 tiny	 home.	 It	 was	

three	 years	 to	 the	 day	 since	 I	 had	 slipped	 out	 into	 the	 garden	 of	 my	 shared	

student	house	in	East	Oxford,	leaving	Judith,	whom	I	had	just	met,	asleep,	while	I	

made	tea	and	plucked	for	her	a	single	snowdrop.		

	

~	

	

I	have	no	doubt	that	the	single	malt	from	the	liqor	store	in	Essex	Falls	played	its	

role,	but	 the	story	of	Flora	and	Jack,	 peopled,	 as	 it	was,	by	 characters	 from	my	

own	earliest	memories,	blended	with	the	devastating	experiences	of	that	day	in	

New	 York	 City	were	more	 powerful	 than	mere	 chemistry.	 And	 so,	 the	 images	

came	to	me	uncluttered,	freed	from	the	baggage	I	had	attached	to	myself	during	

the	years	that	stretched	between	La	Serenissima	and	Lower	Manhattan;	between	

the	European	winter	and	the	fire	in	New	York.		

	

~	

	

Weeks	later,	I	learned	that	more	than	one	hundred	million	cell	phone	calls	were	

made	in	the	Tristate	Area	on	September	11,	2001.	So	many	in	fact	that	by	mid-

morning	 the	 network	 collapsed.	 But,	 after	 speaking	 to	 Sam	 seconds	 before	 he	

perished,	I	did	not	try	to	call	anyone,	not	my	wife,	no	one	who	knew	me.	And,	as	I	

lay	on	the	bed	of	the	little	room	in	Essex	Falls,	New	Jersey,	I	knew	I	would	never	

speak	to	my	wife	and	children	again,	because	I	was	‘dead’.	

With	 one	 significant	 exception,	 none	 of	 it	 had	 been	 considered	 or	

contemplated	before	this	day.	Two	years	ago,	I	had	prepared	for	a	conclusion	to	
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my	 ‘second	 life’,	 my	 existence	 as	 Jonathan	 Ledman.	 I	 opened	 a	 secret	 bank	

account	with	Citigroup	Bank	 in	LA.	 I	suppose,	if	 I	had	been	 interrogated	on	the	

matter	with	electrodes	attached,	or	 the	water-board	made	 ready,	 I	would	have	

confessed	that	I	had	indeed	prepared	my	self-preservation	because	I	had	a	very	

strong	 feeling	that,	 one	day,	 sooner	or	 later,	Arabella	would	 leave	me,	 take	 the	

children,	and	set	about	divesting	of	property	and	money.	I	had	no	concern	about	

the	material	loss	it	entailed,	but	I	did	care	that	it	would	entrap	me	for	a	very	long	

time.	

At	 the	 forefront	 of	 my	 mind	 were	 my	 children,	 Constance	 and	 Giovanni.	 I	

loved	 them	of	 course,	 and	 until	 today	 I	 had	 seen	 losing	 them,	 being	 estranged	

from	 them	 as	 something	 almost	 impossible	 to	 contemplate.	 But	 then	 again,	 I	

knew	that	if	what	I	expected	to	happen	did	transpire	-	that	my	wife	would	find	a	

lover	and	 leave	me	 -	 I	would	 see	 little	of	 the	 children	anyway.	Mothers	always	

kept	 the	 kids,	 and	 perhaps	 that	was	 how	 it	 should	 be.	 She	 had	 been	 a	 better	

mother	to	them	than	I	had	managed	as	a	father.	

And	so,	as	the	twilight	enshrouded	the	little	room	of	the	guest-house,	the	TV	

glowing	orange	and	black	in	the	corner,	I	did	not	call.	I	cut	up	all	but	one	of	my	

credit	 cards;	 the	 piece	 of	 plastic	 from	 Citigroup	 Bank.	 I	 smashed	 my	 phone,	

counted	out	from	my	wallet	six-hundred	and	fourteen	dollars,	and	continued	to	

watch	wall-to-wall	 reporting	of	 the	day’s	 events;	 all	 the	while	drinking	whisky	

neat	from	the	bottle	and	eating	crisps	and	chocolate	as	I	worked	through	exactly	

what	it	was	I	would	do	next.	
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2.	

	

‘Jonathan.	To	starboard.’		

I	was	quite	used	to	my	new	name.	After	two	years,	you	can	grow	accustomed	

to	almost	everything.		

The	water	taxi	was	halfway	across	Laguna	Veneta	swerving	east	and	passing	

close	to	Isola	Campalto,	so	that	my	first	view	of	Venice	across	the	Mark	Rothko	

water	was	of	silhouetted	spires	against	 a	 lightening	 sky	 striated	with	reds	and	

oranges.	 For	 a	 second,	 it	 appeared	 that	 La	 Serenissima	 was	 aflame.	 Why,	 I	

wondered,	had	I	delayed	this	moment	for	so	 long?	Time	and	again	 I	had	 skirted	

close	and	then	drawn	back.	

The	memory	of	my	flight	from	St.	Tropez	a	little	over	two	years	ago	remained	

clear.	I	found	myself	out	on	a	dusty	road,	the	D98A,	running	west	where	I	hitched	

a	ride	in	an	old	Peugeot	205	driven	by	a	young	cook	who	worked	in	the	kitchens	

of	 the	 grandiose	 Hotel	 Saint	 Amour.	 He	 lived	 in	 Port	 Grimaud,	 five	 kilometres	

from	St.	Tropez.	I	knew	that	I	could	not	stop	until	I	was	far	from	the	Côte	d’Azur;	

so,	 from	 Port	 Grimaud,	 I	 caught	 buses	 and	 trains	 and	 hitched	 and	walked.	 By	

early	the	next	morning,	I	was	in	Grenoble,	some	two	hundred	miles	to	the	north.	

But	I	knew	that	I	had	to	put	more	than	physical	distance	between	myself	and	

the	Schwartzs.	The	 following	day,	 I	used	my	existing	passport	 for	 the	 last	 time	

and	 crossed	 the	 border	 from	 France	 into	 Switzerland	 where	 I	 found	 a	 cheap	

hotel	on	the	outskirts	of	Geneva.	

And	that	is	where	the	transformation	began.	During	the	following	weeks,	I	had	

my	 hair	 cut	 short	 and	 bleached.	 Through	 an	 elaborate	 process	 of	 bar-room	

contacts	I	found	someone	who	could	forge	a	passport	and	driver’s	licence	in	my	

new	 name,	 Jonathan	 Ledman.	 I	 sold	 most	 of	 the	 bling	 given	 to	 me	 by	 my	

erstwhile	 lover,	opened	a	bank	account	 in	my	new	name	and	acquired	a	credit	

card.	Keeping	the	gold	Rolex	 for	a	rainy	day,	along	with	the	clothes	 I	had	been	

given,	 I	 left	Geneva	with	almost	 twenty	 thousand	pounds	 secured	 in	BCGE,	 the	

Swiss	Geneva	Bank.	

Thus	began	the	most	 itinerant	period	of	my	 life.	Winter	was	on	 its	way,	so	 I	

followed	the	sun	to	Tunis,	travelled	across	North	Africa	and	spent	Christmas	Day	

at	the	Pyramids.	Later,	I	returned	to	Europe,	and	during	the	following	spring	and	
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summer	I	 island-hopped	through	the	Cyclades,	heading	north	 from	Santorini	 to	

Athens.	Along	 the	way,	 I	 found	a	variety	of	 jobs	 from	olive	picking	 to	 teaching	

English	as	a	foreign	language	at	a	tiny	private	school	close	to	the	Acropolis.			

The	 following	winter	 I	learned	to	ski,	qualified	to	 teach	and	spent	 the	entire	

season	as	a	junior	instructor	at	Silvretta	Arena	Ischgl-Samnaun	in	Tyrol.	There,	I	

made	some	good	casual	 friends,	and	years	later	 I	would	 look	back	on	that	 time	

with	affection.	Then,	when	the	weather	changed	and	the	job	went	with	the	snow,	

I	decided	I	had	had	my	fill	of	ice	and	cold,	and	so	I	inter-railed	to	Spain.	I	worked	

for	a	small	winery,	picked	up	some	rudimentary	Spanish,	and	drank	the	fine	wine	

produced	 from	 the	 very	 soil	 I	 walked	 upon	 each	 day.	 	 Later,	 I	 undertook	 a	

pilgrimage	 to	Barcelona	 and	worshipped	 at	 the	 altar	 of	 Gaudi,	 drinking	 in	 the	

beauty	 of	 the	 Sagrada	 Familia	 and	 his	 lesser-known	 creations,	 Casa	 Milà	 and	

Casa	Batlló.	Then,	 for	some	mysterious	reason,	as	 the	nights	grew	chill	and	the	

days	shortened,	I	knew	it	was	time	for	me	to	travel	to	Venice.			

	

Arriving	 in	 the	Most	Serene	Republic	 soon	after	 sunrise	on	a	 cold	 calm	winter	

morning,	the	taxi	sliced	through	the	water	of	the	Grand	Canal	before	the	tourists	

awoke	and	the	workers	in	shops	and	hotels	made	busy	the	waterway.	I	realized	

that,	 aside	 from	 a	 few	 details,	 I	 was	 seeing	 a	 city	 unchanged	 since	 Byron	 had	

passed	this	way;	indeed,	it	was	a	place	almost	unaltered	for	five	centuries:	water	

bordered	 by	 ageless	 stone,	 flat	 fronts	 of	 palazzi	 reflected	 in	 the	 ripples,	 pink	

stone	and	grey	mortar,	cracked	tessellated	brickwork	and	more	water,	salt	water	

in	 an	 arterial	 system	of	 canals	 that	 glinted	 in	 the	morning	 sunshine.	Here,	 the	

centuries	tripped	over	one	another,	just	as	they	did	in	Oxford	and	in	Paris.	I	was	

surrounded	by	the	ghosts	of	so	many	who	had	passed	this	way	before	me,	and	

those	who	had	lingered,	those	born	here	and	those	whose	last	sight	was	the	sun	

setting	into	the	Lagoon.		

The	taxi	approached	the	Molo	slowly,	nudging	a	way	through	a	gap	between	

gondolas,	 its	rubber	 front	brushing	 to	a	halt	 at	 the	quay.	 I	 set	off,	 crossing	San	

Marco,	lost	in	a	dream	that	was	as	real	as	the	minerals	of	the	earth,	as	fluid	as	the	

waves,	 as	 bright	 as	 the	 sunshine	 of	 a	mute,	 winter	 daybreak.	 And	 I	 had	 not	 a	

single	thought	for	what	might	lie	before	me.	
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~	

	

My	 first	week	 in	Venice	 remains	 in	my	memory	as	a	phantasm.	 It	was,	 I	 knew,	

‘Venice	 time’,	 days	 spent	 absorbing	 the	 leaving	 and	 the	arriving;	 the	 transition	

from	the	outside	to	this	transcendent	place.	I	walked	and	walked,	day	after	day,	

from	when	 the	 sun	 rose	 until	 after	 it	 set	 and	 the	 shadows	 grew	 long	 and	 the	

lights	 came	 on,	 the	 restaurants	 opened	 for	 dinner,	 the	 bars	 hummed	 and	 the	

water	became	mottled	with	the	rays	from	a	thousand	lamps.	

Renting	for	a	little	under	three	hundred	thousand	lira	a	month,	my	third-floor	

apartment	 on	 Rio	 Tera	 S.	 Aponal	 overlooked	 a	 narrow	 canal	 and	 was	 tucked	

away	 in	 a	 relatively	 quiet	 part	 of	 San	 Polo	 very	 close	 to	 the	 epicentre	 of	 the	

Republic.	It	comprised	one	bedroom,	a	living	area-cum-kitchenette,	and	a	small	

bathroom.	Furnished	traditionally	with	dark	wood	and	Murano	glass,	it	smelled	

of	my	 neighbours’	 cooking,	 and	was	 often	 filled	with	 the	 sounds	 spilling	 forth	

from	 restaurants	 and	 bars.	 Sometimes,	 the	 little	 clutch	 of	 buildings	 of	 which	

No.21	 Rio	 Tera	 S.	 Aponal	 was	 a	 part	 felt	 like	 a	 roundabout	 or	 a	 busy	 traffic	

intersection,	with	all	the	life	and	energy	of	Venice	pumping	through	the	district.	

Best	of	all,	 the	 little	apartment	came	with	a	slender	balcony	 just	big	enough	to	

accommodate	a	small	table	and	a	spindly	chair.	It	offered	a	restricted	view	of	the	

other	buildings	 crowding	 in	on	all	sides,	but	with	one	 rare	 treasure,	 a	panel	of	

nothingness	 that	 allowed	 a	 view	 east	 to	 a	 sliver	 of	 the	 Grand	 Canal	 and	 the	

moonlight	fragmented	on	the	water.	

After	midnight	the	area	lay	very	still,	and	when	the	stars	came	out	I	could	see	

the	Milky	Way	almost	undimmed	by	the	meagre	and	mellow	light	from	the	city.	

That	was	when	the	balcony	came	into	its	own,	a	place	where	I	smoked	and	drank	

cheap	Italian	brandy,	a	place	where	I	could	think	my	solitary	thoughts.	At	such	

times,	I	felt	ready	to	stay	for	ever	in	this	floating,	fantastical	place,	a	million	miles	

from	everywhere.	In	moments	such	as	these,	I	found	it	hard	to	believe	this	place	

existed	as	part	of	the	world	of	spit	and	grime,	of	exhaust	fumes	and	the	brutality	

of	concrete	and	tarmac.	

	

~	
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It	was	a	week	before	Christmas	and	Venice	was	at	 its	most	stern	and	beautiful.	

The	mercury	fell	below	zero,	and	the	wind	off	the	lagoon	brought	with	it	flurries	

of	snow.	A	thin	crust	of	ice	formed	on	some	of	the	smaller	central	tributaries	far	

from	the	fast-flowing	waters	of	the	Grand	Canal.	The	cobblestone	paths	close	to	

the	Rialto	lay	caked	with	icy	puddles	and		the	rain	stung	my	skin.	I	wrapped	up	

and	made	 sure	 I	 drank	 plenty	 of	 fluids,	 especially	whisky,	 brandy	 and	mulled	

Italian	wine.	

I	had	arrived	knowing	no	one.	 It	had	 been	 the	 same	 in	Oxford,	 in	Paris,	 the	

Côte	d’Azur,	Ibiza,	Berlin	and	Prague,	but	here,	for	the	first	few	weeks	at	least,	I	

felt	 no	 need	 for	 human	 company,	 conversation,	 or	 introductions.	 I	 was	 self-

contained,	 in	 love	 with	 Venice	 and	 its	 Byzantium	 and	 neo-Classical	 Baroque	

architecture;	I	was	enamoured	with	it	all.		

						Many	times	I	felt	like	an	alien	in	Venice,	for	I	was	a	child	of	nowhere,	a	citizen	

of	 no	 nation.	 Gone	 was	 the	 long-haired,	 tan	 young	 man	 from	my	 days	 on	 the	

French	Riviera;	 I	had	returned	to	being	the	pale	aesthete	of	Oxford	and	Paris.	 I	

wore	 black,	 perpetually,	 and	my	 hair	 had	 returned	 to	 its	 natural	 dark	 brown,	

styled	into	the	crew	cut	of	my	passport	photograph.		

						For	a	long	time,	my	life	in	Venice	remained	solitary.	I	was	the	strange	fellow	

who	sat	at	the	back	of	La	Casa	del	Jazz	scribbling	in	a	leather-bound	notebook.	I	

was	the	young	man	who	lived	upstairs	and	played	discordant	music	that	would	

sometimes	drift	 through	the	 floorboards	and	 into	the	neighbours’	homes.	 I	was	

the	 pale	 specimen	 who	 wandered	 the	 lanes	 and	 the	 covered	 alleyways,	 who	

might	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 Museo	 Civico	 Correr	 or	 the	 Gallerie	 Dell’accademia	 Di	

Venezia.	Sometimes	I	pictured	myself	as	Erik	Satie	 in	Paris	during	the	1890s,	a	

man	 the	 locals	 perceived	 as	 a	 strange	 tramp-like	 figure	 who	 wandered	 the	

streets	seeking	inspiration;	which	of	course	he	found.	I	was	the	waif	who	sat	on	

the	 stones	 of	 the	Molo	 and	watched	 the	 ferries	 and	 the	 gondolas	 and	 the	 sun	

settle	upon	the	waters	while	listening	to	the	breeze	that	ruffled	the	waters	and	

the	slap	of	water	upon	stone,	sounds	as	ancient	as	Venice	itself.	I	was	the	kid	who	

went	home	to	try	to	write	like	a	grown-up,	imagining	he	was	some	sort	of	artist,	

the	 mathematics	 prodigy	 turned	 musician,	 reincarnated	 now	 as	 a	 would-be	

writer.	Then,	one	night,	in	La	Casa	del	Jazz,	I	met	Ari.		
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She	sat	down	beside	me.	‘I’ve	seen	you	here	a	lot.	I	didn’t	like	to	disturb	you;	

you	spend	a	great	deal	of	energy	on	that.’	She	flicked	a	glance	at	my	notebook.	It	

was	actually	my	third,	each	identical,	each	purchased	from	the	same	shop	on	Via	

Larga	22	Marzo.	It	was	in	the	first	of	these	that	I	had	written	the	earliest	draft	of	

Flora	and	Jack.	

‘I	find	the	atmosphere	here	inspiring.’	

‘You’re	a	writer?’		

‘An	apprentice!’	

Black	hair	cut	very	short	suited	her	long	face	and	high	cheekbones.	She	was	a	

native	Venetian,	born	not	far	from	where	we	now	sat.	Her	family	name,	Frazilli,	

was	an	ancient	and	honoured	one	 in	the	city.	Her	parents	had	each	come	from	

noble	 families	and	her	 father	was	one	of	 the	wealthiest	bankers	 in	 Italy.	Their	

home	was	perched	at	precisely	 the	extreme	opposite	end	of	 the	spectrum	from	

Beatrix	Potter	Avenue;	a	palazzo	on	the	Grand	Canal	built	in	the	1340s	that	had	

been	the	Frazilli’s	ancestral	home	since	the	mid-sixteenth	century.	

Arabella	 lived	alone	 in	another	Frazilli	 family	property	on	Calle	del	Magazen	

in	the	Ghetto,	and	through	the	early	morning	stillness,	we	walked	the	mile	or	so	

to	 the	 house,	 a	 crumbling	 four-storey	 home,	 dating	 from,	 I	 guessed,	 the	 late	

1600s.	 Its	 facade,	 fractured,	 a	 patchwork	 of	 russet,	 yellow	 ochre	 and	 grey,	

blending	Byzantine	and	neo-Gothic,	stood	on	a	street	lined	with	other	decaying	

museum	pieces.	

‘You	live	here	on	your	own?’	I	asked	Arabella.	

‘No.	 I	 have	 three	 housemates	 –	 Ilsa,	 Julius	 and	 Paolo.	 They	 should	 be	 back	

soon.’		

Arabella	opened	a	 bottle	of	 red	wine	and	a	 few	minutes	 later,	 I	heard	noise	

from	beyond	the	door.	Three	figures	appeared	in	the	pale	light.		

I	 liked	 Ari’s	 friends	 straight	 away.	 Isla	 was	 tall	 and	 slender,	 her	 figure	 as	

boyish	as	mine.	She	was	born	in	Rome	and	studied	there,	but	her	family	moved	

to	Venice	when	she	was	a	small	child.	Her	father	was	rarely	seen	by	his	family	as	

he	 travelled	 between	 continents.	 Julius	 and	 Paolo	 were	 a	 couple	 who	 were	

friends	 at	 school	 in	 Milan	 and	 had	 each	 discovered	 their	 sexual	 preferences	

around	the	same	time.	I	had	much	in	common	with	the	group;	we	shared	many	

sensibilities	 and	 appreciated	 the	 same	 art,	music,	 and	 literature.	 But,	 Arabella	
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immediately	 interested	 me	 the	 most.	 Arabella’s	 and	 Ilsa’s	 families	 were	

acquainted,	 and	 the	 two	 women	 had	 gone	 through	 university	 together	 at	

Sapienza	-	Università	di	Roma.	Arabella	majored	in	literature.		

From	the	start,	a	strange	dynamic	ebbed	and	flowed	between	myself	and	the	

others,	and	I	eventually	developed	a	uniquely	different	relationship	with	each	of	

them.	Arabella,	I	realised	was	the	most	forceful	personality,	the	most	confident,	

the	most	radical	in	her	views.	She	and	Ilsa	were	lovers,	but	all	four	shared	a	rare	

intimacy.	

As	 we	 sat	 and	 drank	 and	 smoked	 weed	 in	 the	 large-windowed	 and	 high-

ceilinged	 living-room	 furnished	 with	 faded	 antiques	 and	 junkshop	 cast-offs,	 I	

experienced	 an	 intense	 sense	 of	 deja-vu.	 Transported	 back	 three	 years	 to	

Montparnasse,	 for	 just	 a	 fleeting	moment,	 I	 felt	 a	 cold	 trickle	 of	 sorrow	 in	my	

guts.		

‘So,	do	you	work?’	I	asked	Arabella.	

‘Of	course.	We	all	have	jobs,	of	sorts.	I	do	supply	teaching	in	a	primary	school,	

Ilsa	is	a	tour	guide.’	

‘And	 the	 guys?’	 I	 glanced	 over	 at	 Julius	 and	 Paolo	 snuggled	 together	 on	 a	

ripped	brocade	and	damask	chaise	longue.		

‘They	run	the	bar	at	Passion,	a	gay	club	on	the	Lido.’	

‘What	 about	 you,	 Jonathan?	Will	 you	 at	 least	 tell	me	what	 all	 the	writing	 in	

your	notebook	is	about?’	

I	shrugged.	 ‘I’m	just	beginning.	 ‘I’ve	written	a	couple	of	short	stories	and	I’m	

sketching	out	a	novel.’	

‘Really?	Wow.’	

‘So,	are	you	estranged	from	your	parents?”	 I	asked,	 turning	 from	Arabella	 to	

Isa.	

‘I	value	my	independence,’	Ari	said.	‘I	love	my	parents	in	my	own	way,	but	we	

rarely	see	eye	to	eye	and	I’ve	chosen	to	follow	my	own	path.	We	went	through	a	

period	of	perhaps	six	months	when	we	didn’t	speak,	but	that’s	all	in	the	past.	Ilsa	

though,	she’s	a	stray.’	Ari	turned	to	her	and	kissed	her	neck.	

‘I	could	no	longer	spend	time	with	them,’	Ilsa	said.	‘Maybe	someday	we	will	be	

able	to	at	least	be	civil.’		
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I	noticed	Julius	and	Paolo	were	quite	oblivious	to	us.	Julius	had	a	rectangular	

box	 on	 his	 lap.	 The	 two	 of	 them	 stood	 and	walked	 over	 to	 a	 table	 behind	 the	

chaise.	I	was	alarmed	to	see	Julius	tying	off	his	upper	arm	and	Paolo	cooking	up	

some	smack.	The	smell	drifted	over.	

‘You’re	wondering	about	 Julius	and	Paolo,’	 Ilsa	 said.	 ‘They’re	 far	 from	home.	

Lost	 to	 that	old	world	 in	which	 they	 grew	up.	 As	 you	 can	 see,	 they	 come	with	

baggage.’	

We	drank	some	more	wine	and	Ilsa	rolled	another	joint.	I	had	drunk	a	bottle	

of	wine	at	La	Casa	del	Jazz	and	was	 feeling	quite	out	of	 it.	The	air,	 filled	with	a	

potent	cocktail	of	heroin	vapour	and	marijuana,	was	heady.	Then	I	felt	Arabella’s	

fingers	on	the	nape	of	my	neck,	barely	 touching	my	skin,	almost	as	 though	she	

were	 merely	 moving	 gently	 the	 air	 above	 it.	 Her	 lips	 on	 the	 side	 of	 my	 neck	

brushed	 like	 feathers.	 I	 closed	my	 eyes,	 feeling	myself	 floating	 in	 space.	More	

feathers;	 but	 this	 time	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 my	 neck.	 I	 thought	 Arabella	 had	

moved	 round	 before	 I	 realised	 that	 it	 was	 Ilsa	 pressing	 against	my	 side:	 each	

touch,	each	kiss	so	much	more	real	 than	I	had	 felt	 for	a	 long	time.	Sound	grew	

muffled,	became	an	echoing	thing:	my	vision	began	to	blur.	I	could	barely	discern	

shapes,	 shapes	 that	 merged	 and	 shapes	 that	 rose	 and	 fell.	 Time	 too	 lost	 its	

cohesion;	a	minute	could	have	been	an	hour,	a	week,	a	second;	I	was	no	longer	

sure.	And	I	did	not	wish	to	know.	

	

~	

	

Waking,	it	took	me	a	long	time	to	understand	where	I	was	-	alone	atop	the	bed	in	

my	apartment	and	feeling	very,	 very	cold.	 I	recalled	how	I	had	dragged	myself,	

naked,	 from	 Arabella’s	 bed,	 the	 two	 women	 oblivious,	 lost	 in	 their	 private	

dreams.	I	found	my	clothes	and	stumbled	to	the	outside,	my	head	filled	still	with	

phantoms,	 my	 mind	 not	 quite	 able	 to	 fully	 disentangle	 reality	 from	 fantasy.	

Flashes	of	chilly	early	morning	air	and	the	scent	of	brine	came	to	me.	

	

From	the	distance,	a	rhythm,	a	mechanical	pulse:	someone	was	banging	on	the	

front	 door	 to	 my	 apartment.	 I	 pulled	 up	 in	 a	 daze	 and	 grasped	 the	 handle.	



	 173	

‘Arabella.’	 She	was	wide	awake,	 full	 of	 life,	 and	 standing	 in	 the	doorway	 to	my	

flat.	I	thought	how	terrible	I	must	have	looked.	

‘You	look	terrible,’	she	said.	

‘So,	how	come	you	look	so	amazing?’	

‘I’m	tough.’	She	stared	past	me.	‘Well?	Are	you	going	to	invite	me	in?’	

She	 made	 coffee	 while	 I	 showered	 and	 changed.	 It	 was	 a	 bright,	 warm	

morning	 and	 we	 sat	 on	 the	 balcony,	 just	 about	 fitting	 on,	 her	 face	 alive	 with	

sunshine	reflected	 in	her	brown	eyes;	me	 in	Ray	Bans.	And	after	coffee,	we	 left	

the	apartment	to	breathe	in	the	cold	fresh	air.	It	was	a	Sunday	and	quiet,	a	time	

between	the	Easter	flood	of	tourists	and	the	summer	overload	when	the	canals	

would	smell	and	the	crowds	filled	San	Marco.	A	chorus	of	church	bells	welcomed	

us	as	we	left	No.21	Rio	Tera	S.	Aponal.	

‘Church?’	I	said	with	a	faint	smirk.	

‘Been!’		

We	had	breakfast	at	a	cheap	place	Arabella	knew	that	was	hidden	away	 in	a	

narrow	 lane	 off	 Riva	Degli	 Schiavoni.	 There,	 we	 had	 pastries,	 toast	 and	 butter	

and	 a	 lot	more	 strong	 coffee.	 By	 the	 end	 of	 it,	 I	 felt	 almost	 human.	We	 spoke	

English	 for	 the	most	part,	but	 I	wanted	 to	 improve	my	 Italian	and	did	my	best	

while	she	indulged	me.	‘So,	Arabella,’	I	said,	‘is	teaching	your	vocation?’			

‘It’s	sweet	of	you	to	keep	calling	me	that,	but	the	only	others	who	do	are	my	

mother	and	father!	It’s	‘Ari’.’	

‘Duly	noted.’	We	laughed,	and	walked	on	through	the	tangled	web	of	East	San	

Marco,	along	lanes	lined	with	old	shops	selling	a	vast	assortment	of	things	from	

door	knobs	to	baroque	treasures.	

‘Teaching,	 my	 vocation?	 God	 no!’	 she	 said.	 ‘I	 quite	 enjoy	 it,	 but	 I	 still	 have	

ambitions.’	

‘To	do	what?’	

‘I’m	not	altogether	sure.’	She	 looked	at	me.	 ‘Sounds	 lame,	right?	But	 I	would	

like	 to	be	 something	more	 than	a	poor	 little	rich	girl.	 I’ve	 thought	of	starting	a	

business	 of	 my	 own,	 perhaps;	 or	 retraining	 	 -	 doing	 something	 in	 the	 media,	

journalism,	TV;	not	sure.’	

‘I	 don’t	 think	 there’s	 any	 need	 for	 you	 to	 rush,	 is	 there?	 You’re	 only	what?	

Twenty-one?’	
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‘Twenty-two	next	April!’	

‘So,	tell	me,’	I	said.	‘Do	you	use	smack	too?’	

She	 looked	at	me	very	seriously.	 ‘No,	 I	do	not,	Jonathan.	But	 I	could	see	why	

you	would	ask.	Paolo	was	a	heavy	user	before	he	came	to	Venice,	 Julius	not	so	

much,	but	 just	 lately	 -.’	She	paused	and	I	waited	 for	her	to	carry	on	 in	her	own	

time.	‘Ilsa	is	also	beginning	to	dabble.’	

‘Not	good.’	

‘No.	I	noticed	you	weren’t	that	keen	to	smoke	too	much	last	night.’	

I	 decided	 it	 was	 probably	 an	 opportune	 time	 to	 tell	 her	 a	 little	 of	my	 past,	

beginning	with	Oxford.	She	was	taken	by	the	tale,	as	was	everyone	to	whom	I	felt	

close	 enough	 to	 speak	 of	 it.	We	 had	 stopped	 at	 another	 café	 and	 over	 double	

espresso	 she	 stared	 at	 me	 with	 what	 I	 took	 to	 be	 a	 new	 level	 of	 interest.	 I	

shrugged.	‘All	a	long	time	ago.’	

				My	 apartment	 smelled	 fresh	 and	 I	 was	 glad	 I	 had	 opened	 all	 the	 windows	

before	we	had	 left.	The	 subtly	patterned	pale	 blue	 cotton	curtains	 flapped	and	

billowed	in	the	warm	breeze.	We	started	to	kiss	as	soon	as	the	door	was	closed	

and	a	minute	later	we	were	naked	on	top	of	the	sheets.		

	

~	

	

That	night,	we	met	the	others	at	La	Casa	del	Jazz.	Ilsa	was	there	before	us	and	the	

moment	she	saw	us	together	I	could	sense	submerged	resentment.		

‘I’ll	get	some	drinks.’	I	said	and	stood.	Julius	and	Paolo	appeared	at	the	end	of	

the	table.	We	kissed	on	the	cheeks	and	I	caught	Paolo’s	strong	perfume.	

It	was	busy	at	the	bar	and	it	took	me	a	while	to	be	served.	I	was	rubbing	away	

Julius’s	lipstick	from	my	cheek	when	the	bartender	finally	took	my	order,	and	by	

the	 time	 I	 returned	 to	 the	 table,	 Ilsa	 had	 gone	 and	 the	 boys	 looked	 especially	

glum.	

‘Come	on,’	Ari	said.	‘Let’s	go.’	

	

A	short	walk	brought	us	to	a	club	called	Rage.	Arabella	had	not	spoken	the	whole	

way	and	I	did	not	want	to	intrude	upon	her	silence.	I	knew	that	she	would	speak	

to	me	when	she	felt	the	moment	was	right.	



	 175	

The	 place	 was	 loud	 and	 hot,	 and	 I	 immediately	 felt	 a	 sense	 of	 complete	

dislocation	because	I	had	not	listened	to	pop	or	rock	for	so	long.	The	Italians	had	

embraced	Rave	 culture	 early.	 I	 had	no	 idea	what	 I	was	 listening	 to,	 but	 later	 I	

learned	it	was	Moby	and	The	Prodigy,	their	earliest	white	labels,	long	before	they	

had	hit	singles.		After	two	hours	of	dancing,	The	Orb	ushered	in	the	final	chill-out	

twenty	minutes	 before	 the	 club	 closed	 at	 four	 am.	We	 found	 ourselves	 in	 San	

Marco,	 and	 although	 Ari	 was	 now	 voluble,	 she	 talked	 about	 anything	 but	 the	

issue.	The	night	was	balmy	and	the	sounds	of	1990	still	rang	in	my	ears.	Reaching	

my	apartment,	we	stripped	each	other.	I	caught	her	profile	in	the	dull	glow	from	

my	bedside	lamp,	and	at	that	moment,	I	truly	believed	she	was	the	most	beautiful	

woman	I	had	ever	seen.	Filled	with	life,	she	drew	energy	unto	herself	and	never	

let	 it	go.	 I	had	not	met	anyone	 like	her	since	the	now	long-lost	Parisian	days	of	

love	and	asphalt.	

	

~	

	

Although	I	had	told	no	one	except	Ari,	I	had	indeed	begun	a	novel.	I	had	no	real	

idea	what	I	was	embarking	upon,	but	Tetanus	Jab	covered	the	same	subject	as	my	

short	story	Flora	and	Jack.	I	hid	away	during	the	days	of	summer	and	held	still,	

only	 venturing	out	 at	 night	when	 I	 embraced	 a	 different	 aspect	 of	my	 being.	 I	

preferred	 to	retain	an	 image	of	Venice	 in	perpetual	 ice	and	 snow,	a	 throwback	

perhaps	to	the	Botanic	Gardens	in	Oxford	or	days	of	solitude	in	the	Alps	when	I	

felt	 I	 could	be	myself.	 I	 listened	 to	Mendelssohn’s	Scottish	Symphony	 and	Brian	

Eno’s	 ambient	albums,	 ate	olives	and	 freshly-baked	bread,	drank	 syrupy	coffee	

and	warm	Mataxa.	

	

~	

	

One	afternoon,	I	decided	to	call	in	on	Ari.	I	went	to	ring	the	bell	but	saw	the	door	

was	slightly	ajar.	I	pushed	it	inwards	and	ascended	a	short	flight	of	stairs	to	the	

ramshackle	main	 living-room	 that	occupied	much	of	 the	 first	 floor,	 crossed	 the	

wooden	boards	that	were	bedecked	with	worn	old	rugs,	the	light	from	the	part-

covered	windows	dull	and	reddish.	A	middle-aged	man	in	a	business	suit	paced	
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towards	me.	His	head	hung	down;	he	hadn’t	seen	me.	His	fly	was	open,	his	collar	

up	 and	 his	 tie	 draped	 over	 the	 collar	 of	 his	 jacket.	 He	 looked	 up	 and	 jolted.	 I	

stepped	 back	 and	 he	 glared	 at	 me	 for	 a	 second,	 turned,	 seeming	 to	 shrink	 as	

though	 retracting	 his	 head	 and	 his	 face	 from	 view,	 reached	 the	 stairs	 and	

disappearing.		

I	 heard	 laughter	 from	 the	 room	 Julius	 and	Paolo	 shared.	 I	 could	 not	 decide	

what	to	do	and	had	just	resolved	to	turn	and	walk	back	to	the	street	when	Paolo	

dashed	 naked	 from	 the	 room	 chased	 by	 Julius	 who	 was	 wearing	 nothing	 but	

skimpy	 briefs.	 Paolo	was	waving	 around	 a	 thick	wad	 of	 cash	 and	 laughing.	He	

saw	me	and	laughed	some	more	just	as	Paolo	caught	him	and	the	pair	fell	onto	

the	couch	giggling	and	throwing	the	money	around.	

‘The	girls	are	out,’	Paolo	said,	calming	down	enough	to	speak.	

‘Ah,	right,’	I	said,	turned	and	left.	

	

~	

	

Three	days	a	week,	Ari	worked	as	a	supply	teacher	and	I	wrote	and	wrote,	filling	

page	after	page	with	word	upon	word,	thought	upon	thought.		

Ari	and	Ilsa	had	somehow	made	up,	their	friendship	intact.	I	saw	less	and	less	

of	Paolo	and	Julius,	which	I	regretted,	because	I	felt	that	I	had	hardly	got	to	know	

them	at	all;	but	I	could	see	that	the	small	group	of	friends	was	fragmenting.	The	

boys	 stopped	working	 on	 the	 Lido,	 and	 later,	 I	 learned	 that	 both	 had	 become	

quite	lost	in	the	dark,	dark	wonderland	of	the	needle.		

	

~	

	

And,	looking	up	from	my	other	world,	the	one	I	called	Tetanus	Jab,	I	noticed	that	

autumn	was	upon	us,	and	I	was	relieved.	The	days	and	the	nights	grew	colder,	

the	 population	 thinned	 and	 my	 relationship	 with	 Ari	 blossomed	 to	 the	 point	

where,	one	day,	she	surprised	me	utterly	by	inviting	me	to	meet	her	parents.	

‘Why?’	I	asked.	

‘I	feel	the	time	is	right.’	

‘I	never	imagined	it	would	be,	Ari.’	
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She	looked	strangely	hurt.	

‘I	thought	you	rarely	spoke	to	your	parents.’	

‘I’ve	 been	 seeing	 a	 lot	 more	 of	 them	 recently.	 I’ve	 talked	 about	 you.	 They	

wanted	you	to	come	for	lunch,	Sunday.’	

‘Oh.’	

‘You	don’t	have	to	come.’	

‘No,	I’m	sorry.	I	didn’t	mean	-.	I’m	just	surprised,	that’s	all.’	

She	kissed	me.	‘I	like	to	keep	you	on	your	toes.’	

	

~	

	

The	 night	 before	 the	 lunch,	 I	 was	 expecting	 Ari	 at	 my	 place	 at	 eight.	 We	 had	

tickets	 to	 see	 a	 dance	 troupe	 called	Hurt	 run	 by	 a	 friend	 of	 hers,	Marco	 della	

Napoline,	 who,	 years	 before,	 had	 choreographed	 an	 avant	 garde	 ballet	 based	

upon	Wilfred	Owen’s	Dulce	et	decorum	est.	I	was	writing	and	drinking	red	wine,	

dressed	 in	boxers	and	a	 sweat	 shirt.	The	Goldberg	Variations	 played	quietly	on	

my	stereo.	There	was	a	knock	at	 the	door.	 I	 looked	at	my	watch.	 It	was	barely	

seven-fifteen	and	Ari	was	never	early.	

I	walked	over	and	opened	the	door.	Ilsa	stood	on	the	landing.		

‘Are	you	alone,	Jonathan?’	she	asked.	

I	opened	the	door	a	little	wider.	‘Just	me,’	I	peered	down,	‘and	my	boxers	and	

sweat	shirt!’	

She	 looked	 at	me	 seriously	 and	 I	 immediately	 felt	 uncomfortable	 as	 though	

she	 were	 either	 about	 to	 impart	 some	 horrible	 news	 or	 attack	 me	 over	

something	bad	I	had	done	without	being	aware	I	had	done	 it.	 I	 returned	to	my	

chair	 close	 to	 the	 desk	 as	 Ilsa	 sat	 on	 the	 end	 of	 the	 bed.	 She	 smelled	 of	Rive	

Gauche	and	her	long	blonde	curls	cascaded	over	her	shoulders.	

‘A	drink?’	

‘No	thanks,	but	a	cigarette	would	be	good.’	

I	offered	her	the	packet,	lit	hers	and	then	mine.	‘So?’	I	felt	anxious.	If	Ari	were	

to	turn	up	now	-.	

‘I	wanted	to	talk	to	you	about	your	girlfriend.’	

I	did	not	like	the	sound	of	this.	
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‘She’s	a	chameleon.’	

‘And	by	that,	you	mean?’	

‘There’s	no	need	to	be	aggressive,	Jonathan.’	

‘I	don’t	mean	to	be.	Actually,	I	would	say	it	was	more	me	being	defensive.’	

‘Defending	her.’	

‘Shit!	Have	you	two	fallen	out	again?’	

‘We	never	made	up.’	

I	gave	her	a	quizzical	look.	

‘Oh,	don’t	flatter	yourself,	it	wasn’t	started	by	you!	It	had	been	festering	for	a	

long	time.’	

‘But	I	thought	you	were	friends,	close	friends.’	

She	waved	away	the	comment.	The	group	has	disintegrated.	You	know,	right?’	

‘I	sort	of	got	that.’	I	did	not	mean	to	sound	sarcastic	but	it	came	out	that	way.	

‘The	guys	are	off	on	their	own	trip	–	quite	literally.	They’re	moving	to	Berlin	-	

tonight.’	

‘God!	That	was	sudden.’	

‘Not	really,’	Ilsa	said.	‘Good	cheap	shit	there	now	the	wall	has	come	down.’	

‘Ah.’	

‘They	invited	me.	I	may	go.’	She	let	a	plume	of	grey	smoke	escape	between	her	

crimson	lips	and	I	watched	it	curl	up	around	her	face.	Then	without	warning,	she	

stood,	took	two	paces	towards	me	and	kissed	me	full	on	the	mouth,	slipping	her	

tongue	between	my	teeth.	I	pulled	back	and	managed	to	stand.	

‘Might	 be	 better	 if	 you	 left,’	 I	 said.	 I	 could	 hear	 sounds	 from	 the	 street	 and	

from	 the	waterway	 beneath	 the	 balcony.	 ‘Really,’	 I	 added.	 ‘Ari	 is	 due	 here	 any	

time.’	

She	rolled	her	eyes.	I	said	nothing,	just	looked	at	her	blankly	as	she	lowered	

herself	on	to	my	bed.	

‘I	am	going	to	Berlin,	Jonathan.	Tell	Ari	if	you	want.	My	train	leaves	in	an	hour	

and	I	don’t	give	a	fuck	what	she	thinks	anyway.	But	please,	let	me	warn	you.	Ari	

is	not	what	she	may	seem	to	be.	I	said	before,	she	is	a	chameleon,	but	she	is	also	a	

leech,	a	parasite,	and	really	those	are	the	best,	most	accurate	words	to	describe	

her.	 She	 will	 absorb	 you,	 Jonathan.	 She	 will	 bleed	 you	 dry,	 bleed	 you	 of	
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everything	you	have	to	give	and	she	will	spit	you	out,	just	when	you	least	expect	

it.’	

‘Ilsa,’	I	said.	 ‘I	understand	that	she	may	have	hurt	you	in	the	past	in	ways	I’ll	

never	know	and	I’d	never	expect	you	to	reveal	to	me;	but	that	might	not	be	how	

she	always	is,	always	will	be.	I	know	she	can	be	a	little	arrogant	sometimes.	She	

comes	from	a	very	rich	family.	That	alone	is	bound	to	affect	her.’	

‘But,	I	do	too,	Jonathan.’	

I	did	not	like	to	say	the	obvious	–	that	perhaps	you	are	not	so	very	different	to	

your	 friend.	 ‘I	 know,	 and	maybe	 you	 have	 risen	 above	 it,’	 I	 said	 diplomatically.	

‘But	 if	you	really	want	to	know,	and	actually,	 I	don’t	see	why	you	should;	 I	 feel	

exhausted	with	life,	with	a	life	lived	alone,	wandering	aimlessly	from	one	place	to	

another,	 losing	one	 loved	one	after	another	 for	whatever	reason,	losing	contact	

with	 the	 flow	of	 life	only	 to	 pick	 it	up	 again	 for	 a	while,	 before	watching	 it	 all	

collapse.	I’m	tired.’	

I	barely	 realised	what	 I	was	 saying.	But	 Ilsa	 tilted	her	head	 to	one	 side	and	

smiled.	‘I	had	no	idea,	Jonathan.’	

‘Yeah,	well	now	maybe	you	do.’	

‘Then	 you	 have	 even	 greater	 need	 to	 be	 careful.	 I	 love	 you,	 Jonathan.	 And	 I	

know	Ari	loves	you	in	her	own	way.	But	there	is	love	and	there	is	love.’	With	that,	

she	stood.	I	pulled	up	from	my	chair.	She	leaned	in	once	more,	but	this	time	the	

kiss	was	chaste	and	sisterly.	‘I	hope	we	shall	meet	again,’	she	said.	

‘Take	care	around	Julius	and	Paolo,’	I	said.	But	I	knew	in	my	heart	she	would	

not	and	that	we	would	never	meet	again,	and	that	one	day	soon	she	was	likely	to	

end	 up	 in	 a	 squat,	 freezing	 in	 the	 German	 winter,	 another	 broke	 and	 broken	

junkie,	lost	to	everyone.	As	the	door	closed,	I	slumped	back	into	my	chair	feeling	

utterly	miserable,	and	lit	another	cigarette.	

	

The	first	thing	I	said	to	Ari	after	we	had	kissed	at	the	door	was:	‘Ilsa	is	leaving	

for	Berlin	–	tonight.’	

I’ve	 known	 for	 two	days,’	 she	 said.	 ‘But	 she’s	 a	 drama	queen.	 She’ll	 be	 back	

within	three	weeks,	max.’	

I	 didn’t	 argue.	 Ari	 knew	 her	 better	 than	 I	 ever	 wished	 to.	 After	 the	

performance	of	Hurt,	we	went	to	a	club	called	Pronto	that	had	just	opened	in	the	
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Ghetto.	It	was	a	strange,	rather	old-fashioned	place	with	a	very	laidback	vibe,	but	

neither	 of	 us	was	 in	 a	mellow	mood.	We	moved	 on	 to	 a	 quite	 different	 venue,	

Toro!	Toro!	,	the	very	antithesis	of	the	misnamed	Pronto.	Loud	and	brash,	it	was	

filled	 with	 out-of-season	 young	 Americans	 and	 the	 rich	 and	 beautiful	 of	 La	

Serenissima.	From	there	we	returned	to	our	favourite,	Rage.	

I	had	far	too	much	to	drink.	We	stayed	at	Calle	del	Magazen	and	made	love	in	a	

haze.	A	cloudy	veil	lay	over	everything,	and	when	she	came,	Arabella	cried.	The	

tears	 flowed	 and	 flowed	 and	 she	 buried	 her	 head	 into	 my	 shoulder	 sobbing	

uncontrollably.	I	stroked	her	hair	and	tried	my	best	to	say	the	right	things,	but	I	

felt	very	drunk,	and	was	not	at	all	sure	I	was	saying	any	of	the	right	things	at	all.		

Around	dawn,	I	hearing	a	shrill	internal	voice	and	awoke.	Step	back,	take	care,	

it	said.	Ari	was	already	seeping	into	me.	Meeting	her,	my	life	had	so	very	quickly	

changed	from	monochrome	to	Technicolor;	and	as	the	sun	rose,	I	could	not	shut	

out	the	noises	in	my	head.		

Ari	 had	moved	 over	 to	 the	 far	 side	 of	 the	 bed	 and	 lay	 curled	 up	 in	 a	 ball.	 I	

pulled	out	of	bed,	making	sure	not	to	wake	her	and	walked	out	to	the	landing.	My	

head	was	throbbing,	but	I	was	wide	awake.	It	was	cold	and	empty	and	the	rooms	

echoed,	drafts	swept	up	from	cracked	windows	and	the	places	where	the	putty,	

ancient	 and	 primitive,	 had	 crumbled	 and	 gaps	 had	 appeared.	 I	 wandered,	 a	

blanket	 pulled	 over	 my	 shoulders	 and	 dragging	 on	 the	 dust-smirched	 floor.	

Reaching	 the	 kitchen,	 I	 saw	 dishes	 we	 had	 left	 unwashed	 on	 the	 counter	 and	

heard	 the	 refrigerator	 hum.	 I	 imagined	 myself	 standing	 at	 a	 windswept	

crossroads,	 the	 air	 empty	 save	 for	 the	dust	motes	 caught	 in	 the	 first	 light	 of	 a	

Sunday	morning.		

	

~	

	

Ari’s	 parents	welcomed	me	with	 a	warmth	 I	 had	 not	 expected.	 But	 actually,	 I	

hardly	 had	 a	 thought	 about	what	 to	 expect.	 This	was	 a	 first	 for	me.	 But	 I	was	

getting	used	to	firsts,	a	fact	of	life	that	seemed	to	follow	me	around.	I	wore	one	of	

the	designer	suits	Danielle	had	given	me;	and	as	servants	prepared	lunch,	I	was	

offered	a	guided	tour	of	the	ancient	palazzo.	

‘Mother,	Pa,	please,’	Ari	protested.		
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I	 grinned	 at	 the	 three	 of	 them.	 ‘Ignore	 her,’	 I	 said.	 I’ve	 never	 been	 inside	 a	

palazzo	on	the	Grand	Canal,	so	do	please	indulge	me.’	

This	went	down	well	and	we	sipped	champagne	from	crystal	 flutes	as	 I	was	

led	 through	 room	 after	 room	of	 vaulted	 ceilings	 filled	with	 exquisite	 furniture	

and	priceless	art.	I	learned	that	both	Leonardo	and	Galileo	had	walked	the	floors	

of	 this	 palazzo,	 and	 as	 the	 champagne	 added	 to	 the	 excesses	 of	 the	 previous	

night,	 I	 wondered	 who	might	 pass	 this	 way	 in	 the	 future,	 who	would	 gaze	 in	

wonder	 at	 a	 seven-century-old	 tapestry	 or	 look	 out	upon	 the	 early	winter	 sun	

playful	on	the	waters	of	the	Grand	Canal	three	storeys	beneath	us.	

		After	lunch,	I	spent	some	time	alone	with	Ari’s	father,	Mario	Frazilli.	He	was	a	

banker.	I	had	known	that	much,	but	he	was	also	a	D.Phil	and	a	connoisseur	of	art.		

‘Ari	tells	me	you	were	something	of	a	mathematics	prodigy	who	dropped	out	

of	Oxford;	a	young	man	who	has	travelled	the	world	and	is	writing	a	novel	that	

will	one	day	be	a	contender	for	the	Nobel	Prize.’	

‘Did	 she	 also	 tell	 you	 I	 was	 in	 The	 Beatles	 and	 painted	 the	 Mona	 Lisa?’	 I	

laughed.	‘Sir,	your	daughter	has	a	great	imagination.’	

‘Please,	no	“sir”.	It’s	Mario.’	

‘That	 feels	uncomfortable,	but	 if	 you	 insist.	 I	did	go	 to	Oxford,	 and	 I	 guess	 I	

was	 a	 mathematics	 prodigy.	 Myself	 and	 one	 contemporary	 achieved	 a	 perfect	

one	 hundred	 percent	 in	 our	 Further	 Maths	 A	 level.	 That’s	 a	 qualification	 in	

England.’	

‘I	know	what	an	A	level	is,	Jonathan.’	

I	blushed.	‘Of	course.’	

‘This	other	one?’	

‘Unfeasibly	perhaps,	we	wound	up	at	the	same	college,	Magdalene.	We	became	

the	closest	of	friends.’	And	even	now,	I	felt	a	terrible	stab	of	pain	in	the	middle	of	

my	chest	at	the	thought	of	Ethan.	

‘And	so	why	then	did	you	leave?’	

‘I	don’t	like	to	talk	about	it.’	

‘I	would	 like	to	know.’	There,	 in	Mario	Frazilli’s	voice	was	the	aristocrat,	 the	

successful	banker.		

‘I	 found	 everything	 too	 boring.	 I	 know	 this	 sounds	 conceited,	 but	 I	 already	

knew	what	the	lecturers	were	teaching,	and	that	demoralized	me.	I	had	no	goals.	
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I	could	see	no	challenge.	My	love	for	mathematics	changed	to	something	that	was	

a	burden	rather	than	a	joy.	I’m	sorry,	sir	-	Mario.	But	that	is	the	simple	truth.’	And	

it	was	not	entirely	a	lie.	

	‘And	so,	what	did	you	do?’	

‘I	 left,	 after	 a	 single	 semester.	 I	 travelled	 to	 Paris	 and	 explored	 Europe.	 I	

haven’t	travelled	the	world!	Arabella	is	a	romantic.’	

‘Oh	yes,	I	know	that,	young	man!’	Señor	Frazilli	said	and	I	followed	him	to	the	

library	for	brandy	and	cigars.	

	

It	 was	 the	 first	 of	many	 visits	 to	 Palazzo	 Frazilli,	 and	 I	 can	 divide	my	 time	 in	

Venice	into	two:	the	period	when	Ari	and	I	were	still	more	or	less	casual	lovers	

and	the	period	following	that	winter	lunchtime,	the	period	in	which	we	became	a	

couple.	

On	the	surface,	not	much	changed.	Ari	still	taught	at	a	little	primary	school	in	

Santa	Crose,	 I	continued	to	work	on	Tetanus	Jab.	But	something	significant	had	

altered	and	I	understood	it	ultimately	as	Ari	shedding	a	skin.		

	

In	January,	I	gave	up	my	apartment	and	moved	into	Calle	del	Magazen,	an	entire,	

dilapidated	and	charmingly	crumbling	house	we	called	our	own,	even	if	it	really	

was	not.	I	know	we	shared	it	with	drafts	and	gusts	and	ghosts	and	the	occasional	

glimpsed	rat,	but	it	felt	like	ours.	We	repainted	some	rooms	and	I	even	managed	

a	 little	basic	 rewiring	and	polished	 the	 floor-boards,	work	 I	 found	 inordinately	

satisfying.	Neither	Ilsa	nor	the	guys	returned,	and	no	one	wrote.	

In	what	became	our	bedroom,	we	hung	fresh	linen	drapes.	They	looked	pretty	

but	did	nothing	to	banish	the	light:	It	was	winter,	so	it	did	not	matter.	By	the	time	

spring	 came	 I	 had	 replaced	 them	with	 heavy	 velvet,	 and	we	 needed	 an	 alarm	

clock	for	Ari.	From	the	markets	of	Castello,	we	bought	plants	and	pictures:	lamps,	

books,	and	bric-a-brac.		

Many	 days,	 I	 wrote	 absolutely	 nothing:	 No,	 let’s	 be	 honest:	 whole	 weeks	

would	pass	with	only	blank	pages	for	my	efforts.	And	for	long	stretches	of	time	I	

felt	guilty	that	Ari	was	working	while	my	thoughts	languished.	But	then,	thanks	

to	a	trust	fund,	she	only	worked	because	she	enjoyed	it.	More	importantly,	I	felt	

bad	about	myself.	 I	hated	the	 limbo	of	 inertia	and	the	constant	struggle	 to	 find	
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inspiration	as	I	wandered	around	the	huge	house,	its	cuboid	rooms	echoing	with	

Tristan	 and	 Isolde	 played	 at	 heart-stopping	 volume	 (the	 walls	 were	 four	 feet	

thick);	 and	 when	 I	 became	 really	 desperate,	 I	 put	 on	 recordings	 of	 Winston	

Churchill’s	inspirational	speeches	from	1940	that	brought	tears	to	my	eyes,	but	

still	produced	few	words	on	the	page.	

There	were	 times	 I	 felt	 ragged,	 dragged	 down	 by	what	 I	 perceived	 as	 life’s	

vicissitudes,	but	then	came	a	mocking	voice	telling	me	to	snap	out	of	the	malaise	

and	let	the	words	flow.	On	very	special,	very	rare	occasions	I	reached	that	elusive	

state	 in	which	 the	writing	would	 almost	 join	with	 real	 life.	 I	 had	 no	 plans	 for	

what	I	was	creating	and	certainly	shared	none	of	Arabella’s	ambitions	for	it.		

	

	

One	 evening	 in	 March,	 as	 spring	warmth	 began	 to	 ease	 itself	 in	 and	 the	 days	

drew	longer,	Ari	told	me	she	was	pregnant.	At	first	I	thought	she	was	joking,	but	

then	 I	 realized	 she	was	not.	 Illogically,	 I	 said	 the	 first	word	 that	 came	 into	my	

mind:	 ‘How?’	 She	 tilted	 her	 head	 and	 raised	 an	 eyebrow.	 ‘Do	 you	want	me	 to	

draw	you	a	diagram,	Jonathan?’	

I	 heard	 the	 nervous,	 slightly	manic	 edge	 of	my	 laugh.	 ‘And	 how	do	 you	 feel	

about	it?’	

‘I	feel	great.	But	you	look	like	a	terrified	rabbit	caught	in	the	headlights	of	an	

oncoming	car!’	

‘No!’	I	said.	‘Just	surprized.	How	long	have	you	known?’	

‘I	visited	the	doctor	this	morning	after	I	had	two	positives	from	a	test	kit.’	

‘And	you’ve	obvious	thought	about	it.	You	know	what	you	want	to	do?’	

She	nodded.	‘No	question	on	my	part.	I	want	the	baby.’	

I	 nodded	mutely	 and	 stared	 straight	 into	 her	 lovely	 eyes.	 ‘Then	 so	 do	 I.	 Of	

course	I	do.’	

She	 came	 round	 the	 table,	 pulling	 her	 chair	 next	 to	 mine,	 and	 we	 kissed.	 I	

could	 smell	 her	 hair.	 Later,	 as	 Ari	 slept,	 I	 watched	 the	 moonlight	 cast	 white	

dancing	fingers	upon	the	ceiling	through	a	gap	in	the	drapes	and	tried	to	imagine	

myself	as	a	father.	I	could	escape	of	course.	I	could	always	run,	just	as	I	had	run	

from	Oxford,	from	Elaine	and	from	Danielle.	I	could	leave	right	now,	pack	a	few	

things	and	walk	out	into	the	night	just	as	I	had	slipped	away	from	Montparnasse.	
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But	was	that	what	I	really	wanted	to	do?	Why	would	I	do	it	this	time?	Because	I	

was	afraid?	Because	of	a	quiet	conviction	I	was	not	worthy	of	Ari?	And	was	this	

news	 not	 something	 that	 a	 hidden,	 hitherto	 silent	 part	 of	 me	 had	 perhaps	

secretly	desired?	Was	Ari	not	the	woman	with	whom	I	wanted	to	spend	the	rest	

of	 my	 life?	 Was	 I	 not	 over	 all	 the	 wandering,	 over	 chasing	 shadows,	 chasing	

ghosts?	That	was	what	 I	had	 told	 Ilsa.	 I	was	 twenty-two,	not	eighteen.	 I	was	a	

man,	 no	 longer	 a	 child.	 Was	 it	 not	 time	 to	 at	 least	 take	 on	 the	 trappings	 of	

normality?	To	marry?	To	become	a	 father?	But	 then	the	negatives	spoke:	 I	was	

unemployed,	part	way	through	a	novel	that	would	probably	never	see	the	light	of	

day,	 never	 deserve	 to	 see	 the	 light	 of	 day.	 I	 was	 a	 college	 dropout,	 almost	

certainly	unemployable	except	as	a	manual	worker,	a	clerk	perhaps,	a	tour	guide.	

I	 could	 return	 to	 University	 in	 Italy.	 Ari	 had	 an	 infrastructure:	 her	 family,	 her	

degree.	Me?	I	had	nothing	but	her	and	the	bunch	of	cells	in	her	womb	that	were	

dividing	rapidly	even	as	I	lay	there	buffeted	by	fear	and	by	joy	wondering	what	

future	they	might	hold.	

	

~	

	

We	told	Ari’s	parents	 two	weeks	 later,	on	her	birthday,	and	from	that	moment	

on,	 the	 pace	 of	 life	 changed.	 It	 was	 almost	 as	 though	 Mario	 and	 Maria	 had	

expected	 it,	 and,	many	years	 later	 I	 learned	Ari	had	 indeed	 told	 them;	but	 that	

was	okay.		

						The	 Frazillis	 owned	 a	 small	 island	 off	 Venice.	 It	 was	 big	 enough	 to	

accommodate	 a	 beautiful	 thirteenth	 century	 chapel	 and	 boasted	 an	 expanse	 of	

beach	that	offered	views	across	the	waves	to	the	Lido.	This	was	the	place	where	

Ari	and	I	were	wed.	I	don’t	remember	much	of	the	lead-up	to	the	event.	Ari	had	

completed	 her	 transmogrification	 from	 rebel	 to	 society	 bride,	 and	 of	 course,	 I	

had	become	little	more	than	a	compliant	bystander.	But	that	too	was	okay.	That	

is	the	role	of	all	grooms,	and	I	was	in	love	and	that	was	all	that	mattered.	

						I	had	enrolled	at	 the	University	of	Padua	with	the	 intention	of	completing	a	

degree	in	mathematics	so	that	I	might	get	a	teaching	job;	or	perhaps	I	would	go	

on	 to	 complete	 a	 doctorate	 so	 that	 I	 might	 lecture	 at	 a	 university.	 I	 was	 not	

exactly	 thrilled	 by	 the	 prospect,	 and	 I	 confess	 it	 had	 been	Ari’s	 idea,	 but	 I	 felt	
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obligated	to	go	along	with	it.	After	all,	she	was	working,	and	I	was	marrying	into	

a	very	wealthy	family.	I	wanted	to	do	all	I	could	to	stop	accusations	that	I	might	

be	some	sort	of	opportunist.	

						The	date	was	set,	the	twenty-fifth	of	July.	

	

~	

	

It	must	have	been	about	eight	o’clock	 in	 the	evening	and	 I	 found	myself	 alone,	

free	 from	people	 talking	 at	me,	 congratulating	me,	 asking	me	 inane	 questions,	

staring	 at	 me	 on	 the	 arm	 of	 the	 gorgeous	 bride:	 ‘The	 luckiest	man	 in	 Italy’,	 I	

overheard	one	guest	say	a	little	louder	than	they	had	intended.	I	was	looking	out	

at	the	sheet	of	glassy	water	stretching	away	to	the	buildings	of	the	Lido,	the	lines	

of	the	Cipriani	silhouetted	against	the	orange-flecked	sky.	I	felt	calm,	the	service	

and	the	speeches	were	over	and	all	had	passed	seamlessly.	I	caught	a	glimpse	of	

Ari	dancing	with	her	father	and	a	slight	champagne	haze	cushioned	my	mind.	It	

struck	me	how	surreal	the	day	had	been,	how	ludicrous	this	moment	was.		

Watching	 the	 milling	 guests,	 I	 could	 not	 help	 but	 be	 thankful	 for	 so	much.	

What	a	 far	 cry	 this	was	 from	 the	only	other	wedding	 I	had	been	 to,	 that	of	my	

cousin	Alice	when	 I	was	 seventeen	 and	 still	 at	 Shoeburyness	Grammar	 School.	

That	happy	day	for	her	and	her	bridegroom,	Alex,	had	been	a	short	sharp	service	

at	an	eyesore	of	a	church	with	a	cone-shaped	concrete	steeple	and	modern-cut	

glass	between	plastic	frames	and	concrete	mullions.	Later,	the	party	of	thirty,	the	

men	in	ill-fitting	suits	worn	in	discomfiture,	and	a	little	resentment	by	some,	and	

the	 women	 in	 High	 Street	 couture;	 the	 bridesmaids	 in	 fuchsia,	 the	 bride	

resplendent,	 retreated	 to	 the	 church	 hall	 for	 fizzy	 wine	 and	 prawn	 cocktails,	

cheap	cuts	of	beef	masquerading	as	filet	mignon,	topped	off	with	Mr	Whippy	and	

instant	coffee.	Mine	was	the	sort	of	wedding	Alice	and	her	friends	read	about	in	

Hello!.	How	could	anyone,	least	of	all	me,	have	imagined	such	a	thing	a	mere	six	

years	ago?	

						I	felt	a	tap	on	the	shoulder	and	turned	to	see	one	of	the	guests,	a	tall,	broad-

shouldered,	 sandy-haired	American	who	had	been	 introduced	 to	me	early	as	a	

close	 friend	 of	 Ari’s	 father.	 I	 recalled	 that	 he	was	 someone	 very	 important	 in	
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computing,	a	major	player	in	Silicon	Valley.	But	I	could	not	quite	remember	his	

name.	

						‘Jim	Shoemaker,’	the	man	said,	his	big	beefy	hand	extended.	

						‘Hi,	Jim.	Enjoying	yourself,	I	hope.’		

						He	 laughed	 a	 deep,	 gravelly	 laugh	 and	 finally	 let	 go	 of	my	wrung-out	hand.		

‘The	question	is:	have	you	enjoyed	yourself,	Jonathan?’	

‘I	have.’	

‘And	I	must	say,	you	are	a	very	lucky	man.	Arabella	is	perfectly	named!	Now,	

tell	me.’	He	gave	me	an	earnest	 look	only	Americans	seemed	capable	of	pulling	

off	without	irony.	‘I	hear	you	are	a	mathematician.’	

‘I’m	studying	at	Padua.’	

‘You’re	also	being	pretty	modest,	Jon!	You	went	to	Oxford.	You’re	something	of	

a	genius,	I	hear.’	

It	was	obvious	where	that	had	come	from.	‘Why	do	you	ask?’	

‘What	do	you	make	of	this?’	

He	extracted	a	piece	of	paper	from	the	pocket	of	his	dinner	jacket	and	handed	

it	to	me.	I	glanced	at	it.	It	was	covered	with	equations	written	in	computer	code.	

‘Group	Theory,’	I	said.	

‘Go	on.’	

‘Why?’	

‘Can’t	a	guy	be	curious?’	

I	grinned.	‘It’s	computer	code	of	course.	If	n	and	x	lie	within	the	domain	of	plus	

or	minus	2	in	base	8	then	the	terms	are	satisfied.’	

‘Wow!	Impressive.	A	couple	of	my	best	guys	 just	elucidated	that	before	 I	 left	

home.’	

I	shrugged.	‘You	want	to	go	back	for	a	drink?’	

‘Sure	thing.’	

He	talked	himself	up	the	whole	way,	and	I	knew	that,	like	me,	he	was	a	little	

drunk.	

He	 took	 a	 sip	 of	 champagne	 and	 held	 the	 glass	 close	 to	 his	 chest.	 ‘Look,	

Jonathan.	If	you	ever	feel	like	relocating	to	the	Bay	Area,	I	set	up	SoftTron	in	’86.	

We’re	now	the	third	biggest	software	developer	in	Silicon	Valley.’	

‘I’m	immensely	flattered!’	I	said.	‘We	should	definitely	talk	some	more.’	
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	Ari,	 clearly	 three	 sheets	 to	 the	wind,	 floated	past	 and	kissed	me,	prompting	

Jim	Shoemaker	to	retreat	silently.	

	

Thanks	to	one	of	several	lavish	Frazilli	family	wedding	gifts,	we	honeymooned	on	

Santorini,	and	then	settled	back	to	life	into	Calle	del	Magazen	where	I	returned	to	

nibbling	away	at	my	novel.	

	

It	was	in	early	November	that	I	received	the	call	from	Jim	Shoemaker	inviting	me	

to	join	his	company.	I	talked	to	Ari	and	we	discussed	it	with	my	in-laws.	We	all	

agreed	it	was	a	wonderful	opportunity,	but	Mario	and	Maria	wanted	Ari	to	have	

the	 baby	 in	 Venice,	 and	 advised	 us	 that	 only	 when	 we	 felt	 ready	 should	 we	

uproot	and	start	a	new	life	in	the	States.		

						Constance	was	born	three	days	before	Christmas.	It	was	not	an	easy	birth.	Ari	

was	 convinced	 the	 baby	 did	 not	 really	want	 to	 enter	 this	world.	 Shortly	 after,	

early	 in	 January,	 Jim	 Shoemaker	 was	 in	 touch	 again	 and	 I	 agreed	 to	 travel	 to	

Silicon	 Valley	 to	 ‘see	 what	 amazing	 stuff	 was	 happening’.	 And	 indeed	 it	 was	

amazing.	 I	 was	 shown	 the	 future;	 the	 application	 of	 the	 most	 advanced	

mathematical	 principles,	 all	 for,	 as	 people	 working	 for	 Jim	 never	 tired	 of	

reminding	 me:	 ‘The	 good	 of	 humanity’.	 I	 was	 intrigued,	 excited	 by	 the	

possibilities	 offered	 by	 this	 new	 level	 of	 computing	 and	 the	 embryonic	

blossoming	of	what	we	then	called	the	World	Wide	Web.	

Of	 course,	 I	 knew	 that	 the	 link	 between	 Jim	 Shoemaker,	 Silicon	 Valley	 and	

myself	 was	 more	 than	 serendipitous.	 It	 had	 been	 orchestrated	 by	 the	 Frazilli	

family,	but	 that	did	not	disturb	me.	Why	would	 it?	 I	might	have	preferred	 it	 if	

they	had	been	a	little	more	forthright	and	upfront	about	it,	but	that,	I	accepted,	

was	not	 their	way.	 I	 came	home	 from	California	 invigorated,	 and	 to	everyone’s	

approval,	the	move	to	American	was	organized	and	set	in	motion.	I	was	indeed	

the	luckiest	man	in	Italy.		
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4.	

	

Sometime	 around	 the	 mid-nineties,	 a	 few	 years	 after	 we	 arrived	 in	 Silicon	

Valley,	I	began	to	wonder	how	it	was	possible	for	a	man	to	be	transformed	into	

something	he	was	really	not	meant	to	be.	I	had	become	absorbed	in	work,	with	a	

computer	tan,	and	I	flitted	between	the	inside	of	a	concrete	cuboid	building,	an	

air-conditioned	 car	 on	 the	 freeway	 and	 then,	 sometimes,	 the	 inside	 of	 our	

mansion.	When	 I	 did	 allow	myself	 to	 consider	my	 life	 I	 was	 reminded	 of	 how	

John	 Lennon	 had	 once	 described	 touring	 with	 The	 Beatles:	 ‘A	 room,	 a	 car,	 a	

room.’	

And	yet,	and	yet,	I	surprised	even	myself	with	the	ease	with	which	I	took	to	a	

life	that	was	as	far	removed	as	it	could	have	been	to	the	one	I	had	lived	between	

entering	Oxford	and	the	birth	of	Constance.	I	could	adapt.	I	felt	I	would	survive	

anywhere.	

For	quite	some	time	I	was	happy:	happy,	excited,	driven.	Silicon	Valley	could	

bring	that	out	in	anyone,	and	it	was	the	most	wonderful	time	to	be	there,	to	be	

part	 of	 the	 revolution.	Of	 course,	 it	was	 facile,	 shallow,	white	 bread,	 but	 these	

negative	aspects	were,	for	me	at	least,	outweighed	by	the	thrill	of	the	work	I	was	

doing.	I	was	right	there	at	the	moment	the	internet	was	emerging.	It	was	both	a	

dust	smote	 in	 time,	 and	a	pivotal	 few	years	 in	human	history.	 It	was	 sharing	a	

room	with	Gutenberg	 in	Strasbourg	 in	 the	 spring	of	1440	or	stepping	on	 to	an	

alien	world	in	a	NASA	spacesuit	with	the	nametag	‘Armstrong’.	And	the	arrival	of	

the	internet	was	merely	the	birth	of	an	entire	new	world	of	possibilities.	In	the	

Bay	Area	arose	Amazon,	Google,	YouTube	and	Facebook.	And	I	was	there	and	Ari	

was	there,	and	Constance,	and	then,	in	1994,	our	son,	Giovanni.	

By	 that	 time	 I	was	 earning	 a	 seven-figure	 salary	 and	we	 had	 built	 an	 eight-

bedroomed	home	 on	 Sand	 Hill	 Road	 in	Menlo	 Park,	 close	 to	where,	 a	 century	

earlier,	 Thomas	Edison	had	 built	 his	 famous	 laboratories	 that	 had	 kick-started	

the	 technology	 that	 presaged	 our	own	 era.	 	 A	 year	 later,	 I	 became	 Senior	 Vice	

President	and	a	board	member	of	SoftTron.	It	brought	even	more	money,	longer	

hours,	 less	 time	 with	 Ari	 and	 the	 children,	 more	 time	 travelling,	 and	 greater	

responsibility.	 Sadly,	 it	 took	 me	 further	 from	 what	 I	 liked	 most	 about	 the	
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software	business.	 I	enjoyed	being	at	 the	cutting	edge,	 I	enjoyed	the	maths,	 the	

pulse	of	discovery,	 the	 freshness	of	new	 intellectual	 challenges	 that	 came	each	

day.	I	did	not	enjoy	managing	people.	

	

We	had	an	 impressive	 social	 life.	 Jim	boasted	often	about	 the	people	he	mixed	

with,	but	now	we	also	shared	the	same	air	as	the	big-hitters.	The	CEOs	of	some	of	

the	world’s	 richest	 corporations	had	 become	personal	 friends.	We	 entertained	

billionaires,	we	were	on	first	name	terms	with	Hollywood	A-listers	and	political	

heavy-weights.	We	donated	to	charities	and	our	kids	attended	the	best	schools	in	

the	Valley.	And	no	one	was	happier	about	it	all	than	Ari.	Within	a	year	or	two	of	

taking	 American	 citizenship	 and	 becoming	 integrated	 with	 life	 in	 the	 States,	

everything	that	had	defined	her,	marked	her	out	as	unique	when	I	first	met	her	

in	La	Casa	del	Jazz	had	been	rubbed	away.	She	was	a	fitness	obsessive	who	lived	

on	yoga	and	yoghurt.	She	was	back	in	Size	2	jeans	within	a	month	of	giving	birth	

to	each	of	our	kids.	But	something	was	 lost.	 I	had	 fallen	 in	 love	with	the	brash,	

noble-thinking	 and	 radical	 Ari.	 I	 had	 accepted	 that	 slipping	 away	 as	 we	 had	

grown	closer,	when	 Ilsa	and	 the	others	 left	our	 lives	 for	good.	 I	had	 seen	 it	 as	

evolution,	not	a	devaluation.	But	she	had	now	travelled	to	the	very	opposite	pole.	

Her	 north	 had	 become	 south.	 She	 adopted	 Republican	 values	 and	would	 have	

reached	for	a	prayer	mat	to	worship	the	God	of	Shallowness	six	times	a	day	if	she	

had	not	been	too	concerned	with	getting	the	knees	of	her	jeans	grubby.	

What	 had	 actually	 happened	was	 that	Ari	had	 reverted	 to	 type.	 The	 factory	

presets	had	been	reinstated.	The	poor	little	rich	girl	was	now	simply,	a	rich	girl;	

no	 pretentions,	 no	 obfuscation	 –	 she	 was	 what	 she	 was.	 And	 all	 this	 was	

symbolized	 by	 one	 simple	 event,	 one	 moment,	 when,	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 I	

wondered	 what	 crack	 in	 the	 earth	 I	 had	 fallen	 into.	 It	 was	 less	 than	 twelve	

months	 after	 touching	 down	 at	 San	 Francisco	 airport,	 and	we	were	 living	 in	 a	

rented	mansion	in	Palo	Alto	as	the	builders	broke	ground	on	our	future	home	on	

Sand	Hill.	We	were	hosting	a	lavish	dinner	party.	Our	guests	were	due	to	arrive	

within	 the	 hour,	Monina,	 the	 Filipino	 nanny	was	 upstairs	 bathing	 Constance.	 I	

was	 opening	 a	 two-	 hundred	 and	 fifty	 dollar	 bottle	 of	 Napa	 Valley	 Cabernet	

Sauvignon	 and	 decanting	 it	 into	 a	 crystal	 receptacle.	 The	 cook,	 Amy	 was	

preparing	the	food	and	Ari	tugged	on	my	sleeve	and	waved	me	to	follow	her	into	
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the	vast	living	room	overlooking	the	Palo	Alto	golf	course.	Under	her	breath	and	

barely	audible	 she	 said	gently:	 ‘Jonathan,	 I	 know	 this	might	 sound	strange,	but	

from	tonight	onwards,	could	you	stop	calling	me	Ari	in	front	of	others?	I	want	to	

be	called	Arabella.’	

				For	 a	 second,	 I	wasn’t	 sure	 if	 she	was	 joking	 or	 not.	 ‘But	 I	 thought	 it	was	

sweet	that	I	called	you	Arabella	-	that	only	your	parents	called	you	that	and	you	

wanted	me	to	always	use	Ari!’	

‘That	was	then,	Jonathan,’	she	said.	‘This	is	now.’	

	

~	

	

To	an	impartial	observer,	we	were	a	golden	family,	beautiful,	rich	and	at	the	very	

heart	of	our	social	circle.	And,	indeed,	there	was	much	to	enjoy	about	this	strange	

new	life.	I	still	loved	Ari,	but	in	a	very	different	way	to	how	I	felt	about	her	when	

we	lived	alone	in	the	rundown	house	in	the	Venetian	Ghetto.	Our	love	there	was	

ancient,	 crumbling	 stone	 and	 water	 lapping.	 It	 was	 new,	 but	 heavy	 with	 the	

weight	 of	 history	 and	 those	 ghosts	 Ethan	 talked	 about	 so	 much.	 Here,	 it	 was	

sparkly	love,	uncouth,	vulgar,	and	star-spangled.	The	foundations	were	no	longer	

the	pillars	stuck	into	the	Lagoon	in	a	time	long	lost.	Our	relationship	was	plastic	

and	silicon.		

I	loved	and	cherished	Constance	and	little	Giovanni.	I	can	still	relive	parcels	of	

time,	bubbling	moments	in	memory;	flashes	of	smiling	chocolate-smeared	faces;	

mucking	about	on	the	beach;	staring	down	at	the	Golden	Gate	bridge	wreathed	in	

cloud	and	fog	and	holding	hands	with	Ari	and	the	children	as	if	 living	out	some	

ancient	 tribal	 rite	 in	which	we	were	 bonded	 by	 our	 success	 and	 our	material	

wealth.	 There	 were	 even	 the	 rare	 drunken	 evenings	 after	 the	 guests	 had	

departed	when	Arabella	 and	 I	would	make	 love,	 and	 during	 fleeting	 seconds	 I	

could	close	my	eyes	and	almost	imagine	we	were	back	in	Calle	del	Magazen	with	

the	sagging	bedroom	ceiling	and	invisible	creatures	whose	scurrying	sounds	we	

might	occasionally	hear	from	the	wall	cavities.	Some	nights,	Arabella	would	even	

share	a	joint	with	me.	And	then	Sam	came	along	and	joined	Ethan	and	Gregor	in	

that	small	but	forever-adored	coterie	in	my	heart	and	in	my	mind.	
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The	 first	 time	 I	 saw	him	was	 in	August	 1996	at	 a	 social	 thrown	by	 a	 software	

company	 called	 MyGo	 to	 welcome	 a	 new	 genius	 with	 an	 innovative	 coding	

package	he	had	sold	to	the	company.	He	was	a	large,	broad-shouldered,	slightly	

overweight	 man,	 and	 even	 though	 it	 was	 eighty-five	 degrees	 outside,	 he	 was	

wearing	a	Kurt	Cobain-style	stripy	mohair	sweater.	The	genius	turned	out	to	be	

Sam	 Novi	 and	 the	 first	 thing	 he	 said	 to	me	 after	 taking	 a	 large	 gulp	 from	 his	

champagne	 flute	 was:	 ‘You	 don’t	 look	 comfortable	 in	 your	 skin,	 man.’	 To	 my	

puzzled	look,	he	added:	‘Not	your	original	skin,	the	new	one	you’ve	grown.’	

‘And	 you,’	 I	 replied,	 blurting	 out	with	 the	 first	 thing	 that	 entered	my	 head,	

‘look	like	a	psychedelic	buffalo.’	He	roared	a	great,	full-bellied	laugh	that	turned	

heads,	and	from	that	moment	our	friendship	bloomed.		

After	we	had	done	our	 social	duty,	we	 found	ourselves	alone	on	 the	 roof	of	

MyGo’s	monolithic	building	positioned	at	the	epicentre	of	the	still-young	Silicon	

Valley.	 The	 views	East	 and	 South	 comprised	of	 construction	 sites	 and	 low-rise	

steel	and	glass	cubes	interlaced	with	broad,	tree-lined	streets.	I	noticed	how,	for	

such	a	large	man,	Sam	had	long,	delicate	fingers	with	perfect	filbert	nails,	and	he	

held	his	wine	glass	as	though	it	were	a	priceless	artefact.			

‘So	how	long	you	been	in	Bread	Valley?’	he	asked,	his	voice	a	rich	baritone	that	

rumbled	like	an	aged	barrel	of	brandy.		

‘Since	early	’92.’	

‘Man,	and	you	still	have	a	functioning	brain?’	

‘I	like	the	work.	That’s	all	I’m	really	interested	in.’	

‘A	wife	and	two	point	four	kids?’	

‘Wife	and	two	kids.	I	work	with	Prime	Numbers.’	

He	gave	me	a	 shrewd	 look.	 ‘You’re	wasted	here,	dude.	 I	 recognized	 that	 the	

moment	I	saw	you.’		

I	accepted	the	comment,	but	I	could	not	deny	a	certain	sting,	a	pang	of	anger	

because	I	knew	The	Buffalo	was	right.	

‘And	of	course,	you	fit	right	in!’	I	replied.	

‘MyGo’s	 CEO,	 John	Gomez	 and	 I	 go	way	 back,	 and	well,	 he	 knows	 that	 if	 he	

wants	 what	 I	 have	 to	 sell,	 it	 has	 to	 be	 on	 my	 terms.’	 He	 glanced	 down	 at	 his	

clothes.	 ‘When	 it	 comes	down	 to	 it,	 there’s	no	 real	difference	between	a	 three-

thousand	dollar	Armani	suit	and	a	charity	shop	ensemble.’	
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‘I	accept	that.’	

‘So	look,	I	know	there’s	a	truckload	of	Brits	in	the	Valley.	But	why	you?’	

And	it	was	the	oddest	thing.	I	just	started	talking,	spouting	like	a	geyser.	I	was	

talking,	talking,	talking	and	Sam	appeared	to	have	no	interest	in	stopping	me.	In	

the	hour	 that	 followed	 I	hardly	paused	 to	draw	breath,	 and	 I	 told	Sam	 things	 I	

had	mentioned	to	no	one	since	leaving	St.	Tropez.	Things	even	Ari	was	not	privy	

to.	And	why	was	that?	 I	wondered	about	 it	later	as	 I	 lay	 in	bed	unable	to	sleep	

and	watching	patterns	shift	on	the	perfect	ceiling	and	around	the	dark	circles	of	

halogen	lights;	a	ceiling	so	different	to	the	room	in	Hôtel	Hugo	or	the	crumbling	

affair	in	Calle	del	Magezen.	Was	it	because	some	instinct	warned	me	that	perhaps	

I	 could	 not	 fully	 trust	 Arabella?	 That	 one	 day	 she	would	 betray	me?	 That	my	

secrets	were	not	safe	in	her	keeping?	And,	if	that	were	true,	that	I	could	not	trust	

the	woman	I	had	married,	the	mother	of	our	young	children,	why	had	I	confided	

in	The	Buffalo	after	knowing	him	for	a	full	hour?	Time,	of	course,	would	provide	

me	with	answers	to	those	questions,	but	not	for	a	while.		

Sam	and	I	became	almost	inseparable	friends.	He	had	his	own	business	within	

MyGo	and	was	answerable	to	no	one.	I	was	envious	of	that,	but	never	admitted	it.	

He	 did	well	 working	with	 Gomez,	 but	 he	 did	 not	marry	 or	 buy	 a	 huge	 house.	

Instead,	he,	moved	into	a	very	swanky	condo	in	San	Jose,	had	a	string	of	beautiful	

girlfriends	 and	 eschewed	 the	 obligatory	 Porsche	 or	 Ferrari	 for	 an	 old	 Chevy	

convertible.	

We	shared	breakfast	a	couple	of	days	each	week	at	a	scruffy	place	called	Alex’s	

on	Main	Street,	San	Jose.	The	similarities	between	mornings	at	the	greasy	spoon	

in	Oxford	Market	and	even	the	sun-splashed	times	watching	the	tourists	stroll	by	

the	window	of	Café	Angelina	in	St.	Tropez	with	Gregor	were	sometimes	hard	to	

define.		

Sam	had	a	colourful	past.	He	was	the	son	of	a	colonel,	and	by	the	age	of	ten	he	

had	 lived	 in	 fourteen	different	homes.	He	 could	not	remember	his	mother.	 She	

had	 died	when	 he	 was	 two	 and	 his	 father	married	 three	 more	 times.	 He	 was	

dismissed	 from	 the	 military	 because	 of	 some	 crime	 that	 Sam	 knew	 nothing	

about.	Sam	had	left	home	at	seventeen	after	a	violent	clash	with	his	father.	After	

that,	 Sam	had	gone	 into	hiding.	When	he	was	eighteen,	he	enrolled	at	CalTech,	

and	 by	 twenty	 one	 he	was	marked	 out	 as	 a	 cyber	 genius.	 He	 found	 a	 natural	
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home	in	the	esoteric	world	of	coding	in	much	the	same	way	mine	had	been	the	

realm	of	pure	mathematics	when	I	was	Simon	Mailer	 from	Shoeburyness.	After	

Sam	 had	 hit	 the	 headlines	 of	 computing	 magazines	 for	 his	 earliest	 software	

innovations,	his	story	was	picked	up	by	the	New	York	Times.	A	month	after	his	

photo	appeared	in	the	Business	Section	he	received	a	letter	from	his	father	that	

had	been	passed	on	to	him	from	the	last	firm	he	wrote	code	for.	The	Colonel	was	

on	his	uppers,	living	in	a	dangerous	northern	suburb	of	St	Louis,	and	begging	for	

a	hand	out.	Sam	gave	it	to	him.	He	set	up	a	monthly	allowance	for	his	father	on	

the	strict	condition	that	he	never,	ever	tried	to	contact	him	again.		

Sam	 and	 I	 formed	 a	 band.	 After	 years	 during	 which	 I	 had	 not	 so	 much	 as	

touched	an	instrument,	I	bought	a	Strat	and	an	amp.	Sam	played	bass	very	well	

and	we	 found	a	 really	proficient	drummer	 from	Paolo	Alto	where	we	 rented	a	

rehearsal	space.	Initially,	we	considered	it	to	be	no	more	than	a	little	fun,	a	relief	

from	work	and	the	pressures	of	life.	But,	to	my	amazement,	we	actually	became	

pretty	 good.	 We	 eschewed	 the	 boring	 and	 obvious	 trend	 of	 forming	 a	 covers	

band,	like	old	men	reliving	their	youth.	We	were	a	jazz-fusion-psych-rock	band,	a	

blend	of	 free-form	improvisation	and	the	drug-drenched	sound	of	The	Grateful	

Dead.	 Arabella	 did	 not	 come	 to	 a	 single	 show,	 nor	 did	 she	 comment	 on	 our	

recordings.		

We	 played	 a	 couple	 of	 small	 gigs	 in	 basement	 clubs	 and	 gained	 a	 few	 fans	

amongst	 the	 more	 outré	 freaks	 and	 geeks,	 but	 most	 of	 the	 audience	 was	

bemused;	a	 fact	Sam	and	I	 found	funny	and	were	perversely	pleased	by.	 James,	

our	drummer,	was	not	so	happy	and	left	after	our	fourth	gig.	It	was	fun	while	it	

lasted,	and	just	playing	the	guitar	again,	alone	in	my	study	wearing	headphones,	

took	me	back	in	time	and	became	a	source	of	bittersweet	feelings.	

It	was	around	this	time	I	set	up	a	secret	bank	account	with	the	Citigroup	Bank	

in	LA.	Each	month,	I	syphoned	off	a	small	amount	of	my	income.	I	then	brought	

over	 the	safety	deposit	box	and	capital	 from	 the	bank	account	 I	had	opened	 in	

Switzerland	 years	 before.	 Last,	 I	made	 a	 copy	 of	 the	 cassette	 of	 the	 concert	 in	

Paris	with	Trilogue,	photocopied	all	my	writings,	including	the	partially-written	

Tetanus	Jab,	and	transferred	these	to	a	new	safety	deposit	with	Citigroup.	I	knew	

why	I	was	doing	it,	but	never	voiced	it	aloud,	not	even	to	myself,	alone.	I	felt	an	

odd	sense	of	guilt	about	it,	but	a	strong	force	was	compelling	me	to	go	through	
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with	 this	 tiny	 betrayal,	 a	 voice	 that	 would	 not	 accept	 that	 it	 was	 actually	 a	

betrayal	at	all.	

And	 then,	 slowly,	 things	 began	 to	 change.	 Later,	 as	 the	waves	 of	 poisonous	

reversal	 rolled	over	us,	 it	was	dubbed	 the	Dotcom	Crash,	but	at	 first,	 the	 thing	

had	no	name.	 It	began	as	an	almost	 imperceptible	 intrusion	 into	 the	 computer	

files	containing	the	ledgers	and	the	double	entry	book-keeping	of	Bread	Valley.	

The	bread	started	to	go	mouldy.	A	vast	bubble	had	blown	up	around	the	entire	

entity	 that	was	cyber	technology,	all	of	 it	driven	by	projections	and	probability	

curves	and	investment	growth	estimates.		

1999,	 and	 we	 all	 knew	 what	 was	 happening,	 but	 it	 was	 too	 late	 to	 stop	 it.	

SoftTron	was	strong	and	had	vast	resources.	It	would,	we	learned	in	the	fullness	

of	time,	ride	out	the	storm,	as	would	Amazon,	Google,	Microsoft,	Apple	and	many	

of	the	mega	corporations	at	the	very	heart	of	the	internet-driven	world.	

Arabella	 was	 quick	 to	 start	 worrying.	 I	 tried	 to	 assure	 her	 that	 everything	

would	be	fine,	but	we	were	speaking	different	languages.	To	me,	it	seemed	to	be	

that	all	she	cherished	were	mere	trappings,	baubles.	All	that	mattered	to	me	was	

us,	 the	 family	 and	 our	 friends.	 At	 heart,	 I	 was	 still	 an	 eighteen-year-old	

undergraduate,	happy	with	a	roof,	some	food,	some	booze	and	mathematics.	But	

not	 Ari.	 She	 had	 come	 from	 money	 and	 would	 always	 want	 money.	 She	 had	

standards	to	maintain,	so	that	when	I	told	her	that	our	net	worth	of	about	twelve	

million	could	keep	us	in	great	comfort	for	the	rest	of	our	lives,	and	the	crushing	

blizzard	of	the	dot.com	crash	could	not	really	hurt	us,	she	looked	at	me	as	though	

I	were	utterly	insane.	She	already	had	plans	for	a	bigger	house,	a	holiday	home	in	

Florida,	 another	 supercar	 to	 keep	 the	 Maserati	 and	 the	 four-wheel	 drive	

Mercedes	company.	She	was	moving	up	from	the	designer	stores	on	Rodeo	Drive	

and	 San	 Francisco’s	 equivalent,	 Union	 Street,	 and	 attending	 couture	 openings	

and	private	meetings	with	designers.	And	then	there	were	the	four	holidays	each	

year,	First	Class	and	Five	Star	all	the	way,	and	the	well-stocked	wine	cellar,	and	

the	generous	jewellery	allowance.	Perhaps	later	would	come	the	Lear	Jet	and	the	

Picassos.		

A	 few	weeks	before	Christmas	1999,	what	had,	up	to	this	point,	been	only	a	

slow	 build-up	 of	 recrimination	 and	 ill-defined	 anger	 erupted	 into	 the	 biggest	

fight	we	 ever	 had.	 Things	were	 said	 that	 should	 not	 have	 been	 said	 and	 fears	
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expressed	 that	 did	 not	 deserve	 to	 be	 uttered.	 Afraid	 that	 I	 would	 destroy	 our	

marriage	 forever,	 I	 packed	 a	 small	 rucksack,	 took	 the	 sleeping	 bag	 from	 the	

garage,	and	after	leaving	Ari	a	note	on	the	pillow	to	explain	that	I	needed	to	get	

away	to	the	desert	for	the	weekend,	I	drove	over	to	Sam’s	place.			

He	was	surprised	to	see	me	on	a	Friday	evening	just	as	he	was	about	to	hit	the	

town.	He	had	a	hotel	booked	 in	San	Francisco	and	an	arrangement	to	meet	 the	

girlfriend	of	the	moment.	But	it	was	hardly	a	feat	of	shamanic	insight	for	him	to	

see	 how	upset	 I	was;	 and	when	 I	 suggested	we	 embark	 upon	 a	weekend	 road	

trip,	 just	 the	 two	of	us,	he	 smacked	me	on	 the	back	and	 right	away	said,	 ‘Hell,	

yeah.	So,	you’ve	finally	come	to	your	senses,	Jon.’	

	

~	

	

The	old	Chevy	roared	across	the	tarmac,	 the	sound	from	its	V8	engine	echoing	

through	the	canyons	of	Yosemite	along	route	120.	I	had	not	felt	so	carefree	since	

first	arriving	 in	Venice	a	decade	ago;	a	 time	when	I	had	no	 idea	where	I	would	

live,	nor	whomsoever	I	would	meet.	By	midnight	we	were	a	hundred	and	twenty	

miles	 southeast	 of	 the	Bay	Area	 and	 a	 long	way	 from	 the	 nearest	markings	 of	

civilization;	driving	along	 flat	open	desert	dotted	with	 cacti	 and	a	mile	along	a	

dirt	track	that	was	itself	ten	miles	from	the	nearest	tarmac.	We	stopped.	It	was	

cold,	but	the	canopy	of	a	hundred	million	stars	burned	bright,	the	Milky	Way,	a	

snake	cutting	the	sky	in	two.		

‘So,	you	going	to	tell	Sam	all	about	it,	bro?’	The	Buffalo	said	as	we	settled	into	

our	sleeping	bags	passing	a	fresh	bottle	of	tequila	between	us	and	smoking	one	

of	my	friend’s	potent	joints.	

‘Nothing	especially	new.’	

‘I	can	guess,	dude.	Wifey	is	scared	of	the	coming	apocalypse	and	expects	you	

to	have	all	the	answers.’	

‘Partly,	Sam,	but	it’s	more	that	Hubby	doesn’t	give	a	fuck	about	finding	those	

answers.	I	feel	we	have	more	money	than	we	could	ever	need.	I	can	put	the	kids	

through	private	schools	and	College,	we	will	always	have	a	very	nice	roof	over	

our	heads.	I	still	enjoy	wearing	the	suit	Danielle	Schwarz	bought	me	in	1987!’		
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‘I’m	with	you,	man,’	he	said.	‘I	came	from	what	we	euphemistically	refer	to	as	

the	 middle-class	 and	 I	 can	 go	 back	 to	 it	 if	 the	 apocalypse	 pans	 out	 as	 bad	 as	

people	 say	 it	 will,	 but	 I	 ain’t	 a	woman	with	 two	 young	 kids	 and	 certain	well-

calibrated	aspirations.’	

‘Well	maybe	Arabella	has	to	recalibrate.’	

‘I	hear	you,	but	that	changes	nothing.’	

I	 fell	 silent,	 just	 looking	 up	 at	 the	 endless	 fields	 of	 stars	 and	 the	 spaces	

between	the	stars	that	I	knew	were	filled	with	yet	more	stars	beyond	our	ability	

to	see,	and	all	the	dark	matter	that	no	one	understood	or	could	build	into	their	

equations.	‘You	know	I	never	wanted	any	of	this.’	I	said.	

‘What?	 You	 were	 dragged	 kicking	 and	 screaming	 into	 becoming	 a	 multi-

millionaire,	Jon?	Sam	laughed	and	I	felt	for	the	tequila	as	he	handed	it	across	the	

space	between	us.	The	 liquid	burned	 in	my	guts	and	 reminded	me	of	nights	 in	

Magdalene	Park,	Oxford,	lying	on	the	chill,	damp	grass	beside	Ethan	and	passing	

a	bottle	of	vodka	between	us	in	the	pale	moonlight	blanched	by	the	city’s	seeping	

iridescence.	I	wanted	to	laugh,	but	found	I	could	not.	I	felt	more	like	crying	than	

laughing.	‘It’s	not	what	I	wanted,’	I	repeated,	quietly.	

‘What	did	you	want?’	

‘Good	question.	Originally,	I	saw	myself	as	a	mathematician,	then	a	musician,	

and	briefly	a	writer.’	And	with	a	stab	of	existential	pain,	I	remembered	how,	for	

years,	 I	 had	 not	 so	 much	 as	 read	 the	 perpetually	 half-finished	 manuscript	 of	

Tetnus	Jab.	It	lay	gathering	dust	on	a	high	shelf	in	the	study	at	home.	‘But	I	fell	in	

love	with	a	rich	girl,	who	I	thought	was	in	love	with	me.	No,	I’ll	rephrase	that,	a	

girl	 who	 did	 love	 me	 for	 a	 short	 while;	 but	 then,	 when	 I	 became	 what	 she	

professed	she	wanted	me	to	become,	she	seemed	to	stop	loving	me.’	There	was	a	

silence	and	then	I	blurted	out:	‘I’m	pretty	sure	she’s	ready	to	walk	out	on	me.	In	

fact,	I	think	she’s	having	an	affair	with	Jim	Shoemaker.’	

Sam	 said	 nothing.	 I	 turned	 and	 he	 handed	me	 the	 bottle	 again.	 I	 drank	 and	

then	felt	a	newly	rolled	joint	in	my	hand.	I	was	feeling	pretty	stoned.	

‘And	you	care?’	Sam	said.	

‘That’s	the	really	bad	thing,	Sam.	No,	I	don’t.	I	couldn’t	care	less.	I	don’t	want	

us	to	break	up	because	of	the	kids,	but	if	this	dot.com	crash	goes	full	tilt,	Arabella	

will	leave	me	anyway;	and	I	think	it	might.’	
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‘Me	too.’	

‘Have	you	considered	your	future,	Sam?’	I	handed	back	the	bottle.	

‘Nope.	Bend	with	the	wind.	Simple.’	

‘I	think	we	have	to	come	up	with	something	new,	something	impervious	to	the	

decay.	After	all,	what’s	screwing	it	all	up?’	

‘Unreasonable	expectations	followed	by	a	sudden	loss	of	confidence.’	

‘Exactly.	More	and	more	companies	cramming	themselves	on	to	the	 internet	

and	 it’s	only,	what?	Five	years	old.	No	capacity	 to	match	up	with	the	boom.	 It’s	

like	 having	 two-hundred	 automobile	 manufacturers	 driving	 out	 car	 after	 car,	

new	model	after	new	model	and	we	only	have	dirt	tracks	for	freeways.’	

I	could	see	Sam	in	the	starlight	staring	across	at	me.	He	took	a	swig	of	tequila	

and	handed	the	bottle	back	to	me.	I	swapped	it	for	our	third	joint,	hearing	myself	

slur.	‘Oh,	shit,	I	don’t	know.’		

‘That’s	lame,	bro.’	

‘Okay.	 It	strikes	me	that	we	need	to	make	the	 internet	work	 faster.	Not	with	

better	hardware,	 too	expensive,	 and	 it	would	take	years	 for	people	to	buy	new	

modems	and	shit.	No.	We	need	to	 improve	the	 ‘roads’,	but	 through	software	at	

the	server	end.	Some	clever	stuff	that	makes	everything	work	faster,	so	we	have	

a	 greater	 capacity	 for	 all	 the	 new	 material	 coming	 online	 every	 five	 fucking	

minutes.	 We	 need	 to	 unblock	 the	 congestion;	 that’s	 partly	 the	 reason	 for	 the	

bubble.’	I	took	an	exasperated	breath.	‘Probably	a	crap	idea!’	

‘I’m	not	so	sure,	Jon.	You	may	be	on	to	something.’	

‘Yeah,	 but	 you’re	 as	 stoned	 as	 I	 am!’	We	 both	 laughed	 uproariously	 as	 Sam	

rolled	yet	another	joint	and	we	emptied	the	tequila	bottle.	

Appropriately,	 my	 dreams	 were	 apocalyptic,	 fin	 de	 siècle-themed	

monstrosities	 that	 blended	 a	 twisted	 sense	 of	 reality	 with	 black	 fantasy.	 But	

crucially,	as	the	sun	rose	over	an	escarpment	lying	several	miles	to	the	east	and	

lit	up	 the	 sleeping	desert	with	 its	 energy	and	beauty,	 Sam	and	 I	 awoke	 feeling	

surprisingly	untainted	by	the	indulgence	of	the	previous	night,	and	we	knew	that	

what	I	had	been	talking	about	-	a	faster	way	to	deliver	information	through	the	

network	-	was	a	winning	notion.	

An	hour	later,	we	dived	into	a	massive	breakfast	at	an	old-fashioned	diner	just	

off	 the	 freeway,	 fifty	miles	south	of	where	we	had	camped	out.	 I	had	pancakes	
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and	 bacon	 and	 sour	 cream	 and	 gallons	 of	 coffee.	 Sam	 had	 a	 triple	 stack	 with	

strawberries	and	a	side	dish	of	hash	browns.	And	as	we	ate	we	thrashed	out	the	

beginnings	 of	 what	 was	 soon	 to	 become	 Evercom,	 our	 new,	 independent	

company.	It	was	all	written	out	on	a	napkin,	just	like	Hey	Jude	had	been,	and	as	

soon	as	we	got	the	basics	down,	we	knew	to	leave	it;	to	let	the	ideas	ferment	and	

percolate	as	we	did	something	completely	unconnected	with	it.	

‘Let’s	go	to	Vegas,’	Sam	said	through	a	mouthful	of	pancake.	

‘Vegas!’	

‘It’s	not	far.	Have	Chevy,	will	travel.’	

‘How	far	exactly?	

‘Three	hours,	max,	maybe	two	and	a	half.’	

I	 looked	 at	 my	 watch;	 the	 gold	 Rolex	 Danielle	 had	 given	 me	 that	 fitted	 in	

perfectly	with	Bread	Valley.	It	was	still	only	eight-fifteen.	

‘Okay.	Why	not?’	I	said.	

‘Oh	yes	indeedy.	Why	not?’		

~	

	

I	 loathed	the	 idea	of	Las	Vegas.	To	me,	 it	was	Sodom	and	Gomorrah	rolled	 into	

one,	 but	 I	 was	 being	 too	 serious	 about	 the	 amalgam.	 Gradually,	 I	 began	 to	

understand	that	it	was	Dorian	Gray’s	portrait;	the	conglomeration	of	all	that	was	

vulgar	 and	 dishonest	 to	 counterpoise	 America’s	 youthful	 energy,	 the	 ghoulish	

visage	that	also	gave	nourishment	to	all	that	was	good.	Sam	loved	it.	He	could	see	

right	through	the	veneer,	but	he	accepted	it,	took	it	for	what	it	was.	And	actually,	

by	the	middle	of	the	afternoon,	I	was	well	on	the	way	to	a	Nirvana-like	alcohol-

induced	 state	 in	 which	 I	 too	 could	 begin	 to	 appreciate	 the	 place	 for	 its	 stark,	

unequivocal	vacuousness.		

Before	we	got	too	drunk,	we	decided	we	would	have	some	fun	at	the	expense	

of	 the	 casino	 owners.	 Counting	 cards,	 an	 illegal	 practice	 of	 course,	 was	 child’s	

play	 for	us.	No	wonder	Silicon	Valley	geeks	were	never	welcome	here.	But	we	

were	not	 from	the	Bay	Area,	were	we?	We	were	businessmen	on	a	break	 from	

LA.	 An	 hour	 at	 Caesar’s	 Palace	 and	 a	 second	 at	MGM	Grand	 netted	 us	 twenty	

thousand	each,	at	which	point	we	decided	not	to	push	things	too	far	or	to	attract	

attention,	and	so	we	graciously	retreated.	
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	We	checked	 into	a	vast	 suite.	 It	was	drawing	towards	dusk,	purple	and	 red	

through	 a	 wall	 of	 glass.	 Room	 service	 delivered	 three	 bottles	 of	 vintage	 Dom	

Perignon	 and	 a	 30-year-old	 Courvoisier.	 A	 platter	 of	 chicken	 wings	 and	 spicy	

crab,	 a	 lobster	 and	 a	 bowl	 of	 caviar	 lay	 on	 the	 table	 in	 the	 dining-room	of	 the	

suite.	

‘Now	all	we	need	is	some	ecstasy	and	a	couple	of	hookers,’	Sam	said	as	he	took	

a	slug	of	champagne	straight	from	the	bottle,	his	delicate	fingers	around	its	foil-

embraced	neck.	

I	laughed	a	little	giddily.	

‘Come	 on,	 man!	We	 came	 here	 very	 rich	 and	 we	 have	 become	 richer.	 Last	

night,	you	had	the	best	fucking	idea	in	the	history	of	Bread	Valley.	We	deserve	to	

celebrate.’	

‘I	told	you	how	I	felt	about	acid	or	anything	like	acid,	Sam.’	

‘Ecstasy	ain’t	acid,	dude.	You	know	that.	Besides,	if	I	recall	correctly,	you	were	

tripping	 bad	 because	 you	 felt	 real	 bad.	 No	 reason	 a	 little	 X	 would	 bring	 you	

down;	it’ll	enhance	your	mood.	I	assume	that’s	a	happy	one	right	now,	yeah?’	

I	 looked	at	him	and	he	appeared	 in	double.	A	hazy	 facsimile	hovered	beside	

the	 solid	 Sam.	 The	 two	 moved	 apart	 and	 then	 coalesced	 again.	 ‘Okay,’	 I	 said,	

knowing	Arabella	would	hate	me	for	it.	The	resentment	of	years	passed	surged	to	

the	 surface.	 Ari	 had	 reverted	 to	 Arabella,	 so	why	 shouldn’t	 I	 be	 Simon	Mailer	

again?		
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PART	THREE	

	

Lee	O’Connor.	
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1.	

	

Art.	 Why	 art?	 Why	 painting?	 I	 still	 do	 not	 really	 know	 the	 answer.	 I	

understand	 that	 all	 art,	 all	 sensation,	 is	 connected.	 The	 vibration	 of	 the	 guitar	

string	and	the	motion	across	the	canvas	of	the	paint	brush	-	they	are	akin.	Even	

my	 attempts	 to	 write,	 to	 compose	 Flora	 and	 Jack,	 to	 write	 half	 of	 my	 novel;	

Tetanus	Jab:	 these	were	soul-mates	of	my	playing	the	old	telecaster	 in	 the	attic	

room	 of	 the	 shared	 house	 in	 Oxford,	 or	 the	 battered	 classical	 guitar	 on	 the	

foreshore	in	St.	Tropez.	All	art,	all	sensation	is	connected.	I	know	this	to	be	true.	

Paint,	rough	on	the	canvas;	the	sound	recorded	as	an	approximation	of	what	it	is	

I	 desire	 to	 hear;	 the	 words,	 never	 really	 working	 to	 perfection,	 never	 precise	

enough.	

And	 then	 of	 course	 there	 was	 mathematics,	 another	 form	 of	 art.	 I	 could	

manipulate	 symbols	 and	 numbers	 in	 the	 same	way	 I	 could	 coordinate	 chords,	

wring	words	from	my	typewriter.	And	now?	What	now?	Now	I	made	a	living	as	a	

painter.	 I	 smeared	 colours,	 as	 once	 my	 intention	 was	 to	 smear	 numbers	 and	

formulae,	as	once,	hopefully,	I	smeared	words,	as	once	I	smeared	sounds	coming	

from	the	vibrations	of	an	old	acoustic	guitar	in	the	light	of	a	fading	sun.		

	

~	

	

In	my	hand,	I	held	a	Bloody	Mary.		

Ruth	stared	at	my	glass.	‘It’s	only	10	am,	Lee.	Why?’	

‘Tomatoes.	Healthy,	right?’	

Not	funny.		And	 neither	 of	 us	 laughed.	 But	 then,	 I	 really	 did	 try	 to	 answer	

sensibly,	but	even	to	me	 it	was,	 in	part	 at	 least,	 inexplicable.	 I	certainly	had	no	

obvious	reason	to	drink	the	way	I	did.	During	the	ten	years	we	had	lived	here	at	

La	Obra	my	career	had	soared;	my	paintings	were	exhibited	on	three	continents.	

But	I	shunned	publicity	and	lived	the	life	of	a	recluse.	At	first	this	was	necessary.	

I	did	not	want	to	be	photographed.	I	was	supposed	to	be	dead.	But	as	the	years	

flowed	 into	 each	 other	 it	 became	 less	 important.	 I	 heard	 that	 Arabella	 had	

married	 Jim	 Shoemaker	 and	 I	 imagined	 they	 suited	 each	 other	 perfectly.	 They	

had	moved	over	East	-	a	penthouse	on	the	Upper	East	side.	The	kids	had	gone	to	



	 202	

Ivy	League	schools.	There	was	also	the	fact	that	my	appearance	had	changed	so	

radically	 it	was	 unlikely	 anyone	would	 have	 recognized	me.	 I	 had	 put	 on	 fifty	

pounds,	 grown	 a	 full	Hemingway-esque	 beard,	 and	my	 once	 thick	mop	of	 hair		

thinned.	I	wore	it	tied	back	in	a	ponytail.	

‘You	 know,	 Ruth.	 You	 suffer	 the	 same	 agonies	 as	 I,	 but	 you	 are	 stronger,	

better.’		

She	smiled	her	beatific	smile	and	touched	my	hand.	‘Just	different.’	

But	 I	was	 right.	 Ruth	was	 every	 bit	 a	 true	 artist.	 She	was	 also	humble,	 self-

confident	and	self-contained.	I	believed	she	loved	me,	but	she	did	not	need	me;	

not	 in	 the	 same	 way	 I	 needed	 her.	 I	 understood	 that	 if	 I	 were	 to	 die	 at	 that	

moment,	 after	 grieving	 for	 a	 while,	 she	 would	 pick	 herself	 up	 and	 plough	 on	

regardless.	The	very	 fact	 that	she	had	brought	out	 the	artist	 in	me	only	 for	her	

own	work	to	be	eclipsed	by	my	success	and	acclaim	and	to	not	feel	resentment	

showed	a	strength	of	character	that	went	beyond	remarkable.	

Ruth	was	a	sublimely	talented	artist	and	I	told	her	so	frequently.	Her	abstract	

expressionist	works	moved	me	to	tears.	But	for	reasons	beyond	our	control,	my	

paintings	 found	 a	 commercial	 outlet	 that	 made	 us	 rich,	 whereas	 Ruth’s	 work	

went	ignored.	But	as	I	have	said	before,	it	did	not	matter	to	her.	She	had	enjoyed	

a	rich	seam	of	critical	success	a	decade	earlier.	But	that	had	meant	nothing	to	her	

then,	and	its	opposite,	critical	and	public	neglect,	now	affected	her	the	same	way.		

At	La	Obra,	Ruth	and	I	had	separate	studios	at	opposite	ends	of	the	building,	

and	we	 had	 in	 place	 our	 own	 rules.	Neither	 of	 us	would	 disturb	 the	 other,	 no	

matter	 what	 the	 time	 of	 day	 or	 night.	 We	 could	 visit	 by	 invitation	 only.	

Everywhere	else	was	neutral	ground.	We	often	went	on	long	horse	rides	and	we	

had	a	huge	pool	we	could	use	nine	months	of	the	year.	We	cycled,	visited	wine	

festivals	 and	 the	 theatre,	 and	 took	 occasional	 trips	 to	 LA	 and	 San	 Francisco.	 I	

avoided	 the	media	and	used	a	 computer	only	rarely.	 I	did	not	watch	television	

and	 when	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 world	 turned	 first	 to	 CDs	 and	 then	 to	 downloads,	 I	

bought	vinyl:	my	pride	and	 joy	was	a	 fifty-thousand	dollar	stereo	system	along	

with	a	massive	library	of	records.	

Ruth	kept	in	touch	with	a	large	group	of	friends	via	e-mail	and	Facebook,	she	

followed	 news	 of	 the	 latest	wars	 and	 famines,	 presidential	 races	 and	 sporting	

triumphs.	She	read	books	on	her	 iPad	while	 I	 insisted	upon	hardbacks	brought	
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from	 markets	 in	 Los	 Angeles	 and	 San	 Francisco	 or	 FedExed	 from	 stores	 in	

London	 and	 New	 York.	 But	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 be	 hermetically	 sealed,	 and	

actually,	a	secret	part	of	me	did	not	wish	to	be.	Ruth	and	I	 talked,	she	kept	me	

abreast	of	the	most	profound	of	world	events.	We	made	friends	with	people	in	St.	

Luis	Obispo	and	we	travelled	widely.		

It	was	from	Ruth	that	I	learned	of	the	latest	about	Ethan.	He	had	published	a	

part	 of	 the	 work	 that	 had	 occupied	 him	 since	 we	 were	 teenagers	 and	 it	 had	

garnered	 him	 great	 acclaim	within	 the	world	of	 abstract	mathematics.	He	 had	

remained	 single	 and	 was	 a	 reclusive	 celebrity	 in	 Oxford,	 a	 man	 only	 seen	

occasionally	 around	 the	 grounds	 of	 Magdalene	 College.	 He	 was	 one	 of	 he	

university’s	 most	 cherished	 sons,	 a	 name	 people	 often	 placed	 in	 the	 same	

sentence	as	Stephen	Hawking	and	Richard	Feynman.	

And	then	there	was	the	annual	ritual.	Each	September	11,	I	awoke	early,	drove	

out	into	the	desert	and	sat	in	the	sand	looking	East.	At	 	6:59	am,	with	the	sun	a	

disc	of	fire	rising	above	the	cacti	and	flat	desert	floor,	I	would	light	a	joint,	swig	

from	a	bottle	of	 tequila	and	toast	 the	 life	and	greatness	of	my	dead	friend,	Sam	

Novi.	I	would	then	finish	the	bottle,	smoke	a	second	joint,	salute	the	new	red-sky	

day	and	offer	my	thanks	to	fate	for	bringing	us	together,	and	the	deepest	regret	

that	we	were	pulled	apart	far	too	soon.		

	

In	a	small	room	adjoining	the	wine	cellar	I	found	an	unopened	bottle	of	60-year-

old	Glenfiddich	and	 retired	 to	my	studio.	Time	 to	 reflect	before	diving	 into	 the	

battle	that	was	work.	I	stared	at	portrait	#64.	That	was	my	working	title	for	the	

piece.	 I	 had	 been	 struggling	 with	 for	 a	 very	 long	 time.	 It	 was	 a	 painting	 of	 a	

middle-aged	woman	in	a	floral	cotton	dress;	the	sun	shone	in	her	eyes.	I	almost	

had	her,	almost.	But	the	smile	was	proving	elusive	and	my	failing	had	upset	me	

enormously.	I	sat	in	front	of	the	nearly	completed	portrait	and	broke	the	seal	on	

the	$200	bottle	of	Scotch,	eyeing	my	work	with	distain.	I	had	popped	a	handful	of	

valium	before	coffee,	and	after	a	 few	slugs	on	the	expensive	 liquor,	 I	started	to	

feel	better.	A	 joint	 I	had	rolled	but	had	 left	unsmoked	the	previous	evening	 lay	

close	 to	my	 easel.	 I	 plucked	 it	 up,	 lit	 it	 and	 filled	my	 lungs	with	 the	 powerful,	

locally-grown	weed.		
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Perfection.	Is	it	 just	a	word?	We	may	catch	an	elusive	glimpse	of	what	might	

be	possible,	but	be	forever	restrained,	stopped	from	reaching	it,	held	back	from	

making	our	dreams	manifest,	our	visions	made	physical.	I	thought	these	thoughts	

almost	every	day.	Although	my	agent	and	my	admirers	could	find	no	fault	in	the	

works	 I	 sold,	 I	 most	 certainly	 could;	 and	 I	 knew,	 with	 sadness,	 that	 those	

admirers	were	 fools.	 I	 saw	 flaws	 in	 every	 canvas,	 in	 every	 brush	 stroke,	 every	

point	of	connection	between	colours,	at	the	edges	of	each	line.	Those	flaws,	those	

imperfections	 lurked	 in	 the	 shadows	 of	 each	 shade,	 each	 barely	 perceivable	

nuance.	 I	had	 learned	that	 I	could	do	nothing	but	 try	to	 live	with	the	pain	of	 it.	

During	rare	moments	 I	could	almost	persuade	myself	 that	within	the	 faults	 lay	

beauty	 and	 spirit.	 Sometimes,	 admirers	 I	 met	 tried	 to	 convince	 me	 that	

imperfection	 in	 any	 art	 added	 rather	 than	 subtracted.	 And	 indeed,	 Ruth	was	 a	

believer	in	this	philosophy.	But	I	was	never	convinced	by	it.	Nothing	pleased	me	

entirely.	Nothing	I	produced	could	make	me	believe	I	had	reached,	in	any	sense,	a	

form	of	transcendence;	and	so,	I	felt	a	failure,	even	if	few	others	considered	me	

so.	

Today,	 today	 I	 was	 especially	 aggrieved.	 Portrait	 #64	was	 the	 closest	 I	 had	

come	 to	 perfection.	 And	 throughout	 the	 six	 weeks	 during	 which	 I	 had	 been	

working	on	 it,	with	each	 fresh	brush	stroke,	with	each	particle	of	paint	seeping	

into	the	canvas,	 I	had	grown	more	and	more	confident.	As	the	 face	emerged,	 it	

had	taken	on	a	defiant	arrogance	all	its	own.	But	then	somehow	I	lost	the	thread.	

As	once	all	guns	blazed,	now	came	noise;	muted,	neutered	noise.		

Staring	at	the	painting,	I	felt	a	terrible	rage	welling	up	from	somewhere	deep	

inside.	I	had	never	come	so	close,	and	now	I	was	being	mocked.	The	whiskey	and	

the	valium	and	the	cannabis	exaggerated	every	emotion	and	amplified	my	grief.	I	

stood,	grabbed	my	chair	and	lifted	it	above	my	head	ready	to	send	it	flying	into	

the	canvas,	obliterating	Portrait	#64	along	with	all	its	betrayal.	A	sound	stopped	

me.	I	turned	and	Ruth	was	standing	at	the	door	to	my	studio,	flagrantly	breaking	

our	 chosen	 rules.	 Beside	 her	was	 a	 young	woman	 in	 a	white	 cotton	 dress	 and	

sandals,	her	long	hair	braided	and	tied	back.	I	knew	immediately	that	it	was	my	

daughter,	Constance.	

	

~	
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We	sat	together	in	the	expansive	living-room.	A	long	wall	of	windows	offered	a	

view	out	across	flat	desert	sand,	the	glint	of	the	ocean,	turquoise	against	the	gold;	

and	 above	 it	 all,	 a	 cloudless	 blue	 sky.	 I	 was	 numb.	 There	 was	 a	 strange	 joy	

bubbling	 away	 inside	 me,	 but	 it	 was	 dampened	 by	 a	 menagerie	 of	 negative	

emotions:	guilt,	embarrassment,	fear.	‘You’re	beautiful,’	is	all	I	could	manage.	

‘I’ll	leave	you	two	to	talk,’	Ruth	said.	‘Would	you	like	coffee,	Constance?’	

My	daughter	smiled	sweetly	and	nodded.	Ruth	 left	and	I	stared	at	 the	young	

woman	on	 the	 sofa	 opposite.	 ‘How?	Why?’	 I	 said,	 not	 really	 knowing	 quite	 the	

reasoning	behind	these	two	simple,	silly	questions.	

Constance	held	my	gaze	with	a	gratifying	confidence.	 ‘It’s	okay,	Papa.	I’m	not	

here	to	blow	your	cover!’	

The	word	‘Papa’	brought	a	lump	to	my	throat,	and	to	my	embarrassment,	I	felt	

a	tear	start	to	roll	down	my	cheek.	

Constance	 crossed	 the	 space	 between	 us	 and	 sat	 next	 to	me	 on	 the	 sofa.	 ‘I	

grew	curious.	 I	don’t	know	why,	but	 I	sensed	you	were	still	alive,	 that	you	had	

not	been	killed	on	September	11.	 I	still	remember	you	Papa,	remember	us	as	a	

family	in	those	Silicon	Valley	days	with	Mom	and	Giovanni.’	

‘How	is	he?’	

‘G?	He’s	cool.	Doesn’t	know	I	was	even	looking	for	you.	I	told	no	one.	He’ll	be	

twenty-one	in	October.	He’s	an	aspiring	rock	star	living	in	the	East	Village.’	

‘Goodness!	And	you,	Constance?’	

‘A	medical	intern	at	Boston	City	Hospital.’	

‘Your	mother	must	be	very	proud.	I	am.’	I	embraced	my	daughter	for	the	first	

time	 in	over	thirteen	years,	and	Ruth	returned	with	a	 tray.	 I	 took	 it	off	her	and	

placed	it	carefully	on	a	coffee	table	between	the	sofas.	

‘I	want	you	to	know,	Papa,	that	I	hold	no	grudges.’	

‘Why?’	I	said.	‘I	would.’	

‘You	 did	what	 you	 believed	was	 right.	 I	 knew	 even	 then,	 as	 a	 nine-year-old	

that	you	and	Mom	were	 far	 from	happy	together.	 It	gnawed	away	at	me	 in	the	

beginning.	But,	a	little	voice	in	my	head	kept	telling	me	that	your	apparent	death	

in	New	York	that	day	was	not	all	it	seemed	to	be.’	

‘And	your	mother	never	questioned	it?’	
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‘At	first	she	was	stricken.	A	large	part	of	her	loved	you,	Papa.	You	know	that,	

don’t	you?’	

I	didn’t	know	quite	how	to	react.	‘I	suppose	so.’	

‘I	felt	it	the	hardest	-	at	first.	G	was	still	too	young	to	take	it	all	in.	But	a	few	

months	after	-	it	would	have	been	the	first	Christmas	-	he	seemed	to	suddenly	get	

it.	 Later,	 in	his	 early	 teens,	he	went	 through	a	 rough	patch	and	we	almost	 lost	

him	to	drugs.’	

‘I	heard	that	the	family	had	moved	to	the	East	Coast;	your	mother	married	my	

old	boss,	Jim	Shoemaker.’	

‘I	don’t	have	too	much	to	do	with	them.	Mom	and	I	fell	out	a	few	years	back.	

We	were	never	close.	I	don’t	have	a	terribly	convivial	relationship	with	Jim.	G	is	

off	doing	his	thing,	but	he	and	I	see	each	other	all	the	time.’	She	smiled,	and	I	saw	

Arabella	 in	 Venice	 all	 those	 years	 ago	 when	 she	 would	 have	 been	 about	 my	

daughter’s	age.	

Ruth	poured	the	coffee	and	handed	us	cups.	Constance	turned	to	her.	 ‘You’re	

an	artist	too.’	

Ruth	nodded	in	that	understated	way	of	hers.	

‘Must	be	hard	living	in	such	an	isolated	spot	and	both	being	painters!’	

‘Oh,	 we’ve	 worked	 it	 out,’	 Ruth	 said.	 ‘We	 both	 enjoy	 solitude	 and	 St.	 Luis	

Obispo	 isn’t	 that	 far	 away,	 really.	We	 keep	 our	work	 to	ourselves	 and	meet	 in	

neutral	territory.’	

Constance	 produced	 a	 small	 laugh.	 ‘You	 have	 a	 calm	 happiness,’	 she	 said	

looking	from	Ruth	to	me.	‘I	don’t	know,	a	certain	serenity.	There	was	nothing	of	

that	when	I	was	growing	up.’	

‘It	was	not	the	best	of	times,	Constance,	neither	for	your	mother	nor	for	me.	I	

love	mathematics	and	I	really	enjoyed	some	of	 the	work	I	did.	Sam	was	a	great	

friend	and	I	 think	we	were	on	to	something	with	EverCom.	But	 I	 just	could	not	

live	up	to	your	mother’s	expectations.’	

‘I	know,	Papa.	 I’ve	 learned	a	 lot	about	her	and	the	time	 in	Venice	before	you	

married.’	

‘I	met	Arabella	at	just	the	wrong	moment.	She	was	ready	for	a	transition,	like	a	

butterfly	emerging	from	a	chrysalis,	and	sadly,	I	found	the	pupa	more	attractive	
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than	the	butterfly.	It	took	me	far	too	long	to	work	that	out,	and	I’m	afraid	I	almost		

ruined	your	life	and	Giovanni’s.’	

She	looked	at	me	silently	for	a	long	time.	‘When	I	learned	the	truth	about	you,	

I	was	angry.	I	was	bitter.	I	felt	deserted,	rejected.	You	had	chosen	yourself	over	

me,	over	G.’	

‘I	know,	and	I	carry	that	guilt.	I	always	shall.’	

‘Don’t,’	Constance	said.		

I	looked	at	Ruth,	forlorn.	

‘You’ll	stay	a	while,	I	hope,’	Ruth	said.	

‘I’ve	booked	into	a	hotel	in	the	city.’	

‘Well	you	can	unbook	it,’	I	said.	‘Stay	here	for	as	long	as	you	can.’	

‘I’m	due	back	at	work	on	Monday,’	Constance	said.	‘But	thank	you.’	She	turned	

to	Ruth.	‘That’s	very	kind	of	you	both.’	

I	showed	my	daughter	around	the	house.	She	was	 fascinated	with	my	studio	

and	spent	a	long	time	considering	the	paintings	I	had	completed	in	recent	years,	

those	that	I	had	not	yet	passed	on	to	my	agent.	

‘You’re	keeping	these	for	yourself,’	she	said	and	gave	me	a	piercing	look.	

‘I	imagine	I	must	be.	They	should	have	been	sold	a	while	ago.’	

‘This	is	Sam.’	She	pointed	to	a	portrait	of	my	friend.	‘I	remember	him.’	

‘It	 is,’	 I	 said	 and	 scanned	 the	 others;	 paintings	 of	 Ethan,	 Judith,	 Danielle,	

Gregor,	and	a	few	others	from	my	contorted	past.		

‘I	don’t	see	my	mother.’	

‘No.’			

	

Ruth	prepared	a	meal.	Since	moving	to	La	Obra,	we	had	been	vegetarians.	I	found	

a	 couple	 of	 bottles	 of	 Dom	 Perignon	 in	 the	 wine	 cellar	 and	 Constance	 was	

amused	to	see	that	one	of	them	was	twenty-four	years	old,	a	1991,	the	year	she	

was	born.	

‘And	what	a	very	good	year	that	was,’	Ruth	remarked.	

‘I’ll	drink	to	that,’	I	said.	

Constance	spotted	my	vintage	Martin	D35.	It	was	perched	on	a	stand	close	to	

the	 sofa.	 I	 still	 played	most	 days	 and	 had	 even	 set	 up	 a	 little	 Pro	 Tools	 home	
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studio.	During	times	when	I	could	not	paint,	I	played	music	and	recorded	songs.	

No	one	but	Ruth	ever	heard	them,	no	one	would,	but	I	enjoyed	myself.	

‘You	still	play,	Papa?’	

‘I	do.’	

‘I	 loved	 it	 when	 you	 sang	 to	 us,	 to	 G	 and	me.	 I	 remember	 you	 making	 up	

lullabies	and	 later	writing	songs	 for	us.	 I	still	have	your	song	to	me:	Constance,	

My	Constant.’		

I	felt	a	cold	tremor	along	my	spine,	and	for	as	second	I	thought	I	would	weep.	I	

swallowed	hard	and	the	panic	left	me.	

I	must	have	consumed	a	bottle	and	a	half	of	champagne	and	I	then	moved	on	

to	brandy,	which	the	women	declined.	Ruth	though	drew	a	line	at	allowing	me	to	

smoke	a	nice,	fat	Havana	cigar	at	the	table.	Smoking,	we	had	agreed	long	ago	was	

allowed	only	in	my	studio	or	out	on	the	deck.	So,	Constance	and	I	retired	to	the	

wooden	 veranda	 where	 we	 sat	 on	 a	 swing	 seat	 contemplating	 the	 immense	

velvet	heavens.	

‘There	 are	 no	 better	 skies,’	 I	 said.	 ‘Do	 you	 remember	me	 ever	mentioning	 a	

friend	from	Oxford	called	Ethan?	Ethan	Langley?’	

‘Yes,	yes,	I	do,	Papa.	He	was	a	dear	friend	of	yours,	wasn’t	he?’	

I	 nodded.	 ‘He’s	 a	 famous	 mathematician	 now.	 Professor	 of	 Mathematical	

Sciences	at	Magdalene,	and	he	won	the	Fields	Medal.’	

Constance	raised	an	eyebrow.	‘I	read	something	about	him	in	the	Times.	Have	

you	contacted	him	at	all?’	

‘No,	no.	I	don’t	think	I	ever	could,	somehow.’	

‘Why	do	you	mention	him?’	

‘I	 often	 sit	 out	 here	 contemplating	 the	 night,	 the	 endless	 sky,	 the	 infinite.	

Sometimes	I	remember	 lying	on	the	 lawn	in	Magdalene,	 that	was	my	college	 in	

Ox	-.’	

‘Yeah,	I	know	that	much,	Papa!’	

‘Ethan	and	I	used	to	lie	on	the	grass	and	get	drunk	on	vodka	as	we	stared	up	at	

the	 great	 beyond.	 Ethan	 believed	 he	 could	 explain	 the	 universe	 with	

mathematics.	I	always	had	my	doubts,	but	it	seems	he	is	well	on	his	way	-	after	

almost	thirty	years!’	

We	sat	silently	watching	shooting	stars	sparkle	and	die.	
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‘Ruth	is	gorgeous,’	Constance	said.	

I	turned	to	her	and	felt	a	welling	of	love	and	deep	regret	rising	into	my	throat	

so	 that	 I	 could	 not	 speak	 for	 a	 few	moments.	 ‘That	 is	 incredibly	 kind	 of	 you,	

darling.’	

‘No	it’s	not;	she	is.’	

‘I	 didn’t	mean	 that!	 I	 know	 she	 is.	 She’s	 everything	 I’ve	 always	wanted	 in	 a	

partner.	I	realize	that	might	be	hard	for	you	to	accept	-.’	

She	 cut	 across	 me.	 ‘Papa,	 don’t	 be	 silly.	 So,	 are	 you	 going	 to	 tell	 me	 what	

happened?	In	New	York?	How	you	met	Ruth?’	

‘God!	Where	to	begin?’	I	ran	a	hand	over	my	forehead	and	took	a	deep	breath.	

‘I	met	Ruth	at	a	painter’s	retreat	 in	New	Mexico	Mesa	Otaya,	 along	the	905.	On	

12th	September	no	planes	flew,	so	Amtrak	took	me	to	Los	Angeles	where	I	sorted	

out	some	financial	affairs.	A	few	years	earlier	I	had	set	up	a	personal	account,	you	

see.	I	had	money.’		

Constance	was	silent.	

‘I	bought	a	fake	passport,	a	driver’s	licence	and	a	birth	certificate	in	the	name	

of	 Lee	 O’Connor,	 an	 unmarried,	 thirty-four-year-old,	 Seattle-born	 American.	 I	

then	had	all	my	assets	 transferred	 to	 this	new	persona.	 I	picked	up	a	 ‘70s	VW	

camper	van	for	a	few	thousand	dollars	and	just	drove	south	with	no	real	idea	of	

where	I	was	going,	or	why.	I	followed	the	news	of	the	death	toll	in	New	York	City	

and	 the	 thousands	 unaccounted	 for	 and	 I	 knew	 that	 I	 would	 be	 numbered	

amongst	 them,	 just	 a	 statistic	 and	assumed	 to	have	been	with	Sam	on	 the	94th	

floor	 of	 Tower	No.2.’	 I	 drank	 some	more.	 ‘La	Mesa	 is	 run	 by	 Crystal	 Baccutus.	

Have	you	heard	of	her?’	

Constance	shook	her	head.	

‘She	was	 the	widow	of	 a	well-known	 artist,	 Sean	Baccutus,	who	 died	 in	 the	

early	‘90s.	Ruth	had	been	there	a	few	years.	She	was	Crystal’s	closest	confidante	

and	had	studied	at	Rhode	Island	School	of	Design.	She	won	awards,	exhibited	in	

New	York	and	Los	Angeles,	and	yet	she	remained	a	modest,	gentle	woman	with	

no	discernable	ego;	an	artist	who	 lived	 for	her	work	and	accepted	success	as	a	

pleasant	consequence	she	could	take	or	leave.	I	fell	for	her	immediately!	

	‘La	Mesa	was	a	large,	sprawling	ranch	set	into	the	flat,	baking	desert.	People	

from	 all	 over	 the	world	 turned	 up	 there.	 Some	would	 stay	 a	week,	 a	month,	 a	
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year.	Others	made	 it	 their	home	and	helped	 to	 run	 the	place.	Crystal	 and	Ruth	

taught	small	classes,	but	I	had	not	painted	since	my	schooldays.		

	‘Of	 course,	 I’ve	always	had	certain	 favourites.	You	may	 remember	me	going	

on	about	them!	I	loved	the	endless	depths	of	Rothko,	his	generosity.	Within	those	

great	slabs	of	colour,	he	left	you,	not	to	judge,	but	to	find	what	you	wanted	in	his	

colours.	To	the	uncaring	eye	his	best	seemed	to	be	a	simple	wash	of	colour.	Yet	

his	depths	lead	to	infinity.	And	then	there	was	Egon	Schiele.’	

‘Oh,	yes,	Papa.	I	do	remember	that	obsession!’	

‘I	probably	told	you,	I	first	saw	his	paintings	at	Oxford.	I	adored	his	brutality,	

his	unveiling	of	truth,	the	naked	paint,	the	bruised	flesh.	He	showed	humans	for	

what	 they	 are;	 frail,	 corruptible	 and	 corrupted	 meat.	 But	 he	 was	 never	

contemptuous	of	the	fact	-	how	could	he	have	been?	Egon	Schiele	was	also	meat.’	

I	looked	out	at	the	stars.	‘Sorry,	Constance.	I’m	lecturing.’	

‘No,	Papa.	Carry	on.’	

‘Well,	you	can	imagine;	my	first	efforts	were	embarrassing!	Ruth	realised	that	

I	was	floundering,	but,	somehow,	she	saw	something	in	my	efforts.	I	don’t	really	

understand	what	may	have	 triggered	 it,	 and	 I’m	sure	 that	 any	other	painter	of	

her	calibre	would	not	have	given	me	the	time	of	day;	but	she	did.’	

‘It	sounds	like	it	was	everything	you	were	looking	for,	Papa.’	

‘It	was,	Constance.	The	place	was	filled	with	music,	literature,	film,	sculpture,	

painting	and	conversation.	And,	ponderously,	I	found	my	footing	with	a	form	of	

purist	 realism,	 small	paintings	 rich	with	detail,	 almost	photographic.	 I	have	no	

idea	how	or	why.	Detail	was	everything.	I	wanted	to	recreate	the	world,	but	to	do	

a	better	job	than	Nature	itself.	It	was	not	quite	hyper-realist	portraiture,	because	

that	implies	a	deliberate	need	to	extemporize	and	expand	upon	what	is.	I	wanted	

to	recreate	what	is.	That	was	my	drive,	my	imperative	as	a	painter	-	to	recreate	

reality.’	

‘It	must	have	been	latent	in	you,	Papa.	Going	way	back.’	

‘Maybe	it	was.	I	have	often	thought	that	the	energy	of	creation	is	never	fickle.	

That	the	energy	finds	expression	in	whichever	way	is	available.	It’s	all	the	same.	

All	 I	 know	 for	 sure	 is	 that	 the	 first	 two	 years	 at	 La	 Mesa	 were	 the	 most	

accomplished,	the	most	fulfilling	and	the	most	enlightening	of	my	life	up	to	that	

time.	I	fell	in	love,	utterly	and	completely.	I	became	a	professional	artist,	finding	



	 211	

my	true	vocation	and	feeling	good	within	my	own	skin.	I	learned	how	I	wanted	to	

live,	found	solace	in	the	moment	and	had	no	thought	whatsoever	for	the	future.	

The	future	was	now,	and	now	was	everything.		

‘I	 thought	of	 you	and	Giovanni.	 Some	nights	 I	would	 lie	next	 to	Ruth	as	 she	

slept,	 and	 I	would	 listen	 to	 the	mosquitos	 buzzing	 around	 beyond	 the	 net	 and	

feel	 the	 heat	 seeping	 into	my	 skin.	During	 those	 times	 I	 allowed	 in	 the	 guilt.	 I	

wondered	 whether	 I	 had	 made	 the	 right	 decision	 on	 that	 sunny	 September	

morning.	Had	I	acted	purely	on	impulse?	Or	was	I	being	the	most	intelligent	I	had	

ever	been?	I	still	don’t	know.’	

We	sat	listening	to	the	silence.	

‘And	how	did	you	get	from	La	Mesa	to	here?’	

‘Ah,	 well	 that	 was	 really	 thanks	 to	 a	 man	 named	 Douglas	 Richardson.	 One	

particularly	humid	August	afternoon	 in	2004,	he	drove	through	the	gates	of	La	

Mesa,	excited	and	filled	with	expectation	by	reports	of	a	startling	new	artist	who	

painted	out	in	the	desert,	a	man	obsessed	with	minutiae,	with	purist	realism!	

‘Being	an	amateur,	I	had	no	idea	that	I	had	accidently	tapped	into	the	Zeitgeist.	

You	see,	people	had	grown	bored	with	the	contemporary	art	scene,	the	Damien	

Hirsts	and	the	Tracey	Emins	-	at	 least	 for	a	while.	My	solely	accidental	choices,	

picking	 a	 style	 that	 satisfied	 me,	 had	 suddenly	 become	 fashionable.	 Douglas	

bought	everything	I	produced.		

‘I	was	 ignorant,	completely	and	utterly	 ignorant	of	 the	world	 in	which	I	was	

now	immersed,	but	Crystal	and	Ruth	were	not.	They	drove	hard	bargains.	I	was	

bemused,	 to	say	the	 least.	With	the	proceeds,	Ruth	and	I	bought	 this	place.	We	

named	 it	 La	Obra,	 ‘The	Work’	 and	 drove	 here	 in	my	 beloved	 VW	 camper	 van.	

Arrived	almost	ten	years	ago,	1st	January	2005.’		

‘Wow.’	Constance	shook	her	head	slowly	and	took	a	deep	breath.	

‘What	is	it?’	

	‘Papa,	as	a	doctor,	I’m	concerned	for	you.’	

‘I’m	not	as	I	was,	am	I,	Constance?’	

She	merely	smiled	a	sad	smile.	I	could	see	her	struggling	not	to	be	pompous	or	

righteous.	‘You’re	obviously	in	pain;	deliberately	hurting	yourself,	and	have	been	

doing	so	for	a	long	time.’	She	couldn’t	help	flicking	a	glance	at	my	belly.	‘Anyone	
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who	 can	 tuck	 away	 the	 booze	 you	 have	 this	 evening	 is	 obviously	 a	 hardened	

drinker.	I	don’t	want	to	seem	censorious.’	

‘You’re	not.	But	yes,	 I	am	destroying	myself.	 I	 am	in	great	pain,	but	 I	cannot	

speak	of	it,	nor	can	I	explain	it.	To	risk	sounding	pretentious,	I	feel	the	weight	of	

life,	the	past,	the	present,	my	failings,	my	false	success.’	

‘Papa.	You’re	a	world-famous	artist.	Your	work	is	loved.	How	can	you	possibly	

feel	a	failure?’	

‘I	can’t	explain,	Constance.	 It’s	 too	personal,	 too	 idiosyncratic.	 I	would	never	

expect	anyone	to	understand,	except	perhaps,	my	beloved	Ruth,	because	she	 is	

an	artist	too.’	

‘But	what	about	the	scientist,	the	mathematician	in	you,	father?’	

That	word,	‘father’	sounded	harsh,	and	I	knew	it	came	from	suppressed	grief,	

anger.	

‘I	know,	I	know.	But,	as	you	know,	I’ve	spent	my	life	changing	persona,	one	for	

the	other.	I’ve	changed	career,	I’ve	changed	name,	moved	from	lover	to	lover.’		

‘All	I’m	saying,	Papa	is	that,	because	of	your	pain,	you	are	destroying	yourself.	

There	are	other	ways	to	deal	with	pain.’	

‘Do	you	recommend	Pilates	and	jogging,	Constance?’	

She	looked	forlorn.	

‘I’m	sorry.	I	didn’t	mean	to	be	so	rude.’	

She	raised	her	hands.	‘No	need	to	apologize,	Papa.’	

	

A	little	later,	Ruth	sat	with	us.	The	three	of	us	talked	long	into	the	night,	while	I	

finished	the	brandy	and	we	watched	the	shooting	stars	and	the	planets	move	in	

the	glorious	heavens,	just	as	mathematics	dictated	they	should.	
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2.	
	
The	 first	 I	 knew	 of	 it	 was	 a	 numbness	 in	 my	 right	 arm	 and	 the	 pins	 and	

needles	one	feels	after	sleeping	for	too	long	in	one	position.	I	thought	nothing	of	

it	and	turned.	My	leg	was	numb.	The	realization	was	instant.		My	entire	right	side	

had	gone.	That	is	the	neatest	word	I	can	use	-	gone.	My	foot,	my	hand,	my	fingers,	

even	my	chest	 -	all	gone.	 I	screamed	awkwardly	and	Ruth	was	 instantly	alert.	 I	

turned	to	see	her	shocked	face	in	the	dim	light.	At	the	edge	of	my	vision,	I	noticed	

the	digital	display	of	the	clock.	It	was	1.04	am.	16th	March.		

‘Lee.	Lee,	darling!	What	is	it?’	

‘I	can’t	feel	my	right	side.’	I	was	crying.	In	a	panic,	I	fell	out	of	bed,	hitting	the	

floor	on	my	numb	side.	

Ruth	switched	on	the	light,	ran	round	the	bed	and	pulled	me	up	on	to	the	edge	

of	the	mattress.	‘Let	me	see	you.’	

‘I’ve	had	a	stroke,’	I	managed	to	say	through	the	tears.	‘A	stroke!	I’m	so	sorry.	

My	darling,	I’m	so	sorry.’	

‘Calm	down,	Lee.	I	think	it	will	pass.	Try	to	calm	down.’	

‘I	can’t.	Ah!	My	God!	I’m	-	I’m	so	sorry!	I	shouldn’t	have	-.’	

Ruth	had	a	finger	to	my	lips.	

‘I’m	going	to	get	Constance.’	

No!’	

‘Why?’	

I	couldn’t	answer.		

‘Please,	darling.	Breathe,	breathe.’	

‘I’m	coming	with	you.’		

I	attempted	to	stand	and	collapsed.	Ruth	helped	me	to	my	feet	supporting	me	

under	the	shoulder.	I	was	swaying	like	the	drunk	I	was.	That	was	it,	I	thought,	it	

was	 the	 drink.	 I	 was	 drunk.	Maybe	 I	 was	 dreaming.	 Yes,	 yes;	 it	 was	 all	 a	 bad	

dream.	I	would	soon	awake	and	everything	would	be	all	right.	

‘Wait	here,’	Ruth	said	gently.	

‘No!	Don’t	leave	me.	Please	don’t	leave	me.’	

We	moved	slowly	across	the	room.	



	 214	

‘My	face?’	I	said,	slowly,	and	to	me	it	sounded	like	I	was	speaking	from	the	foot	

of	a	deep,	deep	well	and	no	one	could	hear	me.	‘My	face?	Is	it?’	

‘No,	Lee.	No.	You	look	the	same.’	

We	reached	the	living-room,	the	corridor	beyond,	and	I	heard	Ruth	knock	on	

the	door	to	 the	bedroom	where	Constance	slept.	 I	heard	stirring,	 then	the	door	

opened	and	Constance	saw	me.	

She	knew	just	what	 to	do.	Ruth	helped	me	to	a	sofa.	Constance	asked	me	to	

describe	the	symptoms.	Then	Ruth	called	911.	

	

I	was	conscious	the	whole	time.	I	felt	no	pain.	I	remember	ghostly	images	-	Ruth	

and	Constance	each	side	of	me	as	the	gurney	was	pushed	from	our	SUV	into	the	

ER.	I	tried	to	speak,	but	my	mouth	was	dry.	I	felt	terrified,	but	knew	I	had	to	let	

go,	let	others	help	me.	I	was	a	child	again,	with	two	mothers.	

	

I	lay	on	my	back.	I	had	no	idea	what	time	it	could	be.	The	sun	shone	through	the	

window	to	my	right.	I	felt	no	pain	still.	It	seemed	as	though	my	entire	right	side,	

my	arm	and	my	leg,	my	fingers	and	my	toes,	my	cheek	and	my	chest,	had	been	

replaced	with	 imitations.	 I	was	a	half-man.	 I	 looked	around	the	room:	a	sink,	a	

toilet	a	shower.	The	sound	of	construction	work	came	from	beyond	the	window.	

I	was	in	a	private	room.	I	could	cry	and	bemoan	my	fate	without	spectators.	I	was	

in	 the	 French	 Medical	 Centre	 in	 Downtown	 St.	 Luis	 Obispo;	 a	 cripple,	 part-

human,	part-nothing.	I	cried,	the	tears	ran	down	my	cheeks	on	to	the	gown	I	had	

no	 memory	 of	 being	 dressed	 in.	 I	 tried	 to	 keep	 quiet	 in	 case	 someone	 in	 a	

neighboring	room	should	hear	me,	but	I	found	it	almost	impossible	to	contain	the	

agony,	the	sense	that	my	life	was	over,	the	sure	knowledge	that	I	had	been	a	fool,	

the	conviction	that	I	deserved	this.	And	I	thought	about	the	paintbrushes	in	my	

studio	 and	 the	 strings	 of	 my	 guitar,	 and	 I	 cried	 more,	 glancing	 through	 the	

window,	and	listened	to	the	sounds	of	construction	work.		

I	must	have	drifted	into	sleep	because	a	voice	called	me	awake.	It	was	a	nurse.	

She	was	pushing	a	trolley	laden	with	electrical	equipment.	She	took	my	pulse	and	

wrapped	a	cuff	around	my	upper	arm	to	measure	my	blood	pressure.	I	then	had	

to	piss	in	a	plastic	bottle	and	hand	her	my	urine.	And	all	the	time,	she	was	asking	

me	questions.	‘Who	is	the	President?’	‘What	date	is	it	today?	‘Where	are	we?’	I’m	
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not	sure	if	I	answered	correctly	because	she	simply	nodded	and	wrote	something	

down	on	a	 clipboard	which	she	 then	placed	on	 top	of	 the	boxes	of	 electronics,	

told	me	she	would	return	in	four	hours,	and	left.	

Later,	Ruth	woke	me.	She	looked	at	me	pityingly,	she	couldn’t	help	it.	She	was	

being	loving,	but	the	way	she	smiled	and	the	way	she	held	the	fingers	of	my	right	

hand,	having	 forgotten	that	 I	could	 feel	nothing,	was	something	I	was	only	 just	

able	to	accept.	And	although	my	stay	in	the	Warneford	Hospital	was	a	very	long	

time	ago,	Ruth’s	touch	transported	me	back	there	instantly,	returning	me	to	the	

time	 I	 sat	 opposite	 Ethan	 in	 the	main	 room	 sipping	 bad	 tea	 and	 planning	my	

escape.	

But	this	time	there	would	be	no	escape.	Almost	thirty	years	ago	I	was	a	young	

man	 being	 restrained	 in	 a	 psychiatric	 hospital	 for	 no	 real	 reason.	 Here,	 I	 was	

infirm,	physically	mutilated.	I	could	not	walk	without	help.	And	besides,	even	if	I	

had	been	able	 to,	where	would	 I	have	 run	 to	 this	 time?	And	why	would	 I	have	

run?	

Constance	arrived	half	an	hour	later.	 ‘I’ve	spoken	to	the	Attending,’	she	said.	

‘They’ve	booked	you	in	for	an	MRI	at	1.30	this	afternoon,	Papa.’	

I	glanced	at	a	clock	near	the	bed.	It	was	12:35.	

‘They	did	a	CT	scan	when	you	came	in,	you	remember?’	

‘Yes,	of	course,	I	do,’	I	said	and	regretted	my	tone	the	moment	the	words	came	

out.	‘I’m	sorry.’	I	took	her	hand	in	my	left.		

‘You’re	 not	 even	 close	 to	 being	 the	worst	 patient	 I’ve	met!’	 She	 produced	 a	

glorious	smile	that	actually	succeeded	in	lifting	my	spirits	a	little.	‘They	found	no	

evidence	 of	 a	 stroke,’	 she	 added.	 ‘And	 you’re	 not	 showing	 some	 of	 the	 typical	

characteristics	of	an	infarct,	no	facial	droop.’	

‘That	sounds	positive,’	Ruth	said.	

‘Let’s	see	what	the	MRI	shows,’	Constance	said.	‘That	will	give	us	a	conclusive	

diagnosis.’	

‘I	haven’t	been	seen	by	a	neurologist	yet.’	

‘They’ll	talk	to	you	after	the	MRI.’	

	

The	mere	process	of	being	conveyed	in	a	wheelchair	by	an	orderly	was	painful,	a	

realism,	 an	 injection	 of	 the	 stuff	 with	 which	 I	 had	 attempted	 to	 imbue	 my	
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paintings.	 And	 then	 came	 the	 long	 wait	 outside	 the	 room	 containing	 the	 MRI	

machine,	a	vast,	multi-million	dollar	wonder	of	advanced	computing	-	something	

about	which	I	once	knew	quite	a	bit.	I	was	asked	if	I	had	any	metal	plates,	screws	

or	other	items	in	my	body.	I	removed	the	ring	and	silver	necklace	Ruth	had	given	

me.	 These	were	 placed	 in	 an	 envelope	 inside	a	 box	 under	 the	wheelchair,	 and	

then	I	waited	my	turn.	

	

The	 procedure	 took	 far	 longer	 than	 I	 had	 imagined	 it	 might.	 The	 noise	 was	

unexpected,	and	 in	my	agitated	state,	 the	need	to	 lie	completely	motionless	 for	

twenty	 five	minutes	was	difficult.	My	mind	was	awhirl.	What	were	 the	doctors	

seeing	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 glass	 window	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 room?	 On	 their	

screens,	 they	 considered	 images	of	my	brain	growing	a	 fraction	of	 an	 inch	at	 a	

time,	slices	of	my	cerebral	cortex	piling	up,	one	upon	the	other.	They	would	be	

studying	 the	 couple	 of	 kilograms	 of	matter	 that	was	 essentially	me,	 the	 organ	

that	had	gained	me	entry	to	Oxford,	 the	neural	clusters	 that	had	enabled	me	to	

play	guitar,	to	write	fiction,	to	design	cutting-edge	software,	and	of	course	to	find	

global	fame	as	a	painter.	They	would	see	the	physical	manifestations	of	each	and	

every	memory;	 every	 sensation	 I	 had	 experienced	 and	 stored	 away;	 the	 loves,	

the	 losses,	 the	pain	and	 the	ecstasy.	 If	only	 they	 could	untangle	 the	 fibres	 they	

might	 even	 visualize	 my	 fears,	 my	 hopes,	 my	 worries	 and	 my	 desires.	

Somewhere	 there	 resided	 my	 demons,	 and	 so	 too	 the	 angels	 that	 guided	 me	

occasionally.	And	they	would	find	damage,	ruin.	It	might	be	a	just	a	tiny	piece	of	

tissue	 no	 bigger	 than	 a	 ball	 bearing,	 a	 fingernail,	 burned	 out	 like	 a	 fused	

microchip,	an	artefact	 from	Silicon	Valley.	But	that	would	be	enough.	For	all	 its	

staggering	 complexity,	 the	 human	 brain	 is	 a	 delicate	 thing,	 and	 a	 stroke	 is	

tantamount	to	flicking	soot	on	a	still-wet	Rembrandt.	

Back	in	my	room,	I	waited	with	Ruth.	Constance	was	outside	the	hospital	on	

her	 cell	 talking	 to	her	 superiors	 in	Boston,	 explaining	 the	 catastrophe	 that	had	

befallen	 her	 family.	 She	 would	 need	 some	 time	 off.	 The	 neurologist	 arrived,	

introduced	himself	as	Mr.	Walters,	Hank,	and	he	shook	my	left	hand.	

‘Well,	I	‘m	afraid	it	is	as	we	expected.	You	have	suffered	a	stroke.’	

I	 felt	 gastric	 acid	 rise	 up	 and	 burn	 in	my	 throat	 and	 placed	my	 right	 hand	

against	the	bed	cover	in	an	attempt	to	disguise	the	shaking.	
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‘But	the	signs	did	not	indicate	-.’	Ruth	began.	

‘The	form	of	stroke	Mr.	O’Connor	has	suffered,’	the	doctor	began	to	explain	to	

Ruth,	 before	 turning	 to	me,	 ‘rarely	displays	 the	 classic	 outward	 symptoms.	 It’s	

called	a	lacunar	stroke	and	has	been	caused	by	a	blockage	in	a	blood	vessel	deep	

in	the	centre	of	the	brain,	in	the	thalamus.	The	most	usual	symptoms	are	tingling,	

numbness,	pins	and	needles	one	side	of	the	body,	the	contralateral	side	to	where	

the	infarct	occurred.’	

Constance	was	standing	just	inside	the	room	and	had	caught	most	of	what	the	

neurologist	had	said.	

‘And	the	prognosis?’	Ruth	said	for	me.	

‘It’s	impossible	to	be	entirely	accurate.	Lee.	May	I	call	you	-?’	

‘Of	course.’	

‘Your	paraesthesia	appears	to	be	quite	pronounced,	but	the	brain	can	heal.	We	

do	not	grow	new	brain	tissue;	 the	damage	the	stroke	caused	can	only	be	made	

good	 by	 your	 brain	 utilising	 nearby	 parts	 and	 changing	 their	 function.	 The	

problem	with	this	type	of	stroke	is	that	the	area	in	which	it	has	occurred	is	a	very	

crowded	part	of	the	brain,	so	there’s	very	little	spare	material	that	may	be	used.	

That	 said,	 physiotherapy	 and	muscle	memory	will,	with	 time,	 greatly	 improve	

your	mobility	and	motor	skills.’	

‘How	long	are	we	talking	about?’	

‘Well,	 that’s	 partly	 up	 to	 you,	 Lee.	 And,	 of	 course,	 everyone	 is	 different.	 But	

within	 days	 you	 should	 be	 up	 and	walking	 unaided.	With	 physio	 and	 practice,	

you	should	be	able	to	write	and	use	a	computer	keyboard	within	say	six	weeks.	

Unfortunately,	your	paraesthesia	is	on	your	dominant	side.’	

I	 nodded,	 holding	 back	 tears	 that	 were	 burning	 my	 eyes.	 ‘But	 I	 will	 never	

regain	the	level	of	dexterity	I	had?’	

‘I	think	that	is	very	unlikely.	Maybe,	fifty,	sixty	per	cent,	at	best.’	

‘I	see.	And	this	god-awful	tingling.’	

Hank	looked	a	me	and	tried	to	arrange	his	features	into	a	reassuring	smile,	but	

it	did	not	quite	work.	‘It	is	unlikely	to	change.	It	can	happen.	Some	people	-.	But	if	

it	hasn’t	receded	within	two	years,	it	almost	certainly	never	will.’	
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He	 leaned	 in	 towards	 the	 bed	 and	 shook	my	 left	 hand	 again.	 I	 could	 barely	

raise	my	right.	‘I	know	how	this	must	be	a	crushing	blow	for	you	Lee,	doing	what	

you	do.	Let	us	hope	for	the	best,	shall	we?’	

And	as	Hank	Walters	left	after	nodding	to	Ruth	and	Constance	on	the	way	to	

the	door,	I	knew	that	I	would	never	paint	again.	
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3.	

	

Inevitably,	 I	 fell	 into	 a	 terrible	 state	 of	mind.	 All	 the	 ‘selves’	 were	 there:	 Self-

loathing,	 self-denial,	 self-pity.	 I	 stopped	 short	 at	 self-mutilation.	 The	 first	 few	

days	were	perhaps	the	worst	of	my	 life.	 I	 lost	all	sense	of	being,	 lost	all	hope.	 I	

saw	little	reason	to	live.	Ruth	spent	hours	with	me	each	day	in	the	grounds	of	the	

hospital	and	in	my	room	and	Constance	stayed	for	three	days	before	flying	back	

East,	but	I	found	it	almost	impossible	to	conceive	of	any	future.	For	many	hours,	I	

lay	alone	trying	and	failing	to	imagine	a	better	tomorrow.	

To	keep	sane,	I	read.	I	knew	I	had	to	choose	well	and	I	knew	it	had	to	be	old	

favourites;	and	so	Ruth	brought	in	dog-eared	copies	of	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	

The	 Rosy	 Crucifixion	 and	 a	 collection	 of	 Hemingway’s	 short	 stories.	 Between	

needle-prick	blood	tests,	pill-guzzling	and	sessions	pissing	in	a	bottle,	I	read	and	

re-read	 entire	 passages	 of	 Hesse,	 Miller	 and	 Hemingway.	 For	 me,	 the	 final	

sentence	 of	 Hemingway’s	 Indian	 Camp,	 a	 sentence	which,	 at	 least	 thirty	 years	

after	I	first	read	it,	seemed	to	me	still	to	be	one	of	the	greatest	ever	written	in	the	

English	 language,	became	a	sort	of	mantra:	 In	the	morning	on	the	lake	sitting	in	

the	stern	of	the	boat	with	his	father	rowing,	he	felt	quite	sure	that	he	would	never	

die.		

A	week	later,	I	was	released	from	the	neuro	ward.	I	thanked	the	nurses	who	

had	cared	for	me	and	felt	a	conflict	of	emotions	as	they	said	such	things	as:	‘You	

are	my	favourite	artist,	and,	‘I	love	your	work’;	and	it	was	only	as	Ruth	drove	us	

home	 that	 I	 allowed	myself	 to	 crumble.	 I	 cried	and	 I	 cried;	 in-part	 for	 the	way	

people	 had	 been	 so	 kind	 to	 me	 when	 I	 was	 at	 my	 most	 vulnerable,	 but	 also	

because	I	had	no	idea	how	I	could	continue	to	live	after	this	day.	For,	unlike	the	

child	in	Indian	Camp,	my	father	was	dead,	and	I	certainly	knew	that	some	time,	in	

the	near	future,	I	too	would	die.	

I	limped	into	the	house,	and	much	to	Ruth’s	chagrin,	the	first	thing	I	did	was	to	

pick	 up	my	Martin	 D-35.	 I	 tried	 to	 play	 a	 few	 chords.	 It	 felt	 as	 though	 I	 were	

wearing	a	boxing	glove.		

That	 night	 I	 composed	 the	 first	piece	 of	 literature	 I	 had	 attempted	 in	many	

years,	a	poem	I	called	The	Eternal	Second.	I	wrote	it	on	a	keyboard	using	just	my	
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left	hand,	for,	attempting	to	type	or	to	use	a	pen	in	my	right	still	lay	many	weeks	

away.	

	

A	follower	of	other	people’s	dreams	am	I.	
And	it	is	only	I	who	knows,	
as	my	fruitless	blood	flows.	

For	only	with	my	left	
may	I	feel	the	touch	of	my	loved	ones’	skin,	

the	breath	of	my	breath.	
And	only	through	silly	words	

may	I	express	my	all-too-childish	dreamlike	yearnings.	
But,	when	all	around	is	dark	

and	sallow-faced,	
there	comes	a	smile	from	a	child	that	is	part	of	me.	

And	for	a	second,	a	chink	of	light	and	of	hope	flicks	on,	
Then	off.	

But	I	am	thankful	for	that	eternal	second.	
	

	
~	

	

I	 had	 always	 known	 Ruth	 to	 be	 the	 most	 caring	 woman:	 a	 beautiful,	 loving	

nurturing	person,	and	she	cared	 for	me	as	a	mother	does	 for	her	child.	For	the	

first	few	weeks	at	home,	I	felt	extremely	tired.	Exhaustion,	Hank	Walters	had	told	

me,	 was	 inevitable	 as	 my	 brain	 adjusted	 to	 the	 trauma	 it	 had	 suffered.	 	 The	

fatigue	 struck	without	warning,	 a	 sudden	overwhelming	weariness	 that	 forced	

me	to	stop	whatever	it	was	I	was	doing	and	pushed	me	on	to	the	nearest	sofa	or	

bed.	 As	 the	 weeks	 rolled	 into	 months,	 this	 desperate	 tiredness	 became	 less	

profound,	so	that	gradually,	I	found	myself	entering	a	new	mental	framework.		

I	stopped	drinking,	smoking	and	popping	pills.	The	thought	of	putting	toxins	

into	 my	 body	 filled	 me	with	 an	 almost	 palpable	 disquiet.	 Every	 day,	 a	 physio	

came	to	our	house,	and	I	did	everything	I	possibly	could	to	bring	back	sensation.	

I	began	to	go	on	long	walks,	 I	used	the	home	gym	and	the	pool	and	I	practiced	

writing	with	a	pen.	Ruth	and	I	ventured	out	on	the	horses.	But	I	knew	that	I	must	

avoid	anything	to	do	with	painting	or	music.	I	did	not	want	to	demoralize	myself,	

not	now.	Combined,	 it	worked,	at	 least	 I	could	move	around,	write,	cook,	use	a	

computer.	But	the	numbness	and	the	horrible	tingling	did	not	diminish	one	jot.	

My	right	hand	shook	like	someone	in	the	early	stages	of	Parkinson’s	disease,	and	
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I	 walked	 with	 a	 discernible	 limp.	 I	 bought	 a	 collection	 of	 canes	 and	 tried	 to	

convince	myself	they	conferred	gravitas.	

Constance	 visited	 every	 two	 or	 three	 weeks,	 and	 at	 my	 insistence,	 we	

employed	two	full-time	staff,	a	Russian	couple,	Alyona	and	Dima,	who	between	

them	helped	cook,	clean,	maintain	the	gardens	and	pool	and	to	relieve	the	strain	

I	knew	Ruth	was	feeling.		

And	then,	one	day,	I	had	an	epiphany.	I	had	lost	twenty-five	pounds,	regained	

some	motor	 skills,	 and	 I	 felt	 I	 had	 rediscovered	 the	will	 to	 live.	 ‘What	 do	 you	

think	about	me	getting	out	there	and	showing	the	world	I’m	still	alive?	Visit	some	

of	my	own	exhibitions	across	the	country?’	I	asked	Ruth	one	morning.	

‘I	think	that’s	a	great	idea,	Lee,’	she	said.	She	was	chopping	vegetables	at	the	

kitchen	counter.	I	pulled	myself	up	onto	a	stool	and	cradled	a	tumbler	of	chilled	

orange	juice.	She	stopped	and	turned.	‘You	feel	ready?’	

‘I	do,’	I	said.		

A	week	later	we	were	in	New	York.	

	

~	

	

A	 newer,	 taller,	 more	 powerful	 symbol	 of	 civilization	 had	 replaced	 the	 twin	

towers,	one	that	had	risen,	gleaming	 from	the	smouldering	wreckage.	Concrete	

and	glass	had	been	replaced,	but	as	I	limped	around	the	new,	bright	plaza,	Sam’s	

ghost	was	with	me,	 speaking	 into	my	ear.	He	was	now	one	of	Ethan’s	 spectral	

entities	as	my	eldest	friend	had	described	them	so	far	away,	and	so,	so	long	ago.	I	

still	 felt	 him;	 so,	 in	 a	 sense,	 he	 remained	 real,	 real	 in	 a	 way	 none	 of	 us	

understands.	

That	night,	at	Infinity	Gallery	in	Greenwich,	the	owners	threw	an	extravagant		

party	in	my	honour.	Limping	with	my	cane,	I	felt	relaxed,	and	with	little	effort	I	

got	into	the	spirit	of	the	occasion,	mixing	with	those	who	placed	such	value	in	my	

work.	I	saw	how	happy	Ruth	was	and	I	was	gratified	that	she	received	almost	as	

much	attention	as	I.	

We	 left	early	and	a	 limo	drove	us	along	Park	Avenue	towards	our	hotel.	The	

city	lay	beneath	a	warm	blanket,	the	air	itself	vibrating	with	humidity.	We	asked	

the	cabdriver	to	stop	a	few	blocks	short	of	our	destination	and	walked	slowly	the	
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rest	of	the	way,	arm	in	arm.	For	those	few	moments,	I	felt	the	happiest	I	had	been	

since	that	horrible	night	in	March.	

‘You	seemed	to	enjoy	yourself,	Lee.’	

‘I	did.	Right	now	I	believe	I	have	nothing	to	prove.	 I’ll	never	paint	again,	but	

I’ve	produced	good	work.	I’ll	have	to	settle	for	that.’	

‘It	means	a	genuine	Lee	O’Connor	will	be	scarce,	and	therefore	more	valuable!’	

I	laughed.	‘True!	I	hadn’t	thought	of	that.’	

Ruth	and	I	made	love	for	the	first	time	in	months.	The	stroke	had	sapped	my	

energy,	destroyed	my	libido	and	it	was	a	physically	difficult	thing	to	go	through	

with.	 Feeling	 with	 only	 half	 my	 body	 meant	 that	 all	 physical	 activities	 were	

different,	and	almost	always	uncomfortable	and	clumsy.	It	had	even	been	strange	

to	 simply	 lie	 prone	 in	 water,	 hot	 or	 cold,	 to	 walk	 in	 a	 straight	 line,	 to	 carry	

anything	with	a	 regular,	 even	gait.	To	have	my	sense	of	 touch	restricted	 to	 the	

fingers	of	my	 left	hand,	 to	only	 imagine	sensation	 in	my	 right	was	something	 I	

had	 not	 yet	 managed	 to	 grow	 used	 to.	 But	 Ruth	 understood	 and	 she	

accommodated	and	made	good	any	failings	on	my	part,	never	letting	me	feel	like	

a	man	damaged.	And	therein	lay	the	start	of	what	was	to	become	my	ruination.	I	

was	broken	and	I	had	learned	simply	to	deny	it.	I	thought	I	had	found	a	way	to	

deal	with	it,	to	accept	it,	but	ultimately	I	learned	I	had	been	deceiving	myself.	

	

~	

	

The	call	 from	Constance	came	 just	as	Ruth	and	I	were	 leaving	the	hotel	 to	do	a	

little	sight-seeing.	Giovanni	and	his	band	had	 just	 flown	in	 from	LA	and	he	was	

upset	that	he	had	missed	the	party	last	night.	Could	I	meet	up	with	him?	

Constance	arranged	everything.	We	would	meet	at	eight	at	Edi	and	the	Wolf,	

apparently	a	cool	new	restaurant	on	Avenue	C	in	the	Village.	She	and	Ruth	would	

only	stay	for	a	few	minutes	as	Constance	had	tickets	for	a	fashion	show	in	Hell’s	

Kitchen	and	Giovanni	wanted	some	time	with	me.		

The	restaurant	was	constructed	like	a	greenhouse	with	dozens	of	potted	plans	

dangling	 from	 the	 ceiling.	 Rough-hewn	wooden	 tables	were	 arranged	 in	 rows.	

Ruth	 and	 I	 arrived	 a	 few	minutes	 early.	 In	 the	 cab	 taking	 us	 downtown,	 I	 had	
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barely	spoken	a	word,	and	even	as	we	were	shown	to	a	table	at	the	back	of	the	

restaurant	I	was	still	quiet.	

‘Nerves,	darling?’	Ruth	said.	

‘I	imagine	it	must	be.’	I	tried	to	smile.		

Ruth	took	my	hand.	‘Don’t	be	silly.’	

Constance	led	Giovanni	between	the	tables	towards	us	and	I	saw	him	for	the	

first	 time	 in	 fourteen	 years,	 a	 tall	 young	man	with	 long,	 greased-back	 hair.	He	

was	dressed	entirely	in	black	and	wore	Ray	Bans.	He	could	have	stepped	out	of	a	

Warhol	 photo	 shoot	 circa	 1966.	 Nothing	 changes,	 I	 thought.	 He	 took	 off	 the	

shades	 and	 I	 saw	 his	 beautiful	 brown	 eyes.	 He	 had	 a	 gorgeous	 face,	 very	

feminine,	but	with	hard,	high	cheekbones	and	black	lines	under	his	eyes.	

I	felt	overwhelmed	all	over	again,	just	as	I	had	been	when	Constance	appeared	

at	La	Obra.	But	Giovanni	simply	smiled	warmly	and	we	embraced.	He	 felt	bony	

and	 hard.	 I	 could	 sense	 an	 inner	 steeliness	 and	 saw	 why	 Constance	 was	

convinced	 that	 her	 brother	 was	 close	 to	 stardom.	 He	 was	 ebullient	 and	

charismatic,	laughed	readily	and	kept	shaking	his	head.	‘I	can’t	believe	this!	After	

so	many	years.	Papa.	It’s	so,	so	good!’	

‘I	think	he	was	a	little	anxious	about	meeting	you,’	Ruth	said.	

I	nodded.	‘I	was.’	

Constance	and	Ruth	stayed	for	a	drink.	I	had	sparkling	water.		

‘I	hear	the	party	last	night	was	a	fantastic	success,	Papa,’	Giovanni	said.	

‘To	be	honest,	 I	was	taken	aback.	 I	 rarely	 recall	 that	people	actually	buy	my	

paintings	and	like	what	I	do.	It	took	some	adjustment.	But,	yes,	it	was	great.’	

‘And	you’re	an	artist	too,	Ruth,’	my	son	said	and	offered	her	an	earnest	look.	

‘She’s	a	truly	great	artist,	Giovanni.	Not	an	imposter	like	me!’	

Ruth	shoved	my	right	shoulder.	I	did	not	feel	it.	‘Oh	rubbish!’	

Constance	glanced	at	her	watch.	‘’fraid	we	should	go.’	She	looked	over	at	Ruth.	

‘It’s	just	a	short	cab	ride	away.’	

We	all	stood.	I	kissed	Ruth	on	the	cheek	and	then	embraced	Constance.	

‘You’re	leaving	late	tomorrow,	yes,	Papa?’		

‘Eight	o’clock	out	of	LaGuardia,’	Ruth	said.	

‘Well	how	about	lunch?’	Constance	looked	from	Ruth	to	me.	

‘Sounds	great,’	I	said.	
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Giovanni	and	I	watched	the	women	leave.	A	waiter	appeared.		

‘We	 haven’t	 had	 a	 chance	 to	 look	 at	 the	 menu	 yet,’	 Giovanni	 said.	 ‘Papa?	

Another	water?’		

The	waiter	took	our	order	and	retreated.	I	gave	my	son	a	look	of	admiration.	

‘It’s	a	cliché	of	course,’	I	began.	‘But	it	is	amazing	seeing	you	now;	a	grown-up!’	

He	stared	straight	at	me,	flecks	of	neon	light	in	his	big	brown	eyes.	‘You	smell	

of	death,	old	man.’	

For	a	moment,	I	could	not	quite	process	the	words.	I	pursed	my	lips	together	

and	blinked.	

‘Don’t	pretend	you	don’t	understand.	You’re	a	cunt,	and	you	smell	of	death.	I	

would	finish	you	off	right	here,	right	now,	if	I	knew	I’d	get	away	with	it.’	

I	cannot	 imagine	my	facial	 expression.	 I	can	only	describe	the	sickness	 I	 felt	

and	the	coldness	of	my	skin.	I	swallowed.	‘Giovanni.’	

He	laughed.	‘Giovanni?	Nobody	has	called	me	that	in	years.	It’s	‘G.’		

‘Okay.’	

He	stood	and	looked	at	me.	Then	he	strode	out	leaving	me	staring	at	the	space	

where	he	had	been	seated.	

	

Out	on	the	street,	I	leaned	on	my	cane	and	felt	the	numbness	surge	through	me.	

People	passed	by,	but	I	registered	no	one;	I	was	alone	in	the	world.	My	heart	was	

racing	and	I	felt,	along	my	left	side,	a	cold	sweat	breaking	out.	It	sent	chills	down	

my	back	and	across	my	chest.	And	as	my	heart	raced,	 it	seemed	to	me	that	my	

brain	was	 shutting	down,	 thoughts	drifting	aimlessly,	no	 connections	made,	no	

cohesion.	 For	 a	 while,	 I	 felt	 no	 pain,	 no	 emotion	 and	 I	 wandered	 along	 the	

sidewalk	in	a	daze.	

The	 first	 bar	 I	 came	 to	was	 called	Murphy’s.	 I	 found	 a	 table	 near	 a	window	

facing	on	to	the	street.	It	was	quiet	except	for	some	horrible	old	pop	song	playing	

on	the	jukebox.	I	ordered	a	whisky,	downed	it	in	one	gulp,	then	ordered	a	second,	

a	third,	a	fourth.	

	

~	
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I	learned	long	ago	that	to	look	back	and	regret	is	pointless.	Time’s	arrow	is	aimed	

in	one	direction	only.	And	indeed,	the	very	fact	of	it	lies	beyond	anything	we	may	

hope	 to	understand	or	 to	deconstruct,	beyond	anything	we	may	dream.	But,	of	

course,	such	knowledge	does	not	salve	the	pain	of	the	moment	when	the	world	

turns	on	a	point	and	revolves	from	light	to	dark.	But	there	is	another	form	of	self-

pity.	 ‘Regret’	does	not	 signify	 it,	 because	 the	very	word	 represents	a	backward	

movement.	No,	 this	other	 form	of	 self-pity	 is	 the	very	opposite	of	 looking	back	

and	feeling	remorseful.	It	is	the	pain	we	feel	upon	realizing	that	the	future	is	lost	

to	 us,	 the	 unbearable	 sadness	 of	 knowing	 that	 you	 have	 been	 irreparably	

diminished;	that	you	have	met	decay	head-on	and	far	before	its	expected	time.	It	

is	the	hurt	that	comes	with	the	certainty	that,	as	much	as	you	wish	it	were	not	so,	

you	are	racing	towards	the	end	of	a	blind	alley.	

	

~	

	

The	day	we	returned	from	the	East	Coast	and	the	love	and	the	warmth	of	those	

who	cared	about	my	art,	I	stood	in	the	middle	of	my	studio	looking	around	at	the	

works	 unseen	 by	 anyone	 but	 myself,	 Ruth	 and	 Constance.	 Staring	 at	 Portrait	

No.64,	 a	 painting	 that	would	 remain	 forever	 incomplete,	 not	 quite	 perfect,	my	

gaze	fell	upon	two	blank	canvases	leaning	against	the	wall	where	they	had	been	

placed	 in	March.	And	 there	 too	was	my	 recording	equipment	and	a	 row	of	old	

guitars;	instruments	I	once	treasured	but	which	now	seemed	to	be	mocking	me.	

I	walked	over	 to	 the	mixing	desk	where	 I	used	 to	 spend	many	happy	hours	

making	music	 for	 no	 one	 but	me.	 Beside	 the	 panel	 of	 knobs	 and	 buttons	 lay	 a	

rectangular	 object.	 I	 smiled	 bleakly	 at	 the	 cassette	 tape	 Marcel	 had	 given	 me	

almost	 thirty	years	ago,	 the	recording	of	Trilogie	at	La	Closerie	des	Lilas.	A	 tear	

ran	 down	 my	 cheek	 and	 I	 tasted	 its	 saltiness	 on	 my	 tongue.	 And	 then	 I	 did	

something	I	knew	I	should	not	have	done.	I	played	the	tape.	I	heard	myself	play	

guitar	the	way	I	never,	ever	could	again.	I	was	almost	fifty	years	old,	a	mere	half-

life	 had	 passed,	 but	 I	was	 done.	No	 regrets;	 but	 equally,	 as	 Johnny	Rotten	 had	

once	screamed:	NO	FUTURE.	
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I	 surveyed	 the	 room,	 and	 there,	 just	where	 I	 had	 left	 it,	 stood	 the	 bottle	 of	

whisky	I	opened	just	minutes	before	Constance	returned	to	my	life.	It	was	nine-

tenths	full.	I	saw	Giovanni’s	face	floating	before	me.	‘You	smell	of	death,	old	man.’	

Walking	across	the	polished	concrete	floor,	I	stared	down	at	the	bottle;	stared	

at	it	as	seconds	turned	to	minutes.	A	quarter	of	an	hour	later,	I	was	staring	still.	

Then	 I	 reached	 out	my	hand,	 twisted	 the	 top	off	 the	 bottle,	 smelled	 the	 heady	

aroma	and	paused	again.	The	 future	was	quite	 literally	 in	my	hands.	But	 there	

was	 NO	 FUTURE.	 I	 lifted	 the	 bottle	 slowly,	 so	 slowly	 to	my	 lips	 and	 tipped	 it,	

letting	the	whisky	flood	in	and	burn	my	throat	with	irresistible	flames.	

	

It	 took	six	months.	The	 foundations	shifted	and	the	mirror	 I	had	held	up	to	my	

face	 finally	 shattered.	 Six	 months,	 in	 which	 a	 cherished	 relationship	 was	

destroyed.	 Six	months	 of	wilful	 disregard	on	my	part,	 a	 flipping	 of	 a	 coin	 that	

landed	on	the	dark	side,	each	and	every	time.	For	six	months,	Ruth	tried	to	hold	

me	together,	to	be	my	glue.	But	no	one	could	have	saved	me	from	myself.		

	

~	

	

I	 loved	Ruth.	And	as	 I	 sat	 looking	out	upon	 the	 lonely	desert	 I	 felt	 the	 terrible	

pain	 of	 loss;	 the	 sort	 of	 pain	 that	 is	 only	 quelled	 by	 the	 surety	 that	 regret	 is	

utterly	pointless:	Non,	je	ne	regrette,	rien,	as	my	long-lost	love,	Elaine,	once	sang.	

I	 know	 that	 if	 our	 roles	 had	 been	 reversed	 -	 that	 if	 Ruth	 had	 made	 the	

decisions	I	had	made	-	I	would	not	have	shown	a	tiny	fraction	of	her	patience	and	

her	 encouragement.	 I	 could	 not	 have	 tolerated	 the	 drunken	 nights,	 the	 over-

whelming	self-pity,	the	excoriating	anger.		

Since	 returning	 from	 New	 York	 six	 months	 earlier,	 since	 returning	 to	 the	

bottle	in	my	studio,	I	had	plummeted.	Then,	one	morning	I	awoke	to	find	Alyona	

and	Dima	in	the	house.	They	said	that	Ruth	had	left	early.	 I	found	her	note	and	

stared	at	the	words	for	hour	upon	hour	until	they	became	blurred	by	alcohol	and	

painkillers,	indecipherable	through	a	haze	of	smoke.	

	

The	week	 after	Ruth	 left	 remains	 as	 nothing	more	 than	 a	 collection	of	 blurred	

images.	 I	 remember	 looking	 through	old	photographs,	 listening	 to	 Joy	Division	
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and	 Bedrich	 Smetana	 and	 drinking	 all	 day	 and	 all	 night.	 I	 have	 bleary	

recollections	of	Googling	people	from	my	past:	not	Ethan,	I	knew	about	him.	But	

what	 of	 Judith	 Radley?	 Elaine	 Toulon?	 Danielle	 Schwartz?	 I	 was	 not	 entirely	

surprised	 to	 find	 nothing	 about	 Judith.	 But	 Elaine	 was	 invisible	 too.	 So	 that	

wonderful	singer	had	not	made	it	after	all.	I	felt	inexplicably	sad	thinking	of	her	

as	 a	 grandmother,	 or	 a	 lonely	 spinster	 teaching	 at	 a	 school	 in	 Paris,	 or	 still	

singing	 lonely	songs	 in	Montparnasse.	Danielle	was	mentioned	 in	a	short	piece	

as:	‘the	former	wife	of	James	Schwartz’.	Both	were	deceased,	I	learned;	James	in	

2002	and	Danielle	in	2010.	I	shuddered	at	the	thought	of	Danielle,	dead.	She	was	

now	ash.	Gone	was	the	creature	ravenous	for	sex,	a	being	of	pure	sensuality,	lust	

and	self-possession.	All	that	energy	expended,	and	why?	What	had	it	all	been	for?		

Then	I	thought	of	looking	up	The	Oxford	Mail	from	April	1987.	It	took	a	bit	of	

befuddled	 effort,	 but	 eventually	 I	 found	 it,	 a	 half-page	 article	 about	one	 Simon	

Mailer,	an	eighteen-year-old	undergraduate	who	had	attempted	suicide	and	was	

saved	at	the	last	moment.	

	

I	 called	 Constance	 and	 she	 visited	 the	 following	weekend.	 She	 understood	me	

and	 I	 still	 felt	 confused	 about	 that.	 After	 all,	 I	 had	 disappeared	when	 she	was	

eleven,	 and	 there	 simply	 had	 to	 be	 a	 huge	 body	 of	 resentment	 lurking	 there	

behind	her	smiles	and	words	of	comfort,	just	as	there	had	been	for	Giovanni.	But	

she	never	revealed	them	and	never	has	since,	not	once.	She	must	be,	I	realized,	

an	angel	sent	from	some	imaginary	Heaven	to	help	some	imaginary	me:	the	me	I	

would	liked	to	have	been;	the	me	I	always	wished	I	could	have	become.	

But,	 the	thing	 is,	 I	was	an	existential	nihilist,	 the	epitome	of	solipsism,	and	I	

was	a	man	who	wanted	to	die,	but	was	too	cowardly	to	commit	suicide.	Instead,	I	

curled	up	within	myself	and	hurt	myself	in	the	hope	that	I	would	end	it	all	almost	

by	accident.	I	even	took	to	self	harming,	cutting	myself	with	a	Swiss-Army	knife	I	

had	bought	years	before	while	 travelling	Europe.	With	each	 incision,	with	each	

slicing	of	the	flesh,	I	imagined	I	was	exorcising	a	demon,	spitting	in	the	faces	of	

the	demons	tormenting	me.	No	actually,	it	went	further	than	that.	I	could	pretend	

I	was	 in	 control.	 I	was	 ‘bravely’,	 ‘courageously’	 causing	myself	 physical	 pain.	 I	

was	the	master	of	my	own	pain,	controller	of	my	own	body.		
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For	over	a	year	I	had	been	subjected	to	medical	tests.	Then,	one	spring	day,	I	

had	a	regular	appointment	with	my	neurologist.	As	soon	as	 I	entered	the	room	

and	saw	two	serious	faces,	I	knew	it	was	all	up.	

I	 had	 cancer	 of	 the	 liver.	 It	 had	 metastasized.	 I	 nodded	 and	 listened	 and	

listened	and	nodded.	Then	I	said:	‘So	-	how	long?’	

‘A	month,	maybe	two.’	

‘Okay,’	I	said,	and	stood.	

‘There	are	a	number	of	treatment	regimes	available.’	

‘No	thanks,’	I	said.	‘Not	for	me.’	And	I	caught	a	cab	home.	

	

~	

	

I	didn’t	care.	I	didn’t	care	at	all.	In	fact,	it	gave	me	something	I	had	been	seeking.	

It	 gave	 shape	 to	what	would	 come	next.	 I	 told	Constance	during	her	next	visit,	

and	she	collapsed	on	to	a	sofa,	quite	unable,	for	a	long	time,	to	find	appropriate	

words,	 any	words.	Then,	 after	 I	 explained	 that	 I	 felt	 it	didn’t	matter,	 she	 found	

her	voice.	‘But	it	matters	to	me,	Papa!	Doesn’t	that	mean	anything	to	you?’	

‘Of	course	it	does,	my	darling.		It’s	all	that	saddens	me	about	it.	We	were	just	

getting	to	know	each	other	really	well	again.’	

She	began	to	cry	and	I	comforted	her	with	an	arm	about	her	shoulder	before	

kissing	her	wet	cheek.	

‘Hey,	come	on,’	I	said	and	held	her	hands	in	mine.	‘I	think	from	the	night	of	the	

stroke	the	writing	was	on	the	wall.’	

‘They	aren’t	related,	Papa;	not	at	all.’	

‘Well	they	are	in	a	sense.	The	stroke,	the	cancer	–	payback,	I	guess.’	

‘That’s	a	crock	and	you	know	it.’	

‘Maybe.’	

‘You’ll	tell	Ruth,	won’t	you?’	

‘I	 definitely	 will	 not,	 and	 you	 must	 promise	 me,	 Constance,	 you	 will	 say	

nothing	either.’	

‘But	she	still	has	feelings	for	you.	I	know	she	has.’	

‘That	is	why	I	don’t	want	her	to	know.	There’s	nothing	anyone	can	do.	I	don’t	

want	to	depress	her	for	nothing.	No,	let	her	mourn	when	I	die,	not	before.’	
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‘So	 what’s	 the	 plan?’	 she	 asked.	 ‘Chemo,	 radiotherapy	 obviously.	 Stage	 4	 is	

inoperable.’		

‘No,	none	of	that.’	

She	nodded.		

	

I	did	have	a	plan.	 I	found	new,	well-paid	jobs	for	Alyona	and	Dima.	I	did	a	little	

research	and	sent	some	emails.	I	put	my	affairs	in	order.	My	estate	would	go	to	

Constance	and	Giovanni	of	course.	But	 I	saved	a	 few	personal	 items	for	Ruth.	 I	

wanted	her	to	have	the	unexhibited	paintings	in	my	studio,	for	she	had	given	me	

part	 of	 the	 inspiration	 and	 the	 energy	 to	 create	 them.	 She	 had	 been	 the	 best	

partner	any	man	could	have	wished	 for	and	 I	still	 loved	her	more	 than	 I	 could	

begin	to	describe.	For	Constance,	I	placed	the	tape	of	Trilogie	and	the	unfinished	

manuscript	of	Tetanus	Jab	 in	 a	padded	envelope	upon	which	 I	wrote	her	name	

before	leaving	it	in	the	studio	propped	up	against	the	mixing	desk.		

I	 stood	 in	 the	 studio	 before	 Portrait	 #64	 and	 lifted	 the	 plastic	 cover	 I	 had	

placed	over	it.	Pulling	up	a	stool,	I	opened	a	bottle	of	very	old	Glenmorganie	and	

looked	at	the	canvas.	My	eyes	followed	each	tiny	line,	the	intimate	interlacing	of	

brush	strokes.	I	knew	who	the	woman	was,	but	had	never	spoken	of	it,	not	even	

with	Ruth.	And	now	I	realized	that	my	silence	came	from	knowing	who	she	was,	

or	 at	 least	who	 I	had	wanted	 her	 to	 be.	 Taking	 in	 the	minutiae,	 the	 detail,	 the	

reality	of	each	feature	of	the	woman’s	face,	I	could	now	push	aside	the	pain	that	

had	 always	 accompanied	 this	 piece	 of	work,	 and	 for	 the	 briefest	moment,	 the	

face	 shone	 from	 the	 canvas.	 The	 lines	 and	 the	 light	 reflected	 back	 at	me	 and	 I	

almost	found	a	resonance	-	but	still	not	quite.		

	

Next	 morning,	 a	 limo	 picked	 me	 up	 and	 drove	 me	 to	 the	 airport.	 I	 had	 one	

suitcase.	I	knew	I	would	need	nothing	more.	Looking	through	the	oval	window	of	

the	 Lear	 Jet,	 I	 watched	 as	 the	 desert	 fell	 away	 in	 a	 swathe	 of	 green-flecked	

mustard.	 Mute,	 I	 gazed	 at	 the	 scattered	 swimming	 pools	 and	 glistening	 white	

buildings,	the	malls,	the	cinema	complexes	and	the	hospital,	the	black	tarmac	and	

the	 palms.	 Soon,	 they	 all	 vanished	 behind	 wisps	 of	 cloud	 and	 I	 said	 my	 final	

farewell	to	La	Obra,	to	St.	Luis	Obispo,	and	to	America.	
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4.	

	

Billingham,	 the	 old	 porter	 at	 Magdalene,	 had	 retired	 years	 ago	 and	 I	 was	

amused	to	find	a	man	at	least	ten	years	younger	than	myself	manning	the	desk.	

He	was	reading	The	Sun	just	as	Billingham	had.	

‘Mr	O’	Connor,’	I	said.	‘Here	to	see	Professor	Langley.	Staircase	5,	I	believe.’	

He	 referred	 to	 his	 visitors	 book.	 ‘Ah,	 yes,	 of	 course,	 Mr	 O’Connor.	 I’ll	 call	

ahead.’	

‘No,’	I	said.	‘Please	-	I	would	like	to	surprise	him.’	

The	 porter	 looked	 a	 little	 confused	 but	 nodded	 deferentially	 and	 I	 passed	

through	into	the	quad.		

I	still	used	a	cane.	It	was	ebony,	with	a	silver	handle.	In	my	left	hand	I	had	a	

bottle	of	25-year-old	Glenfarclas	Single	Malt.	Tackling	 the	 stairs	with	what	 I	 at	

least	considered	aplomb,	I	reached	the	door	and	stood	for	a	moment	composing	

myself,	 stroking	 my	 beard,	 slicking	 back	 my	 pony-tailed	 white	 hair	 and	

straightening	the	hem	of	my	jacket	until	I	was	finally	ready	to	rap	on	the	door.	

It	 opened	 slowly	 and	 Ethan	 was	 there.	 He	 was	 lean,	 with	 short,	 salt-and-

pepper	hair,	he	looked	forty.	

‘I	can	hardly	believe	this	 is	really	happening,’	were	his	 first	words.	And	then	

we	each	stepped	forward	and	hugged	as	we	had	not	done	since	that	crazed	time	

thirty	years	ago	on	Warneford	Road	before	I	had	turned	towards	the	coach	that	

would	take	me	to	London	and	beyond.	

‘Oh,	my	dear	 friend.	 I	have	missed	you,’	 I	said,	and	the	tears	streamed	down	

my	cheeks.		

	

~	

	

Ethan	 had	 a	 rather	 grand	 set	 of	 rooms	 befitting	 his	 position	 as	 Professor	 of	

Mathematics	and	winner	of	 the	Fields	Medal.	 I	studied	his	 face	 intently.	 I	could	

read	every	 flicker	of	emotion,	every	movement	of	his	body.	 I	knew	that	he	saw	

me	as	a	physical	wreck,	and	of	course	there	was	no	denying	the	truth	in	that.		
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‘Everything	has	been	arranged,	Simon,’	he	said	as	I	placed	the	bottle	of	whisky	

on	the	table	between	us.	‘By	the	way,	may	I	call	you	-?’	

‘Ethan?’	I	tilted	my	head.	‘What	else	would	you	call	me?	I’ve	never	really	been	

Jonathan	Ledman	or	Lee	O’Connor.	They	were	names	created	thanks	merely	to	

necessity.	 I	 shall	 henceforth	 never	 be	 known	 to	 you	 as	 anything	 but	 Simon,	

Simon	Mailer.’	

‘I	rarely	drink	these	days,’	he	said	eyeing	the	bottle.	

‘You	must	 sample	 this,	 Ethan.	 I	 believe	 in	 echoes,	 and	 this	 resonates	 all	 the	

way	back	to	a	far-off	day	in	different,	far	more	meagre	rooms.	This	is	fine	Scotch.	

Do	not	disappointment	me.’	

‘As	 if	 I	would!’	he	 replied	 taking	a	 sip.	 ‘Very	good.’	He	eyed	 the	glass.	 ‘Now,	

down	to	business.	The	Master	is	very	pleased	with	your	kind	donation	of	Portrait	

No.11.’	

‘Somehow,	I	thought	he	might.	Nos.	10	and	12	recently	sold	well	at	Sotheby’s.’	

‘Quite,’	Ethan	laughed.	

‘He	has	organized	a	special	cocktail	party	in	your	honour.’	

‘Oh,	shit!	When?’	

‘Tomorrow	evening.’	

I	gulped	the	whiskey	and	nodded.	

‘You	told	me	about	the	cancer,	but	what	of	the	stroke,	Simon?’	

‘I	feel	nothing	on	my	right	side.	I	can	no	longer	paint.	Nor	can	I	play	guitar.’	

‘Then	perhaps	a	return	to	mathematics	is	the	way	to	go?’	

‘I	don’t	think	so.’	

‘Well,	look,	the	cottage	has	been	made	ready.	We	can	go	there	later.	The	deal	is	

lifetime,	rent-free.’	

‘The	college	shall	soon	have	it	back!’	

Ethan	looked	at	me	seriously.	‘How,	how	long?’	

‘A	month.	Maybe	two	if	I’m	unlucky.’	

‘So	you	really	have	come	back	here	to	die,	my	old	friend?’	

‘Yep,	I’m	an	elephant!	And	look,	Ethan,	I	want	to	thank	you	for	-.’	

‘Simon,	do	shut	up!	I	have	a	lot	of	clout	here.	It	was	easy.	The	least	I	could	do,	

and	the	least	Magdalene	could	do.’	

‘You’re	too	kind.’	I	refilled	and	raised	my	glass.	
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‘Are	you	in	pain?’	

‘Nope.	 I	have	 super	strong	pain-killers	which,	combined	with	 this,’	 I	held	up	

my	tumbler	again,	‘makes	for	a	miraculous	combination.’		

‘Well,	if	we	have	only	two	months	at	the	outside,	we	shall	make	the	most	of	it.’	

‘Until	we	no	longer	can.’	

‘Until	we	no	longer	can,	Simon.’	He	lifted	his	glass.	‘Oh,	God!	It’s	so,	so	good	to	

have	you	back.’	

	

~	

	

Tucked	away	close	to	the	river	among	elms	and	oaks	and	willows	on	the	edge	of	

the	 Deer	 Park,	 the	 three-roomed	 cottage	 was	 beautiful.	 Newly	 painted	 in	

subdued	creams	and	duck-egg	blue	and	tastefully	furnished	with	antiques,	it	had	

been	 the	home	of	 the	 college	grounds-keeper,	Rod	Mackenzie.	Ethan	and	 I	had	

known	him	well.	He	had	died	a	few	years	ago	and	the	new	man	had	preferred	to	

live	in	a	modern	apartment	near	Carfax.		

Ethan	 kept	 to	 his	 word	 and	 we	 saw	 each	 other	 every	 day.	 He	 organized	 a	

break	from	work	and	took	great	pleasure	in	explaining	what	he	had	done	since	

1987.	 It	 soon	 became	 clear	 that	 in	 all	 those	 years	 he	 had	 found	 no	 one	 with	

whom	 he	 could	 have	 such	 intimate	 conversation	 and	 such	 empathic	 talk	 of	

mathematics	and	meaning.	

I	had	a	plentiful	stock	of	all	the	things	I	needed	-	pain-killers	and	six	12-bottle	

cases	of	my	 favourite	Glenfarclas.	 I	had	calculated	 that	 this	 should	 last	me	out.	

When	I	was	not	joining	Ethan	as	a	guest	at	High	Table,	a	cook	came	to	the	cottage	

and	I	had	a	maid	who	kept	the	place	pristine.	

Within	 a	 week,	 I	 felt	 settled.	 I	 Skyped	 Constance	 each	 day	 and	 told	 her	 all	

about	 the	 little	 house,	 the	 joy	 of	 seeing	 Ethan	 again	 and	 the	 beauty	 of	Oxford.	

Ethan	 and	 I	 visited	 all	 our	 old	 haunts.	 The	 covered	 market	 was	 almost	

unrecognizable,	and	the	greasy	spoon	in	which	we	had	enjoyed	so	many	coffees	

and	breakfasts	was	no	more.	Gone	too	were	the	craft	shops,	and	the	hippy	girl	

who	had	sold	me	 the	necklace	 I	had	planned	 to	give	 Judith	had	moved	on.	 She	

was	probably	a	grandmother	by	now.	
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Drinking	 pints	 of	 Ruddles	 at	The	Turf,	we	watched,	 each	 of	 us	 silent,	 as	 the	

benches	 filled	with	 students,	 chatting,	 laughing	 and	 fooling	 around,	 just	 as	we	

had	done	half	a	lifetime	ago.	It	felt	both	strange	to	witness	and	oddly	comforting,	

for,	while	 the	world	had,	since	1987,	changed	beyond	recognition,	some	things	

remained	almost	entirely	unaltered.	

We	walked	along	Cowley	Road;	me	with	my	cane	and	my	shaky	right	hand	and	

Ethan	filled	with	enviable	energy	but	seemingly	uncomfortable	stepping	too	far	

from	 his	 rooms	 and	 his	 whiteboard	 and	markers.	 We	 stopped	 outside	 No.	 54	

Divinity	Road	and	climbed	the	hilly	street	to	where	the	Warneford	still	stood	and	

continued	to	operate	as	a	psychiatric	hospital.	Then	we	followed	a	loop	through	

South	 Park	 to	 pause	 at	 the	 spot	where	we	 had	 drunk	 champagne	 and	 thrown	

snowballs.	It	was	warm	now,	the	freshness	of	spring	in	the	air,	a	time	of	hope	and	

blossoming.	

On	another	day,	I	walked	alone	along	The	High	and	stopped	beside	the	Cherry	

Blossom	tree	in	the	grounds	of	St.	Mary’s	Church.	The	sun	shone	once	more	upon	

the	perpetual	sandstone;	the	tree’s	timeless	aura	flooded	my	senses	and	I	could	

remember	 every	 breath	 and	 heartbeat	 from	 the	 time	 I	 had	 spent	 as	 I	

contemplated	 the	 tree	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 and	how,	after	 seeing	 it,	 I	 could	never	

again	free	myself	completely	from	Oxford’s	invisible	tug.		

	

That	afternoon,	I	arrived	back	at	the	cottage	to	a	surprise.	Ethan	was	waiting	for	

me	at	the	door,	a	pile	of	items	at	his	feet.	

‘What’s	 all	 this?’	 I	 asked	 recognizing	 a	 large	wooden	 box	with	Windsor	 and	

Newton	written	on	the	lid,	a	collection	of	blank	canvases	leaned	against	the	wall	

alongside	a	large	easel.		

‘Well	let	me	in,	put	on	the	kettle	and	I	shall	explain,’	Ethan	said.	‘Hurry	up,	I’ve	

been	standing	here	for	half	an	hour.’	

He	took	the	materials	through	to	the	spare	room	and	I	trailed	behind	with	the	

easel.		As	I	made	the	tea,	I	tried	to	work	out	what	Ethan	was	up	to.	

He	 came	 out	 to	 the	 kitchen,	 took	 his	 tea	 and	 I	 followed	 him	 into	 the	 spare	

room	with	a	mug	in	my	left	hand.	

‘I	told	you	I	can’t	paint	now,	Ethan,’	I	said.	I	could	hear	the	flatness	in	my	voice.	

It	sounded	hazy.	
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‘I’ve	been	thinking	about	that.	I	understand	you	can’t	paint	the	way	you	used	

to,	but	how	about	expressing	yourself	in	a	different	form?	I	sense	that	you	need	

to	finish	something.	Am	I	right?’	

Ethan	had	always	been	 the	wisest	person	 I	had	ever	met,	 and	 I	didn’t	quite	

know	what	to	say.	He	was	absolutely	right	of	course.	There	was	Portrait	No.64,	

which	I	had	left	back	at	La	Obra	 in	St.	Luis	Obispo;	left	behind	because	I	knew	I	

could	never	complete	it.	

‘That’s	 a	 tall	 order,	Ethan.	 I	 spent	years	 learning	how	 to	paint	 the	way	 I	do.	

The	way	I	did.’	

‘But	 you	 are	 adaptable,	 Simon.	 And	 you	 need	 to	 get	 something	 out.	 I	 don’t	

know	what	it	is,	and	anyway,	it	is	private.	Look,	it’s	just	a	thought.	Shall	I	 leave	

this	stuff	here?	I	could	take	it	all	away	if	it	upsets	you.’	

I	stared	around	at	 the	box	of	oils	and	the	other	objects.	Did	they	upset	me?	 I	

could	not	really	clarify	the	emotions	I	felt.	What	did	these	things	mean	to	me?		

‘Of	course.	Leave	them,	Ethan.	And	thank	you,’	 I	sounded	a	 little	confused.	 ‘I	

can’t	promise	anything.’	

	

After	Ethan	left,	I	spent	a	long,	long	time	looking	at	the	art	materials	spread	out	

on	 the	 floor	 in	 the	 spare	 bedroom,	 a	 large	whisky	 in	my	 left	 hand.	 The	 space	

would,	 I	 realized,	 make	 a	 wonderful	 studio.	 The	 light	 pouring	 in	 from	 the	

windows	at	one	end	illuminated	the	room	so	perfectly	it	was	almost	as	though	it	

had	 been	 designed	 as	 a	 painter’s	 studio.	 That	was	 all	well	 and	 good,	 but	 such	

things	did	not	great	art	make.	What	stopped	me	was	my	sheer	inability	to	make	

my	right	hand	work	properly.		

But	gradually	 I	began	 to	wonder.	Ruth,	 the	abstract	 expressionist,	had	 lived	

with	me	for	more	than	a	decade.	Just	the	other	side	of	our	home	she	had	painted	

her	wonderful	 canvases	 filled	with	 colour,	 and	 I	had	 learned	a	great	deal	 from	

her,	as	she	had	from	me.		

	

Strangely,	 my	 first	 efforts	 delighted	 me.	 I	 think	 if	 they	 had	 not,	 I	 would	 have	

packed	everything	away	and	 returned	 the	materials	 to	Ethan	with	my	genuine	

thanks.	But,	the	paintings	-	my	first	experiments	done	by	holding	the	brush	with	

both	hands	-	felt	right,	and	that	was	all	that	mattered.	
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As	April	slipped	into	May,	and	I	still	felt	relatively	well	and	strong	enough	to	

get	 out	 of	 bed,	 Ethan	 and	 I	 spent	 many	 hours	 wandering	 the	 grounds	 of	 the	

college,	reminiscing	and	talking	about	 the	work	he	saw	as	on-going,	something	

he	was	only	part	way	through.	

‘You’ve	said	very	little	about	your	own	journey,	Simon,’	he	observed.	

‘I	have	written	it	down	in	a	collection	of	journals	which	I	shall	give	to	you	just	

before	the	end;	but	they	are	not	to	be	read	until	I’m	gone.’	

He	 looked	 at	me	gravely	 and	we	spoke	 no	more	 about	 it.	But	 that	 night	we	

revisited	a	ritual	 in	which	we	had	 last	partaken	thirty	years	ago.	We	 lay	on	the	

grass	and	shared	a	bottle	of	cheap	vodka	whilst	staring	up	at	the	stars.	It	was	not	

a	 cold	 night,	 but	 I	 was	wrapped	 up	 in	 a	 thick	 coat	 and	 a	 scarf	 tied	 about	my	

throat.	

‘To	us,	 the	 last	 time	we	did	this	was	so	long	ago,’	 I	said	quietly.	 ‘But	 to	 that.’	

And	I	waved	a	hand	at	the	sky.	‘It	has	been	a	microscopic	drop	of	time.’	

‘And	 it’s	hard	not	 to	 feel	small	and	 insignificant,	 isn’t	 it?’	Ethan	said.	 ‘But,	as	

you	know,	I’ve	not	believed	that	for	a	long,	long	time.’	

‘That	 is	 the	essence	of	your	thought.	Your	 life’s	work,	 the	notion	that	we	are	

important.	But	it	raises	a	question	for	me.’	

‘Which	is?’	

‘For	a	moment,	forget	the	bigger	picture	and	think	about	the	microcosm	of	us;	

you	and	me	and	what	we	have	done	with	our	 lives.	 I’m	about	 to	die,	 and	 I	 can	

accept	that;	but	who	was	right?	You	or	me?’	

‘Don’t	follow.’	

‘Well,	 you	 stayed	 here,	 closeted	within	 these	 ancient	walls,	 pursuing,	 alone,	

your	 great	work.	 You’ve	 achieved	 enormous	 things,	 changed	 the	 very	way	we	

think.	 But	 everything	 you	 have	 done	 has	 been	 internal,	 everything	 inside	 your	

own	mind,	 and	 from	 that	 inward	 journey,	 that	 road	 forever	 taking	you	 further	

into	yourself,	you	have	produced	incredible	insights.’	

‘And	you,	Simon?’	

‘Well,	you	can	read	the	specifics	later.	But	my	whole	life	since	saying	goodbye	

to	 you	 that	 strange	 night	 not	 too	 far	 from	here	 has	 been	 one	 spent	 in	 the	 big,	

wide	world	 of	 physical	 experience,	 hedonism,	 poverty,	 wealth,	 hunger,	 plenty.	
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I’ve	drunk	and	 fucked	and	 loved	and	 lost	 and	 sacrificed	and	been	 sacrificed.	 It	

has	been	the	very	opposite	of	your	journey.’	

‘And	have	you	found	any	answers?’	

‘No.	Just	more	questions.’	

‘Ah!	 But	 our	 paths	 do	 have	 something	 in	 common!	 I	 really	 believe	 I	 now	

understand	 less	 than	I	did	when	I	was	young.	How?	Well,	 I	didn’t	know	all	 the	

questions.	You	must	have	experienced	the	same	thing.’	

‘I	 have.	 At	 eighteen,	 I	 knew	 nothing	 of	 the	 world,	 but	 I	 could	 answer	 the	

questions	that	were	laid	out	before	me.	As	each	year	passed,	as	each	day	slid	into	

night,	new	questions	arose,	and	I	could	not	keep	up.	 I	began	to	have	 fewer	and	

fewer	 answers	 compared	 to	 questions.	 I’ve	 been	 walking	 backwards.	 And	

perhaps	that’s	why	I	feel	no	fear,	no	horror	for	what	is	to	come.’	

	

~	

	 	

It	 was	 early	 in	 June	 that	 I	made	 the	 breakthrough.	 I	 had	 painted	 canvas	 after	

canvas	and	Ethan	had	supplied	me	with	more	materials	and	fresh	canvases.	I	had	

set	up	a	little	stereo	and	was	listening	to	Stockhausen.	And	as	I	stroked	the	brush	

across	the	canvas,	a	bold	line	of	crimson	followed	by	a	narrower	line	creating	a	

‘v’	under	the	circle	of	orange	that	had	filled	the	canvas,	an	orange	that	was	also	

black,	 yellow,	 white,	 red	 and	 aflame	 with	 a	 million	 other	 hues,	 one	 upon	 the	

other,	what	I	had	been	chasing	emerged	from	the	canvas.	It	stepped,	fully-formed	

into	the	room	like	a	hologram.	I	had	created	it,	finished	it	-	by	starting	anew.	

	

~	

	

The	day	I	completed	the	portrait,	my	pain	 intensified	and	I	was	prescribed	the	

strongest	pain	relief	this	side	of	death,	and	even	that	combined	with	larger	and	

larger	 quantities	 of	whisky	 only	managed	 to	 take	 the	 edge	 off	 the	 agony.	 Two	

days	later,	I	was	forced	to	my	bed	and	I	knew	the	end	was	close.	Ethan	was	with	

me	almost	all	 the	 time.	He	even	 slept	on	a	 foldaway	mattress	across	 the	 room.	

The	easel	with	the	finished	painting	was	within	my	view.	The	face	of	my	mother,	

the	face	that	had	looked	out	at	me	from	the	photograph	I	had	on	my	dresser	in	
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the	 attic	 room	 of	 No	 .54	 Divinity	 Road,	 the	 photograph	 I	 had	 kept	 with	 me	

throughout	 the	 years	of	my	winding,	 serpentine	 life.	 I	wrote	 three	words	on	 a	

card	and	placed	 it	against	 the	canvas.	 It	said:	 ‘For	you,	Ethan’.	 I	considered	the	

work	one	last	time	then	covered	the	painting	with	a	cotton	sheet	where	it	stood	

on	its	easel	at	the	end	of	my	bed.		

	

~	

	

And	then	Ethan	produced	one	last	surprise.	I	had	fallen	asleep.	He	stood	beside	

my	bed,	 touched	my	shoulder	as	gently	as	a	 feather	and	whispered:	 ‘I	 thought	

you	would	like	to	see	these.’		

He	helped	me	sit	up	and	plumped	up	the	pillows.	On	a	chair	close	to	the	bed	

stood	my	old	Fender	Telecaster,	and	on	the	floor,	my	Vox	AC30	amplifier.	

‘But	-?’	

‘I	 could	 not	 bring	myself	 to	 sell	 them.	 I	 had	 some	weird	 notion	 you	would	

return	to	Oxford	one	day.’	

‘But	the	money?’	

Ethan	shrugged.	‘It	was	nothing,	Simon.’	

‘You	 are	 the	most	wonderful	person	 any	man	 could	wish	 to	 know,	 Ethan,’	 I	

said.	‘You’re	a	saint.’	

‘Don’t	believe	in	saints.’	

‘You	know	what	I	mean,	you	bastard.	Let	me	hold	the	guitar.’		

He	sat	at	the	side	of	the	bed	and	handed	me	the	Telecaster.	I	positioned	it	as	

though	I	could	play	it,	but	of	course,	I	could	not.	Just	to	feel	beneath	the	fingers	of	

my	left	hand	the	texture	of	the	wood,	the	shape	of	the	neck,	the	metal	frets	and	

the	strings	now	grown	old	and	corroded,	sent	a	beautiful	chill	down	my	spine.	

‘Thank	you,	Ethan.’	I	said.	‘Thank	you.’	

	

~	

	

The	memorial	service	would	be	finishing	soon	and	he	was	waiting	for	Constance	

to	join	him	for	a	toast	from	the	final	bottle	of	Glenfarclas	Single	Malt:	Simon	had	

timed	things	perfectly.	Ethan	turned	the	page	and	read	his	friend’s	final	words:	



	 238	

	

And	so,	dear	Ethan,	I	have	come	to	the	end	of	this,	my	story.	Neither	of	us	shall	

ever	know	 the	 real	Truth.	No	matter	how	clever	we	may	 think	we	are,	we	can	

never	 do	 more	 than	 skirt	 the	 edges,	 dance	 on	 the	 periphery.	 We	 are	 like	

strangers	on	the	shore.	We	pick	up	pebbles	and	skim	them	upon	the	surface	of	

the	 water,	 watching	 as	 they	 bounce	 gracefully,	 following,	 as	 do	 all	 things,	 the	

laws	of	mathematics.		More	often	than	not	we	see	the	pebble	dance	and	quickly	

sink	 beneath	 the	 waves.	 But,	 just	 occasionally,	 by	 rare	 and	 fortunate	

happenstance,	 we	 choose	 a	 stone	 so	 smooth	 and	 so	 perfectly	 aerodynamic,	 it	

dances	and	skims,	it	pirouettes	and	it	spins,	until,	fading	into	the	half-light,	it	too	

sinks,	and	is	lost	to	view.	
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‘Hermann	Hesse’s	Journey	of	Self	Discovery,	and	its	Ultimate	

Expression	in	Narcissus	and	Goldmund.’	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



	 240	

INTRODUCTION	

	

When	I	was	twenty	I	wanted	to	be	Hermann	Hesse.	By	the	age	of	 forty	I	

had	published	two	dozen	books.	Now,	as	I	approach	sixty,	I	have	reached	

the	conclusion	that	Hermann	Hesse	was	the	greatest	creative	influence	in	

my	 life,	 and	 the	 creative	 component	 of	 my	 dissertation	 is	 a	 form	 of	

testimony	to	his	enduring	influence.	

	

I	discovered	Hermann	Hesse	when	 I	was	at	university	 in	 the	 late	1970s.	

The	introduction	came	from	an	older	relative,	a	man	who	had	once	been	

an	 enthusiastic	 follower	 of	 what	 had	 become	 known	 as	 the	 counter-

culture	of	the	1960s.	Hesse’s	voice	seemed	to	speak	with	an	intensity	that	

I	 have	 never	 associated	 with	 any	 other	 author.	 His	 writing	 felt	 like	 a	

direct	communication	across	the	decades.	What	had	mattered	to	him,	as	

expressed	 through	 his	 characters,	 also	 mattered	 to	 me.	 He	 was	 born	

German,	 I	 am	English,	 he	was	born	 in	 1877,	 I	 in	 1959.	He	 came	 from	 a	

middle-class	religious	family,	my	parents	were	only	nominally	Christians	

who	put	on	their	finest	for	Easter	and	Christmas	carols,	and	we	were	so	

poor	 that	 in	 the	 winter,	 to	 keep	 warm,	 we	 sometimes	 had	 to	 burn	 old	

shoes	in	the	one	downstairs	room.	Hesse	had	no	understanding,	nor	even	

a	respect	 for	science	and	technology,	 I	was	studying	Chemistry	at	King’s	

College	 with	 plans	 for	 a	 PhD,	 research,	 and	 eventually,	 with	 all	 the	

ambition	of	youth,	a	Nobel	Prize.	Yet,	none	of	these	differences	mattered,	

because	I	felt	a	deep	kinship	with	the	writing	of	Hesse.	His	mind	seemed	

unfettered,	and	as	a	twenty	year	old	undergraduate	 I	 liked	 to	 think	 that	

the	personal	fetters	of	my	hitherto	narrow	life	were	being	eroded	by	this	

writer	 from	my	 grandparents’	 generation.	 Hesse	 freed	me.	 His	 writing,	

his	thoughts,	his	vision,	his	adventurousness;	they	gave	me	permission	to	

absorb	the	possibilities	offered	by	the	unconventional.	I	truly	believe	that	

if	 I	 had	 not	 read	 Hermann	 Hesse’s	 entire	 oeuvre	 during	 one	 six-month	

period	in	1979,	I	would	never	have	become	a	professional	writer.	

	

•	
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In	 1990,	 I	 became	 a	 journalist,	 producing	 science	 pieces	 for	 British	

newspapers	 and	 trying	 to	 write	 a	 literary	 novel.	 I	went	 on	 to	 write	 six	

novels,	 each	 of	 which	 failed	 spectacularly	 to	 excite	 any	 publisher,	 my	

seventh	 attempt,	 Equinox,	 sold	 two	 million	 copies	 in	 thirty-nine	

languages.1	That	success	did	not	come	until	2006.		

	

From	journalism,	I	moved	on	to	write	non-fiction	books.	My	first,	in	1992,	

was	 a	 biography	of	Stephen	Hawking	 (co-written	with	 John	Gribbin).2	It	

was	 followed	 by	 twenty-five	more	 non-fiction	 titles	 between	 1992	 and	

2006.	 However,	 throughout	 this	 time	 I	 wished	 to	 be	 accepted	 as	 a	

novelist,	 inspired	 by	 Hermann	 Hesse.	 I	 was	 not	 Hermann	Hesse,	 but	 at	

times	I	felt	I	had	succeeded	in	creating	an	acceptable	hybrid	of	novelistic	

narrative	 and	 non-fiction.	 One	 of	my	 favourite	 pieces	 from	my	work	 of	

this	time	was	the	ending	of	a	book	called	The	Pope	and	the	Heretic	(2002)	

about	the	Giordano	Bruno,	who	was	burned	in	Rome	in	1600.	I	wrote:	

	

The	pope	 saw	nothing	Bruno	wrote	 in	prison	and	 the	 two	men	never	met	 in	
private	 as	 Bruno	 had	 hoped.	 As	 Giordano	 burned	 that	 festive	 Thursday,	
February	19th	1600,	the	crowd	cheered	and	waved	their	banners,	children	ran	
as	close	to	the	flames	as	they	dared	and	frightened	mothers	pulled	them	back.	
And	when	 the	 spectacle	was	over	and	the	world	 cleansed	of	 another	heretic,	
Bruno’s	ashes	settled	on	ledges	and	in	nearby	fields.	There	the	rain	carried	into	
the	 soil	molecules	 that	had	 once	 composed	parts	of	 his	 body.	Over	 time,	 the	
molecules	were	broken	open,	their	atoms	absorbed	by	plants.	The	plants	were	
eaten	by	animals	and	some	found	their	way	to	the	tables	of	Rome	and	beyond.	
Other	elements	of	Bruno	fell	into	water	and	were	recycled	to	splash	upon	the	
faces	of	bathers	and	into	drinking	goblets.	And	so,	perhaps,	on	an	atomic	level	
at	 least,	 the	 pope	 himself	was	 conjoined	with	 the	 heretic	 after	 all.	 As	Bruno	
would	 have	 it:	 The	 universe	 is	 infinite,	 and	 as	 one.	 We	 are	 all	 each	 other.	
Everything	is	everything	else.3		
	

I	was	reproved	by	editors	(especially	in	America)	 for	my	novelistic	style	

and	 I	argued	on	many	occasions	to	retain	passages	 in	which	my	literary	

ambitions	surfaced.	

																																																								
1 M.	White,	Equinox,	London,	Arrow	Books,	Random	House,	2006.	
2	M.	White	and	J.	Gribbin,	Stephen	Hawking:	A	Life	In	Science,	London,	Viking,	Penguin,	1992.	
3	M.	White,	The	Pope	and	the	Heretic,	London,	Little,	Brown	and	Co.,	2002,	pp.	160	–	161.		
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As	 my	 career	 progressed,	 I	 felt	 I	 was	 being	 forced	 further	 and	 further	

away	 from	 literary	 writing.	 I	 was	 a	 career	 non-fiction	 writer	 with	 a	

mortgage	 and	 a	 family	 to	 support.	 The	 only	way	 I	 could	 really	 express	

myself	 as	 I	wished	was	 through	 the	 fiction	 I	wrote	 contemporaneously,	

but	 which	 at	 that	 point	 consistently	 failed	 to	 interest	 agents	 and	

publishers.	 I	inhabited	a	particular	writing	category:	popular	non-fiction	

and	fiction.	

	

It	was	during	 this	 time,	 in	1990,	when	 I	was	thirty	 that	 I	wrote	 the	 first	

early	 draft	 of	 the	 short	 story	 Flora	 and	 Jack	 which	 (in	 a	 more	 refined	

form)	is	attributed	to	Simon	Mailer	in	Strangers	On	The	Shore.	 It	was	the	

first	 piece	of	writing	with	which	 I	was	 truly	satisfied.	 It	was	 this	 (along	

with	 a	 succession	of	 other	 literary	 short	 stories)	 that	 sustained	me	 and	

kept	alive	in	me	the	incipient	novelist	who	had	been	inspired	to	write	by	

Hermann	Hesse.		

	

With	 my	 first	 published	 novel,	 Equinox,	 I	 produced	 a	 very	 commercial	

piece	 of	 fiction	 that	 finally	 allowed	me	 to	 cease	writing	non-fiction	 and	

journalism.	 With	 this	 and	 subsequent	 novels,	 The	 Medici	 Secret,	 The	

Borgia	 Ring	 and	 others,	 I	 was	 guided	 into	 commercial	 terrain,	 but	 I	

always	 tried	 to	 introduce	a	component	of	 literary	phrasing	 and	 thought	

wherever	I	could,	and	of	course,	 I	found	editors	more	able	to	accept	this	

in	a	novel.	Even	so,	I	was	still	not	really	accomplishing	my	objectives.	As	I	

explain	later,	Hesse	often	felt	that	he	was	a	fraud,	that	he	was	producing	

fairy	 stories	 rather	 than	 what	 he	 wished	 to	 be	 known	 for	 -	 poetry.	

Without	 exactly	 comparing	 myself	 to	 Hermann	 Hesse,	 I	 too	 was	 never	

completely	 satisfied	 with	 the	 novels	 I	 wrote.	 I	 always	 felt	 I	 had	 to	

compromise,	 to	 deliberately	 engage	 with	 a	 readership	 demanding	

entertaining,	 commercial,	 popular	 fiction.	 This	 is	 the	 reason	 for	 my	

decision	in	2015	 to	undertake	a	PhD	in	Creative	Writing.	 It	gave	me	 the	

opportunity	 to	 attempt	 a	work	of	 literary	 fiction.	 It	 also	 offered	me	 the	

chance	 to	try	 to	write	something	more	complex	and	 thoughtful	 than	my	
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prior	work.		

	

The	 initial	 idea	for	Strangers	On	The	Shore	came	to	me	 in	March	2013.	 I	

was	 hospitalised	 after	 suffering	 a	 serious	 stroke	 that	 left	 me	 partially	

paralysed	 on	my	 right	 side.	 The	 concept	 was,	 I	 believe,	 initiated	 by	 an	

enhanced	 sense	 of	 my	 own	 mortality.	 While	 in	 hospital	 I	 re-read	 (for	

perhaps	 the	 tenth	 time)	Narcissus	 and	Goldmund	 and	 I	 was	 inspired	 by	

the	idea	of	using	Hesse’s	story	as	a	form	of	template,	recounting	a	modern	

story.	 I	 have	 always	 been	 fascinated	 by	 the	 notion	 of	 the	 ‘sliding	 door’	

theory	 -	 the	 idea	 that	 each	 of	 us	 may	 follow	 any	 number	 of	 different	

pathways	 and	 that	 sometimes	 small	 decisions	 can	 create	 entirely	

different	 alternate	 futures.4	From	this	 I	 began	 to	wonder	about	my	own	

life	up	to	that	point,	and	I	grew	committed	to	the	writing	a	novel	based	on	

what	might	have	been.	Hesse’s	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	sanctioned	this.	It	

concerns	 an	 account	 of	 the	 conjunction	of	Hermann	Hesses	 life	 and	his	

fiction,	 and	 an	 exploration	 of	 the	 use	 I	 have	 made	 of	 the	 template	 of	

Narcissus	and	Goldmund	in	my	own	work.	

	

I	was	never	a	maths	prodigy,	but	elements	of	my	childhood	and	youth	are	

mirrored	in	Simon	Mailer.	 I	was	a	professional	guitarist	 for	a	 time,	but	 I	

never	played	as	well	as	Simon.	I	have	never	been	a	painter	and	I	did	not	

have	an	Ethan	in	my	life	(although	this	character	is	an	amalgam	of	several	

real	people	whom	I	have	known).	In	a	sense,	Strangers	On	The	Shore,	like	

Hermann	Hesse’s	entire	oeuvre,	is	a	form	of	alternative	autobiography.	At	

its	heart	it	is	a	recounting	of	what	might	have	been;	an	application	of	the	

‘sliding	door	effect’.	As	with	Hesse’s	motivations,	my	homage	to	his	style	

was	 also,	 in	 part,	 cathartic:	 by	 creating	 an	 alternate	 version	 of	myself	 I	

was	able	to	explore	aspects	of	myself.	In	writing	Strangers	On	the	Shore	I	

learned	 a	 great	 deal	 about	myself,	 I	 entered	 regions	 of	 creativity	 I	 had	

hitherto	 left	 dormant	 as	 I	 pursued	 a	 career	 as	 a	 popular	 novelist	 and	 I	

found	the	impetus	to	continue	with	this	form	of	writing.		

	
																																																								
4	D.	Deutsch,	The	Fabric	of	Reality,	London,	Viking	Press,	1997.	
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This	 dissertation	 represents	 an	 account	 of	 the	 conjunction	 of	 Herman	

Hesse’s	 life	and	his	 fiction,	and	an	exploration	of	the	use	 I	have	made	of	

the	template	of	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	in	my	own	work.	
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CHAPTER	ONE:	WHO	WAS	HERMANN	HESSE?	

	

Hermann	Hesse	was	born	in	Calw,	in	Southern	Germany,	in	July	1877,	but	

he	 later	 became	 a	 Swiss	 national.	 Hesse	 was	 one	 of	 the	 most	 revered	

novelists	and	poets	of	his	generation.	He	was	a	pacifist,	outspoken	against	

German	involvement	in	the	First	World	War,	declaring	publicly:	

	

I	 see	 the	decay	of	 state	morality	and	a	policy	of	 violation	and	desecration	as	
unstoppable,	and	do	not	believe	that	any	nation	or	constitution	in	the	world	is	
safe	 from	 collapsing	 or	 being	 violated.	 If	 Europe	 should	 really	 be	 lost	 and	
become	nothing	but	a	memory,	this	would	mark	the	end	of	humanism.	For	the	
first	 time	 in	decades,	 I	am	rediscovering	stirrings	of	nationalism	in	my	chest,	
though	this	is	not	a	German	but	a	European	nationalism.5		

	

This	created	problems	for	Hesse.	He	was	reviled	by	German	patriots	and	

castigated	 by	 the	 German	 press.	 Appropriating	Don	Quixote,	 one	 paper,	

Kölner	 Tagblatt,	 described	 the	 writer	 as:	 	 ‘Like	 a	 knight	 of	 the	 woeful	

countenance	shirker	Hesse	wanders	away,	a	man	without	a	 fatherland.’6	

This	 is	 vituperative	 and	 inaccurate.	 Hesse	was	 committed	 to	 his	 native	

culture	 and	 the	 German	 people,	 but	 he	 was	 opposed	 to	 the	 political	

direction	the	country	had	taken	during	the	lead-up	to	the	Great	War.	

	

In	1912,	he	moved	his	family	to	Melchenbühlweg	near	Berne	where	later	

he	 began	 working	 for	 the	 Prisoners	 of	 War	 Welfare	 Organisation	 that	

helped	captives	from	each	side	of	the	conflict.	During	this	time	he	edited	

two	journals	for	prisoners	and	published	a	series	of	essays	and	stories	for	

them,	documenting	 their	plight.	His	most	 famous	essay,	 from	1914,	was	

entitled:	‘O	Freunde	nicht	diese	Tone!’	(‘Oh	My	Friends,	not	these	Sounds’)	

which	attacked	 the	powers	behind	 the	conflict.7	Hermann	Hesse	was	 far	

from	 being	 a	political	 radical.	He	 joined	no	political	movements;	 he	 did	

not	speak	nor	did	he	write	on	partisan	war	 issues,	but	he	was	a	pacifist	

and	 passionate	 in	 his	 belief	 that	 attempting	 to	 solve	 problems	 through	

																																																								
5	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	I,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	45.	
6	Kölner	Tagblatt,	5	April	1914,	p.	17.	
7	H.	Hesse,	‘O	Freunde	nicht	diese	Tone!’,	Neue	Zurcher	Zeitung,	3	November	1914.	
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violence	 had	 no	 sound	 moral,	 intellectual	 or	 practical	 foundation.	 His	

convictions	may	have	been	a	factor	in	his	later	popularity	at	a	time	when	

protests	 against	 the	 Vietnam	 War	 and	 nuclear	 armament	 were	 a	

significant	social	force	in	America	and	elsewhere.	It	is	also	likely	that	his	

understanding	of	the	complexities	of	character	corresponding	to	personal	

conflicts	 in	 his	 own	 life,	 engaged	 a	 counter-cultural	 and	 more	 general	

readership	 that	 validated	 the	 personal	 over	 larger	 conservative	 social	

pressures.	

	

I	 was	 not	 the	 only	 young	 reader	 who	 was	 entranced	 by	 Hesse’s	 work,	

which	underwent	a	critical	and	commercial	resurgence	during	the	1960s,	

especially	 in	 America.	 Later,	 Harold	 Bloom	 placed	 Narcissus	 and	

Goldmund	 in	 his	 ‘Western	 Canon’.8	Hesse	 was	 the	 recipient	 of	 many	

honours,	and	was	awarded	the	Nobel	Prize	for	Literature	in	1946.	Today	

Hesse	 is	not	 as	widely	 read	 as	he	was	 during	 the	 1960s	and	 ‘70s	when	his	

'alternative'	 writings	 (along	with	 those	 of	 Günter	 Grass,	 Jack	 Kerouac	 and	

Ken	 Kesey)	 resonated	with	 the	 rebellious	mood	 of	 the	 time.	 His	 character	

Goldmund	 is	 the	 epitome	 of	 the	 libertine.	 The	 Steppenwolf	 is	 a	 loner	 so	

completely	out	of	alignment	with	prosaic	society	that	he	feels	himself	to	be	a	

beast,	an	alien.	Such	characters	are	not	as	fashionable	as	they	once	were,	but	

Hesse	 remains	 a	 valued	 literary	 author.	 There	 is	 a	 strong	 correspondence	

between	Hesse’s	writing	and	religion,	spirituality	and	the	intellect,	and	this	

plays	 a	 major	 part	 in	 maintaining	 his	 relevance	 and	 canonical	 position.9	

Bloom	said	of	Hesse’s	work	that	it	was	‘the	last	words	of	an	older,	Liberal	

Germany	upon	 the	 dreadful	 debasement	 of	 the	German	 spirit	 under	the	

Nazis.’10	This	 is	a	carefully	and	accurately	worded	assessment.	Hermann	

Hesse	 embodies	 the	 human	 being	 whose	 aim	 is	 to	 reach	 beyond	 the	

mundanities	 of	 everyday	 existence	 and	 to	 be	 beholden	 only	 to	 oneself;	

the	precise	contrapuntal	view	of	Nazism	or	any	other	totalitarian	regime	

																																																								
8	H.	Bloom,	The	Western	Canon:	The	Books	and	School	of	the	Ages,	New	York,	Harcourt	Brace,	
1994.				
9	A.	Gopik,	‘What	Meditation	Can	Do	for	Us	and	What	It	Can’t.	Exmaining	the	science	and	
supernaturalism	of	Buddhism.’,	The	New	Yorker	Magazine,	7	&	14	August	2017.	
10	H.	Bloom,	Bloom’s	Modern	Critical	Views:	Hermann	Hesse,	Philadelphia,	Chelsea	House	
Publishers,	2003.	
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(including,	of	course,	Christianity,	as	Hesse	saw	it).	

	

Hesse	was	brought	up	 in	 a	 strict	 Protestant	 family.	Before	his	 birth,	 his	

parents	 were	 missionaries	 in	 India.	 From	 the	 age	 of	 about	 fifteen	 or	

sixteen,	 he	 shunned	 religion	 and	 embraced	 Buddhism.11	But,	 as	 I	 shall	

discuss	 in	detail,	 he	had	 a	 fraught	 relationship	with	 his	 parents,	 and,	 in	

1892,	he	attempted	suicide.	He	was	confined	in	a	psychiatric	hospital	for	

almost	a	year,	and	upon	his	release,	he	left	the	family	home	in	Calw.	This	

has	considerable	bearing	on	his	work	as	a	novelist,	providing	the	basis	for	

his	 aspirations	 to	 personal	 psychic	 integration,	 while	 also,	 in	 all	

likelihood,	 exacerbating	 the	 personal	 complexity	 that	 made	 such	

integration	difficult.	

	

•	

	

During	 the	 past	 half	 century	 relatively	 little	 has	 been	 published	 about	

Hermann	Hesse.	One	of	my	aims	with	writing	this	dissertation	is	to	bring	his	

work	and	thought	into	contemporary	focus	and	to	indicate	the	way	in	which	

it	might	inspire	a	modern	novel.		

	

My	 dissertation	will	 focus	 on	 the	 assertion	 that	 Hermann	 Hesse	 spent	 his	

literary	 career	 creating	 fictions	 that	 were	 clear	 expressions	 of	 his	 own	

acknowledged	 conflicts,	 and	 it	 explores	 the	 way	 in	 which	 he	 cast	 these	

conflicts	 in	 meaningful	 narrative	 form	 through	 his	 characters.	 One	 critic,	

Oskar	 Seidlin	 dramatically	 defined	 this	 process	 as:	 ‘An	 exorcism	 of	 the	

demons.’12	Elsewhere,	whilst	discussing	Hesse’s	final	novel,	The	Glass	Bead	

Game,	Seidlin	declared:	‘[the	character]	Kastalien	represents,	so	to	speak	

the	realm	of	the	Father,	which	has	repressed	the	maternal	realm	without	

																																																								
11	Hesse’s	parents,	Maria	and	Johannes	were	members	of	the	Pietist	branch	of	Lutheranism	that	
combined	17th	century	Lutheran	principles	with	the	Reformed	Church	emphasis	on	individual	
Christian	piety.	
12	O.	Seidlin,	Hermann	Hesse:	The	Exorcism	of	the	Demons,	Essays	in	German	and	Comparative	
Literature,	Chapel	Hill,	The	University	of	North	Carolina	Press,	1961,	pp.	203	–	227.	
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which,	however,	it	cannot	survive.’13	In	stating	this,	Seidlin	identifies	 the	

core	 of	 the	 conflict	 Hesse	 articulated	 throughout	 his	 life;	 his	 expressed	

need	to	unite	what	he	saw	as	the	fundamental	forces	of	nature,	anima	and	

animus,	 father	and	mother.	These	terms	were	defined	during	 the	period	

of	 connection	with	Carl	 Jung.	We	 can	provide	 less	sensational	 insight	 into	

the	connection	between	the	writer	and	his	work	by	examining	 this	specific	

drive	in	the	context	of	his	life.	

	

In	 this	 exegesis	 I	 will	 also	 establish	 that	 Hesse	 spent	 his	 career	

attempting	 to	 resolve	 the	 psychological	 conflicts	 generated	 from	 his	

unhappy	 childhood	 and	 adolescence,	 and	 that	 he	 reached	 a	 form	 of	

acceptance	of	 the	 traumatic	experiences	of	his	 formative	 years	with	 the	

completion	of	his	book,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund.			

	

•	

	

Almost	 all	 critics	 and	 Hesse	 scholars	 agree	 that	 the	 author’s	 literary	

contribution	comprises	an	experimental	immersion	in	what	he	believed	to	be	

the	 inner	 self	 with	 the	 explicit	 aim	 of	 reaching	 a	 form	 of	 ‘becoming’.14	He	

readily	commented	on	this.	In	a	letter	to	a	reader	in	1930,	he	stated	that:	 ‘I	

see	Knulp,	 Demian,	 Siddhartha,	 Klingsor,	 Steppenwolf	 and	Goldmund	 (lead	

characters	from	a	collection	of	his	novels)	as	brothers	of	one	another,	each	a	

variation	 of	 my	 central	 theme.’ 15 	The	 characters	 serve	 a	 particular	

philosophical	and	spiritual	objective.	Shortly	afterwards,	 to	 another	reader,	

he	 wrote:	 ‘From	 Camazind	 (Peter	 Camazind,	 Hesse’s	 first	 novel)	 to	

Steppenwolf	 and	 Joseph	 Knecht	 (the	 chief	 protagonist	 of	 The	 Glass	 Bead	

Game)	 they	 can	 all	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 defence	 of	 the	 personality,	 of	 the	

individual	self.’16	This	need	to	place	himself	within	the	characters	he	created	

																																																								
13	O.	Seidlin,	A	Companion	to	the	Works	of	Hermann	Hesse,	New	York,	Camden	House,	2009,	p.	
223.	
14	R.	Breugelmans,	‘Hermann	Hesse	and	Depth	Psychology’,	Canadian	Review	of	Comparative	
Literature,	Winter,	1981,	p.	12.	
15	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	VII,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	342.	
16	Ibid.,	Volume	IX,	p.	99.	
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was	an	imperative,	but	Hesse	also	considered	himself	to	be	primarily	a	poet.	

He	felt	a	certain	anathema	for	the	epithet	of	novelist,	and	he	was	positively	

repelled	 by	 the	 notion	 of	 being	 a	 story-teller.	 Indeed,	 he	 was	 extremely	

critical	of	his	literary	contribution	(which	is	almost	certainly	why	he	disliked	

the	 term	 ‘story-teller’).	 In	 Preface	 of	 a	Writer	 to	 His	 Selected	Works	 Hesse	

declared:	‘I	also,	without	being	fully	aware	of	it	had	played	the	role	of	story-

teller	 as	 a	 deceiver	who	was	 himself	 deceived...Of	my	 tales	 -	 there	was	 no	

longer	any	doubt	about	this	-	not	a	single	one	was	pure	enough	as	a	work	of	

art	 still	 to	 deserve	 attention.’17	A	 century	 before	 Hesse’s	 birth	 Friedrich	

Schlegel	wrote:	‘The	modern	poet	creates	all	things	within	himself.’	It	was	a	

sentiment	Hermann	Hesse	endorsed	unreservedly.18	Later,	in	the	same	work,	

Schlegel	postulated	the	idea	that:	‘What	is	best	in	the	best	novels	is	nothing	

but	a	more	or	less	veiled	confession	of	the	author.’19	Hesse	had	drawn	a	line	

of	 demarcation	 between	 poetry	 (which	 he	 believed	 to	 be	 art)	 and	 the	

novel	which	he	 saw	as	 simply	 story-telling.	 In	his	 view,	 only	within	 the	

works	 of	 the	 truly	 great	 could	 the	 two	meet.	 He	 could	 discern	 hybrids	

(and	he	certainly	regarded	the	fiction	of	Goethe	to	be	High	Art).20	Perhaps	

he	could	allow	himself	to	believe	that	some	of	his	own	creations	were	art,	

even	if	they	were	a	blend	of	poetry	and	mere	story-telling,	this	amalgam	

was	 an	 effective	 way	 to	 project	 his	 personality	 and	 to	 attempt	 to	

understand	himself.	

	

Hesse	 sought	 a	 state	 in	 which	 he	 might	 understand	 his	 personal	

psychological	issues,	and	he	wished	to	unravel	the	mental	confusions	that	

had	 plagued	 him	 since	 childhood:	 to	 explore,	 in	 Goethe’s	 well-known	

																																																								
17	M.	Boulby,	Hermann	Hesse:	His	Mind	and	Art,	Western	reserve	University,	Cornell	University	
Press,	1967,	pp.	207	–	208.	
18	F.	Schlegel,	Dialogue	on	Poetry	and	Literary	Aphorisms,	translated	by	E.	Behler	and	R.	Struc,	
Pennsylvania,	Pennsylvania	University	Press,	1969,	p.	81.	
19	Ibid.,	p.	103.	
20	Hesse	wrote	of	Goethe:	‘[His	work]...stands	high	above	all	literature.	It	is	nothing	but	worship,	
nothing	but	reverence	for	life,	it	just	wants	to	serve	and	has	no	claims,	claims	or	rights.’,	‘Thanks	
to	Goethe’,	See;	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	XII,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	45.	
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phrase,	‘fragments	of	a	great	confession’.21	As	the	editor	of	Hesse’s	letters	

and	 his	 biographer,	 Theodore	 Ziolkowski,	 wrote	 in	 the	 introduction	 to	

Hesse’s	Autobiographical	Writings:		

	
While	Hesse	never	wrote	a	single	comprehensive	account	of	his	life,	in	several	
senses	all	his	works	are	-	whether	the	setting	is	the	ancient	India	of	Siddhartha,	
the	medieval	Europe	of	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	or	the	utopian	Castalia	of	The	
Glass	Bead	Game	–	 the	principal	characters	of	his	novels	always	appear	to	be	
transformations	of	Hesse	himself,	adapted	to	the	circumstances	of	the	fiction.22		

	

This	view	is	soundly	based	in	Hesse’s	own	objective:	Hesse	wrote:	

	
It	 was	 my	 most	 fervent	 wish,	 as	 a	 child,	 to	 possess	 the	 magical	 ability	 to	
disappear	or	to	change	shape.	The	adult	equivalent	of	this	magical	power	was	
the	gift	of	concealing	myself	playfully	behind	the	figure	of	my	fictional	world.23		

	

It	is	my	contention	that	this	perception,	and	the	literary	enactment	of	it,	

led	 Hermann	 Hesse	 into	 an	 intense	 form	 of	 self-analysis	 designed	 to	

reach	a	degree	of	‘self-realisation’;	a	state	of	 inner	emotional	calm	and	a	

position	from	which	he	might	reconcile	the	many	psychological	conflicts	

he	had	experienced	from	his	youngest	days.	

	

Hermann	Hesses’	work	is	part	of	a	tradition	of	literature	grounded	in	the	

writer’s	 personal	 experience.	Many	of	 his	 books	 share	 some	 features	 of	

novels	 such	 as	 Joyce’s	Portrait	of	 the	Artist	as	a	Young	Man;	 Lawrence’s	

Sons	 and	 Lovers;	 Shelley’s	 Alastor;	 Rimbaud’s	 Drunken	 Boat,	 and	

Dostoyevsky’s	 Notes	 From	 the	 Underground	 (to	 mention	 but	 a	 few).	

Confessional	writing	was	by	no	means	 an	unexplored	 form	when	Hesse	

began	his	career.24	Indeed,	Flaubert	identified	his	own	involvement	in	his	

fictions	 when	 he	wrote:	 ‘I	 have	 always	 sinned	 in	 that	 direction	myself;	

																																																								
21	Goethe,	Romance	with	Friederike	(1789),	as	quoted	in	Charles	Dudley	Warner	‘Johann	
Wolfgang	von	Goethe	(1749-1832)’,	Critical	and	Biographical	Introduction	by	Edward	Dowden	
(1843–1913),	New	York,	Scribner,	1917.	
22	H.	Hesse,	Autobiographical	Writings,	London,	Picador,	1973,	p.	7.	
23	H.	Hesse,	‘The	Childhood	of	the	Magician’	(1923),	included	in	Autobiographical	Writings,	
London,	Picador,	1973,	p.	26.	
24	Of	course,	Portrait	of	the	Artist	as	a	Young	Man	and	Sons	and	Lovers	were	written	after	
Hesse	had	established	himself	as	a	professional	writer.	
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that’s	because	I	have	put	myself	into	everything	I	write.’25	But	Hesse	was	

almost	 certainly	 among	 the	 most	 prolific	 and	 intense	 autobiographical	

writers	of	his	 time.	 ‘All	of	these	stories	(his	novels	and	short	stories)	were	

about	myself,’	Hesse	stated	in	a	letter	of	1939.	

	
They	 reflected	 my	 chosen	 path,	 my	 secret	 dreams	 and	 wishes,	 my	 own	
bitter	 anguish.	 Even	 those	 books	 in	 which,	 when	 I	 wrote	 them,	 I	 had	
honestly	thought	I	was	portraying	alien	destinies	and	conflicts	remote	from	
myself,	even	these	sang	the	same	song,	breathed	the	same	air,	interpreted	
the	same	destiny...my	own.26		

	

Elsewhere,	he	posits	the	notion	that:	‘If	you	freed	the	image	of	a	person	from	

accidental	 elements	 and	 converted	 it	 to	 pure	 form	 -	 then	 as	 an	 artist,	 you	

have	 realised	 this	 image.’27	In	other	words,	 he	 is	 stating	 the	 belief	 that	 the	

truest,	 richest,	most	realised	characters	are	 those	based	upon	an	aspect	 (at	

least)	of	the	author.	

	

In	 his	 1967	 essay,	 ‘La	 mort	 de	 l’auteur’	 (‘The	 Death	 of	 the	 Author’),	 the	

French	 literary	 theorist	Roland	Barthes	 speculated	 that	 the	work	 and	 its	

creator	are	unrelated.28	He	proposed	 that	 the	crucial	aspect	of	any	work	

is	reliant	upon	the	interpretation	of	the	reader	and	has	nothing	to	do	with	

the	 intentions,	 personality,	 outward	 projection	 of	 self,	 or	 the	 original	

spark	of	 creativity	 of	 the	writer.	Barthes	held	 that	 the	 projection	of	 the	

inner	workings	of	the	artist’s	mind	were	inaccessible,	and	irrelevant	to	a	

close	reading	of	a	text.	This	seems	counter-intuitive,	and	indeed,	Barthes	

has	many	 critics.	 Perhaps	 the	most	 vocal	 and	 influential	 of	 these	 is	 the	

American	academic,	Camille	Paglia	who	has	written	of	Barthes’s	theory:	

	
Most	pernicious	of	French	imports	[into	American	academia]	is	the	notion	that	
there	 is	 no	 person	 behind	 a	 text.	 Is	 there	 anything	more	affected,	 aggressive,	

																																																								
25	G.	Flaubert,	Documents	of	Modern	Literary	Realism,	edited	by	George	J.	Becker,	New	Jersey,	
Princeton	University	Press,	1963,	p.	91.	
26	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	X,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	78.	
27	Ibid.,	V,	p.	288.	
28	R.	Barthes,	‘La	mort	de	l’auteur’	(‘The	Death	of	the	Author’),	First	published	in	English	in	
Aspen,	Issues	5-6,	1967.	
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and	 relentlessly	 concrete	 than	 a	 Parisian	 intellectual	 behind	 his/her	 turgid	
text?29		

	

These	are	polarising	views.	A	more	nuanced	view	of	literary	context	does	

permit	 consideration	 of	 the	 author’s	 avowed	 preoccupation	 is	 surely	

permissible.	Moreover,	Barthes’s	conclusions	are	completely	at	odds	with	

Hesse’s	 expressed	understanding	of	what	he	was	 attempting	 to	do	with	

his	writing.	Guided	by	Jung	and	others,	as	well	as	his	own	introspection,	it	

became	clear	to	Hesse	that	part	of	what	drove	him	to	write	was	his	need	

to	attempt	to	use	his	creations	and	characters	to	resolve	his	psychological	

conflicts.	A	theorist	such	as	Barthes	may	profess	that	he	(or	she)	believes	

that	there	should	be	no	connection	between	author	and	work	and	that	a	

text	 must	 be	 read	 in	 a	 biographically	 detached	 manner,	 whereas	 the	

author	such	as	Hesse	seeks	personal	integration	as	part	of	the	process	of	

writing	 and	 as	 a	 therapeutic	 consequence	 of	 writing,	 and	 Hesse	

acknowledges	that	his	fiction	is	created	in	the	attempt	to	resolve	personal	

fragmentation.			

•	

	

Reading	 is	 an	 imaginative	 act	 in	 which	 we	 pretend	 to	 engage	 with	

characters	 that	 are	 a	 simulacrum	 of	 people	 we	 would	 usually	 be	 most	

unlikely	 to	 meet	 in	 the	 course	 of	 our	 lives.	 Readers	 and	 writers	 are	

pretending,	and	one	theory		of	reading	and	writing	holds	that	this	form	of	

imaginative	play	is	deeply	involved	in	cognition.		

	

Theory	of	Mind	stems	from	the	notion	that	each	human	can	only	conceive	

the	 existence	 of	 their	 own	 consciousness	 through	 introspection	 and	

internal	 dramatization	 of	 imagined	 interactions	 with	 others.	 It	 is	

impossible	for	an	individual	to	access	the	mind	of	another,	so	we	pretend.	

Although	we	 all	 assume	 that	 others	 possess	 a	mind	 as	 do	we,	 the	 only	

way	 we	 can	 be	 sure	 of	 this	 is	 by	 observing	 the	 actions	 of	 others	 and	

interpreting	them.	On	this	basis	we	may	conclude	that	a	mind	(both	ours	

																																																								
29 C.	Paglia,	Sexual	Personae:	Art	and	Decadence	from	Nefertiti	to	Emily	Dickinson,	New	York,	
Vintage	Press,	1990.	p.	34.	
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or	that	of	another	individual)	is	a	 ‘generator	of	representations’.30	If	 this	

theory	of	mind	is	absent	or	only	partially	developed	in	an	individual	it	is	

seen	as	a	symptom	of	a	cognitive	 impairment.	This	has	 lead	 to	 research	

that	attempts	to	find	a	link	between	autism	and	the	absence	of	Theory	of	

Mind.31		

	

Although	a	detailed	discussion	of	this	research	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	

thesis,	 one	 important	 outcome	 of	 this	 work	 is	 the	 discovery	 that	 those	

who	suffer	from	autism	are	completely	unable	to	understand	literature	-	

they	 are	unable	 to	process	 the	 interactions	between	 the	characters	 in	 a	

novel	 and	 to	 understand	 the	 verbal	 and	 non-verbal	 interconnections	

described	in	the	pages	of	a	novel.	People	who	suffer	from	autism	find	the	

actions,	 words	 and	mannerisms	 of	 others	 incomprehensible,	 leading	 to	

isolation	and	an	inability	to	communicate.32	So,	it	is	quite	understandable	

that	those	suffering	the	condition	are	quite	unable	to	appreciate	the	very	

concept	 of	 fiction	 itself	 because,	 to	 them,	 the	 descriptions	 of	 human	

interactions	 through	words	 and	described	by	 a	 third	party	 (the	 author)	

who	 is	 deliberately	 creating	 a	 chimera	 for	 entertainment	 and	 mental	

stimulation	in	the	reader,	are	even	more	alien	and	counter-intuitive	than	

those	experienced	via	everyday	human	interaction.		

	

Theory	 of	 Mind	 (ToM)	 explains	 how	 the	 reader	 interprets	 writing	 and	

translates	 it	 into	 an	 understanding	 of	motivations,	 interactions	 and	 the	

complex	 weave	 of	 character	 interplay	 within	 fiction.	 Indeed,	 fiction	 is	

only	 comprehensible	 because	 the	 reader	 deeply	 understands	 this	

described	 interplay	 between	 characters,	 and	 this	 is	 thanks	 to	 their	

understanding	of	 fantasised	 interactions	within	 their	 own	 experience,	 a	

skill	first	acquired	in	very	early	childhood.	According	to	Lisa	Zunshine:		

	

																																																								
30	L.	Zunshine,	Why	We	Read	Fiction:	Theory	of	Mind	and	the	Novel,	Columbus,	The	Ohio	State	
University,	2006.	p.	10.	
31	S.	Baron-Cohen,	Autism	and	Asperger	Syndrome,	Oxford,	Oxford	University	Press,	2008.	
32	Ibid.	
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The	novel,	in	particular,	is	implicated	with	our	mind-reading	ability	[or	Theory	
of	Mind]	 to	such	a	degree	that	 I	do	not	 think	myself	 in	danger	of	overstating	
anything	when	I	say	that	in	its	currently	familiar	shape	it	exists	because	we	are	
creatures	with	ToM.33	
	

Hesse’s	 method	 of	 projecting	 his	 own	 conflict	 and	 insight	 into	 his	

characters	is	consistent	with	a	theory	that	embeds	fictional	play	in	neural	

processes	 from	 an	 earlier	 age,	 and	 established	 a	 cognitive	 basis	 for	

reading	as	an	extension	of	that	play.		

	

As	 I	 have	 described	 earlier,	 I	 have	 imbued	 Simon	 Mailer,	 my	 chief	

protagonist	 in	 Strangers	 On	 The	 Shore,	 with	 aspects	 of	 myself	 and	 my	

experiences.	As	far	as	I	am	aware,	I	did	not	do	this	in	order	to	understand	

any	inner	psychological	conflicts	I	undoubtedly	possess.	Instead,	I	believe	

that	 almost	 all	 lead	 characters	 in	 any	work	 of	 fiction	 hold	within	 them	

some	 aspects	 of	 their	 creators,	 the	 author	 of	 the	 work;	 and	 that	 by	

inserting	 aspects	 of	myself	 intentionally	 I	was	 attempting	 to	 strengthen	

any	 link	 that	may	 form	between	myself	 and	my	 readers.	 I	 am	 also	 sure	

that	 I,	 like	 all	 authors	 projected	 elements	 of	 myself	 into	 my	 chief	

protagonist	 with	 little	 conscious	 awareness	 I	 was	 doing	 so.	 Indeed,	 I	

hope,	 as	 all	 authors	do,	 that	 this	would	have	 the	 effect	of	 strengthening	

the	bond	between	writer	and	reader.	

	

•	

	

As	 well	 as	 being	 a	 friend	 of	 his	 almost	 exact	 contemporary,	 C.G	 Jung,	

Hesse	was	also	an	early	advocate	of	Jungian	psychotherapy	-	a	discipline	

which	 claims	 to	 emphasise	 the	 personal	 quest	 for	 wholeness.	 After	

suffering	 a	 breakdown	 in	 1916,	 Hesse	 uunderwent	 many	 years	 of	

psychoanalysis	with	 Jung	 and	his	 assistant,	 J.B	Lang	which,	 according	 to	

Hesse’s	biographer,	Theodore	Ziolkowski:	 ‘...	meant	he	was	afforded	 the	

detachment	 necessary	 to	 look	 objectively	 at	 his	 earlier	 works	 and,	 in	

																																																								
33	L.	Zunshine,	Why	We	Read	Fiction:	Theory	of	Mind	and	the	Novel,	Columbus,	The	Ohio	State	
University,	2006.	p.	10.	
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addition,	 inspired	him	to	scrutinise	his	 life	once	more	 -	 consciously	 and	

without	the	mediation	of	 fiction.’34	This	 is	discussed	 in	detail	 in	Chapter	

Two	of	this	exegesis:	‘Hermann	Hesse	and	Jungian	Psychology’	in	which	I	

show	 Hesse’s	 efforts	 to	 reach	 a	 state	 of	 profound	 self-awareness	 (as	

defined	by	Jung)	a	state	in	which:	‘The	Self	is	the	total,	timeless	man...who	

stands	 for	 the	 mutual	 integration	 of	 conscious	 and	 unconscious’35	It	

constituted	 a	 gradual,	 entelechial	 process	 encompassing	 his	 entire	

oeuvre;	 a	 process	 Hesse	 himself	 termed	 Menschwerdung	 or	

‘incarnation’. 36 	In	 a	 short	 autobiographical	 piece	 from	 1923	 called	

‘Childhood	of	the	Magician’,	Hesse	wrote:		

	
Thus	 it	happened	 later	on,	 long	after	 I	had	grown	up	and	was	practising	 the	
calling	of	writer,	 that	 I	 frequently	 tried	 to	disappear	behind	my	creations,	 to	
rechristen	myself	 and	hide	behind	playfully	 contrived	names	attempts	which	
oddly	enough	were	frequently	misunderstood	by	my	fellow	writers	and	were	
held	against	me.	When	I	look	back,	it	seems	to	me	that	my	whole	life	has	been	
influenced	 by	 this	 desire...[that	 I]...	 gradually	 withdrew	 my	 efforts	 from	 the	
outer	 world	 and	 concentrated	 them	 upon	 myself,	 how	 I	 came	 to	 aspire	 to	
replace	the	crude	invisibility	of	the	magic	cloak	with	the	invisibility	of	the	wise	
man	who,	perceiving	all,	remains	always	unperceived	-	this	would	be	the	real	
content	of	my	life’s	story.37		

	

Elsewhere	he	was	a	little	more	circumspect,	explaining	in	1919:	‘...within	

a	 framework	of	 common	sense	we	have	a	 set	of	memoirs	which	may	or	

may	not	be	‘fiction’.’38	In	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	Hesse	explored	routes	

to	 what	 may	 be	 described	 as	 self-realisation,	 or,	 as	 Jung	 defined	 it:	

‘depersonalisation’	 -	 the	 condition	 in	 which	 an	 individual	 achieves	 an	

enhanced	 awareness	 of	 their	 own	 psychological	 motivations.	 As	 I	 will	

show	 in	 this	 exegesis,	 he	 arrived	 at	 a	 more	 clearly	 defined	 ability	 to	

manage	his	mental	impulse.39	The	route	to	self-realisation,	either	through	

																																																								
34	T.	Ziolkowski,	Introduction,	Autobiographical	Writings,	London,	Picador,	1973,	p.	10.	
35	C.	Jung,	Psychology	of	the	Transference,	Collected	Works,	Vol.	16,	London,	Routledge,	1954,	p.	
311.	
36	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	VII,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	pp.	247	–	8.	
37	H.	Hesse,	‘Childhood	of	the	Magician’,	Autobiographical	Writings,	London,	Picador,	1973,	p.	23	–	
37.	
38	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	IV,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	203.	
39	C.	Jung,	Psychological	Types,	New	York,	Scribner,	1933.	



	 256	

solitude	 and	 contemplation,	 or,	 alternatively,	 through	 hedonism,	 act	 as	

the	central	concepts	that	shape	Hesse’s	novel,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund.		

	

•	

	

Beginning	in	1899	with	 two	stories,	Romantische	Lieder	 and	Eine	Stunde	

hinter	Mitternacht,	Hesse	wrote	a	total	of	nineteen	books,	 including	four	

novellas	and	two	story	collections.	Along	with	these	he	composed	close	to	

1,400	poems.	There	are	two	distinct	phases	in	Hesse’s	literary	career;	the	

books	and	poems	he	produced	before	his	breakdown	of	1916	(considered	

by	most	critics	to	be	lesser	works)	and	those	he	created	after	1916,	which	

constitute	 his	 ‘six	 great	 novels’:	 Demian	 (1919),	 Siddhartha	 (1922),	

Steppenwolf	 (1927),	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	 (1930),	 Journey	 to	 the	East	

(1932),	 and	The	Glass	Bead	Game	 (1943).40	With	 these	 works	 he	 began	

what	he	called	‘The	way	within’.41	By	this,	Hesse	meant	that	the	evolution	

of	 his	 work	 in	 these	 later	 books	 expressed	 itself	 as	 a	 result	 of	 his	

increasingly	proficiency	in	being	able	 to	represent	his	personal	conflicts	

and	insights	and	to	generate	ever	more	powerful	novels.		

	

Unique	 in	Hesse’s	oeuvre,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	 is	 set	 in	an	historical	

period	 and	 place	 partially	 analogous	 to	 medieval	 Europe	 (although	 no	

definite	 reference	points	 are	 given).42	The	 story	 begins	with	 two	 novice	

monks	 at	 the	monastery	of	Mariabronn:	 the	scholarly	Narcissus,	devout	

and	orthodox,	and	Goldmund,	non-conformist	and	artistic.	They	become	

close	friends.	But	as	Goldmund	reaches	manhood,	he	decides	to	leave	the	

monastery	 and	 venture	 into	 the	 ‘real’	 world.	 Most	 of	 the	 novel	 is	 then	

concerned	with	Goldmund’s	life	and	travels;	his	many	sexual	liaisons,	and	

the	 eventual	 realisation	 of	 his	 own	 artistic	 gifts.	 He	 travels	 through	 a	

landscape	 riven	 by	 plague	 and	 death	 and	 emerges	 a	 rare,	 unscathed	

																																																								
40	I.	Cornils,	(ed.),	Introduction,	A	Companion	to	the	Works	of	Hermann	Hesse,	New	York,	Camden	
House,	2009.		
41	An	expression	Hesse	borrowed	from	Novalis	(the	pseudonym	of	Georg	Philipp	Friedrich	
Freiherr	von	Hardenberg).	
42	L.	W.	Tusken,	Understanding	Hermann	Hesse:	The	Man,	His	Myth,	His	Metaphor,	Columbia,	
University	of	South	Carolina	Press,	1998,	pp.	128	–	132.	
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survivor.	 But	 Goldmund’s	 sometimes-vertiginous	 exploits	 finally	 exact	

their	price,	and	he	returns,	sick	and	dying,	to	Mariabronn.	Narcissus	has	

remained,	 and	 is	 now	 Abbot.	 He	 welcomes	 Goldmund,	 and	 in	 the	 final	

scenes,	 the	 two	 men	 compare	 their	 experiences	 and	 try	 to	 reach	 an	

understanding	 of	 what,	 if	 anything,	 their	 lives	 have	 meant.	 Have	 they	

discovered,	 in	 their	 own	 way,	 transcendence,	 enlightenment?	 Or	 have	

their	 lives	 really	 achieved	 little	 of	 true	 spiritual,	 emotional,	 or	 cerebral	

value?43	These	questions	are	posited	by	the	text.	

	

It	 is	 my	 contention	 that	 Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund	 constitutes	 a	 literary	

projection	of	Hesse’s	inner	struggle	for	self-realisation,	and	that	it	acts	as	

the	pinnacle	of	his	endeavours	 to	express	 that	 struggle	 in	 the	 form	of	a	

narrative	 in	 which	 he	 employed	 the	 deliberate	 distillation	 of	 his	

emotional	topography	through	fictional	characterisation.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 	

																																																								
43	H.	Hesse,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	trans.	U.	Molinaro,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	Giroux,	1968.	
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CHAPTER	TWO:	THE	ROOTS	OF	HERMANN	HESSE’S	PSYCHOLOGICAL	

CONFLICTS.	

	

In	 order	 to	 fully	 understand	 what	 Hesse	 was	 trying	 to	 accomplish	 by	

subjecting	himself	 to	 Jungian	 analysis	 to	 reach	 a	 form	of	 self-realisation	

and	 to	 address	 and	 resolve	 issues	 using	 his	 fiction	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	

consider	what	lay	behind	his	personal	conflicts.	

	

Hermann	was	the	second	of	Maria	and	Johannes	Hesse’s	children	to	reach	

adulthood,	 while	 two	 other	 siblings	 died	 in	 infancy.	 In	 1881,	 when	

Hermann	 was	 three,	 the	 family	 moved	 to	 Basel,	 Switzerland,	 and	 two	

years	later	they	adopted	Swiss	citizenship.	Even	when	he	was	very	young,	

Hesse	 was	 a	 wilful	 child.	 According	 to	 an	 account	 written	 by	 his	 elder	

sister,	Adele,	when	Hermann	was	just	nineteen	months	old,	he	attempted	

to	break	 free	 from	the	housekeeper’s	grip	with	such	 force	 that	he	broke	

his	 arm.44	Such	 spirit	 was	 especially	 burdensome	 for	 his	 mother,	 who	

resorted	to	prayer;	writing	in	a	letter	to	her	husband:	

	
Pray	 for	 me	 to	 find	 the	 strength	 to	 rear	 him...the	 boy	 has	 great	 energy	 and	
strength,	as	well	as	a	powerful	will...It	is	a	real	drain	on	my	own	strength,	this	
inner	 struggling	against	 the	powerfully	 tyrannical	 spirit	 and	his	 impassioned	
ranting	and	raging.45		

	

Hesse	himself	described	his	early	childhood	temperament	thus:	

	
I	was	 the	 child	 of	 pious	 parents	whom	 I	 loved	 dearly	 and	would	have	 loved	
even	more	dearly,	 if	 I	had	not	been	 introduced	at	 a	 tender	age	 to	 the	 fourth	
commandment.	 Unfortunately,	 commandments	 have	 always	 had	 a	 dreadful	
effect	on	me...I	only	needed	to	hear	the	‘Thou	shalt,’	and	everything	inside	me	
was	transformed,	and	I	became	intractable.46		
	

In	 ‘Childhood	of	the	Magician’	(an	autobiographical	piece	 from	1923)	he	

commented	tantalisingly	on	his	early	childhood	and	his	relationship	with	

																																																								
44	G.	Hesse,	Marie	Hesse:	Ein	Lebensbild	in	Briefen	und	Tagebüchern,	Frankfurt,	Insel,	1977,	p.	
160.	
45	Ibid.,	p.	172;	Letter	2	August	1881.	
46	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	I,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	pp.	391	–	392.	
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his	parents:	‘For	a	long	time	I	lived	in	paradise,	although	my	parents	early	

made	me	acquainted	with	 the	serpent.’47	A	clear	declaration	 that	he	 laid	

much	of	the	blame	for	the	rift	with	his	parents	at	their	feet.	

	

It	 is	 not	 then	 altogether	 surprising	 that	 Hesse’s	 parents	 decided	 that	

when	 he	was	 just	 six	 years	 old,	 the	 ‘nearly	uncontrollable	 boy’48	should	

be	sent	to	board	at	the	Basel	Knabenhaus,	a	school	established	to	house	

and	 educate	 the	 children	 of	 missionaries	 who	 were	 living	 abroad.	 The	

school	was	situated	a	short	walk	 from	the	Hesse	home,	but	 the	boy	was	

forbidden	to	go	there	except	for	weekends.	

	

It	 is	 likely	 that	 one	 catalyst	 for	 Hermann	 Hesse’s	 later	 problems	 -	 his	

troubled	 marriages,	 fragile	 relationships	 with	 his	 children,	 and	 his	

difficulty	 in	making	cohesive	connections	with	social	commonality	-	was	

the	 incompatibility	 of	 his	 psychological	 framework	 with	 his	 family’s	

parental	 disciplinary	 strictures.	 This	 was	 certainly	 a	 view	 endorsed	 by	

Hermann	 Hesse’s	 third	 wife,	 Ninon	 Hesse	 (née	 Dolbin).	 Shortly	 after	

Hesse’s	 death,	 as	 she	 was	 collating	 correspondence	 and	 transcribing	

family	 documents	 for	 a	 posthumous	 autobiographical	 fragment	 of	 her	

husband’s	called	Kindheit	und	Jugend,	 she	 learned	 that	her	husband	had	

been	 sent	 away	 to	 boarding	 school	 at	 such	 a	 young	 age.49	Ninon	 was	

shocked	 by	 what	 she	 discovered	 concerning	 the	 young	 Hesse’s	

relationship	 with	 his	 parents	 and	 reached	 the	 conclusion	 that	 the	 only	

way	 the	 boy	 could	 escape	 what	 she	 described	 as:	 ‘...the	 ‘pedagogical’	

withholding	of	affection	on	the	part	of	his	parents,’50	was	for	him	to	adopt	

what	she	referred	 to	 as:	 ‘....the	 role	 of	 ‘social	misfit’	 and	 ‘misunderstood	

neurotic’.’51	It	 is	 possible	 that	 he	was	 propelled	 towards	 a	 career	 as	 an	

author	 because	 it	 offered	 a	 convenient	 avenue	 along	 which	 he	 could	

																																																								
47	H.	Hesse,	‘Childhood	of	the	Magician’,	Autobiographical	Writings,	London,	Picador,	1973,	pp.	23	
–	37.	
48	A.	G.	Hesse,	Marie	Hesse:	Ein	Lebensbild	in	Briefen	und	Tagebüchern,	Frankfurt,	Insel,	1977,	p.	
160,	Letter	of	14	November	1883.		
49	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	VI,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	378.	
50	G.	Kleine,	Ninon	und	Hermann	Hesse:	Leben	als	Dilog,	Berlin,	Sigmaringen,	1982,	p.	431.	
51	Ibid.,	p.	432.	
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express	 his	 ‘otherness’,	 his	 ‘outsider’	 nature,	 and,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 to	

create	art	 from	his	unconventional	upbringing.	At	the	age	of	thirteen,	he	

declared:	‘I	would	be	a	poet	or	nothing	at	all.’52	And	indeed	when	he	was	

seventeen,	he	fled	the	family	home	to	attempt	to	be	just	that:	a	poet.53	

	

Hesse’s	 move	 away	 from	 his	 parents’	 home	 followed	 a	 period	 of	

protracted	familial	discontent.	Hesse	was	a	difficult	child,	but	by	the	time	

he	was	fifteen	he	was	so	rebellious	and	contentious,	that	his	parents	had	

come	 to	 the	conclusion	he	had	 to	be	 ‘cured’	of	what	they	perceived	as	a	

lack	 of	 ‘mental	 acuity’.54	Under	 the	 care	 of	 an	 associate	 of	 Hermann’s	

father,	 a	 Pietist	 ‘healer’,	 Christoph	 Blumhardt,	 he	 was	 diagnosed	

amateurishly	 as	 suffering	 from	 ‘a	 severe	 lack	 of	mental	 firmness’55	and	

moral	 insanity’.56	It	 appears	 that	 all	 that	was	wrong	with	Hermann	was	

normal	 teenage	 angst,	 but	 coupled	 with	 this,	 the	 relationship	 with	 his	

parents	was	strained	thanks	to	a	clash	of	ideologies.	The	young	man	had	

reached	 an	 age	 where	 he	 could	 employ	 his	 considerable	 intellect	 to	

question	 the	 rigidity	 and	 uncompromising	 nature	 of	 his	 parent’s	 belief	

system.	 To	 them	 this	 was	 impossible	 to	 bear,	 and	 for	 Hermann	 it	

expressed	itself	 in	violent	outbursts	 that	were	defined	by	inexperienced	

and	 biased	 associates	 as	 expressions	 of	 ‘insanity’.	 This	 was	 a	 cruel	

diagnosis,	 and	 he	 never	 fully	 recovered	 from	 it.57	Indeed,	 Ninon	 Hesse	

argued	 that	 such	 behaviour	 on	 the	 part	 of	 his	 parents	 had	 the	 effect	 of	

directing	 their	 son	 further	 into	 rebellion	 and	 amplified	 his	 impulse	

towards	non-conformity.58	In	June	1892,	 the	discord	between	Hesse	and	

his	 parents	 led	 to	 his	 first	 suicide	 attempt.59	Purchasing	 a	 revolver,	 he	

wrote	a	note	and	locked	himself	in	his	school	dorm,	put	the	barrel	in	his	

																																																								
52	H.	Hesse,	Kurzgefasster	lebenslauf,	Nagel	&	Kimche,	Frankfurt,	1924.	
53	R.	C.	Helt,	A	Poet	or	Nothing	at	All:	The	Türbingen	and	Basel	Years	of	Hermann	Hesse,	Oxford,	
Berghahn	Books,	1996.	
54	J.	Mileck,	Hermann	Hesse:	Life	and	Art,	Los	Angeles,	University	of	California	Press,	1978,	p.	10.		
55	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelten	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	I,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	406	Letter	from	S.	Mayer	to	Johannes	
Hesse,	4	November	1893.	
56	Ibid.,	p.	282;	Letter	from	Inspektor	Pastor	Gottlob	Schall	to	Johannes	Hesse,	10	October	1892.	
57	G.	Kleine,	Ninon	und	Hermann	Hesse:	Leben	als	Dilog,	Berlin,	Sigmaringen,	1982,	p.	43.	
58	Ibid.	
59	His	second	attempt	was	some	six	months	later,	in	January	1893.	The	third	was	in	January	1924.	
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mouth	and	pulled	 the	 trigger.	The	gun	misfired.60	Within	twelve	months	

of	 this	 near-tragedy,	 a	 form	 of	 familial	 accommodation	 was	 reached.	

Hermann	 left	 school	 and	 became	 an	 apprentice	 bookseller	 in	Tübingen,	

forty	 kilometres	 from	 Calw,	 which	 released	 both	 him	 and	 his	 parents	

from	 the	 damaging	 confinement	 of	 their	 relationship.	 Subsequently,	 the	

young	man	 visited	 rarely	 and	 achieved	 a	 degree	 of	 independence.	 This	

was	 a	 vital	 time	 in	 the	 development	 of	 Hermann	 Hesse,	 the	 writer.	 He	

embarked	 on	 an	 autodidactic	 course	 of	 reading,	 disentangled	 himself	

from	 the	 religion	 of	 his	 parents,	 and	 he	 began	 to	 write	 his	 first	 poems	

which	 soon	 found	 willing	 local	 publishers.	 But	 even	 though	 he	 had	

distanced	 himself	 geographically,	 he	managed	 to	maintain	 the	 image	 of	

being	 ‘a	 good	 son’	 by	 writing	 home	 regularly;	 and	 when	 his	 earliest	

literary	efforts	were	published,	he	proudly	passed	on	copies	to	his	family.	

	

These	 works	 were	 far	 from	 well	 received	 by	 his	 parents.	 In	 fact,	 both	

Marie	 and	 Johannes	 detested	 almost	 everything	 their	 son	 wrote.	

Hermann	 adored	 Goethe	 and	 Nietzsche,	 both	 of	 whom	 his	 parents	

considered	anti-Christian	 figures.	The	young	Hesse	wrote	about	sex	and	

liberation,	 he	 alluded	 to	 a	 rejection	 of	 anthropocentric	 notions	 of	 God,	

and	he	postulated	philosophical	 concepts	 that	were	seen	by	his	parents	

and	their	pious	friends	as	blasphemous	and	debauched.	In	their	letters	to	

Hermann,	 Marie	 and	 Johannes	 made	 no	 attempt	 to	 moderate	 their	

opinion.	 Instead,	 they	 told	 him	 what	 they	 thought	 of	 his	 work	 and	

pleaded	for	him	to	seek	redemption.	In	response	to	a	letter	of	Hermann’s	

in	which	the	eighteen-year-old	praised	the	writings	of	Goethe,	his	parents	

even	went	 to	 the	 extraordinary	 lengths	 of	 enlisting	 the	 help	of	 a	 Pietist	

elder	 called	 Elias	 Schrenk,	 asking	 him	 to	 write	 to	 the	 -	 in	 their	 view	 -	

errant	youth.	He	did,	declaring:	 ‘What	must	you	do	 then?	You	must	give	

yourself	 to	 the	 Saviour	 with	 body	 and	 soul,	 just	 as	 you	 are.	 He	 has	

																																																								
60	H.	Hesse,	Ninon	and	Kirchhoff,	Gerhard	(ed.),	Hermann	Hesse:	Kindheit	and	Jugend	vor	
Neunzehnhundert,	Vol.	I,	Suhrkamp	Verlag,	Frankfurt,	1966	and	1978,	p.	267.	



	 262	

purchased	you	with	His	own	blood,	you	belong	 to	Him.’61	Hesse	 ignored	

the	letter,	and	railed	against	his	parents,	writing:	

	
The	only	way	I	could	get	on	with	you	would	be	to	deny	my	humanity.	If	I	were	
a	 Pietist	 and	 not	 a	 human	 being,	 if	 I	 could	 turn	 all	 my	 attributes	 and	
inclinations	 into	their	exact	opposite,	 then	I	might	coexist	harmoniously	with	
you.62		

	

Gradually,	 and	 not	 surprisingly,	 during	 the	 following	 years,	 the	

relationship	between	Hermann	and	his	parents	degenerated	 further.	He	

visited	only	rarely,	stopped	sending	Johannes	and	Marie	his	publications,	

and	 retreated	 inward.	 In	 March	 1902,	 Hermann’s	 mother	 died	

unexpectedly.	 By	 this	 time,	 the	 young	 author	 was	 estranged	 from	 his	

relatives	 to	 such	 a	 degree	 that,	 even	 though	 the	 family	 was	 once	more	

living	in	Calw	and	he	had	moved	to	Basel,	no	more	than	an	hour	away	by	

train,	he	did	not	attend	Marie’s	funeral.		

	

The	 fissure	 between	 parents	 and	 son	 became	 a	 principal	 catalyst	 in	

synthesising	 the	 elements	 that	 made	 Hesse	 the	 writer	 he	 was.63	This	

conflict	 in	 his	 early	 life	 seems	 to	 have	 provided	 the	 impetus	 for	 his	

writing.	At	the	same	time,	he	was	shaping	his	intellect	and	expanding	his	

knowledge	 through	 extensive	 reading,	 all	 of	 which	 enriched	 him	 as	 a	

writer.	

	

As	I	will	explain	later,	Hesse	was	to	focus	much	of	his	literary	attention	on	

dualities;	corresponding	pairs	both	within	and	beyond	himself.	One	of	the	

most	basic	of	these	was	the	duality	of	the	female	and	the	male,	expressed	

by	 Jung	 as	 anima	 and	 animus	 (in	 Jung’s	 terms,	 two	 of	 the	 primary	

anthropocentric	 archetypes	 fundamental	 to	 the	 expression	 of	 the	

																																																								
61	H.	Hesse,	Ninon	and	Kirchhoff,	Gerhard	(ed.),	Hermann	Hesse:	Kindheit	and	Jugend	vor	
Neunzehnhundert,	Vol.	II,	Suhrkamp	Verlag,	Frankfurt,	1966	and	1978,	p.	77,	Letter	of	20	
February	1896.	
62	G.	Decker,	Hesse:	Der	Wanderer	und	sein	Schatten,	Munich,	Carl	Hanser	Verlag,	2012.	p.	46.	
63	L.	W.	Tusken,	Understanding	Herman	Hesse:	The	Man,	His	Myth,	His	Metaphor,	Columbia,	
University	of		Sothern	Carolina,	1998,	p.	6.		
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unconscious).64	Hesse	 scholars,	 including	 Mark	 Boulby;	 Lewis	 Tuken;	

Joseph	Mileck,	and	most	 importantly,	Theodore	Ziolkowski	contend	 that	

Hesse	 projected	 his	 parents	 into	 his	 work,	 manipulating	 what	 he	 had	

experienced	 as	 their	 son. 65 	In	 a	 literary	 sense,	 it	 is	 likely	 that	 he	

reanimated	Johannes	and	Marie	Hesse	and	continued	the	disputes	he	had	

with	them	as	a	way	of	exploring	his	own	case	of	disjointedness,	alienation	

and	deep-rooted	anger,	resentment,	and	the	chaos	for	which	he	believed	

his	mother	and	father	were	the	fundamental	architects.	

	

An	example	of	this	comes	from	Narcissus	and	Goldmund.	Near	the	start	of	

the	book,	we	learn	that	Goldmund’s	father	delivered	his	son	into	the	care	

of	the	Abbot	of	 the	cloister	of	Mariabronn.	When	he	was	thirteen,	Hesse	

himself	 had	 been	 sent	 away	 to	 a	 seminary.	 The	 school	 was	 named	 the	

Maulbronn	 Seminary,	 and	his	 father	delivered	him	 in	 precisely	 the	way	

Goldmund	 arrives	 at	Mariabronn.	The	most	 interesting	 aspect	 of	 this	 is	

the	way	in	which	Hesse	describes	Goldmund’s	mother,	portraying	her	as	

a	woman	who	had	deserted	the	family	when	the	chief	protagonist	of	the	

novel	was	very	young.	Goldmund	recounts	that	his	mother	was	an	actress	

and	 dancer	 and	 the	 boy	 understood	 that	 his	 father	 had	 tried	

unsuccessfully	 to	 erase	 her	 memory	 from	 his	 mind.66	But	 in	 this	 short	

passage	there	is	a	sense	that	Hesse	is	deliberately	placing	his	real	mother	

in	the	role	of	Goldmund’s	mother	and	painting	her	as	the	very	opposite	of	

the	way	Marie	was	in	real	life.	He	transmutes	the	religious	fanatic	 into	a	

fallen	woman,	an	amoral	‘stage	performer’.	This	strongly	suggests	Hesse	

was	 seeking	 some	 form	 of	 retribution,	 a	 way	 in	 which	 he	 could	 exact	

revenge	upon	the	woman	whom	he	perceived	as	having	tried	to	confine	

and	contradict	him.67		

	

																																																								
64	C.	Jung,	Psychology	of	the	Unconscious:	A	Study	of	the	Transformations	and	Symbolisms	of	the	
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66	H.	Hesse,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	trans.	U.	Molinaro,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	Giroux,	1968,	
p.	48.	
67	This	will	be	explained	in	much	greater	detail	in	Chapter	Five.	
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The	 damage	 caused	 by	 overt	 parental	 criticism	 is	 well	 established.	

Perhaps	 the	most	poignant	 illumination	of	 this	 comes	 from	 the	work	of	

the	20th	 century	American	psychologist,	 Carl	Rogers,	who	held	 the	 view	

that	childhood	experiences	exerted	a	dramatic	effect	on	the	adult	psyche.	

In	his	On	Being	A	Person,	he	produced	a	description	that	could	be	applied	

accurately	to	the	childhood	shaping	of	Hermann	Hesse’s	adult	mind:	‘Self	

and	 personality	 emerge	 from	 experience,’	 Rogers	 wrote.	 ‘rather	 than	

experience	 being	 translated...to	 fit	 preconceived	 self-structure.’68	When	

this	 hypothesis	 is	 applied	 to	 Hermann	 Hesse	 it	 is	 apparent	 that	 the	

conflict	 and	 clashes	 of	 personalities	 and	 ideologies	 within	 Hermann’s	

family	 established	 the	 aspects	 of	 the	 young	 writer’s	 character	 that	

amplified	his	 burgeoning	 creativity	 and	helped	 guide	him	 in	 a	 direction	

which	ultimately	led	to	the	art	that	defined	him.	
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CHAPTER	THREE:	HERMANN	HESSE	AND	JUNGIAN	PSYCHOLOGY.	

	

I	 shall	 now	 describe	 how	 Hermann	 Hesse’s	 immersion	 in	 Jungian	

analytical	psychology,	and	later,	his	self-analysis	led	him	to	find	a	way	to	

manage	the	conflicts	arising	from	his	experience	by	externalising	them	in	

his	 fiction.	 Jung’s	 ideas	 are	 worth	 restating	 in	 order	 to	 emphasise	 his	

influence	on	Hesse.	

	

In	 the	 final	decade	of	 the	nineteenth	century,	Sigmund	Freud	 took	what	

were	 considered	 at	 the	 time	 to	 be	 two	 significant	 discoveries	 in	 the	

development	of	psychology.	His	fundamental	contribution	was	the	notion	

that	 we	 are	 guided	 by	 forces	 within	 the	 mind	 rather	 than	 by	 external	

factors	(such	as	gods,	fate,	or		luck).69	He	also	devised	the	practical	idea	of	

psychoanalysis	 originally	 called	 the	 ‘Talking	 Cure’. 70 	These	 advances	

were	 established	 in	 three	 of	 his	 early	 influential	 books,	 Studies	 On	

Hysteria	 (1895),	 The	 Interpretation	 of	 Dreams	 (1900)	 and	 The	

Psychopathology	 of	 Everyday	 Life	 (1901).	 Jung	 was	 Freud’s	 closest	

protégé,	 but	 after	 a	 succession	 of	 disagreements,	 in	1913,	 the	 two	men	

parted	 and	 Jung	went	 on	 to	 develop	 his	 own	 set	 of	 theories.	 Central	 to	

these	is	the	notion	of	‘the	archetype’.71	This	is	the	concept	that	all	human	

beings,	irrespective	of	their	cultural	heritage	or	the	age	in	which	they	live	

share	 a	 collective	 memory	 or	 collective	 unconscious	 which	 expresses	

itself	in	a	limited	number	of	timeless	mental	structures,	or	psychological	

paradigms.72	

																																																								
69	These	were	the	notions	and	beliefs	that	had	guided	human	thinking	for	many	thousands	of	
years.	One	need	only	consider	the	Greek	and	Roman	Gods	or	the	Atenism	of	the	Ancient	
Egyptians.	
70	This	is	a	term	first	coined	by	Sigmund	Freud,	who	referred	to	it	as	the	basis	of	psychotherapy	
in	which	the	analyst	asks	questions	of	the	patient	with	the	effect	that	by	talking	through	their	
problems	they	may	begin	to	resolve	them.	The	first	experiments	in	the	Talking	Cure	predate	both	
Freud	or	Jung	and	are	attributed	to	Joseph	Breuer	and	explained	in	his	book;	Studies	of	Hysteria,	
trans.	J,	Strachey,	New	York,	Basic	Books	Inc.,	1895.	
71	C.	G.	Jung,	Four	Archetypes:	(From	Vol.	9,	Part	1	of	the	Collected	Works	of	C.	G.	Jung),	trans.	R.	F.	
C.	Hull,	New	Jersey,	Princeton	University	Press,	2010.	
72	In	his	‘The	Structure	and	Dynamics	of	the	Psyche,’	Jung	wrote:	‘Just	as	the	'psychic	infra-red,'	
the	biological	instinctual	psyche,	gradually	passes	over	into	the	physiology	of	the	organism	and	
thus	merges	with	its	chemical	and	physical	conditions,	so	the	'psychic	ultra-violet,'	the	archetype,	
describes	a	field	which	exhibits	none	of	the	peculiarities	of	the	physiological	and	yet,	in	the	last	
analysis,	can	no	longer	be	regarded	as	psychic,	although	it	manifests	itself	psychically.’,	C.	G.	Jung,	
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The	 very	 notion	 of	 the	 archetype	 is	 now	 considered	 to	 be	 a	 matter	 of	

debate.73	The	primary	criticism	levelled	against	 Jung’s	theory	 is	that	 it	 is	

not	 scientific,	 that	 it	has	 little	or	no	basis	 in	 empirical	 fact.	 It	 cannot	be	

tested.	Jung	had	no	way	of	proving	the	validity	of	his	concept	and	he	took	

the	 Kantian	 view	 that	 intuition	 could	 sometimes	 override	 scientific	

rigor.74	But	Kant	was	a	philosopher,	not	a	scientist.	As	a	scientist	myself,	I	

find	both	Kant	and	Jung	to	be	quite	misguided	in	this	approach.	However,	

in	Jung’s	defence,	we	must	not	overlook	the	fact	that	he	was	defensive	of	

the	scientific	 validity	of	his	 thinking	 (he	was	of	 course	 a	man	of	 science	

and	 trained	 as	 a	 medical	 doctor).	 A	 second	 serious	 criticism	 of	 the	

Jungian	 theory	 of	 archetypes	 is	 that	 it	 is	 Eurocentric	 and	 not	 truly	

universal.	The	most	convincing	areas	of	research	that	have	brought	 into	

doubt	 many	 aspects	 of	 the	 Jungian	 theory	 of	 archetypes	 are	 human	

behavioural	 studies,	 ccognitive	 science,	 developmental	 psychology,	 and	

perhaps	 most	 importantly,	 neuroanalysis	 which	 investigates	 the	

workings	of	the	brain	using	 the	neural	network	and	neural	computation	

models	 to	 provide	 an	 empirical	 connection	 between	 psychology	 and	

neuroscience.	However,	a	detailed	study	of	this	research	and	the	validity	

or	otherwise	of	 the	 Jungian	 theory	of	archetypes	 is	beyond	 the	scope	of	

this	exegesis.75	

		

During	 the	 century	 since	 Jung	 first	 proposed	 the	 idea,	 the	 results	 of	 a	

great	 deal	 of	 research	 have	 refuted	 Jung’s	 notions	 and	 they	 are	 now	

considered	by	many	to	be	almost	anachronisms.	But,	for	the	purposes	of	

this	 thesis,	 I	 wish	 to	 assume	 that	 there	 may	 be	 some	 validity	 in	 some	

aspects	 of	 the	 Jungian	 theory	 of	 archetypes	 as	 they	 pertain	 to	 Hesses’	

understanding	of	them	and	the	way	in	which	his	interpretation	of	Jungian	

																																																																																																																																																															
Collected	Works	vol.	8,	The	Structure	and	Dynamics	of	the	Psyche,	New	Jersey,	Princeton	
University	Press,	2000,	p.	187.	
73	For	example:	J.	Meerloo,	‘What	Makes	a	Man	the	Way	He	Is?’,	New	York	Times,	April	20	1958;	
and	M.	R.	Gundry,	Beyond	Psyche:	Symbol	and	Transcendence	in	C.G.	Jung,	New	York,	Peter	Lang	
Publishing,	2006.		
74	A.	Neher,	‘Jung’s	Theory	of	Archetypes:	A	Critique’,	Journal	of	Humanistic	Psychology,	Vol.	36,	
Issue	2,	1	April	1996.	
75	J.	Knox,	‘Archetype,	Attachment,	Analysis:	Jungian	Psychology	and	the	Emergent	Mind’,	
Psychology	Press,	2003.	
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theory	 helped	 him	 to	 create	 characters	 and	 to	 construct	 his	 works	 of	

fiction.	

	

According	 to	 Jungian	 theory,	 the	 nature	 of	 an	 archetype	 is	 such	 that	

anyone	may	 recognise	 it	 immediately.	 Examples	 include:	 The	Wise	 Old	

Man,	 The	 Hero,	 The	 Goddess,	 The	 Madonna,	 The	 Trickster,	 The	 Great	

Mother.	Further	to	this,	Jung	postulated	that	we	each	have	a	public	image	

of	ourselves	-	this	is	the	part	of	ourselves	we	wish	to	present	to	the	world.	

He	defined	this	as	another	archetype	because	(according	to	his	theory)	it	

too	is	a	fundamental	and	universal	concept.	He	named		this	archetype	The	

Persona.	He	then	went	on	to	suggest	that,	on	the	deepest	level,	the	Self	is	

made	 up	 of	 	 two	 distinct	 components,	 a	 female	 part,	 or	anima,	 and	 the	

male	 part,	 the	 animus.	 He	 proposed	 the	 idea	 that	 even	 more	 than	

biological	 imperatives,	 these	 elements	shape	our	sexual	 nature	 and	 that	

an	individual	adopts	one	or	the	other	element.	76		

	

In	 Jungian	 terms,	 the	 totality	 of	 the	many	 archetypes	 gives	 structure	 to	

the	notion	of	the	collective	unconscious;	a	common	element	of	 the	mind	

which	 has	 a	 species	 commonality,	 an	 element	 of	 the	 psyche	 uniting	 all	

human	 beings	who	have	 ever	 lived.	 In	his	 seminal	work	on	 the	 subject,	

Four	Archetypes	(1902),	Jung	described	the	concept	thus:		

	
This	part	of	the	unconscious	is	not	individual	but	universal;	in	contrast	to	the	
individual	psyche,	it	has	contents	and	modes	of	behaviour	that	are	more	or	less	
the	same	everywhere	and	in	all	individuals.	It	is,	in	other	words,	identical	in	all	
men	and	thus	constitutes	a	common	substrate	of	a	suprapersonal	nature	which	
is	present	in	every	one	of	us.77		

	

Some	 critics	 claim	 that	 Jung’s	 thinking	 is	 distorted.	 In	 her	 book,	 Jung's	

Wandering	Archetype:	Race	 and	Religion	 in	Analytical	 Psychology,	 Carrie	

B.	Dohe	takes	issue	with	the	notion	that	archetypes	are	indeed	universal	

																																																								
76 In	this	thesis,	I	am	not	concerned	with	the	validity	of	Jung’s	ideas,	but	simply	with	the	way	
Hermann	Hesse	was	treated	and	later	adapted	the	psychologist’s	notions	to	facilitate	a	form	of	
resolution	to	his	mental	difficulties.	Perhaps	of	all	Jung’s	early	proposals,	this	last,	the	concept	of	
the	Collective	Unconscious,	has	been	brought	into	question	in	recent	times.	
77	C.	G.	Jung,	Four	Archetypes:	Mother,	Rebirth,	Spirit,	Trickster,	trans.	R.FC.	Hull,	London,	
Routledge,	1972,	p.	134.			
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and	 makes	 a	 very	 strong	 argument	 for	 the	 fact	 that	 Jung	 allowed	 a	

Eurocentric	bias	to	influence	his	thinking.78	

	

In	 recent	 years,	 there	 have	 been	 suggestions	 that	 Carl	 Jung	 may	 have	

been	a	fascist	sympathiser	and	anti-Semite.79	Before	going	into	a	detailed	

discussion	of	the	work	Hesse	and	Jung	did	together	in	helping	to	treat	the	

former’s	 psychological	 problems,	 I	would	 like	 to	make	 an	 explicit	 point	

that	 there	 is	 no	 indication	 that	 Hesse	 was	 ever	 influenced	 by	 Jung’s	

political	opinions.80	Hesse	was	a	pacifist,	anti-nationalist	and	anti-fascist.	

These	views	are	abundantly	clear	in	his	literary	work.	 I	believe	it	is	very	

plausible	that	Hesse	was	unaware	of	Jung’s	political	leanings	at	least	until	

the	time	they	parted	company.	Although	there	is	no	evidence	to	support	

this	matter,	I	would	further	argue	that	this	later	fissure	between	the	two	

men	 may	 have	 come	 about,	 at	 least	 in	 part,	 because	 of	 the	 fact	 that	

Hermann	 Hesse	 became	 aware	 of	 his	 therapist’s	 extreme	 political	

leanings.	What	 is	certain	 is	that	 from	the	mid-1920s	the	two	men	rarely	

corresponded	so	they	were	not	in	communication	as	the	Third	Reich	rose	

to	power.	

	

As	 I	 will	 attempt	 to	 show,	 Hermann	 Hesse	 utilised	 extensively	 Jung’s	

theoretical	constructs	in	his	writings.	From	Demian	(1919)	through	to	his	

final	 piece	 of	 long-form	 fiction,	 The	 Glass	 Bead	 Game	 (1943)	 the	

delineation	of	Self	 into	anima	 and	animus	 is	a	crucial	element	 in	Hesse’s	

writing.	 His	 application	 of	 Jungian	 Analytical	 Psychology	 reached	 its	

apotheosis	 in	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	 in	which	(as	we	shall	see)	one	of	

the	 eponymous	 characters	 may	 be	 envisaged	 as	 anima	 (Goldmund),	

whilst	the	other,	animus	(Narcissus).		

	

																																																								
78	C.	B.	Dohe,	Jung's	Wandering	Archetype:	Race	and	Religion	in	Analytical	Psychology,	Routledge,	
Oxford,	2016.	
79	In	particular	according	to	D.	Blair	in	her	seminal	biography,	Jung:	A	Biography,	London,	Little,	
Brown,	2005,	pp.	490-494.	However,	she	also	states	that	from	1940,	Jung	worked	for	the	allies.	It	
is	possible	that	Jung’s	views	on	the	Nazis	and	in	particular,	Hitler	have	been	misconstrued	as	
support	when	in	fact	he	was	actually	positing	an	understanding	of	how	a	man	such	as	Hitler	
could	attain	power.		
80	A	detailed	analysis	of	this	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	thesis.	
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The	final	element	to	consider	in	Jung’s	description	of	human	psychology	

and	how	this	influenced	Hesse	is	how	the	archetypes	influence	the	mind	

and	how	 they	may	 be	 employed	 in	 the	wilful	 act	 of	 reaching	what	 Jung	

called	 ‘self-realisation’:	 the	 state	 in	 which	 an	 individual	 achieves	 an	

enhanced	 awareness	 of	 their	 own	 psychological	 motivations	 and	

eventually	 arriving	 at	 a	 more	 clearly	 defined	 ability	 to	 manage	 one’s	

mental	impulses.81		

	

The	 two	 archetypes	most	 pertinent	 to	 Jungian	 psychoanalysis	 are	 ‘The	

Shadow’	and	‘The	True	Self.	‘The	Shadow’	represents	the	darkest	recesses	

of	 the	mind;	 it	 is	 the	 psychological	 equivalent	 to	 the	 portrait	 in	 Dorian	

Grey’s	attic.	 In	 the	 Jungian	model,	 ‘The	True	Self’	 is	 the	pure	core	of	our	

‘Self’,	 the	organiser,	the	virtuous	emulsifier.	According	to	Jungian	theory,	

‘The	True	Self’	must	evolve	to	become	a	new	archetype:	‘The	Divine	Child’	

that	 overcomes	 ‘The	 Shadow’	 to	 produce	 stability	 and	 individual	 self-

realisation.	

	

Again,	 these	 notions	 of	 Jung’s	 were	 adopted	 by	 Hesse	 to	 animate	 his	

characters	 and	 their	 development	 and	 personal	 growth	 throughout	 his	

novels	 are	 highly	 contentious.	 Modern	 scholars,	 for	 example,	 Betsy	

Perluss	in	her	Following	the	Raven:	The	Paradoxical	Path	Toward	a	Depth	

Ecopsychology	casts	serious	doubt	upon	the	validity	of	certain	terms	used	

by	Jung	and	his	 followers	 in	describing	the	universality	of	his	notions	of	

the	archetype	and	the	collective	unconscious.82	In	the	collection	of	essays:	

‘Essays	 in	 Honor	 of	 George	 A.	 De	 Vos’	 in	 The	 Psychoanalytic	 Study	 of	

Society	 strong	 arguments	 are	 made	 for	 the	 lack	 of	 a	 multicultural	

perspective	in	what	Jung	firmly	believed	to	be	the	all-embracive	nature	of	

the	collective	unconscious	and	the	notion	of	archetypes.83	

	

																																																								
81	C.	G.	Jung,	Psychological	Types,	New	York,	Scribner,	1933.	
82 B.	Perluss,	‘Ecopsychology’.	September	2012,	4(3):181-
186.	https://doi.org/10.1089/eco.2012.0045	Published	in	Vol.	4,	Issue	3,	September	24	2012.	
83 L.	Bryce	Boyer,	Ruth	M.	Boyer,	Howard	F.	Stein	(ed.),	‘Essays	in	Honor	of	George	A.	De	Vos’,	The	
Psychoanalytical	Study	of	Society,	Vol.	19.	
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•	

	

After	 finding	 success	 as	 a	 writer	 with	 his	 first	 novel,	 Peter	 Camenzind	

(1904)	Hesse	married	Maria	Bernoulli84,	and	in	quick	succession	they	had	

three	sons,	Bruno,	Heiner,	and	Martin.	During	the	following	ten	years,	he	

wrote	three	more	successful	novels:	The	Prodigy	(1906),	Gertrude	(1910)	

and	Knulp	 (1914).	By	1916,	 he	was	 estranged	 from	 his	wife	 and	young	

children,	suffering	ill	health	(a	recurring	and	incurable	eye	infection)	and	

immensely	 disturbed	 by	 a	 Europe	 immersed	 in	 what	 he	 perceived	 as	 a	

mindless	war.	 To	 add	 to	 his	misery,	 his	 father,	 Johannes	 died	 in	March	

1916,	 Hesse	 was	 now	 burdened	 with	 an	 immutable	 sense	 of	 guilt,	

exacerbated	by	his	ambivalence	towards	his	father.85	He	retreated	to	the	

Sonnmatt	 Sanatorium	 near	 Lucerne,	 Switzerland	 where	 he	 was	

introduced	to	Jung’s	work.		

	

The	 first	 psychologist	 to	 treat	Hesse	was	Carl	 Jung’s	 principal	 assistant,	

Josef	 Lang.	 Hesse	 described	 therapy	 as:	 ‘...experiencing	 the	 shock	 of	

analysis.	It	shakes	you	to	the	very	core	and	it	is	painful,’	he	wrote.	‘But	it	

helps.’ 86 	During	 the	 following	 year,	 Hesse	 underwent	 seventy-two		

sessions	with	Lang,	and	he	later	met	Jung	himself	and	began	analysis	with	

him	 at	 Jung’s	 apartment	 in	 Küsnacht,	 Switzerland.87	In	 the	 summer	 of	

1921,	 after	 surviving	 another	 period	 of	 severe	 depression,	 Hesse	

descended	 into	 a	new	 crisis	 initiated	 by	 temporary	writer’s	 block	 as	he	

composed	 his	 novel,	 Siddhartha	 (published	 in	 1922).	 Subsequently,	 he	

intensified	 his	 reliance	 on	 psychotherapy	 and	 Jung.	 In	 his	 diary	 Hesse	

recounted	 his	 first	 meeting	 with	 Jung	 thus:	 ‘While	 going	 through	 a	

difficult,	 and	often	 almost	 unbearable,	 period	of	my	 life,	 I	 am	here	with	

																																																								
84	Maria	was	a	descendent	of	Daniel	Bernoulli,	most	famous	as	the	creator	of	the	Bernoulli	
principle.	
85	Of	the	war,	Hesse	wrote:	‘[It	was]	the	second	great	transformation	of	my	life.’	The	first	
transformation	was	his	leaving	the	family	home	and	embarking	on	his	earliest	attempts	to	be	a	
poet.	‘A	Short	Autobiography’	from	Collected	Works(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	
Bänden:	Werkausgabe	edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	IV,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	465.	
86	Ibid.,	Vol.	III.	pp.	281	–	282.	
87	H.	Hesse,	Crisis:	Pages	From	a	Diary,	New	York,	The	Noonday	Press,	Farrar,	Straus	and	Giroux,	
1975.	
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Jung.	 All	 I	 can	 say	 is	 that	 Dr.	 Jung	 is	 conducting	 my	 analysis	 with	

extraordinary	 skill	 -	 ingenuity	 even.’88	For	 some	 time	 it	 proved	 to	 be	 a	

fruitful	therapeutic	connection.89	

	

The	 fact	 that	 Hesse	 and	 Jung	 were	 drawn	 to	 each	 other’s	 work	 and	

thought	 is	not	surprising.	They	were	almost	exact	contemporaries	(Jung	

was	 the	 elder	 by	 two	 years),	 they	 were	 born	 into	 a	 similar	 strata	 of	

society,	 and	 they	 shared	 fundamental	 aspects	 of	 a	 common	 cultural	

heritage.	 Strikingly,	 both	men	 survived	 controlling	 parents	 who	 shared	

none	 of	 the	 adventurousness	 and	 intellectual	 prowess	 of	 their	 famous	

children,	 and	both	Hesse	 and	 Jung	had	rebelled	 against	 their	 families	 to	

pursue	 their	 vocations.	 Furthermore,	 Jung	 was	 a	 scientist	 instinctively	

inclined	towards	an	artistic	 interpretation	of	his	observations.	 Jung	may	

be	 perceived	 as	 a	 psychologist	 intimately	 connected	 with	 literary	

expression.	 He	 once	 told	 a	 friend:	 ‘Nobody	 understands	 what	 I	 mean.	

Only	a	poet	could	begin	 to	understand.’90	And,	 for	his	 part,	Hesse	saw	 a	

definite	 connection	 between	 psychology	 and	 literature.	 Describing	 his	

reaction	to	 the	writings	of	 Jung	and	Freud	in	a	short	piece	called	Artists	

and	 Psychoanalysis,	 he	 wrote:	 ‘All	 in	 all,	 in	 their	 [psychologists]	

conception	 of	 the	 life	 of	 the	 soul	 I	 see	 confirmation	 of	 almost	 all	 my	

intuitions	 gained	 from	 literature	 and	 my	 own	 observations.’91	Unlike	

Freud’s	 more	 empirical	 approach	 to	 understanding	 the	 human	 mind,	

Jung’s	 central	 premise	 was	 predicated	 upon	 the	 notion	 that	 rational	

thought	 could	 be	 short-circuited,	 that	 it	 was	 possible	 and	 desirable,	 to	

‘rewire’	 the	 mind	 by	 utilising	 the	 concept	 of	 archetypes.	 This	 was	 a	

modernist	 theory	 with	 associations	 relating	 to	 myth,	 the	 mysteries	 of	
																																																								
88	Ibid.,	p.	198.	
89	It	is,	in	my	view,	crucial	for	us	observers	living	a	century	after	these	events	to	accept	that	
whatever	Jung’s	faults	and	failings	in	his	belief	in	the	true	universality	of	his	theories,	they	-	as	we	
shall	see	later	-	partially	helped	Hesse	to	resolve	some	of	his	inner	conflicts.	I	am	quite	sure	that	
Hesse	never	questioned	the	deeper	theoretical	aspects	of	Jung’s	‘scientific’	explorations	of	the	
relevance	of	archetype	to	non-Western	cultures	and	was	merely	a	patient	who	used	the	notion	of	
archetypes	to	put	life	into	his	characters,	and	most	crucially,	to	divide	parts	of	his	personality	and	
distribute	them	amongst	the	characters.	
90	M.	Serrano,	C.G	Jung	and	Hermann	Hesse:	A	record	of	Two	Friendships,	Frankfurt,	Daimon	
Verlag,	1997,	p.	75.	
91 H.	Hesse,‘Artists	and	Psychologists’,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	
Bänden:	Werkausgabe	edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	VII,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	138.	
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what	was	understood	as	the	unconscious	mind,	and	grand	hypotheses	of	

universality	that	appealed	to	many	contemporary	writers,	poets,	painters	

and	musicians,	all	within	a	context	in	which	occult	notions	of	spirituality	

influenced	 the	 work	 of	 many	 writers	 -	 W.B	 Yeats	 being	 an	 obvious	

example.92		

	

A	 final	 source	 of	 compatibility	 came	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 Jung	 was	

convinced	 that	 every	 individual’s	 unconscious	 continuously	 seeks	

‘outward	 manifestation’. 93 	Hesse	 saw	 the	 transmutative	 process	 of	

creating	 fiction	 from	 knowledge	 and	 experience	 as	 a	 quite	 natural	

impulse.94	In	Artists	and	Psychoanalysis,	 an	 essay	written	 in	1918,	Hesse	

explained	 that	 he	 saw	 three	 clear	 reasons	why	psychotherapy	 could	 be	

useful	 for	 the	 poet.	 First,	 it	 confirms	 the	 power	 of	 the	 imagination.	

Second,	 it	 strengthens	 the	 connection	 between	 the	 conscious	 and	

unconscious	 mind,	 thus	 aiding	 creativity.	 Thirdly,	 it	 requires	 what	 he	

called:	‘a	truthfulness	towards	oneself	to	which	we	are	not	accustomed.’95	

For	Hermann	Hesse	this	 last	 condition	was	remarkably	difficult.	He	was	

an	 introverted	 character,	 and	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 a	 deep-rooted	 sense	 of	

alienation	 created	 by	 the	 conflicts	 with	 his	 parents	 had	 dominated	 his	

childhood.	He	found	it	hard	to	discuss	his	 innermost	thoughts	with	even	

his	closest	friends	and	his	spouses.96	It	is	then	understandable	for	such	a	

personality	to	find	it	difficult	to	take	the	necessary	steps	to	open	up	and	

to	 expose	 his	 innermost	 thoughts	 and	 psychological	 problems	 to	 	 any	

therapist.	

	

According	 to	 the	 theoretical	 framework	 behind	 Jungian	 psychology	 (a	

discipline	he	sometimes	referred	to	as	 ‘Depth	Psychology’)	the	therapist	
																																																								
92	C.	Jung,	The	Psychology	of	the	Unconscious:	A	Study	of	the	Transformations	and	Symbolisms	of	
the	Libido.	A	Contribution	to	the	History	of	the	Evolution	of	Thought,	trans.	B.	M.	Hinkle,	New	York,	
Moffat,	Yard	and	Co.,	1916.	
93	S.	C.	Malik,	Mind,	Man	and	Mask,	Indira	Gandhi	National	Centre	for	the	Arts,	2001.	
94	C.	Jung,	Memories,	Dreams,	Reflections,	trans.	R.	and	C.	Winston,	A.	Jaffe	(ed.),	New	York,	
Vintage,	1963,	p.	1.	
95	H.	Hesse,	My	Belief:	Essays	on	Life	and	Art,	Theodore	Ziolkowski	(ed.),	trans.	Denver	Lidley	and	
Ralph	Manheim,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	and	Giroux,	1974,	p.	48.	
96	H.	Hesse,	Ninon	and	Kirchhoff,	Gerhard	(ed.),	Hermann	Hesse:	Kindheit	and	Jugend	vor	
Neunzehnhundert,	Vol.	I,	Frankfurt,	1966	and	1978,	p.	67.	
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is	said	to	take	constructive	advantage	of	the	likelihood	that	exceptionally	

creative	people	possess	a	heightened	internal	empathy	for	the	workings	

of	 their	 own	 minds.	 In	 principle,	 the	 analyst	 may	 be	 able	 to	 guide	 the	

patient	 towards	 an	 exploration	 of	 their	 ‘inner	 selves’	 (in	 particular	 the	

sub-conscious)	 and	 thereby	 help	 them	 to	 find	 ways	 to	 reach	 ‘self-

realisation’.97	

	

Although	 the	 analytic	 process	 did	not	wholly	 succeed	 -	 and	 indeed	 it	 is	

difficult	 to	know	what	success	might	mean	 -	and	 Jung	and	Hesse	parted	

company	 in	 1925,	 their	 association	 did	 navigate	 Hesse	 towards	 a	 path	

that	 eventually	 culminated	 in	 his	 own	 sense	 that	 he	 had	 achieved	 self-

realisation	through	self-analysis.98	Late	in	his	life	(in	1958)	Hesse	said	of	

this	effort:	‘For	me	personally,	analysis	had	only	a	beneficial	effect.	Later	

my	relationship	to	psychoanalysis	cooled	off	somewhat,	partly	because	I	

got	to	see	many	cases	of	unsuccessful,	or	even	harmful	analysis.	All	in	all,	

however,	 my	 relationship	 to	 Depth	 Psychology	 is	 an	 amicable	 one.’99	

Ironically,	 Hesse’s	 principal	 reservation	 about	 Jungian	 and	 Freudian	

theories	 lay	 in	 the	belief	 that	 both	practitioners	 thought	 too	empirically	

and	 that	 science	 inhibited	 each	 analyst	 in	 his	 effort	 to	 understand	

completely	 the	 mind	 of	 the	 artist:	 ‘The	 poetic	 appreciation	 of	 the	

processes	of	the	soul	remained	as	before	a	matter	of	the	intuitive	talent,	

not	 the	 analytical,’	 he	 wrote.100	In	 this	 we	 may	 see	 some	 degree	 of	

agreement	 between	 Hesse	 and	 that	 great	 critic	 of	 empirical	 science,	

William	 Blake,	 who	 wrote:	 ‘May	 God	 us	 keep	 from	 single	 vision	 and	

Newton’s	sleep!’101		

	

																																																								
97	R.	Breugelmans,‘Hermann	Hesse	and	Depth	Psychology’,	Canadian	Review	of	Comparative	
Literature,	Winter,	1981.	p.	10.	
98	H.	Hessse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	XII,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	431.	
99	Quoted	from	a	paper	given	to	the	9th	International	Hesse	Colloquium	in	Calw,1997.	‘Hermann	
Hesse	and	the	Psychology	of	C.	G.	Jung’.	
100	H.	Hesse,	Hermann,	‘Artists	and	Psychologists’,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	
Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	VII,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	
p.	139.	
101	W.	Blake,	R.	Blake,	Archibald	George	Blomefield	(ed.),	The	Letters	of	William	Blake,	Vol.	I,	
London,	Methuen,	1906,	p.	112,	Letter	to	Thomas	Butt,	22	November	1802.	
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In	 the	 next	 chapter,	 I	 hope	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 Hesse	 undertook	 a	

process	through	which	he	attempted	to	reach	a	 form	of	‘self-realisation’.	

As	a	writer,	the	adoption	of	this	process	was	an	imperative.	He	needed	to	

project	his	own	psychological	anguish	into	the	characters	he	created.	But,	

as	we	shall	see,	he	was,	in	this	attempt,	only	partially	successful,	reaching	

as	close	to	‘a	cure’	as	he	ever	would	with	the	completion	of	Narcissus	and	

Goldmund.	

	

First,	Hesse	had	 to	establish	 a	method,	 a	 literary	device	he	could	use	 to	

express	himself.	He	 chose	 the	 ‘lyrical	 form’,	which	 I	 shall	 discuss	 in	 the	

next	 section.	 He	 then	utilised	 this	 technique	 in	 a	 series	 of	 novels	which	

were	 artistically	 successful,	 but	 only	 partially	 fruitful	 as	 a	 form	 of	

therapy.	 It	 was	 not	 until	 his	 novel	 Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund,	 the	

touchstone	 along	 his	 road	 to	 ‘self-realisation’,	 that	 he	 found	 mental	

release	as	well	as	artistic	fulfilment.	After	finishing	the	novel,	Hesse	made	

a	 revealing	 remark.	 He	 wrote:	 ‘I	 admit	 that	 my	 own	 life	 frequently	

appears	to	me	exactly	 like	a	 legend.	 I	often	see	and	 feel	the	outer	world	

connected	and	in	harmony	with	my	inner	world	in	a	way	that	I	can	only	

call	 magical.’	 It	 is	 a	 statement	 imbued	 with	 optimism	 and	 a	 sense	 of	

fulfilment;	a	dedication	to	what	he	felt	he	had	achieved	within	himself.102	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 	

																																																								
102	H.	Hesse,	Autobiographical	Writings,	T.	Ziolkowski	(ed.),	trans.	D.	Lindley,	London,	Picador,	
1973.	
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CHAPTER	FOUR:	FROM	DEMIAN	TO	NARCISSUS	AND	GOLDMUND.	

	

In	 the	 preface	 to	Demian,	 the	 novel	 Hesse	 was	 writing	 during	 autumn	

1917,	 he	 wrote:	 ‘Mine	 is	 not	 a	 pleasant	 story,	 it	 does	 not	 possess	 the	

gentle	harmony	of	invented	tales;	like	the	lives	of	all	men	who	have	given	

up	 trying	 to	 deceive	 themselves,	 it	 is	 a	mixture	 of	 nonsense	 and	 chaos,	

madness	 and	 dreams.’ 103	With	 this	 statement,	 Hesse	 was	 offering	 a	

manifesto	which	defined	 the	path	he	had	 chosen	 to	 take.	The	writing	of	

Demian	marks	 the	beginning	of	what	 in	hindsight	might	 be	 viewed	as	 a	

new	 phase	 in	 Hesse’s	 career,	 described	 by	 one	 critic	 as:	 ‘[Hesse’s]	 new	

idiom.’104	It	 was	 conceived	 and	 executed	 with	 a	 ferocity	 that	 shocked	

many	of	his	readers.	When	one	devoted	enthusiast	of	Hesse’s	early	novels	

mourned	 the	 loss	 of	 ‘the	 gentle	 harmony	 of	 invented	 tales’,	 the	 author	

wrote	 back:	 ‘What	 do	 beauty	 and	 harmony	 mean	 to	 a	 man	 who	 is	

condemned	to	death,	who	runs	for	his	 life	with	walls	 falling	down	upon	

him?’105This	is	a	sentence	written	by	an	artist	who	has	just	lived	through	

the	horrors	of	the	Great	War.	He	had	not	fought	at	the	front,	but	the	war	

and	 its	effects	were	 all	around	him,	 as	 they	were	 for	 every	European	of	

the	time,	but	as	a	writer	and	a	man	of	great	sensitivity	and	imagination,	

he	 felt	 the	 anguish	 of	 the	 time	 deeply.	 With	 Demain,	 Hesse	 adopted	 a	

position	of	 isolation	far	removed	 from	the	calamity	facing	humanity	and	

‘real	life’.	Concerning	the	poetic	non-physical	world	of	the	imagination,	he	

wrote:	‘I	prefer	it	immeasurably,	 to	that	of	the	people	who	belong	to	the	

‘world’.	Without	contact	with	the	beyond	of	‘the	world’,	this	world	would	

be	 useless.’106	In	 this	 rather	 extreme	 and	 dramatic	 statement	 we	 are	

afforded	 great	 insight	 into	 the	mental	 torture	 Hesse	was	 suffering,	 and	

just	 how	 much	 he	 needed	 psychotherapy	 and	 a	 way	 to	 use	 his	 art	 to	

preserve	his	fragile	sanity.	

	

																																																								
103 H.	Hesse,	Demian,	trans.	N.	H.	Priday,	New	York,	Boni	&	Liveright,	1923,	p.	8.		
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edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	IV,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	481.	
106	Ibid.,	Vol.	II,	p.	61.	
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Demian	 is	 a	 literary	 psychodrama.	 The	 narrative	 is	 ostensibly	 a	 simple	

story,	 a	 buildungsroman.	 The	 central	 character	 is	 Emile	 Sinclair,	 a	 boy	

brought	up	in	a	religious	family	who	changes	from	studious	pupil	into	an	

increasingly	wayward	youth,	leaves	school	and	endeavours	to	find	a	path	

through	life.	On	his	 journey,	Sinclair	 is	assisted	by	 the	mysterious	figure	

of	Max	Demian	who	acts	as	a	guide:	a	nebulous	guru.	

	

The	 story	 concerns	 the	 dynamic	 between	 Sinclair	 and	 a	 nefarious	

character,	 Franz	 Kromer	 who	 subjects	 the	 protagonist	 to	 constant	

psychological	 anguish,	 bullying	 him	 and	 inciting	 him	 to	 anti-social	

behaviour.	Through	 a	 convoluted	series	of	 illuminating	 experiences	 and	

reversals,	Sinclair	overcomes	the	demonic	figure	of	Kromer	and	reaches	a	

form	of	contorted	resolution.	

	

This	is	possibly	a	projection	of	Hesse’s	own	state	of	mind	and	acts	as	the	

motivating	 dynamic	 of	 the	 novel,	 but	 the	 deeper	 issue	 is	 Hesse’s	 own	

struggle	 and	 his	 road	 to	 a	 form	 of	 recovery.	 This	 rationalisation	 is	

supported	by	 the	 fact	 that	the	original	version	of	Demian	was	published	

as	Demian:	The	Story	of	a	Youth	under	the	pseudonym	Emile	Sinclair,	as	if	

it	 constitutes	 ‘autobiography’.	 It	 was	 only	 in	 1920,	 after	 Emile	 Sinclair	

had	won	the	Fontane	Prize	for	first	novels	and	the	book	had	gone	through	

eight	editions	that	Hesse	came	forward	as	the	author,	returned	the	prize	

and	agreed	to	the	novel	being	published	under	his	name.107			

	

Beneath	the	veneer	of	the	quest	narrative,	Demian	is	imbued	with	Hesse’s	

deliberate	 contortion	 of	 seemingly	 mundane	 events,	 expressed	 (in	

accordance	with	Jung’s	influence)	as	archetypes.	The	evil	Franz	Kromer	is	

the	 antagonistic	 aspect	 of	 the	 writer’s	 own	 life	 -	 his	 psychological	

dissonance	 -	 the	 mental	 illness	 that	 had	 driven	 him	 to	 the	 Sonnmatt	

Sanatorium,	 prompted	 attempts	 to	 end	 his	 own	 life,	 and	 led	 him	 to	

immersion	 in	psychotherapy.	 In	 Jungian	 terms,	Kromer	 is	 ‘The	Shadow’.	
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Emile	 Sinclair	 is	 likely	 to	 be	 a	 literary	 projection	 of	 Hesse	 himself,	 the	

part	of	him	that	wishes	to	attain	Jungian	self-actualisation,	and	in	Jungian	

terms,	to	become	 ‘The	Divine	Child’.	As	discussed	in	Chapter	3,	 this	 is	of	

course	 the	 evolutionary	path	 described	 in	 Jung’s	 theories,	 the	 imagined	

road	taking	a	person	from	a		place	where	they	have	little	understanding	

of	 their	 inner	self	 to	a	state	 in	which	 they	have	 found	 the	purest	part	of	

themselves	 –	 ‘The	 Divine	 Child’.	 Max	 Demian	 represents	 Carl	 Jung,	

Hesse’s	 ‘saviour’,	 and	 thus	he	mirrors	 ‘The	 Sage’	 or	 ‘The	Wise	Old	Man’	

(again	 in	 Jung’s	 terminology).	 Support	 for	 this	 assertion	 comes	 from	 a	

letter	Jung	wrote	to	Hesse	soon	after	the	publication	of	Demian	in	which,	

tongue-in-cheek,	he	declares:	‘I	have	long	been	a	good	friend	of	Demian’s,	

and	he	has	recently	initiated	me	into	his	private	affairs	-	under	the	seal	of	

deepest	secrecy!’108		

	

Another	 character,	 who	 appears	 in	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	 book,	 is	

Pistorius,	 an	 organ	 scholar	 and	 consummate	 musician	 who	 tries,	 and	

ultimately	 fails,	 to	 help	 Emile	 Sinclair.	 Scholarly	 opinion	 leans	 towards	

this	 character	 being	 an	 avatar	 of	 Dr.	 Lang,	 Hesse’s	 principal	

psychoanalyst	 at	 the	 time	 the	 novel	 was	 written.109	It	 is	 assumed	 that	

Pistorius’	failure	is	representative	of	Lang’s	lack	of	success	with	Hesse	in	

the	 early	days	 of	 their	 professional	 interaction.	 I	 do	 not	 agree	with	 this	

identification.	 Instead,	 I	would	postulate	 that	Pistorius	represents	music	

itself.	 Music	 was	 enormously	 important	 to	 Hesse.	 In	 both	 his	

correspondence	 and	 in	 his	 fiction,	 he	 demonstrates	 an	 intimate	

knowledge	and	a	profound	emotional	and	intellectual	resonance	with	this	

form	of	artistic	expression.110	It	is	my	contention	that	in	the	years	leading	

up	to	1916	and	his	introduction	to	psychotherapy	Hesse	tried	to	employ	

the	 therapeutic	 power	 of	music	 to	 help	 contain	 his	mental	 turmoil,	 but	

that	ultimately	this	endeavour	did	not	succeed	and	he	turned	 to	Jungian	

																																																								
108	C.	Jung,	Letters,	Vol.	I,	New	Jersey,	Princeton	University	Press,	1973,	p.	552,	A	letter	of	3	
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110	Of	particular	importance	to	Hesse	were	Bach,	Mozart	and	Wagner.	Indeed,	Mozart	appears	as	
an	influential	character	in	Steppenwolf.	
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analytical	psychology.	It	is	not	possible	to	prove	this	hypothesis,	but	I	do	

think	 it	 could	 explain	 the	 role	 Pistorius	 plays	 in	 the	 novel;	 a	 character	

who	 is	 a	 music	 scholar	 and	 a	 figure	 who	 almost	 succeeds	 in	 helping	

Sinclair.	 Hesse	 placed	 great	 emphasis	 on	 the	 role	 of	music.	 In	 his	 final	

work,	 The	 Glass	 Bead	 Game,	 he	 writes:	 ‘Perfect	 music	 has	 its	 cause.	 It	

arises	 from	 equilibrium.	 Equilibrium	 arises	 from	 righteousness,	 and	

righteousness	arises	from	the	meaning	of	the	cosmos.	Therefore	one	can	

speak	about	music	only	with	a	man	who	has	perceived	the	meaning	of	the	

cosmos.’111	

	

	

Jung	 held	 that	 every	 individual	 psyche	 on	 the	 conscious	 path	 to	 self-

actualisation	creates	their	own	unique	personal	mythology.112	A	writer	of	

Hesse’s	 stature	 would	 create	 an	 altogether	 superior	 ‘autobiographical	

interpretive	narrative’,	one	that	is	at	the	same	time	great	art.113	In	writing	

Demian,	 Hesse	 is	 giving	 substance	 to	 Jungian	 psychoanalysis:	 the	

beginnings	of	self-realisation.	In	the	novel,	he	describes	this	as:	

	
I	succumbed	to	his	[Demian’s]	voice	and	influence	as	in	a	dream.	All	I	could	do	
was	to	nod.	 It	was	 like	a	voice	that	could	only	emanate	 from	myself.	A	voice,	
indeed,	that	knew	everything	better	and	more	clearly	than	myself.114		
	

This	 is	 another	 dramatic	 statement	 of	 Hesses’	 and	 comes	 from	 a	 time	

(late	 1917)	 when	 he	 was	 most	 enamoured	 with	 Jung.	 It	 is	 almost	 as	

though	 Hesse	 is	 attempting	 to	 distil	 Jungian	 theory	 into	 a	 fictional	

narrative,	converting	what	Jung	and	Hesse	believed	to	be	science	into	art.	

	

By	this	stage	in	his	life,	Hesse	was	no	longer	writing	to	make	a	living;	he	

was	working	in	part	 for	therapeutic	reasons,	creating	 in	order	to	fulfil	a	

vital	need.	In	a	letter	written	early	in	1920,	he	admits	this:	
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‘After	the	war,’	he	recounts.	‘I	couldn’t	pick	up	again	where	I	had	left	off...I	had	
come	 to	 see	 the	 world	 in	 a	 new	 light	 and	 had	 completely	 reoriented	 my	
psychology	 due	 to	 living	 through	 these	 times	 as	 well	 as	 because	 of	
psychoanalysis.	If	I	wanted	to	continue	at	all	there	was	nothing	left	for	me	but	
to	draw	a	line	under	my	earlier	things	and	begin	anew.	What	I	am	seeking	to	
express	now	are	in	part	things	which	have	been		represented	before.115		

	

He	wrote	in	his	journal:	‘If	I	now	seek	to	make	my	mental	and	poetic	work	

entirely	and	exclusively	the	centre	of	my	life,	I	do	so	because	without	it	I	

could	 not	 go	 on	 living.’116	It	 is	 clear	 from	 these	 statements	 just	 how	

passionate	Hesse	was	as	a	writer.	During	 this	period	he	believed	he	had	

achieved	a	level	of	self-discovery	(guided	by	Jung)	which	allowed	him	to	

create	 characters	 that	 both	 represented	his	 own	 dilemmas	 and	 allowed	

him	to	control	them	in	the	form	of	a	novel.		

	

Thomas	Mann,	a	close	friend	of	Hesse’s,	was	quite	aware	of	the	course	of	

treatment	 Hesse	 was	 following	 with	 Jung	 and	 Lang,	 and	 in	 the	

Introduction	 to	Demian	 he	 described	 his	 friend	 as:	 ‘...a	 person	 of	 hard-

won	 spiritual	 freedom.’117	Yet	with	 the	 completion	of	Demian,	Hermann	

Hesse	still	remained	some	considerable	way	from	any	form	of	unfettered	

‘spiritual	freedom’	or	‘cure’.	Demian	 is	an	engrossing	and	inspired	novel,	

which	 (along	 with	 Steppenwolf)	 almost	 defies	 categorisation.	 It	 is	 an	

interpretive	work	in-part	created	to	exorcise	the	dark	Jungian	archetypes	

and	 to	 take	 the	author	 from	confusion	 to	 self-actualisation.	However,	 in	

this	 respect,	 it	 was	 only	 marginally	 successful.	 For	 Hesse,	 Demian	 was	

almost	a	spontaneous	reaction	to	his	experiences	with	psychoanalysis.	It	

was	written	 very	 quickly	 (in	 a	 few	months)	 in	 1917,	 and	 although	 it	 is	

closely	 connected	 to	his	 personal	 insights,	 this	 novel	was	 simply	 a	 first	

step	 along	 a	 difficult	 road.	 A	 clear	 demonstration	 of	 this	 comes	 in	 a	

comment	 made	 by	 a	 character	 in	 the	 novel	 (Frau	 Eva):	 ‘It	 is	 always	

difficult	to	be	born.	You	know	the	chick	does	not	find	it	easy	to	break	his	
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116	Ibid.,	p.	412.	
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way	 out	 of	 the	 shell’.118	In	 writing	 this,	 Hesse	 is	 expressing	 his	 self-

awareness	 of	 the	difficulty	 of	 the	 task	 he	 had	 set	 himself.	 He	was	 quite	

clear	 about	 his	 complex	 psychological	 anomalies	 and	 by	 placing	 these	

words	with	Frau	Eva	-	a	maternal	and	nurturing	figure	in	the	narrative	-	

he	is,	it	seems,	committing	to	lingering	self	doubt	about	just	how	effective	

his	efforts	might	be.	

	

In	a	journal	he	kept	in	1920-1921,	Hesse	wrote:	

	
Alas,	I	should	keep	ten	or	more	journals.	I	have	already	started	three	or	four.	
One	 is	 called:	 ‘Journal	 of	 a	Wastrel’,	 another,	 ‘Jungle	 of	 Childhood’,	 another,	
‘Dream	 Book’.	 To	 these	 should	 be	 added:	 ‘The	 Journal	 of	 a	 Painter’,	 a	music	
journal,	another	concerning	the	old	struggle	between	the	desire	to	live	and	the	
longing	 for	 death,	 ‘Journal	 of	 a	 Suicide’.	 Perhaps	 also,	 ‘A	 Journal	 of	 Self-
recollection’,	and	‘Of	Search	for	Norms’,	and	also	one	called:	‘The	Application	of	
Personal	Reflections	to	Things	in	General,	to	Nature,	Politics,	History’.	And	then	
I	should	have	to	keep	three	or	more	journals	to	make	the	attempt	at	polyphony	
and	 bipolarity	 for	 a	 while,	 to	 document	 somehow	 the	 fullness	 and	
multifacetedness	of	the	soul.	It’s	impossible;	even	the	minutest	is	too	much,	the	
most	simple	too	complicated.	The	hand	would	have	to	have	twenty	fingers	and	
the	day	a	hundred	hours.119	
	

•	

	

The	 next	 novel	 in	 Hesse’s	 oeuvre	 that	 relates	 directly	 to	 his	 psycho-

evolutionary	 path	 is	 Steppenwolf,	 published	 in	 1927,	 and	 it	 is	 certainly	

Hesse’s	bleakest	work	of	fiction.	Indeed,	within	the	narrative	itself	Hesse	

equates	its	internal	landscape,	if	not	the	external	one,	to	a	personal	vision	

of	hell:		

	
Haller	 [Hesse’s	protagonist]	belongs	to	 those	who	have	been	caught	between	
two	ages,	who	are	outside	of	all	security	and	simple	acquiescence.	He	belongs	
to	those	whose	fate	it	is	to	live	the	whole	riddle	of	human	destiny	heightened	
to	the	pitch	of	a	personal	torture,	a	personal	hell.120		

	

The	character	of	The	Steppenwolf	 is	unusual	 in	 that	Hesse	portrays	him	

																																																								
118	H.	Hesse,	Demian,	trans.	N.	H.	Priday,	New	York,	Boni	&	Liveright,	1923,	p.	134.		
119	H.	Hesse,	Egensinn:	Autobiographisce	Schriften,	S.	Unseld	(ed.),	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp	Verlag,	
1972,	p.	120	–	121.		
120	H.	Hesse,	Steppenwolf,	trans.	B.	Creighton,	New	York,	Holt,	1929.	p.	19.	
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as	 human	 in	 form	 and	 outward	 demeanour,	 but	 beneath	 the	 veneer	 of	

civility	 and	 normality;	 he	 is	 part-beast,	 part-human.	 The	 Steppenwolf	

struggles	 constantly	 to	 successfully	 fit	 into	 the	 conventional	 bourgeois	

society	 in	 which	 he	 lives.	 He	 wants	 to	 break	 free	 and	 allow	 the	 beast	

within	 to	 dominate,	 and	 the	 cognitive	 dissonance	 caused	 by	 this	 places	

him	in	a	living	hell	and	pushes	him	to	the	very	edge	of	sanity.	

	

Of	 all	 Hesse’s	works,	 Steppenwolf	 is	 perhaps	 the	most	 famous	 and	most	

widely-read.	 It	 is	 certainly	 the	 Hesse	 novel	 that	 produced	 the	 most	

profound	cultural	resonance.	For	many,	it	was	(and	may	still	be)	the	first	

point	of	contact	with	Hesse’s	fiction.	During	the	late	1950s,	the	book	was	

described	 by	 Colin	 Wilson	 as:	 ‘...a	 key	 work	 in	 the	 context	 of	 modern	

exploration	of	the	outsider	figure.’121	Steppenwolf	 is	 the	book	that	 finally	

established	Hesse’s	 reputation	 in	America	 some	 forty	 years	 after	 it	was	

published	 and	 half	 a	 decade	 after	 the	 author’s	 death.	 It	 excited	 the	

counter-culture	 and	 led	 to	 the	misguided	 semi-deification	of	 the	 author	

by	‘60s	youth.122	

	

Steppenwolf	 concerns	a	character	called	Harry	Haller	 (who	 is,	of	 course,	

ostensibly	 Hermann	 Hesse).	 Indeed,	 Hesse	 was	 quite	 comfortable	

identifying	himself	with	the	character.	During	a	visit	from	an	admirer,	the	

diplomat,	Miguel	Serrano,	Hesse’s	guest	happened	to	mention	that	he	was	

planning	 to	 travel	 on	 to	meet	 Carl	 Jung.	 Hesse	 smiled	 and	 said:	 ‘Please	

give	him	Steppenwolf’s	regards.’123	

	

	A	lengthy	prologue	or	treatise	called	‘Tractate	of	the	Steppenwolf’	opens	

the	 novel	 and	 offers	 some	 explanation	 for	 unusual	 aspects	 of	 Harry’s	

personality.	Harry	calls	himself	 ‘The	Steppenwolf’	and	perceives	himself	

to	 be	part-human,	part-beast	 -	 a	 ‘Wolf	of	 the	 Steppes’.	He	 is	 a	man	who	

																																																								
121	C.	Wilson,	The	Outsider,	London,	Gollancz,	1956.	
122	Ibid.,	p.	184;	By	1970,	The	University	of	California	Berkeley	had	a	Steppenwolf	Bar	and	a	
Magic	Theatre;	Chicago	had	a	Magic	Theatre	Company;	Philadelphia	had	a	Magic	Theatre	Coffee	
House,	and	the	American	rock	band	Steppenwolf	were	at	the	height	of	their	fame.		
123	M.	Serrano,	C.	Jung	and	H.	Hesse,	A	Record	of	Two	Friendships,	Frankfurt,	Daimon	Verlag,	1997,	
p.	25.	



	 282	

exists	 partially	 outside	 society,	 and	 is	 greatly	 conflicted.	 He	 detests	 the	

bourgeois	society	in	which	he	functions,	at	one	juncture	calling	it:	 ‘[This]	

fat	 and	 prosperous	 brood	 of	 mediocrity.’124	But	 another	 part	 of	 him	

relishes	aspects	of	orthodoxy	and	‘normality’.	He	is	most	often	placid,	but	

has	 moments	 in	 which	 he	 expresses	 unspeakable	 violence.	 He	 is	

conspicuously,	 even	 proudly,	 anti-social,	 but	 finds	 himself	 relying	 upon	

others.	He	 is	 scathing	of	modern	 culture,	 but	 later	 learns	 to	 embrace	 it.	

And	 again,	 Hesse	 is	 unfettered	 in	 expressing	 the	 connection	 between	

himself	 and	 his	 principal	 protagonist,	 Harry	 Haller,	 writing	 in	 the	

tractate:	 ‘Although	 I	 know	very	 little	of	 the	Steppenwolf’s	 life,	 I	have	 all	

the	same	good	reason	to	suppose	that	he	was	brought	up	by	devoted	but	

severe	 and	 very	pious	parents.’125	This	 is	 an	 attempt	 by	Hesse	 to	 give	 a	

reason	 for	 the	 strange	mentality	 of	 Harry	without	having	 to	 divert	 into	

any	 detailed	 explanation	 for	 what	 transformed	 Harry	 Haller	 into	 The	

Steppenwolf.		

	

Hesse’s	 choice	 of	 the	 wolf	 motif	 is	 highly	 significant.	 The	 wolf	 is	 a	

creature	 perceived	 as	 possessing	 little	 respect	 for	 rules,	 a	 solitary	

predator	(hence	‘lone	wolf’).	A	wolf	is	emblematic	of	the	unconventional,	

the	 renegade,	 the	 rebellious	 individual	 who	 cannot	 abide	 by	 rules	 and	

norms	instinctively.126		

	

Harry	 is	 a	 semi-evolved	 being,	 at	 times	 balanced	 precariously	 between	

man	 and	 beast,	 but	 aiming	 for	 some	 form	 of	 higher	 consciousness:	 a	

notion	 again	 inspired	 by	 Jung.	 He	hopes	 to	 fulfil	 this	 ambition	with	 the	

help	of	a	group	of	characters	called	collectively,	‘The	Immortals’.127	In	this	

respect,	The	Steppenwolf	is	almost	a	representation	of	Nietzsche’s	‘Man’,	

a	 being	 suspended	 between	 ‘Animal’	 and	 ‘Overman’	 (Übermensch),	 the	

last	 of	 these	 representing	 the	 advanced	 form	 Nietzsche	 believed	 every	

																																																								
124	H.	Hesse,	The	Steppenwolf,	trans.	B.	Creighton,	New	York,	Holt,	1929.	p.	22.	
125	Ibid.,	p.	12.	
126	H.	M.	Malik,	Steppenwolf:	The	Genius	of	Suffering,	www.hassanmalik.org.	
127	The	Immortals	are	led	by	Mozart	and	Goethe,	two	men	whom	Hesse	admired	above	all	others.	
H.	Hesse,	Steppenwolf,	trans.	B.	Creighton,	New	York,	Holt,	1929.	p.	19.	
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human	being	should	attempt	to	become.128	

	

Harry,	The	 Steppenwolf,	 discovers	 the	 existence	of	The	 Immortals	 (and	

with	 them	the	 chance	 to	 find	redemption),	when	he	stumbles	upon	The	

Magic	Theatre,	a	place	out	of	time	and	space,	a	construct	poised	between	

the	 internal	 landscape	 of	 Harry’s	 own	mind	 and	 the	 external	 one	of	 his	

physical	 life	 in	 which	 he	 loves	 Bach	 Cantatas	 and	 Goethe,	 while	 hating	

Jazz,	and	the	radio	(the	last	of	these	being	a	signifier	 for	modern	society	

and	 the	 external	 object	 of	 Harry’s	 purest	 opprobrium).	 Strikingly,	 over	

the	doorway	onto	this	netherworld	of	the	Magic	Theatre	is	placed	a	sign	

which	 says:	 ‘ENTRANCE	 -	 NOT	 FOR	 EVERYONE’,	 and	 appearing	 on	 the	

wet	road	outside	the	Magic	Theatre	are	the	words:	‘FOR	MADMEN	ONLY’.		

	

In	 what	 might	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 reference	 to	 quantum	 mechanics	

(which	was	postulated	 around	 the	 time	Hesse	was	writing	Steppenwolf)	

inside	 The	Magic	 Theatre,	 effect	 does	 not	 necessarily	 follow	 cause,	 and	

the	accepted	constructs	of	‘normality’	do	not	always	apply.129		

	

The	 darkness,	 a	 mournful	 miasma	 that	 hangs	 around	 and	 throughout	

Steppenwolf	was	no	mere	fabrication	or	literary	conceit.	While	Hesse	was	

beginning	the	novel,	he	entered	one	of	the	most	depressed	periods	of	his	

life,	 and	 in	 his	 writing	 as	well	 as	 in	 his	 personal	 correspondence	 there	

was	much	 talk	 of	 suicide.130	‘For	 fourteen	 days,’	 he	 wrote	 in	 a	 letter	 of	

April	1925,	‘I’ve	been	back	again	in	the	Ticino,	after	my	attempt	at	life	in	

Basel	 turned	out	a	 fiasco...For	a	while	 I	was	pretty	desperate	 and	didn’t	

want	to	live	any	more.	But	then	I	 found	a	way	out.	 I	decided	that	in	two	

years,	 on	my	 fiftieth	 birthday,	 I	would	have	 the	 right	 to	hang	myself,	 in	

case	I	still	wished	to	do	so	-	and	now	everything	that	I	found	so	difficult	to	

bear	has	taken	on	a	new	aspect,	since	in	the	worst	case	it	can	only	last	for	

																																																								
128 F.	Nietzsche,	Thus	Spake	Zarathustra,	trans.	A.	Tille,	New	York	and	London,	Macmillan,	1896.	
129	Although	quantum	mechanics	originally	arose	from	Max	Planck’s	seminal	work	of	1900-1902	
and	Einstein’s	special	theory	of	relativity	(1905),	the	central	premises	of	quantum	theory	were	
radically	reformulated	during	the	mid-1920s.	
130	R.	Breugelmans,	‘Hermann	Hesse	and	Depth	Psychology’,	Canadian	Review	of	Comparative	
Literature,	Winter,1981,	p.	38.	
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two	 years.’131	The	 precipitation	 of	 this	 period	 of	 pain	 and	 depression	

derived	from	several	sources	almost	contemporaneously.	In	1925,	Hesse	

was	 approaching	 fifty.	He	was	 suffering	poor	health	 (sciatica	 and	 gout),	

and	in	1924	he	had	been	hospitalised	with	a	serious	 intestinal	 infection.	

His	 second	marriage	 (to	Ruth	Wenger)	 that	 same	year	had	degenerated	

very	quickly,	and	in	1925,	the	Hesses	had	begun	divorce	proceedings.	To	

add	to	this,	Hesse	was	finalising	the	renouncing	of	his	German	citizenship,	

a	 process	 initiated	 soon	 after	 the	 end	 of	 the	 First	 World	 War	 when,	

thanks	 to	his	 impassioned	pacifist	 stance,	 he	had	become	 the	subject	of	

vicious	Nationalist	 invective.132	Harry	Haller	 has	much	 in	 common	 with	

Hermann	Hesse.	 He	 is	 fifty	 years	 old,	 in	 questionable	health,	 angry	 and	

disillusioned	 with	 the	 world	 and	 seeking	 a	 form	 of	 escape	 from	

mundanity	 and	 the	 mediocrity	 with	 which	 he	 perceives	 himself	 to	 be	

surrounded.	 This	 interconnectedness	 between	 creator	 and	 created	 is	

clear	from	a	letter	written	by	Hesse	in	1926;	a	letter	that	might	have	been	

written	 by	 The	 Steppenwolf	 himself.	 ‘For	 seven	 years	 now	 I	 have	 been	

living	 beyond	 the	 human	 world,’	 Hesse	 confesses.	 ‘...without	 family,	

without	 any	 real	 community,	 and	 confronting	 nearly	 every	 day	 the	

problem	of	 suicide.’133	Steppenwolf	was,	 then,	 another	 attempt	by	Hesse	

to	 distil	 his	 external	 anguish	 and	 psychological	 disorder	 into	 an	

internalised	 landscape	 within	 which	 his	 avatar,	 Harry	 Haller	 exists;	 a	

fictional	world	through	which	the	author	tried	to	rationalise,	his	pain,	 to	

find	 salvation,	 self-realisation.	 As	 with	Demian,	 throughout	 Steppenwolf	

Hesse	 uses	 Jungian	 archetypes	 and	 symbolism	 to	 represent	 his	 mental	

images	 and	 to	 present	 a	 universe	 in	 which	 Haller,	 the	 eponymous	

Steppenwolf,	must	not	only	survive,	but	take	risks,	to	allow	himself	to	be	

absorbed	 by	 the	 often	 counter-intuitive	 lines	 of	 flux	 that	 hold	 together	

the	alternate	reality	of	The	Magic	Theatre.	

																																																								
131	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	X,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	283,	Letter	of	1	April	1925.	
132	J.	Mileck,	Hermann	Hesse:	Life	and	Art,	Pasadena,	University	of	California	Press,	1978,	pp.	46	–	
48;	He	was	vilified	by	the	nationalist	press,	such	as	Wieder	in	Deutschland,	but	also	raised	the	ire	
of	many	pacifist	movements	and	publications	(including	Die	Pazifisten)	because	he	criticised	
them	for	not	being	active	enough.				
133	H.	Hesse,	Gesammelte	Briefe,	Zweiter	Band,	1922-1935,	U.	and	V.	Michels	(ed.),	Frankfurt,	
Suhrkamp	Verlag,	1979,	p.	132,	A	letter	of	19	February	1926.	
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In	 this	 fictional	 universe,	 The	 Magic	 Theatre	 represents	 the	 process	 of	

Jungian	 psychoanalysis	 itself.	 This	 is	 made	 apparent	 by	 the	 signs	 and	

declarations	 linked	 to	 the	 very	 entrance	 to	 the	 theatre:	 NOT	 FOR	

EVERYONE	 and	 FOR	 MADMEN	 ONLY.	 The	 Immortals	 were	 as	 much	

Hesse’s	intellectual	and	spiritual	guides	as	they	were	to	become	Haller’s.	

The	 Magic	 Theatre	 is	 owned	 by	 a	 guide,	 a	 character	 called	 Pablo	 who	

frequently	 shares	 many	 personality	 traits	 exhibited	 by	 Max	 Demian.	

Pablo	is	of	course	another	representation	of	Jung.	

	

Hesse’s	 choice	 of	 the	 expression	 ‘Madmen’	 is	 meaningful.	 He	 does	 not	

associate	 ‘Madmen’	 with	 the	 clinically	 sick,	 those	 who	 have	 lost	 all	

reason.	 Instead,	 he	 (Hesse)	 is	 referring	 to	 those	 ostracised	 by	 ‘normal’	

society	 and	 labelled	 as	 being	 ‘mad’	 by	 those	he	 considers	 dullards.	 The	

madmen	 of	 Steppenwolf,	 including	 Harry	 Haller	 (and	 by	 implication,	

Hesse)	are	men	in	suspended	animation,	caught	between	heaven	and	hell,	

poised	between	 ‘Animal’	and	 ‘Übermensch’,	Emile	Sinclair	 is	another,	so	

too	 is	Goldmund.	Hesse’s	madmen	are	close	kin	of	Dostoyevsky’s	Prince	

Myshkin134	or	Ken	Kesey’s	Randle	McMurphy.135	

	

Steppenwolf	constitutes	a	substantial	contribution	to	European	literature.	

In	 1948,	 Thomas	 Mann	 said	 of	 it:	 ‘...and	 need	 it	 be	 stated	 that,	 as	 an	

experimental	 novel,	 Steppenwolf	 is	 no	 less	 daring	 than	 Ulysees	 or	 The	

Counterfeiters?’ 136	Both	 in	 literary	 form	 and	 as	 the	 manifestation	 of	

Hesse’s	 conscious	 subtext	 Steppenwolf	 may	 be	 perceived	 as	 a	 distinct	

progression	 from	 Demian;	 a	 superior	 attempt	 to	 fulfil	 his	 desire	 to	

imprint	 himself	 upon	 a	 fictional	 universe	 in	 which	 he	 could	 attempt	 to	

resolve	 his	 inner	 conflicts.	 But	 by	 the	 end	 of	 the	 novel,	 Hesse	 admits	

defeat.	Haller	is	told:	‘It	is	time	to	come	to	your	senses.	You	are	to	live	and	

to	 learn	 to	 laugh.	 You	 are	 to	 learn	 to	 listen	 to	 life’s	 radio	music	 and	 to	

																																																								
134	F.	Dostoyevsky,	The	Idiot,	1869,	London,	Penguin	Classics,	2004.	
135	K.	Kesey,	One	Flew	Over	The	Cuckoo’s	Nest,	New	York,	The	Viking	Press,	1962.	
136	T.	Mann,	Introduction,	Demian,	trans.	Michael	Roloff	and	Michael	Lebeck,	New	York,	Bantam,	
1969,	p.	9.	
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reverence	 the	 spirit	 behind	 it.’137	Here	 we	 have	 the	 exhortation	 from	

nothing	 less	 than	The	Immortals	 for	Harry	Haller	(and	Hermann	Hesse)	

to	seek	a	new	path.	It	was	a	path	that	led	to	Narcissus	and	Goldmund.	

	

	

	

	 	

																																																								
137	H.	Hesse,	Steppenwolf,	trans.	B.	Creighton,	New	York,	Holt,	1929.	p.	196.	
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CHAPTER	FIVE:	NARCISSUS	AND	GOLDMUND	AND	SELF-

ACTUALISATION:	THE	MAKING	WHOLE	OF	A	JANUS	CHARACTER.	

	

Narcissus	 and	Goldmund	 is	 an	 account	 of	 an	 introspective	 spiritual	 and	

intellectual	development,	and	it	is	an	objective	narrative	that	encases	this	

voyage	 in	an	 actual	 journey	of	 adventure	 and	experience.	The	book	has	

been	 described	 by	 one	 of	 Hesse’s	 biographers	 as:	 ‘a	 spiritual	

biography.’138	This	 is	 an	 accurate	 assessment,	 because,	 as	 I	 hope	 to	

demonstrate,	 with	Narcissus	 and	Goldmund,	 Hesse	 imbued	 his	 two	 lead	

characters	 with	 a	 plethora	 of	 deep	 aspects	 of	 his	 own	 personality	 and	

what	his	erstwhile	mentor,	Carl	Jung	would	have	referred	to	as	his	‘spirit’	

or	‘inner	being’.139	

	

Of	 all	 Hesse’s	 later	 works,	Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund	 is	 a	 novel	 that	 has	

divided	 critical	 opinion	 most	 fiercely.	 Theodore	 Ziolkowski	 called	 it	 :	

‘...the	most	imperfect	of	Hesse’s	later	novels.’140	Mark	Boulby	highlighted	

what	he	considered:	‘...a	certain	weariness	of	the	artistic	imagination.’141	

But	Ralph	Freeman	considered	it:	‘One	of	the	most	revealing	but	also	one	

of	 the	 most	 beautiful	 novels	 Hesse	 ever	 created.’142	This	 difference	 of	

opinion	 stems	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	 a	 novel	 unlike	 any	 other	 Hesse	

wrote.	 It	 is	 perhaps	 the	most	conventional	of	his	 books,	and	because	of	

the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	 also	 the	 most	 plot-driven	 of	 his	 novels,	 it	 is	 open	 to	

greater	subjective	opinion	than	the	rest	of	his	oeuvre.			

	

Hesse	himself	could	not	bring	himself	to	call	his	book	‘a	novel’;	rather,	he	

described	Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund	 as	 a	 ‘tale’.143	This	 term	 indicates	 his	

need	 to	overtly	diminish	any	expectations	his	readers	might	have	of	 the	

																																																								
138	B.	Zeller,	Hermann	Hesse,	Rowohlt,	Reinbek,	1963,	p.	112.	
139	From	1925	when	Hesse	ended	his	therapy	sessions	with	the	psychologist,	the	two	men	had	
very	little	to	do	with	each	other.		
140	T.	Ziolkowski,	The	Novels	of	Hermann	Hesse:	A	Study	in	Theme	and	Structure,	New	Jersey,	
Princeton	University	Press,	1965,	p.	232.	
141	M.	Boulby,	Hermann	Hesse:	His	Mind	and	Art,	Ithaca,	Cornell	University	Press,	1967,	p.	211.	
142	R.	Freedman,	Hermann	Hesse:	Pilgrim	of	Crisis,	New	York,	Pantheon,	1978,	p.	91.	
143	Carlsson,	Anni	and	Michels,	Volker	(ed.),	The	Hesse/Mann	Letters,	The	Correspondence	of	
Hermann	Hesse	and	Thomas	Mann,	London,	Peter	Owen,	1976.	
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work.	 ‘Tale’	as	used	here	by	Hesse,	 is	almost	a	derogatory	 term	bearing	

associations	with	infantile	fictions	such	as	fairy	stories.	Indeed,	soon	after	

the	book	was	published	Hesse	almost	reached	the	point	of	disowning	it,	

and	went	 through	 a	 dark	 period	 in	which	 he	 considered	 that	writing	 it	

had	made	 him	 ‘a	 fraud’,	 believing	 that	 he	 had	 betrayed	 his	 calling	 as	 a	

poet	 by	 sullying	 his	 work	 with:	 ‘bland	 adventure,	 plot	 and	 traditional	

story-telling.’		

	

Hesse	 often	 cast	Narcissus	 and	Goldmund	 in	 a	 less	 than	 flattering	 light;	

certainly	 when	 comparing	 it	 to	 others	 of	 his	 later	 works.	 He	 preferred	

Steppenwolf	 and	 thought	that	 this	earlier	novel:	 ‘...probably	represents	a	

much	 higher	 level	 of	 artistic	 achievement,	 although	 its	 content	 is	

evidently	 too	disturbing	 for	 the	average	reader.’144	Only	 later	was	Hesse	

able	to	return	to	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	and	to	accept	that	some	aspects	

of	 it	were	worthy.	 Indeed,	 during	 the	1930s,	 he	 reached	 the	 conclusion	

that	the	most	profound	writing	could	be	achieved	by	combining	objective	

narration	(or	story-telling)	with	the	lyrical	form.	Thomas	Mann	(a	writer	

who	 usually	 employed	 more	 objective	 narration	 than	 Hesse)	 never	

doubted	 the	 brilliance	of	 the	novel	 that	 had	 filled	Hesse	with	 such	 self-

doubt,	describing	Hesse	as	an	author	who,	with	Narcissus	and	Goldmund:	

‘...has	 produced	 from	 our	 language	 images	 of	 purest	 and	 most	 delicate	

form.’145		

	
And	 yet,	 for	 all	 his	 later	misgivings,	 as	Hesse	was	 embarking	 upon	 this	 new	
novel,	he	declared:	‘For	me	a	new	work	begins	to	emerge	at	the	moment	when	
a	 figure	 becomes	 visible	 to	 me	 that	 can	 become	 for	 a	 time	 the	 symbol	 and	
bearer	 of	 my	 experience,	 thoughts	 and	 problems.	 The	 appearance	 of	 this	
mystic	person	(Peter	Camenzind,	Knulp,	Demian,	Siddhartha,	Harry	Haller,	etc)	
is	the	creative	instant	from	which		everything	else	takes	its	being.	Nearly	all	the	
works	 of	 prose	 fiction	 I	 have	 written	 are	 soul-biographies;	 all	 of	 them	 are	
concerned	 not	 with	 stories	 [plot]	 complications	 and	 suspense,	 but	 are	
fundamentally	 monologues	 in	 which	 a	 single	 	 person,	 precisely	 this	 mystic	
figure,	is	considered	in	its	relation	to	the	world	and	itself.146	

																																																								
144	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	VII,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	864.	
145	T.	Mann,	Foreword	to	Henry	Holt	edition	of	Damian,	1948.	
146	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	III,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	412;	It	is	a	little	unclear	what	Hesse	
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It	is	my	contention	that,	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	is	

Hesse’s	most	direct	narrative,	it	is	also	the	book	in	which	what	we	know	

of	 his	 own	 psyche	 is	 laid	 bare	 most	 explicitly.	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 the	 closest	

Hesse	 ever	 came	 to	 a	 fictionalised	 and	 symbolically	 clothed	

autobiography,	 and	 it	 is	 possible	 that	 it	 is	 for	 this	 reason	 that	 Hesse	

experienced	 such	 difficulty	 in	 accepting	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 public	

embraced	his	‘tale’.	The	Hesse	scholar,	Eugene	L.	Stelzig	has	written:	‘This	

novel	 [Narcissus	and	Goldmund]	assumes	 its	 rightful	 place	 as	his	 central	

act	 of	 autobiographical	 self-justification	 and	 as	 his	 most	 balanced	 and	

mature	portrait	of	the	artist.’147	In	writing	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	Hesse	

had	 been	 following	 a	 drive	 deeper	 than	 the	 need	 to	 express	 himself	

artistically.	 In	 this	 exegesis,	 my	 central	 argument	 is	 that	 he	 wrote	 the	

novel	 (as	 he	 had	 been	motivated,	 in	 a	 lesser	 way,	 to	 write	 each	 of	 his	

novels	up	to	this	time)	as	a	way	in	which	to	undergo	effective	further	self-

analysis,	 seeking	 his	 own	 form	 of	 self-realisation.	 In	 a	 letter	 composed	

shortly	before	starting	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	Hesse	wrote:	

	
I	abandoned	the	aesthetic	ambition	years	ago	and	don’t	write	poetry,	but	only	
confession,	just	as	someone	who	is	drowning	is	not	concerned	with	the	cut	of	
his	hair	or	the	modulation	of	his	voice,	but	simply	screams	out.148	

	

In	this	 ‘tale’	of	Goldmund’s	 internal	and	external	 journey,	Hesse	 is	using	

literary	 expression	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 find	 harmony	within	 the	 disparate	

parts	of	his	own	psyche.	There	were	parts	of	himself	that	Hesse	hated.	‘If	

you	hate	 a	person,’	he	wrote,	 ‘you	hate	something	 in	him	 that	 is	part	of	

yourself.’ 149 	Even	 after	 writing	 Steppenwolf,	 Hesse	 was	 still	 in	

considerable	mental	 turmoil.	Early	 in	1929,	as	he	was	starting	Narcissus	

and	Goldmund,	 he	 confessed:	 ‘I	 have	 become	 a	writer,	 but	 not	 a	 human	

																																																																																																																																																															
might	mean	by	the	term	‘soul-biographies’.	I	can	only	assume	he	meant	that	his	novels	followed	
the	life	journey	of	his	inner	self	rather	than	a	catalogue	of	the	prosaic.		
147	E.	L.	Stelzig,	Hermann	Hesse’s	Fictions	of	the	Self:	Autobiography	and	the	Confessional	
Imagination,	New	Jersey,	Princeton	University	Press,	1988,	p.	228.	
148	H.	Hesse,	Gesammelte	Briefe,	Zweiter	Band	(1922-1935),	U.	and	V.	Michels	(ed.),	Frankfurt,	
Suhrkamp	Verlag,	1979,	p.154.		
149	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	IV,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	412.	
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being.	I	have	reached	a	partial	goal,	but	not	the	main	one.	I	have	failed.’150	

If	he	was	indeed	correct	in	this	self-assessment,	it	was	a	state	that	would	

be	altered	by	the	actual	process	of	writing	the	novel	he	was	only	then	just	

beginning.		

	

Clear	evidence	of	how	Hesse	was	undergoing	a	form	of	self-analysis	in	the	

composition	of	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	comes	from	his	almost	perverse	

attempt	 to	disguise	 it.	As	 I	 have	shown,	Hesse	had	 the	habit	of	 creating	

characters	who	had	 the	 same	 initials	 as	 he:	Harry	Haller	 (Steppenwolf),	

Hermann	 Heilner	 (The	Prodigy),	 and	 HH	 (the	 narrator	 of	 Journey	 to	 the	

East).	 But,	 with	 Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund,	 he	 refrained	 from	 doing	 this	

because	 the	 entire	 novel	 was	 so	 personal,	 so	 direct	 an	 expression	 of	

himself,	he	had	no	need	to	invent	a	nominative	alter	ego.		

	

The	 real	 power	 exerted	 by	 Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund	 has	 its	 origins	 in	

Hesse’s	 remarkable	 decision	 to	 take	 a	 character	 and	 split	 him	 into	 two	

distinct	 individuals:	 Narcissus,	 the	 monk;	 or,	 in	 the	 superstructure	 of	

Jungian	 archetypes,	 ‘the	 Saint’;	 and	 Goldmund,	 the	 traveller,	 defined	 by	

Jung	as	‘the	Artist’.151	Each	character	needs	the	other	in	order	for	them	to	

reach	 a	 form	 of	 resolution	 or	 enlightenment.	 They	 are	 analogous	 to	

chemicals	 blended	 in	 the	 alchemist’s	 crucible,	 each	 (so	 the	 ancient	

practitioners	believed)	changing	the	other	to	form	an	elevated	amalgam.	

In	 terms	 of	 character	 modelling	 and	 interaction,	 Hesse	 adopted	

Nietzsche’s	 theory	 of	 the	 Apollonian	 versus	 the	 Dionysian	 spirit.	

Narcissus	 is	 the	 Apollonian	 figure;	 logical,	 analytical;	 Goldmund	 is	 the	

artist,	the	libertine.	He	is	the	embodiment	of	the	Dionysian.152	It	is	then	a	

work	 that	 illustrates	 (among	 other	 things),	 the	 dynamic	 interplay	

between	art	and	‘life’.	

		

Hesse	 very	clearly	 viewed	his	 two	 characters,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	

																																																								
150	Ibid.,	Vol.	VII,	p.	487.	
151	C.	Jung,	Psychological	Types,	New	York,	Scribner,	1933.	
152	F.	Nietzsche,	The	Birth	of	Tragedy	from	the	Spirit	of	Music	(1872),	London,	Penguin	Classics,	
1993.			
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as	 being	of	 equal	 importance	 and	bluntly	disabused	 anyone	who	placed	

the	 role	 of	 Goldmund	 above	 that	 of	 Narcissus.	 In	 a	 letter	 of	 1934,	 he	

wrote:	 ‘The	 book	 and	 its	world	 become	meaningless	 if	 one	 splits	 it	 like	

that:	 Narcissus	must	 be	 taken	 just	 as	 seriously	 as	 Goldmund:	 he	 is	 the	

counterpole.’153	And	with	that	last	word,	‘counterpole’	(or	‘counterpoint’)	

we	have	both	the	essence	of	the	novel	and	the	theme	of	this	dissertation:	

that	 Hesse	 imbued	 his	 two	 differentiated	 characters	 (Narcissus	 and	

Goldmund)	 with	 self-perceived	 aspects	 of	 his	 own	 psyche	 and	 allowed	

their	interactions	to	take	form	on	the	page	as	a	way	in	which	he	could	try	

to	resolve	his	inner	conflicts.		

	

In	 Hermann	 Hesse:	 His	 Mind	 and	 Art,	 Mark	 Boulby	 calls	 Narcissus	 and	

Goldmund	 a	 contrapuntal	 novel,	 taking	 as	 his	 inspiration	 a	 quote	 of	

Hesse’s	in	which	the	writer	defined	his	own	experiences	as:		

	
The	 two-voicedness	 of	 the	 melody	 of	 life’.154	‘With	Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund,	
Hesse	was	both	self-analyst	and	 literary	alchemist,	and	he	sought	(in	 Jungian	
terms)	 to	 fuse	opposites,	 to	unite	mother	and	father,	animus	 -	 the	masculine	
element	 of	 the	 matriarchal	 subconscious,	 and	 anima,	 the	 feminine	 principle	
within	the	patriarchal	subconscious.	Narcissus	is	the	analytical	character,	 ‘the	
Saint’,	 the	patriarchal	 figure	representing	orthodoxy,	 the	androcentric	aspect.	
In	 him,	 we	 see	 reflections	 of	 Hesse’s	 parents	 against	 whom	 he	 rebelled.	
Narcissus	 was	 modelled	 on	 Thomas	 Aquinas,	 perhaps	 the	 ultimate	
ecclesiastical	father	figure.155		

	

Meanwhile,	 Goldmund	 is	 ‘the	mother’,	 the	 gynocentric	 aspect,	 Gaia,	 the	

child,	the	vagabond;	he	is	Don	Juan.’156	Like	Don	Juan,	he	exists	in	a	world	

in	which	he	prizes	personal	 freedom	above	 all	 things.	His	acquisition	of	

what	Carl	Jung	would	have	called	‘self-awareness’	was	a	by-product	of	his	

travels	 and	 experiences.	 Goldmund	 is	 not	 an	 acolyte	 who	 sets	 out	 to	

become	wise	or	to	acquire	life’s	secrets.	He	absorbs	these	things	naturally	

and	without	a	conscious	plan.	

																																																								
153	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970;	Here	Hesse	uses	the	unusual	word	
‘counterpole’.	Perhaps	a	more	usual	contemporary	word	would	be	‘counterpoint’.	
154	M.	Boulby,	Hermann	Hesse:	His	Mind	and	Art,	Ithaca,	Cornell	University	Press,	1967.	
155	R.	Freedman,	The	Lyrical	Novel,	New	Jersey,	Princeton	University	Press,	1963.	
156	Ibid.	
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Goldmund’s	 journey	 to	 depersonalisation	 is,	 on	 the	 surface,	 a	 physical	

one,	 but	 it	 is	 also	 symbolic	 of	 both	 his	 voyage	 through	 life	 and	 the	

winding	and	pitted	road	to	self-realisation.	It	is	as	much	an	internal	one,	a	

voyage	inward,	to	find	his	mother	as	it	is	an	external	journey	in	which	he	

engages	with	 the	world,	 finding	his	 place	within	 the	 Jungian	 concept	 of	

the	 collective	 unconscious	 as	 it	 is.	Of	 course,	 Hesse	was	not	 the	 first	 to	

utilise	 this	 literary	 trope.	 Homer’s	 Odyssey	 (which	 employs	 the	 same	

duality)	 dates	 from	 around	 800	 BCE,	 and	 in	 more	 recent	 times,	 the	

journey	 as	 a	 metaphor	 for	 life	 has	 been	 utilised	 by	 Dante	 (The	 Divine	

Comedy,	 from	 1320),	 Bunyan	 (The	 Pilgrim’s	 Progress,	 1678)	 and	 Joyce	

(Ulysees,	1920),	but	it	was	the	first	time	Hesse	had	attempted	this	form.157		

	

Goldmund	experiences	great	 joy	and	great	pain.	His	 journey	is	a	version	

of	Harry	Haller’s	venture	into	The	Magic	Theatre.	In	a	quantifiable	sense,	

Goldmund	is	another	‘madman’,	an	explorer,	a	renegade,	partially	evolved	

and	on	the	path	to	the	‘Godhead’.	He	seeks	sex	at	every	opportunity,	and	

he	uses	sex,	both	to	‘return	to	the	womb’,	and	to	(or	so	he	believes)	defy	

death.158	

	
Much	 forgotten	 childhood	 surfaced	 in	 these	 mother-dreams,’	 Hesse	 writes:	
‘Out	 of	 lost,	 bottomless	 depths	 blossomed	 many	 small	 flowers	 of	 memory.	
Sometimes,	he	[Goldmund]	would	dream	of	fish	that	swam	towards	him,	black	
and	 silvery,	 cool	 and	 smooth:	 swam	 into	 him,	 through	 him,	 like	messengers	
with	 good	 tidings	 from	 a	 beautiful	 reality,	 then	 vanished	 weaving	 and	
shadowy.159		
	

Goldmund	believes	the	pursuit	of	sexual	union	will	liberate	him;	and	that	

at	 the	same	time,	 it	will	bring	him	to	 the	vision	of	his	mother,	which	he	

has	 framed	 within	 his	 unconscious	 mind.	 By	 creating	 this	 illusion	 in	

Goldmund	 (his	 externalised	 expression	 of	 part	 of	 his	 own	 character),	

Hesse	 followed	 in	 the	 footsteps	 of	 Jung	 who	 described	 a	 vision	 of	 the	

																																																								
157	Journey	To	The	East	(1932)	Hermann	Hesse’s	penultimate	novel,	and	the	book	that	
immediately	followed	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	continued	with	the	use	of	this	trope.		
158	H.	Hesse,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	trans.	U.	Molinaro,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	Giroux,	1968,	
p.	221.	
159	Ibid.,	p.	210.	
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archetype	of	 the	 ‘bacchanalian	Aphrodite’,	 ‘the	Ur-Mother’.160	Hesse	 also	

uses	the	mother	image	as	a	unifier	of	two	extremes:	Love	and	Death.	‘The	

mother	of	life	[Eve],’	Goldmund	explains,	‘...could	be	called	love	or	desire;	

she	 could	 also	 be	 called	 death,	 grave,	 or	 decay.’161	It	 is	 significant	 that	

Narcissus	and	Goldmund	was	originally	called	Death	and	the	Lover.162	

	

The	pursuit	of	the	archetypal	mother	figure	is	a	central	pillar	of	both	the	

external	 narrative	 -	 in	 that	 Goldmund,	 the	 artist,	 tries	 to	 capture	 the	

image	of	his	mother;	and	it	 is	a	key	motivator	of	the	 internal	narrative	-	

the	journey	to	salvation	and	self-actualisation	that	is	the	essential	theme	

of	the	book.	Hesse	wrote:		

				

There	 was	 another	 face	 alive	 in	 his	 [Goldmund’s]	 soul,	 although	 it	 did	 not	
altogether	belong	to	him,	a	face	he	longed	to	capture	and	recreate	artistically,	
but	again	and	again	it	drew	back	and	shrouded	itself:	his	mother’s	face...It	had	
slowly	 changed	 during	 his	 days	 of	 wandering,	 his	 nights	 of	 love,	 during	 his	
spells	of	longing,	while	his	life	was	in		danger,	when	he	was	close	to	death:	it	
had	grown	richer,	deeper,	 subtler.	 	This	was	no	 longer	his	mother;	her	 traits	
and	colours	had	by	and	by	given	way	to	an	impersonal	mother	image,	of	Eve,	of	
the	mother	of	men.’163		

	

This	 describes	 how	 Goldmund	 learns	 about	 the	 world,	 finds	 hidden	

aspects	 of	 his	 being,	 and	 gradually,	 over	 a	 fictional	 lifetime,	 discovers	

answers	 to	 the	 disturbances	 that	 have	 pursued	 him	 since	 childhood.	At	

the	 same	 time,	 Hesse	 is	 possibly	 using	 this	 progression	 vicariously	 to	

resolve	his	own	psychological	issues.	

	

Later,	 Goldmund	 meets	 death.	 He	 commits	 murder,	 and	 he	 witnesses	

hundreds	perish	 from	 the	Black	Death.	During	one	 important	 section	of	

Goldmund’s	 journey	he	passes	 through	 a	barren,	dead	 landscape	where	

he	 seems	 to	 be	 the	 only	 one	who	 can	 survive,	while	 all	 else	diminishes	

																																																								
160	C.	Jung,	Psychological	Types,	New	York,	Scribner,	1933.	
161	H.	Hesse,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	trans.	U.	Molinaro,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	Giroux,	1968,	
p.	168.	
162	The	first	English	edition	of	the	novel	(1932)	was	entitled	Death	and	the	Lover.		
163	H.	Hesse,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	trans.	U.	Molinaro,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	Giroux,	1968,	
p.	121.	
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and	 succumbs.164	In	 this	 Hieronymus	 Bosch	world,	 Goldmund	 begins	 to	

lose	 his	 religious	 faith.	 ‘He	 didn’t	 know	 if	 there	 was	 a	 heaven	 and	 a	

heavenly	 Father,	 and	 a	 Judgement	 and	 an	 eternity.	 He	 had	 long	 lost	 all	

certainty	 in	 such	 things.’165	This	 is	 Hesse	 casting	 off	 his	 father	 and	

mother.	He	is	cleansing	both	himself	and	Goldmund;	for	it	is	impossible	to	

reach	 the	 state	 he	 sought	 -	 that	 of	 depersonalisation	 -	 without	 first	

discarding	the	vestments	of	the	past	and	its	theological	confines.		

	

In	the	final	Act,	Goldmund	becomes	an	artist.	He	has	an	enormous	natural	

talent	 as	 a	 sculptor	 and	 is	 guided	 to	 near-perfect	 expression	 by	 an	

acclaimed	 artisan	 named	 Niklaus.	 But	 Goldmund,	 like	 The	 Steppenwolf,	

detests	the	notion	of	creating	art	 for	what	he	considers	trivial	bourgeois	

imperatives,	for	example	the	pursuit	of	money	and	fame.	Naturally,	these	

were	 also	 pursuits	 Hesse	 himself	 despised	 as	 meaningless	

entrapments.166	But	again,	 like	Harry	Haller,	Hesse	was	not	 always	anti-

establishment,	 not	 always	 anti-bourgeois.	 In	1926,	 as	 he	was	 beginning	

Steppenwolf,	he	wrote:	

	

I’ve	been	leading	a	by	no	means	saintly	and	model	life,	but	after	long	years	of	
loneliness,	I’ve	rubbed	myself	vigorously	against	the	world	again	and	tasted	its	
colourful	 other	 side,	 to	which,	 naturally	women	 and	 even	 the	 simpler	 of	 the	
modern	dances	belong.	It	was	a	marvellous	time;	while	I	was	running	around	
everywhere	 among	 the	 superficial	 pleasures	 of	 the	 modern	 world	 I	 hadn’t	
known	before.167		

	

This	 new	 openness	 came	 about	 thanks	 to	 his	 decision	 to	 undertake	 a	

reading	tour	of	Germany	and	Switzerland.	After	many	years	of	seclusion	

and	 isolation	 from	 the	 modern	 world,	 a	 period	 during	 which	 he	

deliberately	 cut	 himself	 off	 from	 the	 world,	 he	 found	 that	 readings	 in	

cities	such	as	Zurich,	Ulm	and	Augsburg	were	unexpectedly	pleasurable.	

																																																								
164	One	may	see	hints	of	Dante	and	Milton	in	Hesse’s	descriptions	of	this	hellish	plague-ridden	
land.	
165	H.	Hesse,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	trans.	U.	Molinaro,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	Giroux,	1968,	
p.	145.	
166	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970.	p.	172.	
167	Ibid.,	Vol.	I,	p.	139.	
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This	was	 an	 even	more	 rewarding	 experience	 because	 in	 each	 of	 these	

cities,	Hesse	had	close	friends	with	whom,	over	the	years,	he	had	kept	in	

touch	via	 letter.	For	a	brief	 time,	he	allowed	himself	 to	experience	what	

he	referred	 to	 as	 ‘the	superficial	pleasures	of	 the	modern	world.’	 It	was	

not	a	long-lasting	phase	in	his	life,	and	after	a	six-month	tour,	he	returned	

to	his	home	in	Montagnola	in	Switzerland.	And	yet,	short-lived	as	it	was,	

this	 sojourn	 into	 a	world	he	had	 long	neglected	 fed	 into	his	work,	 for	 it	

allowed	him	to	further	understand	the	character	of	The	Steppenwolf	then	

forming	 in	 his	 mind	 -	 a	 man	 forced	 to	 endure	 the	 superficiality	 of	

ordinary	life,	but	who	lived	a	quite	different	existence	in	his	own	mind.		

	

As	 his	 body	 begins	 to	 fail	 him	 and	 his	 libido	 diminishes,	 Goldmund	

transfers	his	inspiration	to	his	new-found	talents,	eventually	substituting	

sex	with	art,	and	he	forges	the	alchemical	wonder	of	transformation,	 the	

achieving	of	 depersonalisation.	Hesse	understood	well	 the	power	of	 art.	

He	was,	of	course,	a	great	creator	himself,	and	although	he	found	fame	as	

a	novelist,	he	was	also	a	formidable	poet;	he	painted,	works	that	sold	and	

were	 exhibited,	 and	 he	 was	 a	 keen	 amateur	 musician.	 The	 idea	 that	

sensuality	makes	possible	artistic	achievement,	was	one	very	 familiar	to	

him.	However,	he	also	believed	that,	in	order	for	sensuality	to	offer	such	

transcendence,	it	must	be:	‘...wedded	to	the	ordering	power	of	intellect,	or	

else	 chaos	 results.’168	By	 this	 he	 means	 he	 believed	 in	 the	 conscious	

harnessing	of	the	senses.	

	

Hesse	 also	 used	 what	 he	 considered	 a	 clear	 connection	 between	 the	

artistic	 impulse	 and	 the	 ‘fear	 of	 death	 imperative’.169	As	 his	 artistic	

abilities	 blossom	 fully,	 Goldmund	 inadvertently	 catches	 his	 own	

reflection	 in	 some	 water	 and	 this	 leads	 to	 a	moment	 of	 clarity:	 ‘In	 the	

dark	surface	of	 the	well	he	saw	his	 own	reflection	 and	 thought...that	he	

and	 every	 human	 being	 flowed	 away	 and	 constantly	 changed	 and	

ultimately	 dissolved,	 while	 his	 image,	 created	 by	 the	 artist,	 always	
																																																								
168	Ibid.,	Vol.	VIII,	p.	438.	
169	H.	Hesse,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	trans.	U.	Molinaro,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	Giroux,	1968,	
p.	216.	



	 296	

remained	unchangeably	the	same.	Perhaps,	he	thought,	the	root	of	all	art,	

and	perhaps	of	 all	 the	 things	 of	 the	 spirit	 is	 the	 fear	 of	 death.’170	It	 is	 a	

minor	 incident	 in	 the	novel,	but	 it	brings	 forth	an	important	 insight	and	

bears	close	parallels	with	some	of	The	Steppenwolf’s	experiences	in	The	

Magic	 Theatre,	 a	 lesson	 given	 to	 Emile	 Sinclair	 by	 Max	 Demian,	 or	 a	

conceptual	 thread	 explored	 by	 Klingsor,	 the	 expressionist	 painter	 (a	

character	 Hesse	 created	 as	 the	 principal	 protagonist	 in	 a	 short	 story	

called	Klingsor’s	Last	Summer	(1920)).171	

	

By	 the	 time	 he	 was	 writing	Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund,	 Hesse	 was	 in	 his	

early	fifties	and	he	was,	by	his	own	account,	weary	and	filled	with	a	sense	

that	he	had	wasted	his	life.	He	was	beset	by	illness	and	witnessed	some	of	

his	closest	 friends	dying	before	 their	 time.	Most	painful	 for	him	was	 the	

loss	 (to	 stomach	 cancer,	 in	 1927)	 of	 his	 cherished	 friend,	 the	 Dadaist,	

Hugo	Ball	 (whom	some	have	 suggested	was	 the	model	 for	Narcissus	 as	

Hesse	 himself	 was	 Goldmund).172	In	 a	 letter	 to	 Ball’s	 widow,	 Hesse	

confided	 that	 he	 felt:	 himself	 as	 an	 old	 man,	 sliding	 visibly	 toward	

death.’173	These	 fixations	 are	 visible	 in	 the	 character	 of	Goldmund,	who	

expressed	 the	belief	 that:	 ‘For	him,	 life	 had	not	 turned	out	 right	 or	was	

incomplete.’ 174 	Goldmund,	 a	 man	 old	 before	 his	 time,	 returns	 to	

Mariabronn	and	his	other	half,	Narcissus.	Once	more	in	the	monastery,	he	

is	 treated	 as	 an	 honoured	 elder,	 a	 great	 artist	 and	 a	 brother,	 and	 he	

pursues	his	new	obsession:	sculpture.	But,	 this	story	 is	no	 fairy-tale;	we	

are	left	with	questions	and	puzzles.	In	writing	this	novel	Hesse	came	close	

to	resolving	his	 inner	conflicts,	but	was	still	 left	with	a	 less-than-perfect	

resolution	 of	 his	 problems:	 a	 fact	 mirrored	 in	 Goldmund’s	 own	

incomplete	attainment	of	self-realisation.	

	

																																																								
170	Ibid.,	p.	222.	
171	H.	Hesse,	Klingsor's	Last	Summer,	trans.	R.	Winston	and	C.	Winston,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	
Giroux,	1970.	
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Narcissus	 seems	 to	 be	 the	 less	 complete	 of	 the	 two	 characters.	 As	

youngsters,	Goldmund	was	the	more	extroverted,	the	more	energised,	the	

boy	 filled	with	zest	 and	 a	desire	 to	develop.	Narcissus	 appears	 in	many	

ways	 to	 be	 the	wiser,	 the	most	 enlightened,	 the	most	 intellectually	 and	

spiritually	 precocious.	 But,	 as	 the	 two	 characters	 begin	 to	 merge,	

Goldmund	is	portrayed	as	the	more	able	to	excogitate.		

	

Narcissus	 is	 the	 fulcrum	 of	 the	 novel.	 He	 is	 Demian;	 he	 embodies	 The	

Immortals	of	Steppenwolf;	he	is	like	Carl	Jung;	he	is	also	like	the	Magister	

Ludi,	 Joseph	 Knecht	 of	 The	 Glass	 Bead	 Game.	 Narcissus	 liberates	

Goldmund,	 and,	 perhaps,	 as	 much	 as	 Goldmund’s	 set	 of	 externalised	

experiences	 preface	 his	 enlightenment,	 the	 very	 existence	 of	 Narcissus	

provides	 the	 stability	 Goldmund	 needs	 and	 which	 allows	 him	 his	

freedom.	 Without	 the	 anchor	 of	 Narcissus	 (the	 part	 of	 the	 split	

personality	that	remains	constant),	Goldmund	could	not	be	labile.	Thanks	

to	Narcissus,	Goldmund	was	afforded	the	opportunity	to	follow	the	path	

of	 the	 libertine,	 and	 his	 role	 as	 explorer	 and	 adventurer	 acquired	

meaning.	

			

By	 finishing	 the	 novel	with	 this	 twisted	 juxtaposition,	 Hesse,	 I	 argue,	 is	

showing	 that,	 in	 spite	 of	 his	 valiant	 effort	 to	 depersonalise	 himself,	 he	

cannot	quite	do	it;	he	cannot	quite	let	go	of	his	bitterness	and	childhood	

pain	 exacerbated	 by	 the	 conflict	 with	 the	 ideologies	 and	 dogma	 of	 his	

parents.	 In	 a	 sense,	 Narcissus	 represents,	 not	 just	 a	 father	 figure	 (even	

though,	 in	 the	 story,	 he	 is	 the	 elder	 by	 only	 two	 years),	 he	 may	 be	

envisioned	as	personifying	an	amalgam	-	Hermann	Hesse’s	mother,	Marie	

and	 father,	 Johannes.	 For,	 if	 anything,	 as	 he	 grows	 older,	 Narcissus	

becomes	 more	 entrenched	 in	 orthodoxy,	 more	 staid	 and	 conventional,	

closer	to	the	religion	that	sustains	him;	while	Goldmund	(representative	

of	 the	major	part	of	Hesse’s	own	persona	 and	mind)	 travels	 far	 beyond	

his	educational	 constraints	and	formative	 influences.	Narcissus	 is	aware	

of	this	and	tells	Goldmund	rather	mournfully:	‘For	you,	the	world	consists	

of	 images,	 for	 me	 of	 concepts.’	 Narcissus	 then	 goes	 on	 to	 insist	 that	
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‘Genesis’	means:	‘In	the	beginning	was	the	Word	and	the	Word	was	God.’	

(Biblical	 orthodoxy).	 Goldmund	 replies	 that,	 to	 him,	 it	 means:	 ‘In	 the	

beginning	was	Eros,	Eros	who’s	boundless	 love	created	the	Universe.’175	

Narcissus,	 Hesse	 makes	 clear,	 has	 not	 evolved,	 while	 Goldmund	 has	

undergone	a	radical	transformation.	Narcissus	followed	a	path	guided	by	

traditional	 religious	 values,	 whereas	 Goldmund,	 by	 engaging	 in	 a	

tempestuous	 and	 often-terrifying	 adventure,	 has	 successfully	 outgrown	

his	 origins,	 just	 as	 Hesse	 outgrew	 the	 straight	 jacket	 of	 his	 own	

upbringing.				

	

Triumphantly,	 close	 to	 the	 end	of	 the	novel,	Hesse	has	Narcissus	admit:	

‘Only	now	do	 I	realise	how	many	paths	there	are	to	knowledge	and	 that	

the	path	of	 the	mind	 is	 not	 the	only	one	 and	perhaps	not	 even	 the	best	

one.	It	is	my	way,	of	course;	and	I’ll	stay	with	it.	But	I	see	that	you,	on	the	

opposite	road,	on	the	road	of	the	senses,	have	seized	the	secret	of	being	

just	as	deeply	and	can	express	it	in	a	much	more	lively	fashion	than	most	

thinkers	 are	 able	 to	 do.’176	Hesse	 is	 clearly	 attempting	 to	 rewrite	 the	

painful	memory	of	his	parent’s	rigidity	and	the	strictures	they	attempted	

to	place	upon	his	much	younger	self.	Narcissus	was	very	 intelligent	and	

his	attitude	is	one	Hesse’s	parents	Johannes	and	Marie	could	never	have	

espoused;	he	demonstrates	a	degree	of	intellectual	flexibility	the	teenage	

Hesse	would	have	 yearned	 for	 in	his	 parents,	 but	which	he	never	 came	

close	 to	 experiencing	 with	 them.	 Hesse	 is	 attempting	 to	 return	 to	 the	

source	 of	 his	 psychological	 disturbances	 and	 to	 reword	 the	 wounding	

utterances	that	filled	his	actual	past.		

	

By	 taking	 this	 stance,	Hesse	 is	 also	 voicing	a	 subtext	of	 the	relationship	

between	Narcissus	and	Goldmund.	Hesse	emphasises	the	similarities	and	

connectivity	between	the	religious	impulse	and	the	artistic	drive	and	sees	

them	 as	 comparable	 forces.	 But,	 crucially,	 he	 makes	 clear	 the	 explicit	

view	 that	 the	 artist	 is	 superior	 to	 the	monk.	According	 to	Hesse:	 ‘Art	 is	

																																																								
175	Ibid.,	p.	292.	
176	Ibid.,	p.	290.	
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also	 similar	 to	 the	 religious	 path	 in	 that,	 in	 the	 end,	 it	 requires	 great	

sacrifice,	 the	sacrifice	of	 life;	Goldmund	yearns	 to	avoid	 the	price	which	

his	mentor	Meister	Niklaus	has	had	 to	pay:	 ‘To	create	without	having	 to	

pay	 the	 price	 of	 life	 for	 this!	 To	 live	 without	 having	 to	 renounce	 the	

nobility	 of	 being	 creative!	Was	 that	 impossible?’177	This	was	 a	 question	

that	 concerned	 Hesse	 greatly.	 He	 saw	 himself	 as	 primarily	 a	 poet	 who	

often	wrote	in	a	narrative	or	novelistic	style	(hence	his	leanings	towards	

the	 lyrical	 form),	 but	 he	 was	 haunted	 by	 the	 fear	 that	 he	 was	 merely	

writing	 impotent	 and	 trivial	 stories,	 that	 he	 was	 betraying	 his	 natural	

purely	 artistic	 potential,	 the	 fulfilment	 of	 which	 was,	 to	 him,	 the	 very	

justification	for	living.		

	

Few,	 extremely	 few	 (writers)	 were	 strong	 or	 sensitive	 enough	 to	 deprive	
themselves	 of	 the	 advantages	 which	 derived	 from	 using	 the	 story	 form	 on	
loan,’	he	wrote.	 ‘And	so	I	also,	without	being	 fully	aware	of	 it,	had	played	the	
role	 of	 the	 storyteller	 as	 a	 deceiver	 who	 was	 himself	 deceived.’	 Then	 he	
concluded	brutally:	 ‘Of	my	tales	 -	 there	was	no	 longer	any	doubt	about	 this	-	
not	a	single	one	was	pure	enough	as	a	work	of	art	still	to	deserve	mention.178		

	

Hesse’s	 friend	Miguel	Serrano	held	 the	belief	 that	Hesse	clung	 to	one	of	

his	divided	persona	more	than	the	other,	writing:	

	
When	 I	 first	 met	 Hermann	 Hesse,	 I	 found	 him	 more	 like	 Narcissus	 than	
Goldmund.	He	had	ceased	wandering	and	was	 living	a	 life	of	 introspection	 in	
his	isolated	retreat	at	Montagnola.	Nevertheless,	both	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	
continued	to	exist	within	him,	together	until	the	end	of	his	life.179		
	

We	 may	 see	 revenge	 expressed	 within	 Hesse’s	 words.	 He	 wanted	 the	

reader	 to	 know	 that	 Goldmund	 is	 the	 superior	 aspect	 of	 his	 ‘double	

character’.	Hesse	closes	the	novel	with	a	final,	horrifying	question	which	

Goldmund	(now	on	his	deathbed)	poses	for	his	old	friend:	 ‘But	how	will	

you	die	one	day,	Narcissus,’	Goldmund	asks,	‘...if	you	have	no	mother?’180	

With	 this,	 Hesse	 was	 spelling	 out	 his	 conviction	 that,	 although	 both	
																																																								
177	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	XI,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	324.		
178	Ibid.,	Vol.	VII,	p.	252.		
179	M.	Serrano,	C.G	Jung	and	Hermann	Hesse:	A	Record	of	Two	Friendships,	Frankfurt,	Daimon	
Verlag,	1997,	p.	18.	
180	H.	Hesse,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	trans.	U.	Molinaro,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	Giroux,	1968.	
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Narcissus	and	Goldmund	are	essential	elements	 in	his	 ‘tale’,	 and	to	each	

other,	Goldmund	 has	 ‘evolved’	 the	most,	 reaching	 a	higher	 form	of	 self-

awareness	 than	Narcissus.	By	doing	 this,	Hesse	 is	expressing	 the	notion	

that	 the	 life	of	 the	 libertine,	 the	wanderer	offers	grander	 insights	than	a	

life	of	religious	devotion	(the	life	Hesse’s	parents	chose).181		

	

Hesse	 provided	 Narcissus	 with	 many	 redeeming	 features.	 He	 is	 gentle,	

calm	and	intellectually	rigorous,	part-philosopher,	part-rigid	devotee.	But	

above	 all,	 unlike	 Hesse’s	 parents,	 Narcissus	 is	 not	 controlling.	 He	 may	

express	 strictly	 orthodox	 religious	 beliefs,	 but	 he	 never	 attempts	 to	

imprint	 these	upon	Goldmund	 or	 to	use	 them	 as	weapons	of	 emotional	

and	 spiritual	 blackmail.	 In	 this	 respect	 he	 behaves	 in	 a	 diametrically	

opposite	 way	 to	 Hermann	 Hesse’s	 parents;	 he	 is	 insightful	 and	

encourages	Goldmund	to	break	away	from	a	life	he	understands	is,	for	the	

younger	man,	both	stifling	and	dangerous.	 ‘He	[Narcissus]	saw	this	boy’s	

nature	 encased	 in	 a	 hard	 shell,’	 Hesse	 wrote.	 ‘His	 task	 was	 clear...to	

liberate	 him	 from	 the	 shell.’182Narcissus	 has	 accepted	 that	 Goldmund’s	

fate	was	not	for	the	tonsure.		

	

With	this	novel,	Hesse	found	a	significant	degree	of	success:	it	was	well-

received	 by	 the	 reading	 public	 and	 found	 considerable	 international	

acclaim,	eventually	acquiring	 ‘classic’	status.183	But	more	importantly	 for	

the	author,	it	helped	him	find	psychological	stability.	With	Narcissus	and	

Goldmund	Hesse	went	as	 far	as	he	could	towards	what	might	be	defined	

as	a	heightened	degree	of	psychological	cohesion.	Towards	the	end	of	the	

novel,	Goldmund	sums	up	what	he	has	 learned	in	simple	 terms.	 ‘Perfect	

being	is	God,’	he	says.	 ‘All	else	 that	 is,	 is	only	half.	 It	 is	 imperfect.	For	us	

																																																								
181	By	‘mother’	Hesse	means	‘artistic	spirit’,	or	perhaps	the	‘pure	Ur-Mother’	and	certainly	not	his	
birth	mother,	for	whom	he	still	had	such	conflicted	and	confused	feelings.	
182	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	V,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	36.	
183	Published	in	1930,	by	the	end	of	1931,	it	had	sold	in	excess	of	300,000	copies	in	Germany	
alone.	In	terms	of	its	status	as	a	‘classic’,	it	is	one	of	two	Hermann	Hesse	novels	(the	other	being	
The	Glass	Bead	Game)	Harold	Bloom	considered	worthy	of	inclusion	in	his	Western	literary	
canon.	Bloom,	Harold,	‘The	Western	Canon:	The	Books	and	School	of	the	Ages’,	Harcourt	Brace,	
New	York,	1994.	
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there	is	no	perfection,	no	final	being.’184	This	is	a	form	of	resignation,	but	

Hesse	 could	 not	 resist	 a	 final	 attack	 upon	 the	 powers	 that	 control	 the	

universe	 in	 which	 we	 live	 (as	 opposed	 to	 those	 created	 by	 human	

endeavour).	 In	 the	 final	 passage	 of	 the	 novel,	 as	 Goldmund	 lies	 on	 his	

deathbed	in	the	monastery	of	Mariabronn,	his	friend	Narcissus	asks	him:		

	

Have	you	found	peace	with	God?’	Goldmund	replies:	‘No,	that	I	have	not	found.	
I	do	not	want	peace	with	Him.	He	has	made	the	world	badly,	we	don’t	need	to	
praise	 it,	 and	 it	will	 not	 be	 of	much	 concern	 to	Him	whether	 I	 extol	Him	or	
not.185		

	

This	 constitutes	 an	 attack	 on	 the	 beliefs	 of	 Hesse’s	 parents.	 It	 is	 a	

significant	riposte	to	their	dogma	that	caused	suffering	for	Hesse.	

	

Hermann	 Hesse	 believed	 that	 every	 individual	 partook	 of	 a	 ‘journey	

through	 the	 hell	 of	 his	 own	 consciousness’:	 the	 ultimate	 objective	 of	

which	 is	 the	 attainment	 of	 self-actualisation.186	This,	 he	 perceived	 as	 a	

triadic	 procession,	 from	 innocence,	 through	 despair	 to	 a	 ‘higher	

consciousness’.	In	writing	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	be	was	quite	possibly	

able	to	take	many	steps	along	the	road	to	achieving	that	consciousness.	

	

	

	

	

	

	 	

																																																								
184	H.	Hesse,	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	trans.	U.	Molinaro,	New	York,	Farrar,	Straus	&	Giroux,	1968,	
p.	291.	
185	Ibid.,	p.	318.	
186	H.	Hesse,	Autobiographical	Writings,	London,	Picador,	1973,	p.	11.	
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CHAPTER	SIX:	NARCISSUS	AND	GOLDMUND	AND	STRANGERS	ON	THE	

SHORE.	

	

My	 novel,	 Strangers	 on	 the	 Shore,	 may	 be	 perceived	 as	 a	 homage	 to	

Hesse’s	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	 in	 that	 I	 use	 the	 idea	 of	 two	prodigies,	

Simon	 and	 Ethan,	 who	 separate	 early	 in	 the	 book,	 each	 to	 pursue	 very	

different	 paths	 through	 life.	Along	 the	 torturous	 routes	 they	 follow,	my	

two	 protagonists	 each	 find	 a	way	 to	 self-actualisation.	 Strangers	 on	 the	

Shore	could	be	defined	as	an	objective	narrative	(principally,	the	story	of	

Simon’s	 journey	 through	life)	blended	with	an	exploration	of	Simon	and	

Ethan’s	 inner	 worlds,	 and	 the	 path	 each	 follows	 to	 realisation	 of	 their	

own	psyche.	

	

The	 structure	 of	 the	 novel	 is	 based	 on	 Simon’s	 journey	 from	Oxford	 to	

London,	to	Paris:	onward	to	Venice,	California,	New	York,	and	a	return	to	

Oxford	shortly	before	his	death.	Simon’s	other	 journey	is	internal.	Ethan	

remains	 in	 Oxford	 to	 lead	 the	 insular	 life	 of	 a	 scientist	 studying	

mathematics	 and	 theoretical	 physics:	 while,	 motivated	 by	 the	 need	 to	

understand	some	nubious	unknown,	Simon	goes	deeper	and	deeper	into	

his	own	psyche	to	find	it.	

	

Ethan	is	a	singularly	talented	prodigy,	a	man	consumed	by	mathematics.	

Simon	 is	 multi-talented.	 He	 too	 is	 blessed	 with	 almost	 limitless	

mathematical	 ability,	 but,	 as	 he	 gradually	 learns,	 he	 is	 also	 a	 writer,	 a	

painter,	 and	 above	 all,	 a	 musician.	 He	 is	 the	 embodiment	 of	 what	

Nietzsche	described	as	a	man	who:	‘Finds	his	womb	in	the	world	of	music	

and	 connects	with	 the	material	world	 almost	 only	 through	unconscious	

musical	 relations.’ 187 	Simon	 would	 certainly	 agree	 with	 Goethe,	 an	

antecedent	 of	 Hesse’s,	 who	 wrote:	 ‘Music	 is	 the	 infinite	 within	 the	

finite,’188	Through	 music,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 other	 artistic	 endeavours	 he	

pursues,	Simon	finds	otherwise	unperceived	aspects	of	his	character.		

																																																								
187	O.	Levy,	The	Complete	Works	of	Friedrich	Nietzsche,	London,	T.N.	Foulis,	1911.	
188	J.	W.	Goethe,	The	Complete	Works,	London,	Everlasting	Flames	Publishing,	2013.	
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Along	 with	 a	 powerful	 expression	 of	 his	 libido,	 his	 artistic	 and	

mathematical	 abilities	 drive	 Simon	 along	 his	 physical	 and	metaphysical	

journey.	 Crucially,	 the	discovery	of	 his	 own	hidden	 talents	 is	 symbiotic.	

His	 talents	 are	 revealed	 because	 (like	 Goldmund)	 he	 has	 let	 himself	 be	

released	 from	a	prosaic	 existence;	 but	 they	 are	 also	 the	 fuel	 to	 energise	

his	onward	movement.	Ethan,	meanwhile,	 is	by	no	means	inert.	He	uses	

his	 single	 profound	 ability	 to	 solve	 a	 scientific	 puzzle	 lying	 at	 the	 very	

root	of	existence,	nothing	less	than	the	‘Theory	of	Everything’.	

	

Through	 pain,	 Simon	 is	 released	 from	 the	 mundane.	 While	 still	 too	

immature	to	manage	his	emotions,	he	is	betrayed	by	a	perfidious	woman,	

Judith,	 with	 whom	 he	 has	 fallen	 almost	 irrationally	 in	 love.	 For	 the	

teenage	Simon,	 Judith	represents	a	psychological	mother	substitute	-	the	

mother	who	died	when	he	was	a	young	boy,	a	day	that	was	burned	into	

his	memory:		

	

I	 had	 seen	 my	mother’s	 corpse	 on	 the	 bed	 in	 the	 council	 house	 on	 Beatrix	
Potter	 Avenue;	 the	 over-patterned	 quilt	 clashing	 with	 the	 wallpaper	 and	
carpet.	 But	 there	 was	 nothing	 over-patterned	 about	 her	 face.	 It	 had	 been	
serene,	an	image	of	release,	white,	pure.	She	had	departed	and	the	relief	of	this	
was	so	clear	in	her	features	it	made	a	lasting	impression	upon	me.189		

	

Judith’s	desertion	mirrors	the	loss	of	his	mother,	and	intensified	his	pain.	

	

Ethan	suffers	none	of	the	agonies	endured	by	Simon.	He	is	ascetic,	lost	in	

the	 esoteric	 world	 of	 numbers	 and	 formulae.	 To	 him,	 mathematics	 is	

everything.	 He	 is	 an	 asexual	 being	 and	 he	 has	 few	 ties	 to	 his	 family.	

Because	of	the	damage	wrought	by	the	death	of	his	mother	when	he	was	

eight	 years	 old,	 Simon	 harbours	 and	unconsciously	nourishes	 the	deep-

rooted	Jungian	archetype	of	the	‘Ur-Mother’;	such	a	notion	could	surface	

from	 Ethan’s	 subconscious	 only	 through	 a	 massive	 effort	 of	 self-

immolation	 -	 something	 he	 could	 never	 contemplate,	 and	 for	 which	 he	

																																																								
189	M.	White,	Strangers	on	the	Shore,	p.	100.	
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has	 no	 need.	 Indeed,	 Ethan	 cares	 nothing	 for	 anyone	 other	 than	 Simon	

(whom	he	loves	dearly).	He	views	humanity	purely	as	an	abstraction.	For	

him,	mathematics	is	its	own	self-contained	‘divine	force’;	and	he	does	not	

believe	 in	 an	 orthodox	 God.	 He	 needs	 no	 one,	 and	 he	 lives	 for	

mathematics.		

	

Along	 the	road	 from	rebirth	 to	self-actualisation,	many	characters	enter	

Simon’s	 life.	 Each	 plays	 a	 role	 in	 moulding	 him,	 or	 perhaps,	 more	

accurately,	 each	 draws	 a	 thread	 from	 his	 subconscious	 that	 together	

unravel	the	cloth	from	which	he	is	cut.	There	is	a	succession	of	women	to	

each	of	whom	he	offers	a	part	of	himself;	but,	after	his	terrible	experience	

with	 Judith,	 he	 always	 gains	 more	 from	 them	 than	 he	 gives.	 An	 old	

drunkard,	 an	 artist	 named	Gregor	 whom	 Simon	 befriends	 in	 St.	 Tropez	

represents	the	unworldly	-	something	Simon	could	himself	become	if	that	

tributary	of	his	river	of	life	were	to	be	followed.	

	

Most	 important	 to	Simon	are	his	 two	children,	Constance	 and	Giovanni,	

whom	he	deserts	when	they	are	young	(just	as	he	too	had	been	deserted).	

Constance	is	well	named.	She	becomes	a	dedicated	doctor,	who	 forgives	

her	 father	 and	shows	him	unconditional	 love.	She	 is	 the	opposite	 to	 the	

woman	 at	 Oxford	 University,	 Judith.	 Simon’s	 son	 Giovanni	 feels	 only	

hatred	for	his	father;	but	he	is	also	a	reflection	of	Simon	when	he	was	the	

same	 age.	 He	 has	 been	 damaged	 by	 his	 parents	 (as	 had	 Simon);	 he	 is	

driven	 by	 hale	 self-confidence,	 is	 brutally	 honest,	 and	 he	 is	 a	 musical	

prodigy.	 In	 short,	 Constance	 and	 Giovanni	 are	 two	 aspects	 of	 the	 same	

person,	 the	 light	 and	 the	 dark,	 anima	 and	 animus,	 mother	 and	 father.	

Together,	they	form	a	whole,	a	doppelganger	of	their	father,	Simon.	

	

As	 a	 man	 who,	 like	 Hesse’s	 Goldmund,	 is	 prematurely	 aged	 by	 his	

excesses,	Simon	finally	 learns	what	 it	 is	he	has	been	pursuing	his	entire	

life,	 and	 from	 this	 realisation,	 he	 arrives	 at	 a	 form	 of	 catharsis,	 or	

depersonalisation.	Through	merging	his	persona	with	 the	 abstraction	of	

mathematics,	Ethan	was	effectively	depersonalised	at	an	early	age;	but	he	
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was	far	 from	neutered	intellectually.	Most	 importantly,	Ethan	and	Simon	

need	each	other.	Simon	relies	on	Ethan	as	an	anchor	before	his	‘rebirth’,	

during	his	‘crisis	of	youth’	at	university;	and	again	at	the	time	of	his	death.	

Simon	knows	this	subconsciously,	and	this	leads	him	to	return	to	Oxford	

to	 die.	 Although	 he	 is	 himself	 unaware	 of	 it,	 and	 therefore	 can	 never	

articulate	 it,	 Ethan	 lives	 through	 his	 dear	 friend,	 vicariously.	 Simon	

represents	 Ethan’s	 humanity,	 or	 as	 Jung	 would	 have	 it,	 his	 feminine	

aspect.	

	

Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund	 offers	 an	 immersive	 experience.	 It	 asks	

important	 questions	 and	 delivers	 profound	 answers.	 The	 source	 of	 this	

honesty	 and	 adhesion	stems	 from	the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	a	work	of	 literature	

created	by	a	writer	who	considered	 the	paradigm	of	 living	and	working	

as	 a	 genuine	 artist,	 a	 poet,	 a	 wanderer	 and	 seeker	 to	 be	 the	 most	

important	 mode	 of	 human	 existence.	 Hesse	 called	 artists:	 ‘Feelers	 and	

advanced	guards	of	humanity,’	and	he	held	the	uncompromising,	perhaps	

austere	 view	 that	 creative	 individuals,	 whether	 writers,	 artists	 or	

musicians,	 were	 the	 true	 realists;	 that	 artists	 experience	 the	 nuanced	

fibres	of	being;	detached	from	mundanity	and	the	steady	rhythms	of	the	

bourgeoisie	he	so	disliked.190	

	

Writing	 in	1931,	 a	 short	 time	 after	 completing	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	

Hesse	 offered	 a	 poignant	 analogy	 for	 the	 role	 of	 the	 writer,	 and	 most	

especially	 the	 confessional	 writer	 who	 employed,	 as	 did	 he,	 the	 lyrical	

style	that	dominated	his	finest	work:	‘For	the	honeybee,	its	sole	purpose	

is	to	repeatedly	deposit	the	extract	of	its	experience	in	honeycombs.’191	It	

is	 no	 exaggeration	 to	 say	 that,	 for	 Hermann	 Hesse,	 life	 and	 art	 were	

inextricably	entwined.	

	

This	sentiment,	the	placing	of	art	at	the	apex	of	human	endeavour,	is	one	

Goldmund	 eloquently	 and	 repeatedly	 endorses	 in	 the	 final	 passages	 of	
																																																								
190	H.	Hesse,	Collected	Works	(12-volumes):	Gesammelte	Werke	in	Zwölf	Bänden:	Werkausgabe	
edition	Suhrkamp,	A.M.	Vol.	I,	Frankfurt,	Suhrkamp,	1970,	p.	343.	
191	Ibid.,	Vol.	II,	p.	276.	
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Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund;	 for	 Hermann	 Hesse	 was,	 in	 large	 part,	 the	

character	Goldmund.	A	similar	intellectual	commitment	to	the	primacy	of	

art	 was	 also	 something	my	 character	 Simon	 Mailer	 in	 Strangers	 on	 the	

Shore	 is	 vocal	 in	 supporting.	 But,	 there	 is	 one	 significant	 difference	

between	 Goldmund	 and	 Simon,	 and	 it	 provides	 a	 powerful	 rhetorical	

dissonance	 between	 the	 two	 novels,	 Narcissus	 and	 Goldmund	 and	

Strangers	on	the	Shore.	Hermann	Hesse	held	a	purely	partisan	 approach	

towards	mathematics	(and	by	extension,	science).	He	was,	as	I	mentioned	

briefly	above,	a	man	who	shared	with	William	Blake	a	distrust	of	science	

and	 technology.	 Hesse	was	 not	 simply	 a	 luddite,	 he	 also	 shared	 Blake’s	

judgement	that	science	was	a	destructive	force.192	

	

In	 Strangers	 on	 the	 Shore	 Simon	 Mailer	 is	 a	 gifted	mathematician.	 Like	

Ethan	 Langley,	 he	 perceives	 mathematics	 to	 be	 central	 to	 any	 form	 of	

understanding	 the	 universe.	 Furthermore,	 Simon	 knows	 that	

mathematics	and	art	are	two	aspects	of	the	same	thing	and	he	expresses	

abilities	 in	 both	 disciplines	 because	 he	 understands	 their	

interconnectedness.	He	realises	that,	in	its	purest	form,	the	manipulation	

of	 mathematical	 symbols	 as	 a	 process	 towards	 understanding	 the	

fundamental	principles	underlying	the	nature	of	the	universe	(and	within	

that	the	subset	defining	human	existence)	shares	the	same	simpatico	and	

power	 as	 the	 manipulation	 of	 words,	 musical	 sounds	 or	 colours	 on	

canvas.	Both	mathematics	and	art	are	supreme	expressions	of	‘mind’.	

	

The	 final	 lines	 of	 my	 novel	 Strangers	 on	 the	 Shore	 come	 from	 the	 last	

words	of	Simon	Mailer’s	journal,	completed	shortly	before	his	death.	

	

‘And	so,	dear	Ethan,	I	have	come	to	the	end	of	this,	my	story.	Neither	of	us	shall	
ever	know	the	real	Truth.	No	matter	how	clever	we	may	think	we	are,	we	can	
never	 do	 more	 than	 skirt	 the	 edges,	 dance	 on	 the	 periphery.	 We	 are	 like	
strangers	on	the	shore.	We	pick	up	pebbles	and	skim	them	upon	the	surface	of	
the	water,	watching	as	 they	bounce	gracefully,	 following,	as	do	all	 things,	 the	
laws	of	mathematics.		More	often	than	not	we	see	the	pebble	dance	and	quickly	

																																																								
192	It	is	a	surprising	fact	that,	along	with	many	other	German	intellectuals	of	the	19th	and	20th	
centuries,	Hesse	was	unaware	of	Blake’s	work.	
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sink	 beneath	 the	 waves.	 But,	 just	 occasionally,	 by	 rare	 and	 fortunate	
happenstance,	we	choose	a	stone	so	smooth	and	so	perfectly	aerodynamic,	 it	
dances	and	skims,	 it	pirouettes	and	it	spins,	until,	 fading	 into	the	half-light,	 it	
too	sinks,	and	is	lost	to	view.’193	
	

In	writing	this	I	deliberately	invoked	a	quote	of	 Isaac	Newton’s.	 ‘I	do	not	

know	what	I	may	appear	to	the	world;	but	to	myself	I	seem	to	have	been	

only	like	a	boy	playing	on	the	seashore,	and	diverting	myself	in	now	and	

then	 finding	a	smoother	pebble	or	 a	 prettier	 shell	 than	ordinary,	whilst	

the	great	ocean	of	truth	lay	all	undiscovered	before	me.’194	

	

This	 is	 included	 to	 signify	 the	 fact	 that,	 at	 the	 core	 of	 his	mind,	 Simon	

Mailer’s	 true	 identity	 is	 not	 ‘just	 that’	 of	 the	 pure	 mathematician.	 The	

simplest	interpretation	is	that	Simon	is	comparing	himself	to	a	pebble	on	

the	 shore,	 visualising	 the	 notion	 that	 the	 universe	 is	 analogous	 to	 the	

vastness	 of	 the	 ocean	 and	 all	 that	 he	 is/was	 may	 be	 aligned	 with	 the	

insignificance	of	a	single	stone.		

	

Simon	represents	the	unification	of	the	mathematician	and	the	artist,	and	

through	his	final	words	he	expresses	the	notion	that	the	two	approaches	

to	understanding	life	are	not	only	comparable,	they	are	the	same,	united	

at	the	most	fundamental	level.	Beyond	this	is	the	implication	that	he	has	

spent	his	entire	existence	as	a	living	embodiment	of	the	fusion	of	art	and	

mathematics	 and	 yet	 still	 questions	 whether	 or	 not	 he	 has	 achieved	

anything	at	all.	

•	

	

Unlike	 Hesse’s	 hero	 Goldmund	 (or	 indeed,	 Simon	Mailer),	 Hermann	 Hesse	

lived	 into	 a	 sage-like	 old	 age,	 a	 man	 whose	 work	 was	 revered	 by	 a	 new	

generation	of	young	acolytes	and	placed	high	in	the	pantheon	of	20th	century	

German	literature.		

	

																																																								
193	M.	White,	Strangers	On	The	Shore,	pp.	218	–	219.	
194	D.	Brewster,	Memories	of	the	Life,	Writings	and	Discoveries	of	Isaac	Newton,	London,	Hamilton,	
Adams	and	Co.,	1860.	
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After	 the	publication	of	Narcissus	and	Goldmund	 there	were	only	 two	more	

novels	 from	 Hesse;	 Journey	 To	 The	 East	 (1932)	 and	 The	 Glass	 Bead	 Game	

(1943).	From	even	a	cursory	consideration	of	these	two	pieces	of	long-form	

fiction	 it	 becomes	 clear	 that	 the	 outward	 demonstration	 of	 Hesse’s	 inner	

voice	has	altered.	Admittedly,	Journey	to	the	East	 is	narrated	by	a	character	

named	 HH,	 but	 the	 sometimes	 overbearing	 symbology	 and	 expressions	 of	

depth	 psychology	 that	 pervaded	 Demian,	 Steppenwolf,	 and	 to	 a	 far	 less	

obvious	degree	Narcissus	and	Goldmund,	is	more	subtly	recessed.	

	

Journey	to	the	East	might	also	be	considered	a	gentler	narrative;	much	of	the	

angst	 and	 Hesse’s	 existential	 pain	 is	 veiled	 and	 softened.	 The	 narrative	 of	

Journey	 to	 the	 East	 is	 more	 mystical,	 more	 directly	 guided	 by	 Hermetic	

concerns.	 HH’s	 journey,	 like	 Goldmund’s,	 is	 a	 voyage	 both	 inward	 and	

outward,	 but	 the	 former	 character’s	 path	 lay	 strewn	 with	 shadow	 figures	

from	 a	 more	 esoteric,	 otherworldly	 domain,	 and	 not	 a	 voyage	 through	 a	

mindscape	 permeated	 by	 eruptions	 of	 childhood	 pain	 that	 distort	 the	

author’s	vision	of	adult	reality.	It	is	a	novel	that	comes	from	a	wellspring	of	

lighter	emotions,	from	an	author	far	less	tortured.	

	

The	 Glass	 Bead	Game	 is	 perceived	 by	many	 as	 Hesse’s	 greatest	 work.	 It	 is	

certainly	his	most	complex	and	technically	accomplished	novel.	But	crucially,	

it	 is	a	novel	written	by	a	man	at	peace	with	both	himself	and	 the	world	 in	

which	he	lives.		

	

The	Glass	Bead	Game	was	written	 slowly	 over	 five	 years.	 During	 this	 time,	

Hesse	was	happily	married	to	his	third	wife,	Ninon	and	they	lived	idyllically	

in	Montagnola,	Southern	Switzerland,	in	a	home	built	for	them	according	to	

their	specifications,	by	a	wealthy	patron.195		

	

Hesse’s	 last	 novel,	 published	when	 he	was	 sixty-six	 years	 old,	 is	 set	 in	 an	

imagined	 future	 utopia,	 making	 it	 markedly	 different	 to	 any	 other	 of	 his	

works	of	fiction.	Once	more,	he	adopts	the	form	of	Bildungsroman	following	
																																																								
195	The	Hesses	were	married	in	1931.	That	year	they	moved	into	the	house	in	Montagnola.	
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the	 life	 of	 Joseph	 Knecht	 who	 becomes	 the	 game’s	 most	 proficient	

exemplar,	 the	Magister	Ludi.	The	writing	 is	 rich	and	often	dark,	 but	 it	 is	

almost	 completely	 devoid	 of	 Jungian	 symbology	 connected	 to	 the	

narrator.	 Hesse	 himself	 is	 distant	 from	 the	 personae	 about	 whom	 he	

writes.	It	is	perhaps	the	most	impersonal	Hesse	novel.	

	

My	 central	 contention	 that	 Hesse	 utilised	 literature	 to	 explore	 himself	

and	 to	change	himself,	 to	 resolve	 the	deep	rooted	neuroses	of	which	he	

suffered,	is	afforded	a	degree	of	vindication	from	the	fact	that,	late	in	life,	

Hesse	could	deliver	a	literary	work	in	which	he	does	not	place	himself	as	

a	sick	character.		

	

According	to	Jungian	theory,	‘The	True	Self’	must	evolve	to	become	a	new	

archetype,	 nothing	 less	 than	 ‘The	 Divine	 Child’	 that	 overcomes	 ‘The	

Shadow’	to	produce	stability,	self-realisation.196	There	may	be	little	doubt	

that	during	 the	ten	years	between	1932	and	1942,	Hesse	was	a	happier	

individual	 than	he	had	 ever	been.	He	had	 found	physical	and	 emotional	

comfort.	 But,	 more	 importantly,	 a	 lifetime	 of	 effort	 and	 an	 unwavering	

dedication	 to	 intense	 self-analysis	 had	 garnered	 inner	 rewards	 and	

released	him	from	past	pain;	a	pain	that	might,	in	a	lesser	man,	have	been	

impossible	to	escape.		

	

		

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
196	C.	Jung,	Psychological	Types,	New	York,	Scribner,	1933;	In	more	prosaic	terms:	‘the	fully	
developed	human	mind	might’	evolve	from	that	part	of	the	subconscious	Jung	calls	‘The	Divine	
Child’	overcoming	another	aspect	of	the	human	subconscious	he	refers	to	as	‘The	Shadow’	to	
reach	a	state	of		mental	stability.	These	Jungian	terms	should	be	considered	as	subjective	and	
sound	almost	as	though	taken	from	a	traditional	fairy	story.	And,	indeed,	many	acolytes	of	Jung	
would	argue	that	thes	archetypes	appear	in	imaginative	tales	because,	as	archetypes,	they	are	
buried	in	the	subconscious.	I	would	contend	that	Hesse	was	quite	aware	of	this	notion	and	
employed	it	to	the	best	of	his	ability.	
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