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      1
         A little while ago, I told the actor M that I was thinking of writing her autobiography. She liked the idea. She’s a good sport. Would you just make it up? she said.

         We had met in a bookstore. She was interested in books. In addition to being a film star she was the model for a major brand, and her image looked out everywhere, from shop windows and hoardings and the rain-streaked perspex of bus shelters. In the photograph she appeared very young and happy. Her smile had a sweetness that almost seemed to reproach those who looked at it for their dim and suspicious view of life.

         She lived in a large house on the other side of the river. In person she was very small and the house was like a big doll’s house, with her as the doll inside it.

         We knew a couple of people in common. One of them told me a funny story about a dinner they’d attended at a restaurant, where M’s bodyguard had insisted that she change places with another film star, who was older and less famous, because he was worried that M’s position at the table exposed her to danger.

         2It was hard not to feel ugly next to M. Part of it was the ugliness of experience. I had never learned how to make experience easier for myself. For M it was the reverse. Her difficulty lay in her distance from the random violence of insignificance. Personally I felt saturated with that violence. All my life it had been made clear to me how unimportant I was. M and I both secretly felt that it was the ways in which we had been damaged that had given us our power.

         It was autumn and the city became inexorably colder and wetter and more grey. In the brand advertisements, M remained wreathed in the pink flowers of spring.

         
            *

         

         On sunny mornings people ran beside the river, men and women running past like gods in the sun, tall with dazzled eyes and windswept hair. Other men and women lived in tents beneath the stone bridges and brushed their teeth in the water fountains. Sometimes their shoes could be seen placed neatly side by side outside the tent’s zipped entrance.

         Beside one of the bridges, in the shelter of a high wall, was an outdoor cafe that was warm in the sun even on the coldest days. People sat there reading or looking at their phones. I was reading a book by a woman who had been sexually abused by her 3stepfather throughout her childhood. A lot of people knew about this book. It had come into the world and been seized upon and swallowed down, like a draught of something for which people were thirsty. The reason was the unusual tone of the writer’s voice as she testified to things that by rights should have erased her. This tone was neither personal nor impersonal, it possessed a deep and unmistakable authority, the authority of an object. It was as if some household item – a chair, for instance – had suddenly gained the power to speak. The writer did not feel in any way sorry for herself and this made her unbreakable. It’s possible that the success of her book was some kind of compensation or reward for the things that had happened to her but it seemed unlikely. If she was unbreakable, success could have no more power over her than misfortune.

         M had told me that starring in a film as a child had immediately brought her childhood to an end. The writer was saying the same thing about the deeds of her stepfather. Not being seen was perhaps equivalent to being seen by everybody. M had said that the script of her first film originally included several scenes in which the child was shown wanting or inviting sexual interaction with the central male character. This need for the child to express volition in the fulfilment of male desires was mentioned in the book too. The 4stepfather was always claiming that the abuse was not something he was doing to his stepdaughter but something they participated in together.

         M’s mother had objected to those dubious scenes, so they were cut from the script. In the book about the stepfather, the big problem was that the mother didn’t notice what was going on. She didn’t notice acts of extraordinary shamelessness and depravity that were happening for years in her own house. The father, a harmless character who came to visit the children at weekends, didn’t notice either. The writer of the book remembers, as a child, being conscious of the fact that by saying only a few words she could entirely destroy her family. She did not say those words. Why not? It was no more possible for her to say those words than it would have been for a chair. Yet afterwards people were always asking her why she hadn’t said something.

         To have childhood brought to an end is perhaps also to be placed outside of time. The writer of the book about the stepfather described how other people continued to live in time while she herself was preserved in incidents that perennially recurred, that were eternally still happening to her no matter how old she got. A film is also always happening; its origins in time have been frozen through the process of recording. M could always be found in her films, living the same 5instants over and over. The stepfather had recorded himself on the writer of the book.

         M said that when the film came out the other children at school bullied her. They called her a slut. She decided to study and work hard; she decided to be smart, which was the opposite of being a slut. That she had the capacity to decide was one result of her childhood having ended. It had become obvious to her that reality could be engineered. Everyone else believed in reality. It was as if they, not she, were in a film, a film she was watching. The writer of the book about the stepfather also began to work assiduously at school, getting top grades in every subject. Later, at his trial, the stepfather used this as evidence that no real harm had been done to her and claimed that his actions may even have contributed to her success.

         There was a small boules court adjacent to the cafe beside the bridge, and the cafe’s proprietor rented out sets of the heavy little balls to her customers. She was frequently to be seen playing there herself with the three men in her employ, whom she dominated and mesmerised like a matriarch. She was a short, sturdy woman with a broad masculine face. Her voice was loud and hoarse, calling out comments or exhortations concerning the game. Whenever she spoke the three men would instantly look up like guilty dogs. When it rained there were no runners and the cafe 6was shuttered up beside the empty boules court. The tents under the bridges stayed the same.

         
            *

         

         My partner had to go into hospital. There was something wrong, but no one could work out what it was. The doctors kept telling us to prepare ourselves for bad news but instead there was no particular news. The hospital was on the other side of the city and it was a long walk each day at visiting hours. The route passed through different areas whose different atmospheres came and went, prosperous stretches giving way to rougher ones and then becoming prosperous again, like a perpetual argument or a struggle for victory. There were always tests and procedures that needed to be done. When they needed to do a procedure they wheeled the whole bed with my partner in it out of the room and down the corridor to somewhere else. I stayed in the empty room, waiting on a plastic chair beside the window. The removal and return of the bier-like bed was like a rehearsal for absence.

         The walk to the hospital went past an old cinema that was always half empty. You could just buy a ticket at the door and sit down. I didn’t go to the cinema or watch films very often, though my partner always wanted to. I was suspicious of the power of distraction that films possessed. Their total sensory invasion 7was overwhelming. It could sometimes take days to recover from seeing a film. It was as though, by watching the film, you acquired a set of memories that were not your own. For a while, everything looked different, as if the film were still happening outside in the world. Even in the best films things were made to seem more possible than they actually were, especially cruelty. The possibility of cruelty was nearly always present in films. It was as if, in films, people could do whatever they wanted and were simply choosing not to for now. It was as if there was no law.

         At the hospital it was possible to watch films on a laptop in bed at any time of day or night. Apparently it was hard to sleep in that neon-lit building, where machines beeped unceasingly and the doctors and nurses came in every few hours to do their checks. My partner complained about the constant interruptions. Yet it also seemed desirable to be constantly interrupted, to have the responsibility for oneself taken away. When visiting hours ended, the feeling of relief I felt at leaving the hospital gradually became a feeling of fear. It was a fear of freedom. Being able to do what I wanted made me afraid that I had never done what I wanted. The things I wanted to do, such as leave the hospital at the end of visiting hours, did not make sense. The next day, I was as impatient to return to the hospital as I had been to leave it.

         8One day, passing the old cinema on the way home, I noticed that a film was about to start and I went in. The film was about the end of childhood. It concerned a boy who is incriminated in his dealings with authority by his own innocence and honesty. He is an ordinary boy, no better or worse than other boys, except for this honesty which marks him out and enrages his parents, his teachers, society itself. The authorities try to contain and destroy his honesty and each time they fail authority itself is made to look more and more senseless, which enrages the authorities even more. The boy’s school punishes him, his parents wash their hands of him, and in the end he is sent to a remedial institution, although in fact he has done nothing wrong. He runs away from this place, runs and runs without knowing where he is running to. The camera follows him running, through woods and along paths until he reaches the sea. He has never seen the sea before. He runs into the water and then realises that he cannot run across it. He stops and he turns around and looks back.

         Watching a film was a means of surrendering control over what could not in any case be controlled. When it ended, my obligation to reality seemed to have diminished. But perhaps the consequence was that some deeper servitude had been inflicted elsewhere. Life was easier if you watched films, just as life was 9easier if you flew in airplanes. The same problems of time and space that arose when you flew somewhere, rather than travelling by land and sea, seemed to apply also to films. The reduction of the element of time relative to that of space created a moral imbalance that was also a liberating convenience. Reading books did not make life easier in the same way. It took time to read a book. Watching a film temporarily broke the power of time. This was one reason it had felt right not to watch too many of them, though most other people didn’t seem to see it that way. There was so much in the world already, so many problems that needed to be solved, without complicating things by reenacting what had already happened or was happening somewhere right now or might never happen. A film went to great effort to reconstruct material events – a war, for instance – while subverting the rule of time. The film, and thus the war, took a couple of hours. The time it took to make the film might in some cases have been the same as the time it took to fight the war.

         Outside the cinema, day had become night. The street lights had come on.

         
            *

         

         Wherever M goes people recognise her. Everyone knows who she is, except me. When I met her I had no idea who she was.

         10One day she invited me to have coffee in the garden of a hotel near her house. It was a wealthy part of the city and the hotel was very luxurious. There were men in peaked caps at the entrance waiting to greet the guests as they emerged from their limousines. The morning was brilliantly sunny. The raw gold light fell in sharp angles across the entrance and flashed on the windows of the cars. Inside, the man at the desk told me that the garden was closed for winter. He pointed towards a big glass door barred by a heavy iron grille to prove it. Beyond the iron bars, some ornamental trees and a small expanse of lawn could be seen. I went outside again and stood in the slashing light on the steps beside the men in peaked caps. After a while M came running up the road, apologetic and out of breath. We went back into the hotel together. She asked the man at the desk whether we could sit in the garden and he was instantly obliging; he summoned a flock of smiling uniformed staff to unlock the iron grille and open the big glass door and remove the winter covers from the garden furniture. M was sweet and polite and grateful as they did all this. The waiters brought out coffee and a platter of exotic fruits and some blankets in case we felt cold.

         This was how people and things behaved around her. Reality became malleable, was always giving way and changing its rules. In a sense it was the same 11lawlessness as that of films, as though M were always in a film, even when she wasn’t. It seemed like the greatest good fortune to have been removed from reality and its rules in this way.

         Sitting in the garden, M said she did not consider herself to be an artist. She saw herself as merely an element in the creations of others. She did not possess the fundamental power of choice that a creator has. She had acquired some of that power later, through fame. She was using it not to create but to try to make her life seem more normal. As often as she could she took her children to school and walked her dogs and met up with her friends in a normal way. It was as if, having been removed from reality, she had made it her life’s goal to find it again. She had been spared the shame and stress of creativity at its intersection with reality. It might be said that creative people were people whose childhoods hadn’t ended. There was no particular basis for thinking this, other than the fact that most children created things and most adults didn’t. In a way it was terrible, the idea that childhood might not end. Being a creator was like being a dog that keeps running away from its violent master. For a while it runs free, it runs and runs in search of something, but in the end there is nowhere else for it to go but back home.

         It was cold in the garden, despite the sun. My coat was too thin.12

         
            *

         

         An operation had been scheduled for my partner. The night before, I went to see a film about a doctor in a rundown neighbourhood who is trying to educate the residents about the risks to their health that their way of life entails. They drink and take drugs, they bathe in contaminated water, tuberculosis is rampant, there is gang violence. They don’t listen to the doctor – in fact they even make fun of him. The doctor himself is an alcoholic. His self-abuse is the product of despair, whereas the community behaves as it does out of ignorance.

         The operation was to take place in the afternoon, during visiting hours, and for the first time I was late. Each day before that I had arrived exactly when visiting hours began, even though there was no particular urgency that required me to be there and nothing to do other than keep my partner company. I would get into the wheeled bed and sometimes I would fall asleep, so that often when the nurses came in their voices woke me up. They were always very nice. They thought it was funny. I brought things for my partner to eat, because apparently the hospital food was disgusting. Yet whenever I saw that food I secretly thought that I would have been happy to eat it. The institutional-looking shapes and colours on the plastic tray were comforting. My partner’s refusal to be 13comforted by this institutional food struck me sometimes as pointlessly obstructive and at other times as a sign of self-respect. Was it evidence of courage or of weakness to reject the hospital food?

         The room was on the second floor and from the windows the tops of people’s heads could be seen below as they walked across the car park. Raw young trees stood in concrete planters between the parking spaces and the wind was often whirling through their naked branches. The windows were very thick and sealed and no noise came through them. The action of the wind in the tossing forms of the trees was like an attempt at description or communication across this silence. Each day, when visiting hours were over, I had gone down in the lift and walked out into what had been visible moments earlier from the windows of my partner’s room. The sudden addition of sensation to the mute scene, of sound and cold and the feeling of wind or rain, was part of a transition that could never be grasped, no matter how many times it happened. All I knew was that in that moment of leaving the hospital I was safe from something that was of the greatest significance to me. Walking out through the doors I was temporarily safe from my own love and need for another person.

         When I arrived this time, the door to my partner’s room stood wide open. The wheeled bed was gone, 14and the room was empty except for the plastic chair beside the window. I sat down in the plastic chair in the empty room and waited. The reality of the hospital felt unreliable: it was not underpinned by a system of memory. This absence of memory seemed to promise either an ultimate transformation or an ultimate loss. It was as if only the power of memory would cause my partner to return.

         
            *

         

         I had a message from M wishing my partner well. She asked whether there was anything she could do to help. Part of M’s freedom was her freedom to choose how to be. Of all the things she could have chosen, she had selected goodness.

         After my partner came out of hospital M and I met in a restaurant for lunch. I had chosen the restaurant. I was worried that she wouldn’t like it but it turned out that she already knew it.

         I love this place, she said.

         It was crowded and quite noisy. The waiter came to our table and took a long time explaining the restaurant’s concept to us. Even though she was presumably familiar with this concept M listened patiently while he spoke, smiling and nodding her head.

         When the waiter was gone I told M that the hospital doctors hadn’t understood how my partner was still 15alive. The illness, when they worked out what it was, should have been fatal. Their intervention had come just in time.

         M’s expression was one of horror and sympathy. She couldn’t imagine how awful it must have been.

         I told her we were going to go away for a while to recuperate. We needed to get out of the city. We needed to be somewhere quiet.

         M nodded her head in understanding.

         At the table next to us two women were having lunch. The waiter brought their desserts and set them on the table in front of them. The desserts were lavish-looking structures in pools of sweet sauce. One of the women was holding her phone as though to take a photograph of hers. M unexpectedly leaned across the table and asked the woman pointedly whether she was enjoying her food. The woman was a little flustered. It seemed that she had been trying to take a photograph of M under the pretence of photographing her dessert.

         We said goodbye outside the restaurant. M got into a taxi. We hadn’t spoken about our project. It didn’t seem likely it could continue in its present form. I regretted having talked to M about my partner. It felt like I had been testing her for the humanity of her response. It was as if I had been asking her to simulate pity when she was trying to escape her own diabolical 16knowledge, the knowledge that it was pointless to believe in a story of life. When she had talked about the ending of childhood it was not just a premature exposure to reality she was describing, it was a forsaking of the possibility of return. It was an awakening into an awful vigilance, a permanent state of objectivity that was perhaps the strange fruit of the experience of objectification. For M there was nowhere to go back to. There was no dream country where the original self might one day be found.

         Standing in the street I realised that I could not be myself around M. She was friendly, generous, disarmingly modest, yet everything I did or said in her company was false. It was as if I was acting, while M came across as authentic and real. It was as if she was the only one good enough at acting to attain reality. I watched the taxi drive away. After that, I didn’t see M again for a long time.
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         We live in the same city but millions of other people live here too. In the morning, at dawn, a full bright moon still hangs in the pale sky, suspended among the power lines. The passage of the street cleaners begins as the sun rises. The city is wet and shining. A woman is propped up in a doorway in a sleeping bag, looking at her phone. An old man squats in the brilliant light and defecates onto a square of newspaper he has laid out neatly for the purpose. Everywhere people are running or walking or cycling. We do not know where they have come from or where they are going. We too run or walk, taking exercise, walking our dogs.

         We do not belong in this city but we have chosen to live here. This is true of other people too. We have all decided to live somewhere we don’t belong. The people who do belong here may wonder why we made that choice. We have been freer to choose than most people are. But is the truth, in fact, that we don’t really belong anywhere?

         The city is beautiful – that’s one reason we chose to live here. At other times in our lives we lived where we 18had to, where circumstances or other people required us to live. For a long time, before we came here, we lived somewhere that seemed to be permanent. When we left that place it felt like an opportunity to leave certain aspects of our own history behind. We realised that we could play a role in creating ourselves, rather than simply being created, as we had been before.

         The city is beautiful. It is a masterpiece of civilisation. At some point in the modern era a big ugly tower was built here, the only one of its kind. The city is quite compact and this tower can be seen from everywhere. It is much taller than most of the other buildings. It is brutal in its ugliness. There is a joke that the only really good view of the city is from the windows of this building, because only from there can you not see it. The inexorability and power of ugliness are demonstrated by the fact that wherever in the city you are, even in the most unlikely places, the building is nearly always visible. The same instinct that created the city’s beauty also created this tower, except in reverse.

         There are mad people here, angry people, people who shout and rail in the streets. There are men who walk around in rags, their genitalia showing. There are women who shout and shout at the empty air. Because the city is so beautiful the unhappiness of these people is more noticeable. No one helps them or does anything about them. We have lived in places 19that were uglier but more compassionate. The cafes and restaurants here are bustling and full, the cultural venues are sold out, the parks and museums and landmarks bask in the winter sun, thronged with people. They will not allow their lives to be ruined by these unfortunate others. They pretend not to see them, or perhaps they actually don’t see them, in the way that a fiction writer chooses deliberately or otherwise not to see what will threaten the fiction’s representation of the world. We, however, see them. Like the ugly tower we see everything from where we are, except ourselves.

         Fame is perhaps this tower, an ultimate entrapment in the self that is also a deliverance from it.

         We walk our dogs, we take our children to school, we work on our projects. Despite the regularity of these activities, each day, at its beginning, is completely unknown to us. This is because in a sense we are free. Our memories, our childhood, our parents, our native land are all either dead or far away from us. For other people this situation might be a tragedy. But in all these same periods and places we have recorded things. These recordings function like a kind of filter or sieve, retaining one part of us while the rest is allowed to drain away. Our recordings are our memories, our histories. The people who know us, our friends, understand this about us. They understand 20that we don’t have the same relationship to our lives or the lives of others as they do. They understand that if something goes wrong for us – if there is any kind of personal emergency – it is to some degree a public emergency also. It is a crisis of form, reality recording itself on us rather than the other way around.

         Being able to create ourselves has felt like the greatest, the final privilege. For years we have created our recordings, we have driven and sometimes abused ourselves so as to create them. We have risked health and happiness, order, security. Other people have cared about and preserved those things – happiness, security – in their own lives. They haven’t taken the risks we have taken, which often weren’t even risks but cold-hearted decisions to put our projects ahead of all other considerations. But now that we’ve decided to create ourselves, now that we have the leisure and the capacity to consider our own health and happiness, we can take a different attitude to these risks. We can refuse to do certain things, or decide to do them differently. Each day is completely unknown to us, just as our recordings were unknown before we made them. When we made our recordings a spirit possessed us, a set of instincts that were as precise and exacting as scientific laws. We understood this science almost unconsciously, we subjected ourselves to its rigour, and when we were finished we felt empty and 21exhausted, as though after a night of passion or nightmares or sleepwalking. It was as if we had deserted our own conscious minds, and the return to consciousness afterwards was often painful and strange. It has proved more difficult to bring this mechanism to the creation of ourselves. Often we don’t know what to do, how to occupy ourselves. Then at other times we’re very busy and the idea of creating ourselves seems less important. But suddenly we find it is there, the question: Who are we? Yet everyone else seems to know who we are.

         When our children were little we would dress them. They would hold up their arms as we pulled an item of clothing over their head. They would shoot their arms straight up in the air. The arms would go into the sleeves and for a moment their head and face were muffled in the garment. We would wiggle and pull and then their head would appear again through the neck-hole. Their cheeks would be red, their hair slightly unruly, they would be laughing. They always found it funny, this moment when their head was inside the garment. They thought they had disappeared and then come back again, like a magic trick. They held up their arms trustingly, waiting to be made to disappear. We feel there is no one in the whole world we could trust like that, no one who could dress us, no one who could make us disappear.22
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         It is a hotel room in a foreign city. The hotel is a luxury hotel and the room is a large long rectangle with tall smoked glass windows at the end. The walls and ceiling are painted white. The rectangle is divided not by partitions but by suggestion, using lowered ceiling panels that hang above the theoretical spaces – a sitting area, a bedroom, a kitchenette, a dressing area – as a means of demarcating them. The subtlety of these designations perhaps pleased the person who thought of them, but they are far from effective: the room remains stubbornly rectangular. At the centre of the rectangle is the bed, whose head is dramatically framed by a dark veneered slab attached to the wall. The bed is decorated with many firm cushions in opulent colours. It is somewhat too large, thus perhaps making the mistake of overemphasising activities – sex and sleep – which in the minds of some are far from neutral. The floor is made of a solid engineered material whose surface has been designed to evoke the grain of wooden boards. This evocation is clearly distanced from an attempt at actual imitation. 24It is more like a reference to, or a faint memory of, wood. On the wall opposite the bed, the dressing area is concealed behind mirrored doors. Inside there is a series of spacious cupboards with shelves and drawers and hanging rails. The kitchenette is also concealed behind doors, this time white, and contains numerous cupboards with shelves and drawers housing kitchen equipment, as well as a large square resin sink and drainer, a fridge, a coffee machine, and an electric panel for cooking. At the opposite end of the rectangle from the window is the bathroom, clad entirely in black marble with a black sink and black tap and shower fittings.

         Everything in the room is operated by codes and sensors. A heavy automated grille slowly covers and uncovers the windows. Lights and taps flick on in response to movement. The climate is controlled from a keypad on the wall. Electricity courses silently around the sealed room, in a building filled with other identical rooms that differ only in being for the most part smaller than this one. There is no draught or dust, no breeze or animate creature – a spider or an ant – quietly toiling to fulfil its duty to life. To think about a key or a handle or a creaking floor is to think about history. Only the cleaners, always pushing their trolleys laden with equipment up and down one or another of the hotel’s carpeted corridors, seem to be real.

         25M is lying on top of the large bed. She is clothed, in the casual garments she wears when she is away from home to prevent or delay the moment in which she is recognised. She is staying in the city for one night and so the cupboard is not filled with her clothes, and nor will she touch the facilities of the kitchenette. She is reading the meditations of Marcus Aurelius. Marcus Aurelius says that even the most famous person will be forgotten eventually, and to the extent that she is remembered it will be by people who entirely fail to comprehend themselves, let alone her. He says that a virtuous person ought to be able to live in a palace in a humble and virtuous way. Later she reads a poem about a hotel room, a small, dirty, squalid hotel room in which many years before the poet had his most exceptional experience of love. The memory of the love cannot be separated from the memory of the room. The poem itself is many years old.

         There is a desk in M’s hotel room. It is a dark veneered slab that is attached to the wall as an extension of the bedhead. There is a thickly padded chair in front of it. Above it hangs a framed colour photograph of a bare torso and arm. It would be easy to take down the photograph and sit at the desk but there is no time for that.

         Marcus Aurelius says that the only way to live is to respect yourself and to perceive reality merely as the 26product of nature. He says that as people get older their bodies continue living but their souls suddenly and imperceptibly lose their originality and power.

         
            *

         

         Talking to a friend, M is made aware – as she often is – that her life runs in a contrary sense to other people’s. M and the friend have met in a cafe. The friend is a woman in middle age with bags under her eyes. She is an interesting person, and part of M’s project has been to spend time with interesting people. The friend lives in this city and the cafe was her suggestion. It has big windows from the floor to the ceiling and is full of merciless light. The friend’s hair is frizzy and grey, her skin is fissured with myriad lines, her eyes are sunk in their bags.

         M has a meeting to go to directly after this appointment but she is skilled at giving the appearance of paying attention. Because the cafe is a little noisy, paying attention is like swimming in a choppy sea while balancing something fragile in her hand above the water. The friend says she has realised everyone except herself is on antidepressants. M laughs but this is a mistake. The friend has not made a joke. What she is saying is that she herself is depressed and is wondering whether her depression is merely the logical extension of her statement. If that’s the case, 27could the depression actually be something vital, a form of witness to a truth that otherwise would go unrecognised? The friend has read that so many people are now taking antidepressants that there are high levels of them in the water system. She could, in other words, be inadvertently ingesting them, in which case the integrity of her depression may have been compromised.

         At another table sits a family of large, smiling people with well-laundered clothes and hair. They are eating pastries happily. The sun cascades through the windows upon their fair hair and their rosy solid skin. They seem to be tourists in this city where M has met her friend. M is often recognised in public places, but this time nobody notices her. The happy family are busy eating, though once they’ve finished their eyes will start to stray and they will begin to look around at what is outside their golden circle. M does not eat pastries. She doesn’t know what would happen to her if she did. It is this inversion of cause and effect – there is no effect because there is no cause – that seems to differentiate her life from the lives of other people.

         M is in the city for work, of course, and her work is to be herself. If the friend saw herself as a job in the way that M does, it is certain she would be happier. M’s personal task is to become real, or rather to acquire some reality, but often – when talking to her 28friend, for instance – she is relieved not to have to take this task entirely seriously. The friend describes her depression as an inability to believe in the present moment. She understands that only the present moment exists, yet she is bound to a past that will neither readmit nor release her. When she remembers episodes from that past she feels grief-stricken and bewildered that she can’t re-enter them. What were they? Why does she have these memories, if the things she remembers are no longer there? The problem is that M cannot really understand this. It is a little embarrassing. She has no answer for her friend. She has acted the parts of depressed people but she has no evidence that depression is real. The notion that a person could be dominated by an internal idea is alien to her. She feels great pity, as for an animal in pain, but she lacks a point of comparison. From where she stands she sees only the summit, directly above her: brutal peaks of concentrated power, of evil and influence, of ambiguous victory. Humans struggling with their feelings – though it forms a large part of her acting repertoire – is a less familiar prospect. Even love has failed to grip her entirely, or perhaps especially love, because it is there that she has felt most distinctly the impossibility of total sincerity.

         
            *

         

         29It is an office, square and high-ceilinged, with walls of panelled wood. It is on the first floor of a fine mansion on an elegant street in the old part of the city. The first floor is reached by a polished dark oak staircase that rises up from the ground-floor reception rooms. The panels in the office are of a different wood. It is not heavy or dark, rather it is light and mellow and the panels have finely carved patterns around their edges. The richly embroidered curtains around the window and the thick rugs on the parquet floor make a warm and pleasant atmosphere. Through the window flowered plants in a window box can be seen, and a green vine that grows densely up the mansion’s outside wall curls its fronds around the frame. A little bird comes trilling to the window and flutters confusedly at the glass.

         On one of the office walls is an ornate marble fireplace, above which hangs a painted portrait in a modern style. Beside the fireplace there are two leather armchairs of striking design and a low marble coffee table. Two of the remaining walls hold tall bookcases filled with books. In front of the bookcases, and facing the window from the far wall, is a large and handsome desk. The position of the desk – facing the window but at the greatest possible distance from it – is unexpected. It being easy to imagine the desk elsewhere, the reasons for this distance are thought-provoking. 30A creative person – a writer, for instance – might instinctively place their desk closer to the window, perhaps out of a sense of duty or responsibility towards the observation of the world. Others might have the desk facing away from the window in order to forget that same world. The positioning of this desk, by someone neither needing to observe nor wanting to forget, suggests a person of power.

         There are numerous items on the desk, placed in an orderly fashion across the inset leather panel that covers most of its surface. There is a gold fountain pen of a famous and very expensive design. There is a marble ashtray, clean, with a heavy gold lighter lying in it. Grouped to one side there is a nautical arrangement of a sextant, a compass and a pair of dividers, all in polished brass. On the other side are two upright framed black and white photographs, one of a smiling young man, the other of a melancholic young woman in half-profile. There are other photographs displayed in a glass case opposite the fireplace, along with letters and keepsakes, which adds a sense of importance to those chosen for the desk.

         The bookcases, to which for a few moments M has given an appearance of light interest, contain many books about history and geography and economics, but there are also classic novels in French and English and Italian. A more prolonged display of interest is 31required by the photographs and letters in the glass case. They are in black and white and show people from another time. There are the inevitable portraits of sombre, stiff-necked ancestors that date from the dawn of photography itself. Gradually the subjects enter the modern era. They become lithe and graceful, acquire glamour, are shown on beaches and in ski resorts, in restaurants and casinos, on horses or at the wheels of classic cars. The curator – for this mansion is now a museum, and the office is one of its displays – points out the chief characters in these scenes, her finger hovering over but not touching the glass. They are people of legend, all dead now, but still famous for their style and passion and power. M is to play one of these characters in a film. It is for this reason, research, that the visit to the museum has been scheduled. The residual fame of these people and M’s own newer fame will meet and mingle like two rivers, to the enlargement of both. M’s character was the mistress of the man who occupied this office, a man of tremendous wealth and caprice, whose portrait hangs above the marble fireplace. The curator points out a letter she wrote to him and M leans forward over the glass case to read it. I love you body and soul, it says. You are my breath, my brain, my pride. Do as you will with me, it says.

         M behaves charmingly towards the curator. She nods and smiles as she reads these unsettling words. 32She finds she does not want to leave the office. It is so warm and safe here, so comfortable. The atmosphere of the dominating man, the richness and solidity of his materials, have a soothing kind of authority to them, like that of a parent. Even the servile passion of the character she will play does not strike her as entirely pathetic. Wouldn’t it be nice to feel that way? To always be playing a part is to have no home, she thinks, nor any history, nor any coordination in time, no room like this one where what is felt is as real and true as the earthy substance from which it was made.

         At the end of her visit the curator mentions that the office was not originally located in this building. In fact, the legendary family never actually lived here. The original office was far larger. After his death, when this building became available to house the dominating man’s archive and art collection, they transported it and adapted it to fit the dimensions of the room. They recreated the panelled walls and installed the marble fireplace. They laid the rugs and hung the heavy embroidered curtains at the window. They placed the photographs of his children, who had died tragically in their youth, carefully on the desk.

         
            *

         

         It is the interior of a limousine. The air inside it is scentless and still and almost without temperature. 33The seats are made of very firm black leather. It is silent, so that the smallest noises – the rustle of clothing, the sound of breathing, the click of a handbag opening – become audible. The tinted windows are sealed. The back of the chauffeur’s head and neck are partly visible through the gap between the driving seat and the headrest. There is a television screen fixed to the other side of this seat for the use of passengers. It is not switched on. The sunset, flaming dark rose and gold through the rear window of the car, shows on its black reflective surface.

         The limousine is making its way through heavy traffic. The traffic can be seen but not heard or felt through the armoured body of the car. It is a dense and ugly metallic mass pushing blindly forward outside the windows. The spacious and silent interior with its still, scentless air is a separate reality, yet remains held in the conditions of this greater and uglier reality. The limousine is taking M to the airport. She does not see the sunset taking place on the television screen. She is looking at her phone, where everything she has neglected during her trip is now requiring her attention. Her phone is full of the voices of the people to whom she is bound. There is a margin of freedom around them, in which she could choose not to answer them. But then what would she do? It is only when returning to this, her personal life, that she 34feels the things commonly attributed to actors in their taking on of a role. It is only here that she has to get herself into character. She admitted this to someone once, a clever person to whom she thought this would appear a clever remark. To her surprise the clever person reacted almost angrily. Don’t you understand that everyone feels that, he said, and to an extent it’s the fault of actors like you.

         M looks up. Suddenly she needs to see where she is. She can’t remember what moment this is, what city she is in, what she is doing. The limousine is inching down a narrow underpass. Dirty, graffitied walls rise to either side outside the windows in the pink light. These walls are old, as old as the city itself. There are centuries of reality held in their fissured dusty surfaces. M feels a sensation of alarm, almost of horror, coming from these surfaces. They are so close that if she opened her window she could touch them.
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         Perhaps each life has a peak, like a mountain does, where all its elements coalesce and rise to form something definitive. Or perhaps it is the opposite, a trough into which the soul falls, where it acquiesces and blindly or recklessly chooses its fate.

         Some of the films M starred in were good and some were not. It was difficult to tell how much choice she had had. Perhaps, like most people, she could only work with the opportunities she was given. There were other actors whose careers were more consistent. Did they have more luck, or talent, or ambition? Was there anything that could have been done to alter the passivity of being chosen or not chosen? It seemed possible that part of M’s fame rested precisely on this powerlessness, recognisable to nearly everyone, as she herself appeared to be. The steeliness of ambition was not nearly so familiar or approachable. Was it, in fact, at giving the appearance of powerlessness that M excelled?

         It was strange to consider that despite their exceptionality, actors were bound by the most elementary 36and fateful human constraints. One of these was to be too good for the role that has been assigned to you. Another was to be not good enough. The former is an opportunity for bounty, for giving more in a place that had no expectation of more. The latter is an opportunity for criticism. It is an opportunity for cruelty, and therefore perhaps for improvement. Like most people, it was only afterwards that M was able to say she was glad she had been offered something that did not come easily to her, something at which it was possible she might have failed. For at a certain moment, at the peak or in the trough of her life, M chose or was chosen by cruelty.

         
            *

         

         At night, to go to sleep, M visualises a brick wall. It fills her field of vision; its perimeters are out of sight. With a narrow implement she begins chipping at the mortar around a first brick, usually the one directly in front of her. She works steadily and calmly. The mortar loosens and falls away piece by piece. When it has been removed she pushes the brick forward with her hand. It falls down the other side of the wall, and now in its place there is a small rectangle of blank white light. With her implement she begins chipping at the brick beside or above it, and then at the one beside or above that. The white shape made of light 37gets bigger and bigger. When it is big enough, she crawls through it.

         In the mornings, leaving the house, the pavements and shrubberies smell of dog shit. Children are walking or being walked to school, their small forms clad in padded coats and backpacks. The streets are full of cars. The cars seem to accelerate towards the people crossing the streets, as though they mean to harm them. Yet for the most part the people driving the cars are not violent. The people walking their dogs do not intend to make the streets smell unpleasant. Men on motorbikes and electric scooters fly along the gap between the cars and the pavements at dangerous speeds. They wear hard shiny helmets to protect their heads, though the heads of the people walking next to them on the pavements and crossing the streets are bare. Their soft hair sometimes lifts and moves in the breeze. The noise of the traffic is loud but there is also the noise of drilling from nearby construction sites, the noise of sirens, the noise the people themselves make with their children and phones and barking dogs. There is noise everywhere, even in the park, where municipal workers drive ride-on mowers over the grass and trim the trees and bushes with electric cutters. They wear thick padded ear muffs to protect themselves from the noise they are making. How will it be possible to concentrate, to pay attention, with all this noise?

         38The house is in a handsome and secluded residential street in the middle of the city. Strangers can stand on M’s doorstep and ring her bell, and occasionally they do. They think they know her, having seen so much of her; this final barrier, to some people, seems easy to cross. M’s friends are often surprised that she doesn’t live barricaded behind security gates, as others in her position do. But M would need to have retained an elemental conception of home to live that way; there would have to be something she could use a building to protect. As it is, the existence of walls and window-blinds doesn’t seem particularly relevant to her situation. The only thing she ever imagined in that line was a big house where she could live with all her friends, in a kind of permanent sleepover. This child’s fantasy, of freedom from familial subjugation, does in fact date from the earliest period of her fame. There was a different element of fantasy in the purchase of this house on the residential street, the fantasy that it might become a family home. A force of disintegration was besetting M’s most directly personal relationships, and the house was proposed almost as a wish or a hope for this not to be so. It was an image of what she wanted, or of what it was easiest to want when faced with the prospect of family breakdown, but in its concrete substance it ultimately became a container for the broken pieces. It is a house of many floors, many 39rooms: several of them remain unfurnished. The vast kitchen could service a family of twelve. All this space represents the size of M’s wish for domestic contentment, or at least for the absence of war. The wastage of war, its pointlessness, is so apparent to M that it might be thought she is without passion. The people around her, with their lusts, their willingness to fight and betray and conquer, seem ruled by desire. Yet the present moment in which she finds herself was presumably also reached by a sequence of desires. She has wanted certain things sufficiently to overcome the obstacles to getting them. The difference is that the desires, while private, have consequences which are public. It is only the most selfless people who see the consequences of their desires in this way. M is not in fact selfless. Her objectivity in the face of desire is the philosophical product of her fame.

         Sometimes M goes up to her office. The office is silent: it has been well insulated and triple-glazed. It is on the top floor of her house. Usually she has just been or is about to go travelling for work, but even during periods at home her days and evenings are generally filled with commitments. The office is a place of pause between one thing and the next, like a waiting room. Nothing happens there, and M is drawn to that nothing, even though most of the time she is too busy to remember it is there. The nothing 40is a something out of which something else could be created. Each time she goes up there it shows her its blank face. What is it, this nameless impulse that the room contains? Is it simply a rare space for reflection? Is the feeling that something could be made there just an instance of the human compulsion to fill up emptiness with the products of itself? In the light-filled silence of her office the two things – reflection and creation – seem for an instant to draw closer to each other and she – so thoroughly observed – becomes momentarily the observer. Her cultivation of normality is an attempt to retrieve a lost inner world, or something that looks like one. People remark on this normality all the time. She surprises them with how normal she is. There is a danger that this could become another role. She is aware that she is both overwhelmed by and indifferent to certain aspects of normality, so that she can never actually be normal. It is as if she possesses a set of wings, and though she tries not to use them too often, in the end she wouldn’t choose to dispense with them.

         On the desk in the office is a screenplay. It was written by a friend of hers and he hopes M will agree to star in it. It is about a famous actor who bears more than a little resemblance to M herself. Her repertoire, her history, her mannerisms and style are all recognisable as M’s own, with the horrifying difference that 41this actor is a sort of emotionless automaton, eviscerated by the globe-wide possession of her image. The being who lives in or behind this image is a vagrant soul struggling to gain purchase on the frictionless surfaces through which she moves, never encountering a boundary or border that would signify the limit of her identity. Severed from her own nature, she enacts her character as though it were a part she were playing whose lines, as soon as she has mastered them, invoke ever greater terrains of emptiness and silence. M does not know how to tell her friend that she is offended by his screenplay, which he has explained to her as a kind of game or conceit that would interrogate the notion of celebrity – and thus of self – in a new way. Without her participation, this conceit would fall flat. He evidently believes her to be capable of intellectualising her situation, and in a way she is, but something in the friend’s manner of transforming her into an object of artistic enquiry arouses in M a violent and almost inarticulate instinct of self-protection. He would doubtless be astonished to know this, given all the things from which, in his imagination, she has had to protect herself. He evidently sees her life as a chain of coercions that have loosened her hold on her own existence. He thinks he is dignifying her fundamental powerlessness. But in fact it is to this empty and passionless alter ego that she will never surrender.

         42The sphere of intimate relationships is where in truth M feels she has a double, a soul in darkness who dreads revelation, who observes in the gradual slippage of formality and caution a fiction in the terrifying process of breaking down. It is almost impossible for M to negotiate this obscure and complex terrain between pretence and reality, since acting has generated a fund of cynicism inside her that is always reinvested in her next role, leaving no trace of itself. She is, but doesn’t experience herself as, cynical. Where her sincerity once was she now feels only an acute moral ambivalence, and at heart she thinks she is right to feel it, because it is precisely here that she realises it is not she but other people who are steeped in pretence.

         
            *

         

         Some years ago, while not quite still a young girl herself, M was chosen for the starring role in a film about a young girl chosen for the starring role in a ballet.

         Early in the film, the director of the ballet walks around the practice room where the ballerinas are doing their exercises. His sharp-angled face with its scintillating eye is like that of a bird of prey; his body is muscled and vigorous and hard. He taps certain ballerinas lightly on the shoulder, while others he leaves untouched. Those he has touched understand 43they have been chosen; those he has not experience a sharp dejection. He announces to the room that the girls whose shoulders he tapped may leave – they will not be participating in the production. It is the others, who seconds earlier believed themselves rejected, who have been chosen. M was thrilled by the violence of this scene, which with one blow shook the barrier between her self and her role that she had always thought it natural – necessary even – to impose. Her private experience and her public performance changed places: the performance became the description of a private agony. She had not noticed or identified this agony before, but she recognised it. How could something so secret, so hidden, be identified in this way?

         Up until then, M had equated being offered something – a role, for instance – with acceptance. If she worked hard enough, praise and admiration could be added to that acceptance. Criticism certainly existed, and cruelty, and unkindness, but arrayed in opposition, like the other team in a football match. Sometimes they struck at her and found their mark and sometimes it was she who scored the victory. But in this case, criticism and acceptance came together. There was to be no struggle between opponents, no winning side. The struggle was to take place against herself.

         44A ballerina is someone for whom everything that is punitive and self-destructive and cruel is desirable and who holds the rest of the world – for not knowing this – in contempt. M was held in contempt. Her body was treated as the highest instance of impudence. It was the wrong size and shape; it didn’t know how to do the things that were important here. The body had to become the brain, and if it could not become the brain it was just useless flab. But M preferred and trusted the brain. She didn’t want it to be annexed by the body. In fact, she was suspicious of the body and its destiny. She used to think of performance as the vague synthesis between the two, but now she understood that her body could expose and betray her all by itself.

         Perhaps the mocking eyes of the teachers as they followed M’s movements through her hours of daily practice were part of the director’s ruse. Living among the starved and chain-smoking ballerinas, her body began to mimic theirs. She became obsessive in her attempts to master certain postures and sequences. The erasure of the boundary between M and her character was an obvious means of infusing a drop of human blood into her performance. But M herself was ready for transformation. Life was moving in her, demanding change, demanding satisfaction. Appetites yawned in her like open mouths. It appeared that to be made to 45feel not good enough was violently stimulating. She was filled with adrenalin, as though she were having a love affair with herself.

         Generally speaking M was not ruled by emotional states or states of mind. Acting involved pretending to be other people, whose own emotional states – such as she understood them – could preoccupy her for a time. Once they were completed, she was as locked out of these recordings as the millions of other eyes that watched them. She could become absorbed in the story that she herself had helped to manufacture, as though she knew no more than anyone else of its construction. She had as yet experienced no assault on this separation between being and seeming. Until now, life had never been caught in the act of making its mark on her.

         In the film, the ballerina is made aware of a new deficiency in herself among all the others: she is not really a woman. She is not sexual, not feminine or wild enough – the director points out another ballerina in the company who embodies these qualities. Perhaps, he muses, she should have been given the role instead? The love affair with herself gives way to a ferocious jealousy. The jealousy is the most terrible thing of all, for it undermines the structure of reality. It turns rebellion into the rage for possession, for ownership. She wants to be the wild ballerina, so much that 46it might be said she desires her. But she is not her; she cannot be her, and nor can her desire for her be satisfied, because the inalterable laws of being – so confusing, sometimes, for M to grasp – forbid it. What to do then with this container, this source of all limitation, the body? Murder and mutilate it, tear out its eyes. Kill its mother, its rivals, break it into pieces. Yet its existence, somehow, is inextinguishable.

         In fact M’s thoughts were more coherent than those of the vulnerable and self-torturing ballerina. The poison of criticism awoke in her not a devouring jealousy but a steely spirit of competition and desire. Both of them, in any case, got what they wanted. The director finally acknowledged the deathly perfection of the ballerina’s performance: male approval, after all, offered a solution to the problem. No one remembered that it was masculine cruelty that was to blame for it all, the malicious tapping of shoulders in the practice room. In fact it was this very cruelty that promised to answer the pain, like disposing of a thorn by holding it tight in your hand. The transformation of cruelty into possession was the way in which, at the peak or in the trough of her life, M chose her fate.

         This film brought her a new kind of glory. It was perhaps her highest achievement. In choosing cruelty, or being chosen by it, M learned that cruelty’s achievements are much greater than those of acceptance. 47It is unnecessary for her to look back at that period, because in a sense it never ended and its sequels are all around her. The current facts of her existence, as well as its shape and appearance, are the continuation or extension of it. She bears a scar, which is a difficulty in distinguishing between criticism and opportunity. Even now she would be unable to say which of these it was, at that time, that was offered to her and was responsible for her transformation.

         Recently M met a famous dancer, elderly now, but in her time a legendary figure. She was tiny and brittle and erect as a bird, with a face of sculpted bone and pale lash-less eyes. M introduced herself, a little shyly and with all the appearance of reverence the situation required. When the elderly dancer heard her name she burst out laughing, if laughter was the word for a sound so desiccated and malevolent. You were terrible in that film! she exclaimed. The indefatigable mechanism of M’s smile, which had withstood so many tests, did not fail her, but all the same it took her a moment to recognise this adversary, which was not the woman herself but the strange cruelty of the discipline she practised. M’s performance in the film had been universally acknowledged to be outstanding. She knew that the dancer could not help her remark: she believed that M was terrible because at heart she believed that she herself was terrible. It was 48her discipline that had convinced her of this, and to the extent that M had been shaped by that same discipline, she agreed with her.

         There is an actor M is interested in, whose every new film she watches, gripped by horror and admiration. This woman is not very famous. She is neither beautiful nor slender nor graceful; she has rather bad teeth; she seems to wish to make herself ugly, or rather she refuses to shed the ugliness of reality. Watching her films one after the other, what M sees plainly is the traumatic survival of a human being through its successive transformations. This is what acting is, or ought to be. M is jealous of her, but only in a way.

         
            *

         

         It is a brasserie on a grey boulevard. It stands on the corner at the intersection with another smaller street. Cars pass at steady intervals, not stopping. The brasserie’s double doors open out onto the corner while the facade forms a right angle, one side on the boulevard and one on the smaller street. There are windows all along both sides, rectangular with old polished wood frames. The cafe has a green awning on which its name is written. The name is also etched into the glass of the old wood doors.

         The doors stand open and a waiter dressed in black and wearing a spotless white apron is standing on 49the threshold with his arms folded looking out at the street. Through the windows the brasserie can be seen to be empty: it is mid-afternoon. The waiter is looking at a boy sitting on a doorstep on the other side of the street smoking a cigarette. What is it like to be a simple boy sitting on a step smoking a cigarette?

         M, wishing to have a private conversation, has chosen this brasserie. She has appointments all day and doesn’t have time to go home and have the private conversation there. There is little chance she will see anyone she knows in the brasserie, which is gloomy and old-fashioned and the kind of place only tourists are fooled into entering. On the menu are all the standard dishes. The decor and the waiters conform to images vaguely recalled, perhaps from films, of the city’s past. It is like an old play that was once hugely successful and now runs continuously in some small and out-of-the-way theatre.

         Along one wall of the interior, away from the windows, there are tables in high-backed leather-upholstered booths. M seats herself at one of these so that she is more or less hidden. Every now and then she glances around to see whether the person she is waiting for has arrived. When he does arrive, fifteen minutes late, he immediately tells the waiter to move them to another table. It is standard practice in this city for men to broach any social situation by using 50these assertive behaviours, particularly when it is a question of hierarchy. The brasserie in this case being empty and the waiter glum and disaffected, the assertiveness loses most of its force. The waiter offers them one of several vacant tables by the windows.

         The private conversation is of a painful nature. The sensation M has whenever she is in the company of this person – a sensation of ground glass running in her veins instead of blood – arrives. She has been advised to remain at all times positive and cheerful with this person, who treats her existence as an intentional and carefully planned affront to himself. He is permitted to insult her; she has been advised to turn the other cheek. It is a role she is willing to assume but the sensation of ground glass in her veins makes it harder. She feels her pulse throbbing at her temples. Her fingers, when she lifts her water glass, faintly tremble.

         M has talked at length with her friends and advisers about the feelings of disgrace she experiences at the hands of this person. She understands that the feelings are caused by the fact that their relationship was founded on criticism. This person exercises critical control, as it was exercised over him during his formative years. It is natural, she has been told, to seek the approval of the person who criticises you. It is natural, once that approval has been lost or forsaken, to feel 51disgraced. Periodically, however, M and this person need to have these private conversations. When they are over M often feels a fragile and tentative joy surge up from her chest to her throat as she walks away. She feels the ground glass coursing out of her system and vanishing into the clean air. For now, however, she must sit in the gloomy brasserie and listen to the litany of her shortcomings. Perhaps because she is a little tired, today it is more unbearable than usual. There has been an incident in the press to which this person takes the gravest exception. It was, M thought, a harmless piece of gossip, but according to him it is a personal outrage. He uses the word calumny. He accuses her of blackening his name. At one time he relished her fame, though it didn’t prevent him from pointing out the ways in which others were more respected or successful than she was. Now he sees it as a limitless series of opportunities for contempt.

         Suddenly M becomes aware of someone standing at their table. The person, too, has lifted his eyes. It is a girl with a wide acne-scarred face and thick glasses. She is holding up her phone. Can I get a picture with you? she says.

         Another person, presumably the girl’s friend, is hovering a few feet away watching. M, who is always unfailingly polite and obliging in these situations, unaccountably feels a flash of pure rage. The girl and 52her friend must have seen her from the street through the brasserie window and come inside. The girl is nonchalant, almost indifferent, as though M were a tourist monument or a zoo animal to be mechanically photographed in passing. The person is watching, his eyes round with malevolent satisfaction.

         I’m sorry, M says, I’m trying to have a private conversation.

         The girl stares at her blankly.

         It’s just a photograph, she says.

         I’m sorry, M says, but no.

         The girl stands there for a while and then slowly steps back from the table.

         What a bitch, she says to her friend as they walk away.

         
            *

         

         Sometimes, in rare moments of directionless or empty time, M finds herself looking at the bodies of men and boys – not the hard gym-muscled bodies of the men she works with and knows, but the somehow innocent, almost infantile bodies of soft men. She sees the primitive shapes of which they are composed. She sees their plain, decent clothing. She sees how they group themselves together, conferring over an item of common interest or considering how to fix something, so guilelessly absorbed, so free of adornment and 53self-consciousness. She remembers these men from her childhood – her teachers, men who were caretakers or worked in stores, the fathers and brothers of her friends – men who did ordinary useful jobs, who had the conscientious air of playing a role, whose soft substantialness could be so reassuring. She never meets men like that any more; in a way, she has forgotten they exist.54
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         Across the city the church bells are ringing. We are used to the sound of the bells, which ring each hour and on all the quarter-hours. We do not wonder why this continual public declaration of the time is necessary. Only occasionally do we catch the single chime of the first quarter-hour, which seems more than the others to inform us that another small parcel of existence has been disposed of.

         Today the ringing of the church bells is different. It is lengthy and melodious, like a song. When one melody ends another begins further away as though in answer. It is as though the churches are speaking to each other. We stop and listen. It is as though gods whose existence we haven’t known of until now are suddenly conversing above our heads.

         The day is warm and blue: it is an Indian summer. It is pleasant to be in the city on this blue morning. It is Sunday, and the realisation that no one is working is slightly unsettling for us. We, in a way, are always working. We don’t go to an office but the people we rely on do. Our being feels less certain, less secure, 56when these people are not in their offices.

         In the bakery we queue for bread. The glass case is filled with an abundance of different cakes and tarts and flans, some of them of an astounding delicacy and intricacy. We look through the glass at a small round cake perfectly encased in a deep-rose glaze with a cluster of jewel-like raspberries in its centre, at a yellow dome of lemon cream with a tiny cloud of meringue on top. We look at a sliver of cake composed of countless paper-thin leaves of pastry. Who has made these things? They are so beautiful and precise and yet so unnecessary. Through an open door a man in a white cap and floury apron can be seen shaping long glossy fingers of dough and laying them in precise rows on a large baking sheet. Watching him, for a moment the border between representation and reality becomes unclear. It is as though he is acting yet he is only concentrating, being intensely himself.

         The girl at the till takes the loaves from the rack behind her and puts them in paper bags for the customers. She does not appear bored. She wears a scarf neatly pinned around her hair. Her face is rounded and pretty. Her figure, beneath her apron, is curved and generous. She is pleasant to each customer, handing over the loaves and taking the money. The bread is warm and good-smelling. The baker brings out a new tray of baked loaves and stands holding it while 57she briskly lifts the hot loaves from the tray and drops them into the racks. They talk and laugh while she works. Then she returns to the till and lifts her eyes to the next customer.

         We go back outside into the sound of the bells. We are not sure everyone else can hear them. People sit at cafe tables drinking coffee and reading newspapers. They amble along the pavements in the sun looking at their phones. They talk and laugh in groups beside the road with their dogs and their children. They speed to and fro on bicycles, all while this conversation of the gods is going on above their heads.

         
            *

         

         We go to an exhibition in a museum. For other people this is a normal thing to do. For us it is slightly effortful, as though some resistance or reluctance were dragging at us. It is hard for us to set aside our vigilance over our own lives. It is hard to enter into the life and perception of someone else, a dead artist who knew nothing of the world of today and its difficulties.

         The exhibition is a photography exhibition. We chose it because we guessed it would be less crowded than the painting exhibitions and we were right. The painting exhibitions have long queues outside held within snaking barriers like the queues at airports. Like flights they need to be booked in advance. Once 58inside there are so many people that it is impossible to get near the paintings. The people talk to each other beside the paintings, as though the silence of the paintings were a comforting kind of witness to their talk. Their children run around the space shrieking. It is so noisy that it is impossible to hear these paintings, to hear ourselves think.

         The photography exhibition is more or less silent. There are few people there. Their shoes squeak on the waxed floor. The windows are set high up in the walls and the sun comes through them in angled beams. We wonder why photography is less popular than painting. Is it because photography is seen as belonging to reality? Perhaps people do not want to buy tickets and wait in queues to see reality. Many of the popular painting exhibitions feature abstract art. It is difficult to know what those paintings mean. Their distance from reality seems assured, yet what in that case are they showing? People stand in front of these paintings as though waiting for them to explain themselves. Sometimes, standing in front of paintings such as these, it has seemed possible that we too could become abstract.

         The photographs are mostly of the same young woman in different settings. They are in black and white. The young woman in the photographs was also the photographer. We read, a little shocked, that she 59died by suicide at an early age. In many of the photographs she is naked. The settings are different types of ruined or abandoned interiors. The walls in the background are pitted and stained. The light comes through windows that are filthy or broken. There are sometimes items of furniture strewn around, an overturned chair, a battered old table, shards of smashed crockery scattered across the floor. The photographer positions herself standing or lying among these things. Sometimes she wraps herself in a flimsy, translucent piece of cloth and sometimes her flesh is starkly bare and white. In some of the photographs she is lying sprawled on the floor as if she were dead. At first we are repelled by these photographs but the more we look at them the more they begin to affect us. It is the photographer’s death, perhaps, that gives them their power. It is as though she is sending us a message from beyond death. This message seems to concern our own bodies, our own unbearable corporeality. If we faced for even a moment the naked truth of our own bodies what would become of us? It is in our minds, our souls that we trust. We look at the photographer’s dark-eyed face as she poses. We wish she hadn’t died. We wish we could have helped her, consoled her, shown her how to stay alive.

         
            *

         

         60We get out of the city. We get out into the countryside to breathe some air. There’s a place we know that isn’t so far away where we can walk on paths through a forest. There’s a river there, and a grassy meadow beyond the trees. The afternoon is sunny and cloudless. A warm breeze sways through the trees and fills the air with the long cascading sound of the rippling leaves. The leaves are tinged with gold: soon it will be autumn. We are not connected to the seasons. We forget what season it is, what time of year. The gold tinge of the leaves is a reminder, but of what? In the flat white light of the place where we grew up we saw nothing of nature. We knew nothing about its rhythms or its textures or its smells. We looked out through car windows at straggling skeletal trees along the roadside, at crows pecking through garbage heaps, at dusty patches of wasteland whose stark dead grass had shrivelled in the heat. This green world is like a beautiful memory that does not belong to us.

         As we walk, this fact of our not belonging turns around in our minds. We look at the great fronded ferns lying like a green sea amid the tree trunks, flecked with filtered sunlight. We look at the birds springing among the branches. We look at the pink and white spangled heads of the wildflowers that grow beside the path. These things have no language, no nationality. We see that we share something with them, some common 61fund of life that precludes identity. We wonder what links this grass, these trees, with other grasses and trees in other places. Surely it is the same thing that links us to life. Like the grass and the trees, perhaps we belong everywhere and nowhere. Other people set such store on belonging. We have never learned to belong, to stay still. We have believed that if we stayed still we would no longer be free, but perhaps the opposite is the case. We think again of the fact that nature has no nationality. Is this why it is doomed?

         We reach the river and see the glassy water running over the flat pale stones at the bottom. There are people here, sitting or standing beside the water. There are families who have laid out rugs and picnics on the grass at the water’s edge. The children wade in the water with their trousers rolled up. The dogs follow them, hurling themselves in the water, and everyone laughs at the sight of them frantically paddling across with their furry heads held up. We wish to stop and sit beside the water but because there are people here we do not. We pass by these groups, smiling, as though we were conferring our benediction on them.

         When it is time to turn back the sun has started to set. The sky is suddenly filled with colour. Walking the other way we hadn’t noticed it. The pink and orange sky is startling. It seems to presage the ending of something to which we have not paid attention. It 62is as though we have been absent or asleep while the day has moved along its course. We enjoy sunsets in the places to which we travel but we have forgotten that they also happen here, in the place where we live. The realisation that we can watch sunsets here is pleasing. Presumably there were also sunsets in the place where we grew up, but if there were we neither noticed nor cared.

      
   


   
      63
         At the airport M whisks past the great snaking lines of humans burdened by their possessions and wailing children. There are certain places where her separation from others is undeniably apparent. Generally these are places in which people are treated as an undifferentiated mass, in which they must wait, in which they are powerless. With a flash of consternation she sees them moving mindlessly forward to where they will be stripped of their goods, will remove their coats and belts and shoes, will proceed in shameful stockinged feet to have their bodies scanned while the security staff, mad with authority, bark orders at them. She has noticed how often these scenes resemble those of displacement and persecution. Her consternation is part pity and part fear. She believes that they should run away, yet they do not want to run away. They are there because they are trying to reach other possibilities.

         She knows people who have taken this separation much further, who fly in helicopters and private jets and generally ensure they are never bound by the 64common constraints of society. She knows others who actively renounce privilege and seek the powerlessness of the ordinary. It is in fact these latter whose lives sometimes have the appearance of a kind of game. Yet their search for anonymity bespeaks something darker and more depressive, a hatred of the separation itself, an impossible desire to return to the innocence of communality. The king-like silliness of the people with private jets is easy to mock. The yearning for anonymity is more complex. She is not sure she would recognise or want anonymity because she has never been anonymous. She was woken into consciousness of herself so early that she has no memory of being unnoticeable. The awakening was the product of being observed, but it also made her into an observer. Perhaps this is what the desire for anonymity actually is: a wish or a need not to stop being observed but to stop observing. Nearly everyone, walking down the street, can see someone less fortunate or more powerless than themselves. Wouldn’t it be a relief not to see them?

         Before she left for the airport M had met a young woman – an assistant in a bookstore – who bore a startling resemblance to herself. The young woman evidently did not recognise M, who had dropped into the bookstore to buy something to read on holiday. She saw the assistant straight away and for a moment 65thought that she must have glanced at herself in a mirror without realising: the hair, the face, even the incline of the head were like her own. The assistant was standing near the door, in the light of the shopfront window, where she was rearranging the display. She turned to M and pleasantly asked whether she could help. When M said the name of the book she was looking for, the young woman’s face was illuminated not just by a smile but by a light and lovely joyousness of which the smile was the blossoming – the very expression for which M herself is famous. It turned out that the book M had requested was one of the assistant’s favourites. She went to get it and watching her walk away M noticed her unexpectedly full hips and sturdy legs beneath her slender upper body. When she returned with the volume in her hands M met her eyes determinedly and the young woman smiled again without recognition. They talked for a little while, about the book M was going to buy, about the city. The young woman admitted she felt blessed to have this job in the bookstore, a short cycle ride through a park from the apartment she shared with her partner. The joyous expression brimmed and blossomed again. It was mesmerising to see it produced so naturally, from mere life. All at once a hesitation crossed it, a cloud. The young woman looked at M in sudden consternation. I’m sorry, she said softly, 66reaching out a hand towards her in a swatting motion, there’s a wasp just there, by your arm.

         For the rest of the day, M thought about the full hips and the pair of sturdy legs that would have altered her destiny.

         
            *

         

         It is a terrace above an olive grove, with a view of the sea. The low walls of the terrace are made of rough block-like pieces of stone whose chalk- and earth-toned colours and pitted faces give an impression – though an indeterminate one – of age. The floor is tiled with large modern porcelain slabs. An abundant climbing plant foaming with scented pink flowers grows up and over the far-end wall. The tormented shape of a large eucalyptus tree rises behind the terrace and during the hot afternoons shades its centre. The terrace is level with the tree’s mid-height, so that from certain angles it appears to be held in its twisted shaggy arms. Down below, the heads of the olive trees stand massed like a waiting crowd. Beyond them lies the silent sea, so calm and opalescent today, retaining white light on its surface so that it attains a mysterious solidity. In the distance the shapes of other islands retreat one behind another.

         There is furniture on the terrace, modern and of sleek design. There is a long and wide teak daybed 67with taupe-coloured cushions. There is an elegant round marble table with four powdered steel chairs painted the same taupe as the cushions on the daybed. The colour is repeated on the woodwork of the slatted pergola that shades the daybed, as well as in the large porcelain floor tiles and the discreet modern light fittings that punctuate the four walls of the terrace. A selection of idiosyncratic items has been placed on the terrace, perhaps to relieve the suspicion of contemporary blandness that might otherwise fall upon it: a dramatic abstract sculpture in pale stone that rises from a single pediment into two separate columns, like fingers; a pair of very large – almost human-sized – old terracotta urns, big-bellied and graceful with narrow, finely-turned necks; and a marble basin from antiquity, heavily eroded by time.

         The terrace belongs to an old farmhouse that sits among the olive groves behind a rough-stone perimeter wall. The wall has received the same time-proof treatment as those of the terrace. Likewise, the formula that was applied to the terrace was also used to design the farmhouse’s interior: taupe woodwork and floor tiles, stone walls, sober and subtle modern furniture and the addition of original antiques in superfluous but aesthetically significant roles. Just as it is often the people who have too much who observe how little is actually needed to live, the design of the terrace and 68farmhouse asserts simplicity as the ultimate luxury. The building, while old, has been so thoroughly renovated that its memories have been erased and its soul perhaps liberated from their fundamental reality. The windows and doors are new: they are double-glazed, with efficient mosquito screens and new taupe-painted shutters. There is air conditioning installed in every room. The kitchen and bathrooms are fitted with handsome materials – basalt, marble – and state-of-the art facilities. Each bedroom has a large bed of the greatest comfort, as well as extensive storage behind taupe-painted doors. The linens and quilts in these rooms evoke the rustic or peasant culture of the place – its woven patterns and colours – and retain the softness and heaviness of handmade authenticity, but the labels show that they have been imported.

         It is outside on the terrace, island-like in its elevation, that this soothing and seamless confusion of old with new asserts its psychological power. Inside, the lost or liberated soul of the building has left behind it a mild feeling of directionlessness, of lack of purpose. The orchestrated vistas of taupe, the totality of the interior’s simplicity, are like a disorienting kind of aftermath; there are none of the opportunities for action and resolution, none of the fissures and disconnections that characterise living. The agricultural and social history of the olive farm has long been lost; it is 69its more recent history, as an artists’ colony, that is in play. It was artists, drawn by the beauty of the landscape, who first severed the link between the place and its reality. They purchased the house and the olive grove for next to nothing; they lived and worked here together, producing their sculptures and paintings, some of which – such as the sculpture on the terrace –have been incorporated into the current renovation. Perhaps it was they who saw the decorative potential of the antiquated tools and pieces of farm machinery that had been left around the place; in any case, the current renovation has made use of those items too –tools for harvesting and pressing the olives, skeletal rust-coloured implements for managing the land – by displaying them almost as artworks in their own right. It is this suggestion of labour, perhaps, that is responsible for the feeling of purposelessness: if one has merited the luxury of staying here, it has probably not been by the work of one’s own hands.

         M is reading on the terrace. She is sitting on the teak daybed. Occasionally she lifts her eyes to the horizon with its primitive blue-grey shapes of islands washed in milky light, for the book is in French and does not entirely hold her attention. Small bees hover droning around the pink flowers of the climbing plant. These bees perturb the children, as do the tiny flies that dart senselessly from one surface to another, the 70wasps that appear from nowhere and swim around whatever food or drink has been brought out on to the terrace, the mosquitoes that silently bite their ankles and wrists. The screened and air-conditioned interior does not suffer these plagues. Their existence on the terrace, where the wondrous view over the tops of the olive trees seems to still the heart and enfold it in the substance of time itself, is a form of admission as to the limits of illusion. The children stay inside and watch television or play games on their computers.

         It is in fact the artistic history of the house, rather than its luxurious simplicity or its suitability as a holiday venue, that interests M. She was given a tour when she arrived which included the artists’ studios, now kept as a kind of museum. She was told about these artists, a group of friends who had come to the island to coexist cheaply and create freely. She likes this idea, which corresponds with something she might have wanted for herself. She likes living among their artworks, looking at their views. The person who gave her the tour hinted at the storms that had beset this idyll – money problems, rivalries, jealousies and lusts – but M was unfazed by these tales, whose familiarity only increased her feeling of kinship. She privately wishes the house were a little more infused with the spirit of that time, while not dispensing entirely with its comforts: the artists, she was told, took their water from a 71well and had no electricity, not to mention air conditioning. But all that remains of it now is the group’s original housekeeper and her husband, who still live and work on the property, in a cottage in the grounds – the artists made this arrangement a condition of the house’s sale. M has the impression that the company which now manages the house would prefer this not to be the case. M has seen the housekeeper, a tiny ancient woman dressed in black with a great toothless grin who is always vigorously occupied, sweeping the paths or pruning and watering the plants. M admires the artists for their gesture. She would like to speak to the tiny woman and hear her stories, but lacking a common language, when she sees her she can only offer her famous white-toothed smile.

         Sitting on the terrace M is able to appreciate the moment in which she lives without needing to associate it with a future or a past. The pronged sculpture with its stone digits is emphatic in its stillness. The mounded shapes on the horizon are without language. She herself, her body, shares some of their privilege of transcendence. She is not confined in the reality of herself, and in the presence of beauty this becomes a celestial possibility, rather than the complex fabrication it otherwise is.

         A noise is coming from down below, behind the terrace. It is an indecipherable sound, something like 72an animal’s grunting, yet at the same time unmistakably human. It is an ugly choking noise, as though of a creature being throttled. It seems to ridicule the taupe-hued calm of the house and terrace. M feels a thrust of irritation. She wonders who she can call to make it stop. The next time it comes she puts down her book and goes to the back of the terrace to look. She follows its direction with her eyes. Through the boughs of the eucalyptus tree a small dwelling can be seen down below, a short distance away from the back of the house. It is neat though rudimentary, the roof patched in places with corrugated iron. Near the front door, a pair of rough wooden chairs and a small table have been placed in the shade of an olive tree. There is an old man sitting on one of those chairs. He is hunched and motionless, his head hanging forward. As she watches, the noise comes from him. It is the sound of drowning lungs, of asphyxiation. It convulses his chest and shoulders as it leaves his body. The tiny housekeeper darts out of the house and bends crookedly over him in consternation while the fit passes. She lays her hand on his shoulder.

         
            *

         

         It is a boat, becalmed, a large wooden schooner of great beauty. Nearby, giant luxury yachts bristling with antennae clumsily manoeuvre their hideous fibreglass 73bulks around the harbour. This boat is dignified and elegant by comparison. But there is not enough wind to raise the sails. Instead the engine will be used. It is a very discreet engine; it hardly makes a sound. Yet the sails, with their flapping drama and romance, were the reason for the choice of this boat. To be propelled directly by wind seemed like a refutation of the indirectness which characterises every other part of life.

         The boat leaves the harbour, creaking deeply and mysteriously in its innards. The water slides by. The jetties and pontoons with their hosts of other boats, their equipment and their bustle, fall behind as though cut away. A tourist boat filled with people comes noisily up alongside and overtakes amid hoots and cheers, sending waves slapping against the yacht’s sides. The yacht has deep benches upholstered in white leather around a glossy teak table in the stern. A teak stairway leads below, to a large cabin space where lunch is being prepared.

         At the helm of the yacht the nanny is talking to the skipper. The skipper wears a special white uniform with a peaked cap. He rests two fingers lightly on the wheel. These people, with their specialised roles, are here to do M’s bidding. It is not unusual for people to do things that enable other people to do things that are not always – strictly speaking – necessary. Sometimes this chain is too long and M feels too far away 74from her objective; yet to be confronted by naked need or responsibility is to arrive at a precipice. Last year a relative – an elderly man – flew all the way across the ocean to come and stay at M’s house. For two weeks M successfully played the role of herself. Then, out sightseeing in the city, the relative was struck by a car. M received a call and arrived to find a chaotic scene of horror and distress. There was no possibility of the relative returning home for several weeks. This situation, difficult for anyone, was for M an episode of primal confusion. The organisational crisis spewed outwards, an ugly and headache-y mess, and M was complimented by those around her for her ability to cope. Yet it was these organisational problems that in fact provided useful opportunities to show emotion. Someone inside her, meanwhile, was watching the whole thing unmoved. Visiting the patient in hospital, a poisonous and comforting loneliness suffused her, as though her own body were a kind of hiding-place where the people who had abandoned her could never find her and where she was therefore safe from being abandoned by them again. She felt her own feral nature, felt the secretive history of her survival. The relative had been badly cut and bruised in the accident. Looking at these lacerations, it was as though M were looking at the violence of truth itself. Faced with the undeniable, she saw the depth of her capacity to deny.

         75The nanny and the skipper are both attractive people. Watching them M recognises the friendly cynicism of their interaction, the total absence of the gullibility that seems to govern relationships in the world she thinks of as normal. They are like two actors talking on the side of a set; they are doing a job that involves playing a role, and so the possibility – or the threat – of sincerity is extinguished. The boat is now out in the open water. Freed from land it rules over its element. Its integrity, despite the absence of wind, arouses in M a faint sorrow, a melancholy awareness of something atomised at the heart of her existence. She wishes sometimes for more exhilaration. She doesn’t doubt, for instance, that somewhere on this ocean a woman is sailing a boat with her own bare hands while her children clamber to and fro in the rigging, obeying her orders. By imagining it the need or the desire to conjure its reality goes away. M could play the part of that woman in a film, convincingly, without ever really knowing what had caused her to be as she was.

         Later the boat approaches a small, uninhabited island with a deep blue cove where they will stop for lunch. The wind has suddenly got up and the skipper has trouble dropping the anchor. It seems the seabed here is difficult to get a purchase on. Everyone comes up on deck to help, leaning out over the prow to look 76down into the water while the skipper pays out the chain. Even the nanny gets involved. The breeze rifles their hair and clothes while they shout and gesture back and forth. It is necessary to secure the anchor, it is both urgent and somehow fun – they all seem to enjoy the thrill of its necessity. M performs her role of watching them smilingly from the bench seat at the stern, her hand shading her eyes from the sun.

         
            *

         

         From the windows of the car on its way back from the harbour, M sees the bodies of people on the beaches. Because of the school holidays the beaches are crowded. The car moves along the coast road, which curves around headlands and back into bays. In each bay the same sight is repeated, a beach covered with bodies. The bodies lie sprawled yet packed together in the white light. From a distance they appear to represent catastrophe. The headlands are like flights into nothingness, the car whirling out into the vault of sky and water and then returning to the prospect of the crowded beach. There are bodies in the water too, though more separated, as though the water were drawing the bodies out from their massing on the beach, taking them one by one into the vault. From the height of the headland the mass looks generic, with the great emptiness of the water standing beyond 77it. Down in the bay it is more complex, the people too close, too florid in their distinctiveness; yet they are alive. The car stops at a traffic light metres from the sand. Through the window M watches flabby, tattooed men and women carefully covering the bodies of children with sunscreen. Girls in string bikinis and boys with muscled torsos are leaping in the air, playing beach volleyball. For a while she watches the tender tiny back of a little girl who sits digging in the sand, then the car pulls away again.78
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         In the midst of our lives we sometimes wake in the darkness and hear the sound of our own heart thudding in our ears. There is a moment of blank emptiness before the memory of who we are and of all we have done and have yet to do slowly begins to fill us.

         The waste collectors come early, before it is even light. In their big truck they rampage noisily through the dark streets, pausing at each building in turn. Two men drive while the others ride on the back. At each stop they hop off before the truck has fully come to a halt. They aren’t trying to save time: this flourish is something they are offering to themselves. They fan out over the street in the darkness and perform a choreographed routine, some wheeling the plastic municipal bins out into the road while others attach them to the truck’s rear forks. The forks lift and upend the bins over the belly of the truck then jerkily set them back down, empty. The street lamps rain their yellow haze over the truck and over the men and the municipal bins, gilding their movements; overhead the sky begins to lighten to a deep and jewel-like blue. The men return the bins 80to the foot of the building. They do this slightly carelessly, for the bins are now light. Ahead of them on each road the heavy waiting bins are neatly aligned while behind them the empty bins are all askew, like the discarded shells of things whose meat has been taken. The men wear high-visibility jackets. They are vigorous and graceful as they ride the truck through the dark dawn, their bodies erect, their faces lifted to the air. Their high spirits seem to derive from the prosaic honesty of their occupation. When they go on strike the city is rapidly crippled. It sits stewing in its own mess, helpless. The men obtain a certain dignity from this fact.

         The noise of the truck fills our room as it passes in the darkness. It is a diabolical sound of shrieking metal and grinding gears, of shouts and the violent sounds of impact. There is nowhere in the city where this noise can be escaped. It comes to each place in turn like an angel of death. Sometimes it is comforting and sometimes it is maddening. The sound of our own heart thudding in the dark silence is neither of those things.

         
            *

         

         In the morning we go out to meet our friends, washed and dressed, the night trailing behind us like an animal’s tail. We are in the midst of our lives and we talk 81about what we see there, what we feel, the events that have occurred and what they might mean. Each friend is different and we don’t always remember that until it is too late. At other times we do remember it and then the friend is different in another way. They too are in the midst of their lives. The cafes are crowded and it can be hard to concentrate. This exchanging of the news of ourselves can be effortful. The task of translating ourselves into language above the noise seems like an old-fashioned mechanism for which someone will soon invent a rapid modern alternative. We find ourselves looking at our friend’s mouth rather than their eyes. Sometimes we expect an intervention, a tap on the shoulder or a handclap or a voice telling us to wake up, telling us that the moment is now.

         Our friends do not often share their sorrows, yet nor do they seem to be hiding anything. It is only afterwards, when we have left the cafe, that a question seems to shimmer unasked around the memory of the time we just spent with them. We wish that we could see them as a hidden camera would see them, alone at home, when they thought themselves unobserved. It feels like only then would we actually know them. Sometimes we bump into a friend unexpectedly in the street and their face before they look up and notice us is always shocking. It is the 82face of this other that only the hidden camera could see. It is filled with a strain and a preoccupation that vanish the instant they recognise us. They are a little embarrassed; they know that something of their private existence has been seen. Yet we feel more love for them having seen it.

         The city is filled with tourists. They are not soldiers or protestors yet they fill the streets, bringing everything to a standstill. They are not refugees yet they move in columns, burdened by their belongings and their children. They are displaced but they are at home: it is they who displace what was there before. They are a force of occupation. They wander the city with a casual possessiveness, talking as if they were still at home, as if the city and its occupants had been conquered and their sensibility was no longer of any relevance, just as the new owners of a house wander rooms they now believe to be theirs. It is frightening, this mindless possessiveness. We too have believed ourselves to possess things, have established ourselves without thinking of who was there before. We wonder whether we will be punished for these errors; we see suddenly that everything we have could be taken away from us.

         We walk our dogs beside the river, striding quickly next to the water. Our bodies need to be exercised. Our bodies are not young and they are not old, they 83are in some sense ageless or perhaps simply obsolete. Since they have performed their reproductive function they no longer need to live in co-ordination with time. Our control and maintenance of them is our own choice. We know people who do not take care of their body and who live openly amid their decay. These people often seem happier and more at ease. They seem contented with their mortality, as though their body were their longtime companion who has stuck with them through thick and thin. They are not severe with it; they don’t discipline it, as we do. We walk far and fast, all along the riverbank. The water is opal-coloured streaked with brown. It is a big body of water and so it appears motionless, yet here and there clumps of plants can be seen far below the surface, their long fronds stretched out and rippling madly like hair in the force of the current. There are many bridges over the water and we pass beneath them one after another. Underneath each bridge is the stink of urine and the detritus of human occupation: soiled bedding, empty wine bottles, sometimes a solitary shoe. These scenes seem somehow composed, like stories or photographs, yet their subject is missing. The dogs would like to sniff around them but we don’t permit it. Often we see other dog owners standing indulgently under the bridges amid the stink of urine while their dogs sniff.

         84It is possible to walk all the way along the river to the city’s edge and often we do this. We think about our work. We check the time and take phone calls while we walk. Sometimes a phone call will cause us to turn around and go back. The dogs do not understand why this is. They want to keep going. They balk and resist, but we know that in a minute they will forget they wanted to keep going and will want to go in the new direction instead. The simplicity of the dogs, sometimes so soothing, can without warning make the complexity of our lives and our arrangements intolerable. Our friends wonder why we have them when we already have so much else to manage. But the dogs are the statement of our intention. We intend to be stable and calm, to take our time, to give each thing the attention it is due. The dogs are the continual reminder of this intention. They are foolish and funny; it would be easy to be cruel to them, and so our non-cruelty attains an actual value. Yet their dumb love sometimes disturbs us. Something inside us, something not quite known, needs and wants their love. What is it we are hoping for from this dumb and indiscriminating animal love?

         The day moves into its broad middle section. The light over the river is flatter, the cruise boats with their loads of tourists ply to and fro raising great furrows of brown water. Our attention to ourselves becomes 85more diffuse; we forget ourselves and our thoughts branch away into other things. Our bodies send us small reminders, for food and water, for greater or less warmth, for help with some minor discomfort. Time has carried us away again, as the river carries the stray twigs and leaves and plastic bottles that occasionally strew its surface towards their unknown destination.

         
            *

         

         In the evening we flower; like strange nocturnal plants we put out our display. Our personalities, summoned out of the disparate corners of the day, walk onto the stage. Even if we spend the evening at home this feeling of integration, of our interior and our exterior fusing together, occurs. Yet later, waking in the night, that integration appears false. Our personalities seem like strangers to us. It is this self, unanchored in time, breathing in the darkness, that is real.

         All the same, the evening contains information and we gather it. We go out, we see things, we meet people. We go to parties or are offered food in people’s houses or watch performances. We talk or we listen. We are not looking for change. We do not, as we did when we were young, see the evening as a mysterious kingdom in which we might meet our destiny. We do not invest our hopes in the unknown. Since we ourselves 86are known, the unknown no longer promises us anything. We would have to become unknown again ourselves in order to receive it.

         The time when things happened seems to have passed. There was a time, a long time, in which reality served to delight or astonish us. It could pick us up and whirl us into something new. It worked without warning: it could intrude on our plans and forecasts in the most unexpected ways. This was because we had less control over the things that happened to us. We had fewer choices and less knowledge of the choices we had. Sometimes it was unpleasant, the intrusion of reality, and sometimes it was wondrous or hilarious. We have memories and stories we can tell about those times with their mishaps and surprises. Now, it feels as though an intrusion could only signify violence. We do nothing to court that risk; we stay close to what is known and reliable. We do not indulge our hopes nor wait for news. All at once, we suspect that the only news from now on will be bad.

         Sometimes, in the evening, we find ourselves conversing with someone more deeply or sincerely than usual. Something around or between us falls into place and aligns. The words become a kind of song, a harmony, each of us singing our part. We relax and let it come out, this song of ourselves. For a while, singing this song, we are at home in time. It is late, the 87lighting in the room is warm and dim, there is darkness at the windows flecked with little bright points of golden reflection. We are like islands in that darkness, our lights glittering at one another from our separate shores across the black sea.88
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         People occasionally feel let down by M. They tend to be the people who believe they have some ordinary claim on her. Her aunt, for instance, is offended that M forgets or ignores her nieces’ and nephews’ birthdays. Other relatives sometimes ask her to do things with the evident intention of profiting in some way by her involvement. Her refusals and omissions seem to outrage them. Yet her friends expect little of her: with them it is easy for her to be thoughtful and kind.

         In M’s garden the birds are singing, though she doesn’t know their names. She doesn’t know the names of the bushes they perch on and flit between. It seems to be autumn, but what difference does that make? In each place she finds herself, even at home, M simply checks the temperature on her phone and then dresses appropriately. The seasons are an intricate but distant background, a kind of wallpaper. The cleaner arrives and the house is filled with the wail of the vacuum cleaner and the banging of the mop. The cleaner complains about the weather. Last week it was the school holidays and it rained every day. Her 90children were stuck inside. Today they’ve gone back to school again and the sun has come out.

         Later a friend comes and they sit in M’s sunlit kitchen drinking water. The friend is familiar with M’s kitchen; if she wants anything else, she will make it herself. Recently M has had some unpleasant publicity and certain family members have become upset about it. She is, naturally, the subject of public gossip and speculation, and of intrusive scrutiny. It is always the people to whom she is linked in normal ways – her relatives, for instance – who object to this public flow of information. They treat it as a breach of their own privacy; they become angry at the things she is reported to have said or done, as though M were an errant child bringing disgrace on her family.

         The friend points out that this is the same for everybody. Families are networks of social control, programmed to extinguish individuality. The friend has numerous stories to illustrate this. Yet other friends talk of their families as loving and helpful. The difference is that M somehow feels that her family sees in her misfortunes or mistakes an opportunity to participate in her fame. She cannot explain this feeling. She is more or less indifferent to what her relatives think about her privately. But their judgement of her public activities seems to threaten her with some ultimate exile from the safety of blood ties. They themselves, meanwhile, 91are free to make mistakes and say the wrong thing and act in ways that are barely acceptable. It is as though she represents both the demeaning of, and the dispensation for, their own normality.

         It is easier for M to get on with people who are not members of her family. For a long time she resisted this truth. She believed her family were, or ought to be, her link to her authentic self. Her friends and colleagues seemed to carry less weight. If they approved of her, it was approval of something they didn’t really know. Now, increasingly, she surrenders herself to this weightlessness, this eternal present-tense in which there is no memory and therefore no judgement. She is more light-hearted among her friends. She allows herself to let down her guard. It is only when she thinks of the bodies of her relatives, living in time, sleeping and waking, moving through the world with all its hazards, that she feels a surge of panic. It is as though by forgetting them she has exposed them to danger or death. It is as though her separation from them is so intolerable that she has chosen to kill them instead.

         
            *

         

         It is a meeting room, large and light, with windows above head height around three of the four walls. It is on a high floor of the building and all that can be seen are big naked sections of sky. The walls are painted 92white, as is the poured concrete floor. In the centre of the room is a very long and wide table made of red perspex. Its legs are conical and sharp, like stiletto heels. Around the table are many chairs, made of the same red perspex and with the same sharp legs, spaced with mathematical precision. Down the centre of the table, heavy clear-glass bottles with cork stoppers have been placed in a perfectly aligned row. They contain cold water: the bottles’ outsides are slightly misted with condensation. Water glasses stand waiting around the table, one in front of each chair.

         Along one wall of the room is a low sanded glass sideboard. The glass glows inexplicably with a warm golden light: the sideboard has been cleverly lit from inside. On the sideboard stands a heavy aluminium coffee machine of an Italian brand and a straight line of coffee cups, mathematically spaced like the chairs. The cups are small and thick-sided, made of a clay-like material. They have no handles. Their roughness and their variations in form give them the appearance of being handmade. They have a certain austerity, like the clay vessels in museums of antiquity. Beside them, unexpectedly, two platters of pastries stand on the sideboard. The pastries are large and succulent-looking, their doughy whirls glistening with butter and sugar. In their abundance they have an almost flesh-like appearance. Unlike the severe precision with which 93everything else in the room has been arranged, the pastries have been heaped on the platters in a manner suggesting generosity. The glowing sideboard seems designed to lure a visitor towards these offerings, like the warm light at a window on a stormy night might lure a traveller.

         The room contains numerous works of art, all of them contemporary. The most immediately striking, or simply unexpected, is a group of metal sun loungers taking up the corner of the room nearest the door. They stand in a row. Their adjustable backs are each set at a different position between flat and upright. The sun loungers are painted a bright and sinister yellow. On one of them a flimsy black-lace garment – perhaps an item of lingerie – has been casually draped. At the other end of the room, above the illuminated sideboard, hangs a colour photograph mounted on an aluminium panel. The photograph is very large, almost the size of the section of wall it occupies. It shows a child, a girl, standing in the ruins of a structure of some kind, a sort of hangar. Metal beams and uprights lie or lean here and there like fallen trees in a forest. The plastic sheeting that was the structure’s roof hangs down around her in great shredded flaps, letting in a cold white light. The floor is strewn with rubbish and broken glass. The girl is skinny and is dressed in a ragged sort of school uniform that is too 94small for her, a very short plaid skirt that shows her bare legs, a mis-buttoned white shirt from which her gawky arms protrude, a school tie that hangs askew. Her white socks are bunched around her ankles. Her hair is white blonde, her skin a different, unhealthy white. There are bruises on her legs. Her eye sockets are red. The white light pours down on her as if the roof had been taken off the world.

         On the two facing walls which remain hang two paintings. They are very similar, almost indistinguishable. They are both works by the same artist. They are composed of a white ground covered with faint markings. At first the markings are not noticeable: it is the white ground that appears to be the subject. The markings seem to be in a process of fading. They are geometrical and abstract, brief scores or flecks or angles. They cover the whole surface, like the prints of some strange being whose passage they have briefly recorded. Their fading suggests a mystery whose totality will not, now, be breached.

         M enters the room along with the others. They choose their places around the red perspex table: most of the chairs being unneeded, this choice is also a form of distancing or positioning. M decides to keep an empty chair to either side of her from the nearest person. Everyone seems to understand and approve this: they use the same logic to arrange themselves. 95Then another person – not one of the key players in this scene but an underling – sits in the empty chair to M’s left. A short while later someone comes and murmurs something in her ear and the person moves, her cheeks aflame. There is a pause while someone gets up and goes to the sideboard for coffee. This is irritating: they can get coffee in their own time. It is generally understood that the coffee is there merely to symbolise the element of ritual that ought to underpin human gatherings. The scraping of chair legs and the humming noise of the machine and the rattling of teaspoons – he has actually presumed to put sugar in his coffee – is grating. Obviously it is forbidden to touch the pastries.

         This meeting in its corporate setting also has its basis in ritual, but it is less clear from where this ritual’s rules and features have come. It is one of the occasions on which M wonders to what degree people have learned to behave in certain situations by imitating what they have seen in films. It is common enough in films to have scenes of this procedural nature: office dramas, boardroom meetings, goings-on in law courts and police or hospital departments. These scenes almost always have a kind of sincerity that rests on the unquestioned belief that they correspond with something that already exists in reality. What in fact if there is no reality underpinning them, just a constant 96reflection of a supposed entity, as when animals see their own reflection in a mirror, thinking that what they see is something reliably other when it is maddeningly only themselves?

         The celestial light falls from the high windows over the forms and features of the people around the table. Their styled hair and crisply ironed clothes are carefully distinctive while not betraying any suggestion of eccentricity. The woman opposite M, for instance, is wearing a studded leather bodice, conveying something risky and counter-cultural that its artful and expensive design immediately neutralises. The women sit erect, moving their heads, listening and responding, while the men are more relaxed, leaning back in their chairs and interrupting. Their well-exercised bodies in their open-necked shirts generate a strange tension in this sedentary environment. The conversation, which is more like a team sport than a conversation, takes its unexceptional course. M is always surprised by the awkwardness that characterises these meetings, despite the coffee and the art. Their aspect of performance quickly breaks down into something almost pitiful, as though these adults were only children after all, dutifully repeating their lines. Their role here is to treat M as important, and they play it by rote. They discuss her contract. They discuss some future possibilities. It is so obvious that they have lives of their own.

         97M is charming and wary, as she always is. When she leaves the meeting room there is the feeling of having drifted in time, away from the centre of her life. After the air-conditioned silence of the building the street is noisy and chaotic. A man stands on the pavement with a rapt expression on his face while his children noisily sing happy birthday to him down his phone.

         
            *

         

         It is a practice room at the back of an old theatre. It is reached by an institutional-type warren of stairways and corridors whose walls are yellowed and stained and covered with torn notices and posters. The fire doors bang noisily in the passages. Voices and music can distantly be heard, seeming to come from everywhere yet invisible. The banging doors echo up and down the building.

         The room is big and shabby with locker-type cupboards along one wall. There are chairs scattered around, the kind of wooden chairs that might be found in an old-fashioned schoolroom, heedlessly scuffed and marked. Pushed up against the walls are numerous trestle tables, also scuffed. Beside the door there is a row of metal coat hooks. The room has two small windows, one looking out over grey rooftops, the other facing a brick wall.

         There are numerous items hanging on the coat 98hooks: coats, hooded sweatshirts, scarves, umbrellas, bags of various kinds. Beneath them on the floor are several pairs of shoes. There is a pair of big, boat-like trainers with dirty laces and worn-down soles. There is a handsome pair of brogues, again with worn-down soles, whose burnished leather is heavily creased. There is a pair of boots, calf-length, with pointed toes and Cuban heels and a patterned design of thorny roses stamped on the leather. There are a few pairs of rubber boots; it is raining. The umbrellas drip their water on to the floor. Through the window the rooftops are shiny. The visible section of sky is swollen and grey.

         The actors sit cross-legged on the floor in a circle. They are casually dressed, in old T-shirts and sweatpants or jeans, though there are a few exceptions: a young man in a burgundy corduroy suit with a flowered shirt and tie; a girl in a satin slip which shows her densely tattooed shoulders and arms; a person in a high-necked black tunic, like that of a priest. They are all barefoot, even the young man in the burgundy suit. M is barefoot. She sits cross-legged in her T-shirt and jeans, which do not look as worn out as the others’.

         The teacher stands in the middle of the circle. He is in fact a theatre director, well-known, but his role today is to instruct. He produces a matchbox and hands it to the first person in the circle. They must light a match and for the period while it burns they must speak. 99When the flame nears their fingertips they blow it out and hand the matchbox to the person next to them. The subject they must speak about varies. It is the teacher who decides. Today, they are asked to speak about their secret. The actors understand that it is up to them to interpret what this means. The most likely interpretation is that they will tell something that they have never before told anyone, or at least anyone in this room – something, in any case, that only they know. It is also possible that what is being asked for is some kind of disclosure, the confession of a ruse or trick that they use to their own advantage. Only a few people interpret the instruction as an invitation to admit sorrow.

         Unlike M, the actors are all theatre actors. They have turned up with the smell of the street on them. They have brought their own flasks of water; some of them have even brought food wrapped in foil or in plastic containers. They have untidy hair and imperfect faces and teeth. They laugh and mess around. Occasionally one of these people will get a small speaking part in a film – a secretary in an office, a soldier in a battle scene. More rarely, they will go on to become a star. Often these theatre actors who have become stars of film like to return to theatre, clothed in their new divinity. They draw much greater audiences than they did before. Theatres have become keen to secure these actors who once were part of 100their community. There are also sometimes famous film stars who wish to act on stage. It seems that from the peaks of fame the integrity of theatre, its artistic credentials, suddenly comes into view. The film star would like some of this integrity, which generally has been absent from the banquet of fame. To survive on integrity alone is another matter, but to the sated appetite its austerity is appealing.

         The teacher is a man in his late forties, a little fleshy and unkempt. If he has a secret, it is that of his charisma: he has understood that to remain in his natural state, in this world of appearances, constitutes power. He demonstrates an unabashed, almost a technical honesty – he will talk about his intimate life and the intimate lives of others as though this were acknowledged to be the meat and drink of conversation. In his company it becomes so, though his interlocutors rarely, in fact, admit intimacies of their own. Instead they learn from him, learn about life through his honesty, and this is how he intends it to be.

         M and the teacher – or director – are friends. It is he who has encouraged her to come to this session. Somewhere in his mind, she knows, is the patient intention of bringing her to the stage. He is careful not to admit this intention to her: in fact, he has done the reverse. He tells her stories of film or television actors who break down in the face of theatre’s demands, who 101can’t learn their lines, who find the physical repetition of the play intolerable. To be somewhere every night, doing something for which no excuse for absence – other than death – would be acceptable, is entirely alien to them. The training of the true theatre actor, he says, is the very opposite of the film actor’s. Only when theatre actors are acting are they actually living; the rest of the time they don’t know what to do with themselves. Once or twice he has directed a film actor in a play. What the film actor struggles with, he says, is the notion that the play is more important than they are.

         He tells M a story, watching her closely for her response, about a film star playing a theatre role who demanded that certain lines be changed. She didn’t agree with some of her character’s sentiments; she had ideas of her own that she thought were better. The play was King Lear.

         In the absence of simulation, he says to M, the theatre actor has to really live. If his character dies, he has in some real sense to die every night. The obscenity of film, he says, is the obscenity of simulation.

         Despite her presence in this room M has no intention of acting on the stage. She has no desire for the prestige – or the mockery – it might bring. She does not want to stand in the same place every night. She does not want to be trapped in reality in this way. She is offering herself these sessions as an elective form 102of self-improvement, as one might choose to learn a language or study something once the hard work of life has been done. It is a little like entering an imaginary past, this friendly gathering of strange and honest beings, so unlike her own long-ago and lacerating entrance into the realm of performance. The matchbox is passed around and the flame burns brightly. Some people blow it out long before it has reached their fingertips, apparently in fear. Others calmly extinguish it at the right moment. One man lets it burn until it reaches his flesh then pinches the flame out between his fingers. M finds that she cannot concentrate on what the others are saying. She is thinking about what she will say herself. The others do not seem to have this difficulty – in fact, they seem to gain orientation, direction, from each person’s words, as though they were bent on a communal task in which the individual contribution is subsumed into the progression of the whole.

         My secret is that I have no secret, she says when her turn comes, and quickly blows out the match. It is a mistake, she sees straight away: the director does not meet her eyes. Yet what else could she have done? The other things she might have said would have been less true. The director takes the matchbox from her and briskly strikes a match. My secret, he says, is that I have a hole where my heart should be.
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         In the public gardens the trees are losing their leaves. Silently and without explanation they shed their foliage.

         Pigeons peck along the pathways and rustle in groups among the dead leaves. Their grey backs are continually moving among the other shapes and colours. They are self-absorbed, mindlessly advancing without direction. The people in the public gardens are also in motion. When they pass the pigeons, the birds lift frenziedly flapping into the air. The people are often startled by this result of their passage. The birds flap around them in confusion. This mutual panic occurs again and again. Groups of young girls shriek at the mad flapping of the pigeons, as though their senseless winged bodies were the externalisation of a personal madness. We too are startled; we too find the birds a psychological intrusion. They are the reminder of how far removed we are from our animal nature.

         Once, when we were small, we lay beside our parents in their bed while they slept. Woken by dreams, we had come into their room during the night. Now 104it was morning. We lay there quietly, looking out through the open window, hearing the first sounds of day. We looked at the statue of a pigeon standing on the chest of drawers beside the window. We had not noticed this statue in our parents’ room before. Its iridescent feathers and its beady black eye were so lifelike. We looked at it for a long time, until the pigeon moved its head.

         Our parents are old now, or dead. They no longer live in the house where that bedroom was. Once these thoughts would have saddened us, but we have come to understand that our memories are meaningless. They are the trick that life has played on us. Only the memory of violence has any purpose, if it enables us to recognise violence again when it comes.

         The public gardens are a memory structure. Unlike our childhood home they have not disappeared. We pass through them on our way somewhere and their handsomely barbered hedges, their lawns and statues and flower beds, seem to have a different reality than the reality of ourselves. The bins are full of litter. The fountains pour water from their carved spouts. In these gardens or in other public places we have felt emotions that seemed linked to the places themselves, but now we understand that this is not so. It was we who made the world seem to exist through our emotions. The places themselves were indifferent to us.

         105We hurry to our appointment, passing the big fountain in whose pool people sometimes throw coins. Our children used to like sitting on the pool’s edge in the sound of the falling water to look at the coins glimmering beneath the water’s surface. They wondered why no one had stolen them. They wondered whether it would bring bad luck. Their innocent questions aroused our love for them, here in this public place. But was it the place, after all, that required our love?

         
            *

         

         There are people we pay to help us, to counsel us, to heal our bodies and minds. There is a man who we pay to help us access the unconscious knowledge of our own bodies. Some of this knowledge is harmful to us; some of it, if we could only find our way to it, would increase our power. He stands behind us holding a slim torch whose narrow beam projects a point of light onto the white wall in front of us. We must follow this point of light with our eyes. He sends it in crazed patterns all around the wall and we follow it, concentrating hard. We cling to its mad flights and dashes and squiggles. We enter a strange combat with the present moment, a combat without words that awakens recollections in our bodies, though it is difficult to know precisely what it is they are recalling. These wordless memories of our bodies stir a deep 106sorrow in us. The man asks us to shove him and when we do he shoves us back. We stumble backwards easily. He asks us to shove him again and the next time he shoves us in return we stand as firm as rocks. He gives us a pair of boxing gloves to put on and asks us to hit a leather pad he holds in front of his chest. We hesitate. We do not want to hit. It would be different if he was asking us to hit a punchbag of the kind we have seen hanging in boxing gyms, but despite the leather pad what he is asking us to hit is himself. The man smiles, expectant. We land one or two faint blows on the leather pad, as though to play the game, and suddenly a torrent pours from us and we hit and hit and hit with all our might.

         We go to see a woman, a kind of psychic. Our friends speak very highly of this woman. We have been led to expect wonders, but when she opens her door the sight of her does not inspire our confidence. She is tiny and strange-looking, with frazzled hair and brown teeth. Her apartment is gloomy. We take the tea she offers us with no intention of drinking it. In her soft high voice she asks us a few questions. Her eyes are pale and almost blank – we wonder whether she is actually blind. Then suddenly she begins to speak in a different voice, throatier and more authoritative. This voice knows things about us: it speaks about our private history with more knowledge than we have of 107it ourselves. It is as though this knowledge of us is coming from some invisible public source where a record of us is being kept. Everything she says is said from a perspective other than our own. She speaks about the hidden sadness of our mother, which we never detected. She speaks about the cruelty of our father, whom we trusted. She speaks about the man who claimed to love us but who now hates us so passionately he wishes for our death. In a strange high voice she speaks as our child self, crying out for protection and love. Then she speaks in the voice of another child, our own child. This child is strong, stronger than we are ourselves. We frustrate this child with our weakness and anxiety. When we worry about this child it is in fact our own child self we are worrying about.

         Some of the people we pay to help us are healers of another kind. They are gentle and unassuming. They offer a sweet and unprotesting repose. With their warm clean fingers they touch us lightly, almost imperceptibly, at our body’s vulnerable and potent locations. They know how to find these locations while we do not. It is as though our body, to their eyes, is a map. The room is quiet, though sometimes the distant noises of the street can be heard. We lie with our eyes closed. A soothing sensation sweeps over us, something akin to sleep. Yet we are not asleep. We imagine violence 108erupting into this room, dispelling its soft light and its calming fragrance. We imagine it effortlessly destroying the gentle healer, snuffing out the candles, overturning the couch on which we lie. We wonder which is more real, the room or the violence we mentally inflict on it, much as we wonder whether the mysteries and secrets of our body can possibly outweigh the heavy certainty we have of its known and familiar limitations. We yearn to be rescued from these limitations, to be redeemed.

         
            *

         

         The city unfolds its grey vistas. Its animation and its churning practicality continually interlock and then separate again. We want to flee somewhere but we cannot flee. It is the desire to flee, we understand, that must be overcome.

         The dusk falls earlier and the lit-up windows of the shops become golden panoramas. As we pass we see the displays. The mannequins in the windows of the clothes shops have been dressed with care. Sometimes we see the shop assistants standing among them in the windows, changing or rearranging their outfits, as though they were giant dolls. This secret play, displayed to the street, reminds us of the play of our children, who believed themselves to be unobserved while in fact they could be seen by anyone. The 109mannequins are imaginary characters. Behind glass they face the world. Their clothes have the glamour of possibility untethered by reality. When people try on these clothes the glamour goes away. Sometimes, through the windows, the shop is seen to be empty. A shop assistant sits alone gazing back out through the glass. Sometimes there are several assistants and they stand talking together or move separately around the space. They have the self-consciousness that comes with the knowledge that they can be seen. We have an artist friend who lives in a converted shop and has chosen to retain the original shopfront so that passers-by can see the life he is living behind it.

         We pass a couple arguing in the street, their anger and distress so tangible that it forms a kind of substance emanating from them, like water or blood. We too have argued in the street in front of strangers. We pass a man unlocking a door, his head bent quietly over the keys. Then we turn a corner and suddenly the street becomes busier again and the people become a mass, indistinguishable.

         Walking along, we consider the conversation we have just had with one of the people we pay to help us. This person does not react to anything we say or do. He doesn’t comment or criticise or praise. To be with this person is to be in a world without reflection. He sits in his chair and we sit in ours. We realise how 110far we are from a state of acceptance. Yet the possibility of acceptance is there, both soothing and troubling. It is like something we both wish to forget and fear forgetting. Or more accurately: is acceptance akin to being forgotten? We sit in our separate chairs, in the nondescript room where a clock is always quietly ticking. He waits to hear what we will say next. It seems possible that the goal of these encounters is, ultimately, silence. The feeling of danger is absent, so that there is no knowing from which direction the danger will come.

         Nearer to our home the streets grow quieter. Their familiarity is strange, for we have not always lived here. Other places we have lived seem more real to us. The street lamps have come on and made tall shadows up the front of the sombre stone buildings. The trees are obscure dark masses regularly spaced along the pavements. It seems suddenly that what can be observed is no longer relevant, or rather that our own observation has become a form of servitude. We would like to observe without memory. Sometimes, trying to meditate, we imagine ourselves to be a stone in a tall building like one of those in these streets. We imagine this stone to be high up, perhaps forming part of the pediment that runs just beneath the roofline. We imagine time passing over us up there, darkness and sunlight falling across our worn and pitted face 111in an infinite sequence, rain and wind, the street far below us emptying and filling and emptying again, the trees along the pavements losing their leaves countless times and regaining them. We never imagine ourselves to be a stone in the lower part of the building.

         Our own street is so quiet that we can hear the sound of our footsteps. When we are a few metres from our front door we put our hand in our pocket and feel for the keys.112
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         It is a bookstore and it is closed. There are no well-meaning assistants waiting at the tills or restocking the display tables. There are no customers browsing the shelves, their coats damp from the rain of outside. It is evening; there is darkness pressing at the big window to the street.

         Despite the fact that the bookstore is closed there are people inside and all the lights are switched on to their maximum brightness. The people are creating a set. They have moved the display tables out of the way. They have run cables all around the central space and taped them to the floor. They have brought in big powerful standing lights which, when they are turned on, will replace those overhead.

         The people are dressed in dark T-shirts and jeans and are wearing headsets. They are young and lithe and they work quickly. Three of them carry in a large rolled-up rug and unfurl it across the floor. They adjust its position and then attach its underside to the floor with adhesive pads. The rug is an antique Persian rug of the kind found in elegant country houses. It is richly 114patterned in reds and blues and ochres. Two wood and leather armchairs, again antiques, are brought in and placed facing one another across the rug. A small ornate sofa upholstered in velvet is brought in. It is placed between the chairs, facing out. A large low mahogany table is brought in. It stands in front of the sofa with the chairs at either end. The bookstore specialises in books about fashion and design, and various volumes are taken from the shelves and arranged in piles on the low table with an artful carelessness. No one troubles themselves about the fact that the volumes are new and have evidently never been opened. In the kind of interior they are creating, it is perfectly possible that the books on display would never have been opened either.

         The standing lamps are switched on and the room the people have created in the middle of the bookstore is bathed in warm light. The bookstore’s laden shelves disappear into deep shadow. Some time is taken adjusting the lamps in precise relation to the chairs and sofa. A few visible wires are hidden under the rug or taped to the backs of the chairs. Two big cameras on dollies are rolled forward and positioned. The technicians take a long time setting the cameras up. They speak into their headsets and listen to the answers and make adjustments on lit-up screens. People have gathered on the pavement 115outside the window and are standing in the rainy darkness watching.

         A team of people is setting out chairs in rows facing the room or stage that has been created. The chairs are for the audience. Through a door at the back of the bookstore another team arrives bearing glass vases filled with flowers. The flowers are all white, lilies, white roses, hydrangeas with big cloud-like heads. They are placed on the room’s available ledges and surfaces, and on the low mahogany table. Their scent in the heat from the lamps is powerful. Through this same door at the back, a series of further rooms can be reached. There is a stockroom, a small kitchen, and a large meeting room with a long table in the middle. This meeting room has also been transformed, into a luxurious kind of actors’ green room. There are more vases of flowers on the table, and heavy carafes of water and bowls of exotic fruit. Hair and make-up artists hover here and there with their equipment waiting to intervene. M is sitting at this table with three women. One of the women will present the sequence they are about to film. Another is a writer of some renown. The third is a famous model, since this event is being hosted by a fashion brand and they wish the model to be included. The purpose of the event is to discuss literature. The fashion brand has come up with the concept of staging literary evenings – or 116salons, as they call them – as a new form of diversion for its clients. This discussion in the bookstore is the fourth or fifth such salon. With her well-known taste for literature, M has been high on their list of invitees.

         The presenter is explaining that before the actual or live discussion in front of the audience they will stage the same discussion for their own media team. Everyone except the writer finds this logical and normal. The media team needs images and content that are not compromised by reality. The model is not really listening. She occupies some vague atmosphere of her own that seems to cushion her like a blister against a life of constant intrusion. The make-up artist darts towards her every few minutes with her palette and brushes and makes some imperceptible alteration to her face. M attempts to put the writer at ease by talking warmly about her books, which she has read. Unexpectedly the model follows suit. She has not read the writer’s writing, she declares, but just knowing it exists has helped her to survive. The model’s agent stands behind her chair with folded arms, watching her every move, swatting away the make-up artist while the model is speaking.

         The presenter is a well-known cultural journalist who writes on art and literature. She tells M that she is often approached by brands to front events such as these. Her role is to supply the grain of integrity required to 117make the events seem authentic. All those years spent reading and writing in her small apartment, cultivating this grain like an oyster its pearl without knowing it. It has been an unexpected piece of luck. The two of them gaze for a moment at the platter of dainty biscuits wrapped in edible gold leaf that stands on the table in front of them. The presenter wears big black-framed glasses and a mannish black suit with chunky thick-soled black boots: evidently the fashion brand’s notion of a female intellectual. The model wears a striking white suede jumpsuit. The writer, apparently, refused the brand’s invitation to be dressed by them and is wearing her own clothes. The writer’s integrity is a little larger and more problematic than the presenter’s, but all the same it would instantly have been crushed had they dressed her by force. The writer admits that she has never been paid even a tenth of the sum the brand are paying her to participate in this staged discussion. Her face is pale and scared.

         Out on the set the cameras are ready. The photographers are poised. A famous director is in charge of the proceedings. The photographers, too, are famous. The empty chairs stand waiting for their privileged audience. By the end of the evening the chairs and the wall-less room with its Persian rug and the wires and the equipment will have vanished. The bookstore will open its doors in the morning as usual; the people 118on the pavement looking through the window, who have not been invited to the salon, will be permitted to come in again. The women walk out on to the set to conduct the false discussion in front of the empty chairs that will precede the real one. Later M looks at some of the images and sequences taken from this false discussion. She marvels at the skill of the photographers and the director, who have caught all four women in poses suggesting lively intellectual stimulation and absorbing processes of thought. The model, especially, seems central to these discussions. On camera, her suede jumpsuit has an arty, bohemian appearance. She leans forward, gazing into the writer’s eyes, and the writer gazes back as though mesmerised. The real event was rather turgid and awkward. Having already said them once, the writer struggled to repeat her lines. The model returned to her vague self-absorption. The presenter and M held the fort. A kind of somnolent bewilderment emanated from the audience, as they sat clutching their ribbon-tied gift bags filled with offerings from the brand. When it ended, waiters instantly rushed out from the shadows around the set bearing bottles of champagne.

         
            *

         

         It is a room in an apartment. It is evening and the curtains are drawn. The apartment is on the fifth floor 119of an old building. There is no lift, and so each time the bell rings and the door opens the first sound is that of the noisy breathing of the person standing on the threshold.

         The front door opens directly into the room: there is no hallway. Coats and shoes lie jumbled over and under a small bench placed beside the door. There is a kitchen area to the right, half open to the room. To the left of the door is another door that leads to the bedroom. The room has a tiny black fireplace, unlit, at the far end opposite the door. A sofa and chairs have been arranged around this theoretical fireplace. These items of furniture have been heavily used but are still functional. The cushions have been plumped up and the covers smoothed and the detritus that is usually thrown or draped over them has been cleared away. The windows are all along the left-hand wall. Behind the curtains a view of other windows from the facing building can be seen, with the ravine of the street between. Some of these windows are also curtained. Some are not, and in their bright rectangles of light other interiors are on display, with their furniture and framed pictures and houseplants. There are houseplants in this room also, a few succulents with long curling arms which stand in earthenware pots on the mantlepiece.

         Between the kitchen area and the seating area there is a long narrow table with benches. The benches and 120the table are made of an unexceptional grained wood. They are somewhat battered and scuffed. The table has been laid. There are so many place settings that they are crowded one against the next with barely any space between. Down the centre of the table stand empty wine bottles with candles jammed into their necks. On the wall behind the table, opposite the windows, there are several bookcases. They are filled with books but also with other things, perhaps put there in haste to clear the room: photographs, coffee cups, plastic pens and markers, notepads, a tortoiseshell hair comb with big curved teeth. The light in the room is warm and dim without being artful. It is as though the items in the room with their worn density have gradually absorbed the light’s objectivity.

         M arrives, out of breath like everyone else. Wherever she goes she is always late, and nearly always the last to arrive, and this evening is no exception. She enters and is greeted without fanfare, as her friends know she prefers. She is clothed with deepest anonymity in a long and shapeless brown cardigan. Her hair is scraped back and her face is bare. The room is filled with people and noise. The candles have been lit. M discreetly takes her place at the table among the others, who appear barely to notice her. Along with her capacity for exposure has come an ability to hide herself, yet it only lasts for so long. Sooner or later the 121sight of her starts to register; people begin to see her, as though she were an image developing out of their own knowledge. She sometimes wonders whether it is she who needs this process to occur. The unimaginable strangeness of not being known, even if it is the violent half-knowledge of someone on the street looking at her quizzically and trying to place her, remains a darkened prospect.

         The people in this room are intelligent people, generally kind, often creative in one way or another. They have far too much self-respect, or perhaps simply decency, to make a fuss of M’s presence. In fact the greatest risk she runs here is that they might privately look down on her a little. It tends to be the men rather than the women who approach her in this way, as a kind of joke. She wonders if they know what it is they are afraid of. But more often, they are protective and kind. The women are sympathetic, sometimes excessively so, as though M’s fame were an illness or a disability. This is the way they manage their fear of her and of the strangeness of her life.

         The person sitting next to her at the table is a man of the joking kind. He has a gap between his front teeth that gives his smile a certain cruelty. His glistening tongue can be seen through the gap. He mentions the literary salon, which has been all over the news. He wonders how much they paid the writer to lend – or 122was it to surrender – her credibility. He suspects the model, poor thing, is illiterate. He smiles at M. His eyes are not unkind. You did quite well, he says. M defends herself from this jousting by asking him questions. It turns out he is a playwright. M is embarrassed not to have heard of him, though she finds out later that he is more or less unknown. She is surprised: the way he spoke about himself suggested that this was not the case. Occasionally, in humble places like this apartment, she meets men of a startling confidence and entitlement. Since they have no actual power, it is hard for her to decipher them. She has met many frightening and powerful men, and some of them have also been stupid. A man like this one values his own intelligence very highly, yet he could be crushed by those others in an instant. He asks her what she’s working on and she talks a little about the film she will start shooting in a few weeks’ time. She mentions that it is set in a tropical location and his eyes light up. That will be nice for the winter, he says. She explains that in fact they are going to shoot it here, in a set built at a studio in the city. She made it a condition of her contract: she is trying to stop spending such long periods away from home. The man evidently finds these statements bewildering, her desire to remain at home no less than the notion of recreating a tropical location in the middle of a city. For M they are a 123new – an unprecedented – sign of her power. She has never before made such a demand. But for the man they seem the opposite, a servitude with none of the perks he might have expected. He scrutinises her, as though trying to re-find the lost thread of her celebrity. He smiles his gap-toothed smile. I bet, he says, that in your house you have a panic room.

         The owners of the apartment are in the kitchen amid clouds of steam. They are taking things out of the oven and stirring saucepans on the stovetop. The kitchen is small and they dance around one another, their cheeks pink, both of them laughing. They call out to their guests above the noise. A small child in pyjamas comes out of the bedroom and they sit him on the countertop while they cook. M watches them with mingled sorrow and relief. She both wants and is glad not to have a life like theirs. What is it, this sense of relief at not having what she wants? Later, after the meal has been served and eaten and the child returned to its bed, they come and sit beside M. Everyone is moving places. The gap-toothed playwright is now at the far end of the table regaling his audience with a story that elicits noisy shouts of laughter. The owners of the apartment talk to M about the new apartment they are finally moving to, after all these years. She has privately wondered how they survive in this minuscule space, without even a separate 124bedroom for their child. Yet they are almost tearful at the prospect: this place, so dense with memories and associations, is for them like the fingerprint of love. They fear the loss of their own history. History, they say, is the antidote to news, and they don’t want their life to be full of news. M listens, trying to understand. She herself assiduously reads the news: it is part of her programme for retaining contact with reality. The idea that this activity might require an antidote gives her the momentary sensation of losing her hold, as though reality persists in eluding her every effort to grasp it. She recognises that this will perhaps always be so, since the chief characteristic of reality is surely its unpredictability. It is her own self that is scripted. Yet her relief that her life is not this one, mourning the loss of a cramped apartment, betrays a deeper knowledge. M knows better than anyone, knows with a cynicism she can almost no longer tolerate, that things are real only when they are unstoppable.

         In the centre of the table amid the dripping candles and the smeared wine glasses are the ruins of the giant pie the owners of the apartment served their guests. M watched them earlier, bringing it out of the oven in a blast of smoke and heat and bearing it to the table while everyone cheered. It was a great free-standing wheel of pastry several inches thick, encasing its filling entirely like a kind of parcel. The steam rose from 125its golden-brown top. M could not imagine making such a thing, this enormous sealed container without ornament, with no allowance for individuality, like an emblem of democracy itself. A great knife was brought, and for a moment M felt a chasm of loneliness and terror yawn inside her, as though this knife were intended for her. She would be split open and made to come out. She would be made by the knife to join in with everyone else. The knife came down and the pie was breached, its steaming richly coloured innards now visible. It smelled meaty and good. One person held the plates while another carved, and the steaming portions were handed along the line. M, the alien amid this terrestrial scene, passed the plates like everyone else. In all the excitement no one seemed to notice that she did not keep one for herself.126

      
   


   
      127
         At well-spaced but regular intervals M can be found waiting with the other mothers at the school gates. It is a private school in a business district of the city. The school itself has an air of commerce about it. It is understood that the people who send their children here are very busy. In the place M lived before, people drove to the school and waited outside it in their cars. Here, in this city, the rule is generally to attend on foot. It was not possible for the mothers waiting outside the school in their cars to talk to one another. Here, social opportunities abound. In fact, there as here, at least half of the women waiting at the school gates are nannies. M will often talk to the nannies as if they were the mothers. She doesn’t recognise or forgets to look for the tribal signals of motherhood.

         The mothers are different from the nannies in numerous ways. Chief among them is their tendency, when they talk to M, to forget that the things they know about her are not things she’s told them but things they’ve read or heard somewhere. The nannies either don’t presume or don’t care: if they want to 128know about her private life, they’ll simply ask M’s own nanny the next time she’s there. It being a private school, many of the mothers are foreigners. The nannies are also foreigners. The native mothers are harder to read, since some personal ambition is evident in their choice of this school for their children. M doesn’t know what that ambition could be, unless it is a desire to sever their child’s links with its destiny, much as happened, in childhood, to M herself. She feels vaguely like the victim of these mothers but she gets on well with the nannies. Like her, they are practical and hard-working. They are rarely sentimental or cruel. They are such a sensible alternative to having a husband that M is often startled to find a man in a suit with a briefcase waiting among the women at the school gates. Why would you want one of those? But of course, the other mothers all have husbands. It is because of their husbands that most of them don’t have to work. The nannies have to work and so does M.

         Today M talks to a nanny she hasn’t noticed before. The day is cold and still, the sky steel grey. The roads in this neighbourhood are broad and empty boulevards. The gloomy stone buildings, housing mostly lawyers’ or accountants’ offices, are set back behind deep pavements. The immense trees that line the boulevards are shedding their leaves on to the pavements. 129Presently someone will come to clear them away. The nanny has a pretty head of dark curls and a lovely wide face like a cat’s, with dark button-like eyes. Most of the nannies wear puffy down jackets but this one wears a long coat with too-large shoulders and sleeves. M isn’t sure the girl knows who she is: she might even think that M, young-looking as she is, is another nanny. But then she sees that the girl does know. Something weary-looking in her bright eyes tells her. M asks her about herself, only half listening to the replies. She is looking at the girl’s curly head on her long slender neck, at the poise and correctness with which she holds this head, at the unblinking stillness of her eyes. Her cat-like bone structure is flawless. Her small pink mouth scrolls prettily at the corners. She would look good on camera. Often the people who look best on camera aren’t those you would be struck by in the street. They are the ones you find yourself seeing more in the more you look at them.

         The girl replies to M’s questions but frustratingly does not elaborate on these replies. She has been in this city for two years. She came when she was eighteen. She is from an eastern European country. M’s questions become more probing. There’s something she wants but she doesn’t know what it is. The girl tells her that she was brought up by her grandparents, 130because when she was still a baby her mother had to go to another country to earn money. There was no father to speak of. No, her mother never came back: she stayed in that country. For many years, until she was old enough to travel, she didn’t see her mother. M can see that the girl is wondering why she is asking her so many questions. Is M going to offer her something or help her in some way? Her pretty head is riveted motionless on her graceful neck. Her button-like eyes are shining with the possibility of tears but M cannot stop. Only too late will she realise that with her questions she made the girl her responsibility, and that she has no intention of fulfilling that responsibility. The girl tells her that these days she sees her mother perhaps once a year. Yes, they talk on the phone. It is better between them on the phone. When they are physically together something happens. They become almost immediately estranged. On the phone they can laugh and talk easily but in person her mother emanates a kind of resistance, like a force field holding her away. The girl’s cheeks have grown pink with the strain of emotion. There in the cold grey playground her eyes blaze with the light of truth. She wishes she could break through her mother’s resistance, she says, but it’s as though her mother doesn’t want her to. She wishes they could hug and hug and hug until the resistance went away.

         131The bell rings and the children start to come out. A plump little boy runs up to the nanny and throws his arms around her legs.

         
            *

         

         It is a spa on the top floor of a tall building. The roof and walls are glass. Because of the building’s height this rooftop is not visible from the surrounding buildings, which are lower. It is only the birds passing overhead who can see the immense rectangle of glimmering blue water that is the centrepiece of this glass space. Sometimes, presumably confused by the reflections of light on the water, a bird will thump against one of the glass walls. It would not be possible to explain to this bird how, high up and in the midst of its flight, such an obstacle could have arisen.

         The spa is reached by a separate elevator from those which serve the rest of the building. It is a private spa for members only. On arrival the members are greeted warmly by name. They bring nothing with them, since everything is supplied. Whether or not they are aware of it, it is this absence of the need for preparation that constitutes an important part of the spa’s luxury. Many of its members also experience this luxury in other areas of their lives. In their passage through the day they do not need to manage, to jostle, to prepare. Other people do that for them. Some of them 132recall a past in which they were obliged to do these things and so they still derive a sense of pleasure from their absence. Should this pleasure ever disappear it would signify that their expectations had definitively changed; it would signify the arrival, in a sense, of a far greater unpreparedness.

         The reception area outside the elevator is decorated in clinical white. There are none of the soothing textures and colours that might be expected in this space: it is as though the designer wanted to absolve his clients of the very notion of harassment and stress in favour of something more empowered. It is in other lives than theirs that existence must be laid at the door like a soiled garment. Here, the theme is not that of recovery but of improvement.

         The spa has different areas accessed by obscure glass doors. An array of treatments is offered in these areas. One of the most popular currently is a freezing treatment: the client allows themselves to be briefly exposed to temperatures far lower than could be survived for even a few minutes. It is not merely the brush with death that has a rejuvenating effect. The cold itself, for reasons that are somewhat unclear, is beneficial. The privileges of comfort and warmth may be becoming as unfashionable as the practice of carrying extra flesh to demonstrate prosperity. There are more traditional treatments – massage, immersion in mud – offered as a 133matter of course, but the clients rely on the spa to keep abreast of novelty and innovation.

         The pool area, with its dramatic open view of the city and sky, has again been approached in a spirit of bold, almost defiant purity. The sheer unfeasibility of this body of water in its tremendous glass case suspended so far above the ground is left for the clients to reckon with: if anything about it disturbs them, no one is compelling them to come. The glass walls show vertiginous chasms on all sides; the view of the city’s distances with the millions of lives they contain is inescapable. The pool has one lane in which a powerful current flows, creating resistance, and another in which the fashion for coldness recurs: the water in this lane is icy. There is also an ice bath beside the sauna, whose floor is covered with branches from Nordic pine trees that are replenished daily. Their invigorating and restorative scent, and the forests it invokes, adds a further disorienting challenge to this aerial world.

         Beside the pool, in front of the glass wall, lies a figure. It is the life-sized figure of a woman lying as though asleep on the ground. It is nude and white. It lies on its side with its head resting on one of its outstretched arms. The human scale of this figure, in a place where everything else is so dramatic and large, is perplexing. What can it mean? An oversized figure, against the glass walls and the panorama beyond them, 134would have looked remarkable. This smaller figure is simply unnerving. Amid the similarly scaled figures of the spa’s clients it tugs distractingly at the eye, as though one of them had collapsed or inexplicably fallen asleep naked on the floor. Is it a mistake? Eventually the figure begins to emanate a certain clarity; it suggests the notion of working with the true extent of oneself rather than with an idea or mirage. The figure’s power lies in its verisimilitude. It is not an oversight or a mistake: it is intentional after all. It reminds the clientele that it is this same life-sized self – not some fantasy or projection – that has earned them the right to occupy this stern and celestial oasis in the sky.

         The elevator doors slide open and reveal M. She is greeted by the woman at the desk who – again against expectations – has a strikingly intellectual appearance. A book of political essays lies open beside her on the desk. The woman remarks aloud that M has cut her hair. Not long ago it fell most of the way down her back – now it is above shoulder level. M explains that the haircut was required for her next film, which starts shooting in a couple of weeks. The woman nods her head. She understands this explanation, where something more personal would have mystified her. M informs her that she will be meeting a friend here. The friend is travelling from overseas but should arrive shortly. Again the woman nods her head, her fingers 135reaching for her book: she will let M know when the friend arrives.

         M goes through one of the obscure glass doors to receive the massage that is her preferred treatment in this place. The masseur is never a stranger. It is always the same man. He is always here, in his room, as though he has no existence outside it. Yet he speaks of that existence, his travels for research in India, his recent studies with an eminent practitioner who happened to be visiting this country, the minor surgery he was recently obliged to have. He is very tall and bald, with round wire-framed glasses perched on his nose. He has large hands and feet. He looks clumsy but it is only the effect of his hidden force, which M knows about. She removes her clothes and lies face down on the elevated couch. As always, before he begins, he asks her whether she trusts him and she affirms that she does. Occasionally she has questioned the masseur about his practice, since she has never received the same massage from him twice. Surprisingly he doesn’t have that much to say about it, though he admits that he never knows what is going to happen. For M this is the sign of his talent. She has never paid for something so un-formulaic and violently personal. She always feels melancholic when she has to leave him. He seems to know what to do with her better than anyone else.

         136She is lying beside the enormous pool reading when the intellectual receptionist comes to tell her that her friend has arrived. The friend is a film actor, like M, though she is younger and much less well-known. She has flown over for an important ceremony they will both be attending that evening. The friend is excited about this ceremony; M carefully disguises her own ennui at the prospect. It is part of her project to befriend younger female actors. She hopes to help them avoid some of her own errors and misconceptions. She tries to do it in a way that does not seem motherly or interfering. All the same, some female actors do not want this kind of support. They do not feel or do not want to acknowledge the stigma of gender. They want perhaps to be seen as good sports, and allying themselves with other women seems to them the opposite of being a good sport.

         The friend mentions an offer she has been made to be the face of a major perfume brand. They talk about this for a while. They talk about the fact that contracts like this one are the way female actors can close the gap between their earnings and those of their male counterparts. The problem, the friend says, is that the men are getting interested in those contracts too. They are interested in the fact that there is money and publicity to be gained. The brands also like this idea of men representing the products, and the concepts that 137go behind them, that have traditionally been associated with women. It seems to them more contemporary, even a little wild. The perfume contract, in fact, includes another actor, a man: instead of one face, their two faces will make a kind of story. The friend doesn’t know what the male actor is going to be paid but she is certain it is more than her.

         They talk about people they know in common, about other actors. The friend is about to start shooting a film with an actor M has worked with in the past. They agree that unlike most of them he is nice. He is in fact normal, as M herself tries to be. They talk about the embarrassing film that another actor they know has just directed. They are lying on the hard white ledges that are the spa’s concession to pool loungers. Their bodies are firm and unmarked; they have a kind of plasticity or neutrality about them, as though their mortal element had been removed. They resemble, more than anything, the white figure lying on its side next to the glass wall. Suddenly M feels the cold and enigmatic presentiment of collapse. Lying beside this younger woman she feels her life spinning on its axis, shedding familiarity. It is as though she were seeing an ending suddenly coming into view. It is as though she has never realised until now how unsafe she is. This glass cube in the sky with its vertiginous perspectives embodies the danger.

         138They are summoned for the treatment which M, in a spirit of fun, has booked for them. This place is crazy, the friend says, seeming to notice where she is for the first time. In a dim warm room lined with wood they are covered with a curious kind of foam, something soft and slightly viscous that laps thickly over their bodies. Amid these amniotic sensations M attempts to calm herself. It is the exaggeration of her identity that causes these occasional plunges into horror, as though she had inadvertently stepped into a vacuum that exists somewhere in herself. Patiently, step by step, she reminds herself who she is and how it is she came to be here. The future with its shifting ground is not her concern.

         The two women sit on low wooden stools while two practitioners beat them lightly through the foam with bundles of twigs. They do not laugh or make comments: they are used to being made to do strange things. The practitioners proceed to rinse them with water poured from wooden buckets. M is suddenly reminded of something, a film she was in years earlier that included a torture scene. The actor was tied to a stool like this one while water was poured repeatedly over his head. The water was meant to be ice-cold, though for the purposes of filming it was lukewarm. Evidently, the actor reacted as though it were ice-cold. In the wood-lined room a bucket of cold water 139is poured over M’s head, then another and another. The friend seems exhilarated by this, but M begins to find it uncomfortable. The water becomes colder with each bucket. Over and over it comes heavily down on her head. She remembers the actor’s simulated agony as he twisted and gasped in his chair beneath the lukewarm water. M suddenly understands that if this were reality she would not survive it.

         
            *

         

         M watches an old film featuring a legendary star. The star plays a theatre actor who breaks down in the middle of a public performance. The actor is suddenly paralysed by the horror of her pretence in the midst of the real world and its evil. She sees that she has no identity, and hence no morality, of her own. She enters a state of delirium in which, like a bodiless soul, she tries to find another person in whom she can live.

         The star’s daughter has written a book about her mother. Having read the book M decided to watch the mother’s films. Yet it is the book, she finds, that has the greater hold on her. The daughter writes at length about the beauty of her mother, a beauty she believes she has not inherited. M scrutinises the author photograph on the cover: it is hard to tell. In the film the star’s beauty is of a kind M thinks of as old-fashioned. She is rather heavy-set; she has a face that these days 140would be judged too authentic for beauty, too strange in its naturalness. M is accustomed to the tireless process of correction – whether of the actor herself or of her image – that people in her position these days undergo. The strained and groomed unreality of today’s beauty – its fundamental unhealthiness – is less idiosyncratic.

         The daughter writes about her mother’s selfishness, and the acts of mostly involuntary cruelty and neglect to which the selfishness gave rise. This selfishness M also thinks of as old-fashioned. It sounds like more or less the same generational selfishness that M’s own parents, for instance, demonstrated. They didn’t seem to know any better; people now are more self-aware. The writer appears to believe, as many people do, that selfishness is directly linked to talent, but M is not convinced of this. She is unable to see selfishness as anything other than the product of stupidity. It is true that even the most talented people can be stupid in this way. But in her heart she thinks the less of them.

         For a long time the daughter was the victim of her mother’s success and then gradually she became the victim of her failure: her declining fame, her ageing body, the effect on her of the loss of the world’s attention. The daughter was never the centre of anyone’s attention. The mother, evidently, received a lot of attention, but other people were trying to get attention 141too. If they noticed the daughter was there, they simply used her as one would glance at a mirror in passing, to see themselves. Yet somehow she turned this neglect into the capacity for observation. The mirror became the observer.

         The mother thought that living was the performance of her own being. At the beginning she was too busy, too selfish for a daughter; she had no time to look in that mirror. At the end she was needy and demanding and the mirror refused to show her what she wanted to see. Yet all along the daughter was her record; it was the daughter, ultimately, who paid attention. It is this quality of attention that draws M to the book. Her project is to learn to pay attention. She suspects that in the end this is worth any number of legendary performances. But she isn’t sure.

         The clocks have gone back. The darkness falls early. M, who would usually be travelling and for whom time zones are like the markings on a sports field, struggles to know what to do with this additional hour. Irritatingly, she cannot adjust to it. Her clock remains set to the old time. She has acquired this hour by staying in one place, as one acquires fat. When darkness falls she has no choice but to catch it.142

      
   


   
      143
         There is a cafe where we can be alone, sitting unnoticed at the back. The cafe is a little dingy but we prefer that to the new kinds of cafe that are opening everywhere. The new cafes are bright and sleek but they lack character. Even so they are always busy – perhaps people find the absence of character easier. We realise that our rejection of the new, our preference for the untouched and authentic, has its own inauthenticity. The cafe itself is aware of this. It has not changed its decor for the past half-century: this turns out to have been a good strategy. It has become a place of fashion: we notice that certain outlandishly dressed people increasingly frequent it. Tourists stand outside on the pavements, photographing the shabby exterior. Yet the refusal to change remains. The toilets are still disgusting. The leatherette on the bench seats is torn. The brown and yellow hexagonal pattern of the soiled wallpaper is garish. We have always believed that change is necessary, but what if this is not the case after all? It is the things that have remained changeless that suddenly seem to be of value.

         144The back wall of the cafe is clad entirely with mirrors. The mirrors are spotted and blackened in places. Yet they still wearily hold the pale grey light that comes in through the glass front from the street. In the body of the cafe there are a few square pillars, also faced with mirrors, that support the ceiling beams. The reflections from these pillars multiply the reflections they receive from the mirrors on the back wall. When we look up, we can see ourselves repeated over and over in these reflections.

         The owners of the cafe are two men. They appear to be brothers. They are in early middle age. They are cheerful burly men with vigorous bodies. A lot of their customers are known to them and they talk gregariously back and forth above the wailing noise of the coffee machine and the clattering of cups and glasses. Sometimes they know us and sometimes they don’t. On the days when they don’t recognise us or have forgotten us we glimpse something, a hard-headedness or harshness that makes the cafe’s authenticity seem more deliberate and strategic after all. We take our place at the back in any case. At heart we don’t care about being recognised or known. To us it is slightly foolish, the pleasure people take in such things.

         Each morning at the same time an old woman comes to the cafe. She is quite tall and stooped. Her large white head with its sagging chin hangs forward 145as though her neck can no longer support it. She walks slowly and with difficulty, using a metal frame. We can see her from far off, coming along the pavement. Each morning at the same time her labouring form appears. It takes her a long time to reach the cafe. When she arrives one or other of the two men goes to open the door for her. He greets her, kissing her on her loose downy cheeks. He takes her coat and her frame and carefully helps her to her table, which is always the same one: tucked between two pillars beside the windows, where she can see out into the street she has just traversed. Presently a waiter brings her some tea, and a boiled egg in a cup. She sits for a long time gazing out of the window, the pale light falling across the great white cliff of her face. When it is time, one or other of the cafe’s owners brings her coat and frame and helps her to her feet. He opens the door and guides her out on to the pavement. He kisses her on both cheeks and stands for a moment watching her as she sets off up the road again.

         We sit at the back, writing in our notebooks. We consider the value of what we know in the face of all that is unknown to us. We try to hold ourselves, here at this point in time, against what feels like a powerful tide dragging us backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards over something solid and unmoving far below.146

         
            *

         

         It is time for us to work. It is time for us to forget about other people and other things. One day we will be forgotten ourselves.

         We work; while we are working we forget about our children, our friends, our histories, our obligations. Thoughts of those things would destroy our concentration. We wonder whether everyone experiences this, the dissolution of all ties in the face of work. It feels like something that could easily bring about catastrophe. At other times it feels like freedom. Most work involves concentration of some kind. Who are we when we concentrate?

         Like several other kinds of work ours involves performance. It involves doing something in the right way at the right time. It involves co-ordination. Where we know ourselves to be lucky is in the degree of individuality we are allowed – or expected – to bring to this performance. This permission or expectation is what we have earned. Sometimes we meet people who have attained things – their work, for instance – through connection or entitlement. We know nothing of what it is like to be those people, but we try to imagine it. Sometimes we have to imagine it if our work requires us to.

         Concentration is like a white field into which we levitate, leaving ourselves behind in time. One part 147rises while the other remains below. When our children were born they presented the greatest possible threat to our concentration. We could no longer access the white field because we could not forget them: our bodies wouldn’t allow it. To learn that this was not the case for men diminished men forever in our eyes. Yet it was we, at the time, who seemed to have been diminished.

         Our children grow up, knowing or not knowing about our sacrifice. Some of them don’t care to know. Others are more willing, dimly perceiving that they may find themselves making the same sacrifice one day and wishing to remain informed. For a while we railed about the injustice of it all, as though our existence were a game in which someone had suddenly changed the rules halfway through. Then we stopped caring about it, about the rules. Perhaps, like so much of what we have seen in life, what looked like rules were not rules at all.

         We rejoice in our work, now that we are free once more to do it. We admit to ourselves that our struggles have perhaps even enhanced our work, since we discovered what it was to be prevented from working as we needed to or wished. Our unselfishness has given us a different, more elevated perspective. We see more of the truth from here and we care about it less.148

         
            *

         

         The days turn turbulent and grey, almost deliberately ugly. When we go out to walk the wind tugs and nags at our coats. Litter blows in the streets. It is a cold blade-like wind from the east. The rain when it falls is vicious and stinging. The misery of the people who have nothing is, we know, intensified. Despite the greater need for shelter their tents and encampments seem bleaker and more abandoned, though when we look closely we will usually see one or more human forms twisted up asleep in the knot of dirty blankets. There are people asleep half in the road, lying over the gratings where heat escapes from the train tunnels underground. A group of tourists stand in the wind around one such body, consulting a map. They are trying to find their way to a museum. They don’t acknowledge or even seem to notice the prone body amid their feet. Yet we too essentially fail to acknowledge it, walking on without stopping. Perhaps the tourists are simply more honest than we are.

         When we are working, our environment impacts us less. We are absorbed, on the threshold of concentration. Another world, the world of our minds, is superposed upon the world we see. Sometimes it occurs to us that this superposition of a personal world belongs also to the experience of love. We remember being half-lost in a world of love, so that the actual 149world around us was drained of its power. We cannot imagine love having that capacity now. We cannot imagine loving or being loved in that way. The realisation that we no longer love those people that we once loved is unsettling. It is as though we no longer love ourselves. Can it be true that work, in the end, has proved more lasting than love? Or is it that work, without us realising it, has somehow interfered with our capacity to love?

         It is possible that we have been a bad judge of character when it comes to love. Our longest relationship was with someone who now frightens us when we think of him. We think of all the years we lived beside this person night and day. He lay beside us in our bed like a quiet assassin. His hatred, when he produced it, was of so meticulous and detailed a kind that it appeared to form a total condemnation of our character. No one had ever hated us like that before. The hate felt like the stone or the pit that was left when all the fruit of love had been eaten.

         People speed by on bicycles, ringing their bells. The city has been gripped by a mania for cycling but there is no common understanding of the rules. The cyclists crash into pedestrians, or each other. A certain recklessness is required to navigate this sphere where each person makes up the rules for themselves. Watching the cyclists we are struck by this element, 150character, which is at once so defining and so limiting. In the absence of rules the cyclists operate through character. Rounding a corner we witness a collision. A man on a slim, old-fashioned racing bike has been hit by a young man on a much heavier electric-powered bike. The young man had darted across the road at the last minute to make a right turn and hit the other man, who was pedalling steadily across the junction. The other man went over his handlebars and skidded across the tarmac. His bike lies mangled on its side. The young man stops and dismounts and returns to the scene. He is wearing immaculate wide white trousers and a black silk scarf. His hair falls to his shoulders in glossy waves. The other man staggers to his feet, his face aghast. He is wearing a parka and old jeans that now have a rip in the knee. He walks limping to his bike. The young man speaks to him apologetically but it is obvious he is in a hurry. He keeps looking at his phone. As soon as he can he backs away, smiling and gesturing with open palms. He remounts his bike and speeds away while the older man stands resignedly beside his own mangled wreck, clutching his lower back in pain.

         We think of our own history as a series of collisions to which we attached a narrative of wrong and right that obscured their essential violence. We see that there was nothing especially intentional about 151the wrongs that were done to us. It was simply the collision of another character with our own. We do not operate any longer through character, and nor do we cycle through the city.152

      
   


   
      153
         It is a trailer, approximately four metres by six. There are trailers of all sizes and standards, from basic to luxurious. This one is luxurious. Inside it resembles a hotel room. There is a bed, a couch, some armchairs grouped around a coffee table. There is a standing lamp with an ivory shade. There is a rug, beige, with a faint geometric pattern. There is a large television like a rectangular void on the wall.

         It is another of the reproductions of home that can be found everywhere, all around the world. These reproductions have multiplied from a single idea – the idea of home – which in fact it ought to be impossible to represent, since this idea has as many variations as there are individuals. Yet there is little sign of artistic agony or conflict in the design and presentation of these spaces. They are all more or less the same. The idea of home remains just that: an idea. It is a kind of shorthand, transmitted to the rootless person as they arrive with their suitcases, a means of acknowledging that somewhere in the world they probably have a home of their own. There are other spaces – a prison 154cell, for instance – where this acknowledgement is no longer bothered with.

         The trailer has a very large and well-lit mirror at one end with a deep countertop beneath. On this countertop is arranged an array of cosmetics and beauty products as well as numerous implements – brushes, tweezers, hair straighteners – for styling. Beside it is a mobile rail where several garment bags hang from their hangers.

         On the coffee table there is a vase of flowers, peonies today, their adorable pink heads bowed with the weight of their own heavy curved petals. There is a bowl of fruit. There is a stack of magazines and a bottle of mineral water and two cut-glass tumblers. On the smaller table beside the bed there is another vase of peonies, along with a small pad of paper and a pen. This pad of paper also forms part of the idea of home, though it is unlikely that all that many people sleep in their actual homes with a pen and paper to hand. Their presence beside the bed in hotel-type spaces is mysterious. It suggests the occurrence of dreams or ideas in these liminal locations that need to be written down before they are forgotten. Equally it might be that they serve for the writing of letters to the loved ones left behind, in which the traveller can recount her experiences or relay her homesickness. M, when she sees one of these notepads on her travels, can’t 155prevent a disturbing vision of suicide notes from fleeting across her mind.

         In fact the trailer is not usually a place where people spend the night. It is a place to spend the unused portions of the day. When an actor is filming there are long portions of this kind. The trailer is where she waits until her turn comes and she is required on set. Her name is printed on the door. It is a space into which she can retreat, like a snail into its shell.

         There is a director M worked with once who couldn’t bear the way the actors retreated into their trailers. He felt that it numbed their performances, this opportunity for withdrawal. He understood that it was the countless repetitions of a scene that created what seemed to be a kind of spiritual exhaustion, so that the actors had to isolate themselves to regain self-belief. His solution was to shoot their scene in only one take. It was up to them what they did with this one chance. The effect was instantaneous: no one went into their trailers at all. They stayed outside on set, even if it was hours until their scene, watching intently, like animals watching one another in the wilderness, waiting for their moment to strike. That director is old now, or dead, M can’t remember.

         This trailer with the vases of peonies is part of M’s dream, from which she wakes blinking her eyes. It is grey morning. She lies still, remembering the dream. 156The trailer often forms part of her dreams. Nothing happens there: the dream is of time itself, static and solid, unmoving. The point about the trailer is that it is a place where nothing can happen. It is a distillation of all the trailers and hotel rooms in which M has spent her time. Somewhere in the course of things the idea of home became her home. She would like always to have a trailer into which to withdraw. It is in fact all she needs, the bed and the couch and the coffee table. An unseen person changes the linen and the towels, replenishes the fruit bowl, puts fresh flowers in the vases and takes the old ones away. There is a rap at the door when she is needed. Otherwise they leave her alone.

         
            *

         

         It is a restaurant, hidden away down a passage. Its front – a pair of iron gates – would be easy to miss. There are many famous and elaborate restaurants in this city, places where men sit with thick white napkins tucked into their collars sucking marrow from horny yellow bones, where oysters stacked on mountains of ice are whirled on silver trays through the air, where the black-clad aproned waiters have the wily ease of diplomats. The people who frequent these restaurants appreciate their performative nature. A kind of discipline is required to submit to and enjoy 157these performances, which also require one’s own performance in return. To be known in such places is, evidently, the highest achievement – or the dearest ambition – of certain people. The restaurant behind the gates is not a restaurant of this kind.

         M, travelling by taxi, looks out through the traffic at the grim grey street with its string of fast-food chains. People sit hunched on stools in the windows, bent over their cardboard boxes of food, looking at their phones. It is easy to understand their choice: they need no one’s permission to do what they are doing. Living in this city the question of pedigree often has cause to arise in M’s mind. Where she comes from, breeding is an indeterminate value: money and fame are the passports more generally recognised. The well-bred person, in M’s home country, often looks a little startled or affronted, as though they are perennially wondering why no one seems to recognise what they are entitled to. These people tend to express their affront through philanthropic acts, as though to remind the world of their superiority by publicly fulfilling the responsibilities that came with it. In this city the question of upbringing or genetic privilege is entirely different, since the advantages it carries are entirely real. Here people know how to handle life in the way a professional musician knows how to handle a violin: brilliantly and with cast-iron discipline. Years 158of training stand behind them. They have been tirelessly, scrupulously and sometimes cruelly instructed in how to live.

         Recently M read a book written by a young man who had succeeded in ascending through this treacherous hierarchy, from the very bottom to the pinnacle. At each stage of this journey he met someone willing to guide and instruct him, whom he then cast off once he had absorbed the lesson and was ready to move on upwards. He changed his name, his manner of speaking, his laugh and the things he laughed at. He changed his opinions and his attitudes. He changed his diet, which in turn changed his skin, though his teeth required the lengthy and painful intervention of a dentist. He changed his brain: he changed what he put into it, and eventually what came out of it changed too. Up and up he went, his painful and squalid origins left far below. He denied those origins at every turn; this being a life of pretence he was often without money, and rather than go home for food and shelter he chose to sell his body. He consorted first with intellectuals, then with the cultured upper classes, and finally with the mysterious people at the mist-wreathed top. One evening he found himself sitting on a white sofa with a wealthy gentleman in a lavish apartment that stood like a crown over the city, drinking a red wine whose value was approximately 159the sum his long-lost family subsisted on for a month. The gentleman gently reminded him to take care not to spill the wine over the sofa. It was upholstered, he explained, in polar-bear hide.

         Reading this book M was struck by the familiarity not so much of its tale of wilful self-transformation but of its account of the inner loneliness transformation entails. She recognised the way the writer, forever bent on the surveillance of what is outside him, adopts a drastic policy of internal neglect. He observes himself discarding friends, betraying or disappointing people whose generosity has more than once rescued him, as though this ruthlessness is the natural companion of his ambition: he denies himself the respite – or the luxury – of love for fear that it will trap him where he is. One day, when he is giving a reading in a bookstore, his own mother stands up unexpectedly among the audience. It is a moment of almost intolerable drama. She begins to speak to the assembled crowd. She wishes to defend herself against her son’s accusations and the sordid picture he has painted of their family.

         Reading this M was gripped by terror, as though she herself had been unmasked. Yet at the same time it was the idea that this family might get hold of him and imprison him again that was unbearable. In fact this incident is the beginning of a different phase, in which the writer stops running and turns to face his family. 160Why was this idea so unpalatable to M? A strange anger mounted in her as she read of the writer’s rapprochement with his family. With the money from his success he finds ways to help them; he demonstrates maturity in dealing with their resentment and jealousy of him. He begins to understand their suffering. He begins to understand the greater social and political and biological forces that have made them the way they are. One day, after he has helped her secure a better place to live, his mother recognises that it was her own unhappiness that made her so often cruel to him in childhood. Now that she is happier she finds herself able to be nicer. Yet look, she says, at how well it has turned out after all. I had to suffer, she says, in order for you to write your book. No suffering, no cruelty. No cruelty, no book, she triumphantly concludes, and no nice home secured with the royalty payments.

         M feels no need to choose one of the city’s famous and elaborate restaurants. She prefers to go somewhere normal. Like the writer, she has looked down from the top on where she came from. The difference is that she has not – as he has – learned what lies between the two. Fame sped her in its elevator from one to the other. She knows that acceptability can easily be bought for a lower price than the one the writer paid. She has never needed to learn things in order to survive. Her guesses at normality are made 161much as his were about social ascent: by observing and imitating. Were she to become frightened of all the things she does not and will never know about this city, where would she go?

         The taxi arrives at the unobtrusive gates and M steps out.

         
            *

         

         The interviewer is a man of about M’s own age. He is a respected journalist for the weekend section of one of the serious newspapers. M has never seen a more sympathetic pair of brown eyes.

         She doesn’t give interviews very often any more. There is the obligatory publicity round when a film comes out: it is a role like any other. But as herself she rarely speaks. Lately, though, a few storylines have developed around her and she wishes discreetly to set the record straight if she can before they move beyond any attempt to control them.

         The interviewer is dressed in the kind of clothes M likes, casual, as though he doesn’t care what he looks like: a worn-looking blue denim shirt, open at the neck, a pair of faded black jeans. He is wearing – for a man – a surprising quantity of jewellery. The jewellery suggests a dialogue with himself to which the casual clothes add profundity by not embellishing it. They drink wine; M, without deciding to, lets down her guard.

         162He tells her that he grew up in what was essentially a slum on the outskirts of the city. His transformations have been many: from labouring on a building site to working in corporate finance and everything in between. He says that to ascend in this country without the stamp of pedigree is hard. But it has made him inexhaustibly interested in learning how people become who they are.

         M says that in her experience it is the reverse: the people who have had to travel the furthest to reach success are the least interested in others when they get there.

         I like this place, he says, looking around. I didn’t know about it before.

         The restaurant offers no choice: this is one of the things M admires it for. She does however call in advance to make sure that what is being offered is to her taste. They are always very obliging. Other than that it is like a school or factory canteen, except that the food is good.

         M talks about her parents. She says that now that she is older she sees them differently. She finds herself able to understand why they acted as they did. She feels more sympathy for them, especially for her mother, now that she is a mother herself. In some ways they are very different from what she had thought them to be in her childhood. It isn’t 163just that she has gained more wisdom; it’s that they themselves have continued to change. It has been inspiring for her, to see that the capacity for change remains even as you age.

         M watches the interviewer carefully to see whether he has noted this offering of candour. She can see him listening and thinking, but what he is thinking she cannot say.

         He tells her that his own parents were virulently Catholic. Throughout his childhood they made him attend every church rite and ritual and exercised with severity their religious principles at home as a means of controlling his behaviour. But the day he left home they ceased to go to church and abandoned their religion. It was all just an act, he says. They didn’t know how to be parents and this was the script that they chose. He tells her that recently his mother died and that while she was ill she tried to start up the act all over again. She tried to revive her religion because dying was another thing she didn’t know how to do.

         He asks her whether she blames her parents for allowing her to act in films while she was still just a child. She opens her eyes wide. I wanted to act, she says. He smiles gently. But if you’d wanted to play in the road would they have let you? he says. M doesn’t blink. Everyone wanted to, she says. Everyone wanted what I had.

         164People dream of being chosen, he says, because they aren’t sure they were chosen in the first place. But to make it a reality is a different thing.

         Are you saying it was abuse? M says.

         The interviewer smiles, his brown eyes sparkling with sympathy. The warm and solid flesh at the top of his chest shows above his open-necked shirt.

         Of course, he says.

         M finds herself wondering whether the interviewer finds her attractive. She isn’t sure. She feels suddenly encumbered by herself, by the impossibility of anyone ever understanding what she is. She feels her own unreachability as an almost physical expanse around her that no one will traverse.

         I would never have had a career if I hadn’t started young, she says to him. It was different for the boys: starting too young ruined them.

         He laughs, raising his wine glass to his lips.

         We men are generally afraid of anyone finding out that we were ever boys, he says.

         It wasn’t like that for girls, she says. If you didn’t start early you missed your chance.

         There are other people in the restaurant and M is dimly aware of someone holding up their phone in her direction to take a picture. On the wall behind the interviewer there is a painting. It shows a young girl, dark-haired, wearing a red sweater. The shapes of 165her small breasts are visible beneath the sweater. The background of the painting is black. The girl is staring wide-eyed at the painter. Her face is expressionless. Only her mesmerised eyes seem to show what she is seeing, yet what that is cannot be known.

         The interviewer asks her whether she thinks that she has power. She is a little disappointed with this question: it is what people always want to know. But then it seems that it might in fact be a different question. Is he asking whether she realises how truly powerless she is?

         She talks about how difficult it is to rid herself of the feeling that she is acting, even in her most intimate relationships. Even sex – stupidly she hesitates over the word – is confused with its simulation. After a day shooting a sex scene, she says, actual sex feels like a chore.

         The interviewer sits back in his chair, beaming at her. He seems pleased but not surprised by her statement, though it is more daring than anything she would normally say in an interview. He is breathing easily. His chest rises and falls steadily, unperturbed. His ringed fingers rest lightly on the table.

         For a long time, he says, the things people did in private were not shown in films. They remained as private in films as they were in life. You did not see people having sex or defecating in films, he says, and 166for a long time these things were not described in books either.

         M stares at him as he talks. Her expression feels like the same expression as that of the girl in the painting behind him.

         When characters began to be shown having sex in books and films, he continues calmly, sex still remained private in reality. People did not generally speaking begin openly having sex in front of others.

         He pauses, smiling kindly.

         The rules of representation and the rules of reality, he says, were no longer the same.

         M, thinking about this, has the impulse to furrow her brow. But is that what people really do when they are thinking?

         The films that really interest me, he continues, are the ones that reproduce the social constraints of earlier eras. The same actors who at other times play sex scenes participate in the recreation of a world where sex does not exist. They wear corsets and bonnets, he says, they hold themselves very still and allow time and light to pass across their faces, whose expressions are always significant. In this world language is a tool of violence. People gossip, they are sarcastic, they inflict judgement or criticism on others.

         M realises she has seen many such films, though she has rarely been invited to play a part in one of them.

         167In the films showing sex scenes, he says, language is inconsequential. Instead, the bodies speak.

         Coffee is brought and the interviewer moves the cup slightly away from him across the tablecloth. His silver bracelets slide a little on his sturdy brown wrist with a low clinking sound. They are unusual, heavy and antique-looking.

         I was going to ask you about embarrassment, he says to M. I admit I find it embarrassing to watch sex scenes, he says. It’s as though I prefer the laceration by language. The feeling of simulation you describe involves me too, because I know the actors are faking, faking their attraction to one another and faking the sex itself. It’s as though we are all contaminated in the process.

         His brown eyes are so warm and loving, so filled with compassion. It seems to M that no one has ever looked at her in this way. A sudden desire to weep surges up in her. She feels she could weep and weep, her head against his calm chest.

         It would help me to know, he says, that you at least felt embarrassed too.

         
            *

         

         It is a cinema in the student part of the city. It is on a road that is filled with cheap cafes and bars. The cafe terraces are crowded with people, despite the 168cold weather. Most of them are young. They wear coats and hats and scarves. It is windy and the tails of their scarves flap in the wind. There are a few old people on the terraces of the cafes nearest the cinema: they form the majority of the cinema’s clientele. They sit outside, white-haired and hardy in their overcoats, waiting for the film to start. They cast their eyes over the chalkboard menu offering pornstar martinis and sex on the beach that is swaying in the wind. The road is narrow and the cars manoeuvre around one another with difficulty. Cyclists weave among them, ringing their bells.

         The cinema is much smaller than the big mainstream cinemas elsewhere in the city. Its eclecticism is evident from the posters outside, which show dated, melodramatic images from the history of film: images in black and white or in slightly lurid colour, composed with a seriousness that bespeaks a lost sincerity. The actors in these images are mostly dead legends. They were not trying to mimic reality, or perhaps they were unable to mimic reality. Perhaps reality had not yet been sufficiently falsified for its retrieval to seem worth it.

         The foyer of the cinema is painted dark red. Its walls are covered with more of the posters that are displayed outside. In a shabby kiosk behind a glass screen is the ticket seller. He is a young man with pale, pasty skin 169and glasses. He wears black clothes and has a tattoo on his arm, not an image but a quotation of some sort. He is helpful and polite, though his job – pushing a ticket under the glass and taking payment in return – has little scope. It is the fact of working here in this cinema that lends him a certain prestige. Every now and then he goes outside into the windy grey afternoon to put right the sign advertising the next showing, which keeps blowing over. The people queue at this sign until the doors open. One of them offers to hold it so that the young man doesn’t have to keep coming out.

         M, passing, sees with surprise that the cinema is showing one of her films. The director has a new film showing in the big mainstream cinemas and so this small cinema is showing his back catalogue. The film is starting shortly; the doors have just opened. M looks at the time and realises, half in terror, that since she has no more appointments until the evening there is nothing preventing her from going in. She has not seen this film in some while. She goes to the kiosk and buys a ticket from the young man, whose eyes as he hands her the ticket flicker with vague recognition.

         It is a small theatre with plush red seats. In the dim light M positions herself near the back. Most of the seats are empty. A few shadowy heads are scattered here and there, nearly all of them alone. She wonders 170whether more people will come and they don’t. The lights go down and the powerful throbbing sound of the film begins. A great vista appears on the screen, a kind of barren winter wilderness composed of scrubby earth and ice. The camera scans the enormity of its frigid and horrifying ugliness. M has never really considered the role of ugliness in film – not the human kinds of ugliness that are used to make a point, but the total ugliness of the world. She realises now that it is this ugliness that is in fact the film’s true subject. The film begins with a shooting in a school and this violence, she sees, is the product of the ugliness. For nearly all her life she has seen the ugliness of a film’s undersides, its cameras and wires and lights, its contrived one-sided sets and its teams of assistants and technicians, all excluded from the final image. What was being filmed was something composed; what was left out was chaos. She has not questioned this dichotomy. She has not considered that the image itself could possess a far more fundamental ugliness.

         In the almost empty cinema she watches the sequences play. The school shooting precipitates one of the injured pupils, a young girl, into celebrity. The girl is strangely self-controlled and diligent. She is both passive and active: she does what she is told but she does it well. Watching her, M feels a stirring of recognition. Various adults – a manager, a team 171of producers, a record company executive – take control of the girl while her parents recede into the background. Her injury becomes this greater injury, this form of election that is also loss, the catastrophic loss of normality. She rehearses and revises for fame as though it were an important exam. Perhaps she thinks the exam, should she pass it, will admit her back into normality. She is meek and polite. She says yes to everything she is asked. It isn’t even clear she is all that talented. She knows only how to be obedient and hard-working, and so the question of her desire is obscured. It is hard to see how this could resemble the alchemy of celebrity until it is remembered that she alone, when her classmate shot the teacher, had the courage to address him.

         By the time M herself appears in the film she has half forgotten to expect it. But only half: she feels herself in the approach of the film’s dark future. M plays the older version of the girl, now no longer a child but a woman in the turbulent core of her career. She half forgets that this woman will come. Instead it is her absence that is absorbing, fascinating. It is something she has not noticed before, the power of her absence. It seems almost to describe her, like a shadow. In every other of her films it is her presence that is significant.

         Even so when M appears it is a shock to her. What she sees is someone who has been devastated by 172fame. She sees the complete inversion of internal and external that fame brings about. Inside the star is now a whirling chaos, caused and claimed by ugliness. Outside is the exposed ruin of what was once her character. The star must give a performance that evening and M watches her as she crawls her way through the day like a fatally wounded animal towards the light. Performance, when it comes, is her only remaining opportunity for living. Otherwise her presence is an infinite density, lightless, voracious, like a black hole. She cannot escape herself. She whirls and whirls in the inextinguishable object of her body, unable to be caught and held by love. The performance, when it comes, is like a daily resurrection from her own daily death. Sitting in the dark cinema M wishes the director to know that the extremity of a school shooting was unnecessary. This loss of innocence, this incessant presence, would have happened all by itself.

         It is with a small thrill of self-congratulation, leaving the cinema, that M remembers that she was acting.

         
            *

         

         It is an opening at an art gallery. It is evening now, windy and dark, and the great lit-up glass front of the gallery seen from the blustery confusion of the street is like a shining citadel. People pass it, heads bent, 173clutching their coats and bags against the wind. They pass along the pavements in the dark, anonymous.

         From outside the guests inside the gallery can be seen. It is evident that they are people of distinction. They wear dramatic clothes, clothes that show idiosyncratic tastes, or else clothes that are immaculately tailored and demonstrate simple wealth. Their hair and skin are shining with prosperity and health. They talk and laugh or else they listen, deep-eyed and serious. The quality of their attention, the attention they pay to one another, is unusual.

         The walls of the gallery are white and well-lit. Around the walls are a number of large paintings. Seen from the street the paintings are arresting. In the windy darkness they are like explosions, like eruptions of memory or emotion. Their colours are the colours of life’s lost brilliancy. They cause a kind of sorrow, fenced off behind the polished glass of the gallery’s front window. This brilliant life, so filled with colour and sensation, can no longer be accessed. It is as though the artist is sending a message that has reached its destination too late. The passionate and savage energy with which these works were created has been trapped here, in the well-lit gallery, among these prosperous and self-controlled people.

         M enters and accepts the slim glass of champagne that is offered to her by the black-clad assistant with 174a tray. He meets her eye and winks at her. He is startlingly handsome. She passes around the outskirts of the room looking at the paintings. The artist is a friend of hers. M already owns several of her smaller works, bought before her friend’s ascent into the vertiginous milieu of this gallery. The works on display this evening are very large: some of the canvases are almost the same height as the walls. M wonders privately what this scale signifies – it seems unlikely that even the wealthiest of the gallery’s clientele has an empty space that they had never before considered and where they might hang a painting of that size. Their homes, she imagines, are fiercely curated. Perhaps the size of the paintings is a statement by the artist herself, conveying a new entitlement to do what she wants, no matter how unpractical. The statement, she decides, also might have something to do with occupying space in a way that is not traditionally female.

         M likes the paintings, with their wild gestures and colours. They seem almost to have been painted in a state of frenzy. Yet the artist is a friendly woman around M’s age, with a young child and a dog she occasionally walks with M’s own dogs. M has never seen anything about her character that suggests frenzy. She has even been surprised, sometimes, by how well-groomed and well-organised her friend is: 175she had expected an artist to be more chaotic, to be without vanity.

         She sees her friend, talking in a group on the other side of the room. The people are standing around her, apparently riveted while she talks. At a certain moment they all laugh heartily, as though on cue. Her friend is wearing a diaphanous black shirt with curious crenellated sleeves: the work of a designer. The shirt claims an alliance between fashion and art. It was a good choice. The friend looks strong and self-aware. She looks like the opposite of someone who could be taken for a fool.

         After a while the friend sees her and comes over to talk. M, knowing how hard it is to pay attention while being the centre of attention oneself, is surprised by her friend’s appearance of relaxed focus. Her face is not flushed; her large green eyes are not darting back and forth over M’s shoulder. She tells M that she just flew in that morning from another opening of her work in another part of the world. When the plane landed, she says, everyone rushed to take out their phones. It struck her as a ridiculous and pathetic sight. What were they expecting would have happened during those few hours when they were up in the air?

         M laughs, though she doesn’t quite understand the artist’s point. Is she saying that other people, being 176unimportant, should not be seen to care so much about their own lives?

         The gallerist, recognising M, comes over to introduce himself. He is a middle-aged man in a suit, with a surprisingly lumpy red face. This idiosyncrasy, amid the smooth and waxy pallor of the well-kept faces around him, marks him out. It appears to be the sign of his talent, the talent for recognising authenticity. Almost, it forms the guarantee for that authenticity, whether or not the authenticity is there. He asks M what she thinks of the show and she speaks out loud the thoughts she prepared earlier. The artist is watching her, sharp-eyed. M is careful to ascribe a positive value to the scale of the work, though the more she looks at it the more she finds herself yearning for something precious and small. But to the gallerist she gives her theory of female power.

         I should think you’ve got room for one of these yourself, he says in reply. Haven’t you?

         M laughs and so the gallerist laughs too. Recently M happened to read somewhere about one of her friend’s paintings being sold at auction. The price – several million – astonished her. How was it possible that one of these paintings could be worth so much? She has always been gently supportive of her friend, admiring her for her artistic integrity. This same quality, integrity, is something M experiences as a kind of 177absence within herself. It is something she recognises only in other people. It is like a vital organ that was removed from her early on and for which she is forever trying to find the replacement. She has had to teach herself how to live and behave with integrity. She is pleased with how well she generally succeeds. But increasingly she is coming to understand that she could have kept the natural integrity she had at the beginning. She could have allowed it to operate for itself, instinctively or even, like her friend, frenziedly. She could have remained whole and still claimed the world’s prizes. But her life has not been her own. She can merely lay things at the altar of integrity. She can merely keep vigil over it, a mourner who will never leave the graveside.

         She looks the gallerist in the eye and smiles her famous smile.

         There’s no money in film any more, she says.178
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         I showed M some of what only I was referring to as our project. She didn’t seem to like it all that much. She said we needed to talk.

         We were sitting in the elegant drawing room of her house. It was late autumn and the evenings were oppressive and dark. In M’s house all the lights were on. The drawing room with its empty marble fireplace blazed with electricity. The fireplace had beautiful fluted uprights and a scrolled mantlepiece. The floor was a polished herringbone parquet. The ornate ceiling with its mouldings and cornice was very high and the full-length windows along two sides were dramatic. They were draped with long burgundy velvet curtains which were not drawn. It was dark outside and the foliage of the plants and trees in the garden was gilded with the electric light that poured out from the windows. In contrast to the room’s original features the furniture was modern. There were two low cube-like armchairs upholstered in pale wool arranged beside the fireplace. There was a long narrow sofa, again upholstered in a pale material. The coffee table was a long low block of 180white-stained wood whose underside rose diagonally off the floor so that it appeared to be floating. On the wall there was a curious painting of a single egg suspended against a brown earthy background.

         I don’t like the way you portray me, she said. Actually, it’s hurtful.

         But it isn’t you, I said. It isn’t anyone.

         She looked at me coldly.

         You’ve made it seem like I lack humanity, she said. You’ve made it seem like I’m unable to love.

         But you’re just playing a character, I said. The character was invented by me. So if that’s true, then it’s me it’s true of.

         M’s big dogs had climbed onto my lap and were licking my face.

         I haven’t even googled you, I said. I know nothing about you.

         M was sitting unsmiling across the room from me in one of the armchairs. She wore jeans and a sweatshirt. Her hair was tied back like a child’s. She asked if I was okay with the dogs.

         I said I was slightly allergic to dogs but that it didn’t matter.

         The near-death of my partner a year earlier had made me frightened of living, I told her. Being inside someone else had helped me. I had grown very fond of the M I had created. I was sad to leave her.

         181She jumped out of her chair and tried to drag the dogs away, but after a while they came back and began to lick my face again.

         Towards the end of writing the book I had begun to get terrible headaches. They seemed to emanate from deep inside the brain, as though something destructive had implanted itself there. I had stopped taking care of myself with the discipline I usually did. I abandoned my routines. My hair turned grey and there were dark pouches under my eyes and the skin of my face felt as though it was hanging loose from so many hours staring at the computer screen. I couldn’t sleep, and sometimes my hands shook too much to type on the keyboard.

         I haven’t had a single dream since I started writing it, I said.

         The process had felt like a surrender to my own ugliness. It was the same ugliness in proximity to M that I had noted at the beginning, the ugliness of experience. I had dealt with that ugliness in the past by trying to pay attention to myself. But it seemed that the project had caused me to lose the ability to do that. It was this abandonment of myself that had helped me. It had enabled me to leave and go and live in someone else. Using an actor had allowed me to relinquish my experience. One day I had happened to see a tennis match playing on a television 182screen. While I was watching the camera cut away from the players and showed the people sitting in the crowd. There was M, smiling and laughing in a straw hat in the VIP section. I wasn’t sure I could explain to her the unbearable strain this sight had imposed on me. It was as though my most private interior world had suddenly been hurled out into the light. It was as though the being in which I was attempting to live was refusing to host me any more.

         M said she had been advised to think carefully about what I was doing. I had made her identifiable while filling the book with things she herself didn’t recognise. To begin with she had tried to keep track of the countless factual errors but in the end she had given up. She had never been to any of the places I’d described, nor done the things I had narrated. Most importantly, she was not the atomised victim I portrayed her as.

         But I don’t know anything about your private life, I said. I don’t know anything about your character.

         I remembered that it was she at the start who had asked whether I was going to make it all up. I had admired her for that suggestion, which seemed to allude to my own lost boldness. Later on the realisation that M was an extremely gifted actor began to oppress me, and it was at this same point that the book started to come to an end.

         183I just watched your films, I said, the same way anyone can.

         M had a dinner to go to: she would need to leave soon. She stood up and so I stood up too. The dogs circled us frenetically and blindly, bumping against the furniture. I asked her if she was happy with the way things were, if she was all right with the project. She stared at me white-faced for several long seconds, unblinking and as though without recognition. For a long time afterwards I thought about that stare, which was not mask nor soul but mechanical power, a power that seemed to erase what it looked on.

         Obviously you can do what you want, she said. But I don’t want you using my name.

         Darkly I took this in.

         She showed me to the door, holding the dogs by the collars while they pulled her this way and that, panting and writhing. I went down the front steps and out into the dark street and she suddenly called after me. I turned around and saw her small form in the big lit enclosure of the doorway with the dogs beside her.

         There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you, she said.

         What is it? I said.

         All at once she smiled, warmly and almost goofily.

         This might sound stupid, she said, but I’ve been wondering. Are you a guy or a girl?184
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