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LFELL IN LOVE with a girl once. Some time ago, now. She had bangs. I was twi
years old at the time and prey to the usual rag-bag of foolish Emmm. I v&w@&w _MW
example, that one might meet some sweet kid and like them a lot — maybe even
marry @EB — while all the time allowing that kid to sleep with other kids, and
that this n.ccE be done with no fuss at all, just a chuck under the chin, and no
tears. vmrm.ﬁ& the majority of people to be bores, however you cut them; that the
ﬂwnw &, their dullness was easy to spot (clothes, hair) and impossible to avoid, run-
ning right gcmr them like a watermark. | had made mental notes, too, on other
empty notions— the death of certain things (socialism, certain types of music, old
ﬁwoﬁmw. the future of others (film, footwear, poetry) — but no one need be bored
with those now. The only significant bit of nonsense I carried around in those days,
the only one that came from the gut, if you like, was this feeling that a girl with
soft black bangs falling into eyes the color of a Perrier bottle must be good news.
gr at her palming the bangs away from her face, pressirig them back along her
wwiEn. only to have them fall forward again! I found this combination to be good,
533&8.@ good in both form and content, the same way you think of cherries
?mm isa vﬂiw of: she was a real sweet) until the very center of one becomes lodged
in your windpipe. I believed Charlotte Greaves and her bangs to be good news.
wcm Charlotte was emphatically bad news, requiring only eight months to take me
mz.Emw. apart; the kind of dinically efficient dismembering you see when a bright
&ammﬁ?mrﬂ.&on some toy he assembled in the first place. Id never dated a
wi before, and she was bad news the way boys can never be, because with boys
it's always possible to draw up a list of pros and cons, and see the matter ratio-
nally, m.oB either side. But you could make a list of cons on Charlotte stretchin
to g@m? and “her bangs” sitting solitary in the pros column would ocgﬁmm
all objections. Boys are just boys after all, but sometimes girls really seem to be the
turn of a pale wrist, or the sudden jut of a hip, or a clutch of very dark hair fallin
across a md.nE& forehead. I'm not saying that’s what they really are. P'm just mwﬁuw
sometimes it seems that way, and that those details (a thigh mole, a full face flush, a
é%vgmwmvnwa size of a cashew nut) are so many hooks waiting to land
you. In this case, it was those bangs, plush and dramatic; curtains openingontoa
face one would queue up to see. All women have a backstage, of course, of course.

Labyrinthine, many-roomed, no doubt, no doubt. B
that’ all Fm seying 0 doubt. But you come to see the show

[ first set eyes on Charlotte when she was seeing a Belgian who i
the hall from me in college. I'd see her first 95%3:3%& ﬁ%%:wa\%mmnn“sww
Bc:.w_ bathroom looking a mess — undone, always, in every sense —with her
T-shirt tucked in her knickers, a fag hanging out of her mouth, some kind of
toothpaste or maybe mouthwash residue by her lips and those bangs in her
eyes. It was hard to understand why this Belgian, Maurice, had chosen to date
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her. He had this great accent, Maurice, elaborately French, like you couldn't be

more French, and a jaw line that seemed in fashion at the time, and you could

tick all the boxes vis-a-vis personal charms; Maurice was an impressive kind of
a guy. Charlotte was the kind of woman who has only two bras, both of them

gray. But after a while, if you paid attention, you came to realize that she had
a look about her like she just got out of a bed, no matter what time of day you
collided with her (she had a stalk of a walk, never looked where she was going,

s0 you had no choice) and this tendency, if put under the heading “QUALITIES
THAT GIRLS SoMETIMES HAVE,” was a kind of poor relation of “BEDROOM
EvEs” or “Looks LiKE SHE'S THINKING ABOUT SEX ALL THE TiME”—and it
worked. She seemed always to be stumbling away from someone else, toward you.
A limping figure smiling widely, arms outstretched, dressed in rags, a smouldering
city as backdrop. I had watched too many films, possibly. But still: a bundle of pre-
cious things thrown at you from a third-floor European window, wrapped loosely
in a blanket, chosen frantically and at random by the well-meaning owner, slung
haphazardly from a burning building; launched at you; it could hurt, this bundle;
but look! You have caught it! A little chipped, but otherwise fine. Look what you
have saved! (You understand me, I know. This is how it feels. What is the purpose
of metaphor, anyway, if not to describe women?)

Now, it came to pass that this Maurice was offered a well-paid TV job in
Thailand as a newscaster, and he agonized, and weighed Charlotte in one hand
and the money in the other and found he could not leave without the promise
that she would wait for him. This promise she gave him, but he was still gone, and
gone is gone, and that's where I came in. Not immediately — I am no thief—but by
degrees; studying near her in the library, watching her hair make reading difficult.
Sitting next to her at lunch watching the bangs go hither, and, I suppose, thither,
as people swished by with their food trays. Befriending her friends and then her;
making as marry nice noises about Maurice as I could. Ibecame a boy for the dura-
tion. I stood under the window with my open arms. I did all the old boy tricks.
These tricks are not as difficult as some boys will have you believe, but they are
indeed slow, and work only by a very gradual process of accumulation. You have
sad moments when you wonder if there will ever be an end to it. But then, usually
without warning, the hard work pays off. With Charlotte it went like this: she came
by for a herbal tea one day, and I rolled a joint and then another and soon enough
she was lying across my lap, spineless as a mollusk, and I had my fingers in those
bangs — teasing them, as the hairdressers say —and we had begun.

Most of the time we spent together was in her room. At the beginning ofan
affair you've no need to be outside. And it was like a filthy cocoon, her room,
ankle deep in rubbish; it was the kind of room that took you in and held you
close. With no clocks and my watch lost and buried, we passed time by the
degeneration of things; the rotting of fruit, the accumulation of bacteria, the
rising-tideline of cigarettes in the vase we used to put them out. It was a quar-
ter past this apple. The third Saturday in the month of that stain. These things
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were unpleasant and tiresome. And she was no intellectual; any book I gave
her she treated like a kid treats a Christmas present — fascination for a day and
then the quick pall of boredom; by the end of the week it was flung across the
room and submerged; weeks later when we made love I'd find the spine of the
novel sticking into the small of my back, paper cuts on my toes. There was no
bed to speak of. There was just a bit of the floor that was marginally clearer than
the rest of it. (But wait! Here she comes, falling in an impossible arc, and here
tam by careful design in just the right spot, under the window, and here she is,
landing and nothing is broken, and [ cannot believe my luck. You understand
me. Every time [ looked at the bangs, the bad stuff went away.)

Again: [ know it doesn't sound great, but lets not forget the bangs. Let us
not forget that after a stand-up row, a real screaming match, she could look at
me from underneath the distinct hairs, separated by sweat, and I had no more
resistance. Yes, you can leave the overturned plant pot where it is. Yes, Rousseau
is an idiot if you say so. So this is what it’s like being a boy. The cobbled street,
the hopeful arms hugging air. There is nothing you won't do.

Charlotte’s exams were coming up. [ begged her to look through her reading
list once more, and plan some strategic line of attack, but she wanted to do it her
way. Her way meant reading the same two books — Rousseau’s Social Contract and
Plato’s Republic (her paper was to be on people, and the way they organize their
lives, or the way they did, or the way they should, I dont remember; it had a techni-
cal title, I don't remember that either) —again and again, in the study room that
sat in a quiet corner of the college. The study room was meant to be for every-
one but since Charlotte had moved in, all others had gradually moved out. I recall
one German graduate who stood his ground for a month or so, who cleared his
throat regularly and pointedly picked up things that she had dropped — but she
got to him, finally, Charlotte’s papers all over the floor, Charlotte’s old lunches on
every table, Charlotte’s clothes and my clothes (now indistinguishable) thrown
over every chair. People would come up to me in the bar and say, “Look, Char-
lotte did X. Could you please, for the love of God, stop Charlotte doing X, please?”
and T would try, but Charlotte’s bangs kept Charlotte in the world of Charlotte and
she barely heard me. And now, please, before we go any further; tell me. Tell me if
you've ever stood under a window and caught an unworthy bundle of chintz. Gold
plating that came off with one rub; faked signatures, worthless trinkets. Have you?
Maybe the bait was different — not bangs, but deep pockets either side of the smile
or unusually vivid eye pigmentation. Or some other bodily attribute (hair, skin,
curves) that recalled in you some natural phenomenon {wheat, sea, cream). Same
difference. So: have you? Have you ever been out with a girl like this?

Some time after Charlotte’s exams, after the 2.2 that had been stalking her for
5o long finally pounced, there was a knock on the door. My door —1 recall now
that we were in my room that morning, I hauled on a dressing-gown and went to
answer it. It was Maurice, tanned and dressed like one of the Beatles when they
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went to see the Maharishi; a white suit with a Nehru collar, his own bangs and
tousled hair, slightly long at the back. He fooked terrific. He said, “Someone in ze bar
says you might have an idea where Charlotte is. I need to see er— it is very urgent.
Have you seen er?” | had seen her. She was in my bed, about five feet from where
Maurice stood, but obscured by a partition wall. “No ... I said. “No, not this morn-
ing. She'll probably be in the hall for breakfast though, she usually is. So, Maurice!
When did you get back?” He said, “All zat must come later. [ ‘ave to find Charlotte.
Isink I am going to marry et And I thought, Christ, which bad movie am [ in?

I got Charlotte up, shook her, poured her into some clothes, and told her to
run around the back of the college and get to the dining hall before Maurice. I
saw her in my head, the moment the door closed — no great feat of imagination,
[ had seen her run before; like a naturally uncoordinated animal (a panda?)
that somebody has just shot — I saw her dashing incompetently past the ancient
walls, catching herself on ivy, tripping up steps, and finally falling through the
swing doors, looking wildly round the dining hall like those movie time-
travellers who know not in which period they have just landed. But still she
managed it, apparently she got there in time, though as the whole world now
knows, Maurice took one look at her strands matted against her forehead,
running in line with the ridge-ways of sleep left by the pillows, and said, “You're
sleeping with her?” (Or maybe, “You're sleeping with her?” —1 don’t know;
this is all reported speech) and Charlotte, who, like a lot of low-maintenance
women, cannot tell a lie, said “Er . . . yes. Yes” and then made that signal of
feminine relief; bottom lip out, air blown upward; bangs all of a flutter.

Later that afternoon, Maurice came back round to my room, looking all the
more noble, and seemingly determined to have a calm man-to-man “you see, I
have returned to marry her / I will not stand in your way” type of a chat, which
was very reasonable and English of him. I let him have it alone. I nodded when
it seemed appropriate; sometimes I lifted my hands in protest but soon let them
fall again. You can't fight it when you've been replaced; a simple side-step and
here is some old/new Belgian guy standing in the cobbled street with his face
upturned, and his arms wide open, judging the angles. I thought of this girl he
wanted back, who had taken me apart piece by piece, causing me nothing but
trouble, with her bangs and her antisocial behaviour. I was all (un)done, 1 real-
ized. I sort of marvelled at the devotion he felt for her. From a thousand miles
away, with a smoldering city as a backdrop, I watched him beg me to leave them
both alone; tears in his eyes, the works. [ agreed it was the best thing, all round.
1 had the impression that here was a girl who would be thrown from person to
person over years, and each would think they had saved her by some miracle
when in actual fact she was in no danger at all. Never. Not even for a second.

He said, “Let us go, zen, and tell er the decision we ave come to,” and { said yes,
let’s, but when we got to Charlotte’s room, someone else was putting his fingers
through her curls. Charlotte was always one of those people for whom sex is




available at all times —

st happens to her, quickly, and with a minimum of con-
versation. This guy was some other guy that shed been sleeping with on the days
when she wasn't with me. It had been going on for four months. This all came out
later, naturally.

Would you believe he married her anyway? And not only that, he mar-
ried her after sheld shaved her head that afternoon Just to spite us. All of us —
even the other guy no one had seen before. Maurice took a bald English woman
with a strange lopsided walk and a temper like a gorgon back to Thailand and
married her despite friends’ complaints and the voluble protest of Aneepa
Kapoor, who was the woman he read the news with, The anchorwoman, who
had that Hitchcock style: hair tied back tight in a bun, a spiky nose and a vi-
cious red mouth. The kind of woman who doesn’t need catching. “Maurice
she said, “you owe me. You can’t just throw four months away like it wasn't
worth a bloody thing!” He emailed me about it. He admitted that hed been
stringing Aneepa along for a while, and shed been expecting something at
the end of it. For in the real world, or so it seems to me, it is almost always
women and not men who are waiting under windows, and they are almost
ys disappointed. In this matter, Charlotte was unusual g

Susan Sontag

Susan Sontag {1933-2004), cultural critic and woman of letters, was born in
New York City, earned her undergraduate degree at the University of California
at Berkeley and the University of Chicago, and received her graduate degrees
in English and philosophy from Harvard University. She taught in various colleges
until the mid-1960s, when she began to write full-time. The collection Against
Interpretation and Other Essays {1968), especially the article “Notes on Camp,”
which defends “camp” artas a legitimate form because "there exists a good taste
of bad taste,” established her reputation. lliness as Metaphor (1 978) develops the
argument that society uses physical illnesses such as tuberculosis and cancer to
project a sense of its own inadequacies and irrational fears. Sontag wrote this
book after her own successful bout with cancer. Styles of Radical Will (1969), On
Photography {1977), and A Susan Sontag Reader (1982) helped strengthen her
reputation, as the critic Hilton Kramer has written, for possessing “an unfailing
faculty for dividing intellectual opinion and inspi g a sense of outrage, conster-
nation, and betrayal among the many readers” who disagree with her. In addi-
tion to her works of nonfiction, Sontag published several novels—including The
Volcano Lover (1992) and In America (2000) —~as well as screenplays and a col-
lection of experimental short stories, |, Etcetera (1991).

Sontag's fiction was fueled by her pleasure in using her mind to invent char-
acters and situations. She admitted to thinking “that the model of writing as self-
expression is much too crude. f | thought that what I'm doing when | write is
expressing myself, I'd junk my typewriter. . . . Writing is a much more compli-
cated activity than that” Stories such as “The Way We Live Now” illustrate her
belief that “artists are spokesmen of what in our sensibility is changing, and they
choose among a number of possible different ways of rendering experience.”

Sontag’s way of “rendering experience” resulted in one of the first American
stories about AIDS, published in the November 24,1988, issue of The New Yorker
magazine, three years before her book AIDS and s Metaphors.
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AT FIRST HE WAS JUST losing weight, he felt only a little ill, Max said to Ellen,
and he didn’t call for an appointment with his doctor, according to Greg,
because he was managing to keep on working at more or less the same rhythm,
but he did stop smoking, Tanya pointed out, which suggests he was frightened,




