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Your main commentary should be focused on genericity. Other topics may also be addressed.


Cities at night, I feel, contain men who cry in their sleep and say Nothing. It’s nothing. Just sad dreams. Or something like that. Swing low in your weep ship, with you tear scans and your sob probes, and you would mark them. Women – and they can be wives, lovers, gaunt muses, fat nurses, obsessions, devourers, exes, nemeses – will wake and turn to these men and ask, with female need-to-know, ‘What is it?’ And the men say, ‘Nothing. No it isn’t anything really. Just sad dreams.’
Just sad dreams. Yeah: oh sure. Just sad dreams. Or something like that.
Richard Tull was crying in his sleep. The woman beside him, his wife, Gina, woke and turned. She moved up on him from behind and laid hands on his pale and straining shoulders. Their was a professionalism in her blinks and frowns and whispers: like the person at the poolside, trained in first aid; like the figure surging in on the blood-smeared macadam, a striding Christ of mouth-to-mouth. She was a woman. She knew so much more about tears than he did. She didn’t know about Swift’s juvenilia or Wordsworth’s senilia, or how Cressida had variously fared at the hands of Boccaccio, of Chaucer, of Robert Henryson, of Shakespeare. She didn’t know Proust. But she knew tears. Gina had tears cold.
‘What is it?’ she said.

Richard raised a bent arm to his brow. The sniff he gave was complicated, orchestral. And when he sighed you could hear the distant seagulls falling through his lungs.

‘Nothing. It isn’t anything really. Just sad dreams.’

Or something like that.

After a while, she too sighed and turned over, away from him.

There in the night their bed had the towelly smell of marriage.

He awoke at six, as usual. He needed no alarm clock. He was already comprehensively alarmed. Richard Tull felt tired, and not just underslept. Local tiredness was up there above him – the kind of tiredness that sleep might lighten; but there was something else over and above it. And beneath it. That greater tiredness was not so local. It was the tiredness of gravity – gravity, which wants you down there in the centre of the earth. That greater tiredness was there to stay; and get heavier. No nap or cuppa would ever lighten it. Richard couldn’t remember crying in the night. Now his eyes were dry and open. He was in a terrible state – that of consciousness. Some while ago in his life he’d lost the knack of choosing what to think about. He slid out of bed in the mornings just to find some peace. He slid out of bed in the mornings just to get a little rest. He was forty tomorrow and reviewed books.

In the small square kitchen, which stoically awaited him, Richard engaged the electric kettle. Then he went next door and looked in on the boys. Dawn visits to their room had been known to comfort him after nights such as the one he had just experienced, with all its unwelcome information. His twin sons in their twin beds. Marius and Marco weren’t identical twins. And they weren’t fraternal twins either, Richard often said (unfairly perhaps), in the sense that they showed little brotherly feeling. But that’s all they were, brothers, born at the same time. It was possible, theoretically (and, Richard surmised, their mother being Gina, also practically) that Marco and Marius had different fathers. They didn’t look alike, especially, and were strikingly dissimilar in all their talents and proclivities. Not even their birthdays were content to be identical: a sanguinary summer midnight had interposed itself between the two boys and their (again) very distinctive parturitional style. Marius, the elder, subjecting the delivery room to a systematic and intelligent stare, its negative judgments suspended by decency and disgust, whereas Marco just chucked and sighed to himself complacently, and seemed to pat himself down, as if through a successful journey through freak weather. Now in the dawn, through the window and through the rain, the streets of London looked like the inside of an old plug. Richard contemplated his sons, their motive bodies reluctantly arrested in sleep, and reef-knotted to their bedware, and he thought, as an artist might: but the young sleep in an other country, at once very dangerous and out of harm’s way, perennially humid with innocuous libido – there are neutral eagles out in the windowsill waiting, offering protection and threat.

Sometimes Richard did think and feel like an artist. He was an artist when he saw fire, even a match head (he was in his study now, lighting his first cigarette): an instinct in him  acknowledged its elemental status. He was an artist when he saw society: it didn’t cross his mind that society had to be like this, had any right, had any business being like this. A car in the street? Why? Why cars? This is what an artist had to be; harassed to the point of stupefaction or insanity by principles.
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