Two

I first met Martin at the swimming pool.

Our local swimming pool is one of those that has a few plastic tables and chairs on a viewing platform, the glass sloping out over the blue-bottomed pool. The idea, I presume, and given that one table boasts a damp green umbrella, is to create a beach atmosphere. Which is made to fail miserably by the indoors reek of chlorine and the chill humidity.

I was sat up there ostensibly watching Emily and her friend, Mary, who was staying with us that weekend. Skinny in their swimsuits they were busy down there, sleek as seals, practising for their school’s next swimming badge.

I had a Saturday broadsheet, limp from the moist air, spread in bits over the ribbed table; and, at arm’s reach, a beaker of the vending machine’s tepid coffee, which tasted no different to its tea.

Martin asked if he could sit at my table. All the other tables had at least one mother at them, some with bored toddlers or unsporting older children. (The swimming pool backs onto a sports hall, Saturday activities aimed at children — gymnastics, football club, table tennis league, et al — anything, other than let the poor children be bored. Children have to be doing, to be seen to be doing. But I’m getting ahead of myself .... )

In English society, at our age (late twenties), to sit oneself at the table of a woman on her own could in itself be construed as a sexual overture and be responded to as such.

That looks and sounds so pathetic written down; but it is, sadly, oh so true. Because so unused are we English to human contact now, so insular have our little lives become, so fed tabloid motives of semi-clad sex, that a man cannot now ask to sit at a table occupied by an unaccompanied woman without his seeming to have some sexual intent.

I think, moving my bits of Saturday newspaper to make room for Martin’s plastic beaker of coffee, that’s what I said that day to Martin. I do run off at the mouth at times.

Martin smiled at my rabbiting on. Which wasn’t easy for him, as he had some facial discomfort — one puffed out red marble of an eye. Which could have been why, that day, he hadn’t fancied his chances with any of the young mothers. No, he too had already moved way beyond that.

Where I am white, black-haired, wiry and intense, Martin’s outdoor complexion was topped with floppy brown hair; and he was lean, long and bendy in the middle. A sporty type, the sole reason he wasn’t in the pool showing off to his two sons — got to be doing on access weekends — was because of the eye infection he had caught two weeks before — while swimming.

His competitive sporting edge unchallenged by my verbosity — although he turned out to be no mean talker himself — formed the basis for the beginning of our friendship.

That Saturday morning he simply found himself in agreement with my yabbering on — on the importance of tables in family life, how there could be no family life without the family sat around the table, facing one another as they talked, or listened. How, I asked him, could any family build an internal communication system while sat, shoulder to shoulder shushing one another, facing the television?

Martin agreed. But it was only on his access weekends that his sons were made to sit at table. It was only on his weekends that they didn’t have meals out of the microwave. It was only on his weekends that they were allowed out of doors and to get dirty. On their mother’s weekends, Martin said (that day or later), they were trailed around the shops Saturdays, and on Sundays they were left to sprawl the whole day away in front of the telly.

(It was that day.) Mention of shopping had me launch into one of my diatribes against consumerism. Martin listened and chuckled at what he thought, then, were some of my more outrageous assertions.

Then Emily came up dripping and shivering, and I said that it was time for her to come out. She begged five more minutes. I pretended to waver, reluctantly agreed, but insisted that both she and Mary be out by then, and that they must both then stand in the showers for two minutes for as hot as they could bear it.

Yes. That was the beginning.

But there it would have ended if, the next time we had met, we had not both been on our way back from the local SPAR, both of us laden with ingredients for that Saturday’s meal.

Martin recognised me first: his eye was no longer swollen. We reintroduced ourselves; and, as Emily and that weekend’s friend skipped on ahead, and Martin’s two boys trailed sluggishly behind, Martin and I enthusiastically talked cooking and recipes. And it was on that day, extolling each our culinary specialities, that we agreed to cook for one another. Bags were put down, names, addresses and phone numbers exchanged.

Martin was to be the first to cook. Sportsman that he was, he wanted to show off. So it began ....

At the beginning of the 21st century Martin and I were not as British men were commonly represented, but neither were we that untypical. The friendship between us, however, and certainly our criminal partnership, was unique.

