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The following all took place on January 24th 2019, when Donald J. Trump was in the White House and a global pandemic that could claim the lives of millions of people was still only a predicted reality in the minds of the world’s leading virologists and climate scientists.














The wheels of the porter trolley skate along the poolside flagstones outside the window of the ground-floor hotel room with the rhythm of a rollercoaster lift chain, and with every clip-clack clip-clack clip-clack Cliff’s heart tightens as if he’s nearing the drop. His fingers dig into the leather of the armrests, his eyes widen and whiten. Even though the sound fades as the trolley passes, to Cliff it stops dead, and his heart skips a beat. What’s next? The wind in his hair? The screaming of his fellow riders? This isn’t him. Anxiety. Fear. He’s known hate before, but not fear. You think you know it, until you do, then you realise you hadn’t known it at all.


How long can fear can keep him in the room?


The chair is soft, but not too soft; the temperature is cool but not cold. Hotel air. Frigid and still. No noise but for the trolley wheels, and they’re gone now. He has kept the curtains closed. His suitcase remains unopened on top of the counter, his carry-on flung onto the tightly wrapped bed, the widest bed he’s ever seen. Wider than it is long. All seven dwarves could have slept in it, side by side. If Cliff had been sharing it with someone, which he won’t be, he would not have known they were there. He sits with his hands on his knees. The chair is the perfect size, height, width, depth, for this rigid pose to be comfortable.


The silence. It surrounds him like milk.


Cliff thinks of the flight. It already feels like a memory of a film, from a film, a sequence of well-cut scenes. Get in late, get out early.


The cabin is half-empty. Night flight. The white noise of the engine. All that recycled air, the egg farts and onion burps. Bodies stretch along unpurchased seats, heads on those small white synthetic pillows that have the texture of paramedic compresses for roadside trauma that Cliff always used to say were designed to remind you that you don’t have a real pillow. Memory torture, he called it. Out the window, beneath, in the blackness, sometimes cities appear like leaves fallen onto a lightbox, a silent reminder on a gigantic scale that one day Mother Nature wants all this back.


Lewis is in the seat in front, his face lit by his tablet. Cliff’s eyes keep flicking over to him, just to make sure he hasn’t moved. The fear then was just a fizz, a rumble. It was denied any more life than that. Just a metallic taste at the back of the throat, like the aroma of old developing fluid he’s used a few times when experimenting with film for a dream sequence he’d wanted to shoot. His dog had drunk some and threw up pink sick onto the kitchen floor.


Cliff gets up ‒ his legs are stiff, airport-tired ‒ and he walks to the bathroom to take a piss, moving slowly, stiffly, across the buffered marble floor patterned like nougat. His phone pings. It comes out of the air like a bubble popping in heated liquid. Sammeh. I trust you arrived safely. It’s true; the logistics of the journey had been flawless.


Cliff ruffles his hair.


He’s been overreacting.


Whatever went wrong, it was not as bad as it felt at the time. It’s just a blip, he mumbles to himself. It cannot be as bad as all that. You’re just tired.


He looks at himself in the bathroom mirror, his skin sallow in the plastic light. You’re Bob Clifford. Robert Clifford. Little Bobby Clifford. And you have work to do here.


He leans on the counter with heavy shoulders. He flicks on the shower, pulls off his T-shirt and kicks off his slacks. Lewis is no-one to be frightened of.It has taken Cliff years to get his movie made; long hard years of stand-offs, compromises, tears, perspiration, and specks of blood. His mother had died during that time and his chest cavity had absorbed it like a bell jar. Marie said she worried about him. She said it often. A kiss, the type that showed her he was thankful she was his girlfriend. Partner. Life-partner. What were they calling themselves now? This glorious union. They called each other different things depending on who they were talking to. Girlfriend. Fiancée. But they didn’t have a ring. Without the ring it’s just another word. A level up, but still just semantics. Cliff felt she talked to him like a girlfriend would. It’s your funeral. That sort of thing. Not the wifely tone warning him of his responsibilities to the sanctity of their union, to an institution. A kiss, the type that landed on his forehead and smelled of morning coffee. I worry about you. A good few seconds looking into her glistening green eyes, and then her phone would buzz and she’d lean back against the kitchen counter. But the film was good. Marie had admitted as much. And he knew it. He knew others knew it. People said they liked it and he recognised sincerity when it was offered to him. He spent enough time with bad actors to know when he was being played. And now he’s in Cairo, invited to present for consideration for the festival prize. Invited. The bubble broached. All those wrong turns, those curious avenues. The invitation began: Dear Mr Robert Clifford. Bobby now only to Marie, and she could have that. Childhood friends still called him Cliff. But it would be good to know who was calling after him in the street. He had made the right choice going for Robert in the credits.


A few days after the invitation came the call from Preston asking Cliff to take Lewis with him to Cairo. Cliff had been introduced to Lewis at a party. Lewis was mid-twenties, didn’t blink, the look of a man, as Cliff’s dad would have put it, who was always waiting to be called upon. Cliff hadn’t given him a second thought. At least didn’t give him much thought beyond when others mentioned him. Have you met Preston’s nephew? It was always said over drinks.


Lewis talked as if he was reciting something. Something half-remembered. That was Cliff’s memory of him.


“Why do you want me to take your nephew to Cairo?”



What possible answer could there be?


But Cliff knew what the answer was going to be.


“He wants to get into the movie business. He likes those Japanese comics. Introduce him to some people. Look after him. He struggles. Babysit.”



Preston spoke in cascading rhythms, rhythms that did a job of alluring, of convincing.


Although not to everyone.


What was it Marie said about him?


“He talks in diarrhiffic waterfalls.”



Was that even a word?


Cliff wasn’t happy from the off. He told Marie he wasn’t happy.


“Babysit. He said that. Exactly that.”



“Tell him no.”



“I wish I could. I’m not out of the woods yet with this film.”



The kiss to the forehead, the smell of coffee.


“At some point you have to cut this loose and ask yourself what kind of artist you want to be,” Marie said.


There was never any question about Lewis going with him. That’s what Preston got for his half-a-million-quid investment in the movie. Continual affirmatives. Cliff and Lewis connect at Heathrow.


Lewis fixes Cliff with eyes that in another context may have suggested they needed rescuing from something. Lewis looks uncomfortable in a crowd. He has narrow shoulders, no waist; his hair falls scruffily forward, a shake of salt and pepper at the temples slightly throwing off his youth. Cliff is immediately reminded of meeting Lewis at that party. They’d shared a moment of silent awkwardness similar to this one, only that time Cliff was half-drunk and the DJ was playing Soulwax. Now, though, Cliff is sober, and the only music is airline staff giving instructions to people who can’t work the automated check-in screens. It’s a busy morning, but the throngs seem to be concentrated in funnels of queues. There is a great deal of unused space. Cliff has an eye for unused space that often kept him awake at night when he was making his film. He had, he admitted, become obsessed with trimming things, making everything leaner. It was how he got the thing made. He’s still thinking this way. His mind has yet to switch off from the filmmaking process, and it’s morphed from maker to promoter without so much as the raising of a glass of champagne. That happened, surely – of course it did. Champagne was raised. Marie invited some friends over, but they didn’t know why they’d come – they thought perhaps she was going to announce she and Cliff were expecting a baby or something, and when she said Cliff had finished his film the anti-climax reverberated around the house like a sonic boom. Cliff didn’t register it. He probably even smiled and accepted some congratulations. But even at that moment, as the thin flute of bubbles was lofted into the air, he was concerning himself with how all this work must not be for nothing. Promotion. Get it seen. The work is not over. Not over. Not over. He could see in Marie’s eyes that she could see in his eyes that he wasn’t fully present. At some point she would wonder if he was having a breakdown. He’d decided a long time ago to wait until she brought it up before he’d worry about whether she was on to something or not.


Lewis is a few people ahead of Cliff in the queue. That’s how they meet. Face to face at the bend of the conga.


“It’s good to see you again,” says Cliff, and he holds out his hand, but the queue shuffles on and Lewis, with an awkward half-smile, moves past the outstretched hand, looking at it as if it’s a prize he’s missing out on.


Cliff puts his hand back in his pocket like he’s clasping an IOU.


The queue shuffles on further. They meet again five minutes or so later.


Lewis says nothing.


“We’ve met before,” Cliff says. “I don’t know if you remember?”



It seems strange he wouldn’t remember. It seems strange he wouldn’t have been reminded, even. Preston would have mentioned they’d met before, wouldn’t he? But Lewis’s eyes are giving nothing back. If anything, he looks slightly scared. “It was at a party. Gina Forbes’s. Her exhibition launch. At the Tech. The afterparty. I think Rhona introduced us. Rhona Brooks.”



Still scared-looking.


“You don’t remember?” Cliff is beginning to doubt himself.


The queue shuffles and they are parted again.


How long ago was that exhibition? Eighteen months ago? Three rooms, one with a DJ, one with a bar, four pieces hanging in each room. Gina was a photographer. As far as Cliff could tell, the photographs were extreme close-ups of buttocks, suggestions of crevices, cellulite giving way to the perfect smoothness of sand dunes. The fact the exhibition was titled “Unseeing the Lectures of Literature” did nothing to enlighten him. It was a stormy night, and Lewis wore a long black trench coat, and his earring hoop glistened off the glitterball.


Rhona, who had introduced Lewis to Cliff, gave one of her short sharp hand-offs.


“This is Lewis. This is Bob Clifford. He made a documentary a couple of years ago. I saw it.”



She slid away.


“I’ve made more than just one documentary,” Cliff said. “More than just one film.”



Those beady eyes. Lewis sipped at his plastic-stemmed wine cup like his mouth was drawn on.


Cliff went on for some time about his films before Lewis said anything at all.


The queue has them back facing each other.


“Rhona Brooks introduced us,” Cliff says. “You told me about your band.”



Lewis seems to be thinking, as if, finally, he’s giving this some thought. “The photographs of breasts,” he says. “Yes, I recall. They were quite amusing.”



A quaint moment, given what is to come.


Lewis is at the front of the queue now, and he is ushered to the check-in desk. As he walks over to it, he looks back at Cliff with pliant eyes.


An awkward, harmless start.After check-in, and Lewis has waited for Cliff in one of the unused spaces to the side, there is a shift. A shift in tone, in atmosphere, in attitude – it’s not so easy to pinpoint what the shift is, but Cliff detects it. Nervousness. Is Lewis a nervous flyer? Cliff had flown with a few over the years, most of whom had dealt with it by self-medicating. Booze. Pills. Lewis looks unsure in his nervousness. So, Cliff decides to set his controls to avuncular. Cliff is the elder, by at least a decade – probably more – the man of experience. And now it’s just the two of them, no other queue-attendees eavesdropping. A simple question. It seems innocuous. Did you get to the airport okay? Something like that.Cliff catches himself in the moment, shower water proving only a superficial cleanse. He pushes soapsuds out of his eyes with his knuckles. How long has he been in there? What happened in Heathrow? And after that, at security? And in the Food Hall, getting lunch in the café? And at the gate, as they queued for boarding? The five-hour flight? Immigration? Baggage claim? In the car, the car sent to pick them up? At hotel check-in? In the elevator? At the doors to their adjacent rooms? Cliff was damaged. Physically.


The flood, the deluge, the barrage, the onslaught, the artillery fire of a sophisticated weapons system.


Lewis’s voice had been unstoppable. It burned the landscape of Cliff’s psyche like a slow-moving river of battery acid, stripping everything to its skeletal essence.


At first, Cliff was blindsided. He didn’t realise what was happening. He’d been good enough, in avuncular mode, to allow Lewis the conversational space to express himself. Lewis was the nervous younger of the two, so if he wanted to talk – if he wanted to talk a lot – then Cliff would give him the stage. But even then, you might expect gaps, pauses, inhalations. It was extraordinary how Lewis kept going, how he sucked the air out of the ground between them. It was paranormal.


The shower water runs over Cliff’s head, the glass blades of water protecting him, encasing him in his own thoughts. The bathroom is a warming amber womb. Cliff is coming back to life.


He remembers looking out from the mezzanine over the shops and food courts. Lewis had gone to try and withdraw some Egyptian money from the ATM. He returns. Cliff watches him approach daintily. Lewis walks on his toes, as if a giant has him by the waist. His brow is furrowed.


“No luck?” says Cliff.


The shower water now sounds like rain, that harmonious rain, the cleansing rain. Cliff can’t remember – can’t summon up the memory, more like – of what happened next. But it was that moment, after the ATM, when Cliff began to realise Lewis would not stop.


The flight might have killed him had he and Lewis not had the space to sit apart. Lewis goes to the Manga on his tablet. He is focussed intensely on it. Cliff leans his head back in the seat and steadies his breathing. After a while – and this is denial in action – Cliff takes a book out of his carry-on and loses himself in it. But when the plane lands and they stand, stooping to alight, Lewis takes up where he had left off when the flight left the tarmac in London. He had paused. Five hours before. And now he restarted. Mid-sentence.


Cliff looks at himself in the bathroom mirror, towel around his waist, dripping, pale, and he thinks about the shelling of allied trenches in World War One. Later, he would think of Japanese prisoner-of-war camps.


There’s another message from Sammeh.


The car will pick Cliff and Lewis up from the hotel after breakfast to take them to the festival site. Cliff messages back. How long is the car journey?


Cliff sinks back into the soft chair, in the towel and those small white hotel sandals. He feels better now. Half-human. What had Lewis been talking about all those hours? The voice. Clean and clear. It had public schoolboy intonations, the straight lines with nods at international colour. There were some inconsistent long vowels and what Cliff soon decided were intentionally obtuse mispronunciations of everyday words. Byudiful instead of Beautiful. Nelson Mandela a cousin to the mandolin. The Tok of a tik-tok for Tokyo. Lewis’s speech became an atonal language that Cliff’s brain, used to the dips and bends of the sophisticated conversationalists of his acquaintance group, could not, ultimately, comprehend. Shellshock. There was nothing to pick from the blown-out soil of his mind. There he is again, returning to the trenches.


Lewis has written a script. Eighty pages in ten days. Hardly slept. But he wanted it done in time for Cairo. He intends to pitch it. He’s printed it off. He taps the bag on his shoulder with a delicate fingertip like it’s a hot kettle. Cliff is then given ten minutes on the problem with Lewis’s printer. Then the history of problems with his printer. Then problems with printers more generally. Lewis is not afraid of the cliché. Lewis hadn’t had such problems when growing up in Germany. There are no printer problems in Germany. That topic exhausted, on to the plot of his script. Heavily influenced by Manga and H.P. Lovecraft, but essentially a coming-of-age story; Lewis doesn’t trust the term bildungsroman and when Cliff says the word here, Lewis goes ten minutes on why it’s inappropriate. A coming-of-age story of the daughter of a diamond mine owner in Guinea, Africa. He says Guinea, Africa, like Americans say Paris, Texas. The movie opens with the collapse of the mine and ends with tentacular sea monsters in the desert. Along the way is civil war, a tea party, and a telepathic orangutan named Professor Profondeurs.


Routine next.


Lewis walks Cliff through his writing routine, although Cliff isn’t quite sure why. Lewis seems to go into some semi-trance when regaling. He glares at Cliff when he’s speaking, unblinking, as if they are the only two persons in the world, of which only one of them is a sentient being capable of thought and movement. Whenever Cliff manages to break the stream and offer a few words, Lewis gently recoils, his eyes drop and he pinches the skin on the back of his hands until Cliff stops, one or two five-word sentences later, and Lewis recharges, his eyes lock, and the monologue continues. The routine, Lewis’s routine, as if Cliff has asked, and as if Cliff is an onlooker, a fan, not someone who has written ten scripts, made three documentaries, won an award at an international festival in India, and now has directed a feature, this feature. It’s why they’re both going to Cairo. It’s why Lewis is going to Cairo. When the waitress brings them coffee in the Heathrow Food Hall café, Cliff feels the urge to reach out and grab her hand, plead for his rescue. So, by the time the plane is taxiing for take-off, and Lewis is exploring his own relationship with caffeine in a winding free-form verbal essay on the subject, Cliff has surrendered.Marie would not have approved.


So, Lewis doesn’t observe the same societal norms as what you’re used to. Maybe he can teach you a thing or two. You could do with new perspectives. Get involved. Experience other people’s lives.


It’s easy to imagine her comments. But she doesn’t get it. 



Lewis goes on.


Cliff is soon hoping for visions of Marie’s admonishments to rescue him from bleaker things.


He thinks of standing alone in a blizzard.


He thinks of Father Karras’s mother coming up out of the subway in The Exorcist.


He thinks of drowning. Gurgle gurgle.


He thinks of the blood coming from the elevator shaft in The Shining.


He thinks of mobile phones causing brain cancer.


Of 5G causing pandemics.


The frequency of Lewis’s voice, unwavering, scalpel-like slicing off the top of Cliff’s head with a hairline incision and pressing rusted nuts and bolts into his brain like it’s putty.


Marie would have scowled.


Please scowl, Marie.


The fact is, she just doesn’t understand. Nobody does, nobody would, nobody will. When this is over, Cliff will be like a soldier coming home from war, isolated from his loved ones by trauma.With Marie’s voice in his head, Cliff dresses, bravely, convinced Lewis was an apparition, the whole thing intensified by the peculiar, heightened dreaminess of travel. How would Shakespeare have explained it away? Bad fish? A stuck grape pip? It was stress, the fatigue, the expectation of Cliff having his movie not just seen, but judged. It must have got to him.At breakfast, Lewis talks.


He talks about his food, about his breakfast habits at home, about his home, about his mornings and his thoughts on the idea of breakfast in general, and things he’s read about the history of breakfasts. He shares a flat above a veterinary surgery. He talks about how he used to help out there, but they eventually had to let him go no hard feelings business was slow cutbacks, and now it’s slightly awkward as he still sees them every day particularly when he’s taking the bins out as they share a side alleyway described in detail but he tries to be philosophical about the patterns of human interacting and what those patterns say about us as people.



My God, thinks Cliff. His flatmate. His flatmate must be deaf. Or dead. Or a priest. Or all three: a deaf dead priest. Or more likely his flatmate is just a supersized bag of animal feed propped up in the corner of the room with a face drawn on it with a Sharpie, like a craft version of Norman Bates’s mother.


All this, and they haven’t even eaten yet.


There is a trans-continental buffet, typical of these grand five-star hotels. Cliff watches as Lewis passes the fried rice, the aubergines, the fruits, the kofte and falafel, and hovers around the baked beans and beef sausages. Cliff has put a tablespoon of each basin onto his plate. It is a muddled tapestry of awkward culinary companions. When on holiday with Marie, he used to pile his plate like this to make her laugh and roll her eyes, but he grew to like the mix. Lewis eyes up the plate. Cliff has piled it conspicuously high. He is treasuring this quiet time at the buffet. Lewis asks if falafel is a breakfast food, really?


“If it’s here, it must be.”



Lewis then gives up the most terrifying sentence yet.


“I’m a vegan.”



Cliff feels his heart grow hard.


“So, you can eat falafel,” Cliff says, pointing at it with his fork. “But not the beef sausages.”



Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm.


This noise Lewis makes is loud, as if he’s trying to reach the cheap seats. It’s high-pitched, like something from the BBC Radiophonic Workshop. He tilts his head. He takes the tongs, puts one falafel ball on his plate. Tilts his head again. Replaces the ball onto the buffet basin. He makes the noise again. Tilts his head. Puts the falafel back on his plate. Cliff moves away, moves on, and looks back to see Lewis finally put the ball of falafel back onto the buffet. Lewis also moves on, back to the baked beans, but Cliff sees him looking back over his shoulder to the falafel. There’s every chance this drama has a few more Acts to play out before it concludes.


Cliff sees a chance for a quiet few minutes eating alone.


From the table he sees a waiter go up to Lewis. Looks like he wants to help, but Lewis goes rigid. Cliff wonders if he should intercede. But he stays seated, washes down a mouthful of falafel, beans, and scrambled egg with some black coffee. There is nodding between the waiter and Lewis. Lewis comes back to the table and puts his plate down. It has some beans, some green leaves, and some couscous. The two men look across at each other for a minute.


“Everything okay, Lewis?”



“The man is going to bring me an omelette,” Lewis says.


The restaurant is quiet, a few people eating alone specked around. They’ve thankfully missed the rush. Cliff is unsure of the correct time. He looks at his watch and it is still on GMT. It’s 7:42 back home. Marie will be leaning on the kitchen counter now, coffee in one hand and slice of toast and marmalade in the other, her eyes glazed but her mind on the Today Programme. Cliff imagines her in grey slacks and a black blouse, the sun breaking in through the slats of the kitchen blinds and making her blonde hair shine like a halo.


Lewis is saying that he tries to eat a balanced diet. And here it comes. Cliff feels his head grow heavy. The speech about veganism. It’s going to cut deep, this one.


Cliff’s eyes are drawn to four men, Arabic men, you can assume they’re Egyptian, in matching blue and black tracksuits. They come into the restaurant and take a table just across the way. Football coaches, Cliff thinks. Soccer ball emblems on the breast pockets of their polo shirts gives them away. They know how to order, and how to combine the disparate offerings of the buffet. Coaches of a touring team, perhaps. A high-school team? Cliff wonders about asking if they have any room on the tour. When he was a kid, and he used to go and watch his dad’s team play on the Saturday afternoons, there was one man in charge of the bucket and sponge, who would run on if someone got cropped. Cliff could do that for these guys. Like running away with the circus. No need to worry about language barrier. The bucket and sponge is a universal language.


Lewis is talking about the morality of eating insects.The car comes.


Lewis, at breakfast, has been talking about the evolution of horror literature. This isn’t a subject that would normally repel Cliff. He is something of a horror geek, or nerd, or whatever the fans are called nowadays. But Cliff is not part of any fraternity. He views his dedication to the horror genre as something pseudo-academic and most definitely mature, serious, intellectual. He could contribute to this conversation, he feels, and in interesting ways, but there seems no way in.


“I’m a big horror fan,” Cliff says.


But Lewis barely registers the contribution. His lips purse for a second while Cliff delivers it, and then they unpurse in order to continue on their way.


Lewis is talking about his own evolution too, but this is not biography, it is more a swirling essay on the psychological rift met within him by the impetus of the deranged authors of madness. He touches on Lovecraft again. If this was a documentary, and Cliff was interviewing Lewis, he would ask him what the Ancients represent to him. But this isn’t a documentary, and Cliff isn’t interviewing Lewis. This is breakfast.


And it continues as they walk out to the lobby. As Cliff walks over to the reception to ask whether their car has arrived, Lewis keeps talking. He must – must – reach the end of his story, his analysis, his evaluation. Even if it goes on forever. Into the shadows of time.


Lewis is silent while Cliff addresses the concierge, who walks the two of them out to the front of the hotel and waves at their car, which chugs into action and comes slowly before them.


The driver gets out. An older man, his English is good, not just functioning; it is fluid and he has a sense of humour. As he opens the doors, he says something Cliff doesn’t quite catch, but there’s something to his tone that makes him realise it was meant in jest. Cliff laughs. Lewis says, “What did he say?”



He says it loudly, as if the driver isn’t stood right there.


Cliff looks at Lewis. The driver looks at Cliff.


Move past it. Move past it with force and confidence. That’s the best way to deal with these stutters.


“How long does it take to get to the festival site?” Cliff asks the driver, as if Lewis has said nothing at all.


“Only fifteen minutes,” says the driver. “But we have one pick-up on the way. A very slight detour.”The car is beautifully air conditioned, and the black leather seats are cool on the forearms and the back of the neck. Lewis continues to talk.


Cliff has time in the car to ruminate in a new fourth dimension of his mind, an anteroom to the reality around him. Wasn’t Preston’s brother, Lewis’s father, in the armed forces? An officer. Brigadier General or something? Army life explains the German part of his backstory. Also, the rank, if remembered rightly, does suggest public school. A boarder, even? Cliff looks Lewis over. Perhaps it’s a cliché, but he must have been a disappointment to a Brigadier. The earrings. The lack of blinking. The pinching of the backs of his hands. And living in a flat above a vet’s? A suggestion he’s estranged.


And this is where the Fourth Dimension merges with the strange world of the first.


Lewis is talking about his relationship with his father. Two roads meet.


Lewis was a disappointment to his military dad. His heroes were not Churchill, or Monty, or Horatio Nelson, but Eno, Schneider, and Czukay. Lewis wanted to form an electronica band, not go to Sandhurst. Cliff wonders if the Brigadier was relieved to be disappointed, to not have to send his son to that rarefied place. Lewis suggests he suspects his father had an original creative impulse when he was young that had been crushed by the necessities of the military mind. Lewis says he believes creativity is hereditary, and although he also believes nurture can be important, and the impulse could even skip a generation, it’s still likely his dad suppressed poetry for prosody. He speaks about all this as if it’s the plot of a daytime soap he’s been watching and not his own somewhat sad backstory. Lewis goes on and on, and Cliff tries to take in some of the sights of Egypt out of the window of the car, the sand, the construction work, the grand sandstone homes of the suburbs with their shaded balconies and high-gated drives, the dunes of the horizon. And then Lewis says, “I think my father has always been a little bit afraid of me.”



Cliff holds this for a second. It’s sadness he feels.


Then somehow without drawing breath, they are back with Lovecraft and Innsmouth and cosmic horror, and how Lovecraft was probably an anti-Semite because he was mollycoddled by his mother and incubated resentment toward her for his perception of his own undermined masculinity and he was almost certainly a homosexual and self-loathing because of it and all this manifested itself as open bigotry.


Cliff senses a door opening in Lewis’s mind.


An unfathomable realm where unending verbal essays on the horrors of the historical abuses of the tribes of Abraham awaits. A trapdoor, beneath which lurks an ancient many-tentacled creature. His ability to follow strands in the darkness, and to pull his victim down with him. Cliff can feel a tentacle wrap around his ankle.The pick-up, the detour, is in the person of a small Italian woman, in her fifties with a swish of short silver hair and a worker’s tan. She is dressed for hiking, in strong footgear, a scarf – a shemagh – wrapped around her neck and shoulders. She energetically spins herself into the front passenger seat and her rucksack lands in her lap. She wears a warm smile and leans back over the handbrake to shake the hands of her travel companions. She is Professor Francesca Mantonioni, and she seems genuinely enthusiastic to meet Cliff and Lewis. But before anything else, a quick conversation with the driver, in Arabic. She seems to be suggesting he takes a different route to the one he had in mind, but in the end she concedes, but she concedes as if she’d won the argument anyway and it just isn’t worth the hassle.


“So, what brings you two to Cairo?” she asks, twisting at the waist to speak to Cliff and Lewis.


Cliff looks at Lewis, who has been quiet ever since Francesca got into the car.


“I have a film in competition here,” Cliff says.


Francesca beams.


“That is wonderful,” she says. “A documentary? I cannot wait to see it. What is it called?”



“No, it’s a feature film,” says Cliff.


Francesca slaps her forehead.


“Oh no,” she says. “Forgive me. I am on the judging panel for the documentary prize, and I am so excited to be here, and to be asked to do this. Documentary filmmaking is a real passion of mine.”



“You make films?” says Cliff.


“No. Well, not as a filmmaker. I have made many films in front of the camera.”



“You act?” says Cliff.


Francesca frowns, but not with upset, more with confusion. Perhaps something is being lost in translation?


“Haha, no, I do not act.” She gestures at herself as if to suggest she lacks the glamour necessary for that particular trade. “I am a Professor of Arabic, specifically Arabic literature in Egypt of the mid-to-late medieval period.”



She hands Cliff a business card. Università Guido Carla. Rome. He’s never heard of it. Is that more impressive or less? Maybe it’s one of those places hidden deep in the vaults of the Vatican.


“But my second passion, my hobby, if you like, is documentary filmmaking,” she goes on as she tucks her remaining business cards back into her bag. “Arabic in particular. I have written several books on the subject. Hence, being invited to judge this prize. I am so excited. Did I tell you how excited I am?”



“I didn’t know there was a separate prize here for documentaries,” Cliff says.


“Oh yes, indeed. It’s one of the most prestigious in the field. But tell me about your film. I’m afraid I won’t get a chance to see it here because of my schedule – it is so crazy the number of films I am scheduled to watch – but maybe I can catch yours on general release.”



Cliff looks her in the eyes. What can he say? He has the pitch all memorised. Or he did.


Where is it now?


There.


The words visualised on a stone tablet.


Speak them.


Nothing.


Instead, shakily…



“I used to make documentaries,” Cliff says.


Francesca lights up even more than she already was.


“Ah, wonderful! Any I have seen?”



Cliff always scoffs at this question – how would he know what you’ve seen? – but not this time. His cynicism is snuffed out by a feeling of excitement. What if she has seen one of his films? This Italian professor who writes books about documentaries in her spare time.


“I made one called Timon of Calcutta,” Cliff says.


Francesca rises in her seat.


“My god, yes, I have seen that,” she shouts, and Cliff finds himself up in his chair too and beaming. “You burned the theatre down,” she says.


Cliff feels himself deflate.


That is the right film. But it’s not the right edit. He cut that scene out eventually. This does mean Francesca has seen it streamed on the M-Flex site, who took pride in showing it as part of their Burning Buildings season. They used the early edit included as an extra on the Blu-ray release without Cliff’s permission.


“You saw that version?” he says.


Francesca laughs.


“Yes, I did.” And she wants to say something else, but something is stopping her, maybe her English, though it seems to Cliff she is searching unsuccessfully for the phrase fucking catastrophe.


“And that actor, the one who wanted to be Timon,” Francesca goes on. “When he throws the plates of food over the wall, gifted to him by the owners of the theatre, just as they drive past…”



She is laughing heartily now.


“He was quite the character,” she says.


Cliff agrees through gritted teeth and sinks back in his chair. He doesn’t need those memories brought up.


“So, you are here with your first feature?” Francesca says.


“Yes.”



“That is brave. And it is a victory. Whether you win or not.”



She turns to Lewis, who now looks braced for something.


“And you? You are involved in this film?” she says to him.


Lewis almost flinches. Cliff wonders if he was even listening just now to his exchange with the professor.


“I am actually here to pitch my script idea,” Lewis says.


Cliff waits for the deluge, the outpouring of twisting waterways as he explains his script, his process, his living arrangements, and his childhood anxieties all in one stream of consciousness. Cliff waits. He waits.


“We’re here,” says the driver.The car pulls up to the festival site, a vast modern conference complex on the outskirts of the city, shaped like a mile-long shoebox complete with lid on. As Francesca leaps out the passenger side, she offers words of encouragement to Lewis, tells him he has come to the right place, that this is a great festival for networking and that for a western filmmaker it is a valuable gateway to another world of creativity. As she says this, Cliff is straightening himself up on the curbside. It feels like the drive took longer than his watch suggests. He looks up to the clear blue sky. It’s a warm morning, a safe, welcoming warmth, and there is a breeze coming from somewhere. Cliff thinks, if there is a way to describe this weather it is perfection. How bad can anything be when you’re standing here in this perfect temperature with the perfect breeze and the perfect blue sky.


Francesca is handing Lewis her card.


“I don’t have one to give you,” he says.


“Don’t worry about it,” Francesca laughs. “I am old-fashioned. But email me. Send me your script. I would love to read it.” She turns to Cliff. “And sorry I won’t get to see your film. Email me the title and I’ll keep an eye out for it.”



She hikes her rucksack up onto her shoulders, turns, says something in Arabic to the driver – look after these two, perhaps? – and she disappears with a bound into the throng of festival-goers congregating near the entrance to the site.


As he watches her go, Cliff locks eyes with a man he takes at once to be Sammeh.


“Sammy; everyone calls me Sammy.” Cliff has researched Sammy on Facebook and notes his profile picture is remarkably accurate, which is rarely how it turns out. Sammy has an intelligent smile, and he’s a big man, rounded at the shoulders. He stands side-on to them as he talks, as if every sentence is an introduction to a guided tour of an exotic palace. Welcome to the festival, welcome to Cairo, welcome to all these movie lovers. And he gestures widely at the thickening crowds. Sammy has a round face, thick lips, grey flecks in a close-cropped beard, and a handsome twinkle in his eye. His smile, which is the slightest of things, connects to that twinkle like it’s linked by fibre optic broadband. His voice is deep, not quite booming, but his consonants hit the floor like a bouncing bomb. The big man element of his presence is almost certainly from a glutinous love of life – food, wine, the usual stuff. Cliff recognises that gregarious stance – it’s something you can’t imitate.


Lewis says his first words: “I have a script.” Cliff wonders where that came from. Sammy laughs, slaps Lewis gently on the shoulder, and says, “Then you will love it here.”



He walks his guests through the gates, armed guards wave them through. For a big man, Sammy moves fast, and Lewis and Cliff skip a few steps to keep up with him. They move across lawns and across walkways toward the entrance to the conference centre. Crowds part like it’s a choreographed scene from a movie.


“We are so excited to have you here, Robert,” Sammy says.


Cliff is looking at Lewis; calm, quiet Lewis, who hasn’t said a word since he mentioned his script.


“I am very excited to be here,” Cliff says. “I can’t thank you enough for the invitation.”



Sammy nods and grins.


“I am looking forward to seeing your movie,” he says.


They move into the Main Hall through large glass revolving doors and step into an enormous mall-like auditorium.


“You haven’t seen it?” Cliff is surprised. Perhaps he has misunderstood. But Sammy confirms.


“No.” He puts the palm of his hand across his heart. “I am not on the selection panel. My daughter, Rana, she saw it in London. Preston gave her a private screening. She speaks very highly of it.”



Cliff hasn’t heard this story before. Preston hadn’t mentioned it. Cliff’s heart holds steady.


“When will it be shown?” Cliff asks.


Sammy booms, “Tonight!” And then he says, “You got my email? Preston forwarded you my email? With all the details?”



They walk fast through the auditorium, through crowds. Sammy is checking Lewis is still with them. Calm, quiet Lewis.


“No, no, I didn’t get any email from Preston. Not forwarded from you.”



Sammy laughs that big laugh of his and he throws his hands in the air and stops walking, turns to Lewis and he says, “That fucking uncle of yours. He is useless, no?”



They both laugh and Cliff watches them.


“You don’t have to tell me,” Lewis says, and he cocks an eyebrow.


And nothing else.


He stops right there and says no more.


They walk on.


Cliff realises he might need to know what was in the email.


Sammy says, “You brought the movie, right?”



Cliff is almost at a canter.


“What?” he says.


“You brought the movie,” Sammy repeats.


“What do you mean brought the movie?”



“So we can show it to the judges.”



“You don’t have a copy?” Cliff says.


He says it, sure that’s not what Sammy means.


“If I had a copy, I would have seen it by now.”



And then Sammy stops, recognising a problem, looks at Cliff, looks at Lewis, Lewis shrugs with tight shoulders – has he even been listening? – Sammy looks back at Cliff.


“You come to a film festival to promote your movie,” Sammy says, “without a copy of your movie?”



Cliff shuffles his weight from one foot to the other.


“I didn’t know you didn’t have a copy,” he says.


“Preston said you’d bring it,” Sammy says.


“First I’m hearing of it.” There is an awkward silence between them all. “How much of a problem is this?”



Sammy looks thoughtful; perturbed but thoughtful. The crowds seem to fall away around them. He scratches at the grey patch in his beard. Cliff wonders if the discolouring is a result of this common usage, a contemplative scratch patch.


“He’s fucking useless, your uncle,” Sammy says, his grin now more serious, more annoyed.


“You don’t have to tell me,” says Lewis.


Cliff squints at Lewis.


They walk on at speed through the crowds toward the escalators.


“Don’t worry,” Sammy says. “We will get it sent over via the internet.”



Via the internet is a strange expression, although Cliff cannot quite put his finger on why that is. Is it because it’s archaic? Or because it sounded vague, unsure, a bit of a punt?


Perhaps it’s a tactic to deflect stress, but Sammy changes the subject.


“You two are friends?” he says over his shoulder.


“Sure,” Lewis says.


And he leaves it at that.


He does not elaborate.


Cliff eyes Lewis suspiciously, he hopes not too obviously.


“We don’t really know each other very well,” Cliff says, immediately regretting the eagerness with which he felt it come out.


“So, you have been brought together for this trip?”



“Yes,” says Cliff.


Sammy gives that big grin of his.


“The start of a beautiful friendship,” he says. “You know the movie?”



Lewis looks blank.


“You know the movie? The start of a beautiful friendship?”



“Yes yes,” says Cliff. “Casablanca. Who doesn’t know that movie?”



Sammy chuckles, to himself mainly. “The start of a beautiful friendship.”Cliff had always been mesmerised by the lighting of that scene, how the suggestion of mist is also the suggestion of the world beyond the airfield, the one Rick Blaine and Louis Renault have to go back to, the world that dominates the film and damns its characters. He’d thought about shooting his movie in black and white, but without using filmstock monochrome only looks parodical, and he couldn’t ever have afforded real actual hold-it-in-your-hand film. Plus he raised it with Preston once, shooting in black and white, during one of their flirtatious lunches where Cliff was still trying to get some money out of him, and Preston just lifted a piece of whitebait to his lips on the end of a stainless steel fork and before popping it between his peg-like teeth he said, “No. Colour or I walk. And you can pay for the fucking lunch.”As the three of them rise on the escalator to the mezzanine, Cliff looks out over the vast conference hall, thousands of stalls and displays, producers, studios, freelancers, agents, from all over the world, stretching on as far as the eye can see. For a second, he thinks he can see the top of Professor Francesca’s silver head bounding through the crowds, but he loses it quickly and cannot find her again.


“The documentary prize is very prestigious, I hear,” Cliff says, tapping his fingers on the rail, trying to distract himself from any impending difficulties with his film.


“Oh yes, very,” says Sammy. “But I don’t have too much to do with that side. It takes place in the hall next to this one. It is twice the size. Four thousand stalls.”



Sammy is a co-founder of the festival, but he doesn’t run it, he isn’t the director; he sold it on, and now he runs the prizes and sells his own movie ideas as a writer and buys those of others as a producer. Somewhere online, Cliff read Sammy is involved in around sixty movies a year. Cliff passes this over in his mind as they reach the mezzanine. It’s impressive, he thinks; all this.Sammy’s office is a hub, several rows of desks peopled by his team, all looking up from computers to get a look at the guests. Sammy introduces each one individually, most of the names evaporating before Cliff can get a grip on them in his mind. Smiling faces, men and women, young, bright eyes and soft pleasant handshakes. The last to be introduced, a young woman who comes from the back of the room, is Rana, Sammy’s daughter, procurer of Cliff’s movie and the person who seemingly pulled the short straw and had to sit with Preston to watch it. She is tall, has a perfect complexion, made all the more luxuriant by her large dark eyes; she wears a headscarf, as all the women in the office do, and it seems to frame an inquisitive, thoughtful face. She says to Cliff that she enjoyed his film very much, and Cliff attempts a look of modesty and says, “I’m sorry you had to watch my film on a small screen.”
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