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one


It first started four months after she had separated from Tom, although at the time, of course, she didn’t think of it as ‘It’. At the time, it was simply the morning when she walked into the kitchen and couldn’t find the Van Morrison CD. She hadn’t given it much thought then, just flicked her way through the rack and chosen something else.

But over the coming weeks she had missed the album. Called ‘Enlightenment’, it was recorded at the turn of the Nineties (years that seemed to have passed her by musically) and had a great opening track that roared out of the speakers, high and sassy, suggesting that there might indeed be life after the end of a failed relationship. In those scorching high-summer days when there was so much sun that even the plants were calling for mercy, it had become a kind of anthem for her, offering a vision of a future which she couldn’t quite let herself believe in.

It had been her custom to play it first thing in the morning, as she opened up the French windows onto the garden and laid breakfast for herself on the slowly yellowing lawn. The day after Tom had moved out,  taking his half of the kitchen with him, she had gone to the local department store and bought a whole set of absurd, brightly coloured plates and breakfast cups and a shiny black cappuccino maker, stylish, very Italian. It had taken her a while to fathom the instructions - she was one of those independent women who nevertheless left the electronic part of her life to whichever man was in it at the time - but once she had mastered it she was able to conjure up fabulous cupfuls of frothy coffee which she sat on the lawn sipping luxuriously, and which left thick white moustaches on her upper lip. There was, of course, no one to lick them off. Not that she minded that. On the contrary. After so long living in the shadow of a slow death, she felt a quiet, almost triumphant sense of release.

Still, she missed the Van Morrison. There were other albums of his she could have played, but they all came from different parts of her life, fragments of a musical autobiography that pre-dated Tom, and were therefore so long ago now that it was hard to remember they had happened to the same person. The pleasure of this album was that it felt new to who she was now. It had come the same week as the breakfast set, along with a brooding, melancholic version of Leonard Cohen songs sung by an American singer called Jennifer Warnes with a voice like raw silk, flaws and all.

This new music became a kind of benchmark of her progress. One day when she was in the car, ‘The Famous Blue Raincoat’ turned up to top volume, she imagined herself hearing it again in a couple of years’ time, when the emotional landscape was different, and saying to herself ‘Ah yes, that was one of the records I  split up with Tom to’, as if the act had been just another event in a life unfolding and not the end of it, as it so often felt now.

So much did she miss the Van Morrison that after a week or so she began a systematic search, taking down every CD from the shelf and checking it, to see if Van had somehow bedded himself down with Morrissey or Bryan Ferry by mistake. But the shiny little disc was nowhere to be found. It puzzled rather than worried her. She wondered briefly about Tom. Maybe he had appropriated it during one of his lightning raids on the house.

The atmosphere around the split-up had been so acrimonious that for a while it had seemed impossible for them to be in the same place together at the same time. It was agreed that anything he needed he would take while she was out. He sent her notes: painful, formal little lists decorated by unpleasant remarks, detailing what and when. The ‘when’ he honoured, the ‘what’ proved more problematic. In those first months she would often find herself looking for a certain plate or book, only to find that it had gone walkabout. Of course, some of these things were genuinely theirs, rather than his or hers; seven years of shared life made it hard even for her to remember what exactly belonged to whom. But that album, she knew, was hers. He didn’t even like Van Morrison, for God’s sake. She had thought about contacting him to check, but four months on it still felt too soon to hear his voice again. He might be tempted to read it as her finding an excuse to get in touch, and she couldn’t bear the idea of feeling vulnerable to his arrogance. Not yet. Not any more. After a while she assumed she had simply mislaid the  disc somewhere. She got used to not hearing the music and forgot all about it.

Towards the end of the summer, she went to New York for a couple of days’ work, staying at a hotel on the edge of Central Park. She had been looking forward to the trip, her first as a single woman again, had even extended it by a few days to include the weekend. But when the time came she found herself inexplicably depressed by it. The city was rank, exhausted by the summer’s heat, and the work dull. On the second evening she left the hotel for a stroll down Broadway, but the swelter left her dripping by the fourth block and she escaped instead into Tower Records, where the air was second-hand but bearable and the music, by chance, Van Morrison.

It was a live double album recorded in San Francisco in 1993, proof that he had not only survived the Eighties intact, but had managed to draw some creativity from the decade. She bought it instantly, along with another earlier concert album - ‘Live at Belfast City Hall’ - and a replacement for the one she had lost earlier. Once she’d started riffling through the racks, she found she couldn’t stop. The Czech publishing company that had sent her to help run its trade fair had given her three days’ expenses in hand. She spent it all in the next twenty minutes, exploring the back-lists, buying up bands she had once danced or sung along to, but could never be bothered to replace with CDs because they were too expensive and she would only ever be able to play them when Tom was out. In retrospect she wondered if their musical incompatibility hadn’t been the source of all evil: what hope could there ever be for a rock’n’roll girl and a classical  lover? The thought returned to her now as she defiantly picked out half a dozen new bands she had barely heard of, let alone listened to. New music for a new life. On her way back to the hotel she stopped by an electrical store and bought a portable CD player on her Barclaycard just for the hell of it.

She spent the rest of her trip curled up in bed, channel flicking on the TV with the sound down and the headphones on, the music feeling more real than the place.

When she got home, the summer was on the wane, and it wasn’t long before she had to wear a sweater for her breakfasts outside. Still she persisted. The music went with her, pounding out from the French windows, louder now, less melancholic. Luckily, thanks to the capriciousness of Victorian suburban planning, hers and the gardens around hers were large, offering a version of urban privacy, the neighbours either too far away or too lazy to complain. Maybe after so many serious symphonies they enjoyed the change of music.

The sounds moved her feet as well as her mind. She bopped to Bruce Springsteen and Bob Seger as she deadheaded the roses and weeded the ground elder from between the dahlias, while inside she cleaned the kitchen to the beat of Counting Crows, Radiohead and a handful of other new bands whose songs were becoming familiar enough for her to sing the words to. It was, she realised, a long time since she had heard so much of her own voice. It still surprised her that such a confident sound should emerge out of such an otherwise shy personality.

It struck her that all this singing might mean, perhaps, that she was happy, but the word didn’t seem  to carry any meaning, and despite the music she would still have days where she would wake at four a.m. feeling as if the world had ended during the night and she was the only one left alive to mourn it.

Seven and a half years. Too long for an affair, too short for a lifetime. The question of who she was now remained unanswered.

Maybe it would have been easier if she had seen Tom again, to remind herself of what she had escaped from. But although she had a number for him (he had fallen on his feet - a work colleague had got a post in Saudi and left a bachelor apartment in the Barbican needing a new tenant) she never rang it. And he never called her. Friends of friends told her he was doing fine; busy, looking good. Did that mean he never thought of her, never missed her at all? Did she miss him? Yes, was the honest answer to that, sometimes, even though the last eighteen months with him had been increasingly unbearable; the rows moving from voice into violence with long frozen truces in between.

The corroding of emotion had already infected the sex, or what remained of it. For a while it had made it almost exciting; angrier, more selfish on both sides, providing a sense of novelty in an otherwise tired formula. But it also held seeds of a contempt which in the end would have poisoned them both. They both understood that, but it was she who had rebelled first, putting a stop to their mutual destruction. His withdrawal was so immediate, so complete, that it made her wonder if he had ever been there at all. Abstinence brought its own tension, which neither of them chose to talk about. Add it to the list of unfinished business. Maybe without her he would  fuck differently; playful, creative, curious, the way they used to be a million years ago. Maybe she would too.

Not that she could imagine it. She didn’t miss the sex. On the contrary, she rather relished her celibacy. She enjoyed the new expanse of the bed and its cool empty spaces. It was part of a deeper enjoyment of the intimacy of being alone. She would spend long hours in the bathroom, a woman at her toilet; crimping, waxing, creaming and pampering a body which was not to be seen by anyone but her. It was like being a teenager again, the pleasure being in the indulgence, cut off from any threat of disillusionment by reality.

Only very occasionally did her body betray her. One night, a few weeks before her trip to New York, she had the fiercest, most unexpected of erotic dreams: an old lover in a motel room on the edge of a desert, taunting, denying her, then finally giving. She woke in a sweat of desire, scared half to death by the power of the feeling; the power and the vulnerability that it exposed.

She had missed the Van Morrison album more than ever that morning. My, how that man could make love with his voice; the long, slow sensuous kind, rather than the wham-bam pelvic thrust she had become used to in the last days of the destructive rutting match with Tom.

She had opened the windows and stood on the grass, cradling her mug of frothy coffee against her body, enjoying the solitude and, for once, the quiet. Across the long expanse of gardens was a jigsaw puzzle of high Victorian windows and rooftops. The city was full of people she didn’t know and would probably never  meet. The anonymity of it all, of herself within it, was surprisingly exciting. It gave an edge to her loneliness. For a few days she even found herself looking at men again, wondering what they would be like in bed, if they in turn might fancy her. But it took a lot of energy, pushing her thoughts outwards, and by the time she got on the plane to New York her interest had faded.

Back home she made a last stab at conviviality. She threw a dinner party, going through her address book and inviting seven people including a spare man - a friend of a friend - to even the numbers. She cooked all day and laid a Good Housekeeping table. They came, ate, talked and left. Two of them wrote notes saying how lovely an evening it had been. She was depressed for days afterwards.

Towards the end of October it became, finally, too cold to breakfast outside. The French windows were closed up and it was only the squirrels and the cat who did any gardening, Millie scratching up the bulbs with her claws or standing in the middle of the lawn in endless stand-off with a sleek black tom that had taken to stalking her territory, green-eyed and taunting.

She stood behind the glass watching it all from inside. She didn’t mind. She still played the music, staring out as the rain rolled in, but she had other concerns now. One of the publishing houses that she translated for had just arrived back from the Frankfurt Book Fair with a hard-boiled thriller by a new Czech writer, and they were in a panic to get it translated because there was movie interest in the synopsis, with names like Brad Pitt and Irene Jacobs being bandied about. She had read it some months before - the tale of a New York cop brought in to bust a Mafia drugs ring in  the East - and though she had reservations about its originality she’d decided to take it on anyway, partly because they made her an offer she couldn’t refuse and partly because living in another language would force her to live less in herself, or at least the self that she associated with Tom.

She upgraded her hard disk and bought a slang dictionary to mark the occasion. The novel was long, an Eastern European attempt at a blockbuster, and its translation would take her the rest of the year and into the new one. Why not? She had nothing better to do with her life. When this is finished, she told herself, I’ll be ready; I’ll emerge like a butterfly from a cocoon, transformed, reborn, ready to take on the world.

She bought a bottle of champagne to mark the beginning of her confinement. At 6.30 on the first evening, with the light already fading in readiness for winter, she went down to the kitchen to open it. She had been playing the Morrison San Francisco double album almost constantly that week; a good way to prepare her for translation, appreciating how someone else could make words dance. But when she pushed the button to start the music, nothing happened. She pushed it again, then opened up the machine only to discover that the CD wasn’t in it. Surely she had had it in the machine that morning? She certainly hadn’t played anything else, and the case was still sitting there by the side. She checked inside. The second disc was in its place safely at the back, but the other one, the one she’d been playing, was not. Neither was it anywhere on the work top nor on the rack above.

As she searched further, the cat-flap snapped open  and Millie streaked in like a bat out of hell, trying, too late, to look dignified and victorious. On the lawn, twenty yards away from the doors, the big black tom-cat was poised, stock-still, staring in silent triumph. She went up and hammered on the French windows. It stood its ground, then drew back its ears, turned and sauntered lazily away. Millie curled herself round her owner’s legs, yowling, eager for affection. ‘Come on, girl,’ she muttered. ‘It’s your garden. Don’t let some man get the upper hand.’

She went back to her search. But the longer she looked the more obvious it became that the disc wasn’t there. It didn’t make sense. It had been in the machine, now it was gone. If she hadn’t taken it out, then who had? With the exception of an hour or so in the middle of the day when she’d gone out for a swim and to buy the champagne, she had been in the house all the time.

It was then, for the first time in months, that she remembered the other Van Morrison album and its equally sudden disappearance. And it was then also that she began to wonder seriously about her ex-lover.

 



‘But why? What could he possibly gain from it? Anyway, I thought he only liked classical stuff.’

‘He does.’

‘So?’

‘So, the answer is, I don’t know.’

‘But you think it’s him?’

‘I don’t know. What do you think?’

‘I think you probably mislaid it somewhere.’

‘Not “it”. Them. And I’ve looked, and I didn’t.’

‘So was anything else missing? Anything valuable?’

‘No, nothing. I checked.’

‘Well, if it is him, it’s a rather subtle way to go about getting to you. I would have expected something more direct from Tom, mean bastard.’

‘Is he?’ she said, surprised.

Sally laughed. ‘Sweetheart, you know he is. God, when you two were together you couldn’t get through an evening without him bitching at you, undermining you in a dozen different ways. He didn’t want a lover, he wanted an acolyte. It was OK while you fitted the role, but as soon as you didn’t . . . Patrick and I would talk about it afterwards.’

How strange, she thought. All those years we were together nobody thought to mention how ill-suited we were. Now people can’t stop telling me. She sat across the table, watching Sally dissect a lettuce leaf as if it were a cadaver. But then, of course, she had never told Sally what she really thought of Patrick. Better not to on balance. ‘What? . . . Sorry?’

‘I said, does he still have a key?’

‘Er . . . yes. He was moving stuff out and then I never bothered to ask for it back.’

‘Hmmmn.’

‘Hmmmn, nothing, Sally. I just forgot, that’s all.’

‘Yes, well, if I were you I’d ask for it now.’

‘I will.’ She buried her impatience and called to the waitress, making signs for the bill. When she turned back Sally’s face was a study in concern.

‘It’s a big house, you know, sweetie, easy to get spooked in. I wouldn’t want to live there alone. Patrick thinks you should sell it. You could do it, even in this market. He knows someone who could get you a good price.’

‘I’m sure he does. But I don’t want to sell.’

‘No, well, we won’t talk about it . . . How’s the book?’

‘Long.’ She left a pause. Then took pity on her. ‘But good.’

‘Hmmn. Can I say something to you?’

She smiled mildly. ‘I think you already are.’

‘It’s just I don’t think you’re helping yourself, that’s all.’

‘Why? How?’

‘Burying yourself away in that mansion with just a computer and a cat for company. You’ll go stale. Lose all the juice in you, or whatever Tom left after he did his own bit of squeezing. I think you should make an effort to get back into the real world, get out more, meet people, give yourself a chance.’

She nodded. ‘I know you do, Sal. But I’m not you. This is my way and it works for me.’

‘Yes, well . . .’ She lifted up her hand to acknowledge failure, then turned it into an extravagant gesture to attract the waitress. This time the bill came. To make Sally feel better she let her buy the lunch. Poor Sal. Always needing people to need her. Presumably that had something to do with the fact that Patrick didn’t. ‘So I expect this means you’re saying no to Saturday night? I have it on good authority that this guy is very nice.’

‘I’m sure he is, but I’m just getting into the flow.’

‘What, weekends as well?’

‘You know me.’

‘Yes, unfortunately I do. How about next month?’

‘Maybe.’

‘All right, all right. I’ve said my bit. But you be  careful. Remember, the further you burrow in, the further there is to crawl back out from again.’

‘I’ll keep it in mind. Thanks.’

 



Back home she unpacked the chocolate cake that Sally had insisted on buying her at the counter (‘If you can’t have fun with someone else, then have some fun with yourself. God knows you could do with a few calories’) and cut herself a slice to go with her cappuccino. Interesting, what other people think of you. So, according to the rest of the world, it was Tom who was the aggressor and she who was the victim. Presumably that was how it had looked from the outside. Except it didn’t square with her vision of herself. Sure, he made more of a show of himself, talked longer and louder, expressed more opinions. But half the time they hadn’t been worth listening to. Certainly not worth competing with. The thought shocked her. Had she really thought that about the man she’d lived with for nearly eight years?

Apparently, yes. She went up to the CD rack and flicked through the shiny line of titles, looking for something to make her feel better. In the end she went for comfort music and the camp eroticism of early Lou Reed schmoozed its way into the room. ‘Walk on the Wild Side’. If only she could.

She thought, not for the first time in her life, how wonderful it must be to be a musician, to be able to say it all without having to say it to anyone in particular. Alas, she couldn’t do it. Being able to sing was only the beginning. When she was younger her voice had been good enough for people to suggest she do it professionally. But her talent had always been with others’  songs. She herself had had nothing to say. Or nothing she thought anyone would be interested in. Now, as a translator, she had the confidence to play with other people’s words, but was still too often wrong-footed when it came to finding her own. Like literature, like life. Maybe that was what had gone wrong between her and Tom; he only talked more because she had talked less. Or maybe Sally was right. Maybe she just didn’t have enough juice.

She went back to the CD problem. It was three days since the loss of the second Van Morrison and nothing further had happened to add to her suspicions. That meant two albums missing in three months. It didn’t make sense. If it was Tom, then it certainly wasn’t his style. Sally was right about that. Not only too subtle, but too long-winded. On the other hand, whoever had taken them (and she was certain now that they had gone) obviously hadn’t broken in, and Tom was the only person who had the key. Maybe she should change the locks.

She tried to imagine him being in the house when she was out of it: standing in the kitchen, going through the CD collection deciding which one to pick, which one he thought she would miss most, then slipping the silver disc neatly into his pocket. He must have known how she would react; confused at the least if not frightened. Was he capable of that? What would be the point, except spite? Or a way of getting her to feel uneasy about the house now she was alone in it? Such was the level of blood-letting towards the end that she couldn’t categorically swear it wasn’t him. Well, damn him if it was. This was her home and she wasn’t going anywhere, whatever the provocation.

She turned down the stereo and picked up the phone. She knew the number off by heart even though she had never called it. He had written it under the Dali Calendar picture for March and she had faithfully transferred it every month to the next page, not wanting to lose it but not wanting to accept it as important enough to put into her address book.

The phone rang once, twice, three times, then a machine picked up. His voice on the message was confident, cocky almost. I’m OK, it said, in case you might have any doubts about it. She expected to feel something when she heard it, a little scissor cut in the gut, if only from memory, but there was nothing.

‘Hello,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s me.’ Then, ‘I need to talk to you about something. Could you call me? I’ll be in tonight.’ She went to put down the receiver, then got suddenly flustered. ‘That’s Tuesday, Tuesday the twenty-fifth that I called.’ Then, ‘Thanks’, as an abrupt after-thought.

She slammed the receiver down. Now, despite herself, she could feel her heart thumping louder. Come on, girl, she thought, you did just fine.

She made herself another cup of coffee and went upstairs to work.




two


The saucepan boiled over, filling the room with hissing smoke. Jake swore as he flung down the magazine and made a dash for the stove. As the pages fell, the centrefold of the woman’s body spread itself out on the table, her perfect navel punctured by a couple of staples: lovely Lola, the fistful from Phoenix.

The pot was so hot he had to let it down on the edge of the table on his way to the sink. The boiling water splashed over the page and Lola’s breasts wrinkled up in instant scalding. He rescued her, then, after a quick glance, tossed her into the bin. She’d never smooth out properly and anyway there was too much airbrush for his liking. He liked his women with body hair, something you could get your fingers into. He was lucky Customs hadn’t opened his suitcase. What a way to start the job: American cop arrives to clean up the foreign city and gets caught carrying girlie pictures. He should have guessed. What other kind of leaving present would the boys have wrapped in brown paper?

He hooked out a strand of noodles and lifted it to his lips, then dropped it again as he realised how hot it was.  Hot and slimy. ‘Fuck.’ He pulled the arm of his sweat-shirt over his hand, picked up the pan and drained it into the sink, then dumped the remains on top of the girl in the bin. What a great way to spend your first night abroad: a bad porn mag and overcooked Pot Noodles in some poxy bureaucrat’s apartment. Jeez, this was meant to be privileged housing. People had joined the fucking Party to get this much space. It was enough to make a guy feel sorry for himself, especially one who could still remember the taste of someone else’s cooking. And the feel of her body as he reached for her in bed. Not now. Don’t think of Mirka now. It was finished, shot to hell. And this was supposed to be the break: a new job, a new challenge, a blank sheet in the emotional typewriter. Just a shame it had to be her city. At least she wasn’t in it.

He looked at his watch. Nine-thirty. Damn the noodles. With luck that restaurant down the road would still be serving. What the hell, if he didn’t understand the menu he could always point at what other people were eating. A bottle of wine, some native cuisine, followed by a little night-life. He might stop in at one of the city’s fancier hotel bars on the way home. Rumour was the Russian girls were on the move now, a whole new continent of talent hungry for hard currency. That’s what you call free enterprise: when you can’t sell your tanks you can always sell your women. If not to the natives then to the wealthy tourists.

Must have been like this after the war: Americans with their fat food parcels and GI-pay trading favours for silk stockings and bars of chocolate. Well, why not? When was the last time he’d got laid? That ditz-head  dress designer he’d met at a bar on the Upper West Side. Christ, he couldn’t wait to get out of that apartment, all dangling crystals and pan-pipe music. Still, it was proof that he could do it, that there were some women who still wanted him. Jake Biderman: thirty-six years old, firm butt, no paunch, a good head of hair and a cute smile when he wasn’t thinking about it (or so Mirka used to say). The only damage done was the stuff on the inside. But they couldn’t see that. Given the schmucks the world is full of, a lot of women would be grateful for his attentions, might even give it to him for free. Who was he fooling?

He grabbed his jacket and headed out into a warm Prague evening. Lola from Phoenix stayed sprawled out in the bin, her neatly airbrushed pubes decorated with a lattice work of Pot Noodles.

 



The phone rang in the darkness.

‘God.’ She switched on the light by the bed and screwed up her eyes to check the clock. 1.18 a.m. As soon as she picked it up she knew that it was him. Who else could it be? Bastard.

‘Hi, Lizzie.’

‘Hello, Tom.’ The sound of his voice had her instantly on guard.

‘Did I wake you?’

‘No. I was cleaning the bathroom floor.’ Like you never did.

‘Good girl. Keeping the bugs away. So, how you doing?’

‘I’m - I’m fine.’

‘Good. Busy? I hear you’re doing some writer a big favour, making his words sing.’

‘Who told you?’

‘Oh, you know, mutual friends, pretending to be nice, eager to keep me informed. No doubt you have the same problem.’

No, she thought, I don’t. But then I don’t ask. ‘How are things with you?’

The words sounded absurd. Both of them being so polite; like talking to a stranger or an acquaintance, someone you don’t know well enough yet to be familiar with. Maybe that’s what they were now. Acquaintances. Intimacy dissolving back into distance, the story of a relationship gone full circle.

‘Fine. I’m good. I’ve applied for a post in British Columbia. Going out in a couple of weeks’ time for an interview. Associate professor, no less.’

‘That’s great. I hope you get it.’

‘Yeah, well, it’s all politics. As you remember.’

‘Yes.’

‘So, how’s the house?’

‘Fine.’

‘I’m surprised you’re still there. Must be big with just you rattling around in it.’

Me and whoever else cares to call round, she thought. There was a pause.

‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘You phoned me?’

‘Er, yes. I - I wanted to ask if I could have the key back.’

‘The key?’

‘Yes, Tom, the key. To the house. You’ve still got it.’

‘Have I?’ he said, in a voice that made it clear they both knew full well that he had. ‘I don’t remember. But if you say so I’ll have a look. And if I find it I’ll drop it round.’

‘Don’t bother, you can just post it.’

‘Well, if that would make you feel better.’ He paused and in the silence she could almost feel the politeness cracking under the weight of its own effort. ‘You don’t have to be there to receive it, you know. I could always just shove it through the letter-box.’ And the word shove had a shaft of familiar anger in it.

‘Whatever,’ she said evenly, determined not to respond. ‘Listen, have you . . . have you by any chance been here over these last few weeks?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘To the house. Have you come back to collect anything?’

‘Why? What could you have there that I could possibly want?’ he said quietly.

‘I just—’

‘Yes?’

‘I just wondered if you had taken any of my CDs by mistake.’

‘Your CDs? Which ones?’

You know which ones, you bastard, she thought. ‘Van Morrison.’

‘Van Morrison,’ he said, treating the name as if it referred to the Pope, or someone as hallowed (or despised). I know what it is, she thought. You’ve been drinking. You’re pissed, damn you. ‘And what would I want with Van Morrison? As far as I remember he’s got a voice like a cistern overflowing.’

‘All right, Tom. You don’t have to rise to the occasion. Just a yes or no will do.’

He was silent for a moment. ‘Then the answer is no, I haven’t taken your Van Morrison albums, or any other for that matter. Why? Has somebody else?’

‘I don’t know.’ She paused.

‘You mean you think you’ve had a burglary?’

‘Er, no. I - I don’t know.’

‘You know you should really think of getting the police round to check the security on that house. I always said those back windows were vulnerable. Did you report it?’ And the shift in mood was palpable. His voice had lost the edge. No aggression now, just a sudden concentrated concern that made you feel like you were the most important person in the world. Damn him, he could be so nice when he wanted to be. When he wanted to be . . .

‘No, no, I didn’t. It’s nothing, only a couple of albums.’

‘And you’re sure you didn’t just drop them in your handbag somewhere?’

‘No,’ she said firmly. The handbag, its size and miraculous capacity to lose everything and anything inside it, had been a long-standing joke between them, before it became a jibe. It was not meant unkindly now, though. Which made it hurt more than if it had been. Don’t get into this, she thought. Don’t, whatever you do, let him charm you. And don’t start telling him your troubles. ‘Listen, Tom, I have to go, it’s late. I just wanted to check that—’

‘—that I wasn’t coming round prowling, just to make you feel bad, is that it?’ Here it came again, the milk turning sour in his mouth. ‘Well, sorry to disappoint you, but as it so happens I’ve got better things to do with my life than make you feel sorry for leaving it, all right?’

‘All right.’ She spat it back. Whoomph. You could always depend on Tom. As consistent as English weather. Take off your coat in the warmth and get hit by a hail-storm.

‘Well, if you want my advice you’ll put bars on the windows and change your music habits. Could be it’s someone who can’t stand the sound of his voice.’

‘Yes, yes, and yes, Tom,’ she said, this time letting herself rise to the bait. ‘Thanks for nothing, OK? And send back the key.’

‘I’ll think about it.’

 



The receiver went dead in her ear. She held it like that for a moment, waiting for the pounding in her head to subside. The perfect phone call, Tom at his best: from caring to loathing so fast it made your eyes water. Once upon a time she had known how to handle it, could have given as good as she got, better even. But these last months had slowed down her reactions. Made her lazy, too secure. Bastard.

Bastard, yes. But liar? That too she had once been able to tell. Now she was not so sure. She put the phone down on its cradle. It rang again immediately. It had to be him. She let it carry on. But he was persistent. In the end she picked it up and said firmly, ‘Good night, Tom.’ The silence at the other end was alive in her ear. ‘I hope Canada proves big enough for you.’

She pressed the disconnect button, then left the receiver off the hook. He was good with phone calls. Once, when they had been courting and his world still revolved around winning her, he had phoned her thirty-three times in a hotel room in Spain until she had agreed to fly to Paris to meet him for the weekend. It had been so intoxicating being wanted that much, putting down the phone only to pick it up again and hear his voice, laughing, rich with desire, refusing to take no for an answer. They had flirted their way  through a small fortune in phone bills that trip. Who cared? It was like making love long-distance, the kind of thing that makes a man irresistible. But not now. Now, at last, she had turned her back on him. Which was no doubt what made him so mad. But did it also make him vindictive?

She turned off the light and closed her eyes, but the call had churned her up too much and it was impossible to sleep. She lay and listened to the night silence. Her bedroom was at the back of the house, overlooking the garden. It was hard to believe there was a main arterial road just a few hundred yards away. Sometimes in summer, with the windows open, you could hear an owl. Tonight’s orchestration was less mellifluous, though. A high-pitched yowl cut through the silence, followed by another, shriller cry, almost like a baby crying. It turned her stomach for a second until she recognised it as cats. Then came a fierce, fast clash of voices. Fucking or fighting? Sometimes it was hard to tell. The screeches continued, angry yelps, hissing war cries, cold shrill little screams. Fighting. Amazing the number of words you could use to describe the sound of a cat’s voice. She tried to think of all their equivalents in Czech. It was not like counting sheep. By the time the fight had stopped, she was wide awake.

She was suddenly thirsty and in need of a glass of water, fridge-cold rather than tap. She pulled on a robe and went downstairs. As she turned the corner down the last flight she heard a noise from below, a slamming or falling.

The door to the kitchen was locked, a security device which she sometimes used when she was out or  at night when she wanted to keep the cat from roaming around the rest of the house. (She had, almost without thinking, kept it locked most nights since Tom had gone.) She turned the key and flicked on the light at the same time. She was not, as far as she could make out, unduly frightened - certainly no more than one would expect after hearing a stray noise in the middle of the night. The kitchen was empty, but not untouched. In the middle of the table the vase of flowers had been knocked over, scattering carnations and sprays of white mist all over the tablecloth, a small river of greenish water trickling down over the side and onto the floor. She stood for a second looking around.

‘Millie?’ she called softly. The animal responded with a sorrowful half-yowl from somewhere underneath the table. She squatted down and lifted the cloth. The cat was crouched at the centre of the darkness, trying to make itself smaller than it was. She put out a hand to reach it but it withdrew, hissing slightly. For some reason its fear seemed more frightening than her own and she turned quickly, checking around her, but there was nothing there.

‘Come on, girl,’ she said gently, coaxing again with her fingers, and eventually the cat came, bedraggled and war-wounded, a piece of left ear cut and bleeding, one paw held slightly off the ground.

‘Oh girl, no prizes for guessing who you’ve been in battle with,’ she said softly as she picked it up and held it to her chest.

The fur was wet and clammy where the vase water had splattered it. To have been so clumsy it must have come in still in flight, going for the high ground of the  table without thinking. But the black tom hadn’t followed. Unless, of course, that had been the slam she had heard - the cat-door snapping shut again after an intruder. She looked in the direction of the French windows, but the light only allowed her to see herself reflected in the glass - beyond that, the darkness was total. She put on the outside lamp and the patio and first half of the garden jumped into weak focus, empty, no sign of life.

She held the cat in her arms while she bathed the wound, then let it sit for a while on her lap licking catnip paste off her fingers. She talked to it softly, not paying much attention to what she said, sweet nothings: ‘Silly animal. Your trouble is you never learnt to fight when you were growing up. And now it’s too late to teach an old cat new tricks.’ The fingers of her free hand stroked and tickled the little body, working through the fur, loosening a fur ball here and there, her nails snagging on the edge of the odd, infected flea bite. Poor Millie. She had been rather neglected of late. Born and brought up in a flat where the only taste of life on the ground was the view from a third-floor window, she had never really taken to freedom. Like others less feline, she seemed to have found the new house too big and too daunting; preferring the cosy darkness between the sofa and radiator to the wild seclusion of the garden borders or the great expanse of lawn. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of. You’re supposed to like the dark, you know. He’s just a fat tom with an inflated sense of himself. If you can’t win by brawn you should use cunning. That’s all we girls have got.’

The animal stretched its body lazily under her touch, the pleasure clearly now outweighing the pain,  and began to purr, a great motor of a sound, filling the night silence, rich and deep. See. All anybody needs is a little affection. She put her head back against the chair and allowed the cat’s sense of well-being to become her own. She thought about Tom and how easily his love had always connected into cruelty. She remembered how hard it had been when they first split up, how each day had been about reinventing herself without him, and how long it had taken her to feel anywhere near normal again. She had done it, though. And whatever happened there was no going back.

She thought about work and the book. A year ago they wouldn’t even have offered it to her. But part of the fall-out of these last months had been learning how to put herself forward more. She had always been good at her job, though until recently she’d tended to keep that news to herself. Not any more. Six months ago, after Tom moved out, she had redone her CV and started ringing people rather than waiting for them to ring her. The pushiness had paid off. From trade conferences and the odd literary novella to best-selling crime and punishment.

It hadn’t been that hard. Her Czech connections were good enough to ensure her advance warning of this particular novel (for someone who had stopped using the phone, she could at least still write letters: always easier to say nothing to people you don’t know that well) and her contacts had paved the way for Charles at the book fair. But it was more than that. She also knew her thrillers. Over the years she had read a lot of them. There was something about their coldness that she liked, the way that the characters were so often alienated from themselves and the world around  them. She understood that feeling; as a child she had seen it in her father, a man wrenched out of one country and never entirely able to root himself in another.

What would he have thought about this book? Czech words with American sensibilities. He would have seen it as evidence of a culture twice destroyed, first by socialism, then by capitalism. Certainly the book was unashamed in its homage to the West and in particular that hard-boiled tradition that America exported so well, junk fiction to go with the junk food. Despite its familiarity it was not so easy to copy, though in this case the writer had made an effort, chronicling the devastation of a post-Soviet economy, drugs and prostitution against the Pinocchio charm of the Charles Bridge and the grandeur of Wenceslas Square. Even the story had a certain swing: good cop, bad karma, a man wading through violence and driven by the memory of lost love.

For a translator its deliberate street slang was its own challenge. She was lucky, of course. For as far back as she remembered she had spoken Czech. Her father had never used any other language with her. Moving between the two tongues had been as normal as breathing. Until he took her to Prague when she was six, she thought they were the only two people in the world who spoke it, a secret language between father and daughter. It was only later she understood how this was a way of confirming his identity. Teaching her was reassuring himself. Their visit back was his first since the Forties. He had left a brash young man determined to win the war and get back his country. He returned prematurely old and disillusioned. Ten  months later the Russian tanks moved in on the Prague spring and his exile became permanent. Later, after he had his heart attack, while she was in her first year at university studying - what else but Czech? - it was she who had written the letter to the few remaining relatives, a letter which turned into an elegy in his native tongue. It was fitting. Towards the end all he had had was memories and a language which his daughter had helped keep alive for him. Sometimes, when she was at her worst, she wondered whether that was what she was still doing now, helping to keep it alive as some kind of memorial to him.

She imagined him sitting at her shoulder reading the book with all its crude images of violence and decay. She didn’t need his disapproval to have her own. As a story the whole thing was shot through with a careless misogyny. All acceptable within the genre, but none the less distasteful for that. How will I feel, she had thought when she decided to take it on, sitting at night in an empty house translating scenes of women being threatened and abused by men who enjoy their pain rather than their sexuality? Rape, fear, torture - it was so common nowadays that it was almost a form of punctuation for a certain kind of novel. Some of it would have to be cleaned up to make it to the screen. You can’t do those sorts of things to Irene Jacob and get away with it, even if it is Brad Pitt who gets to lick her wounds. As a translator she could take a decision not to wallow in it, but it still had to be made flesh in English. Well, she knew what she was doing. And if the images got too rough, she’d make sure she worked on certain scenes only under the cover of daylight.

Not that darkness scared her. At least not the  darkness of this house. That was what was so extraordinary about everybody else’s sudden concern for her. There was nothing in this house to make one feel bad. There never had been. She had known that from the moment she walked in off the street.

It had been the first property she had seen after her mother’s money had come through probate, and had only been on the market for ten days. She had been so certain that she asked the owners if she could phone Tom from there and persuade him to come straight over on his way back from work. They offered the asking price that very evening. The couple who owned it had lived there for twenty-five years and were selling only because it was too big for them now that the family had grown up and gone. They liked her, she could tell, saw a future rolling out before her like a carbon copy of their own: finding the right house, having the children, fussing and fighting as they watched them grow up and then, suddenly, having to readjust as they found themselves alone again. She had been charmed by the image then, could almost share their vision of herself.

And it would have been the perfect house for it. It was one of those mid-Victorian properties at the end of a terrace, financed by the speculative proceeds of the ones that came before and much grander than its neighbours, the builder showing off his success in bricks and mortar. It was built around a glorious staircase that spiralled up into the darkness from a wider than average hall, a house where all the rooms were generous ones, even up to the attic space under the eaves where, it seemed to her, a translator might work, happy and undisturbed, as the baby went down for its  morning nap, content in the proximity of its mother.

But it was not to be. Maybe it was the very perfection of the image that had turned it barren. Although the house itself had not been to blame, she was sure of that. In fact as the relationship had started to deconstruct itself and the thought of children receded, so the house had become a kind of surrogate dependant, wanting them, needing things, growing, responding to love and affection. And money. Like a child it had proved expensive. Redoing the roof, decorating the attic, building a new kitchen with warm wooden floors and wide work tops had gobbled up the remainder of her mother’s money within the first two years. The final alterations had cost so much it had caused them to take out a joint mortgage, a statement of alternative commitment that came too late to save either of them. Without him she now paid it all herself. But still she never thought about selling. The house was her home, and she loved it. If money got tight later she’d get herself a lodger, some French or Spanish student who would appreciate the house’s specialness and remember it in years to come. No. This was where she was staying. And it would take more than a few mislaid CDs, even if they had been spirited away by malice, to turn her against it.

Gently she eased Millie off her lap. She put her back down on the chair and turned off the light in readiness for going upstairs. But before she could close the door the cat curled its way between her legs and up to the landing above, looking down at her. Clearly tonight they were going to sleep together.

‘Oh well,’ she muttered. ‘As of now I haven’t had a better offer.’

Together they mounted the sweeping staircase into her room. It was 2.10 a.m. by the clock. On the bedside table the receiver was buzzing angrily, British Telecom’s way of telling you you’re out of contact. She replaced it and this time it stayed silent. She went over to the window. The world outside was silent also. The cold light of a half moon had opened up the garden to a series of shadows. On the back wall something was moving, but it was too dark to see what it was. Black against black. Poor Millie. She was either going to have to find the will to fight back or admit defeat. The cat had curled herself up at the end of the bed. It seemed she had already made her choice.




three


When the state stops paying the garbage collectors, the garbage stops being collected. The street was awash with litter. Some of it would be recycled by the locals. Most of it you wouldn’t want to use again. Like the condoms and the needles. The decay suited the surroundings. Veer off any tourist track in this city and it isn’t long before old style turns to new shit and you hit the Gulags; suburban waste-lands of Soviet architecture - the result of Stalin’s steel mills pumping out industrial crap for the satellite states to buy - modern housing for modern workers. Poor fuckers, thought Jake, seven years into capitalism and there wasn’t much gain for their pain. At least in America if you were born into shit it didn’t mean you had to die there too.

Still, they had done their best. Most windows had managed their own touch of pathetic individuality: the lace curtain, a vase of scrubby flowers, the odd figurine. Nobody gave much of a fuck about second from the left on the top floor, though. This window was so filthy you wouldn’t need to draw the curtains at all. Junkie town. Jake had seen it all before.

Inside, the room was so dark they had the light on, a single bulb hanging from the ceiling. Its glare did the woman no favours. She was sitting on a kitchen chair, her legs slightly apart, hands on her knees, not quite relaxed. She was probably in her late thirties, attractive, with shoulder-length blond hair and an English rose complexion on the edge of losing its bloom. She was wearing a T-shirt, expensively casual, tight, accentuating the heavy pull of her breasts, over a short black skirt. On someone less good-looking it would be the outfit of a hooker. On her it still had the gloss of Western style. On the floor beside her lay a pair of tights.

She slid both hands up her legs and under her skirt, shimmying her ass down to help her reach the top of her panties. She teased them loose, let them slip down onto the floor, then stepped carefully out of them. She stood up and pushing a lock of hair from her face, lifted her foot onto the chair, the skirt riding up high over her thighs to reveal a line of naked leg up to the curve of her buttocks. Then, slowly, she slid the fingers of her right hand up into her crotch.

She pushed her way inside for a moment, probing, playing, her body moving to the rhythm of her touch. Her face showed no signs of pleasure, no emotion at all, just a cool expressionless stare, her eyes fixed on the man who was sitting opposite.

He kept on looking. He was thin and sallow-skinned, a creature who hadn’t seen the sun for so long he had started to feed on darkness. His eyes flicked between her face and her fingers, lips parted in a half smile, his breath an echo of sound.

After she had played for a little longer she deftly removed her fingers. Between them she held up a thick  plastic tube, six or eight centimetres long, glistening, its covering slightly wet. She tossed it across the room. The man caught it neatly, lifting it briefly to his nose before peeling off the wrapping. Released from its covering, a heavy little bag unfolded, packed with white stuff. He held it up, weighing it casually in his palm.

‘Ninety per cent pure,’ she said softly, as if amused at the ritual, both his and hers. ‘A thank-you from Jerome. He says to remember who it came from.’

‘I already have,’ he said quietly. ‘I also remember from where.’

She nodded, then sat back down and reached for her panties; the gesture this time more ordinary, more self-absorbed; a women getting dressed after the show, now regardless of who was watching her.

‘Uh uh.’

She glanced up at him, as if she was surprised to still find him there.

‘Open your legs again,’ he said quietly.

She gave a shrug, her hand already under the chair, creamy white lace curled up in her fingers. ‘Sorry. I’m not part of the free gift,’ she said coolly.

‘I said open your legs.’ And now the voice was harsh. ‘Or I’ll open them for you.’

She sighed slightly, as if his threats bored her, but she did as she was told, moving her knees just far enough apart to show the pubic bush under her skirt.

He sat staring directly at her snatch. She let him stare. She almost seemed to like it. Slowly she shifted her buttocks forward on the chair, spreading her legs further apart, so the view was better and more insolent. He laughed, tossing the bag down onto the  table and walking lazily over to her. With one hand he lifted her chin up and held it cupped in his palm, a little too high for comfort. Then he slipped his other hand up into her. ‘Just checking that everything that’s mine is out of there,’ he said slyly, his fingers working overtime.

She sat absolutely still, apparently oblivious of his touch.

‘Satisfied?’ she said after a while, and this time the voice dripped with scorn.

He slammed a finger further in and up, savagely deep, and this time she cried out. ‘Bastard,’ she said between clenched teeth.

‘And what other kind of men do you know?’ he said as he used his other hand to unzip his flies. ‘Let’s get on with it, eh?’

‘Yeah, well, you’d better get your finger out if you want to fit anything else in. Unless, of course, it’s even smaller than I think.’

‘Bitch,’ he said, as he hit her hard across the face. ‘That’s not where I’m going to put it.’ And he hit her again.

Her eyes glazed over, the look of a woman on automatic pilot. ‘Shit,’ she said under her breath as the skin around her right eye began to swell.

‘You got it, sweetheart.’

 



Outside in the shabby bar/café across the road Jake looked up to check the top-floor window. Then he ordered another beer and dug out a magazine.

 



She pressed the Save button. The little numbers at the bottom of the screen danced upwards.

Now there was no chance of losing the text she scrolled back up the page, highlighting certain phrases with the cursor. ‘. . . she slid the fingers of her right hand up into her crotch . . .’ Crotch? Or should it be snatch? Snatch was more insulting. But for that reason it fitted better later, when it was the man doing the feeling. Snatch. Certainly more a male word, in English at least. She sighed.

Not the same problem with ‘panties’. Like rubbish versus garbage the choice of the word was cultural rather than linguistic. Her first instinct would have been to use ‘knickers’, but that was too British. Only English girls wore knickers. The word carried instant overtones of school uniforms and dirty old men. But these guys were meant to be dangerous rather than pathetic. And a book which had its eye so firmly on the American market had to give its women a more titillating kind of underwear. Panties rather than plain old pants. Decisions. Language and sex. Always a challenge for the translator.
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