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      To Nigel Pike
      

   
      
      

      
      ‘He had like many another been born in full sunlight and lived to see night fall.’
      

      
      Evelyn Waugh, Men at Arms

   
      
      Sunshine

      
      Aged nine, Stephen standing outside the fur-storage depot where his father works, his sturdy legs in shorts planted on Californian
         ground. Feet wide apart, shoulders up, arms behind his back, his neck sticking out from the collar of a checked shirt to which
         a narrow bow-tie has been clipped, and his round Charlie Brown head dusted with the dark shadow of a crew-cut. All-American
         boy.
      

      
      ‘That day,’ he told his children, ‘was the most exciting day of my life. That’s when I put on Marilyn Monroe’s fur stole.
         And got thumped on the head by my old man when he saw what I was doing.’
      

      
      The cold-storage warehouse took care of the fur coats of the movie stars. Stephen struggled to express memories he could find
         no words for, of walking along the lines of minks and sables, ocelots and ermines, allowed to carefully stroke their satin
         pelts, insert his own small arm into their dangling sleeves and feel the silken linings. His scrubbed hand was permitted briefly
         to enter the great surprise of a velvet pocket.
      

      
      ‘This coat belongs to Miss Bacall,’ his father told him, in his immigrant accent, ‘this one to Miss Hayworth. The animal was a living thing, a beautiful creature that once was. And only
         a beautiful woman deserves to wear a coat like this.’
      

      
      If Marianne and her brother Max, even as children, cynically thought the world of their forefathers was unreal, made up by
         their father as a bedtime story, Stephen in his time had been far more credulous. For years he had believed that his father
         was on actual speaking terms with film stars, that he went to work every day with Deborah Kerr and Audrey Hepburn and Ava
         Gardner. Only after he made the momentous first visit to the cold-storage company, driving home with his father through Los
         Angeles suburbs, did he learn that the actresses never called to pick up or deposit their own furs: they had assistants to
         bring in the coats, the heat of the stars’ bodies still trapped in the linings, redolent of their sweat and perfume, the Joy,
         the No. 5, L’Heure Bleu.
      

      
      The brutal heavy-set warehousemen regarded the coats as skin, animal pelts, weighty objects to be moved about in freezing
         conditions. They were all short, tough types, with large forearms and thinning hair. It was a shock, after the feminine world
         of home, his mother, his two sisters – their hairspray hanging in the air long after they had stood up from the mirror, and
         face powder leaving scented trails scattered through the house; motes of lily-of-the-valley and lilac whitened the rugs.
      

      
      Inside the warehouse Stephen listened to his father’s explanations about why a fur needed to be kept under special conditions.
         The cool air and the darkness stopped the skins drying out, the hairs discolouring and held back the infestation of insects,
         which could eat away at the garment. The duties of the employees included not just hanging the coats but ensuring that they
         were not too close together, to prevent crushing. There was regular spraying of the unit with strong chemicals to control
         pests and rodents. Under no circumstances was a fur to be stored in a plastic bag, which could build up humidity and mould.
         The sight of a plastic bag in a cold-storage facility was the way, he said, you could detect an outfit run by a crook.
      

      
      After the lecture, Stephen ran down the racks of furs which hung like heavy headless bodies in the darkness. Doubling back,
         he came to a rail of stoles that had just arrived for treatment and storage. His father was on the other side of the room
         smoking the stump of a cigar, his knee raised, his foot resting on a wooden crate, a small, skinny man – with the endurance,
         his wife said, of an ox – who arrived in America all by himself aged twelve and who barely grew afterwards, as if the soil
         of home in Europe had given him all the nutrients he needed. She was a head taller than him in her nylons, and her hair rose
         even higher, blue-black and held up with a butterfly comb.
      

      
      The garment that lay draped around the hanger was slipping off, and before it reached the floor Stephen raised his arms to
         catch it. The fur body fell, weirdly, he thought, both heavy and light, and with a fragrance of hot pearls. The hairs brushed
         his face and tickled him. ‘I had to try that thing on,’ he told his children. ‘I don’t know what came over me, but you know
         all kids love fancy dress and maybe it was just Hallowe’en come early.’
      

      
      The weight of the pale mink bore down on his thin arms. He came walking out towards a mirror so he could see what kind of
         being he had been transformed into.
      

      
      His father turned and saw his only son draped and twirling on his toes in Marilyn Monroe’s champagne-mink stole. Stephen thought
         he was taking the opportunity to try out transformation. He was exercising his birthright, the American capacity to be reborn.
      

      
      A hard whack came from behind and he heard his father utter imprecations in his native language, in which there were few vowels
         and many syllables that seemed to get stuck in the speaker’s throat, choking him.
      

      
      *

      
      
      At home, he was a momma’s boy. He watched his mother take a series of unconnected items from various storage places in the
         kitchen and, by magic, turn flour, sugar, water, butter into a cake, which contained elements of all of them but, through
         an alchemical process, now resembled something completely different. He would climb onto a high stool and explore inside the
         recesses of the cupboards, finding bitter black baking chocolate, boxes of dry graham crackers, tiny glass bottles of vanilla
         essence. Alone, all these things were disgusting; in his mother’s marvellous hands, bound together by strong voodoo, they
         turned into delicious treats. His older sisters did not care for desserts. They wore too much makeup and were rumoured to
         lead a wild life on the periphery of the neighbourhood.
      

      
      In the kitchen Stephen failed to develop an interest in baking, as his father had feared – now the butt of daily jokes about
         his sissy boy, the feygele. Instead, baking had ignited a curiosity about the inner mysteries of the ingredients themselves, their hidden lives. One
         night Stephen’s father brought home a child’s chemistry set for him. Working late in his bedroom (the only member of his family
         not to have to share a room, the privileged little prince), he completed every experiment by two a.m., and awoke the next
         morning parched for more knowledge. At school he learned about chemical compounds and molecules. The very air you breathed
         consisted of oxygen, and when you combined it with a couple of measures of hydrogen, it was water. Things changed their forms
         because of events invisible to the naked eye, as if God was in the kitchen, with his crazy wooden spoon. The universe was
         spinning and expanding; great gaseous clouds were worlds. Years later he would be moved to sudden tears, sitting in the college
         library, by the beauty of physics, which was not even his major. He sensed the divine. God was in the sub-particle.
      

      
      Observing his son propel his way through high school, like one of the rockets that the space programme was shooting up in
         the direction of the moon, with the best grades in chemistry, biology, physics and math, his father wondered from which side of
         the family the brains had come. He had had a grandfather back home who, by all accounts, had been a learned man, a bearded
         wonder, but he only remembered his herring breath. His wife was singular for her beauty, not her thoughts. Where did this
         amazing mind come from?
      

      
      Yet he distrusted intellectuals. Si Newman still thought like a manual worker, moved by the herd mentality of the crowd. His
         son could not hammer a nail straight, or take apart and put back together a small appliance. He was skinny like his father,
         taller but weak, without the upper-body strength that the old man believed was crucial for personal survival. What maketh
         a man? Biceps, triceps and pectoral muscles. He didn’t know, or could never remember, these doctors’ terms but he felt them
         under his flaking skin. Strong quads were also helpful. Furs could weigh as much as lumber. Sealskin: that was a very heavy
         pelt, thankfully now out of fashion.
      

      
      He badly wanted to have a son with a college education, the mark of tremendous respect, but he did not understand how a sissy
         could survive in America. You saw the film stars, the actors, in their beautiful suits and handmade shoes but they were a
         little class of tinpot gods. Some element of masculinity was missing in them (apart from John Wayne). Women couldn’t see it
         – they responded to their sex appeal, but sex appeal wasn’t everything.
      

      
      Stephen’s father believed his son needed basic survival instincts. Some things operated as a dark shadow in the recesses of
         his mind, primeval hunches. The weak, he believed, were prey for the carrion eaters. His own parents, he said, had been turned
         back from Ellis Island, diseased with tuberculosis, the chalk cross on their backs crucifying them. Simon Newman had refused
         to get back on board the ship; he would make his own way in life, and he had done so. He never saw his mother and father again,
         or spoke of them. Stephen grew up knowing all of this. He had not been protected from the terrible past, but the point, he learned, was that it was the past. He was in America now and, unlike either of his parents, American-born.
      

      
      It was, his father told him, a different country in those days. Si had been found on the street and taken in by a childless
         couple and things generally went on from there. He had perfected the orphan shtick, moving from comfortable home to comfortable
         home, taking what he wanted, travelling like a hobo across the country until he arrived in Los Angeles and there was nowhere
         further to go. Stephen was in awe of his father.
      

      
      They lived on the rim of the Pacific Ocean, which curled around half the globe, an unending potential for self-sufficiency
         in the face of hostile nature. The more Si considered its vast wetness, the more he saw it was the solution, the way to make
         a man of his son: the sea!
      

      
      ‘You want me to go to sea?’ said Stephen, stunned.
      

      
      The ocean was a familiar quantity. You drove to the beach with your mother and father on holiday weekends and there it was,
         cold, wet, semi-dangerous. You unwrapped beach food and ate, and after a couple of hours of mandatory rest, during which your
         mother and sisters read a movie magazine and your father brooded silently on the horizon, his white legs sticking out of polka-dot
         navy blue shorts, you were permitted to splash around in the waves.
      

      
      But his mother had a cousin in the maritime union, down in San Diego. This side of the family were the Cubans. The men wore
         gold signet rings and combed their hair back in oiled quiffs, like Elvis; the women all wore shoes with unfeasibly high heels
         and showed off a red-lacquered big toe.
      

      
      ‘But I want to go to college and study chemistry,’ said Stephen.

      
      ‘So who says you can’t do both?’

      
      With a maritime-union ticket in his wallet, he shipped out every summer from the age of seventeen, starting out on the West
         Coast, making cruise-ship runs to Hawaii and up to Alaska. In 1965, he crossed America for the first time, saw New York for the first time, went down to the union hall, to the open outcry.
      

      
      The hiring boss shouted, ‘SS United States, seven cabin-class bellboys!’ and he ran and slammed down his union card on the table.
      

      
      ‘Who’s your rabbi?’ the man with the wedge-shaped teeth said, picking up the card.

      
      ‘Enrique Salvídar.’

      
      ‘How do you know him?’

      
      ‘He’s my mother’s cousin.’

      
      ‘College kid?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      This was the first of his four-day hops to Europe, on the fastest cruise ship in the world – to Southampton, then Bremerhaven
         in Germany, down to Le Havre in France, looping back to Southampton and returning home. One year, on another ship, he got
         all the way to Italy. You could do three or four of these in a summer and not have to borrow a cent to pay for your education.
      

      
      As for bringing him to manhood, on shore leave in Naples the purser offered to show him certain spots in the city. A month
         later he recollected a teenage prostitute lying in bed, looking at the wondrous contents of an American pigskin wallet, and
         he remembered where he had left his UCLA library card. When he had first enrolled in college, his father had held it reverently
         in his scarred hand. ‘With this card,’ he had told Stephen, ‘a whole world of knowledge will open up to you.’
      

      
      In 1968 he graduated and, with the thirst for travel awakened by too-brief shore leaves, decided to apply for a Rhodes scholarship,
         which, he explained patiently several times to his disbelieving parents, was postgraduate studies at Oxford University and
         came with everything you needed to live outside America, including a pre-paid ticket on the ship he already knew, the SS United States. Their son, a prince at Oxford.
      

      
      
      But his father thought his boy was in one respect a dope. His was the ignorance of the people with letters after their name
         and pictures of themselves in black robes receiving scrolls (that very photograph, gold-framed, hung on the wall next to the
         cabinet containing china teacups with flowers painted on them, never used). On the sly he cashed in Stephen’s ticket and handed
         him the whole amount in dollar bills in an envelope. ‘Go over as a seaman earning a seaman’s pay,’ he said, ‘and arrive at
         Oxford University like a lord.’
      

      
      What could you do? His father was a man of the Old World – not the old world he was going to, but a place more primitive, atavistic in its inclinations, a peasant land. His father thought like a peasant.
         The furs he schlepped around all day were not so much for him the product of a master furrier’s expertise but the excess from
         the meat the caveman bludgeoned with a bone. Stephen loved his father. He respected him for being a hard worker and a good
         provider. His parents seemed to have a good marriage; they enjoyed dancing and sometimes he had caught them in a kiss, sitting
         together in the car, parked outside their building. Years later, when he was married himself, he suspected that the marriage
         had always been glued together by sex. That his father saw a beautiful Latina woman with her black hair in a heavy roll above
         her forehead and powdered cheeks, while she saw in him a man confident, despite his scrawny size, in his masculinity, who
         had worked his way across America alone.
      

      
      Stephen kissed his parents goodbye, kissed his sisters, smelt the riotous cheap scent coming off their necks. He was twenty-two
         and certain that he was the next Einstein.
      

      
      Off the ship sailed, backing out from Manhattan, the Statue of Liberty receding, Ellis Island receding behind him, and in
         that high-tide moment, it was all over: all was done with America.
      

   
      
      All at Sea

      
      There he stands, high on the promenade deck in various shades of grey, the grey sea and grey sky behind him. A grey figure
         has a big grey arm around Stephen’s narrow grey shoulders. He is laughing with his grey lips. Nearly twenty-five years go
         past before this big grey boy suddenly swims into shockingly familiar vivid focus, in colour: stunning evidence, to Stephen’s
         two children, that not everything your parents told you was a series of evasive lies. Even if those lies were related with
         honourable intentions by adults trying to protect not just the innocence of their kids but their own privacy. To which those
         kids had only recently understood they were entitled.
      

      
      The ship was sumptuous. In the first-class ballroom, walls of pale gold leaf shone against etched-glass panels of underwater
         life. There were dining rooms, movie theatres, a kids’ playroom, cocktail bars, theatres and libraries. If you peeled off
         the side of the ship at sunset, you would see an uncurtained city, cells of light, each stateroom and cabin rising up above
         the turbines until they reached the twin funnels, patriotically painted red, white and blue, exhaling the ship’s breath with
         a throaty cry.
      

      
      
      His own tiny cabin was deep below the surface. Heating pipes ran above his head so he could not have sat up to read even if
         he had wanted to. At night he was so exhausted he sometimes lay down fully clothed and fell asleep, and in his dreams he heard
         the water outside rushing hard against the steel.
      

      
      The uniform he remembered vividly: a white Prince Edward jacket and maroon pants with a stripe running down the side. The
         duties were to be on the go. To answer the call of the bell.
      

      
      ‘In the middle of the deck,’ he told Max and Marianne, ‘there was a little room, where we all sat, the bellboys, the cabin
         stewards and stewardesses. You had a board called an enunciator with numbers on it, and when the light went on, up you got.
         Basically, I was an errand runner. If a passenger wanted a drink in his stateroom, the drink got mixed in the cocktail bar,
         and I had to run up there to get it and deliver it. I brought them their dry-cleaning, picked up their shoes to shine and
         took messages to other passengers. Of course, it was absolutely against the rules to mix with them but quite a few were families
         with young daughters our own age and they were looking for shipboard romance. We college kids were tacitly understood to supply
         that, so at night you got changed, went up to the passenger decks and tried to find girls.’
      

      
      He is busy all day long, running through gangways in his bellboy’s suit, stained with coffee spills and his own underarm sweat.
         He lies at night in the ship’s inner stomach, as if he were Jonah swallowed up by the great leviathan while the glamour and
         romance of the last ocean-going transatlantic cruise liners glitters unseen above his slumbering head. He has witnessed with
         his own eyes in first class the white tablecloths, the silverware radiating in pairs of multiplying forks and knives and three
         kinds of spoon. Soup sways in bowls, jellies shiver, decorated with green leaves of candied angelica. The women’s arms and
         shoulders are creamily bared under the lights and he notices, ascending the stairs above him, a host of men’s patent-leather shoes like
         the black keys of a piano, tapping in time.
      

      
      Movie stars and statesmen sailed to Europe on this ship, but in tourist class he ran into another Rhodes scholar en route
         to Oxford. His new friend was a big, blond Southern boy with a veneer of East Coast sophistication, a Georgetown graduate
         who just had to turn to a girl and smile and she was all goose-bumps. You couldn’t imitate what he did – it was nothing to
         do with what he said to a girl, the pick-up phrases. Stephen had tried that and it never worked. The secret was probably hormonal.
         The boy radiated a chemical appeal, a cocktail of this and that secreted by his skin.
      

      
      The second night out he picked up a girl in the novelty shop buying little shreds of Japanese paper that you floated in a
         glass of plain tap water and overnight turned into flowers. She was in first class with all its wondrous amenities, travelling
         with her parents, and he talked her into inviting him to dinner in the first-class dining room. It wasn’t the girl he was
         interested in, he confided to Stephen, but how they travelled up there. He was absorbing how others lived; he was learning
         how to move confidently among the rich, studying their habits. Later, they climbed down into the bowels of the ship, to Stephen’s
         cabin, carrying a selection of little cakes called petits fours wrapped in a white linen napkin.
      

      
      They bit into the marzipan shapes. The girl was enwrapped in that big arm. They talked about the war, which they were as anxious
         as each other to duck out of, the girl equally emphatic about its criminality. They discussed Oxford University, a place that
         seemed as unreal as a riverside hamlet in Huckleberry Finn, an old story from the past but which was the boys’ immediate future: they would be there in two days’ time, among the English.
         Despite the war, to be a Rhodes scholar was to be an emissary of America. Whatever you thought of your country, you were a walking flag – they all agreed on that.
      

      
      The next day the ship landed at Southampton, Stephen slipping away from the crew. It was a serious offence to jump ship –
         the government could send agents to come and get you – but his rabbi would take care of it. College kids jumped ship all the
         time.
      

      
      ‘And so,’ he told Marianne and Max, ‘I became the first American in history ever to re-enter Europe as a wetback.’

      
      ‘How do you know you were the first?’ Marianne said.

      
      ‘This lady is going to become a lawyer,’ he told her mother. ‘We always needed a lawyer in the family.’ There were no men
         of probity and judgment in either the Newman or the Salvídar families. Even he, Stephen, had turned out to be a moral failure
         in his own estimation.
      

      
      He arrives by train in Oxford, all spires assembled. Walks with his bag to his college and is taken to a room that looks to
         him like an exhibit from the Smithsonian. He is introduced to a man whom he finally understands to be his personal servant.
         He cannot understand a word he says. From the window he sees another old guy pushing along an iron contraption, which he later
         learns is to keep the surface of the grass level. Why? What is the point? Everything is a bright green blur, his eyes used
         to the monochromatic seascape of grey water, grey sky. After a few hours of visual adjustment, he can detect various shapes,
         one of which moves into focus on the lawn: a large tree with copper-coloured leaves, a permanent feature of the view when
         he opens the drapes each morning. His name for it: ‘that tree out there’. He can identify one type of tree only, the palm,
         an example of which grew in his parents’ yard, an elderly specimen planted in the twenties.
      

      
      The tree outside his room was hundreds of years old. The garden was full of stuff with names, both Latin and English, which you were supposed to recognise and he didn’t. He had no idea that the qualification for being British was the naming
         of vegetation, of trees, flowers and types of landscape. What was the difference between a rill and a brook? Did anyone know?
         And why did it matter? Trees, in his opinion, came in two sizes, large and small. The smaller ones, he learned, were called
         shrubs or bushes. Same difference.
      

      
      Further out, the river had three names: Thames, Cherwell, Isis. You took a boat on it and propelled the thing along with a
         pole. Couldn’t you move quicker with a motor? And where was everyone going on these boats? What was the purpose of these aimless
         journeys, fingers drifting through the water, except to move girls in floral dresses around?
      

      
      Stephen felt that he had come from a country so brand new that if you peeled off the layers of the present you would only
         find more present. Here, the continuous uncovering of the past, history’s insistence on not getting out of the way, was depressing.
         It reminded you that soon you would be bones under the ground. One day you might be a fossil unearthed and on display in the
         Pitt Rivers museum.
      

      
      These matters were discussed with his shipboard companion a few days after they arrived, meeting up again in a pub recommended
         by the college porter, a place of overpowering musty quaintness down a narrow alley that opened up to a kind of medieval yard,
         with wooden tables and benches, seen by impossibly ancient houses, which looked like their jutting windows would fall out
         on the heads of the drinkers below. This was what the petits fours on board the SS United States had been preparing them for: really small things. They were much too big for Oxford, for staircases they could take two steps
         at a time, ceilings too low, rooms too cramped, and professors who lacked a certain zest. At his first meeting with his thesis
         adviser, Stephen came away with the desire to drink a glass of water, to wash away the taste of dust in his mouth. In the pub they tried a glass of ale and did not like it. Stephen smoked incessantly the supply of American
         cigarettes, his beloved Camels, that he had brought to fortify him in the old land. He felt himself to be in motion, swaying
         from side to side between Europe and America, but his buddy was studying international relations and international girls.
         Already, after only a few days in England, he felt competent to speak knowledgeably of the differences between them.
      

      
      Stephen, a late developer sexually, had had steady girlfriends throughout college; his tendency was towards monogamy because
         he found casual sex too awkward and time-consuming to organise. He had grown up among women and liked to live with women,
         without complications. Apart from the girls in Naples, he had never had a one-night stand; it wasn’t in his nature. He was,
         he would later say, differently wired. That was him.
      

      
      At Oxford, unless you studied the same discipline or were in the same college or a member of the various university societies
         or played sports, you didn’t interact. The shipboard companions went on to form their own inner circles, reverting to the
         lukewarm status of acquaintances, bound only by the shared memory of a voyage already half forgotten and no longer important
         as the life of the university unfolded. For a term they still stopped and spoke for a few minutes when they passed each other
         on the street. Then the words were reduced to a distant wave, the wave to a smile, the smile to a nod, and they were strangers.
      

      
      Twenty-five years later, watching the TV news, Stephen shouted, ‘I know him! That’s Bill Clinton. We came over on the SS United States together – except he didn’t have a father who made him work his passage. He had a real cabin, like I should have had, and
         now the bastard’s going to become president.’
      

      
      The children stared at the screen.

      
      ‘Okay,’ said Marianne, sceptically.

      
      ‘Listen, I’m telling you. He and a girl from first class came down to the crew’s quarters and we all squeezed in and ate petits fours together on my bunk.’
      

      
      For the two terms of Clinton’s presidency, Max would drily preface any mention of him with the words, ‘Bill Clinton, with
         whom my father, you know, once shared petits fours on a cruise ship.’
      

      
      The stories your parents tell you have many ellipses, Marianne explained to her younger brother. You cannot rely on them for
         the truth. Parents, by definition, are liars.
      

   
      
      The Froggy Day

      
      When, the morning after Stephen first slept with Andrea, he decided to make the solemn red-headed girl laugh by telling her
         about the time he tried on Marilyn Monroe’s champagne mink, she countered with the story of the froggy day.
      

      
      Once upon a time there was a froggy day.

      
      ‘What the hell is a froggy day?’ he said.

      
      ‘Don’t you have fog in Los Angeles?’

      
      ‘Not much – smog, not fog. There’s fog in San Francisco.’

      
      ‘So you don’t know about froggy days.’

      
      ‘Nothing at all. What frogs?’

      
      ‘There are no real frogs.’

      
      ‘I don’t understand.’

      
      ‘Well, listen and I’ll tell you.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      Andrea’s mother picked her up from her bed in her night-clothes and held her against the window to show her an all-white world,
         featureless and cold. Her father laid his hand on his daughter’s red curls, called her Mademoiselle Ginger Nut and went down
         the stairs to eat his breakfast. After he left for work, putting on his trilby with the interesting green and bronze feather
         in the band, her mother stood in the scullery and washed the porridge pot. The day before, clothes had been laundered and
         pressed through rollers, then pinned with wooden pegs to dry on the pulley in the kitchen’s warmth. Andrea, now dressed in
         corduroy trousers and a spotted blouse with a Peter Pan collar under an emerald green jersey knitted by her mother, a brown
         velvet ribbon pinned by a kirby-grip to her hair, did not look up.
      

      
      Before breakfast, held by the protective arm of her mother at the window, her father tousling her hair, sounds outside had
         seemed muffled. The usual garden birds, the sparrows, the blackbirds, the winter robins, had gone silent. The bare branches
         of the cherry tree had vanished; the fence was invisible. All she had seen was the single bird standing on the lawn, balancing
         on a repellent foot, black against the fog’s whiteness.
      

      
      The house was at the end of a cul-de-sac, and beyond its garden, after the termination of the school playing-fields, London
         finally ended. They were already in the lower reaches of Hertfordshire. ‘Over there, sweetie, is the north,’ said Andrea’s
         mother, pointing a square-nailed finger to the horizon. ‘No more London.’ The north. Darkness, land of crows. And she has
         no idea at all what London is, except it is a thing like parents, and your house, and your face in the mirror.
      

      
      After breakfast Andrea climbed the high stairs to find her bunny rabbit, which was missing. ‘The fog’s clearing,’ her mother
         called up to her. Andrea, who was agile, could crawl up first onto the ottoman, then onto the window-seat, standing unsteadily
         in her brown sandals on the velveteen cushions. Her mother was right, as mothers had to be. What colossal eruptions, should
         a mother be wrong.
      

      
      Outside the window, everything had reappeared in its own form. A tree was a tree. The fence reared up. And behind it, the
         school playing-field was mistily present; on it, an entire army of horrible birds had gathered, opened their mouths and made
         a huge, raucous, disturbing noise as if they were trying to tear down the house with their heavy beaks.
      

      
      She had thought, as far as it is possible to think at two and a half, that she was safe, high in the house balanced on the
         blue cushions of the window-seat, but the angry bird on the lawn, with its disgusting scaly legs and primeval feet, would
         soon be followed by the whole troupe, hopping into the house by the open back door, into the kitchen, taking the stairs in
         ungainly jumps, their wings steadying them, and into her bedroom where a real bed had recently replaced her fenced and guarded
         cot. They would peck out her eyes and eat her tongue.
      

      
      ‘Crows,’ her mother said, ‘just crows,’ as an arm came from behind to steady her on the velvet cushion and stroke her hair
         because the child was not aware that for nearly a minute she had been screaming.
      

      
      Rocked back and forth in her mother’s arms, she was taken downstairs into the warm kitchen and given a Rich Tea biscuit almost
         the size of her head, which dissolved into soggy crumbs around her mouth. (A chocolate biscuit would result in an entire chocolate
         child, smeared in her hair and on her naked toes.)
      

      
      ‘We forgot Nunny,’ her mother said, and picked up the damp beige rabbit, which was lying on the floor under the table. ‘He’s
         all clean now.’
      

      
      Andrea watched her take Nunny and hang him up by the ears from the pulley. She dropped her biscuit.

      
      Upstairs she was found hiding under her bed with the dust-balls. In the afternoon, she was taken to the doctor who prescribed
         a bottle of tonic: coloured water for nervous patients. Small glass animals stood in awkward attitudes on the surgery mantelpiece,
         warmed by a coal fire. On the bus coming home she fell asleep and dreamed of glass crows advancing across the golf links. ‘She screamed the bus down,’ her mother said. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with her. She’s seems afraid of everything.’
      

      
      Next morning the weather is back to normal. At the end of the week, snow, which brings its own peculiarities.

      
      Two years later they moved to Cornwall with its mild climate, where she hoped there would be no crows, fog or executed rabbits.

      
      ‘That’s a very neurotic story,’ Stephen said.

      
      ‘Don’t you like it?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. What happened next? Did you grow up being frightened of your own shadow?’

      
      ‘No. We left London and went to Cornwall because my dad inherited some money and he did what he’d always wanted, left the
         wine trade and bought a hotel.’
      

      
      The family had gone there with such high hopes. ‘“So long, Piccadilly, farewell, Leicester Square,”’ they sang, as they drove
         west. Andrea was too young to understand what they were saying goodbye to, or what ‘goodbye’ really meant. They were starting
         a new life, but what was a life? She thought deeply about things. She was always turning them over in her mind, so the question of why her doll Elizabeth
         had thick cold plastic skin and hers was warm and responded to the touch with indentations made her retreat to the cupboard
         under the stairs where the electricity meter lay in the darkness, ticking, to pull Elizabeth’s head off and find out what
         was inside. Nothing. A hollow into which you could pour water.
      

      
      The various chambers of the hotel, its television room, card room, dining room, the reception desk with its leather-bound
         registration book, the maids’ cupboards, the garage of the chauffeur, who picked up arriving guests from the station in the
         old Daimler: it was a vast, impersonal domain for a little girl.
      

      
      The family’s cramped flat was in the worst rooms. No one bothered to clean or make the beds, the air smelt of overnight sweat, soiled underclothes scattered across the floor. The kitchen, in which joints of beef swimming in fat and tepid gravy
         were unhygienically prepared by a chef who behaved like a warlord – in control, as her father came to understand he was not – of the entire battery of sharp knives, and the mallets used for tenderising meat.
      

      
      The parents she had known in High Barnet, before her father’s dogged pursuit of the inheritance from his aunt Mabel in Winchester
         had come off, became distant, harried creatures, forced to wear smiles that they tore from their faces once they had left
         the public stage. Her playtime was spent alone, ascending and descending in the Edwardian caged lift, the concertina doors
         opening and closing, the stairs with their faded rose carpets falling away or rising until you reached the top floor and could
         go no further. She climbed up an iron ladder in her plimsolled feet and came out onto the fake Gothic battlements where the
         estuary was an outstretched palm and the ships of the world, with Soviet, French, Taiwanese flags, sailed into harbour to
         load up with china clay and take it back across the oceans. The English Channel, rippled and ridged beneath watery clouds.
         The salt tang of the sea. The car ferry clanking back and forth a few yards from shore to shore to the village on the other
         side. And the foot ferry, and at midnight, the night ferryman with his black cheroot, a burning coal in the darkness.
      

      
      Growing up in the hotel, Andrea understands that no one is going to pay her any attention, or not the kind her parents would
         permit. Her role is to stay out of the way in the family rooms, go to the kitchen if she needs food, ask one of the chambermaids
         when she is ready to go to bed. If she wants, she can go into the residents’ lounge and climb the mountain of an armchair
         and watch television, if she is incredibly quiet and good and the guests do not complain about her presence.
      

      
      She is not allowed to reach into the major’s trouser pocket at his request to fish out a sixpence. She must not enter any guest’s room with or without their permission, unless in the company
         of a maid. She cannot hide behind the bar and jump out to surprise people sipping sherry. She must at all costs avoid the
         bloodthirsty chef, who is rumoured to boil children for soup and serve their flesh in slices. She can permit the weekly visiting manicurist to paint her little fingernails shell pink. She can play in the chained ornamental gardens with their shrubs and begonia beds as long as no one is being served with a cream
         tea. She must listen attentively as her parents complain about the gruelling hours and the incompetent staff and the ungrateful, infrequent
         guests.
      

      
      It is inevitable that the hotel will fail. By the sixties no one wants these Enid Blyton holidays any more. They don’t want
         rock pools, shrimping nets, buckets and spades, long walks along the cliffs, rented rowing-boats, cardigans to protect their
         arms from the shivering cold. They want sun, swimming pools, the smell of suntan oil. They don’t want to dress for dinner
         or listen to a palm-court orchestra playing mouldy show tunes from before the war. They want jukeboxes and jiving. The kind
         of guests that the hotel is supposed to attract are starting to summer in Tuscany and Provence. They don’t want consommé or
         shrimp cocktail, they want boeuf en daube and risotto. The kind of guests who think shrimp cocktail is sophisticated can’t afford to stay in this hotel and don’t have
         a dinner jacket or cocktail handbag so would not be permitted to enter the dining room.
      

      
      ‘People have got too much money for their own good,’ Andrea’s father said, ‘or not enough for ours.’

      
      Once, Andrea overheard her mother say to the housekeeper, ‘If I had my time over again, I wouldn’t have had children. I’d
         have been fancy free. We should never have left London. Frank wanted to get out, not me. I still miss the shops.’ But her
         mother, seeing her standing by the door, said, ‘Don’t listen to me, Andy Pandy. I wouldn’t give you up for anything. Come and give me a kiss.’
      

      
      Listening to this story, Stephen thought of the house in Los Angeles where he had grown up, the wayward sisters, his mother’s
         arms steaming as she hung out the washing, the sweat on her brow, his father thwacking the side of his head when he tried
         on Marilyn Monroe’s champagne-mink stole, and he turned away from Andrea and smiled: because it was all happiness, all of
         it, even being sent to sea. He had grown up awash with love. He wished he had paid more attention to his sisters, to their inexpensive glamour, their cheerfulness, their wild
         excesses. They were both married now, one already divorced, and he had nephews and nieces he had barely seen or paid attention
         to. They were coming up, in America, with everything to hope for and all their wishes were sure to be granted.
      

      
      Andrea remembered her father trembling by the boarded-up window. He held his head in his hands and cried. Her mother said,
         ‘Now, Frank, don’t weep, it isn’t manly.’ Julia looked dishevelled; it had been some days since she last wore lipstick. ‘Show
         some backbone, Frank.’
      

      
      She stood for a moment, contempt on her face. ‘Husbands are useless, Andy Pandy. Never get married – they just tie you down.
         Keep your options open.’
      

      
      Frank looked up. ‘Get out,’ he said to his daughter. ‘Go away and leave us.’

      
      ‘You bloody coward, Frank,’ said Julia. ‘You don’t want her to see you like this. Well, don’t behave like this. You’re a damned disgrace.’ And she belted him round the face with a beer towel from the bar.
      

      
      ‘What a story!’ Stephen said. ‘What happened to them?

      
      ‘They went to the Lake District to be a live-in couple for an elderly housekeeper.’

      
      ‘And did you go along?’

      
      
      ‘No. They didn’t have any accommodation to offer me. I stayed with friends from school until I came here, and now I stay with
         Grace in the vacs, except now we have this house we’re not going home any more.’
      

      
      ‘And the hotel? What happened to that?’

      
      ‘It’s boarded up. No one wants it. They don’t have the money, I suppose, to take it on.’

      
      ‘Why don’t they tear it down and build houses or apartments?’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘They could take a stick of dynamite. They could throw hand grenades at it.’

      
      ‘Some people think it’s romantic, a decaying ruin.’

      
      ‘Then they should think more about the future. The past is bullshit, believe me. That’s what’s wrong with this whole damned
         place.’
      

      
      ‘Oxford?’

      
      ‘No, Europe.’

      
      And yet they still wanted to go on sleeping with each other. The reasons had nothing to do with the past, with life stories,
         champagne minks or executed soft toys.
      

   
      
      Pity the Poor Immigrant

      
      Stephen’s first year as a Rhodes scholar was spent industriously toiling in the Dyson Perrins lab over his research area:
         peptides. To synthesise a molecule is a daunting thing, but if it were possible to make full-size biological proteins, the
         pharmaceutical applications were awesome. Stephen was one small but critical cog in the grand endeavour to make synthetic
         analogues of insulin; the pharmaceutical industry was breathing down their necks – the market could be measured in billions
         of dollars. So there you were in your white coat, pursuing a doctorate, and the world was waiting, all those diabetics out
         there were relying on you, reading the articles in the popular science magazines, or Reader’s Digest, or the newspaper reports of these groundbreaking miracles, because that was how the future was made in those days: in the
         lab. Scientists were above the common herd of men. They had done away with the need for the old God and Stephen felt himself
         to be, at the very least, a minor deity in the new scheme of things.
      

      
      Outside Dyson Perrins, Oxford was not what he had expected. It was not a university as UCLA was: a campus, a student news
         paper, classes, cafeterias, the administration, sit-ins and demonstrations against the war, a huge student body, most of whom
         you never saw. Oxford was a private members’ club. It was something to which you gained admission and entered a world he did
         not understand. There was no membership fee, the government actually paid you to go there, and no one had to work their way
         through college. His own career as a merchant seaman, shipping out every vacation, was regarded with bewilderment. These guys
         had never had a job.
      

      
      There were dinners in hall, gowns, the dons sitting at their high table (like a wedding back home) and common rooms for students
         graded in some way he didn’t understand. There were student societies that involved their members wearing tuxedos and top
         hats. Meanwhile, out on the grass, the freaks were smoking joints, and from the windows of a seventeenth-century bedroom with
         oak carvings came the unremitting sound, amplified by professional equipment, of Pink Floyd battering the gillyflowers.
      

      
      But Stephen Newman was likeable, and he was from California, and he had a comprehensive record collection of West Coast music
         dating back to the early sixties. Of the early stuff he had Jan and Dean, the Surfaris, the Beach Boys – all their albums
         – then the Chantays, the Byrds, Buffalo Springfield, Quicksilver Messenger Service, Creedence Clearwater Revival (‘Susie Q’)
         and the Grateful Dead. Of course, the Dead. His hair was thick and black and curly and had the potential to grow into a mighty
         bush. He was invited to sit out there on the grass with the freaks; he became friends with the college dealer (his flashing eyes, his floating hair) and ensured himself a regular stash, which alleviated the boredom of life at Oxford, the ennui experienced by a man who was used to going to sea and mixing with the common merchant seamen and observing the potentates
         who travelled in first class.
      

      
      
      He badly missed ports, entrances and exits. Oxford lay in a stagnant marsh by a sluggish river that only got interesting when
         it had gathered speed and moved out of meadows towards the industrial build-up of the city.
      

      
      He was also homesick for sunshine, blue skies, for everything he thought of as America, which included Coca-Cola machines
         and jelly doughnuts. Stupid things to miss, he thought. You could get them here, after a fashion, but they tasted nothing
         like the same.
      

      
      Men. Celibate, bored, stoned men. There were no women in his college or any of the men’s colleges. There were colleges for
         the chicks, but they were guarded by gate rules. In one of them, he was told, when a lady had a gentleman visitor she had
         to move the bed out into the hall.
      

      
      He spent all day in Dyson Perrins, which women seldom entered, and when they did, they were ferocious brainboxes in staid
         tweed skirts and lace-up leather shoes. He had a few moves – you couldn’t get out of high school in Los Angeles without them
         – but there was nothing here that resembled dating. You asked the English if they wanted something and they said no. You couldn’t
         take this refusal at face value because it was merely the appetiser. You asked again, maybe two more times, before the answer
         came: ‘Are you sure?’ or, if food were offered, ‘If you think there’s enough.’ This tedious game had to be played out in every
         social situation, including, he assumed, sex. If it took three tries to get a girl to share a pack of potato chips with you,
         what would you need to do to get her into bed?
      

      
      At the end of his first year, the summer of 1969, Stephen moved out of college with John Baines, another Rhodes scholar, to
         Jericho, a neighbourhood of small Victorian houses, built for dolls, they both thought, but at least they had finally left
         the Middle Ages behind and accelerated into the architectural future by several centuries to the nineteenth.
      

      
      They were cottages for artisans and were coming to be admired as charming, but theirs was a doss, with mattresses on the floor
         and an ashtray full of roaches. The deck, amp and speakers of the stereo were the only items that resembled furniture. The
         squalor depressed him. The cabin of the ship where he could not even sit upright to read was more romantic than this Lilliputian
         dwelling, and at least above it life was in ceaseless motion, people coming and going. His idea of a class system was defined
         by dollars, the rich and the not rich, which was clearly observable on a ship and in Los Angeles, but in Oxford class was
         something that could only be understood in the long centuries it took to roll the lawns perfectly flat.
      

      
      It was difficult to keep the house clean, and the kitchen’s antique fittings were grimed with dirt going back to the Roman
         conquest. The gas stove was filthy and unhygienic; damp seeped in from the river. Stephen developed colds and was prey to
         viruses. It was at Oxford that he first developed a condition called bronchitis, when a cold went to your chest and you wheezed
         and coughed up green phlegm. He would have bronchitis with every cold until he finally gave up smoking in his thirties. In
         the meantime he dosed himself with a pharmacopoeia of drugs. He was sick and miserable.
      

      
      And then two girls moved in next door. What a stroke of luck. What a life-saver. They had taken the house for their third
         year and were not returning to their parents’ homes for the summer, waiting it out, like him, in quiet, deserted Oxford, a
         city now without thronging bicycles, replaced by American and French tourists with cameras that swung from their chests like
         bulky breastplates.
      

      
      He had seen these girls before. Even if you hung out all day in Dyson Perrins they were still one of the sights of the city,
         drifting arm in arm along the High, trailing behind them the smoke from their roll-up cigarettes and the pungent scent of heavily perfumed
         Oriental oils dabbed on their arms and throats. Their eyes were rimmed with black, like film stars’ of the silent era, and
         their lips stained purple with paint applied from a matt black tube. Each wore matching green stockings but the blonde with
         her hair shorn like a lamb was outfitted in skirts with rips in them, exposing a slash of cerise petticoat, while the redhead
         was a Pre-Raphaelite painting: a tangle of tawny hair and an ankle-length green velvet robe.
      

      
      Soon, all over Oxford girls appeared in ripped skirts and shocking pink petticoats, and cascades of hennaed hair fell across
         the pages of books in the Bodleian Library.
      

      
      But beyond the involuntary turn of his head at a sight so bizarre, even in California, Stephen had paid no attention for he
         was not part of a crowd which asked who people were and where they had come from. He assumed that everyone, like him, came
         from nowhere and was a nobody. They were just two weird girls, part of the ongoing pageant of Oxford life: for you could find
         at Oxford men in cricket whites self-consciously carrying teddy-bears, girls with monocles and cigarette holders, guys with
         Old Etonian accents wearing donkey jackets (a serge fabric with plastic patches on the shoulders, usually seen on hod-carriers).
         Who cared?
      

      
      The girls were part of that parade, and now they were next door, moving about behind the party walls, their voices inaudible.
         They rode bicycles and hauled the heavy machines into their tiny hall. In the evenings, Stephen could hear the sound of bath
         taps and imagined them sliding, naked, into the tub; this picture sustained him for many nights alone on his mattress, though
         usually he thought about his last girlfriend but one, Polly. He remembered the time they had driven down to the Mexican border
         and stared across it to unknown lands. He had been that close to asking her to marry him, but had come to his senses. It must have been her French perfume that had half crazed him.
      

      
      He was sitting in the garden under a tree smoking a joint. Next door the two girls were having a dolls’ tea party with cups
         and saucers and finger sandwiches laid out on the weedy grass. He heard cries of raucous laughter and the lower murmurings
         of another voice and a tabby cat mewing on the fence, an empire, he thought, of fleas and other sneeze-making contaminants.
         He was allergic to cat fur and pollen and spent as little time in the garden as he could, especially during hay-fever season,
         but the warmth of the day, the need to feel the sun on his face after the endless English spring of low cloud and moderate
         temperatures – the relentless averageness of English life – compelled him out of doors.
      

      
      A joint towards late afternoon relaxed him, and he had begun to take an intellectual interest in the hallucinogens, LSD, and
         peyote, which you could still buy legally at a horticultural shop on the Banbury road. Once he’d got to the bottom of them
         he would probably take a trip, but he liked to be sure, to know exactly what he was ingesting, the chemical properties, the
         toxicity.
      

      
      The mild summer sun made him drowsy. Along the street someone was playing the Doors and, closer, the girls’ voices rose and
         fell, bees moved with determination towards the lavender bush, and a worm unheeded made its way across the obstacle of his
         bare foot.
      

      
      A head appeared above the fence. ‘Hey, man, do you have a stash? Can you bring it over?’

      
      It wasn’t a girl but a guy with blond curls, blond mutton-chop whiskers, an Afghan waistcoat and, yet to be revealed, pink
         bell-bottoms and suede desert boots.
      

      
      Stephen stood up unsteadily and walked to the fence.

      
      
      ‘Hello, I’m Ivan. I’m just visiting the girls.’

      
      He could see them in the garden with their cups and saucers, teapot, jug of milk, a tray. The two girls lounged around on
         the grass. The redhead, in the long green velvet dress, lay back with her head on the lap of the blonde.
      

      
      ‘Stephen. Hi.’

      
      ‘I’m Balliol. Grace and Andrea are St Anne’s.’

      
      ‘Wadham. I’m a Rhodes scholar.’

      
      ‘Do you know Clinton of Univ?’

      
      ‘We met on the ship coming over.’

      
      ‘Excellent, so we might as well have been formally introduced. What have you got in your stash?’

      
      ‘Just grass. I don’t like hash – it’s too strong for me. There are a lot of side effects they don’t tell you about, especially
         if it’s opiated.’
      

      
      ‘Grass is more than acceptable. Can you climb over?’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      He put a leg over the rickety fence and tried to vault across to the other side. The redhead stood up. ‘I’ll give you a hand,’
         she said. He didn’t know if she was Grace or Andrea.
      

      
      ‘No, I’m okay.’ The fence swayed beneath him.

      
      ‘It might come down altogether,’ said the blonde.

      
      ‘You’re a bit betwixt and between,’ Ivan said.

      
      ‘In fact, I’d say you were stuck,’ said the blonde.

      
      Stephen crashed down into a patch of nettles.

      
      ‘Oh dear,’ said the redhead. ‘I think vinegar is good for stings. I’ll go and get some.’

      
      ‘No,’ the blonde said. ‘My mother always says dock leaves. Dock leaves grow near nettles – they’re nature’s remedy.’ She handed
         him a large coarse green leaf. ‘Rub that on your hands.’
      

      
      Stephen thought about the patent paper he had read on ibuprofen. It was supposed to knock pain on the head like a mallet –
         he couldn’t wait to try it.
      

      
      
      ‘You probably won’t be able to skin up with those fingers,’ Ivan said. ‘Should I do it?’

      
      ‘Good idea.’ He handed him the bag of grass from his jeans pocket. ‘What are your names again?’ he asked the girls.

      
      ‘I am Grace,’ said the blonde.

      
      ‘And I am Andrea,’ said the redhead.

      
      ‘I’m surprised you didn’t know that already,’ said Ivan. ‘The girls are famous.’

      
      ‘Famous for what?’

      
      ‘We are the zeitgeist,’ Grace replied haughtily.

      
      ‘The what?’

      
      ‘The spirit of the age,’ Andrea said, and smiled slowly, revealing very crooked un-American teeth. She was the easier of the
         two to deal with. More relaxed. The other girl was so tightly strung she twanged and snapped.
      

      
      A shaft of sunlight passed across Grace’s face. Blue eyes blazed coldly. No one in Stephen’s family was blue-eyed. His own
         were the colour of stirred mud. She was so beautiful he felt wiped out by it. Her beauty wasn’t human. And she had the most
         stupendous breasts he had ever seen. He blinked several times to imprint them indelibly on his pupils. He wanted them packed
         away somewhere in his mind for later. The other girl had large breasts, too, but this one was the raving beauty.
      

      
      ‘What business do you have being American?’ she said.

      
      He looked at Andrea, hoping she would help him out, but she was silent, her green eyes taking him in, the bee-stung lips slightly
         parted over the bad teeth, and an expression he and many others had misunderstood as spiritual.
      

      
      ‘To state the obvious, I was born there.’

      
      ‘Yes, on stolen land.’ Grace poured herself another cup of tea and picked up a finger of cucumber sandwich. ‘Yum. Just the
         right amount of salt. Are you hungry? There’s plenty.’
      

      
      ‘Stolen from who?’

      
      
      ‘The Red Indians.’

      
      ‘Honey, we don’t call them Red Indians. That’s just in Hollywood.’

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter what they’re called, you’re squatting on their land. That’s a fact. You really should have a sandwich –
         they’re excellent. And there’s a cake of some description in the kitchen. We’ll get it in a minute. Andrea, what kind of cake
         do we have?’
      

      
      ‘I think it’s ginger.’

      
      ‘Shop-bought today, I’m afraid. Andrea makes a very good cake but no time this morning – we overslept. We like a nice piece
         of cake, don’t we?’
      

      
      ‘Well, you do, Grace. I can take it or leave it. I’m fat enough already.’

      
      ‘That’s her, selfless. Makes a cake she won’t even eat. I’m not selfless. Obviously.’

      
      ‘I like baking. I like things you do with your hands, though not dressmaking. That’s Grace’s talent, not mine. She makes all
         our clothes. But, Grace, you should eat more cake. You’re so thin.’
      

      
      ‘Never mind cakes and dresses. He still hasn’t owned up to being what he is, a squatter on stolen land.’

      
      ‘Oh, do stop it, Grace,’ said Ivan. ‘She’s only teasing. Have you read much Merleau-Ponty and his work on perception, Stephen?’

      
      ‘No. I never heard of him.’

      
      ‘What do they teach you in American universities? How to make money and then how to make more money?’

      
      ‘Don’t goad, Grace. It’s ill-mannered.’

      
      ‘What exactly have you got against America? Apart from the war, anything else?’

      
      ‘I hate it.’

      
      ‘Have you ever been there?’

      
      ‘Of course not. Why would I do that?’

      
      ‘To ground your opinion in objective reality.’

      
      
      ‘Sorry, we don’t do empiricism at Oxford.’

      
      He had fallen in with humanities people and he found them just as he had suspected: full of bullshit. It was all about the
         war, he supposed, which he didn’t support – no one he knew did, apart from his parents, of course, who were right behind it,
         particularly his mother – but the war was not America. America, he thought, was his father stepping off a ramshackle ship
         onto the dry land of Ellis Island, a boy alone, and now with a son at Oxford University.
      

      
      ‘My old man came to America from Europe. Everyone he left behind was murdered. My mom is from Cuba. I look around Oxford and
         I don’t see too many black or brown faces, apart from the overseas students from India and Africa.’
      

      
      But instead of surrendering, Grace carried on enumerating America’s crimes.

      
      Man, he thought, she could wear a person down. Dope did not appear to mellow her. Yes, that was true about Oxford, she said,
         and why the whole place needed blowing up along with every other political institution of English life. She had run through
         the town trying to save guys from the flames.
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