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For Memuna Mansarah 










Part One


 


It was unlike any other event I have reported on and in different ways it changed everybody – the survivors most of all, but also the doctors, the aid workers, the priests, the journalists. We had learned something about the soul of man that would leave us with nightmares long into the future. This was not death as I had seen it in South Africa, or Eritrea, or Northern Ireland. Nothing could have prepared me for the scale of what I witnessed.


       Fergal Keane, Season of Blood
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After the massacre at the church in N— Clem Glass flew home to London. He put his boots and the clothes from his case into a black bin-liner. He carried the bag down to one of the dustbins in the basement courtyard, then came in and scoured the skin of his hands. The next morning he heard the shouting of the dustmen as they worked their way up the street. When he looked out later he saw the empty bins lined up by the railings. He lay on the floor, watching the light shift across the ceiling. He seemed to be lost in the space between two thoughts. A whole day passed. A night. A whole week he could not have begun to account for.


     It was May, and already more summer than spring. The leaves on the roadside trees were dustless, vivid, part luminous. Until late into the evening cars crawled in the traffic, windows down, music thudding. Children out of school squabbled in the street, kicked balls against a wall, sang singing games their grandparents must have known – ‘Un-der the ap-ple tree, my boy-friend said to me . . .’ The people in the house next door were substance abusers. They played tinny radios. In the small hours of the morning they sounded as though they were being dragged down to hell. Occasionally they threw stuff out of the windows. A fortnight after Clem’s return they threw a ten-litre tin of purple paint from an upstairs window. The tin split and an inch-deep purple slick spread across two square yards of paving-stones and gutter. The sun put a crust on it but the paint below stayed moist. Soon there were purple footsteps, each print a little fainter than the last. There was even a set of purple dog tracks that circled a lamp-post and disappeared towards the Harrow Road.


     The substance abusers were delighted. They gathered on the steps of their house waving bottles and laughing like the troops of some victorious rebel army. A week later they threw out a tin of orange paint, a huge broken egg yolk. Clem’s Domke bag was by the door. The Nikon was in there, the Leica, leads, flash units, lenses, twenty or thirty rolls of film. Looking at the egg yolk cooking on the purple pavement he thought of how he would capture it: the response was automatic, a professional reflex, nothing more. The cameras would stay in their bag until he had the energy to decide what to do with them. Vaguely, he imagined taking them back to Kingsley’s and selling them. The Leica was worth a lot; the Nikon, his old workhorse, worth something, a month’s rent perhaps.


     On an afternoon at the turn of the month the substance abusers were evicted. Two police vans arrived, then council workers came with steel screens and began to seal up the building. They covered the wooden door with a steel skin. The bay windows were wound in steel. By the front railings they left a small pile of personal belongings – a sleeping-bag, a hairdryer, some plastic flowers, a crutch. The substance abusers, the women in particular, roared and shook their fists. Clem watched them from his window on the first floor. He admired their passion; he wondered if they knew how futile it was, or if it was that, the pointlessness, that was the root of their passion. When it was over, the council workers left and the police climbed back into their vans. The evicted abusers, still gesticulating frantically, stumped off in twos and threes towards the various shelters and off-licences of the parish. A few of the locals came out and there was some laughter. At dusk, Clem went down to the street. The Grove was almost quiet. He looked at the house, then crouched and ran his fingers over the remains of the paint. Its surface now was hard as varnish, slightly uneven, mostly smooth. Then, at the edge of the slick, where the paint gave way to the mid-greys of paving-stone, he noticed the faint but very precise skeletal outline of a leaf and, using the flame of his lighter, found others there, scattered around it, thread-delicate prints of dead leaves, half hidden, like drawings under tissue paper. He tried to work out how such images could possibly have been fixed there. Last autumn’s rain; last autumn’s sun. The weight of thousands of pressing feet. The energy released by decaying matter. The slight absorbency of stone. He examined them until his lighter was too hot to use any more. He remembered Fox Talbot’s calotype of a leaf; a world-amazing picture: calotype from the Greek for beauty. He knelt. Ahead of him the metal house glittered in the lamplight. He bowed his head. Would something happen now? Could something be let go of? It was like waiting to be sick. He clenched his teeth, touched the stubborn dryness of his eyes. Behind him, a pair of children spying on him from between two parked cars began to giggle. He struggled to his feet, went up the stairs to his flat, and lay again on the living-room carpet.


     At some point after nightfall the phone on his desk started to ring. After five rings the answer-machine came on. His message said he was out of the country. The machine bleeped. There was a pause in which Clem thought he could hear the crying of seabirds, then his father said, ‘It’s just me. Call when you’re back, will you?’ Another pause, then: ‘Thank you.’
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In T-shirt, jeans, old brogues, he went on walks that lasted most of the day. The direction was not important. Turn left and he came to the houses of the rich; to the right was the railway bridge, the canal, the council blocks, the supermarket. Under the green girders of the bridge the rails ran like a firebreak through the heart of the city. In the moments when no trains were passing the scene was oddly tranquil. There were young trees at the verges of the track, and tough-looking bushes with gaudy flowers that grew out of the embankment walls or thrust their leaves through the ballast stones. It was not unusual to look down on a half-dozen butterflies, drifting over the tracks like wastepaper.


     The canal he learned to avoid. The water was too still, too black: he was afraid of what might appear in it. It would not take much. A plastic bag crumpled into the form of a face. A piece of driftwood mistaken for a hand.


     He ate wherever he happened to find himself, whatever was near. A Portuguese place just off the Grove, a Turkish café in Notting Hill, a couscous restaurant on Golborne Road. He ate, paid, spoke to no one other than the waiters. Each afternoon he went to a newsagent to look at the front pages of the papers. In the time before – and this was how he thought of his life before the church at N—, ‘the time before’ – he had read two, sometimes three newspapers a day, valuing the sense that he knew what was going on in the world and that it was possible to know. Since coming back the news did not convince him as it used to, not because he imagined they were making it up (though he had been around journalists long enough to know that that was not unusual) but because the world they described no longer matched the one he carried in his head, a place it was hard to say anything rational about at all. He looked now only to see if there was a story from Africa, from the aftermath of the killing, from the fall-out. If there was, he scanned for a mention of the Bourgmestre, but was always more relieved than disappointed when he found nothing. He wasn’t ready yet for Sylvestre Ruzindana. He was a long way from being ready.


 


He became one of the people who go to the cinema in the middle of the day. He had an ideal film in mind, something with a few songs, an unimportant ending. At the cinema in Shepherd’s Bush they were showing Breakfast at Tiffany’s and he went to see it, sitting among pensioners and the unemployed, content until Hepburn, strumming her little guitar, sang ‘Moon River’ in a voice that was awkward and beautiful and piercing. He stumbled out, blundering past the dreaming usherette and hurrying home, astonished at himself. He had more luck at the Coronet in Notting Hill. An American high-school comedy, like an update of Happy Days. He watched it three times on three consecutive afternoons. There was nothing in the film to attend to, nothing that needed to be followed or admired. After each showing the swing-door of the cinema scraped the whole thing from his mind like bones from a dinner plate, leaving only a memory of sitting and the knowledge that for ninety minutes he had been safe.


 


On fine days he sometimes went to the park and dozed on the grass or sat on a bench observing, without lust, the girls tanning their legs, the young nannies, Scandinavians, Filipinas, playing with the children of their wealthy employers. To be without desire – as he had been now for weeks – was disorientating. He watched women as perhaps he would watch them in his dotage when desire had burned down to a spoonful of warm ashes (if that’s how it was for old men. Was it?). But at his age – he had turned forty in January – to live without desire was like the dream he had had throughout his teenage years in which, belonging neither quite to the living nor entirely to the dead, he slowly faded, each moment a little less visible, less able to make himself heard above the world’s noise, a kind of drowning in air. It was another symptom, of course, though not one he had been expecting. Was it time he looked for help? Time he spoke to someone? He had not even called Frank Silverman in New York, though they had exchanged home numbers, writing in the back of a careening taxi on the way to the airbase. Silverman was older, more experienced. Different. Tougher? A veteran with a half-inch of grenade casing in his back, a souvenir of the Lebanon. No stranger to chaos then, to human savagery, but a man who had seemed – seemed before they went to the church that night – inured to it by depths of cynicism extraordinary even for a journalist.


     And he had a wife, a writer called Shelley-Anne, who, he said, wrote novels about lonesome women, books that sold by the container load. In the bar of the Bellville Hotel, drinking at a table with Clem, Major Nemo and two Egyptians from UNHCR, Silverman had boasted that her entire career was a rebuke to him for his wandering over the face of the earth, his philandering. Would she help him if he needed it? Would she want to? Despite the picture he had drawn, the marriage had sounded good, worn-in in the right way, and exactly the kind of refuge that he, Clem Glass, had so recklessly failed to provide for himself. His neediness now disgusted him a little. The longing for tenderness, for what had been opened (a view, a wound) to be closed with the stroke of a hand. It was becoming harder and harder to recognise himself, and each twilight as the street-lights came on and the air hung blue and orange between the dirty buildings, he struggled to regain comfortable understandings that he knew in his heart were gone for ever.
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‘Hi! Shelley-Anne and Silverman can’t get to the phone right now. Leave your name and a number and we’ll get back to you just as soon as we can.’ There was a four-second choral burst of ‘Canada Oh Canada!’ – Silverman’s drollery – then the tone. Clem replaced the receiver. The wife had a young voice and the message sounded as if she had recorded it in a hurry between doing interesting things. He didn’t think she had sounded lonely or angry.


     He tried again an hour later. ‘Hi! Shelley-Anne and Silverman can’t get to the phone right now  . . .’
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An incident:


     Walking on Portobello Road, a Sunday evening around eleven, eleven thirty, he heard a woman in one of the unlit doorways on the far side of the street, a choked lamenting that grew louder as he passed, abruptly ceased, then started again, the sound directed now to the middle of his back. From the instant he became aware of her, his mouth had dried and his heart begun a pounding that made it hard to breathe. But what was he afraid of? Half the streets in London were haunted by the grief-stricken, the chronically lost, yet he found her noise unbearable and quickened his step. She followed him, gaining on him and calling piteously until he stopped. They were outside a kebab and chicken shop. The men inside were wiping down and getting ready to shut. By the glow of a neon sign, a rooster, he saw that she was in her late teens or early twenties. She stood in front of him, trembling, her hands out-held, the mascara in a black web beneath her eyes. She was trying to explain something, what had happened to her. At first, so broken was her speech, he didn’t know what language she was using, then realised it was Spanish. Several times he heard her say ‘violar’ or ‘violada’. She was holding out her phone to him. He took it from her, called the police and told the operator that a young woman had been attacked. He gave the address of the kebab and chicken shop. When he was asked for his name he finished the call and gave the girl back her phone. She seemed to be sinking. She stood as a child stands when it needs the toilet, or like someone who has been struck hard in the belly. The men from the food shop were watching now, two of them in long grey aprons. Clem tried to think of the Spanish for ‘They are coming’, but after a few seconds remembered the verb to go. ‘Me voy,’ he said, and turned from her. He thought she might come after him again but she didn’t. Perhaps she couldn’t.


     At Faraday Road he stopped and looked back along the track of street-lamps. The place he had left her was beyond the curve of the road and impossible to see. He looked at his watch, looked up at the blank houses around him. How long would the police take to reach her? The nearest station was only a few minutes’ drive away. Should he not have heard a siren by now? And what if they didn’t come? If he had garbled the address or they thought he was a hoaxer? His blood was calmer now and it struck him clearly for the first time that he had abandoned her, a violated girl. He, who had once assumed himself to be sided with the decent and the brave, what was he to think now? What duty could be plainer than the care of a stranger attacked in the street? He began to run, but when he arrived at the shop the lights were off and the street outside deserted. He went on towards Westbourne Grove, looking carefully down the cross-streets. Several times he heard footsteps or saw someone striding quickly away from him, but no one who resembled the girl. Had the men taken her in? Done what he had failed to do? He went back and pressed his face to the window. A shape – one darkness erupting from another – moved across the floor towards him. He froze, called ‘Christ!’, then saw it was a dog, squat, black-pelted, watching him through the glass of the door, its eyes flecked blue and yellow as though the sockets were blunt holes down which the creature’s electricity were dimly visible.


     He went home. There was a moon up: a bright half-moon reflecting off the steel front of the empty house. He stood on the steps of his own house and smoked a cigarette. A night bus went by. An ambulance. He thought about little Odette Semugeshi, a survivor of the massacre whose photograph he had taken at the Red Cross hospital when Silverman interviewed her. Her head had been heavily bandaged, the wound betraying itself in a watery pink line that ran from her forehead to the middle of her skull. She spoke French in a slow, toneless voice. ‘Et puis . . . et puis . . .’ The doctor, fearing the child was still concussed, had been reluctant to let them speak to her and stood beside them ready to end the interview should Silverman push too hard. It was a beautiful morning. Through the open door of the office a dozen other children sat quietly in the dust beneath an oleander tree. When the interview was finished Odette went out to join them. ‘Doesn’t she ever cry?’ asked Silverman.


     ‘In time,’ said the doctor. He was Swiss and had been in the country for ten days. ‘Too much sorrow makes the heart like a stone.’


     ‘It’s how the heart survives,’ said Silverman.


     The doctor agreed, and had looked at them then, at Clem and Silverman, knowing – for Silverman had told him on the walk from his office – that they had been the first journalists at the site. Fleetingly, it seemed he might take an interest in them, go through some questionnaire on trauma, check them over, but he was visibly tired and already, perhaps, doing more than he knew how to properly manage. He shook their hands, raised an arm in wry farewell, and left them to find their own way out.
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Two days later (he had seen nothing in the local papers about the Spanish girl; no yellow crime-scene signs had appeared on the streets) Clem spent thirty minutes searching for the telephone number of Zara Jones, a freelance publicist he had slept with in March. He remembered her writing it on the back of a receipt that he had put into his wallet then, evidently – for it was no longer in his wallet – put somewhere else. Looking on the kitchen table, a place where many things were put down and forgotten, he found, dispersed among a sediment of old newspapers and magazines, curious fragments from the weeks and months before Africa. Letters, cuttings, invitations. Lists of things to do and buy. A note, scribbled on the corner of an envelope – Yellow fever, tetanus, malaria. Cholera? There were contact-sheets from a job in Derry in February. A Christmas card from Clare – Brueghel’s hunters – her message: Dundee under six inches of snow!


     The receipt was in the lockable metal box beside his desk where he kept, in loose order, anything connected to the business side of his life. It was a receipt from a cab company he sometimes used to get to Heathrow. On the back of it she had written her mobile number in purple ink, then her name, followed by a question mark and an exclamation.


     He sat at the desk and called her. He did not quite believe he would get through to her, had no clear idea what he would say if he did, but when, after six or seven rings, she answered, he was surprised by how easy it was, how quickly they assumed the necessary manner.


     ‘How are you?’ she asked.


     ‘OK. And you?’


     ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Are you in London?’


     ‘Yes.’


     ‘When did you get back?’


     He lied, then asked if she was around in the evening. She said there was an event in the West End, some awards ceremony she had to attend, something dull but unavoidable. ‘We could have a drink before,’ she said, ‘if you want. Do you know the bar at the Soho Theatre?’


     ‘Dean Street?’


     ‘I’ll be there at six.’


 


He had met her at a party for the launch of David Singer’s new book of photographs. This was the same Singer who had made his name with pictures of London that made it appear like Calcutta in the rain – sink estates, homelessness, pensioners in high-rise hovels. Images with the formality of Victorian bromide prints, filling a half page in the Mirror or the Guardian, or in those papers abroad that wanted to remind their readers of how empires ended. Then nothing for years. Then this, Overworld (was some pun intended?), a book of subtly coloured abstracts, colour bleeding into colour, the whole thing performed within the walls of his studio in Little Venice. It was art; it would, at least, be sold like art. At the party, Singer was dressed in a chocolate brown Italian suit, a man suddenly glamorous in his mid-sixties, a young wife with him, heavily pregnant, a roomful of people who admired him and wished to be close to him. Prints of his photographs, two yards high, lined the walls like Rothkos. The former work, the former wife, the old ideals were not on view. The story was how he had reinvented himself: now he was the subject of other people’s pictures. He shook hands, kissed cheeks, swilled champagne from a flute. To Clem, he had the look of a man who was growing to hate himself.


     Zara Jones was good at her job. When she walked up to Clem she knew who he was. She complimented him on his pictures (behind the lines) from Desert Storm. She had also seen a photo-essay on the lives of Sri Lankan fishermen that he had done for a Swedish magazine. ‘So beautiful,’ she said, without specifying what it was she had found beautiful – the people or the pictures or both. He thanked her, though declined her invitation to meet Singer. He asked her to stay and talk to him. She said she would try to come back later, smiled, and went off to ask someone else if they would like to spend a few moments with David.


     He watched her, spied on her for the rest of the evening, then tagged along to the post-party party where Singer got drunk and his wife told Clem that her nipples seeped continuously. After the restaurant closed there was a complicated game with cabs – who was south of the river, who was north. Zara lived in one of the squares behind Oxford Street and Clem went with her, kissing her in the taxi, her tongue tasting of vodka and seafood and cigarettes. Her flat was several times the size of his own, her father some Croesus in the development world. On the bedside table she cut four lines of cocaine with the edge of her AmEx gold card. When he had undressed her she said she was bleeding a little. He said it didn’t matter, and later on stood in the brilliant white bigness of her bathroom wiping blood from his thighs with damp tissues, grinning at himself in the mirror.


     The next time was at his place. The central heating had packed up, she didn’t like the food he’d cooked, and they argued about politics – her right (her father’s right) against his left (his mother’s). The sex was perfunctory. After it, they lay awake for hours, each of them disturbed by the other’s slightest movement.


     The last time was in a hotel on Brighton seafront, a clear evening, blue stars over the sea, the beach dotted with the lamps and little fires of the night anglers. Though Clem was eleven years older than her and had grown up in entirely different circumstances, they bent their histories until their lives assumed a certain likeness. Both had lost their mothers – Clem at twelve, Zara at seventeen. Both had older sisters, both spoke French, both believed the other to be in some way remarkable, if only for the colour and clarity of the eyes. They sat up in the hotel bar getting amorous on drink, and when upstairs they fucked (the headboard clattering the flowered wallpaper) there was an excitement, an urgency that had felt to Clem like the beginning of something good. But the next afternoon, sleep-poor, fogged from the drinking, they parted at the station in London without any firm arrangement to meet again. Three days later she left on a nationwide tour with a snooker player who had written his memoirs. By the time she was back, Clem was packing for Africa. The affair – if that was what it amounted to – already seemed the kind of interlude he had had many times before, an event without much history or consequence. It was then that he must have filed the receipt in the metal box beside his desk, without first bothering to make a copy of her number.


 


He arrived outside the theatre at a quarter past six. Zara was already there, sitting on a stool at the curve of the bar. He watched her through the plate-glass doors, her image (her back straight as a dancer’s) a still point against the reflected flow of the street. She was sipping a clear drink from a tall glass. She shook out a cigarette; the barman lit it for her and she smiled at him. She had pulled her hair back tightly from her face, a style Clem hadn’t seen her use before and that made her look thinner, older too, an older woman’s chic. She turned, briefly scanned the street, but looked away without having seen him. He wondered how long she would wait for him. Another ten minutes? Another twenty? There were only a half-dozen others in the bar: the playgoers would not start arriving until later. The barman spoke to her again, coming on to her perhaps, or going through the motions out of professional chivalry. A hand plucked at the sleeve of Clem’s jacket. There was a man behind him, bearded, his clothes bright with dirt. He excused himself, then explained to Clem that he was gathering the fare for a bus to Farringdon. He had friends in Farringdon and would find some relief there. He asked if Clem knew what he meant. Clem gave him the change from his pockets then started walking back up Dean Street. He turned into Wardour Street and stopped at the first pub he came to. The air inside was bottle-brown, the customers mostly office workers carrying on their office life in another place. He stayed, drinking steadily at a table on his own. When he came out, two-thirds of the street was draped in shadow, but the tops of the buildings on the eastern side were still brilliantly lit, each detail – the grimed bricks, the blank windows, the uneven lines of moss – vivid and lovely. On Windmill Street he went into another pub. The music there was much louder and the customers did not look like people who ever went to offices. A sign in the toilets read: Thieves operate on these premises. In the bar, a screen was showing music videos, which he watched for a long time with great attention before going out to one of the phone boxes by Shaftesbury Avenue. He had some idea of calling Zara’s mobile but rang instead a number printed on one of the cards stuck to the inside of the box. The woman who answered put him in mind of an actress (he couldn’t recall the name), a comedienne who specialised in old-fashioned Cockney types with fruity voices. She called him ‘deary’, described the girl she was selling, and gave him the address of a building on the Edgware Road. When she asked for his name he thought he should make one up but his mind was blank, and in the end, after a pause that must have sounded as though he were making one up, he gave his own name, twice.


     He took out the money he would need from a cashpoint on Regent Street, then walked slowly along Oxford Street, imagining that some distraction would lead him towards a better hour. He had paid for sex once before, a hotel in Washington DC five years ago, an autumn dusk when, suddenly afraid of his own company, he had looked in the phone book under ‘Escorts’, and known, at the girl’s discreet knocking – known for an appreciable stretch of seconds – an entirely normal happiness, as though the sound announced the half-expected visit of a friend, and not the advent of some utter stranger for whom a car was waiting in the street below.


     The building on the Edgware Road was a mansion-block between a coffee bar and an Arab newsagent’s. He rang the bell, the catch was released remotely, and he went inside. In the corridor ahead were rows of white doors, all shut. The lift was out of order and he started on the stairs, concrete steps with a metal rail, a fire-door on each floor giving access to another corridor. On the fourth floor he tapped at one of the white doors. It was opened, quickly, and he stepped into a small hallway, empty except for a single chair with its back against the wall. A woman, whose voice he recognised from the phone call, invited him to sit down. She asked if he wanted a drink of orange juice. He said he didn’t. She gave him the laminated card she was carrying. ‘The young lady won’t be long,’ she said (not a comedienne now but a shopkeeper in a failing business). She retreated to her room, to the low-volume bubbling of a television. The card she had given Clem was a menu of services. The cheapest was hand relief; the most expensive – though none was particularly expensive – described simply as Sex. He placed the card under the chair. A few minutes later the door on his left was opened. A girl, a young woman like any he might have passed in the street half an hour earlier, smiled at him and led him into her place of work, a small, low-ceilinged room with a chest of drawers under the window, and next to the bed a lamp with a pink, tasselled shade. Beside the lamp was a radio, a bottle of baby oil, and the ready-torn foil envelope of a condom.


     ‘I am Irena,’ she said.


     ‘Clem.’


     ‘Claim?’


     ‘Clem. After Clement Attlee. My mother was a Fabian.’


     She nodded, perfectly used, it seemed, to not understanding what people said, perfectly untroubled by it. She was wearing a tight black dress, and a pair of white slippers of the sort nurses in old-time sanatoria might have worn, and which Clem guessed she had brought with her from whatever country she had recently come from. He gave her the money. She counted it, thanked him, stashed the notes in a drawer.


     ‘I express myself through dance,’ she said. She turned on the radio and twisted the dial until she found a tune she could move to. Clem sat on the bed and watched her. She closed her eyes, swung her hips, ran her hands over her little breasts. Her favourite move was a spin with which, having danced a moment with her back to him, she would suddenly turn, as though towards a bank of lights.


     When the track finished she switched off the radio and stepped out of her dress. She was wearing panties but no bra. She took off his jacket and undid the buttons of his shirt. When she started trying to undo the belt on his jeans, tugging at it, he said he would do it himself. She reached for the baby oil. Clem lay on the bed in his underpants. She asked if he was shy. He said no and took off his pants. She turned him on to his belly, knelt astride him and rubbed his back with the oil. When his back was coated he turned over and she smeared his shoulders while rocking herself against his crotch. He touched her breasts. She clambered off him, pushed her panties down her skinny thighs, and rolled the condom over his half erect cock. She had shaved her pubic hair to an inch wide strip but had burned the delicate skin there with the razor. She stretched beside him, her legs spread. When he touched the opening of her vagina she was completely dry. He leaned over to kiss her. ‘No tongue,’ she said quickly, tightening her face as though he might bite her. He sighed and leaned back, then moved down the bed until his head lay between her breasts and he was listening, drowsily, to the patter of her heart. Was this what he had come for? Her skin, despite the trace of some inexpensive body spray, smelt good, and was cool and soft against his cheek. For a minute she let him lie there, even, briefly, stroking his hair with a stray, forgetful strumming of her fingers, but the mood, the posture, was inappropriate, unpaid for, unbuyable, and she pushed free of him, swinging herself to the edge of the bed and scooping her dress from the floor. ‘What are you doing?’ she demanded, scowling at him and holding the dress up in front of her. ‘You are sick? You are sick, or what is it?’


 


He stopped for more drinks at a place on Baker Street, then hurried towards the West End thinking he might somehow come across Zara ‘bored’ at her event and persuade her to sit down with him for an hour. He would not try to explain things to her. He would not tell her about the Bourgmestre, or invite her to the flat to see the photographs he had there, pictures he had never sent to the agency because no newspaper could ever publish them. He would suggest a club (she would know one) and perhaps they would even dance. Together, they would perform a trick with time, carrying on as though they had just stepped off the train from Brighton. He would pull the thorn from his eye. She would pull the thorn from his eye. He would get free of this thing before he no longer knew how to.


     In Leicester Square the pubs were emptying. A crowd, hooting and singing and scuffling, shambled through the brightly lit doors of the Underground station. He had no idea where Zara’s event was. He stood at a street corner and looked up and down as if, through an open window somewhere, he might see them all gathered round a table. For the first time it occurred to him how very drunk he was, how addled. He was not going to meet Zara; he would not, he thought, even be able to call her again, and it was almost a relief to realise this, to have for a moment the impression of lucidity. There was nothing for him to do now but find his way to the end of the night, and he carried on towards the river, breaking on to the Embankment just above Waterloo Bridge and turning right, following the curve of the river towards Westminster. He ran at first, then jogged (through Parliament Square, along Old Palace Yard, Millbank), then walked, heavily, as though at each step the pavement descended a little in front of him. Across the river from Battersea he stopped and leaned against the wall. He felt dizzy, hollow. He wondered when he had last eaten anything. He needed a bench, a garden, some little grass square to lie down in. On the road behind him a taxi door thumped shut. A man and a thin, tottering woman went on to the jetty where the houseboats were moored. After a few minutes Clem followed them. He walked to a boat in the darkness at the far end of the jetty and stood there, poised for a challenge. When none came he stepped aboard. He went to the bows and squatted on a hatch cover. He was only some twenty yards from the bank but the air was different here, touched with the chill of the water. And there were sounds, secretive though pin-clear from the middle of the river – birds, the splash of an oar, the tide streaming against the piers of the bridge. As his eyes adjusted he moved around the deck. The cabin doors were padlocked but in the stern of the boat he found the folding cushion from a lounger, a ragged thing that smelt of tanning lotion and diesel fuel. He laid it in the cockpit by the cabin doors, smoked a last cigarette (the ember hidden in the cup of his hands) then lay with his jacket as a blanket, shivered for a while, and slept.


 


When he woke, a pair of herring gulls were standing on the edge of the cabin roof, large birds on wiry legs, their feathers combed by the dawn breeze. It was high water, slack water, the river lapping against the stone banks, two kinds of grey. He folded the cushion, put on his jacket and stepped over the rail on to the jetty. In the windows of some of the other houseboats orange lights were shining, but no one was out on deck to see him leave.


     He was cold. He thrust his hands into his pockets, walked up Beaufort Street, then along the empty paving of the Kings Road until he reached Sloane Square. The station there was still shut. He found a café at the side of it where a man possessing the bearing of a medieval Doge served bacon sandwiches and mugs of tea to taxi drivers and insomniacs. For half an hour he distracted himself with an out-of-date listings magazine, then went back to the station and took a train to Notting Hill.


     As it grew lighter it began to rain. He walked down Portobello Road, but not wishing to pass in front of the kebab and chicken shop (might not one of the men already be there, setting up? Might not the dog be there?) he turned off and walked up the Grove. He was nearly home when he paused outside St Michael’s to pick up the flowers that had fallen from the war-memorial crucifix: hot-house lilies dripping with London rain that he threaded again between the cross and the figure’s bowed wooden neck. There were often flowers here, though he had never seen who brought them. One of the local Spanish or Portuguese, someone used to the dressing of images; or the old priest perhaps, a High Church relict who drank most nights in the pub across the road wearing a boot-length coat of ecclesiastical black.


     There had been a Christ above the door of the church in N—, Christ the shepherd in white marble, ten, fifteen feet high, the arms outstretched above the murdered congregation. An object of such utter inutility, dumb, wicked in its deceiving, it had begun in Clem an irrational rage (for what did he, Nora’s son, expect of stone?), an anger he was no longer properly tracking, and that moved through his blood like a virus. Yet towards this small wooden figure, half grey from years of soot-fall, he felt an ill-defined affection. He could not have cared less what it stood for, was intended to stand for. What he liked was the way it looked, the limbs slender and well carved, the buoyancy of it, the way, between the brick wall of the church and the traffic, it possessed some quality of weakness endured, of suffering endured, that was purely human and subtly instructive.


     At the flat he showered the scum of baby oil from his skin, dressed in clean clothes, made coffee, and sat at his desk, smoking. The LED on the phone blinked in sequences of three. When he finished the cigarette he pressed the playback button. The first call was from Shelley-Anne. ‘Silverman’s taken off for a while,’ she said (a voice with a sleepless night inside it). ‘I think he may have gone up to Toronto. Do you have his cellphone?’ She read out the number and asked him to remind Silverman to call home. ‘How are you doing?’ she asked pointedly.


     The second caller, who he guessed was Zara, had left no message, just a brief, quizzical silence, abruptly ended.


     The last call was from the island. ‘Hello again, son. Sorry to keep missing you. The thing is we need to talk about Clare. There’s some urgency in fact or I wouldn’t keep bothering you like this. I know how busy you are. Anyway, that’s all, really. It’s just that I’m very worried. Right-oh. I’ll go now. It’s the old trouble, Clem  . . .’
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As they moved northwards, the carriages, half empty in London, began to fill up. The country flew past them. Hills, hay fields, a motorway, a caravan park; a spire topped with a knot of light where the sun flashed off a weathervane. Then the long deceleration into cities he had passed through a score of times without ever knowing more of them than the view from a train window.


     Across the aisle from Clem, four soldiers on leave, their names stencilled on kitbags, drank lager out of cans and played cards (game after stoic game). Clem’s bag was on the floor by his feet, a shoulder-bag with a pair of tattered airline tags tied to the strap. He had packed lightly: a clean shirt, a summer sweater, his wash-things, a fold-up waterproof. He did not intend to be away for more than a few days. He would see his father, then, presumably, his sister. A night on the island, a night in Dundee. It was Saturday. By Monday evening, Tuesday at the latest, he would be back in London.


     He walked down the train looking for the smoking compartment, finding it a few carriages further back, a helix of blue smoke under the roof. Where he sat someone had left their newspaper behind, a broadsheet, and he scanned the foreign pages, noting a photograph (cars on fire) by Toby Rose, a young photographer he knew in London, a true student of the extreme who, had he been at the Bellville that night as the rumours began, the first talk of a fresh outrage somewhere beyond the limits of the blacked-out capital, would gladly have taken Clem’s place beside Silverman in the Land Rover.


     He folded the paper and thrust it under the seat. The train was running a little easterly now, towards Newcastle and the coast. The ticket inspector came through, then two Japanese girls with packaged cakes and cups of coffee from the buffet. He lit a cigarette and, as he smoked, distracted himself by trying to work out his father’s age. It was years since either had remembered the other’s birthday, but after a few minutes of calculation he decided his father must be seventy-seven or seventy-eight. If he had retired at sixty-five then he had lived at the house on the island for more than ten years, during which time Clem reckoned he had visited slightly less than once a year, perhaps eight times in total. To these visits there was a particular routine. Clem would arrive at Berwick on the early train from King’s Cross; his father would meet him at the station; they would shake hands and walk together down the hill into the town, going into one of the hotels for lunch. Two hours later, after a conversation consisting mainly of Clem giving polite answers to polite enquiries about his work, they would walk back to the station, shake hands again and say goodbye. Clem had never stayed at the house on the island, though he knew it had guest rooms for the use of male relatives (females had to make their own arrangements). He had never asked to stay, and after the second trip his father had stopped suggesting it, knowing, perhaps, that to raise it a third time would have brought into plain language his son’s continuing exasperation at his ‘withdrawal’ from the world, a retreat that Clem had always considered extravagant, baffling, perverse even. Clare, though capable of heroic intolerances of her own, had argued the other line, reminding Clem (on those occasions when they still bothered to discuss it) that their father, after his own discreet fashion, had been a churchgoer all his life; that when Nora died it was his faith that had kept him strong; that without his work – most of his career had been spent at the British Aerospace plant in Filton as an engineer, a specialist in turbines – there was nothing substantial to keep him in Bristol. A few friends and neighbours, the house itself. It was not enough.


     ‘But a monastery!’


     ‘It’s not a monastery. It’s a community.’


     ‘They’re lay monks, Clare.’


     ‘A group of like-minded men, that’s all. A brotherhood.’


     The brotherhood had a brochure. William Glass sent copies of it to his son and daughter in the week after he moved to the island, a folded photocopied sheet with a sketch of the house on the front, Theophilus House, named, so the text explained, after the Roman lawyer who taunted St Dorothy on her way to martyrdom, asking her to send him the fruits of the garden of heaven. Twenty elderly men there given over to God, widowers mostly, retired men of all backgrounds. A former publican, an ex-policeman, a schoolmaster, a naval officer. They rose at five, a scene Clem had sometimes imagined to himself, the old men like wraiths, rising in the dark and dispersing to chores, devotions. He supposed that he too would have to get up at five, though he had no intention of sharing in the life of the community, even for a morning. He had agreed to stay because of how his father had sounded on the phone on Friday: the sighs, the repetitions, the frank admission of helplessness.
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