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  What wakes me is the scream. It comes from inside the apartment.
 

  

  I’m sitting at my desk out on the deck. Across the rooftops, towards the ocean, the sky is gathering for

  a violent sunset. There are other noises not associated with the scream – a passing siren, a door banging somewhere below in the building, wind chimes. From the apartment, though,

  there’s only the scream. No breaking glass, no thud or clatter to indicate a fall. So the damage is probably not physical. Which doesn’t stop my heart from pounding. This is the way I

  seem to be, right now – jumping at every disturbance. Awake half the night, dragging myself through the day. We’ve been here three weeks – I can’t go on calling this jet

  lag.




  At least I’ve been busy in my sleep. I’ve filled a hundred and thirty-eight pages with the letter b – must have dozed off with a finger on the keyboard. b for bloody thing

  won’t write itself. My hand shakes as I drag the cursor, blackening the screen. b for buggered if I know how else it’s going to get written. Perhaps it’s time for a drink.




  Rebecca’s in the bathroom, rubbing at the front of her skirt with a flannel. I stand deferentially in the doorway.




  She doesn’t raise her head. She just says, ‘What are you looking at?’




  I’ve learned not to answer this sort of question. A question like this is a trap. What I’m looking at, of course, is her – my lovely, excitable wife – head down, hunched

  over her scrubbing, an action that twists her torso to the left and raises her left leg so that only the toes are in contact with the floor. The pose puts me in mind of a Degas ballerina, though

  Rebecca is built on a different scale. Apart from the skirt, she’s wearing a bra and a ribbon to hold her hair back and nothing else. Her action emphasizes the muscles in her upper arms and

  shoulders, the bulk of her thighs. Chunky is the word that comes to mind.




  To calm myself, I do my butler impersonation. ‘You screamed, ma’am?’




  ‘Look at this skirt,’ she says.




  ‘Very nice. I’ve always liked that skirt.’




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’




  Chunky is not a euphemism. I don’t mean fat, though there is an appealing softness around the waist. And it’s not some leering code, either, for . . . I don’t know . . .

  huge-breasted or something. It’s just that there’s a breadth, a heft, a solidity about her that makes me want to go on looking. I don’t say any of this, of course. I’ve

  learned not to flirt with this kind of language. You could be dead before you’d adequately explained the various distinctions.




  It doesn’t help that we’ve come to the land of thin people. I read somewhere that Americans are getting fatter. Well, fat Americans might be getting fatter, but we don’t

  live where the fat people live. Where we live, as Rebecca observed the other day, fat is what comes out of a liposuction pump.




  She’s finished with her skirt, and mopped the spilled lotion from the rim of the basin. Now she’s attending to her face, massaging cream into the eyelids with smooth symmetrical

  movements of the hands, outwards from the bridge of the nose to the temples, only the middle and ring fingers touching the skin.




  ‘Please don’t,’ she says, ‘you know I hate it.’




  She doesn’t like to be looked at, and even with her eyes closed she knows I’m still there. She’s working on her wrinkles. She’s been talking a lot about wrinkles

  recently. It’s nothing, I tell her, you can hardly see them. And anyway they give your face more character. This doesn’t seem to help. She’s only thirty-five, seven years younger

  than me, but already worried about getting old. When I turned forty, I had a sense of settling into adult life, of feeling more on top of things. Being with Rebecca helped, of course. We’d

  been married three or four years already, but I still couldn’t get over my luck. I still can’t.




  ‘Can I get you a drink?’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Anyway, we don’t have time.’ She opens one eye. Are you going like that?’




  ‘Going where?’




  ‘Bloody hell, David!’




  I’m wearing my favourite jumper, darned at the elbows, unravelling at the neck. ‘I’ve been working.’




  ‘I told you about it. It’s important. It’s on the calendar.’




  Ah, well, if it’s on the calendar . . .’




  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




  ‘They’ll all be wearing black, I suppose.’




  ‘I should hardly think so, it’s a university thing. It’ll be academics, mostly art historians. It’s a chance for me to meet the department. Just try not to look so . .

  .’




  ‘So . . . what?’




  ‘So hopelessly English.’




  ‘They like it that we’re English.’




  ‘But you don’t have to wear it like a medal.’




  English is shorthand, of course, for a cluster of insecurities. Maybe it means not being up on Foucault.




  ‘I’ll change,’ I say.




  ‘That’ll be the day.’ The joke signals a truce.




  ‘It’ll be fine, you know, this job – you’ll do fine. Every-one’ll love you. They obviously like what you’ve published, and they’ll find out soon enough

  what a great teacher you are. By the time your six months is up they’ll be begging you to stay . . . ’




  ‘Maybe if you’d drive . . . ’




  ‘. . . and if they ask, you can tell them you won me in a raffle.’




  ‘I’m not up to this. I feel such a fraud.’




  I can’t resist her anxiety, the bunched lines on her forehead. I move towards her and put my hands on her shoulders. They tense up then relax. She leans her head back. I like the feel of

  her weight against me. I lift her hair and kiss her lightly on the nape of the neck.




  She puts her arms round behind me and gives me a squeeze. She hums ambiguously. ‘Not now, David,’ she says.




  ‘I’ll get you a drink.’




  ‘There’s that open bottle of red by the cooker.’




  I go back to the deck to shut my laptop. Another day of measurable underachievement. Why is this suddenly so hard? It’s not as though I’ve got to astound the academic world.

  It’s just a bloody RE textbook, for God’s sake. All I’ve got to do is explain in language accessible to a not very bright fourteen-year-old the difference between Lent and

  Ramadan. But everything suddenly feels like shifting ground. Categories keep bleeding into one another.




  The sun is sinking towards the ocean. It broadens through the smog into spectacular orange streaks. It’s still comfortably warm. There’s a clatter down in the alley. An old woman is

  pulling bottles and cans from one of the bins, piling them into her shopping cart. She’s very neat in her work, very orderly – bottles at the back, cans at the front. Nothing wrong with

  her categories. She’s got a piece of string round her waist to hold her jacket together. She moves along the sun-bleached wall to the next bin, past startling splashes of crimson

  bougainvillaea.




  I take Rebecca a glass of wine. I reckon I need it more than she does, but since I’m driving I shall have to stay sober. She’s in the bedroom, buttoning her blouse. She’s put

  her hair up loosely so that it straggles at the neck and around the ears.




  ‘I’ll put it here,’ I say ‘on the dressing table.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  I take my sweater off and put on a jacket. I find my wallet and my driving licence on the dressing table. The car keys are hanging by the door. I busy myself, shutting windows and rinsing a few

  things in the sink.




  We leave the apartment through the carport and drive onto a dusty side street. At the end of the block we take another turn and are instantly caught up in five lanes of mayhem. We’ve

  descended to the city’s natural terrain, the roadscape, out of which the squat buildings rise, back into which they might at any moment sink. I read somewhere this city has more cars than

  people. For all I know, it’s got more bloody drivers than people. You meet them, these drivers, moored and car-less, selling clothes, buying fast food, waiting in banks and post offices, and

  they’re not quite themselves, they’re on their best behaviour, smiling like the pages of an orthodontist’s catalogue. They urge you to have a nice day, to be well, to take care

  now. But here, down in the roadscape, they relax into murderous aggression. This is one-handed driving – one hand for the wheel and the horn, the other free to juggle the phone and the coffee

  cup, to turn up the music, to express flashes of rage.




  We might have gone to New England, where the trees apparently turn lovely shades of brown and orange this time of year. I could just as well have not written my book there as here.




  We pass through a forest of billboards. They advertise TV shows and weight-loss programmes, and Live Nude Girls. There are advertisements in Spanish for lawsuit specialists and instant loans no

  questions asked. Rebecca’s got the map. She’s got the printout of an email with directions. She’s got good ideas on how fast we should go and when we should indicate. We’re

  nerving ourselves for a left-hand turn. Of the five lanes, it’s the odd one, the one in the middle, you have to watch. This is where jeeps and SUVs and pickup trucks and Cadillacs hurtle

  towards each other. I pull out and find myself playing chicken with a tank. The teenage girl at the wheel is on the phone planning her weekend. I brake sharply, but she’s gone without

  warning, cutting across two lanes of traffic with a squeal of rubber. I wouldn’t mind some of that certainty. But I’m too middle-aged to feel immortal. We’re stranded for five

  minutes before I find the gap we need.




  And we’re on the slip road, at last, crawling up onto the freeway. We begin to inch forward and there’s nothing to watch but the darkening sky and the traffic shifting restlessly

  from lane to lane.




  Rebecca hits a button on the dashboard, and we’re listening to the polite voices on National Public Radio. There’s an embassy building somewhere with a hole in its side and up to

  seventeen people dead. They call them unconfirmed fatalities. A White House spokesman says enough to make it clear that he has nothing to say. Back in the studio, the newsreader announces a

  heightened terror alert, and I’m wondering what this information means, if information is what it is, and what we’re meant to do with it. Are we expected to pull into the side of the

  road and crouch at the wheel with our heads in our hands? Should we go home and barricade the windows? The news is terrible, and it’s no more than we already know. It’s an existential

  dread alert – the psychic equivalent of a pollen count. Expect people to be freaking out, exhibiting signs of strange, undirected hostility. But we’re driving through LA, so what else

  should we expect?




  By the time we’re back on surface streets it’s dusk and the lights are coming on. There are cheap clothing stores and furniture warehouses and rundown apartment blocks. We cross a

  major junction and the housing is more affluent. After a while, we stop at a red light and it’s Sunset Boulevard, and the neon signs and the floodlit hoardings are screaming fashion at us and

  movie stars and sex. And Rebecca is explaining who these people are that we’re about to meet, these people who are hosting the party. The driver beyond her is playing drums on her steering

  wheel and tossing her hair – sleek, blonde, shampoo-commercial hair – and I’m thinking how perfect she looks, with her even features and her perfect skin and her Porsche, and how

  happy I am with Rebecca, whose skin is comfortably imperfect.




  ‘Which means, in effect, that Frankie’s my head of department,’ Rebecca says. ‘Max works in television. He makes documentary films. Apparently he’s got some series

  he’s been busy with that’s about to start, so you could ask him about it if you’re stuck for conversation.’ She says this because she knows I’m not good at parties,

  even back in England, and would rather be at home reading a book.




  Horns blare from the cars behind the Porsche and I see that it’s in the lane for turning right and it isn’t turning.




  ‘So they’re a gay couple, are they, Max and Frankie?’




  ‘David, please, please try to remember this, because it really isn’t that hard. Frankie is Chair of Art History. Max is her husband. If we ever get to this party, it would be nice if

  you could pretend to recognize them, because they’re the people who picked us up at the airport.’




  Before I notice that the lights have changed, the Porsche has dodged out ahead of us. I lift my foot off the brake and we lurch forward after it. Then I hit the brake again, because

  there’s a bang and a grinding sound, and the Porsche is moving sideways, dragging an SUV by its front bumper. They turn as they move, the Porsche spinning the SUV around and away from us. All

  the cars at the intersection seem to be out of alignment with each other, pointing at odd angles. For a moment I sense the arcane order of these movements, as though everything is happening

  according to local custom and only my surprise is surprising. The SUV has gone into a huddle in the far corner with a gold-tinted Mercedes and a U-Haul van, and the Porsche sits in the road like a

  discarded cigarette packet. The door opens, and the driver rises unsteadily to her feet. Something is attached to her hair above one ear like a spray of roses, and I see that it’s blood. She

  takes a few steps towards the pavement. Then other people are there, taking hold of her. And the horns begin, or I begin to hear the horns. And my wife, who screams when she drops face cream on her

  skirt, is gripping my arm and murmuring, ‘It’s all right, we’re all right, everything’s all right . . .’




  Cars are manoeuvring around us, finding their way past the wrecked vehicles to turn left onto Sunset Boulevard, or accelerating on up the hill. Other cars have begun to move, encroaching on us

  from either side, and I see that the lights have changed again. I just about remember how to drive. We shoot forward out of the flow of the traffic, and we’re heading up into the canyon where

  Max and Frankie live.




  Are you all right?’ Rebecca asks.




  ‘More or less. How about you?’




  ‘Do you think we should have stopped?’




  ‘I don’t know. It didn’t occur to me.’ And I realize that I have thought of all this, if I have thought of it at all, as a foreign cock-up on a foreign road to be sorted

  out by foreigners. ‘There were plenty of people about.’




  ‘Yes, you’re probably right.’




  I’m still shaking when we reach the house. It’s a single-storey building, with alternating panels of glass and wood, and a roof with overhanging eaves. The light from the windows is

  unobstructed by blinds. I see angular furniture and art objects and vegetation. Max seems excited to see us. He greets me as though I’m an old friend, shouting a version of my name from the

  hallway.




  ‘Dave! How the hell are you?’




  And he pulls me into a bear hug. I am conscious of his ear against mine, of a sharp musky smell, and of my arms rising awkwardly to return his embrace.




  ‘Frankie will be so excited to see you.’




  He releases me and turns to Rebecca. He takes her hands and holds her first at arm’s length, as though admiring how much she’s grown since they last met. Then she gets the full-body

  treatment.




  Frankie appears. ‘We’re in the backyard,’ she says. ‘Help yourself to anything you want.’ Frankie’s got a New York accent and New York hair – short and

  dark with silver-grey highlights.




  She and Max lead us through the open-plan kitchen living room towards the garden. There’s more glass than wood on this side of the house, and the distinction between indoors and outdoors

  seems more provisional. The room is stylish, but looks somehow un-lived-in. There are books and journals left open on a coffee table and chess pieces distributed on a board, but none of the artless

  clutter of ordinary life. You can’t imagine anyone here lifting a pile of newspapers off a chair and dumping it on top of the dirty-clothes basket so you can sit down.




  A guy with the physique of a body-builder approaches with a tray of drinks – white wine and orange juice and sparkling water. As he presents the tray to us, balancing it on one hand, the

  muscles of his chest and upper arm shift under his shirt. Rebecca takes a glass of wine.




  Frankie’s arm is around her shoulder. ‘These earrings are so great,’ she says.




  I reach for a wine glass, manage to pick it up without toppling the others, and take a few gulps.




  Max has gone on ahead, arms wide, to spread the word of our arrival.




  ‘Excuse me,’ I say to the body-builder. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t suppose you’ve got anything stronger, have you, by any chance?’




  He smiles, and says, ‘I’ll see what I can do.’




  I turn back to speak to Rebecca, but she and Frankie have moved out into the garden. I see her comfortable figure retreating into a little wilderness of shrubs, where lights shine discreetly

  from the foliage, and I wonder if the body-builder will find me if I follow her. He’s left his tray behind, so I pick up another glass in case he doesn’t make it.




  ‘We should talk.’ The woman who says this is passing on her way to the garden. I don’t realize she means me until she turns her head. A mass of reddish-brown hair sways and

  settles on her shoulders and I find her eyes on mine. The expression is serious, almost stern. ‘Make sure you don’t leave too soon.’




  ‘Do I know you?’ I ask her. ‘I mean, should I remember you from somewhere?’




  She shrugs. ‘Who knows? An earlier life, maybe?’ She smiles, steps lightly into the garden and moves out of sight. She looks about thirty. Perhaps she was a student of mine, longer

  ago than I can remember. But I don’t attract many international students in my line of work, and the hair would be hard to forget.




  As soon as I’m outside, I hear Rebecca laughing, and I’m glad she’s begun to enjoy herself. I pass an olive tree and there she is, standing with Frankie, both of them looking

  towards the pool. There’s a young man, sleek and tanned, making his way towards them, holding a glass. He’s giving Frankie a sideways look and his mouth is easing into a smile. And now

  Frankie is laughing – a thinner, more brittle laugh, not as earthy as Rebecca’s.




  ‘Frankie,’ the young man says, as if the name has a secret meaning. Then he does a similar thing to Rebecca’s name, stretching it suggestively. ‘You girls look so

  great.’ He starts kissing cheeks, making little noises of pleasure and pain. He looks at them both appraisingly. ‘How about a threesome later on?’




  ‘Really, Amir,’ Rebecca says, ‘you’re impossible.’




  Frankie is still laughing. ‘I saw you arrive but I had my hands full.’




  ‘Yes, Max said you were dealing with food or children or something.’ He gestures languidly, to suggest a longer list of unnecessary preoccupations. Then he notices me. ‘You

  must belong to Rebecca,’ he says.




  ‘Yes,’ I tell him, ‘I’m her entourage.’




  ‘Her entourage!’ He savours the word, enjoying its Frenchness, and rewards it with a slow throaty chuckle.




  Smiling, Rebecca takes my arm and starts stroking it in a way that looks affectionate but means Behave. ‘This is David,’ she says. ‘Amir is one of Frankie’s

  students.’




  ‘Amir Kadivar,’ he says, and we shake hands. ‘So what’s it like for the two of you being so far from civilization?’




  ‘Do you mean do we miss Tufnell Park?’ I don’t know why he annoys me except that he’s good-looking, in a pampered kind of way, and so superfluously pleased with

  himself.




  ‘Not one of my haunts, Tufnell Park. Is it far from London? It sounds gloriously leafy’




  ‘It’s fine,’ Rebecca says, tightening her grip on my arm, ‘but it’s great to be here for a change – isn’t it, David.’ She borrows my wine glass,

  sips from it, and leaves it on a stone plinth just out of reach.




  ‘Is this a new suit, Amir?’ Frankie is stroking it, down along the narrow lapel and out over the breast pocket.




  ‘Is it too much?’




  ‘It’s gorgeous.’




  A child runs past me, giggling – a little boy with dark curls and chubby knees. An older girl follows him, reaches out to touch him on the arm, and retreats, breathless with laughter, to

  rest her head against Rebecca’s cushiony hips. The little boy does his monster impersonation, wobbling towards us on tiptoe. The girl starts squealing.




  Frankie waves at her to turn down the volume. ‘Now, Laura, it’s grown-up time. Play quietly, you two, or Daddy’ll put you to bed.’




  The children run off, squabbling noisily about which of them is making the most noise. Rebecca straightens her skirt.




  ‘So, Amir,’ Frankie says, ‘who have you been talking to?’




  ‘Your hatchet-faced friend over there seems to think I’m an Arab.’ Amir nods towards the group by the pool. ‘He was boring me about his trip to Syria.’




  ‘That must be Stu Selznick.’




  ‘Well, Stu Selznick’s been on a fact-finding mission to Damascus, apparently. Damascus, I said, that must have been an eye-opening experience. Naturally he missed the joke and

  assumed he’d found an ally. Then he tried to get me involved in a fund-raiser for the Palestinians. I said I’d contribute to a fund to airlift decent French wine into the West Bank if

  he thought that would help.’




  ‘I don’t believe you said that.’




  ‘Well, it might have a civilizing effect . . .’




  ‘Amir, you’re outrageous,’ Rebecca says, unsettled but not outraged.




  ‘What did he say?’ Frankie asks.




  ‘He looked puzzled, thanked me for my interesting suggestion and went off to harangue someone else.’




  ‘Poor Stu. Now you’ve probably made him uncomfortable. He’s a good guy, you know. Does a lot for the ACLU. You only had to tell him you’re Iranian – he knows where

  Iran is.’




  ‘Frankie, I’d just told him I’m researching Persian art. What do you want me to do, hang a sign round my neck?’




  ‘And how about the redhead?’




  ‘The redhead?’




  ‘Looked like a pretty intense conversation.’




  ‘You saw that?’




  ‘Was it private?’




  ‘Who is she?’




  ‘I was going to ask you.’




  ‘It’s your party.’




  By now we’ve all located Amir’s redhead, who is also my redhead, the woman who thinks we might have met in an earlier life. She’s standing with her back to us, listening to an

  elderly black man with stooping shoulders and a tight frizz of white hair.




  ‘You don’t know her, then?’ Rebecca asks.




  Frankie shrugs. ‘She must have come with someone.’




  I’m relieved to see the body-builder walking towards us with the drinks tray. He hands me a glass. Whatever he’s put in it, it’s nearly full. He tops up Frankie’s wine

  glass, then Amir’s. Rebecca puts a hand over hers, and gives me a look. I console myself with a couple of gulps, as the body-builder moves on towards the pool. It’s bourbon, which

  wouldn’t be my first choice, but I feel it doing its job, loosening the knot in my stomach.




  ‘I think she might be a lunatic,’ Amir says, ‘but entertaining in small doses. She, at least, divined my origins. Obsessed with Islam, unfortunately. Why do people assume I

  want to talk about religion? Do I look religious?’




  ‘It’s probably a recognized condition,’ Frankie says. ‘A masochistic thing. Like this fashion among movie stars for the Kabbalah. There must be a name for the kind of

  person who’s drawn to exclusive faith-systems . . .’




  ‘Fag hag?’ Amir says, which is apparently so funny it makes Frankie snort wine up her nose. This sets Rebecca off. Amir’s smile broadens.




  I’m inclined to defend this woman, who isn’t here to defend herself. ‘There’s nothing wrong with being interested in religion,’ I say. ‘It’s rather a

  good thing to be interested in.’




  Amir frowns thoughtfully. He starts nodding as though I’ve said something profound. ‘And I hear stoning is great fun,’ he says, ‘as long as you’re not the one being

  stoned.’




  ‘But hang on a minute . . .’ It’s taking me a moment to catch up. ‘That’s hardly fair. I mean, you can find excesses in any religion, and abuses, of course you can.

  But that doesn’t negate all the good things.’




  ‘All the good things.’ Amir repeats the phrase slowly, as if probing it for meaning.




  ‘Yes, like, you know . . . tolerance and wisdom and respect for human life . . .’




  ‘Ah, yes,’ Amir says, ‘Mullah Lite. The trouble is we think we can handle it, but in the end the rage-aholics always get drawn back to the hard stuff.’




  Before I can think of an answer to this, before I’ve worked out exactly what it means, Rebecca asks Amir how his research is going and Frankie and Amir both laugh, Frankie more

  sardonically, which suggests that being a PhD student might not involve doing any actual work in Amir’s case. And then they’re all talking about the male gaze in seventeenth-century

  Persia, which is Amir’s subject, apparently.




  I wander out among the trees and bushes, following a meandering line of stones. I regret my ponderous intervention. Let these people think what they like – what do I care? It’s not

  as if I know what I think myself most of the time. I step out of the way of the children, who still haven’t been put to bed, and cut across a patch of gravel to avoid another cluster of

  grown-ups making grown-up conversation. There’s an area of paving and a table with some food on it, and some glasses and an open bottle. I put down my empty bourbon glass and pour myself a

  glass of wine. Then I put a piece of celery in my mouth for my teeth to bite on. I find myself at a fence, looking down into the darkness of the canyon. I’m wondering why I let a boy like

  Amir get up my nose.




  Fragments of conversation reach me from different parts of the garden and become one conversation.




  ‘Hey, Joel, did you hear this about Schwarzenegger?’




  ‘She was screwed by the ethics committee – two years of research down the tubes.’




  ‘He’s a Taurus, right, but he’s on the cusp, which really sucks.’




  ‘The way I heard it, De Niro wasn’t available so they rewrote it for DeVito.’




  ‘Give me a break, the guy’s a moron.’




  ‘Are you kidding me – Nietzsche was a huge influence.’




  ‘But isn’t he a neo-con?’




  ‘She’s got a retrospective at the Zuckmeyer – the critics are going crazy.’




  There’s the gasping laughter of the children, playing their chasing game.




  ‘Do you know the weirdest thing?’ This question isn’t part of the conversation. There’s a woman standing next to me. It’s the woman with the hair. It’s

  rust-coloured and unruly.




  ‘I doubt it,’ I say.




  ‘See that guy over there.’ She points back through the garden toward the pool. The smooth surface of the water seems to glow with its own light. ‘Bald guy with a

  beard.’




  ‘The one who looks like Freud.’




  ‘Hey, you’re right, he does look like Freud. Isn’t that something!’




  ‘Just add a cigar. He’s not a therapist, is he?’




  ‘Hell, no!’ She leans towards me to confide her secret, and I can smell her perfume, which is dark and herbal with a trace of jasmine, unless the jasmine is from somewhere in the

  garden, or wafting up from the wilderness beyond the fence. ‘I have a rule, not to stand next to therapists at parties.’




  ‘That’s an unusual rule.’




  ‘I’ve been felt up by enough therapists to last a couple of lifetimes.’




  ‘At parties?’




  ‘On couches, in parking lots . . . So anyway, the bald guy is smart. You’d like him. A physics professor. There’s nothing sexier than a physicist talking physics, don’t

  you think?’




  ‘I never really thought about it.’




  ‘First time I really got relativity – I mean, got it viscerally, like I had a sense of space bending – I was wet. Practically came right there in the car. I was on a date with

  a guy from MIT.’




  ‘You’re right – that is unquestionably the weirdest thing.’ I raise my wine glass to my mouth and I’m surprised to discover that I’ve emptied it already. The

  children are squatting by the pool, dropping pebbles into the water. I catch a glimpse of Rebecca and Frankie with some other people over by the house.




  ‘But I haven’t told you yet. It’s about electrons. Apparently you can know where an electron is, okay. And you can know how fast it’s going. But you can’t know

  both. Isn’t that just wild? Turns out it can be anywhere. I mean, just anywhere. One minute, there it is, buzzing about, doing, you know, whatever electrons do – its little subatomic

  thing – Jesus! it could be part of you – part of your ear . . .’ She touches my ear experimentally, rubs the lobe between her finger and thumb, as though feeling for an electron.

  My breathing suddenly feels unnatural, a strange movement of air in and out of my mouth. ‘There it is, zipping about in your molecular stuffing, or whatever, and suddenly, zap, it’s on

  the far side of Jupiter. And vice versa. Some electron from . . . God! you know . . . the Amazonian rainforest is suddenly part of your central nervous system.’




  ‘That is surprising, isn’t it.’




  ‘It’s a percentage thing, of course. The odds aren’t great, but, Jesus, the implications are limitless, don’t you think?’




  ‘I think I’m beginning to.’




  ‘I mean, for God’s sake, our neurons are plugged right into the space-time continuum. And people wonder about autistic savants. People are so linear, so three-dimensional. The cosmos

  is buckled like a pretzel, and they’re all trying to cram it into their little Cartesian box. Did you try this dip? It’s fat-free. Wow, think about it, though. Makes sex seem pretty

  tame, huh!’




  ‘It certainly is an exciting thought.’




  ‘We’re talking total interpenetration on a multi-galactic scale. How do you like that for an orgasm?’ She puts a stick of carrot in her mouth. Her nails and lips look purple in

  the leaf-filtered light. ‘You can file that one,’ she says through the carrot, ‘right under cosmic ecstasy.’




  I’m surprised to see the body-builder coming my way with a glass. The ice clinks as he hands it to me. ‘Thought you might be ready for another,’ he says.




  ‘Thank you,’ I say, ‘thanks very much.’




  ‘My pleasure,’ he says.




  The woman with rusty hair laughs. ‘Your accent really is the cutest,’ she says.




  ‘I’ve had years of practice.’




  ‘I knew we should talk.’




  ‘Why did you say that?’




  ‘Because you looked interesting.’




  ‘Like Amir.’




  ‘Amir?’




  ‘The Iranian student. Over there, studying Persian art.’




  She rolls her eyes. ‘Looks can be deceptive. Is that ginger ale?’ She takes hold of my drinking hand. ‘My God, you’re shaking. Are you okay?’




  ‘Yes, absolutely. I’m absolutely fine.’




  ‘You want to talk about it?’




  ‘Not particularly no.’




  She raises the glass to her nose and sniffs. ‘Thank God. We’re surrounded by recovering alcoholics.’




  ‘I’ve no intention of recovering,’ I say, and take another swig.




  She laughs excitedly. ‘You’re smart. I knew you’d be smart. I’m Astrid.’ She holds out her hand.




  ‘David,’ I say, ‘David Parker.’ She has a firm handshake. The gesture seems oddly formal now that she’s fondled my ear.




  There’s a gust of wind. I feel the cool air on my neck. Astrid’s dress, which is blue and billowy, shimmers as it moves. It follows her figure where the wind touches it, gathering

  elsewhere in generous folds. I swallow a couple of mouthfuls and turn to watch the people grouped under the trees. I recognize Max’s expansive gestures, dark against the light from the

  house.




  ‘It’s just that I can’t quite take any of this seriously. I keep thinking it’s an illusion. Do you think you might possibly be an illusion?’




  She laughs. ‘Well, sure I am, who isn’t?’




  ‘And any minute I’m going to wake up and discover I’m dead, because my body’s lying in a mangled heap down there on the road.’ I hear myself saying this and

  I’m startled that this thought has been squatting in my head. I raise my glass and find there’s nothing in it.




  ‘Well, you feel like flesh and blood to me, sweetheart,’ she says, taking my hand.




  ‘Sorry We just had a near-miss on our way up the hill. No serious injuries, I think.’ It’s the grinding of metal against metal I can still hear, and metal against tarmac.




  ‘Sounds like the universe just did one of those little bifurcations it’s so fond of.’ She’s standing close to me, holding my hand, looking towards the canyon. And I

  wonder if it’s her perfume or the bourbon that’s brought on this feeling of weightlessness. As I watch, the glowing surface of the swimming pool detaches itself and hovers among the

  trees where the people merge and multiply, and their chatter blurs with the squealing of children. I tell myself I probably shouldn’t be doing this, holding hands under the trees with this

  nicely scented stranger, and I wouldn’t if we were in Tufnell Park, but this is another place where normal rules are suspended and people walk away from collisions.




  ‘We just happen to be on this plane,’ Astrid says, ‘having this conversation. Why shouldn’t there be another plane where you didn’t make it, and a third one where .

  . . I don’t know . . . you’ve won the Nobel Peace Prize?’ She laughs, and I laugh, and my laughter feels weak and disconnected. ‘It’s string theory, honey, and

  you’ve just gotten hold of one of the strings.’




  ‘And you learned all this from whatsisname . . . Freud over there, or . . . the other one.’




  ‘I’ve dated a lot of physics professors.’




  ‘How nice for the physics professors.’




  ‘As well as a couple of macro-biologists. And this guy who practically invented Chaos Theory – boy what a control freak he turned out to be. I guess I’ve always wanted to get

  up close to where the world is changing. It wasn’t, of course.’




  ‘Wasn’t what?’




  ‘Changing. Not for the better, anyway that’s for sure.’




  ‘From all the deceits of the world, the flesh, and the devil, good Lord, deliver us.’




  ‘No kidding. Turned out I was looking in the wrong direction. You’d think these ideas would explode in people’s heads, and make everything . . . you know . . .’




  ‘Orgasmic?’




  ‘. . . fresh and innocent and new. Instead, everywhere you look they’re crawling back into the darkness.’




  ‘I know what you mean.’ Strange things are happening at the edges of my vision – a spiralling of lights and the darkness between the lights.




  ‘Which is why I’m getting into Islam.’




  ‘That’s a pity, because you won’t be able to wear this nice blue dress anymore.’ I put my hand out to touch the collar, to feel the silky texture of it between my

  fingers.




  ‘I won’t?’




  ‘Not when you’re a Muslim.’




  Are you just a little bit drunk?’




  ‘How can you tell?’




  ‘You’re so cute when you’re drunk. No one else at this party is drunk.’ She turns to face the garden. ‘Look at them. All too scared to lose control.’




  ‘You won’t be able to get drunk either, not even a little bit, not when you’re a Muslim.’




  ‘Honey I’m not converting. It’s research. I’m probably on some CIA list by now, the number of radical Islamic sites I’ve checked out. Not that I can make much sense

  out of any of it.’ She sighs impatiently. ‘I’ve got so many questions.’




  I’m thinking about my desk out on the deck, the tinkling wind chimes, the bright line of distant water between the buildings. Now I’m away from it, writing seems so easy.




  ‘The day they started knocking down the Berlin Wall,’ Astrid says, ‘I was fourteen. It was my birthday. I thought it was a birthday present from the universe. It was like we

  were all holding hands, stepping into the sunlight. Now we seem to be in the middle of some kind of psychotic breakdown. And maybe it’s something to do with religion, and maybe it

  isn’t, but people are killing each other, so I suppose it has to be about something. Whatever it’s about, it makes you want to weep.’




  The little girl is chasing her brother round the pool. Their curls light up like halos as they pass the window. ‘It’s enough,’ I say, ‘to make the angels weep.’




  ‘Isn’t that the truth.’




  ‘One little paragraph on Ramadan. One little chapter on Islam. Half a dozen questions for class discussion. You wouldn’t think that would be beyond me. I sit in front of my laptop,

  and what comes out. A hundred and thirty-eight pages of bollocks – bollocks with a b. This book is very slowly doing me in.’




  ‘Which book?’




  ‘My book.’




  ‘You’re writing a book on Islam?’




  Well, only partly on Islam.’




  ‘Jesus! How synergistic is that!’




  ‘No, no, you don’t understand. It’s just a textbook . . .’




  ‘I’m bursting with questions and I meet the guy – my God! – who’s writing the textbook.’




  And I’m just the writer. Someone else is doing the pictures and the graphics. I mean, it’s just a Key Stage Three thing.’




  ‘That’s a stage of enlightenment, right?’




  ‘No!’ I hear laughter across the garden, and the sound of water splashing. ‘Well, yes, in a way, I suppose, but not really, to be honest, no.’




  ‘Is it related to Jung? I love Jung.’




  The little girl is suddenly still, standing awkwardly by the pool with one finger in her mouth. I’m trying to clear my head, so that I can explain the unimportance of what I’m

  writing, of what I’m not writing.




  ‘So, Islam. What’s the difference between the Sunnis and the Shias, theologically I mean? And tell me about the Wahhabists.’




  ‘The wha . . . ?’




  Wahhabists – they’re huge in Saudi Arabia.’




  I leave my mouth open, hoping something intelligent will come out. There’s a scream and one of the women leaps into the pool.




  ‘Something’s happening,’ Astrid says.




  Water spatters on the stone and against the window. Max is running through the trees.




  We’re missing the party.’ She pulls me by the hand. We’ll do lunch.’




  I tip towards her and find myself stumbling forward, over gravel, through the shrubs.




  ‘This is going to be so great!’




  There’s a man kicking his shoes off. It’s my friend the body-builder, who brings me drinks. He’s about to dive as we reach the stone paving. It makes me warm to this place that

  even the waiter is not excluded. As he slides into the water, Astrid jumps, whooping with anticipation. I have time to see her blue dress billowing up around her waist. I have time to regret my

  Englishness, to regret that I must always stand at the edge and watch. But the water, sparkling with fragments of light, is tilting towards me. It throws itself at my face, washing over me with an

  intimate commotion. The old sounds of shouting and splashing are muted. Twisting in this low-gravity element, I see legs that might be Astrid’s legs – green and distorted – and

  other women’s legs, and legs in trousers. I see an arm waving frantically across my face and I see that it’s my arm. I break the surface, struggling to breathe. There’s a clatter

  of voices. Through a blear of water, I see my friend the body-builder on his knees, dripping. A woman kneels holding the little girl. There’s a blur of shocked faces. The curly-headed boy is

  lying on his face and the body-builder is pressing on him with his big hands. Only Rebecca is looking at me, shouting something as she pulls her jacket off.




  
 





  two




  It’s an uncomfortable journey home. Rebecca’s driving, of course. I’m in some transitional stage between drunk and hungover, and focusing on not throwing up.

  Max has lent me some dry clothes, so I’m up to my neck in designer labels.




  At some point Rebecca decides to speak. That woman’s conversation must have been really fascinating.’




  ‘It was all right.’




  We’re waiting at a light. ‘So what was it you talked about actually for so long?’




  ‘Nuclear physics . . .’




  ‘David!’




  ‘. . . and Islam, with particular reference to the Wah-habists.’




  ‘You sad, pathetic liar.’




  She turns the corner rather too fast while she’s saying this, and I have to close my eyes and take a deep breath before I feel able to respond.




  ‘That’s it. Honestly. That’s what we talked about.’




  ‘With her neat little cleavage on display, she might as well have been talking about nuclear physics for all you cared.’




  Well, the physics part was just small talk, as it turned out.’ I draw in a breath carefully through my nose, and let it out. ‘It was the Wahhabists that really interested

  her’




  ‘Honestly, David, you haven’t even got the decency to feel embarrassed.’




  I do, though. I’d say this to her if I had energy for the debate. If a capacity for embarrassment is a sign of decency I must be one of the most decent people I know. And right now

  I’m reliving my stumbling entry into the water and my floundering exit. I remind myself that for most people at that party as for most people anywhere, my existence is a passing thought at

  most, but it doesn’t dispel the feeling.




  Rebecca’s annoyance, on the other hand, I don’t take too seriously. Rebecca doesn’t go in for jealousy. Envy is in her repertoire all right. Envy is part of her academic

  baggage, and it’s jumbled up with all the usual bodily insecurities. It doesn’t pass me by, for example, that she not only observed Astrid’s cleavage but considered it to be neat,

  neatness not being one of her own virtues. She can do cleavage, no problem, if cleavage is required. Neatness eludes her. But whereas Astrid’s trim figure might annoy the hell out of her, on

  past experience I’d say she’s not likely to worry too deeply about the effect it has on me.




  A passing reference a few days later to the trollop reassures me that, though her annoyance lives on, it’s moved into a phase of self-parody Trollop is one of her

  grandmother’s words for the celebrities whose antics fill the tabloid press. I’m sitting at my desk in the afternoon sun, thinking about all this, when my laptop tells me I’ve got

  mail. There’s a message from astro@spinmail.com. I’m holding the mouse, with the cursor hovering over the delete icon. Astro doesn’t sound like anyone I know and is probably

  selling some virility-enhancing drug. But curiosity gets the better of me. There’s no greeting. jazzed about our talk, the message reads. so many questions. hope you dried out ok.

  am i forgiven? are you writing? gathering in moonglow cafe malibu. join us in 45 mins? if writing write. otherwise how about it? astrid. ps say no if you like but i went through all six degrees of

  separation to get your info. say no only if writing. a.




  I write a reply. Dear Astrid, It was very nice to meet you too. Thanks for the invitation. I’d love to come, but unfortunately I haven’t got a car. Rebecca takes it to work.

  I’m trying to write, without much success to be honest. Keep in touch. David. Then I delete the bit about Rebecca having the car, because it sounds like a plea for sympathy, or just too

  much information. Then I wonder if I’ve deleted it so as to delete Rebecca. So I add a postscript – if Astrid can have a postscript why can’t I? PS. Rebecca is out at work.

  Then I delete the postscript, because it’s irrelevant. Then I delete the whole message and write, Can’t come. No car. Sorry. I send the message, and I’m immediately invaded

  by a sense of loss. Nothing is happening again. Astrid was at least something.




  I’m struggling to construct a simple sentence about the religious purpose of fasting that is uncontroversial without being soporifically boring, when Astrid’s reply arrives. in

  the shop? no injuries i hope. i’ll send the boy. give him 30 mins. a.




  I read the message a couple of times. I understand the last bit, anyway. It’s not just my email address Astrid has got hold of. I’m to give the boy thirty minutes. That leaves me

  plenty of time to wonder how I feel about this, to consider what I should wear, to consider whether the fact that I’m considering anything so unlikely as what I should wear is a clue that

  I’m getting into deep water. And who’s this boy? Is Astrid old enough to have a son who can drive? How old do you have to be to drive in this city, though – twelve? Perhaps the

  boy is some kind of household servant, in which case he might be older than I am. Will he wear a uniform? I read the message again. in the shop? no injuries i hope. I note the assumption

  that a collision is the only imaginable reason for someone to be without a car. I note also that the thought of replying, Can’t come anyway, has only just occurred to me, and now

  it’s too late because the boy is already on his way.




  Sitting at the top of the apartment steps, I watch the car turn into our road. It pulls up and the dust settles behind it. It’s sporty, or was once. The front fender is lopsided. One of

  the headlights is held in with duct tape. There are tide marks on the body where the paint has peeled and only the passenger door, an obvious replacement, is uniformly red. I stoop to look in

  through the open window.




  The boy peers back at me from under the peak of his baseball cap. ‘So you’re Astro’s latest.’




  ‘I’m David,’ I say, and hold my hand out.




  ‘Jake,’ he says, pumping it a couple of times. It’s like a child playing at being a grown-up, the way he does this. He doesn’t smile. He’s revving the engine,

  checking the mirror.




  He gives me a hard look. ‘You don’t have Asperger’s, do you?’




  Asperger’s?’




  Asperger’s.’




  ‘Not as far as I know.’




  ‘No offence,’ he says, ‘I was just thinking.’




  I get in and sink back against the worn leather. There’s a smell of incense. As I pull the door shut, the seat belt judders towards me, tightening across my chest, and we catapult forward.

  At the end of the street, he finds a narrow gap in the traffic and shoots us into it. He makes jerky movements with one hand on the wheel, resting the other hand on the gearstick, and the car darts

  with disconcerting suddenness, like a fish in its own element.




  Jake is in his late teens or early twenties and he is wearing a kind of uniform – T-shirt, baggy knee-length shorts, trainers. It’s the favoured style of the skateboarders on

  the boardwalk and the aspiring screenwriters at their laptops in the sidewalk cafes, and all the kids from thirteen to thirty for whom, I have found myself resentfully imagining, cloudlessness and

  endless sunshine have become the empty skyscape of the mind.




  Jake’s mind is neither cloudless nor empty, it turns out. He doesn’t talk much at first. I thank him for picking me up. I ask him what he does and he tells me he’s a student.

  He’s at junior college, hoping to transfer to a four-year college in the spring, planning to major in sociology. He’s working on some project that’s more than a paper and not

  exactly a dissertation and might turn out to be a multimedia thing. Bits of it might be danced or sung.




  ‘I thought originally it might be a book,’ he says, ‘but shit, do we even know if books will exist five years from now?’




  ‘So what is it so far?’ I ask. ‘What is it right now?’




  ‘Right now? You know . . . it’s like pain. Some days it’s like this humungous thing that’s eating me up. Today’s one of those days. I’m just trying to hang

  in. Trying to be present to who I am.’




  ‘And who are you?’




  ‘An incredible, beautiful human being in a world full of pretence and dissonance and bullshit. Whatever it turns out to be, it’s basically waiting to come out. I just have to allow

  it to take whatever form it has to take. My job’s to get myself out of the way, you know? I just have to sit with the process.’




  ‘I know what that feels like,’ I tell him. I’m not sure I do, actually, but there’s something about Jake that I warm to, and I’d like to help him relax. I

  wonder if I’m making him nervous, or if he’s like this all the time. How can anyone live at such a level of lip-chewing intensity? When he talks about his project, the red peak of his

  baseball cap, which is frayed and blackened at the edges, bobs up and down.




  ‘There are days,’ he says, ‘when I’m just invaded by This Isn’t Working, and sabotaged by Everything’s Fucked.’ He raises both hands for a moment to

  make those rabbit’s ears in the air that mean quotation marks, and my stomach lurches.




  In the moment before he yanks the wheel to avoid a wide-sided truck, I have an exaggerated awareness of the road, of these acres of traffic all hurtling towards the scrapyard, of the crushable

  softness of the human body. I become aware also, in a new visceral way, of his style of speech. I find myself listening for the kind of phrase he might want to put in quotes and I’m ready to

  take defensive action.




  ‘Which is kind of ironic, you know,’ he says, ‘because that’s basically what I’m writing about, the fact that basically everything is fucked. Like the way,

  you know, indigenous people are fucked by global business, and love is fucked by ambition, and the ice caps are fucked by a million miles of freeway.’




  I latch on to the second of these propositions because I’d rather hear Jake talk about himself than about capitalism or global warming. ‘You think love is fucked by

  ambition?’




  ‘Sure it is. Don’t you? You see a guy in a bar with a girl or whatever and he’s telling some dumb joke about his European ski trip, or explaining what’s great about being

  a corporate attorney, and she’s laughing and showing off her dental work, and they carry on like they’re looking for love or something . . .’ Without warning, he puts love

  in quotes, stretching it out like the chorus of a song, and I’m bracing myself against the dashboard and staring at the drifting white lines and the starbursts of brake lights, until his hand

  drops again to the wheel. ‘Meanwhile she’s checking out the size of his bank balance and he’s feeling for her zip code, and that’s all that’s going on.’




  ‘And sex?’




  ‘Yeah, I guess, whatever, but sex is just another commodity, and it’s all mixed up with power and money.’




  He makes a movement like an angry gesture, and we’re swinging left across the traffic. I shrink in my seat, as though this will help squeeze us through. We accelerate into a side street

  with the sun in our eyes and the horns fading behind us. I have to admit he’s good at this.




  For a few blocks the ground rises. We pass clothing stores with angular mannequins in the windows. Then there are real people labouring at treadmills or lying back to have their toenails

  trimmed. The road dips and the ocean jumps up at us between buildings, a deep blue rectangle, and it’s like something I’ve never seen before, it’s so bright and touchable. We turn

  north again, and the ocean slips down below us to our left, on the far side of a strip of grass. The palm trees curve their slender, scaly trunks towards the sky. Weaving among them, down near the

  roots, are the joggers, and the walkers who work their hips and elbows like salsa dancers. There are also crazy people and people doing business on the phone, all jabbering and gesturing at

  invisible listeners.




  ‘Look, Jake,’ I say, ‘I don’t know what impression Astrid gave you, but . . . you called me her latest. I’m not exactly sure what that implies, but I think

  it’s probably inaccurate.’




  ‘So what would you call yourself?’




  ‘An acquaintance, I suppose. I’ve only met her once. I mean it was just a conversation at a party . . .’




  ‘Yeah, and you jumped in the pool and some kid nearly drowned. I heard all about it.’




  ‘Oh, you did.’ This is unsettling. Well, I don’t know what Astrid said about it, but at least she managed to carry it off with some kind of style. I hope she gave herself some

  credit for that. I’m afraid I made a bit of a fool of myself.’




  ‘Because you live on an abstract plane.’




  ‘I do?’




  ‘Which is Astro’s way of saying you’re too bright to know what’s going on half the time.’




  ‘I don’t know if that’s entirely fair.’




  ‘Don’t let it swell your head, or anything. Astro likes to have some genius in tow. You’re just her latest.’ He snatches a look at me. They’re usually dorks,’

  he says, ‘or brainiacs with one foot in the grave. You don’t look so bad.’




  I decide to take this as a compliment. ‘So we’re going to the Moonglow Café.’




  ‘Moonglows, yeah.’




  ‘Which is where, exactly?’




  ‘A mile or two up the coast. Where Mom and Astrid hang out.’




  And Astrid’s a friend of your mother’s.’




  ‘Her only friend, pretty much. They met at Overeaters Anonymous. Now Astro’s a kind of part-time lodger.’
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