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‘November,’ the pilot said.


Wave-crests were breaking grey on a sea as black as crêpe. Ragged nimbus clouds brushed the ship’s bridge. The lone spot of colour was on the radar screen, where the coastline showed as a wide brushstroke of glowing copper.


‘Steady as she goes,’ the pilot said. ‘Zero seven five.’


‘Zero seven five.’ Compact, broad-bottomed, the captain was a dense blot of shadow at the wheel.


They spoke quietly, as if they were in church. Eleven storeys up from the water, the noise of the engines was a distant rumour. Though a westerly gale was blowing down Juan de Fuca Strait, it was inaudible on the bridge, for the ship had been built with hurricanes and typhoons in mind, and the bronchial churring of the air-conditioner drowned out whatever sounds were being made by the weather. The Pacific Auriga, 51,000 tons, bound for Seattle from Osaka and Hong Kong, was too big to notice the small sea on which it now found itself, its only apparent motion a slight mechanical vibration underfoot.


‘You’ve got the Dungeness light there, Cap,’ the pilot said. ‘Starboard. Two o’clock.’


‘Yes, I’ve got it,’ the captain said, a little shortly, for he was an old hand on this run, and the pilot new to him. Stepping aboard from the launch off Port Angeles, the pilot presented himself on the bridge with a cocky, affectless assurance to which the captain, a New Zealander, took an immediate dislike. Now the young American was fiddling with the radar closest to the wheel, officiously targeting echoes.


‘You can go to zero eight zero, Cap. The spit’s right on the two-mile ring. Tide’s making about three knots.’


‘We usually see Doug – Doug Nielsen?’


‘Captain Nielsen’s taking the week off. Family emergency.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


Ahead of the bridge, lines of stacked containers stretched away into the darkness. The water puddled on their tops caught the light from the deck below the bridge and glistened like a wet highway, blinding the captain to the sea beneath the ship.


‘Better slow her down to eleven, twelve knots – whatever’s comfortable,’ the pilot said, voicing what the captain had already decided. ‘We’re in no hurry. You’ll be dropping the hook for the night in Elliott Bay: they won’t berth you at Harbor Island till five at the earliest.’


‘Your cabin’s made up – the purser saw to it. David?’ the captain said to the lounging shadow of the Third Officer. ‘Could you rustle up a fresh pot of coffee? Coffee for you, Mr . . .?’


‘Warren,’ the pilot said, ‘Warren Kress,’ speaking his name for the second time in fifteen minutes. ‘You have decaf?’


‘We’re out of decaf,’ the Third Officer said. ‘I can make you a cup of tea, if you want.’


‘My wife’s got me on decaf these days,’ Kress said. ‘I’ll take a glass of water, though.’ As he moved away from the radar, he unfolded himself, slowly, in sections, and stood as tall as a basketball player. From somewhere above the captain’s head, he said, ‘Yeah, the funeral was today.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Captain Nielsen’s grandkid.’


‘Not the little girl? He was talking about her last time he was on board. She – died?’


‘Yeah, she got killed. Five years old. It was just a couple days after her birthday.’


‘Oh, Jesus. What was it – a car accident?’


‘A cougar.’


The brand of car that ran her down? the captain thought. Why in hell does he have to say that?


‘A mountain lion,’ the pilot said. ‘She was killed by a cougar.’


‘How?’


‘She was at her daycare. In Sequim. It’s a Montessori place in a new development out there, real close to the woods. Ashley – the kid – was playing by herself in the yard, a ways off from the others, and the cougar dragged her into the bushes. Teacher was in the bathroom – and I wouldn’t care to be in her shoes right now. The other kids say they never heard her yell or anything. She just disappeared. First they thought she’d wandered off, then that a child-molester must’ve abducted her. They were running round looking for a man, and it was half an hour before they found her. A clean kill – one bite severed the carotid artery. Her right arm was gone, torn right out of the socket. Port fifteen, Captain: zero eight zero.’


The pilot, his voice level and dispassionate, sounded like a radio announcer reading from a bulletin.


‘They got the cat. The Fish and Wildlife guys treed and shot her about a mile away. They were lucky to find her, but the daycare’s toast: they were meant to have a chainlink fence around the yard, according to code, and the subcontractor fouled it up. They’d only been open since Labor Day. The family’s bringing suit.’


To starboard, the low black hills inched slowly past, pinpricked with tangerine lights. Sequim.


‘Everyone’s in shock. More’n a thousand people showed up for the funeral, so I heard.’


‘Poor bloody Doug,’ the captain said.


‘Yeah, he’s taking it hard. He was on a Korean bulk carrier outbound from Tacoma when it happened, and they broke it to him when he came off in the launch. Captain Nielsen, he’s an older man—’


No older than me, the captain thought.


‘—he lived for that kid, after his divorce. When he wasn’t at work he spent all his time around at his son’s place, babysitting. It was kind of a joke with us, Doug and his babysitting.’


‘I didn’t know he was divorced.’


‘He never talked about it. Wife left him two, three years back, and went down to live in Santa Barbara. Or Santa Fe. Santa someplace. His son’s a realtor – got an office out on Highway 101. But now that Ashley has passed on—’


Passed on? Hunched over the wheel, looking out into the dark, the captain was picturing the animal, a tawny shape-shifter, padding soundlessly through damp leaf mulch, and the child, talking to herself, absorbed in her play. ‘Passing on’ was not the phrase he would’ve chosen for what was going to happen next. Though he didn’t know Doug Nielsen well, he could feel his grief as a distinct hollow in his own gut, and didn’t at all care for the young pilot’s manner, in which there was a trace of something close, almost, to amusement.


‘Coffee’s up.’ It was the Third Officer. The captain took his mug from the tray with a distracted grunt. ‘We’re talking about Doug Nielsen,’ he said.


‘Doug the pilot?’


‘He lost his little granddaughter. The funeral was today.’


‘It was an accident waiting to happen,’ the pilot said. ‘When we logged the old-growth, we degraded that whole habitat. Now we’re into third-growth, and a third-growth plantation just doesn’t have the sustenance these critters need. By the end of summer they’re starving, so they come into the cities to scavenge – you can’t blame them for doing what they need to survive. When you get cougars killing kids in schoolyards, it’s a wake-up call.’ He peered for a moment into the hooded radar. ‘It’s a wake-up call,’ he repeated, rolling the phrase as if he’d just minted it.


‘That’s how she died?’ the Third Officer said. ‘A cougar?’


‘And it’s not just out on the Peninsula – it’s happening right in Seattle. They’ve got cougars in Issaquah, garbage-bears in Woodinville. Around this time of year, the local news starts to look like Animal Planet, with everybody shooting home videos of the wildlife in their yards. People used to get a thrill out of seeing a raccoon, but nowadays you’re talking bobcat, skunk, black bears . . . critters that ought to be out hunting in the mountains. Instead they’re living out of trashcans and dumpsters in the ’burbs. You got the fairway buoy there, Cap? There’s a whole new generation of animals that’s being raised on leftover pizza and burgers and fries.’


The buoy was a cat’s-eye flash of yellow in the darkness. At half speed, lying low on its lines, heavy with cargo, the Pacific Auriga made a wide turn to starboard.


‘One two zero.’


‘One two zero.’


As the ship slid southeastward into the gullet of Puget Sound, the Third Officer watched the radar painting echoes on the screen. He could put names to the echoes – Wilson, Marrowstone, Bush, Double Bluff – now that the ship was coming into familiar water. Familiar water, but queer land. Though he’d never given much attention to the perils of the sea, the Third Officer was horribly alert to the perils of the countryside. When he saw green fields, he instinctively thought of pawing bulls. A spell of shore leave at his sister’s house outside Brisbane had been turned into agony by a casual warning about spiders in the toilet.


This had been a rough trip, dogged by small misfortunes of timing and weather, and he’d been looking forward to his layover in Seattle. But even though he meant to go no further from the ship than a ten-dollar cab ride (split with the Radio Officer), the thought of wild bears stalking the suburbs upset him greatly. To fight his phobia he was forever telling himself that his fears were irrational – but that would cut no ice now, not in this city.


‘Take your urban coyotes—’ the pilot said.


Please, let’s don’t, the Third Officer thought.


‘They’re interbreeding with the domestic canids. Take a look at the dogs around here – at their jaws and the way they carry their tails. You’d be surprised by how many of them are half coyote. You’re getting German shepherd–coyote mixes, lab–coyote mixes, collie–coyote mixes . . . and you wouldn’t want to meet those guys on a dark night, I’m telling you.’


On the water, the copper-coloured land mass was squeezing in around the ship. Bush Point nicked the one-and-a-half-mile ring, though its light failed to show in the thick weather. Gazing into the dark, the Third Officer populated the invisible coast with wild and vicious beasts and felt a pang of homesickness for the tame streets of Stoke-on-Trent, where his parents lived, and where, touch wood, he’d be back in time for Christmas. His mum and dad always expected stories from him – an expectation he could rarely satisfy. But now he had a story to tell them over the Christmas pud and brandy butter.


In the house on Queen Anne Hill, the wind rattled the panes of the sash window in the bathroom where Finn was in the tub, decorating his upper lip and chin with gobs of fleecy foam.


‘Where’s Daddy?’


‘He’s out to dinner with a friend of his. From England.’


‘Ho, ho, ho!’ Finn said in his deep Santa Claus voice.


‘He won’t be back till after you’re asleep,’ Beth said from behind the green dinosaur towel she was sniffing, which smelled not unpleasantly of Finn, old soap, and chlorine from the public pool. It was Tom’s turn to do the laundry – as she’d remind him with a Post-it on the fridge.


‘You know what?’ In a movement that a yogi would have found hard to emulate, Finn lifted his right leg from the water and brought his foot close to his face for inspection.


‘What, pumpkin?’


Squinting between his toes, he said: ‘I’ve been thinking.’


‘What have you been thinking?’


‘It’s a problem. Where would I be if I wasn’t here?’


‘You mean here in this house?’


‘No.’ Finn studied his pink sole, frowning impatiently. ‘Where would I be if I wasn’t here?’


‘I don’t know.’ Beth had been fighting a headache all afternoon, and a pile of work was waiting in her laptop downstairs. ‘Where would you be?’


‘I wouldn’t have a brain if I wasn’t here.’ For a split second Finn’s face looked as it did when a hamster or a gerbil died, crumpling inwards like a dynamited building, but this time it crumpled into a fit of the giggles. He sat in the tub, engrossed in some huge private joke, idly popping bubbles with his forefinger.


Beth sat on the closed lid of the toilet and put on her largest, most reassuringly maternal smile. ‘Is this something you think about a lot, pumpkin?’


‘What?’


‘Like where you’d be if you weren’t here?’


‘Oh, I think about it all the time.’ Finn went on popping bubbles. ‘My toenails are too long.’


As people said, Finn had his father’s hair – not Tom’s thinning, white-pepper Jewfro, but a thornbush of tight dark curls that made him easy to spot in the preschool swarm. It was a nagging worry to Beth that, along with the hair, Finn had inherited the mind that went with it.


Tom had a Jewfro without being Jewish, and a British accent without being British – at least not exactly. He wasn’t Hungarian, though he was born there, and living in the United States certainly hadn’t turned him into anything remotely resembling an American. It was his unplaceability – or, as she saw it now, his existential vagueness – that had so attracted her when they first met. He was like no one she had ever known. The trouble was that after eight years Beth still had days when she didn’t quite know who Tom was. When she saw stories about women who’d been unknowingly married to men who turned out to be mild-mannered spies or serial killers, she instinctively understood how that could be.


Clipping Finn’s toenails, she saw out of the corner of her eye that he was playing with his penis. She pretended not to notice, then saw that he’d caught her out and was watching her, slyly, with the funny, lopsided smile that was a copy of his father’s. ‘Finn Janeway!’ She stood up, spreading wide the dinosaur towel. ‘Come on. Out of the bath!’


‘I’m not Finn Janeway,’ he said. ‘I’m Finn Szany.’


She wished Tom hadn’t told him that. ‘They’re the same name, silly. “Janeway” was just the way they said Szany in England.’


‘No, it’s not. It’s different. Szany, Szany, Szany, Szany! I’m Finn Szany!’


She plucked him from the tub and bundled him into the towel.


‘Can I have a cookie now?’


Later, after she’d read him a chapter of Otis Spofford, she lay with Finn under the covers in his bunk bed, listening to the house creak and grumble in the wind. Pitched high on the hill and facing south, it was exposed to the full blast of winter gales as they came barrelling up Puget Sound. When the wind got under the eaves, it made owlish whoo-whooing noises, and Beth could hear it prowling through the junk in the attic. They needed to call in a roofer or one day soon the whole damn thing was going to fly right off – and the roof was only one of a hundred things that needed fixing.


Beth habitually thought of the house as more Tom’s than hers. It was old and cranky, the southward tilt of the floors so pronounced that a ball of Finn’s would roll from one end of the house to the other across warped boards of varnished fir. In three small earthquakes – mild premonitions of the promised Big One – she’d felt and heard the massive timber pilings grind deep in the shaly dirt of the basement, sounding like the teeth-on-wood gnawing of a tribe of super-rats. The floors rippled, books fell from their shelves and pictures off their hooks. A long S-shaped crack appeared in the plaster of the bathroom wall. After each earthquake, the balls rolled a little faster. ‘It’s just settlement,’ Tom had said, but to her it felt more like progressive collapse.


She wriggled her arm out from underneath her sleeping son, pillowed his head on Squashy Bear, and slid sideways out from under the covers, then gently eased his thumb from his mouth. His lips opened and closed in a string of damp, unrequited goldfish kisses, before he rolled away and was gone. Finn went to sleep like grown-ups went to Bangkok or La Paz, taking off for a destination for which he alone had the currency and the ticket. He’d leave Beth feeling a little despondent, as if she’d just dropped a lucky friend at the airport and now had to make her way back to the office through heavy traffic. Reporting on his travels, he was no more vivid than the writers of most vacation postcards. ‘I had a dream about dogs,’ he’d say over his bowl of Cheerios, but you never heard what the dogs had been up to in his dreams.


There was a fiery crackle at the window as a rain squall hit the glass. Treading softly, Beth tidied Finn’s discarded clothes into his laundry basket, checked on the hamsters, Oliver and Nancy, and the stick insects, plugged in the night light, a grinning blue moon, and went downstairs to face the tangle of unedited copy about to ambush her on the screen of her notebook.


The house shivered around her in the wind. Even down in the kitchen, where she sat prodding distractedly at the keyboard, she could hear what sounded like burglars up in the attic. She found the Yellow Pages and looked up Roofers – not that anyone would come. They wouldn’t even bother to return your call. You were in deep trouble if you lived in a falling house in this fast-rising city, where every contractor was otherwise engaged. You could get a venture capitalist on the line in five minutes, but trying to find a plumber or a carpenter was about as hopeless as locating a reliable daguerreotypist, shepherd, or ivory merchant.


Beth left voicemail at five numbers, and was dialling the sixth when Finn came down in his tartan pyjamas, carrying Squashy Bear.


‘I woke up. I heard scary noises.’


‘Oh, pumpkin, it’s only the wind.’ She opened her arms, and he sat in her lap, sucking his thumb. Through the jungle of his curls she could see a line of print on the screen.
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‘Come snuggle with me,’ Finn said, and then, after a long pause, ‘Please?’


They were halfway upstairs when the phone rang. For a mad moment, Beth thought Roofer! and raced to field the call, but it was a recorded male voice saying, with monstrous jollity, ‘Got dings on your windshield? Call Magnolia Auto Glass at—’


‘Fuck off,’ Beth whispered and slammed the phone back into its cradle.


Finn watched her from the stairs, his eyes big as a lemur’s. ‘Was that Daddy?’


‘But of course,’ David Scott-Rice said loudly, with his new fanged smile, ‘they don’t know how to live, Americans.’


The solo Japanese diner, hunched in a booth across from the two Englishmen, risked a glance but met the eyes of Thomas Janeway, and quickly found his plate of salmon deeply interesting.


‘It’s funny, but I’ve always thought that “living” is something Americans generally tend to shine at, like synchronized swimming.’


‘I meant the writers,’ Scott-Rice said, with a touch of huffiness.


They were eating late – late for Seattle, anyway – at the Painted Table in the Alexis Hotel, where Scott-Rice could charge the meal to his bill, and to the New York publisher who would be footing it.


‘They’re like exiles in their own country, half of them. Pynchon, Salinger, Roth . . . Who does Roth talk to up there in Connecticut? He’s a recluse. Or What’s-his-name, Gass. No, not Gass – the other one. Gaddis. Lives in a shack up a lane somewhere on Long Island . . .’


Seattle was the tenth and last city on Scott-Rice’s book tour, and he had the punch-drunk bravado that so often came with spending too long aloft at 39,000 feet, looking down at America. By the time English writers reached Seattle, they usually had the United States figured out from top to bottom, and Tom had spent a good deal of time having his adoptive home explained to him by these haggard, jet-lagged visitors.


‘I’m afraid Gaddis has other problems on his hands. He died last year. And anyway, he had the reputation of being quite the party animal.’


‘Dead? I never heard that. Of course, it’s different for you – you’ve always been an exile. It’s so sexy to be an exile these days. Everybody wants to be one.’


‘Exile? I’m not an—’


‘Oh, come on, what about Czechoslovakia?’


‘Hungary. I was only two then, and that’s a painfully self-absorbed stage. You know, I don’t remember a blind thing about Hungary – too busy having tantrums, I imagine – and you can’t really be in exile from a country that you have no memory of at all. As for here, just about everybody comes from somewhere else, so one can’t even be an outsider, exactly. My mum’s an exile, though. She’s a real exile. You could go and visit her – she’s got a flat in Romford now – but I can’t imagine that you’d find her all that sexy.’


Scott-Rice winkled a dime-sized Olympia oyster from its shell and twirled it on his fork close to the flame of the rushlight that burned on their table. ‘Funny little buggers, aren’t they?’ He blinked at Tom, his lashless blue eyes enlarged by thick wire-rimmed specs. ‘You know? I heard you on NPR – in Minneapolis. All Things Considered, is it? Anyway, you were talking about “food courts”.’ His voice was comically severe. ‘You liked them.’


‘Yes. They’re Finn’s notion of the perfect restaurant.’


‘I’d never even heard of food courts. I was intrigued. I got my escort to take me to one for lunch.’ He pronged another tiny oyster. ‘It was quite ghastly.’


‘Yes, they do rather vary.’


‘Can we get this straight? On the radio, you said . . .’ Scott-Rice pantomimed the act of recovering a memory from the deep: he threw his head back, pursed his lips, half-closed his eyes, then raised his forefinger and wagged it at Tom. ‘You said these places were . . . multicultural-blah . . . democratic-blah . . . liberty-and-the-pursuit-of-blah. You quoted – actually quoted – Thomas Jefferson.’


‘Ironically.’


‘It’s a tease, isn’t it? This unnatural affection for all things American. Food courts! It’s a put-on. You just do it to annoy.’ He slapped vaguely at his clothing, then rooted in a trouser pocket. ‘It’s your “schtick”, right? You don’t really believe it—’


‘Didn’t it remind you of picnics you had as a kid? Only indoors?’


‘What?’


‘Your lunch at the food court.’


‘We didn’t stay to eat,’ Scott-Rice said loftily. ‘We found a perfectly nice Italian place. With proper wine.’ He fished a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, shook one free, and tapped its end twice on the tablecloth. An unfiltered Camel, slightly creased around the midriff.


This was another new thing about Scott-Rice. In London, a smoking city, Tom had never once seen him smoke, whereas Tom himself couldn’t work, or even talk, without the shield and solace of a Benson & Hedges close to hand. He’d quit – ‘for Finn’s sake’, as Beth put it – but four years off cigarettes hadn’t freed him from their thrall. Working alone, he still chewed on tablets of nicotine gum. His secret fantasy was that when the four-minute warning sounded, he’d cadge a cigarette from someone in the street and enjoy one last heady blameless smoke before the Bomb.


A spurt of flame from a plastic lighter, and Scott-Rice took a cautious hit. He quickly exhaled, smoking like a novice. Tom thought he was probably doing it only to épater the Americans: when in Rome, do as the Greeks.


From behind his penumbra of enviable smoke – at once alien and intimate to Tom, like the recorded voice of a dead friend – Scott-Rice said, ‘An uncle of mine once ran into Guy Burgess when he was in Moscow. The poor sod—’


‘Sir, I’m afraid this restaurant is not a smoke-friendly environment.’ Their waiter, a boy of college age, too young for his uniform of black silk shirt and black butcher’s apron, had materialized beside their table, head dipped confidentially close to Scott-Rice’s ear.


‘Oh?’


‘I sympathize. I must tell you, sir, I’m a smoker myself.’


‘Really?’ The full wattage of his astonishingly blue gaze turned on the waiter, he lifted the Camel to his lips and sucked on it reflectively.


His voice rising, the waiter said: ‘What I’m telling you, sir, is that this is a no-smoking area. Smoking is not permitted in this restaurant.’


‘Got you.’ Scott-Rice smiled his crooked smile, disclosing large grey teeth. He searched the table item by item, then lightly stubbed the cigarette into the last of his Olympia oysters, which for an instant seemed restored to life. As the glowing tip of the Camel touched it, the oyster wriggled, in a tiny spasm of offended flesh.


‘Shall I remove that, sir?’


The bent cigarette was darkening as it soaked up brine.


‘Yes, why don’t you do that? Thanks.’


The Japanese salmon-lover now leaned back in his seat, watching the Englishmen as if they were the after-dinner cabaret, as the frozen-faced waiter loped off toward the kitchen with the violated oyster shells, the skirts of his apron swishing officiously against his pants.


‘Don’t you love the way they talk?’ Scott-Rice said. ‘Sometimes dealing with Americans seems rather like trying to have a conversation with a speak-your-weight machine.’


Not for the first time, Tom was relieved that Beth had cried off dinner: David Scott-Rice was an acquired taste, like Marmite or black pudding, and he doubted if Beth would’ve seen his point. Tom, though, had always had a soft spot for him. He’d never actually finished one of his books, but he liked the pugnacious book reviews, the gossip column in the TLS that ended in a libel suit, the late Eighties TV show, The Book Biz, where Scott-Rice genially insulted poets, publishers, agents, novelists, English dons, newspaper critics, and stage-managed such happy confrontations as the one between George Steiner and Gore Vidal. A dangerous Young Turk in those days, Scott-Rice popped up everywhere, attracting abuse, mockery, and more fear than people liked to admit. When he did a hatchet job on a book in the Observer, notice was taken, and a string of little hatchet jobs usually followed in its wake.


But that was long ago, and since moving to the US Tom had rarely seen his name. A strangely mild piece in the New Yorker; a Diary column in the London Review of Books; some so-so reviews, all in the British press, of his two novels (Tom bought the first) that came out in quick succession in the early Nineties. He seemed unknown in America, so Tom had gone to his reading at the Elliott Bay Book Company expecting to find a scattered congregation far outnumbered by a host of empty chairs. But Scott-Rice had drawn a full house. (As it turned out, he’d been on both Charlie Rose and Fresh Air the day before.) Several of Tom’s students in the MFA programme were there – Mary Ellen Girthlin, Todd Leavitt, Hildy Blom. A bit mystified, he waved to each of them across the room.


Before going downstairs to the reading, Tom had bought a copy of Crystal Palace. Sitting in the back row, he studied the dustjacket. Scott-Rice had changed his name. The book’s author was Dave Rice, and the short bio on the back flap claimed he was born in 1956 and ‘grew up in south London’. Nothing about Oxford, where he’d been at Balliol. Nothing about his long, louche literary career. Nothing, even, about the two novels that had come out in England. Between his south London childhood and his appearance this evening, he might have spent his entire time in jail. In America, Dave Rice was a brand new man – and it dawned on Tom that on Sunday he’d skimmed a review of Crystal Palace in the New York Times Book Review, but had seen no reason to connect Scott-Rice’s last-minute phone call with the ‘engagingly bold new voice in English fiction’ discovered by the Times.


Dave Rice, when he ambled up to the podium, turned out to be twice the size of the old Scott-Rice. Cerise shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest, he looked like a dugong bloated on too plentiful a diet of sea parsley.


Head cocked to the right to catch the performance with his best ear, Tom listened to Rice read from his book in a peculiar accent that was half West Indian, half East End. Before beginning, he lit a lawless Camel and placed it beside him in a saucer, where it burned slowly, untouched, into a sagging worm of ash. Speaking in the character of someone named Caz, Scott-Rice delivered a kind of ventriloquial tirade – a sequence of riffs on the workings of the London Stock Exchange, the Spice Girls, New Labour, the cult of Diana, scooters, Mad Cow Disease, Lymeswold cheese, the Lottery, Madonna, and the decline of the Gunners, the Arsenal Football Club. This Caz character was meant to be in his twenties and employed by a shady brokerage firm to make cold calls, selling high-risk shares to gullible pensioners. The telephone (as he read, Scott-Rice cupped an imaginary one between his shoulder and his cheek) was what the MFA crew would have called a structural device, meaning that the book consisted mostly of Caz’s cold calls. When not on the phone – and, quite often, on it – Caz dabbled in E and crystal meth. Hence the title.


Scott-Rice being Dave Rice being Caz was a hit. Tom was laughing along with the rest of the audience, though the printed text seemed a little flat to him, and the narrative thread tenuous at best. Every so often, he glanced over at Hildy Blom, who was from Spokane, and could hardly have heard of Peter Mandelson and the brouhaha about his house in Notting Hill. Yet when Caz laid into ‘Mandy’ and his puppy-dog, she heaved with giggles – and Tom realized that never before, in eight weeks of classes, had he seen Hildy Blom laugh. It was a nice laugh, too. He’d try fishing for it in the future.


The funniest thing about the evening was that Scott-Rice got away with what in America usually counted as murder. Had a middle-aged white writer from New York showed up to read in the comic, exaggerated voice of a black kid from the projects, the room would have been loud with the censorious scrape and rattle of emptying chairs. But Dave Rice had them eating out of his hand. They adored listening to the out-of-shape Brit with his trademark cigarette read this broad-brush travesty of a street-smart boy from Battersea Rise. Scott-Rice was old enough (and surely he was born in 1950, not 1956?) to have fathered half his listeners, yet he somehow managed to stand before them as a brat after their own hearts.


When question time came, Scott-Rice went on speaking in character. His questioners, and they were many, called him ‘Dave’, and it was in a Daveish voice that he replied – a nasal, throwaway, south-of-the-river whiffle. His signing line stretched in a long, patient conga around the perimeter of the room, and it wasn’t until he got back to the hotel, where Tom was waiting for him in the bar, that he reverted to an Oxonian drawl, 1970s variety, with the requisite fine shading of London-suburban.


After congratulating him on his reading, Tom said: ‘So how’s the book done in England?’


‘It’s not out there yet,’ Scott-Rice said. ‘Marketing strategy. They’re waiting on the buzz from the States.’ The way he said this, and the speed with which he changed the subject, seemed shifty, but Tom didn’t pry.


Scott-Rice was soon busy digging into his rack of lamb with a wooden-handled butcher-knife. Then he pronged a neat cube of rosy meat and held it in mid-air. ‘You’re playing your cards close to your chest,’ he said. ‘What are you up to? You’re sitting on a five-hundred-page manuscript, putting commas in in the mornings and taking them out in the afternoons? You’ve got terminal block? You’re racing towards the home stretch? The natives are getting restless.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Tom said. ‘I’ve got a lot of . . . stuff. I think there’s probably a book in there, somewhere. It just hasn’t quite . . . gelled.’


‘You know, after Tunnels I was afraid you were going to be a one-book man. Tour de force. Bloody marvellous. But I couldn’t see where on earth you could go after that. Didn’t seem to lead anywhere. “He’s written himself into a cul-de-sac,” was my thought. But then you did your war book. Knocked my socks off.’


‘I’m afraid your socks are quite safe from me for the moment.’


‘Does it have a name?’


The box into which Tom threw notes, quotes, scraps of dialogue, newspaper cuttings, and the rest of the stuff that still hadn’t quite gelled had once contained wine from a vineyard in Idaho. The side of the box was stamped: ‘HELL’S CANYON 1994 CHARDONNAY’.


‘Hell’s Canyon,’ Tom said, and laughed.


‘Well, that sounds like a strongish start.’


‘The book wouldn’t live up to it, unfortunately. I hate titles that promise more than they can possibly deliver. When I was fourteen, I borrowed Howards End from the library. I thought it was going to be about someone called Howard, whose end, I imagined, would be sticky in the extreme. Instead, it turned out to be about a bloody house, in Hertfordshire of all places. It was acutely disappointing. But I did like Wuthering Heights . . . as house books go. The trouble is that other people have already bagged all the really good unassuming titles. What I’d really like to write is Diary of a Nobody, or The Man Without Qualities. I think my ideal book is one where you’re pleasantly surprised when anything happens at all.’


They were the restaurant’s last customers. The Japanese man had vacated his booth long ago, and their waiter was going from table to table, flicking each one meaningfully with a napkin. Between flicks, he put the evil eye on Scott-Rice, who eventually got around to dealing with the bill.


‘What’s the usual tip here?’


‘Double the sales tax.’


‘I just tripled it. I want that horrid boy to feel a stab of remorse.’


‘He won’t.’


‘Nightcap?’


There was a poignant reek of smoke in the bar, but Scott-Rice’s Camels remained in his pocket. Tom had planned to mooch one, for old times’ sake, and it was all he could do to stop himself from observing who was now supposed to be the great smoker.


Wading into the Armagnac, Scott-Rice said, ‘I imagine you have some gigs for visiting writers at this university of yours? Lot of people passing through?’


Dulled by wine, Tom was slow on the uptake. ‘We’re a poor school. We haven’t had the money for that kind of thing. But we’ve just had a windfall, so now we’re trying to get Don DeLillo for a month.’


‘A windfall?’


‘An avalanche, really,’ Tom said thickly. ‘Four and a half million dollars. This . . . Internet entrepreneur. He’s giving it to the programme, quite out of the blue. He founded a company that makes a sort of switch for websites. It’s based in Menlo Park in California, but he’s building a house here on Lake Washington and says he wants to give back to the community the same money that his house will cost him. “Outreach”, he calls it. Claims his first love has always been literature. He’s an Indian.’


‘A Red Indian?’


‘No, the other kind. He’s an Old Harrovian.’


Scott-Rice carefully did up a button on his shirt. ‘So he ought to look pretty favourably on English writers.’


‘Oh, English, Japanese, South American – you name it. He wants UW to establish a global footprint in the world of modern writing. That’s the way he talks.’


‘This guy went to Harrow?’


‘I think he went to Stanford after that. Or Middlebury. Some place like that.’


‘How much are you offering DeLillo?’


‘We started at thirty-five thousand, but might have to go up.’


‘Christ.’ Scott-Rice looked hungrier than he had all evening.


It would be hard to tell him, Tom thought, that when Shiva Ray said ‘writers’, he meant winners of, or at least famous candidates for, the Nobel Prize, not people like David Scott-Rice. It had been hard enough to sell him on Don DeLillo.


Scott-Rice smiled vaguely into his brandy. ‘I didn’t know websites had switches.’


‘I didn’t either. Beth explained it to me, but I’ve forgotten how it goes.’


‘Four and a half . . . fucking . . . million.’


‘Welcome to America – the land you despise.’


‘And what does DeLillo have to do for it?’


‘A public reading. Afternoon office hours with students. Nothing much. He’ll be here basically to hang out and show his face – if we can get him.’


‘And you’ll go up – to what? Fifty? Sixty?’


‘Something like that. We’re also writing to Bellow.’ Tom decided to drive home the point. ‘And Toni Morrison. And Günter Grass.’


‘And all expenses covered, accommodation and so forth?’


Tom nodded dolefully. The agreement with the university, which by now should’ve been signed, was still in the hands of Shiva Ray’s lawyers. ‘We’re just putting out feelers at present.’


‘You want another?’ Scott-Rice already had his hand up, signalling the bartender. ‘The air fare would be first class, of course?’


Shortly before midnight, Tom recovered his VW from the valet-parker. The rain had ceased, though the wet streets dazzled, and stoplights tossed in the wind on their overhead wires. Watching the wing-mirror for police cars – Scott-Rice’s publicist would surely be impressed by the bar bill they’d run up – he soft-pedalled his way around three sides of the block, and turned cautiously north on First Avenue.


A rift in the speeding clouds revealed the young moon, hazy and tarnished above the wide blackness of the bay. At this hour, the streets of rich Seattle belonged to the poor, who trudged in ones and twos, hunched against the weather, past the lighted boutiques, oriental carpet shops, and galleries of antique artefacts from Oceania. In every doorway, a ragged sleeping form. The walking homeless, with their backpacks and bedrolls, sported wild shovel beards and greasy broad-brimmed hats, like hapless prospectors left over from the Gold Rush.


At the red light on First and Pike, two such characters shambled across the street in front of him. One wore a Seahawks cap, the other what looked like a bona fide Stetson and full old-timer regalia – knotted bandanna, plaid lumberjacket, jeans, and disintegrating cowboy boots. A guitar was slung across his back, and he pushed the remainder of his – or their – worldly goods in a Safeway supermarket cart. Shamed by the loose talk about money that evening, Tom dug out his wallet and found two twenties, then rolled down the window. ‘Hey, guys? Perhaps you could use this?’


Seahawks stepped over to the car and took the bills. ‘Thanks, pardner. And you drive careful now.’ When he held up the money so his friend could see it, this ossified survivor of the Old West made an approbatory O with forefinger and thumb for Tom, who gave him a thumbs-up sign in return. The man’s grinning face caught the light from a street lamp, and Tom saw he was a Pacific Islander – Samoan, probably – and, as the light changed to green, heard the clatter of the cart wheels on the cobbles that led down to Pike Place market and its food-rich dumpsters. The Samoan, who had now seen that his bill was a twenty, called, ‘Good luck, man!’


Tom hardly felt in need of good luck nowadays. His new American life – and after eight years, he was surprised by how it still retained the gleam of novelty – had happened to him rather as a child’s Christmas might fall suddenly, unheralded, out of season. For a man long used to solitude, irregularly punctuated by flings and affairs that blazed, then fizzled out, like fireworks on Guy Fawkes’ Night, marriage and fatherhood were the big gifts. The job – if being the Weyerhaeuser Distinguished Professor of Creative Writing could be called a job, exactly – had liberated him from the quiet panic and exiguous dodges of freelancing, and left him able to enjoy those gifts in all their unanticipated luxury and profusion.


Visitors from London and New York might think his affection for this city a pose, but Tom was happy in Seattle, whose ambiguities suited him perfectly. It wasn’t all that big, but it wasn’t all that little, either. Though gratifyingly remote – the Pacific Northwest was something like America’s own Outer Hebrides – it was also central to the big world in ways that made London, at least, seem provincial, to borrow Scott-Rice’s tiresome word for Seattle. And unlike most American cities that Tom knew, there was a here here, where herring gulls were a traffic hazard and all streets led down to the water, where the older buildings pursued a guileless infatuation with the architecture of Ancient Rome, and ungovernable greenery – bramble, vine, salal – rose up defiantly from every crevice and scrap of waste ground, as if to strangle the city fathers’ vain Roman ambitions.


Living in Islington (Holloway, really, but the neighbours called it Islington), Tom had never felt this warmth toward London. There, he was most at home in the city of Victorian novels, the London of Tunnels, his first book, but a quick foray to, say, the Pentonville Road of 1980 made him feel a fugitive. He’d scurry nervously from shop to shop, noticing little, coat pulled up around his ears, then escape back to the flat overlooking Arundel Square and his forest-green Olivetti with the overflowing ashtray beside it, to London circa 1850 – the ‘rookeries’ of Saint Giles; Savoury Dock, where Bill Sikes met his death in Oliver Twist and the great cholera epidemic started in 1849; the old Garrick Club in King Street, with Thackeray, Trollope, and Millais; Jack Black, the Queen’s Ratcatcher; Tyburn and the Marshalsea . . . Through this fog-ridden world of insanitary tenements, gin palaces, and scented West End drawing rooms, Tom moved, when things were going well, with a citizen’s confident swagger, but the London that stretched away beyond the double-glazing of his study window remained a grey enigma to him.


It was in Seattle that he had at last learned to live in the present, more or less. He had his lapses, but nowadays mostly stood fair and square in 1999. He knew where Costco was. He enjoyed trekking out, with Finn and Beth, to the Northgate Mall. He had his elevenses at Starbucks. He’d taken Finn to see a Mariners game at the Kingdome, just a few weeks before the stadium was blown to smithereens. Though the Olivetti still occasionally saw active service, it spent most of its time in retirement on a bookshelf while Tom jiggered away at the new Compaq, Pentium-III fuelled, writing, or trying to write, about the here and now. In his radio commentaries, he talked of himself as ‘an analogue person in a digital world’, but that was a faux-modest mask. Though he wasn’t quite yet there, Tom was going digital.


Labouring in third up the Counterbalance – how he had dreaded the gear-shifts involved here, when Beth was teaching him to drive – he could now name each passing street: Aloha, Ward, Prospect, Highland, Comstock. At Galer, he turned left and allowed the car to find its own way home.


On 10th West he parked on the street, under the big sycamore in front of the house, for Beth’s new plum-coloured Audi now commandeered the garage. The storm had piled the leaves in soft drifts across the sidewalk and pavement, where they shifted like uneasy sleepers in the warm salt-smelling wind that thrashed the branches overhead. The house was dark, and the bulb in the porch light was burnt out. Fumbling for his house key, Tom stepped back into the street and stood under one of the repro gas lamps the city had installed in a recent blitz of urban prettification.


His keys were – as Beth would say – an issue. Two jumbo-sized, interlinked steel rings’ worth, they formed an irregular lump of clinking ballast in his right-hand trouser pocket. ‘You’re so anal-retentive it’s not funny,’ she told him. ‘Those stupid keys. They’re so heavy they tilt you sideways when you walk. They wreck your pockets. It takes you hours to find the right one. Couldn’t you just take a deep breath and toss, like, your thirty least-favourites?’


He had keys to hotel rooms, to London flats unvisited in twenty years, deposit-boxes in railway stations, long-abandoned suitcases, tennis courts, filing cabinets, his parents’ old house in Ilford, his student digs in Brighton. The difficulty was that each one summoned a precise image of the lock it used to fit. In a way he couldn’t bring himself to explain, they still opened doors for him. So he hung on to the key to Sue’s place in Onslow Square, long after she’d married and moved to somewhere down in Hampshire. He’d tried to segregate them, moving his American keys to one ring, and planning to exile the European collection to a drawer in the study, yet they remained obstinately coupled. Without their familiar weight, Tom felt strangely insubstantial. He shuffled, unhurriedly, through the Yales and Chubbs until he found the Ace he was looking for. No key had ever been so precious to him.


When they first caught sight of the house – even before Beth turned off the ignition – Tom had known it was the right place for them. On a block of grandiose remodels involving clerestory windows, wraparound balconies, azure-tiled roofs, fake adobe, and underground carports, the house stood out like the lone honest burgher in a line-up of con artists. ‘Prairie-style, 1910, in need of some minor refurbishment and modernization’, according to the spec sheet, but what Tom saw was amplitude and solidity – the generous overhang of the eaves, the massive square timber pillars of the porch; an air of bluff, unpretentious, American self-confidence. You’d trust a house like that. You’d buy a used car from it.


Standing with the realtor in the bare-earth basement while Beth’s footsteps sounded – very faintly – overhead, Tom admired the great rough-cut fir pilings that held the house aloft. ‘They don’t make them like this anymore,’ the man said. ‘Sturdy. Deep-rooted.’ Just the qualities for Tom.


The realtor told him that it had been built by a well-known Seattle shipwright, and there was a shiplike woodiness about it – the panelled walls with high box-beam ceilings, the stout window seats, a black carved fireplace that would’ve looked well in a fair-sized Elizabethan manor. Pointing at the handsome triangular shelving built into a corner of the dining room, the realtor said, ‘Your china hutch.’ Yes, Tom thought, they’d need china, and in an instant he’d filled the hutch with craquelure Wedgwood.


The rooms at the back looked out at Elliott Bay and the Sound. On the third floor there was a single bedroom with a gabled window; an eagle’s perch, with its aerial view of the miniature Manhattan of downtown, the miles of sun-speckled open water, islands like floating clumps of moss, and, beyond the islands, saw-toothed mountains, snowcapped even on a mid-August afternoon. Here, in this amazing eyrie, Tom had stood hand-in-hand with Beth and said, ‘I’ll take it,’ smiling because that was a line from a Larkin poem, and funny in this context. But it would take too long to explain.


Back in the car, Beth said, ‘You didn’t talk him down!’


The asking price was $192,500 – within a whisker of what Tom had got for his two-bedroomed leasehold flat in London N7, in a grimy stucco-fronted building that looked like a birthday cake on which the mice had been at work. In just three words, Tom had transmuted base metal into gold, and to have haggled over the price would have wrecked the magic of the exchange.


‘It’s a bit dark,’ Beth said, but he could see only sun on snow, and the mercurial dazzle of the sea.


Stepping quietly into the dark hall, he stumbled into Beth’s old bike, which slid from wall to floor with a dream-wrecking crash. Tom listened, but heard nothing from the sleepers upstairs. He switched on the light and, carrying the bike as carefully as if it were constructed of spun glass, moved it well clear of the front door. Its chain was off, and the brakes seemed to have locked solid on the front wheel. Beth hadn’t ridden it in years, but it had become part of the furniture of the house, like the hutch, for which they’d never bought china, and which now housed a miscellany of stuffed toys, paperbacks, CDs, board games, and Disney videos, along with Orlando, the goldfish, who swam alone amid the bright green plastic foliage in his bowl.


Tom shucked off his loafers at the foot of the stairs and tiptoed up to look in on Beth. Her reading lamp was still on, but she was huddled under the comforter, a scrap of razored blonde fur visible against the pillow, her book splayed open on the carpet. He picked it up: Your Hyperactive Child.


‘What was the noise?’ Her voice was groggy with sleep.


‘Your bike. Sorry.’


‘Take it to the dump . . .’


He sat on his side of the bed, stroking the nape of her neck.


‘Mmmm,’ she hummed, then settled back to sleep again.


Finn’s eyes had welled with sudden tears when she came home with her new buzzcut, but Tom had felt a rush of tender excitement. People talked of the boredom of marriage, but Beth was always surprising him, and never more often than now, when each day seemed to call forth from her some unexpected grace or favour. Her familiar footfall on the porch steps was still rousing for him, this sound of news from the outside world, of treats, and jokes, and bombshells. Before, Tom struggled with the idea of Love much as he had with trigonometry at school, getting the general drift without ever quite mastering the details, but Beth had made it seem as easy as two plus two.


Lately, she’d been surpassing herself, with her new hair, new car, new job, new language, even. Just this evening she burst through the front door to announce, ‘There’s a jihad on at work!’ her knotted face looking exactly like some fundamentalist holy warrior’s. Last night, he bent over her while she was working on the laptop from which she’d become inseparable; nodding at the screen, she said, ‘Bitstorm!’ and he’d kissed her, wonderingly. She was amazing.


Not yet ready for sleep, and anxious not to disturb Beth in hers, he padded next door into Finn’s room, where the bluish astral gleam of the nightlight showed him asleep on his back, arms wide, fists lightly curled, head pillowed on Squashy Bear, his mouth a candid O. He was not, surely, hyperactive. Tom pulled the covers up under his chin, moved – as always – by the trustful unguardedness of his sleeping child. No adult slept like that. He and Beth adopted the same defensive foetal crouch: some nights, he cuddled up behind her, some nights she did the same for him, his right hand spread wide on her bare stomach or her left hand on his. ‘Why do we sleep as if the Furies were after us?’ he’d once asked her. But Finn had no Furies. His body lay any-old-how, wide open, in a posture of reckless surrender. A circular patch of drool the size of a silver dollar darkened his pillowcase. Tom brushed his forehead with his lips. This love, too, was easy – far easier than he ever could have guessed. In London, he’d thought of fatherhood as a burden borne by other men, not his sort of thing at all. Yet in this, as in so much else, what had seemed true there had been proved false here. American alchemy again.


He stood at the window and watched the storm blowing itself out. On the Sound, the broken water was ribbed with streaks and gashes of reflected light. The last ferry from Bremerton, lit up like a chandelier, was moving fast across Elliott Bay, and the travelling blaze defined a matt-black rectangle closer inshore, a big ship lying at anchor almost within spitting distance of the house. The shadow became substance as, bit by bit, the winking waves pricked out its silhouette: twin radar domes atop a high bridge near the stern, containers piled almost to the level of the bridge, a stubby foremast on the blunt bow.


Studying the motionless black ship and listening to Finn breathe in his sleep, Tom was struck dizzy by the thought that he wanted nothing else than to be here and now.




TWO


At 5.20 a.m. the Pacific Auriga, loosely attended by one small tug, docked at Pier 28 on Harbor Island. Two hours before dawn, the fierce sodium lights of the container terminal made it look like a giant illuminated stage with all of Elliott Bay as its darkened auditorium. In windless calm, the ship slid quietly backwards into the berth – the sea boiling briefly white under the stern – and stopped within inches of the pier’s concrete wall. Heaving-lines were passed to the half-dozen men waiting on the dock, who silently hauled the massive warps ashore and dropped their spliced eyes over the iron bollards.


Up on the bridge, the pilot said: ‘Nice.’


‘New bow-thrusters,’ the captain said, his face flushed and tautly smiling. ‘The old ones were gutless and she was a pig to handle at close quarters. Last refit we had, they put in new thrusters. That made all the difference.’


‘What’s your tonnage? Forty-five?’


‘Fifty-one.’ Coffee mug in hand, the captain looked up at the tall pilot. ‘Remember me to Doug, will you? Tell him I was shocked to hear his news.’


Out on the wharf, two INS agents sat in a parked Camry with government plates, waiting to board the ship. They’d stopped at a gas station with an espresso stand and were sipping Americanos from paper cups emblazoned with the Torrefazione logo.


‘After dial-up, you wouldn’t believe it, it’s so damn fast,’ Refugio Martinez said. ‘I mean, it’s click and you’re there.’


‘You install the modem yourself?’ Stacy Sakiyama said.


‘Wasn’t nothing to it. They send you a kit, and you just follow the instructions.’


‘When it comes to that stuff, I’m not the brightest bulb on the truck.’


‘I could put it in for you. You’d love DSL, it’s magic. You have to be inside of fifteen hundred feet from the main cable, but where you live that’s no problem.’


‘Uh-huh. Boarding ladder’s down. Looks like we’re on.’


The agents set up a temporary command post at a table beneath the electronic dartboard in the officers’ lounge and processed the crew’s passports, which the purser had produced in a rubber-banded bundle.


The captain, still buoyed by his textbook docking operation, stopped by to play the amiable host. ‘Coffee? Biscuits?’ he said. ‘I mean, cookies to you.’


‘We already got coffee, thanks,’ Sakiyama said. ‘Cookies would be good. You’re going to be seeing more of us today than you probably want to, Captain. They’re sending out SAs to do a spot check on the cargo. They should be here at eight.’


‘I’ve got a lunch date at noon with our agent here,’ the captain said.


‘I don’t think so,’ Martinez said, not looking up from the passport he was studying. ‘Rest of the crew can go, soon as we finish this, but they’ll need you and the loading officer.’


‘You hear about Long Beach yesterday?’ Sakiyama said. ‘Seventeen Chinese in a container. That’s Long Beach, Vancouver, and LA – all in the last couple of weeks.’


Martinez stamped the passport and scribbled his initials over the stamp. ‘There’s a rumour floating around the Chinese community that the President’s going to declare an amnesty for illegals on the first of January. That’s what the snakeheads are saying, anyway, so I guess business must’ve slowed down – and now everybody’s trying to sneak in before the deadline.’


‘Everything normal on this trip, Captain –’ Sakiyama glanced at the passport ‘– Williams?’


The captain snorted. ‘I don’t know what you call normal. We ran into some funny weather on the trip out, which put us three days late in Hong Kong. Then we were five days late out of Tokyo where a Maersk ship got ahead of us in line. When we finally left, we had a big tropical storm just to the north of us, and it kept us company all the way to Juan de Fuca. We were meant to be in here last Tuesday and out of here yesterday. We’re eight days off schedule.’


‘I meant with the containers. You didn’t see or hear anything?’


‘Weather we had, they could’ve thrown a rock concert down there and no one would’ve heard a thing.’


‘You take on any rag-tops in Hong Kong?’


‘There may be one or two down there. You’d have to talk to Bob Stenhouse, the loading officer.’


In the corridor, passport in hand, the captain met the chief engineer, already dressed for shoregoing in raincoat and rollneck sweater.


‘We’ve got the Black Gang with us for the day.’


‘What’s up?’


‘Spot-checking for illegals. You’re all right – you can go. But I was meant to be having lunch with Tony Andressen—’


‘Captain?’ Martinez called from the doorway of the officer’s lounge. ‘We’ll need the cargo manifest.’


‘Go fetch . . .’ the chief said.


In his cabin on 9-Deck, David Pilbury, the Third Officer, was readying himself to face the wilds of Seattle. Freshly shaven, in peekaboo Grinch boxer shorts, and smelling powerfully of Old Spice, he wriggled into his purple-striped rugby shirt, and faced the big decision of the morning: Levi’s or leathers. He settled for the leathers.


At six, Beth was up and showered. Leaving the autodrip coffee maker to hiss and splutter on the kitchen counter, she brought in the New York Times from the porch and glossed the headlines. The Cuban boy was still the big story – only two months older than Finn, and the poster child for the last battle in the Cold War. Of course he should go back home. The Miami Cubans were a pain in the ass – their hatred of Castro now righteously disguised as sentimental love for a little boy whose life they were only too happy to turn into some political game show. She skimmed Maureen Dowd, then filled her insulated beaker with coffee and turned to the Business Section to check on how her stock was doing on the Nasdaq. Down an eighth, up 162½ on the year.


On a blue Post-it she wrote:




T–


It’s pool day today – pack F’s swim-things. Don’t forget goggles (!)


Laundry? – pretty please? Back 6-ish.




She signed it XOB and pinned it to the fridge with a plastic-asparagus magnet, then washed down a quartet of vitamin pills with a swig of bitter coffee.


Outside, she waded through a slurry of fallen leaves. Lights were on in half the houses on the street, and a gang of early-rising crows had set up a raucous parliament in the trees. Tom’s VW was parked askew under the sycamore, its front wheel up on the curb, its windshield splashed with a glob of creamy, speckled crowshit. Triggered by the remote, the ancient machinery of the garage door groaned and clattered as it canted back to disclose the dark spectre of the Audi.


The locks clicked. The interior lights bloomed. Beth snugged down her coffee beaker in the cup-holder, turned on the ignition, then faced the constellation of red lights and dials, more like the control console of a 747 than of any car she’d known, and breathed in the Audi’s good air. When she touched the glowing button of the CD player, an explosive ripple of drums and percussion led to a few bars of melody picked out on twelve-string guitars and the low, raw, sleepy-talking voice of Lucinda Williams singing ‘Right in Time’.


The whomp, whomp, whomp of the bass line throbbed with a jackhammer pulse that found an answering reverberation in her own bones. The car had eight hidden speakers and a subwoofer – and whatever that was, it did it for her. Beth was right in there with the band. The intimacy of it was freaky: she was Lucinda. Turning the volume up a notch, she eased out of the garage and was soon afloat, the Audi’s tyres seeming to not quite touch the uneven surface of the street.


The car was six weeks old, with 1,143 miles on the clock. Its purchase ranked high among the big events of her life. Most of the important things had just sort of happened to her: going to Smith, coming out from Brooklyn to Seattle (that had taken nine days in Chad’s rustbucket Ford Galaxy, and they’d split almost the moment they arrived), then meeting Tom and getting pregnant with Finn . . . But the Audi was entirely her own adventure, and the most reckless act of self-indulgence that she’d ever dared to commit. She was still unnerved and excited by her own audacity, as if in buying the car she had opened up a whole new world of impulse and extravagance. What next? Skydiving? Canoeing down the Amazon?


Her pleasure was tempered by a vague, generalized alarm at what the car had uncovered in her character. Certainly, it went against what she had always believed to be her natural grain. In the showroom, she’d been astonished at herself. It was surely not her but a third person who’d felt that stab of hungry desire at the sight of the bone-coloured leather seats with blue piping. It was only upholstery, for God’s sake! Yet the ache to make it hers was as intense and blind as the promptings of sex – or sex as she remembered it, from rather long ago. This, she’d lectured herself, was like a high-school romance – and you can’t have a crush on a fucking car.


She mentioned it offhandedly one evening, while Finn was watching Rugrats, expecting – hoping, really – that Tom would laugh her out of it. Feeling more than faintly absurd, she passed him the fat brochure that she’d come away with from the dealership. He studied it carefully, reading each page like it was Our Mutual Friend or something. Every so often, he glanced up at her with the crooked, private, British smile whose meaning she could never securely fathom. ‘What are puddle-lights?’ he asked.


Beth shrugged.


‘Performance and panache,’ he read, ‘visceral in its appeal. Like sculpture, worthy of long, loving and knowing looks from any angle. Every angle.’ Speaking in his ‘radio’ voice and rolling his r’s, he gazed at her over the tops of the half-moon glasses that added ten years to his age. ‘So which are you going to get, the manual or the automatic?’
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