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        Those are the same stars, and that is the same moon, that look down upon your brothers and sisters, and which they see as they look up to them, though they are ever so far away from us, and each other.




        – Sojourner Truth, 1797–1893,


    abolitionist and former slave
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    Chapter One




    Sunday, 31 August 2008, Tokyngton, London




    Salinger Nash pressed his eyelids together, trying to keep at bay the fantail of light that spread through the gap separating the heavy purple velvet curtains from the window frame. He knew that his goal of remaining in darkness was hopeless, but he could never be sure of the most obvious of facts when he first awoke.




    He became aware of a familiar, raw sensation, something like an emotion, located around the wall of his sternum. It was close to being anger, but more passive, facing inward as well as outward. It was a nexus of heat, and of hurt, and of friction – as if the lining of his innermost self, long wounded, had been poorly cauterised leaving an ever-tender scar. The scar was stitched with guilt – a guilt unattached to any sin that he could remember committing.




    The light seemed to be brightening behind the pink screens of his eyelids. He became conscious of standing back and watching himself from within, trying to pin labels onto his own mental states. It was futile, but he could not escape the compulsion. The problem of how he felt when he first awoke was the first of a series of mysteries that he was driven towards grappling with every day. The sensation of not knowing, of not knowing anything for certain, lay deep, a space beneath the rawness, an unsettling blankness that never abated.




    The rude snorting of a rubbish truck grew louder and louder as it approached, pig-like, along the street outside. Combined with the light, it took a jemmy to his consciousness. Salinger pushed his eyes open, and focused resentfully on the gap in the curtains. He had spent a lot of money on thick, plush cloth, only to find that the original purpose – to render the room dark, even in bright sunlight – was subverted by this unconsidered, albeit obvious, detail.




    So much that was obvious, Salinger thought, went unnoticed.




    Tiane – Christiane Wilson, his partner for almost three years now – began snoring, unconsciously echoing the truck. Salinger stared at her, mildly offended. There was a space between the two of them of some nine inches. It was about average, he supposed. After an argument it could stretch to twelve or even fifteen inches. On a good day, they would wake up lightly touching.




    He reached over and pinched Tiane’s nose to stop the noise, harder than necessary. Her arms flailed up in self-defence, pushing him away. She muttered something obscene and turned on her side.




    Salinger considered how he felt about Tiane that particular morning. He examined her cropped, dyed-black hair, the slender line of her neck, her slowly slackening chin.




    He remembered that he loved her. Sometimes – too often – he forgot this, but today the knowledge was immanent, secure. He felt the sense of how much he owed her. A golden chain of light, projected from the curtain top to the sheets, linked them. He made shadows on the luminescence with his fingers. A dog, a rabbit, a monster.




    He needed to rise from the bed and give his soft jumbled thoughts – and the chaotic emotions that rippled in their wake – a vigorous shake. He needed to be put into order. Life – once it was up and running – tricked him into feeling relatively normal.




    He stood up, naked. His thoughts swung towards the uncomplicated desire for sex. He moved around to Tiane’s side of the bed. His semi-erect cock was level with her open mouth. He stepped forward, closing the distance, so that it almost touched her lips.




    Tiane began snoring again. Salinger noticed a bubble of spit forming, breaking, then pooling at the corner of her lips. His incipient lust gave way to a faint distaste. He turned away and reached up to a plastic hook on the back of the bedroom door and took down his pale-blue waffle-cotton dressing gown. The front was stained with egg yolk from the previous day’s breakfast. He wrapped it round his torso and secured the belt with an unstable knot which immediately began to unravel.




    He looked for his slippers. Unable to find them, he gave up and went barefoot, stubbing his toe immediately on an inch of coir carpet that had for several months protruded between the landing and the bathroom. He cursed the material and tried, as he had dozens of times before, to press it into place with his foot. It sprang back slowly into position as usual, with practised insolence.




    In the bathroom he stopped to splash his face with cold water, and searched the mirror for the remnants of the crust of sleep at the corners of his eyes. The small scar just in front of his right ear where he had fallen and banged his head on the edge of a glass coffee table as a child remained faintly visible. His hair looked greasy and thin. His skin, once olive, was becoming sallow. His eyes showed alarm, his brows were reaching out to one another to meet in the middle. He stuck out his tongue. It was as grey and furred as the hindquarters of a stray moggy.




    He felt perfectly neutral about these observations. He disliked looking in mirrors much less than he once had. Now that he was forty, he reasoned, everyone looked as bad as everyone else. The competitive element of this part of life at least had receded.




    He reached up to the bathroom cabinet and took out his clandestine supply of Prozac, which was concealed inside an empty aspirin box. Tiane believed herself to be allergic to aspirin so she had no reason to look inside.




    He did not wish Tiane to know that he was medicated. It was one of the few secrets that he kept from her. She believed that antidepressants chemically generated an inauthentic self. It was when he had heard her casually refer to them as happy pills to a friend that he decided that he could not trust her with the knowledge. They were not happy pills. They did not make him happy. They rendered his life supportable. They fended off madness by reconfiguring synapses.




    Salinger had given years over to therapy, counselling and psychoanalysis. When these had proved ineffective, he had consumed self-help books, practised kundalini yoga and feasted on St John’s wort. Still his moods came in storms, and the sensation that he was tumbling down a cliff leading to a vertiginous precipice never quite left him.




    It was only the Prozac that worked – except that nowadays it didn’t. The violent mood swings he remembered from his teenage years – during the decade after his father, Henry, had abandoned his mother and left the country for good – were beginning to reassert themselves, despite the serotonin jag that the pills were designed to provide. Whether his depression arose out of that desertion, or from some trauma arising from the leukemia he had been born with – and eventually, as an infant, cured of – was another impenetrable conundrum.




    He swallowed the green-and-white capsule anyway and replaced the punctured foil-and-cellophane pouch. He made his way downstairs. In the hall, the newspapers were spread on the doormat – a left-wing broadsheet for him and a middle-England tabloid for Tiane.




    He glanced at the papers as he carried them into the kitchen. The headlines were routinely dispiriting. He could hardly distinguish one day’s information from the next. The country was failing. The world economic system was about to collapse. The sub-prime crisis was reaching its prime. The golem Bush loomed and lurched within the benighted bunker of the White House.




    His putative successor, John McCain, had the previous day chosen a running mate, Sarah something. She was a hyper-hygienic soccer mom with a chipmunk demeanour and a patriotic ignorance. McCain clearly believed she would seal the presidential deal for him by appealing to the moron vote. Salinger thought it was probably a good strategy. It would only take a slight push to secure another Republican victory. Americans would be loath to elect a black leader, even one as pasty and as distant from the ghetto as Barack Obama. In fact, now that Salinger thought of it, it was unimaginable.




    He sat down at the table and read on. Anglicans were still divided over homosexuality. Northern Rock was cutting two thousand jobs. The economy was at a sixty-year low. Everyone hated Gordon Brown, just as much as everyone had once hated Tony Blair. Switching jockeys as the horse faltered had been worse than pointless.




    Everything was unravelling. It had been the same story for as long as he could remember, even in the boom years, where instead of optimism there had been a spreading stain of greed and an anxious suspicion of hubris. The hubristic part of the equation was turning out to be particularly acute. One story informed him that house prices were down 8 per cent for the month of July alone on the year earlier. At this rate, in a year’s time, the modest maisonette that he shared with Tiane in Tokyngton, north-west London would be worth less than his mortgage.




    The headlines made him feel oddly cheerful. It was the comforting predictability of the English mind, he supposed – the habit of expecting the worst and being vaguely reassured when it transpired.




    Salinger made himself toast and coffee, splattering the black liquid onto the marble work surface, nudging crumbs carelessly onto the floor. A bright blur of pleasure coalesced inside him. Simple things had the capacity to make him joyful. He tasted the Marmite on his tongue, the dark warm kick of the coffee. The bread was good, expensive, sourdough. He believed in splashing out on the basics. Unsalted butter, French. Full-cream milk from a farmers’ market. Tiane was happy with Kingsmill and Anchor and found his extravagance mystifying. They could barely make the gas bill nowadays.




    He ploughed through the leader articles of his newspaper as he chewed and swallowed the brittle bread. We were failing our young people, our old people, our poor people. We were letting black people down so badly they were stabbing and shooting one another on a daily basis. We were failing every test spectacularly. Another ice cap had melted, another polar bear had expired from sunstroke. Worrying about global warming was compulsory. Doing something about it was an ethical requirement.




    There were so many moral demands. Once Salinger had thought life was simply about earning a living, not breaking the law and protecting yourself and those close to you. Now there was an endlessly elongating queue of matters of conscience, all apparently valid. They each demanded some kind of commitment and required immediate action.




    Failure to take appropriate steps would result in the death of a donkey, the starvation of a child, the increase, at a geometrical rate, of typhoid in the Niger or wherever the shit was hitting the fan that week. This novel requirement on the Western conscience felt oddly inhuman to him. People weren’t that good.




    He lit a cigarette, enjoying both the nicotine kick and the feeling of mild transgression. He glanced at Tiane’s newspaper. It told much the same story as the broadsheet, albeit from a different angle. Our young people were failing us, black people were letting us down, gay, lesbian and transsexual people were making a fuss about nothing. Everyone was fat, or prematurely pregnant or smoked and drank in colossal quantities. The tabloid was in accord with the broadsheet that dissolution had reached epic proportions.




    He stopped to stare out of the window at a bird that was perched on a bough. He wasn’t sure what kind of bird it was – he was poor at naming things. Whatever it was, there was a simple pleasure in just watching the bird being bird-like, birdish, birdy. It was trilling wildly in celebration of nothing in particular. That was the proper attitude to life, he decided – hymns to guiltless, joyful meaninglessness. He felt that the cheerfulness of birds must have something to do with their absolute lack of conscience, combined with the inestimable advantage of extreme stupidity.




    The bird flew off, leaving behind it a small white gobbet of mess on the windowsill. Salinger studied the mess for a moment, hoping that it might be symbolic of something or other, then gave up and went back to skimming the newspaper. He allowed himself to drift in a comforting soup of prejudice and received opinion. It wasn’t until he reached the headline on page 31 that his attention narrowed and focused.




    

      

        

          New Orleans braced for chaos as hurricane looms


          Police patrol streets with bullhorns urging people to flee in face of storm that has already killed 70


        


      


    




    The hurricane this time was called Gustav. Salinger wondered about the genealogy of hurricanes. Why were some male and some female? Could some be said to be related? Was Gustav born of the same meteorological womb as Katrina, that witch-monster of weather systems?




    Another windy day in Louisiana. New Orleans was a cursed city, reflected Salinger. He often wondered how Carson could bear to live there. He had visited his brother there on only one occasion, ten years previously. He found the city unbearably hot, edgy with crime and top-heavy with an inflated idea of its own importance.




    The last time he had spoken to his brother was shortly after Katrina had moved past, leaving the levees to buckle under the weight of water. Then, watching the devastation and isolation of those left behind, Salinger had found himself filled with an intense anger.




    He had jumped up in his chair and thrown his cigarette packet at the screen in frustration when, five days into the crisis, a woman holding a crying, hungry, desperately thirsty child complained that still, even now, no one had come to help, as military helicopters overhead dived and swooped and threatened, watching for looters. Her wheelchair-bound father had succumbed to the flood. Her eighty-year-old mother was missing. No relief had arrived.




    The government’s indifference to the city, while the old drowned in their roof spaces and black corpses drifted down Canal Street, had shocked him the way an earthquake in the Sichuan province or a mining disaster in Peru simply couldn’t. They were Americans dying down there. He watched their TV programmes, listened to their music, ate their food, attired himself in their fashions. The English were their recent ancestors, practically their relatives. Such callousness seemed medieval. Or perhaps it was perfectly modern, perfectly American.




    In order to properly enjoy the rare satisfaction of venting his moral outrage, he had phoned Carson. It had been the first time they had spoken for a number of years. Carson, who, like most of the white population, had evacuated before Katrina had struck, was unworried, unoffended, imperturbable and infuriatingly emollient.




    His refusal to blame the government, or anyone in particular, frustrated Salinger. Since Carson had become a born-again Christian, after marrying a church-going massage therapist from New Mexico, his natural equanimity had evolved, or possibly regressed, into an impenetrably amiable fatalism.




    Salinger had cut the telephone call short, without bothering to make an excuse. They had not spoken again until Carson travelled to England for their mother’s funeral.




    Salinger moved beyond the hurricane story and started working his way through the television previews with a pencil, marking the programmes he wanted to record. The phone began to ring. He ignored it.




    Salinger circled another highly rated American TV drama series that he would record but never find the time or the determination to watch. The plots required too much concentration. The dumb Yanks got smart when nobody was looking.




    The phone rang off, then started to trill once more. Salinger looked at the clock. It was seven thirty. It then occurred to Salinger that the only people who rang persistently early on a Sunday morning were those bearing news of bereavement. He picked up the receiver trying to imagine candidates for imminent fatality.




    ‘Salinger?’




    He recognized the voice, softened though it was from its original suburban London flatness into a syrupy American drawl which Salinger could never quite stop thinking of as phoney.




    ‘Carson.’




    ‘Sorry if I woke you.’




    ‘You didn’t wake me. I was just thinking of you, actually. What time is it there?’




    ‘About one in the morning.’




    ‘How are you? This is a surprise.’




    ‘I’m good.’




    Salinger waited for an explanation for the phone call, but there was only a silence at the other end of the line.




    ‘Are you calling about the hurricane? I was just reading about it.’




    ‘Gustav? That’s all going to be fine. We’re all moved out. We’re in Jackson, Mississippi this time. It will pass us by. No, I’m not calling about Gustav.’




    Salinger picked a crumb of toast out of his teeth, and felt surprise at how entirely unsurprised he was to be hearing from his brother for the first time in two years.




    ‘Thing is, Dad’s not well, Salinger.’




    Salinger nodded. He looked at the clock on the wall again. The time was the same as when last he looked. He wondered if the clock was broken or whether it was just one of those days when time moved more slowly than he expected.




    ‘How is he ill?’




    ‘I’m not sure. I got a letter.’




    ‘He’s still not on the phone? Or the Net?’




    ‘It’s not actually a letter from him personally. It’s from that woman, Ladybird.’




    Salinger became aware of a faint griping sensation in his stomach. He felt through the fold of his dressing gown and rubbed his abdomen. He noticed that he had Marmite on his fingertips and had stained the front of the gown again with the stuff.




    ‘Do you want me to read it to you?’




    Salinger could hear a slight fumbling and rustling at the other end of the phone, then Carson coughing, then a short silence.




    ‘There’s no address,’ said Carson. ‘There’s not much of it. It says,




    

      

        

          ‘Dear Carson,




          Your father promised to keep in touch as to his movements. Well, since we have stayed put in Provincetown for the last twenty years, there has been nothing to tell. But now we have moved back to Las Cruces because your father is unwell and the health care is better there. Please also inform your brother, Salinger. Henry sends his regards.




          Yours sincerely,




          Ladybird Keillor.’


        


      


    




    Salinger rubbed his stomach harder. The gripe was worsening, as if he had swallowed gravel or glass.




    ‘Salinger? Are you still there?’




    ‘I’m trying to imagine how I should react.’




    ‘You expected he’d get back in touch again one day – didn’t you?’




    ‘I haven’t really thought about it.’




    ‘I understand that you’re upset.’




    ‘I’m not upset.’




    ‘Salinger . . .’




    ‘What kind of letter is that? After nothing for twenty years. He doesn’t even say where he is. He doesn’t even say what’s wrong with him.’




    ‘Do you want me to call you back later? When you’ve had time to digest things a little? I’m not going to go to bed for a while yet.’




    Salinger put the phone back on its cradle. As it clicked into place, Tiane appeared at the kitchen door. She was wearing crumpled white-flannel pyjamas and a pair of black-cotton Chinese slippers which, slightly too big, flip-flopped as she walked.




    She approached him silently, and covered the back of his hand with her palm. It occurred to Salinger that her skin felt slightly papery. He wondered if it was age, or if he simply hadn’t noticed before.




    ‘What’s the matter, Sal?’




    Salinger squeezed her hand, then started rubbing his knees with his palms in small circular movements. It was a nervous habit he had developed in childhood and never quite shaken off.




    ‘What makes you think anything is the matter?’




    ‘You’re crying.’




    He touched his face and felt the moisture there. He tore off a sheet of kitchen roll and dabbed at his cheeks. He looked up at Tiane. She was the same age as Salinger but looked five years younger. She didn’t worry about things. It was good for the complexion.




    ‘Are you having an episode?’




    Salinger always referred to his bouts of depression as episodes. He didn’t reply. He looked up at her, taking in the slight roughness of her skin, the way her shoulders drooped slightly as if in permanently amused resignation. Her eyes searched for his, but he couldn’t meet them. The honesty that Tiane sometimes asked for frightened him.




    Sometimes, when he was brave, they had long conversations with their eyes. They lay on their pillows, an inch apart, stared at one another, deep into one another, for minutes at a stretch. Light refracted back and forth, like two mirrors facing, in infinite regression. Behind the light, something more.




    But today, somehow, the cost seemed too great. The prospect of his own nakedness under the glare of her gaze pulled his eyes down to the floor.




    ‘Salinger?’




    ‘It’s my father.’




    ‘Is he all right?’




    ‘He’s ill. He’s left the East Coast and moved to New Mexico because the health care is cheaper.’




    Tiane said nothing, then moved over to the kitchen top and poured herself a cup of coffee from the cafetière. She always drank from the same cup, a big old mug she had bought from a flea market. It had Cornish-blue stripes on a cream background. On the radio, someone was talking to the presenter about her three wonderful children, one of whom suffered from severe autism. Apparently the listener’s parental love had not been impaired as a result of his disability, despite the fact that he showed no emotions other than anger or fear.




    Salinger found himself doubting that this was true. People contrived to believe what they wished they felt.




    Tiane sat on the chair opposite Salinger and sipped at the rim of her mug, then blew on the surface of the coffee to cool it.




    ‘Are you worried, Sal?’




    ‘I’m weary.’




    Salinger slowly tore the sheet of kitchen roll in half.




    ‘Why can’t he just be a normal old man? Living out his life in some bungalow on the south coast.’




    ‘With your mother.’




    ‘That wouldn’t be much fun. What with the two years she’s just spent in the ground.’




    Tiane was chewing on multigrain toast which she had foraged from the refuse pile of a local supermarket. She hated waste. The radio chattered. She wasn’t listening to it. She just liked the noise.




    Salinger looked at the window. The light was brightening the street, raising curtains, illuminating exits and entrances.




    ‘Why don’t you go and see him?’




    ‘The same reason I didn’t go and see him before.’




    ‘You can’t forgive him.’




    ‘I just don’t like him. I don’t like America, either.’




    ‘Why not? You’ve only been there once. How can you know?’




    ‘I just don’t like it.’




    ‘You’re not taking it personally, then.’




    ‘What personally?’




    ‘That he chose America.’




    ‘Who? Henry or Carson? Anyway, as far as I’m concerned it’s welcome to them.’




    ‘Where is Henry exactly?’




    ‘The letter didn’t bother to say. Or what was wrong with him.’




    Tiane sipped at the coffee, making a loud slurping noise.




    ‘You sound like water down a plughole.’




    Tiane slurped louder, then put the mug down.




    ‘Maybe it’s time you made an effort to try and reach out to your father.’




    ‘ “Reach out”?’




    ‘Re-establish contact. Make a gesture. However you want to put it.’




    ‘Any “reaching out” needs to come from him. He’s the one who fucked off.’




    Salinger felt his sense of weariness intensify.




    ‘I’ve got to go soon. I’ve got to be at the studio.’




    ‘It’s Sunday. You don’t have to go to the studio.’




    ‘You think my work can be indefinitely postponed. It can’t. I need to make a change. I can’t wait any longer.’




    Salinger looked again at the window. The light would never leave you alone, particle or wave, wave or particle, indeterminate.




    Carson rang Salinger back just as he was about to leave the house. This time, he urged Salinger to come to America.




    ‘I don’t know, Carson,’ said Salinger. ‘I’m pretty busy. What’s the point?’




    ‘I’ll pick up the fare. We’ve been too long apart.’




    ‘We saw one another at Mum’s funeral.’




    ‘That was nearly two years ago. For a total forty-eight hours.’




    ‘That was down to you.’




    ‘Let’s not get into the blame game.’




    Carson had arrived the day before the funeral, checked into a hotel, turned up at the church late, spent thirty minutes at the wake, then flown back to America the next day. Salinger hadn’t seen him shed a tear.




    The reason for the brevity of the visit, he had told Salinger then, was that LouLou, his wife, was pregnant with what they hoped would be their first child. She lost the baby six weeks after the funeral, as she had lost others before. Salinger had forgotten how many.




    ‘We could make it a road trip, American-style. I’ll show you around the city for a few days, once the storm’s blown out, then we’ll hire an old Chevy or something and drive out to see Dad. Stay in some funky hotels, the sort that you like. Give Henry a surprise. I’m pretty sure he’d like to see us.’




    ‘I don’t know why you’re so sure. He went to a considerable effort to get away from us.’




    ‘He just fell in love with someone. It happens. Don’t take it personally. It happened to me too. You don’t choose who you fall in love with.’




    ‘We don’t know where he is.’




    ‘I’ll make further enquiries. I’ll locate him.’




    ‘I have an exhibition to prepare.’




    ‘An exhibition?’




    ‘Of paintings. Possibly an installation. I don’t know.’




    Carson said nothing. Salinger suddenly felt the need to justify himself well up inside him.




    ‘I’m trying to move on from the cartoons and the illustrations and the greetings cards and all that schlock.’




    ‘I like your cartoons. And the greetings cards. LouLou loves the one with the bear. It’s funny.’




    ‘It’s just a living. I’m trying to do something more. I’ve booked a space. I’ve got a gallery interested.’




    ‘Can’t you put it off?’




    ‘Sure. Why not? It’s not like my proper job. I do bears, right?’




    ‘I didn’t mean that. It’s just that Lou and I would love to see you. Dad being ill – it brings it home to you.’




    ‘What does it bring home?’




    ‘Family, Salinger. Will you think it over?’




    ‘I don’t know.’




    ‘I’ve got something else to tell you. I’ve been putting it off because, well, it’s not gone so well before. But listen. LouLou is pregnant again.’




    ‘Congratulations.’




    Salinger scanned the sports pages of his newspaper. Real Madrid were asking £33 million for Robinho.




    ‘I’ve got a feeling this time. It’s going to be OK. I’m going to be a dad, Salinger.’




    ‘How far gone is she?’




    ‘Five months. It’s looking good, really good, the doctors say. It’s a boy. I’ve seen the scan. It’s incredible. Perfect. We’ve already named him. We’re calling him Henry.’




    ‘Henry?’




    Salinger bit back his incredulity.




    ‘Henry. That’s great. Another Henry.’




    ‘Thanks. Thanks. So will you come?’




    Salinger turned to the book section. There was a review of a book about the Carry On films. Salinger started reading it. The reviewer described it as tawdry and dull. He had a sudden vision of Sid James’ face, enormous, leering at him, cackling like a knowing idiot.




    ‘Salinger?’




    ‘Let me have a think about it.’




    ‘You will? You’ll think it over?’




    ‘We’ll speak later in the week. OK? Listen, I’m late. I have to go.’




    ‘Salinger, can I ask you something? A favour? LouLou’s got this thing about Henry Jnr’s English heritage. Roots, family tree – that sort of thing. I wonder if you have any old photos of when we were kids. Of grandparents, of Henry and Evelyn. I don’t have anything here. So . . .’




    ‘I don’t have much either.’




    ‘Was there anything among Mum’s stuff?’




    Salinger had cleared out his mother’s house after the funeral. Most of the stuff he had thrown away – the dumpy high-street clothes, the cheap crockery, the worthless figurines and mementoes of holidays in the Mediterranean. There were a couple of old biscuit tins he’d kept and briefly glanced through. The contents seemed to comprise largely old railway tickets, postcards and Christmas cards but there were a few photographs.




    The tins were in the loft where they had been left untouched since being rescued from Evelyn’s small flat in Twickenham. Salinger had borne the responsibility of looking after his mother through the last lonely decade of her life, while her former husband and elder son lived out their lives, oblivious, three thousand miles away.




    He had loved his mother, although her life had been a burden to him. Her death had left him stricken. He felt that he was the only one who had grieved for Evelyn. Henry hadn’t even acknowledged the letter that Carson sent informing him of her passing. Carson had at least gone through the motions of filial distress – he had looked suitably dour on the day of the funeral – but otherwise had appeared to take the loss entirely in his stride.




    ‘There might be some photographs somewhere.’




    ‘Can you take a look? You could bring them with you.’




    ‘Like I say – I’m kind of busy. Maybe I could send them.’




    Salinger put down the phone, once again without saying goodbye. Tiane, who had gone upstairs in order to dress, walked into the room wearing stiff new denim APC jeans, a white T-shirt and no shoes or socks. She carried a ream of paper under her arm.




    ‘Preparation for the new term,’ she said.




    ‘Is it tomorrow?’




    ‘Tuesday. There’s three hours’ worth of it. At least. I’ll tear into it while you’re at the studio.’




    Tiane worked as a maths teacher at a comprehensive school in Wembley, several miles from Tokyngton. Unaccountably to Salinger, she enjoyed her work, despite her frequent complaints that the children were unruly and dismissive of the subject that she taught. Her head was full of mathematical certainties, and she was mysteriously enthusiastic about passing them on to the teenage hoodies, tarts and thugs that populated the sink school she taught in.




    Salinger had no understanding of how mathematics was useful to the bulk of the population, but the fact that it was important was a matter of faith for Tiane. Numbers, and the relationship between them, she found beautiful. She applied numerical principles to her life, living her days according to probabilities and deductive reasoning. She thought her life through with the meticulousness of a planning application.




    Numbers did not speak to Salinger. They were symbols with meanings, but they were meanings he could not begin to understand or find himself drawn to. They were cold abstractions, juiceless. Life, he felt, had a shape that was deeper than statistics, indifferent to probability.




    ‘Carson wants me to go to America on a trip to go and see Dad.’




    ‘You said the letter doesn’t make it clear where he is.’




    ‘Carson wants us to go and look for him.’




    ‘Can you afford it?’




    Tiane’s mind compulsively tended towards the practical.




    ‘He’s offered to pay.’




    ‘Perfect. So when are you leaving?’




    ‘Right. Have Carson tell me how golden his life with Jesus is? Take me to visit the sainted father in a journey across his sacred country? Put up with LouLou again. Listen to his self-justifications, his self-satisfied boasting, his born-again . . . slurry, his awful, positive, upbeat-American-bullshit take on everything?’




    ‘You sound a little jealous.’




    ‘Why would I be jealous?’




    ‘Because you think he’s happy.’




    ‘I’m not happy?’




    ‘Are you?’




    Salinger started to consider this fresh mystery.




    ‘What does the question even mean?’




    Tiane yawned and fidgeted with her ballpoint pen, which had left a blue stain on the tip of her finger.




    ‘I want to get started on this work. You should go to the States. You should see your father and brother.’




    ‘Why?’




    ‘It might make you feel better.’




    The studio complex was often busy on Sundays. Sculptors, painters, photographers and others, thirty-three total in residence, were as likely to turn up at weekends as on a weekday.




    The receptionist at the front desk had been there only a few days. She insisted on Salinger showing identification despite the fact she’d let him in once before. He showed his security pass. The photograph made him look like Pacino in Donnie Brasco – wrung-out, seedy.




    ‘Your name is Nash Salinger?’




    ‘Flip it.’




    ‘Salinger Nash? Like J.D. Salinger?’




    ‘That’s it.’




    She handed the security pass back to him. He turned to walk towards his studio.




    ‘Were your parents fans?’




    ‘My father was. Not just of Salinger. He loved all American writers. In fact, he liked one woman American writer so much he called my brother after her.’




    ‘He called your brother a girl’s name?’




    ‘Carson. After Carson McCullers. He thought no one would notice.’




    There was a pause. Salinger pondered how many times he had been through a version of this conversation before.




    ‘McCullers? Never heard of him,’ said the receptionist, taking out her mobile phone and beginning to text. ‘But I liked J.D. Salinger. We did him at school. I’ve got a cousin called Zoe. She’s in the same boat as you and your brother.’




    ‘The Salinger character was called Zooey.’




    ‘I don’t think so. There’s no such name as Zooey.’




    The receptionist did not look up from her mobile phone. Salinger made his way along the plain, windowless corridor towards his studio.




    He pulled open the ugly white-glossed chipboard door marked 15. On the other side was a twenty-foot by twenty-foot room with a ten-foot ceiling and two skylights. It housed a jumble of paintings, sculptures and drawings.




    Since leaving school, he had made a living from two primary sources – illustrations for magazines and newspapers, and greetings cards. He had a natural flair for the latter. Manufacturers paid him a lump sum for his designs for every occasion from party invitations to children’s birthdays. He could get several thousand pounds for what was no more than a day’s work. His most popular piece was of a brown lachrymose bear. The card was simply entitled ‘Sorry’.




    Illustrating had provided him with a living, but lately he had grown bored with the work. His political caricatures remained in demand – his Gordon Brown, based on the greetings card bear, sullen, dour and desperately trying to be cuddly, was particularly popular with the commissioning editors of the political pages of magazines and the weekly journals. But he found the work dull and repetitive, and furthermore, he was losing interest in politics.




    He had spent the last two years trying to develop his skill as a painter. He started off doing portraits of celebrities – of soap stars, models and TV personalities – taken from photographs he’d seen in magazines rather than sittings, and executed in a variety of historical styles. Coleen McLaughlin in a Francis Bacon triptych, his Bruce Forsyth in a Stanley Spencer churchyard scene, and Portrait de Thérèse by Balthus featuring Geri Halliwell instead of Thérèse. He also tried doing sculptures on degradable materials – a figure of Kerry Katona in untreated iron that rusted almost immediately, a figure of Paris Hilton carved from frozen meat that began to rot as soon as it thawed.




    None of the results pleased him. The paintings and sculptures were intended as a satire, or more precisely, a joke. They were simply a new aspect of his cartoonist’s knack of capturing the essence of a face in a few lines.




    He wanted to do more than just jokes, representations, caricatures. In one corner of the room was a selection of eyes preserved in formaldehyde. There were eyes of animals, eyes of humans, eyes of flowers. There was a digitally enhanced video installation of the interior of an eye. There was a representation of a giant eye from the Big Brother reality programme. There was a giant papier mâché representation of a human eyeball.




    Salinger stood still for a moment and stared at the elements of his now-abandoned eye project. Tiane had mused – tritely, as far as Salinger was concerned – that perhaps they weren’t eyes at all, but ‘I’s. She speculated that Salinger’s self-confessed narcissism, his unhealthy obsession with the contents of his own head, had finally spilled over into an obsessive Freudian slip, a tic that converted the ungraspable into something crudely tangible. The death of his mother – she speculated – had resulted in this fanatical attempt to reassert the fact of his own existence.




    Not a bad guess for a maths teacher, thought Salinger, at the same time mildly reproving himself for patronizing her. But it nevertheless seemed a far-fetched interpretation. Whatever the truth, his repetition of the image of the eye wasn’t getting him any further into the understanding of the nature of seeing.




    As an artist, Salinger was aware that he was didactic and unoriginal, which he had previously thought did not disqualify him as an artist but made him interesting. He did not favour the obscure statements and references held inside the secret language of art. Everything he did was obvious. He thought the point of art was to be obvious, and that since you couldn’t escape parodying or copying someone or other you might as well be straightforward about it.




    It was all derivative, which was fine. Except that it wasn’t. The rationalization was wearing thin. He had decided that being deliberately unoriginal was not original at all. It wasn’t even funny. The eye project may or may not have been original, but it at least wasn’t consciously referential. He had made an attempt to explain it to Tiane. He told her it was about the way that the mind put the conceptual world together, that it resembled the manner in which the eye put the visual world together – out of clues, cues and memories, rather than direct experience. He wasn’t sure, however, of his own interpretation. He feared that he was simply being pretentious.




    Then there were the other paintings. These were so personal, so naked, he was scared to put them on show – scared even to paint them, much of the time. They reminded him of art brut, paintings by untrained artists, often confined to mental hospitals. They were full of anger, fear and loathing.




    There were sexualized images of pre-teen girls floating on wings through blasted desert landscapes, black vortexes sucking in delicately drawn natural landscapes of flowers and trees, healthy faces of pin-up girls disfigured by weeping lesions. There were fat people, poor people, old people being joyfully mowed down by the artist in a spray of machine-gun fire. There was a depiction of a Southern lynching done in the style of a Norman Rockwell painting.




    The paintings, he knew, were direct outcrops of his bouts of mental illness. They embarrassed him. He thought they were melodramatic. Worse, they tested the idea that art no longer had anything to do with ethics. Because these paintings – in Salinger’s view – were fundamentally shameful. What kind of a monster would paint such visions?




    However, Franklin De Freitas, the gallery owner who had approached him, was only interested in these paintings, however hard Salinger tried to convince him to accept that the jokey celebrity parodies or some development of the eye installations had equal or superior worth. Salinger had reluctantly agreed to De Freitas’ offer, but he was beginning to have second thoughts. The exhibition, he felt sure, would be condemned as a repulsive failure. But still he compulsively worked on the paintings, drawing on his memories of madness, half dreading their completion.




    When Salinger returned home that evening, he pulled down the loft ladder and retrieved the two biscuit tins that were his sole inheritance from Evelyn. He emptied out the first one, which had a picture of two grey-white, cheerful Scotty dogs decorating it. The tin had once contained shortbread. Now it was chipped, faded, peeled. He looked at all the marks and wondered how each had come about. Were they all the result of small, forgotten collisions, or did the passage of time itself somehow generate decay, peeling, chipping?




    He started rifling through the contents. As he had expected, he started to cry again – Salinger was unusually lachrymose – but it was a pleasant kind of grief, largely recreational. The material, though, was not especially emotional. Most of the contents were receipts for electrical and household goods. There were expired insurance policies and archaic documents for Evelyn’s small, ancient Fiat Panda, there were a couple of stamps, some empty envelopes and three blank postcards from Ventnor on the Isle of Wight. There was a skein of thread, a plastic thimble, and a couple of paper clips.




    He turned to the second tin. He flipped it open. The lid was barely attached to the body any more, and hung loosely off the hinge. Salinger emptied out the contents. Along with the postcards, tickets and Christmas cards, there were newspaper clippings and recipes, unfilled tax returns, used airline check-in seat stubs, and a few counterfoils from the West End musicals that Evelyn would treat herself to once in a while. There were also photographs – maybe twenty in all. He laid them out in a grid of four by five.




    They were disappointing. He doubted that there was anything here that LouLou could derive any ancestral pride from. Most of them were badly composed or out-of-focus snaps of him and Carson as children. At random he picked one off the floor. Carson was sitting in a small red-metal trolley and Salinger was pulling it by means of an extended metal handle. Salinger’s face was red with the effort, and creased in a frown. Carson was reclining on the trolley, wearing shorts and a slightly torn T-shirt with a print of Captain Marvel on the front. Captain Marvel wore a shiny red one-piece suit with gold boots and a pearl-white cape. There was a gold flash of lightning across his chest and a gold sash around his waist. Carson himself was laughing, hanging his black-plim-solled feet over the edge.




    Salinger couldn’t remember the scene at all, but he remembered Carson’s T-shirt. Carson had loved it and Salinger had coveted it. His father had picked it up at an auction of Americana. Henry loved American comics, just as he loved American literature, and for a while had collected them. But he had never allowed Carson and Salinger to read them in case they damaged them. The T-shirt had been a form of apology. Carson had worn it almost every day, even in winter, until it became too shabby to wear.




    There were five other photographs of Salinger and Carson, always together, both roughly at the same ages, Carson around ten years old, Salinger maybe five or six. In every picture, Carson wore the Captain Marvel T-shirt.




    There was another, later picture of him and Carson when they were about nine and thirteen years old respectively, just before Henry had left for America, Salinger imagined. They were facing each other and smiling. Their fists were raised as if they were about to start a boxing match. The image was a kind of joke – Carson and Salinger had never got along.




    Salinger turned to a photo of Evelyn and Henry. He held it up to the light. It was black-and-white. From the fashions, it looked like it was taken some time in the mid-1960s. They were in a back garden somewhere. Henry was wearing a narrow-lapelled suit, a thin knitted tie with a squared-off end and a pair of spectacles with broad black plastic rims. He was squinting at the sun. Evelyn looked oddly middle-aged. The tightly gathered waistband of her short floral dress – which although not quite a mini was probably daring for its day and place – gave her an artificial spare tyre across her middle. Her hair was styled to look like Dusty Springfield’s, and although the photograph was black-and-white, Salinger felt sure that her lipstick was pink.




    There were a few other shots that he would send to Carson – their paternal grandparents, Molly and Albert, on their wedding day, a shot of Evelyn’s father standing on a beach with a beach ball and his stomach pulled in, a few snaps of Evelyn and Henry’s wedding day.




    Replacing the remainder of the contents of the tin, he noticed a plain cream-coloured envelope that had gone undetected amongst the newspaper clippings and recipes. It was sealed with yellowed Sellotape and unmarked.




    He peeled off the Sellotape, which had retained a surprising amount of its stickiness, and opened the flap. Upending the envelope, a small square of what appeared to be laminated paper, or plastic, fell out. It was buckled and creased. It took him a few seconds to realize that it was the blank side of a photograph.




    He turned the picture over. He couldn’t make it out. It was black-and-white, badly faded. It was almost a ghost image. From the distinctive shape of the white border, he guessed that it had come from an old Polaroid Land camera.




    Once he had identified an eye and a chin he was able to put together what appeared to be the image of a face around these visual anchors. The picture had been taken very close up. It filled the frame entirely. The face appeared to be that of a child – maybe four or five years old. Salinger did not recognize the face, either because of the fading of the print or because he did not know the subject. There were blotches on the face and random lines. He put these effects down to age and discoloration.




    As he inspected the faint image more closely, it occurred to him that he was possibly mistaken about what he had taken to be the effects of time. Another interpretation was possible.




    The warping and blackening of the left eye of the child could just as well be an injury. The upper lip, which he had originally thought was simply full, might be distended and swollen. That dark patch on the cheek could be bruising. The right eye might not be squinting in the light. It was – perhaps – almost completely closed and puffy. The more he looked at it, the more the dark line spreading from the nose resembled a line of blood.




    He held the photo up to the light that penetrated weakly through the trapdoor from the landing below. The lines became clearer. Gradually, Salinger became convinced that the photograph was of a child who had been beaten, or damaged in some kind of accident.




    The image began to press in on him. There was a look of incomprehension in the child’s eyes, mixed with a strange gratitude. As if the child had felt they deserved this punishment, and was thankful that it was now over.




    He realized that he was now holding the image at arm’s length, as if wanting to distance himself from it. He returned the photograph to the envelope. Along with the twenty photographs from the tin, he placed it in a transparent A4 plastic sleeve which he had brought up with him for this purpose.




    Downstairs, in the front room, Tiane was still working on the preparation for the new term. Salinger removed the photograph from the plastic sleeve and the envelope.




    ‘What do you make of this?’




    He passed her the photograph. She put on her reading glasses, and inspected it carefully.




    ‘I don’t know. What is it?’




    ‘Look at it again. Look at it closely.’




    He watched her face. After a few seconds, her expression altered from puzzlement to recognition to concern and finally, revulsion.




    ‘Is this what I think it is?’




    ‘What do you think it is?’ said Salinger.




    ‘I don’t know what to think. It’s some kid, isn’t it? Some poor kid. Where the hell did you find it?’




    ‘Among my mother’s things. I was going through them in the attic.’




    Tiane screwed up her eyes and brought the photograph closer.




    ‘Is it your mother? It looks a little like her.’




    ‘I’m not even sure if it’s a girl. It could be a boy.’




    She handed the photo back as if it carried a curse.




    ‘Maybe your father knows something about it.’




    ‘I’m not going. So I guess I’ll never know who it is. Or how they got to be in a mess like that.’




    ‘You could send it to Carson.’




    ‘That’s just too weird. He asks for photographs of his family and I send him a Polaroid of an anonymous battered child. If that’s what it is. Is it what it is?’




    ‘I’m pretty sure. What else could it be?’




    ‘The mind makes patterns. It’s very faded. It’s hard to tell.’




    ‘It’s a child with its face bashed in. That’s what it is.’




    ‘What the hell is it doing among Mum’s stuff?’




    ‘Does it matter? You should get rid of it.’




    ‘Get rid of it? Don’t you think that it’s interesting?’




    ‘Your curiosity.’ She grimaced. ‘Aren’t there limits?’




    ‘To curiosity?’




    ‘That thing is ugly and it’s horrible. Even looking at it is like looking at – I don’t know – pornography. It’s child pornography.’




    ‘It’s just an old photograph.’




    ‘Your family has enough problems to be getting along with. Brush this one under the carpet. If it’s anything to do with you at all – which it probably isn’t – it’s history now.’




    ‘That’s good advice.’




    ‘Are you going to take it?’




    Tiane looked up at him. This time Salinger met her eyes. They were tender and solicitous, but milky, hooded. She ran her finger down the line of his cheekbone and smiled.




    ‘Be careful, Salinger. Be careful not to hurt yourself.’




    Salinger touched her finger with the tip of his and smiled in return.




    ‘Why change the habit of a lifetime?’




    A look of sadness flickered, then faded like dusk across her face.




    ‘Because it hurts me too.’




    Salinger nodded, momentarily stroked the back of her hand, then replaced the photograph in the envelope. He tried to seal the envelope with the yellowed Sellotape, but now the adhesive appeared to have suddenly exhausted itself. The flap obstinately jinked open every time he tried to press it down.
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