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Desire is a rift. Dental floss was stuck between Evan’s teeth. Hot water ran from the tap. Instead of a mirror, a void on the wall. Jars of cream on the shelf. The toothbrush quivered. Steam rose. We are alone and we are all of us strangers. The rift widens, the hole deepens. A few hairs remained on the comb. Evan’s urine was thick and yellow. The water tasted of pipes. The marble was expensive and cold. Dust clung to his bare feet. His underwear was dappled with drops of sweat. Every one of his mornings was charged with moisture. His body complained, his joints crackled. Time is out of joint and his joints are out of time. He forgets his dreams immediately. Nothing but wrinkles and grey hairs. Eighteen thousand rotten mornings. There was no window. And no air. A barking cough. Mucus.


Violence in the shower cabin and then, after brief negotiations with existence, gradual peace. The towel was fresh. A poisonous cloud of deodorant. He turned off the tap. No shaving today. He walked naked around the flat. He did not feel. He pressed a button. While he waited for breakfast, he got dressed. What did it matter? His back hurt when he sat down. He got up, clasped his hands together and stretched. Crackling sounds. The little door in the wall opened. On the tray: fried eggs, strips of sun-dried tomatoes, creamy goat’s cheese. Crusty rolls with soft insides. A plastic bottle of water melted from an iceberg. He ate. The taste put him in a better mood. He walked over to the front door and picked the newspaper up from the floor. Lies and deception. He read while he ate. This isn’t supposed to be something you laugh at. Ideological fiction. He flung the paper at the wall. The letters quaked. He punctured the last yolk with a roll. He observed its runniness and felt a sense of regret. The crumbs got on his nerves. If it weren’t for his cleaning lady, he’d go nuts. He didn’t like cleaning women; it was repulsive to have someone know you that intimately. He never saw her, just her sterile imprint. Our fates aren’t interchangeable. If he was a cleaning lady, he’d hang himself. If he was anyone else, he’d hang himself. He felt a bit attached to his own self. A tiny bit.


He pressed a button, the tray disappeared. He picked up the newspaper. Leafed through it. Pressed a button. The console knew what he wanted. Plenty of sugar, plenty of milk, dark roast. Steam rose from the cup. He pressed his hand against his chest. Silence. He put the newspaper down. He forgot about it. A bag was lying under the table. He opened it and reached in. A packet of foil. He took it out and closed the bag. The mobile was charging. He unplugged it. A blue spark. He typed a message. I’ve run out. Lunch today? He deleted the question mark and added a full stop. He would never succeed unless he reached out into the world. What a fucking tragedy. He threw the phone on the bed. He opened the packet. Black dust. Love. He creased the foil down the middle and sprinkled the dust into his coffee, tapped gently, held his breath, and made sure that not a speck was wasted. No spoon. They never gave him one. He swivelled his cup in the air, making circles.


He turned a dial. The windows became transparent. Half-transparent. The view was bearable. Another day of sun. The suffocating ball (seventy percent) became swollen at the edges, like water in an overfilled glass (ninety percent), and finally spilt over. He opened the balcony door and narrowed his eyes against the scalpels of rays. Cup in hand, he stepped out into the thin air. Squinting, he sat back in the armchair and draped his legs over the railing. He tested the coffee’s temperature against his lips. He gulped it down.


His pupils spun under his closed eyelids. Mercury poured into his veins. Bones of lithium, teeth of steel. Stars plummeted into his brain, his intestines rumbled like a locomotive. That opened his eyes.


…Clouds…puffy dandelion seed heads…an avalanche of snow poured from the sky…clouds, look! That one’s a moth, and that one’s a broom, and that one’s a monstrous white whale floating on its belly in the midst of an endless plain of ocean vaulted by the sky…Edo’s skyscrapers are sticks of concrete, a thorn-forest of glass and stone, rocky flashes, volcanic reeds ascending from boggy earth…cross-hatches of silkworm threads, spiderwebs of streets and pavements and metal lights…tiny parks sprouting like tufts of weeds in a quarry, green patches sewn over hole-ridden jeans…the line you trace over the roofs of the skyscrapers is like a zip; if you opened that zip, you’d tear the earth from space…the wind is dry as rice…an entire cityscape drawn on the eye…


He shook with comfort. He ran his hands over his face and giggled as his stubble tickled them. He caressed it in elongated strokes, like he was sculpting clay. The neck, the strings of veins, the ribbed arch, the touch of saggy fat over the belly. His hand reached into his pants and tugged at his limp member. Blood from the liver and the knees flowed into it. Lift-off.
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Down at the base of the skyscraper a few people looked up in surprise. The sky above them was cloudless and yet they had all felt thick drops upon their skin. They shrugged and went about their business.


Evan plopped back into the armchair, lifted his arse and hitched up his trousers. Now he was finally awake. Before completing his morning routine he was just a depressed shell, a barely-human with a burning desire for an end. Afterwards, everything became much more agreeable. More in accord with reality. What a fantastic view. From high above Edo, the tectonic conurbation that grew out of Tokyo and the surrounding metropolitan areas, he could, on a clear day, see the ocean. He had a spacious flat, paid for by Daimyō, where he could create in peace. Being a guest director, he had at his disposal all the delights of the city, and no one man would ever be able to exhaust all of Edo’s delights. Which didn’t mean Evan wasn’t giving it a shot. He’d been here almost a year, and when he wasn’t working on the show he was prowling about in search of pleasure. To help him, he had his sponsor – that’s what they called this blend of guardian, lawyer and agent here – Gordon Falstaff, a tall, grasping and overly obliging man with whom he at every opportunity romped and roistered through drinking dens, foreign flats and streets. He’d never imagined that he’d forge a new friendship so late in life, but he and Gordon had hit it off. In every human measure Evan was just a little bit better, and Gordon always took care to admit this minor advantage.


The beep of an incoming message rapidly brought him back inside. He threw himself onto the bed like a teenager in love, picked up the phone, rolled onto his back and read – ??? check out the papers, 3 o’clock at MUD, G. Papers? Evan sat down at the table and spread the newspaper out, draping it over the edges. An incredible tarp. Minuscule print. He didn’t know what to look for and felt lost. Decontamination Project Behind Schedule – UIGOPWTSOALSSV Demands More Money – Allegations of Corruption in Dry Russia – HADE Troops at the Equator – Increased Exchange Between AU and IA – Secessionist Tendencies on the Rise in South Pacific – Humanist Renaissance in the Caliphate, Section 89 – Arctic Passage About to Open – boring, boring, boring.


He closed the newspaper and began to leaf through it anew, back to front. Races, crazes, catches, chronicles, culture. One Week Till Opening Night: An Interview with Evan Z—. He breezed through the article, just enough to convince himself that it was printed exactly the way he’d written it. He never gave live interviews; he had no stomach for that repugnant conflict between curiosity and denial. The journalist had sent him the questions and he had polished his answers to make himself look as good as possible. Honesty is for cretins. Everything is a performance. And if some naive twit really thinks that there are people who traipse about the world believing in the ‘cathartic mode of post-ideological praxis aimed at the sublimation of individual existence from the teleo-symptomatic into the emotio-causal chronotope’, that’s his problem. When the journalist griped that she’d like at least a pinch of personality in his answers, he told her to come see his show.


In the national news: Serial killers – Monogataro resigns – The new Daimyō: Instilling pride in the population – Five-year fixes – Too many foreigners in our insane asylums; Drugs only for citizens. Hm. Is that what Gordon had in mind? Did Gordon really think he cared about the asinine laws that were being concocted? Those applied to tourists and economic migrants, not artists. He tried to estimate how much the price would go up. At least fifty percent. Gordon’s wallet was a bottomless pit. Crazy, but true: they’d cloned a Neanderthal. Only now? You’d think they’d been around for thousands of years already.


The end of August had been mild. Hints of autumn. The wind, which until recently had been a hot, wet rag, now harboured cool undertones. One could breathe comfortably, even when the door was open. Evan fiddled with the buttons on his shirt. The newspaper had slid to the floor. He walked over to the console and ordered lemonade. Ice (crushed) and sugar, but not too much. He sipped it through a straw, relaxed. He was proud of himself. The show was ready; there were only a few run-throughs to go before the dress rehearsal. Just the toughest scenes. What a luxury. All that stress for nothing. For a long time he was sure he wouldn’t succeed. That he couldn’t succeed. That everything was conspiring against his vision, that time was deliberately racing too fast for him and that every nervous breakdown in the world had befallen his actors. His soundmen. Light bulbs bursting and stage boards splitting like the woodwork of a ship in a hurricane. But he’d done it. FILLING – A Parable of Things That Used to Be.


As a scaffold, Evan had used a text by a local author named Junichiro Marukama, a mournful carnivore who’d spent his youth behind a computer, loved his sister and, by twenty-five, survived three suicide attempts. Junichiro’s play was too pathetically grotesque to resist. Incestuous love triangles, talking dogs, episodes of hysteria and delectable one-liners (‘If you don’t clean up your room, I’ll give you an enema’, ‘I have to love you, Yukio, since there’s nothing else I feel for you’, ‘You have all decided to mistreat me, for you covet my relationship with God’) – the enormously desperate lamentations of a person who’d never got hold of anything worth losing. He’d offset that wailing of the eternal teenager with texts from the previous century. Hitler’s ecstatic diction, Burroughs’s junkie expectorations and Nina Simone’s sex appeal went hand-in-hand with the absurdly comic advice served up in magazines, 1960s American instructions for what to do in the event of nuclear war, concentration-camp inmates’ brutal reflections, all shot through with the banality of video games (‘How my heart beat, as he came running across the field to me! How convenient, you fight like a cow. He ran as if to bring me aid. To run, press shift. And I was penitent; for in my heart I had always despised him a little. Your beasts are becoming angry.’). The show’s sonic backdrop was an eclectic collage of pop music, football chants, the classical strains of Philip Glass and pornographic moans. The lighting was enough to trigger an epileptic fit in a blind man. Evan enthusiastically awaited the unctuous cornucopia of high-flown interpretations he’d be able to ridicule later. The show’s only point was this: anything conducted by humans was bound to dissolve into kitsch.
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He hated that doorbell. Its grating, somehow gentle sound. You couldn’t ignore it, couldn’t just sleep through it. It didn’t ring often, since Evan couldn’t stand visitors. He hated it because the disparity between the quality of the signifier (a pleasant ringing) and the signified (an intrusive visitor) was utterly noxious. It was as if they wanted to force him (even train him, like Pavlov’s dog) to rejoice at someone’s arrival. He went to the console and pressed a button.


The picture was overly sharp. Her face was not made for this camera. Although to the human eye her face was attractive – its attractiveness being intensified by powder, mascara and lipstick – in the eye of the high-resolution camera that visage crumbled into a faded medieval tapestry: cracked, yellowing, ancient. The make-up resembled rough pastels – you could see the layers of paint, how thick they were, the bloated lumps of mascara that hung like prison balls from her eyelashes; you could follow the strokes of the brush and those wrinkles that the coats of powder merely dug apart and shallowed. When she smiled he had to force himself not to look away. Tarrying between her shining white teeth were the remnants of breakfast. If he were a proponent of aesthetic beauty, he would be horrified that such an unflattering image could be trusted with the lead role in his show – but Oksana, a Dry Russian concubine, former farm girl and superstar-in-the-making, was ready for the role for more than just one reason.


‘Eeeeevan, good morning. Open up for me, please.’


‘Open up?’


The lock was sound-activated. He heard a click and the scalp of thin blond hair disappeared from the screen. Damn. He didn’t want to waste the best part of his high on some woman. He’d have to find a way to get rid of her. Tactical efficacy hinged on how quickly she got to his door. For a polite excuse, you need a bit of time. Digestive problems. A death in the family. There’s no one home. You get on my nerves, I don’t feel like seeing you, go away. No time. What are you doing? I’m busy with… Just no time. I’m not feeling social. I’m depressed. I’m naked. Great! I’m sick. I’d like to be by myself. Now’s not a good time. My dog is dying. Leave me alone. She knocked.


He went to the door and opened it. He left the chain on. He spoke through the crack.


‘Ah, Oksana, know what? I’m not really very…’


‘Eeeeevan, hi!’


She ran into the door. The chain jumped and Evan stepped back. The slice of her surprised look of pain through the doorway almost brought him to laughter.


‘Are you all right?’


She nodded. Tears welled up in her eyes. Probably on account of the impact.


‘I’m completely…precisely now, when I thought… You know, hm, how about if you come by tonight, since I’m just about… Could you?’


A nod. She furrowed her brow, offended, and the tears disappeared.


‘I’m sorry, but I really didn’t… Come back tonight, yes? At seven. I’ll take you to dinner, ok?’


An excuse with a promise – that’s the best type of excuse. She wrinkled her nose and uttered a bitter ok. To shake off the sting of humiliation, she immediately spun on her heels and marched off towards the lift.


‘I’ll be here at seven. If you stand me up, Eeeeevan, I’ll be too sick to go to the dress rehearsal.’


‘Ok, I’ll see you then,’ he yelled.


He closed the door. That hadn't gone too badly. He laughed. What a crash!


Belief propels you into the rift, but some doors just remain closed. Let that whack in the nose serve as a lesson. There may be a crack in the door, but there’s nothing behind it. Just a stranger’s smile. Careful…


He leant his back against the wall and bent over, his hands on his knees. He wiped his eyes with his palms. A brown envelope was lying on the floor. Surprised, he picked it up. He turned it over. Nothing written on it. He ran his thumb under the fold and tore it open.


Inside was a plane ticket, Edo–Seam, 20:00 (8pm), JPA771, window seat, non-smoking, 100kg max weight, the day after tomorrow. Evan had no idea what to think about this. He stared at the ticket, turning it over and over. Had Oksana brought it? He unlatched the chain, opened the door and looked down the hallway. The beep of the lift. Nobody anywhere. Olga’s darkish footprints were rising from the white carpet like vanishing steps in a thin layer of snow. No other footprints. He ran the plastic ticket over his palm. A mystery. How refreshing. People are so simple, you study them, get used to them, and the surprises disappear. Everybody wants something completely obvious. Completely ordinary. They want contact and sometimes flesh and sometimes a pinch of power, though not too much because that might give way to responsibility. Nobody wants responsibility. If everything is caused by a predetermined mix of cerebral flora, it’s difficult to identify even with your own processes – let alone take on a flood of foreign chemicals. Hormonal discord of neurons implants guilt, the Gordian nerve-knot calls for cutting – don’t get all cut up about it. We are severely myopic when looking at the brain. Any clearer and the picture might spook us. Would we get bored? Every surprise, as long as it’s not a violent one, is welcome. Oksana now seemed attractive even at the human level. He already liked her as a character – a wounded figure, capable of so much courage (or vacuity) that she felt it was her right to become famous and successful and wealthy, and was willing to do anything for it, even though fame depends not a whit on one’s own actions but on external circumstance; and the price of failure is always an eternity of misery bordering on shame. If you think about it in those terms, it’s all rather unpleasant. But if you think about it in those terms, it just means you don’t think about it in a different way. Some seize opportunities, others give up, still others surprise you in the morning with a plane ticket that’s headed straight for the bin. He put it on the table and smiled as he stared at it. Unclear motives, wonderful people.
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He pressed his hand against his chest. Silence. A slight stab, perhaps. The ticket on the table actually wasn’t an innocent thing. It had dangerous connotations. The possibility of departure. A suggestion of change. A breaking away from the current state of affairs. Reluctantly, he tossed the newspaper over it. No need to tear it up. He hadn’t thought about her in ages.


‘I love you,’ he’d said to her, and said it he really had, although he wasn’t entirely sure whether he really meant it and whether he really felt it. But afterwards she’d latched on to it and gradually she became too heavy for him. His secrets, secrets he’d never divulged to anyone, weighed her down like barbell discs, and the fact that he’d loaded them onto her with a lover’s carelessness did not help. He was happy to flee, even though the flight was ugly, unseemly and painful. Such things stay with you the longest.
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He did some sit-ups, push-ups, a bit of shadow-boxing and ran on the treadmill, until the sweat was streaming from every pore of his body and until everything inside him was screaming and he had visions of cardiac arrest – a knife to the chest, a stagger, a fall to the green floor below, a blue face, a few convulsions, foaming from the mouth, and his end, noticed a few hours later by a screaming cleaning lady who would sweep him under the carpet and answer the cop’s questions with an unperturbed shrugging of the shoulders.


He took a cold shower. Got dressed. He was ready for… outside. In his cowhide shoes, fashionably faded trousers and a bright red shirt draped over his torso, he darted out of the flat, into the lift, through the reception area, greeted the doorman with a slight nod of the head and stormed into the street.


He sank into the shock of bodies, and the sheer amount of awareness humbled him for a moment. From up high everything looked much more manageable. Here, on the ground, everyone’s pocket was a potential threat, and the most you could hope for from a walk was for everyone to keep their desires to themselves. Fates were sealed within a single block. For the outsider, it was easy to decode the tiffs and kisses, but for those involved, meaning disintegrated. Gestures and gazes converged into a network of urban urgency. Pavements were full of litter that was then kicked into the road and into the gutter that ran along the edges and flowed into the sewer system. Right there in front of everybody, people were shedding their skins, and Evan was grateful that his visual spectrum didn’t colour red the dusty particles of hair, bacterial drops of saliva and bits of fallen nails. Seeing all of it at once would have made him vomit. Maybe he’d just inhaled a snowflake of dandruff. Maybe he was standing in a cloud of gas that someone had just squeezed out of their arse with a wrinkly kiss. If it were up to him, he’d disinfect, disinfect, disinfect with lime, with alcohol…


The more people there are, the more impossible cleanliness becomes. The streets of Edo were not uniform. Some gave off a hint of steel, clear lines, and the people in them stared straight ahead. In other streets, cracked with paving stones eroded by the rain, where the roots of belated trees lifted the concrete and the façades revealed clashes between amateur architects, incompleteness insisted and people shouted over each other. Wafting from the kiosks was the smell of hot dogs, from the toilets the smell of acetone. It was income that divided these streets. The rich had wrangled their reality into reasonable order, while the poor bargained away in confusion. No one has a choice.


The birds that had survived climate change, airport hunters and radioactive clouds had been killed off. The insects went forth and multiplied; flypaper trailed from every street-light, from every tree. Rectangles fluttering in the wind. Evan swatted at flies. He’d heard stories about larvae breeding inside human bodies and he was horrified. The medical intervention was routine and painless but it didn’t dispel the sense of filthiness. It’s as if some junkie had broken into your place and rifled through your underwear drawer. It was impossible to be truly clean, afterwards.


The wind was drying the sweat that had collected in the folds of his skin. Still, it was a beautiful day. He saw some truly beautiful faces, shy girls, hiding behind glasses, behind frescoes of make-up, under hats and dishevelled hair. His gaze didn’t drift to legs, bottoms or breasts. Faces were what he was after. Broad noses, narrow lips, low foreheads, high cheekbones. Beauty. And even the guttural calls of the men hawking newspapers, handbags, watches, did not disturb the idyll. The urban basis for the life of the masses. From the piles of rubbish, a foul odour. The entrances to the underground, those dark staircase-throats spewing stale air. The asphalt was heating up to a rolling boil, emitting a tepid warmth. A gust of wind whisked everything off to one side, leaving behind molecules of meals, roses and fear from beyond. Tattoos were drying on skin, remote teeth showed soundless laughter. The city was croaking along uncaringly in the early afternoon.


Evan was feeling pretty hungry. MUD was within walking distance, which was good because your taxi driver could turn out to be a serial killer, and if you took public transport. other people’s bodies bounced off you like running shoes in a washing machine. True, bumping shoulders, sinister glances, slowcoaches, racing pizza delivery boys and hysterical prostitutes throwing themselves at you could also make the experience odious for pedestrians, but at least it was safe. It meant by far the least amount of physical contact. At the crossing a cyclist had fallen under a tram. The people in the cars honked nervously and drummed their fingers on their steering wheels. The rescue helicopter got there quickly, but too late. The cyclist died, hidden behind rusty tram wheels. They hosed the blood away. Before the traffic started up again, Evan was able to cross the street without having to take the overpass where mothers with sickly sons hanging from their laps begged for alms. Sometimes they tugged at your trousers.
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She grew up in a hurry, with him. After meeting her, he’d chained her to his life out of physical necessity. She was so young, so taut, so svelte. She’d grown into her skin, and her tummy was tight as a drumhead, her buttocks frozen butter in a transparent balloon. It hadn’t been hard. All he’d had to do was show a little interest. Make an approach. Be there. Speak in generalities and then speak to her. Approach her more directly. Touch her. Whisper in her ear, in hers alone. It hadn’t been hard. Bodies respond to attention and relationships grow all by themselves, as long as you let them. Then the clothes come off the bodies and the bodies force themselves into one.


Probably on account of its youth, he regarded her personality as almost amorphous, with a bas-relief and patches of emptiness in places where one would have expected some kind of similarity. They were caught up in a single thing, but then with amazement (and a little reluctance) he noticed how quickly he had carved her into a person. The empty spaces became ornate mosaics of character and the bas-reliefs warped into chasms of emotion, peaks of expectation. Soon she had demanded everything else in addition to insatiable lust. And she fully deserved it, probably. They loved each other.
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It was in the MUD restaurant that the serial killer Michiko Kan had sliced and quartered the CEO of the now-defunct SeAsia bank. A gold plaque above the entrance and a banker’s hand in a jar of formaldehyde now commemorated that event. The restaurant’s owner had purchased the hand from Tatov-Grobov Inc., the Dry Russian distributor that had also seen to DNA analysis and provided a certificate of authenticity. The price had not been publicly revealed, but no doubt it was high. Biographers have concluded that this was Michiko Kan’s third murder (before that, he had murdered a neighbour and his own mother-in-law, though the biographies disagree on which of them was the first victim), which had propelled him to superstar status. He lived up to his reputation with further notorious killings all over the country, and with his seppuku he had set a record that remains unbroken. Puritanical experts don’t count suicides, so according to them Michiko’s 249 murders mean that he shares top spot with Saunada Elis, a Persian murderess who terrorized Japan years ago and whose death, though unconfirmed, remains highly probable.


Evan had read a monograph on serial killers on the plane over to Edo. When he saw the shrivelled hand in the glass for the first time, he cracked up. MUD had built its entire corporate image around it. The black marble décor lent the ritual of eating a seal of gravity, a slightly morbid awareness of vanity and what it truly means to tear pleasure from the claws of death. If it weren’t for the congregation of influential people, he probably wouldn’t be coming here. After all, he had mixed feelings about death. Unfortunately, there was no other place nearby that let him feel so validated. Also, they had the best pancakes in town. He entered the chilled, slightly damp reception whose appearance, if not its purpose, was reminiscent of a tomb. A pair of metal fans stared at him. His shirt peeled itself away from his skin. He put his hand over his hair. The trophy on the table made him laugh. The hostess behind the table also laughed.


‘Hello and welcome, Mr Z—’


‘Hi.’


He’d never seen her before, but she knew him. Even though he was aware that the magnetic rays by the entrance had scanned the contents of his wallet, sketched a profile of him, run all of his data through the d1Za.ir algorithm and told the hostess how to act to make him feel just right, he nevertheless liked to imagine that she also recognized him as a director. That was the problem of creating for the elite – it didn’t do much for your street cred.


‘Your sponsor is already waiting at your table. Right this way, please.’


The candles in the skulls lining the walls cast ominous shadows over the room. The murkiness and a bite of yellow light danced over the patrons, stooped in conspiracies, and staged ambiguous sketches on mists of cigar smoke. Whispers and hushed laughter. The rustling of leather. Evan’s shoulders tensed up. His red shirt had brought a hint of blood inside, drawing flared nostrils. Glints from the glasses’ frames and the gold teeth between snarling lips flashed in his eyes. He did not feel relaxed.


Gordon smiled at him from across the room. He raised a cautious hand in half-greeting, and then looked slightly to the side so he wouldn’t have to maintain eye contact while Evan made his way over to him. These interpersonal vacuums were always a little unsettling.


‘Are you in the mood for something spontaneous?’ the hostess asked Evan, as he took his seat.


‘Surprise me,’ he replied, and curled up the left corner of his lips. He was haughtily convinced this gesture made him look more accessible. She left with a slight bow.


Perched above Gordon’s round face was a bald patch from which rose a chicken-wing-shaped curl of blond hair. Usually this curl was forced to lie down with the rest of his hair at the crown of his head, but today for some unknown reason it was allowed to strut on its own. It bothered Evan. He could have wet his fingers with saliva and spun the curl into a thin thread – it might have fallen then, or it might be best just to cut it off right now…


‘So, why did I have to go through the whole newspaper today?’


‘Geez, Evan, you really are something,’ exhaled Gordon, leaning back and patting his tummy before folding his arms. ‘You get right to it, no greeting, no Hi, Gordon, how are you, Gordon, is everything all right with you, Gordon. Right to it, what’s that about? You’d think you were talking to the postman, not a friend…’


Evan rested his elbows on the table and held his forearms parallel to each other. He snorted and turned his head to the right. An old man was leisurely stroking a young woman. The man’s fingers overflowed with precious stones.


‘Sorry, Gordon. How are you?’


‘Ah, I’m well,’ he said, staring into his fingernails. ‘I’m well. And you, Evan?’


‘Also well, never better. So?’


‘So what?’ asked Gordon, pursing his lips into a pale pink O.


‘Do you have something for me?’


All at once Gordon turned serious and leant forward, still with his arms folded. He looked wobbly, ready to tip over at any moment. He moved so close that Evan lost sight of the curl and was able to focus on Gordon’s blue eyes which, under his insipid brows, were sunk deep into his skull.


‘It’s a crisis, Evan!’ he whispered. ‘What’s going on right now, it’s a crisis, a veritable crisis. They know everything! They sniff out everything! It’s hard, hard for me to do anything, and if they catch me…’


Evan snorted again, but looked to the left. In the swing doors to the kitchen stood a man with long black hair and a beard, staring straight ahead, into the wall.


‘Just tell me how much it will cost.’


‘Five to ten years in the clink, I believe, without parole, without probation!’


Greedy people are lavish only when they’re whinging.


‘Gordon, please, spare me. Tell me the price.’


A black-clad waiter placed the glasses on the table and poured wine into them, white for Gordon, red for Evan. They nodded their thanks.


They grabbed their glasses by the stems, toasted limply and imbibed. Gordon looked around, scattered, bit his lip and acted like someone was about to make an attempt on his life. Evan’s gaze once again drifted to that gently fluttering curl.


‘Well, let me put it like this,’ he circled his lips with his fingers and merged his hands into a single fleshy lump. ‘All of a sudden I – because like you I’m a foreigner, Evan, so we’re in the same boat – all of a sudden I have to pay twice as much for half as much, so I see no other possibility but to tell you the same thing.’


Evan gave a thunderous laugh, earning himself a few threatening looks from the other patrons. He acknowledged his transgression and issued an eye-rolled apology into the void.


‘Twice as much,’ he said judiciously, as if he wanted to make sure he’d heard right, ‘for half as much.’


Gordon nodded and shrugged his shoulders at the same time, well, what can you do? The woman to the right began to coo under the pressure of the bejewelled fingers, the man on the left with the long black hair took a phone from his pocket and waved it furiously about. The waiter brought the food: a plate of pancakes for Evan and the bloodiest of steaks for Gordon.


‘I was never any hotshot at maths,’ said Evan. He stabbed a pancake with his fork and pushed it to the edge of the plate. It left a trail of chocolate. ‘You’re saying that if, before, one baggie was ten asias,’ he circled the pancake with his knife, not touching it, ‘half a baggie is now twenty asias,’ he cut it down the middle and separated the halves, ‘and if half a baggie is twenty asias,’ he ran his knife along one half, ‘then a whole baggie is now forty asias.’ He pushed the halves together again and frowned.


‘Basically, it’s four times more expensive,’ said Gordon quietly, as if embarrassed. He cut into his steak, drawing myoglobin. Evan stabbed half a pancake onto his fork, raised it to his mouth, opened wide and stuffed it in.
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The pan was sizzling with vexing questions. Tiny droplets of oil were flying into the air, and when they landed on the skin they unleashed their full potential and did their best to inflict burns – if they were just a little bigger they could inflict some real damage.


‘What if we had a kid?’


She cracked an egg into the bowl. Evan was sitting on the balcony and intentionally ignored the question. He was staring at someone coming out of the adjacent skyscraper (it was too far away for him to see whether it was a man or a woman, he needed glasses but he shied away from them because they make a man look old), staring at how, on the street, way down below, the person was labouring to carry, pull and push a large cardboard box in the direction of the bins, each advancement producing a loud, shattering noise. The box was probably full of empty wine bottles, broken window panes or test tubes.


‘But I don’t want to give birth.’


She sifted flour into the bowl.


‘We could adopt one.’


She sprinkled in some salt and swivelled the pan from side to side. The oil hissed angrily. The person stopped to rest near the bins.


‘Or steal one.’


She whisked the batter.


‘Evan, what do you say, would you steal a child for me?’


A couple walked arm in arm past the person who was taking a little rest. Perhaps they exchanged a few words.


‘We’d go to the supermarket and lie in wait, scope out the families there. We could do that for a few weeks to gauge the potential kidnappees out there, ha! We’d know which mothers have had enough of their annoying kids, which fathers would rather run away to Australia, which children have no hope of growing up even halfway normal. Watch long enough and you pick up on these things. Sometimes it’s clear right from the start. But what if everyone was like that? What if everyone was just desperate, every family was ruining childhood. Would we be the same?’


The windows switched on and off. There was no pattern to the lights, try as you might to find one. The person sat down on the box and lit a cigarette.


‘If they were all potential kidnappees, then I’d have to loosen the criteria. I’d have to see which shopping carts contained nothing but sugar-coated crap, and which ones indicated at least an attempt to live healthily, I mean, physically. Who at least halfway cared about their children. You can tell right away. If the cart contains two pounds of potatoes, cheap pieces of meat and a rotting turnip, then they’re in the midst of an existential crisis or just lacking in imagination. Either case, bad for the kids. We’d know how to take better care of them.’


She balanced the bowl over the pan. Poured in a jet of batter that formed a perfect circle.


‘Or if we adopted a little black child? That would be all right.’


The edges of the pancakes crept upwards in the heat. The person below put out the cigarette and got ready to lift, hands under the box.


‘Do you think he’d stick out at school? Have we come far enough that nobody would find it strange, that he’d be accepted as a regular person?’


She grabbed the handle of the pan and flipped the batter that was gradually morphing into a proper pancake. With a visibly extreme effort the person below quickly, just barely, lifted the box almost to the edge, almost, and then froze. He couldn’t go on, but he didn’t want to let go, since he wouldn’t be able to do it a second time. People walked past and looked away.


‘He’d be something special, our little black boy. We’d teach him not to feel inferior, and everything would be just fine. Everything stems from us, don’t you think? The girls would find him interesting, he’d be happy, I’m sure of it.’


Evan got up suddenly and leant his hands against the railing.


‘For fuck’s sake!’ he swore under his breath, and then in a loud voice, ‘Isn’t anybody going to help?’
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‘Ok,’ said Evan, through a full mouth. He’d even pay ten times more, no problem. Daimyō was letting him stay free of charge and was paying him handsomely on top of that. Even if he wanted to, even if he threw his money away on constant orgies, drugs, booze and food, he’d be hard-pressed to go bankrupt. But that didn’t mean he should remain indifferent to Gordon. That character flaw – greed – was one of the ugliest a man could have. The universe had conjured up, for you, a complete machine of limbs, a nervous system, lungs and a heart, and you go about impotently haggling over a lousy one or two percent. He swallowed, with difficulty.


‘But I need some today.’


‘Impossible,’ replied Gordon immediately, closing his eyes and smacking his lips. He had expected a response, but when nothing but silence came he feared something unpleasant was going on in front of his eyelids, so he opened them again. Evan was staring motionlessly at him. ‘Well, I think it would be very difficult to arrange something so quickly because, well, these things take time. No transaction, no business, goes down that fast, especially when, you know, things are not, strictly speaking, entirely legal.’


‘I’m fine for today, but tomorrow we have a rehearsal and I don’t know whether I can survive without. Ok, of course I could, easily, no problem, but I don’t want to. Because everyone knows what they have to do, but still nobody’s obeying, they still find time for stupid questions, still… But I’m boring you, aren’t I? I just need a little something so that I’ll be a bit more lenient. Is that doable? Please don’t say it isn’t.’


Gordon chewed his steak and nodded sympathetically. As Evan raised his eyebrows questioningly, he took three quick bites and had trouble swallowing. He put a hand to his chest and washed the chunk of meat down with a sip of wine.


‘You know, of course, well, at home I have a little. If I remember correctly, I put something aside for hard times, but in any case I don’t need it right now, you know, I’ve started with meditation and that really, really, helps, maybe if… Will you come with me? After lunch I have post-yoga – Cambrian, deuterian, and I can’t even remember what, all these new things from up north, everyone in this town is just mad about them.’


Evan appreciated extremes. Sometimes he worked out until his nose bled. He despised meditation. But in moments of need honesty is unbecoming.


‘That’s kind of tricky, I already have an appointment.’


‘With whom?’


He’d never figured out whether Gordon’s unbearable curiosity was a personality flaw or just part of a sponsor’s job.


‘With…Oksana.’


‘The actress?’


He nodded.


‘Ah, Evan, you lech.’


‘No, it’s not like that.’


‘Aha.’ Gordon winked. His curl leant to the right.


‘Fine. Believe what you want. But why didn’t you bring any with you?’


‘Any what?’


‘mAk.’


Gordon put a finger to his lips.


‘Not by name, please. Here even the lights are listening in.’


High up on the ceiling, the lights were buzzing lazily and they did not have ears. The old man and the woman left. The long-haired guy was suddenly standing near their table. He was gazing into the space behind Gordon’s head. Perhaps he’d been hypnotized by the curl. Evan remained conciliatory.


‘Fine, I’m sorry, but still…’


‘What?’


Gordon was ineffectually feigning ignorance. Evan gritted his teeth.


‘Why didn’t you bring any with you? I wrote to you that I’d run out.’


‘Because now it’s banned. You know what they’d do with me if… I don’t even dare think about it. They’d throw me out, no chance of appeal, and then back home, my goodness, the last thing I need now…that gives me the chills…home.’


Home. A simple noun Evan felt somewhere up around his Adam’s apple. Cold. Prickly. Home is the place where they can’t turn you away, apparently. But what if you ask them to? If you beg them nevertheless to send you away, somewhere, anywhere?
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They lived in a stone bungalow on the shores of the Mediterranean. He lived in a terraced house, on the edge of town, not far away, with Mother, with Father, with Sister. They lived in a flat, fifth floor, a skyscraper, in a residential part of town, pretty comfortable, hard to complain. He lived in a student ghetto, alongside nitwits and crazies, horny lads, babes. They lived abroad – if you can call something ‘abroad’ just because it’s not home, even though you know everybody and know how things work and everything is pretty much the same as it was in the old place. He lived on the road, hardly alone. And with people, and sometimes in love. He’d lived, they’d say. He’d lived in Edo, way up high, higher than ever. He never
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‘Let me put it this way. You drop by my place, tonight after your, hmm, visit, I’ll go to meditation, let’s meet at, say, around seven, my place, ok? The risk is yours. I will sleep peacefully. If you get caught, I’ll be on the chopping block because I’m the one who’s supposed to protect you from, hmm, wrongful handling, but all right, we’d be able to settle it at the consulate since they go pretty easy on foreigners, especially invited foreigners. Unless they want to make an example of you. Which I doubt.’


Evan smiled. He should never be an example for anyone. He couldn’t imagine anyone scrambling after his fate. Although that fate didn’t look bad – from the outside it all seemed fine, which was a good thing, since a great part of your fate consists of how others see it, but if they knew, if they really knew – it was a fate no one would want to have to live out. Gordon had made him happy. The hour precise, the promise nice. He liked clarity. He looked at his watch. A little past four.


‘Good, great, it’s a date. Seven, your place. I’ll take a taxi.’


‘Taxis aren’t so bad,’ mused Gordon. ‘It’s mainly just the public transport unions, the environmentalists, the rabble that’s doing the scare-mongering, to pack more people into buses and trains. You’re more likely to suffocate under someone’s armpit than to run into a serial killer in that hustle and bustle. You’d have to have awful luck.’


Evan didn’t have any kind of luck. The pancakes were gone. Gordon didn’t finish his steak. He crossed his fork and knife and, satisfied, stroked his belly. Even the curl was obviously full since it was no longer forcing its way up into the air. It split in two and stretched itself over the baldness.


‘Dessert?’ said Gordon.


‘After pancakes? What should I have? Meatballs?’


Gordon laughed.


‘Yes, yes, of course not. Ok, then nothing. We done?’


They emptied their glasses and rose in tandem. The chair legs silently slipped away. They sized each other up. Gordon was taller and narrow-shouldered, but his indolent belly spilt over his belt. Evan would jump out of a skyscraper if he suddenly found himself trapped in a body like that. He didn’t envy him. Maybe it was indifference. It couldn’t be very easy for him, a whole life with such an awful figure.


They walked off. Evan looked back, force of habit, to see if he’d forgotten something, and saw the waiters, how quickly they cleared the table, like ants picking a bone clean. He thought the long-haired guy was following him, though it might have been just a coincidence.


The hostess took affectionate leave of them. His imagination lapped her up. He’d like to give it a go, but time was running out and he was low on energy. Lust is risky. Age had rendered him more careful. He liked to be in control, to have complete control, and carnal needs soon shrivel once you consider everything they can generate. Children, venereal disease, offended and whacky women are the least that could happen to you. The worst is sudden boredom and the feeling you have, right after you’ve squirted out blind passion, that you’ve lowered your standards. Anyway, he was allowed to do dirty things with her in his mind.
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Her greedy eyes. Was her skin made of cream? Was she pretending? Was it all the same to her? Maybe she was lying. Each time, again and again, doubt. How to trust? He’d never really trusted her, he’d had no reason to, not even a need to, and if she latched on to him, fine, and if at some moment, just like that, without thinking, she left, then so be it…but himself? How could he trust himself, if he was always waking up in a different skin?
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They stuck out their hands. Though Gordon’s was limp and moist, Evan grabbed the whole hand and looked him in the eye as they shook. Almost flirtatiously. He smiled at Gordon.


‘At seven.’


‘At seven.’


Gordon disappeared into the crowd, but Evan stood still. He had a few hours to kill. Maybe he’d run through the script again, though he already knew it by heart. Every time he leafed through it, it seemed lousier and lousier. If he tried to fix it at this stage, the actors would murder him. They’d all praised it – who was he to think his judgement was worth so much more than theirs?


Someone grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around. When they looked into each other’s eyes, Evan got scared for a moment. The long-haired guy from MUD was smiling, but his face bore a threat. Evan shook off his hand.


‘What?’


‘That bald poofter is going to rip you off.’


He withdrew and looked left and right, as if he was expecting help from somewhere.


‘Come on, wait, wait a second. He’ll rip you off, I said. I heard him. Forty?!! Shit, give me forty and you can take a bath in mAk.’


‘I don’t know what you heard, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


The guy with the long black hair showed his teeth, pressed his chin to his chest and looked up at him past his forehead.


‘You have no idea, you say?’


Evan shrugged his shoulders and forced himself to smile. ‘A misunderstanding.’


‘A misunderstanding,’ repeated the long-haired guy, reluctantly. He grabbed hold of the braid that had started dangling along his side and swung it back where it belonged. A mocking grin crept over his face. ‘Good. Good.’


Evan didn’t know what to say – he stared stupidly at him and tried to keep his face steady. A pigeon flew past his head. The long-haired guy took a white business card out of his pocket and waved it in front of Evan’s nose.


‘In case you ever prefer an understanding.’


Evan received it cautiously, took another step back and looked at it.


Lefkas Saito – a middleman, a number. On the back a scribbled address. In the bottom right corner a cryptic note, in tiny font – habeas cor?


By the time he looked up, Lefkas had disappeared. He glanced around. Two dogs were fighting loudly, dragging their owners by the leash. A student was explaining his views on abortion to his girlfriend, dismembered snatches of conversations on the street, justice – ethics – necessity.


Laughter into mobiles. The hollering of hot-dog vendors. A cloud hid the sun for a second, casting darkness upon the passers-by before the wind blew the darkness apart. Furtive glances among the promenade of sunglasses. The skyscrapers swayed with the footsteps. Evan didn’t know where to go.
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He entered in complete silence, took off his shoes and, from behind the closed door, listened in as she cried on the phone.


‘…I know. I know. But, Mum…Mum, listen to me, I know that for a long time we haven’t…Mum…I know…I know…Yes, Mum, list—…Mum, will you listen to me? Now that I’m calling you, would you rather not hear from me for another year?… All right. No, please, listen, just listen.’


Brazen eavesdropping.


‘I lied to him. I don’t know, I don’t know why. What? It doesn’t matter. Just listen. Now I’m all entangled in this bloody lie and I don’t know how to get out of it. What? Please, just listen. I want to get out of it but not that way, not by admitting it and not by getting out of it with an even bigger lie. Can’t you understand? It’s not important, what. No, not that. There’s no other man, Mum, I didn’t. I don’t want… Mum, I don’t want to. It’s hard. Did you ever lie to Dad? No, I don’t want to know. Please, Mum. Please. What should I do?… I don’t want to. No. I can’t. He’ll leave. Nothing. And he’ll be right. Mum, please. Can we meet up? Yes. Ok. Yes. Ok, Mum. Sorry.’


Tears are a concoction of hormones that balance out emotional turmoil. Imbibing someone’s tears gives you a glimpse of their inner countenance. She sobbed and snorted, then banged a fist on the floor. Evan slipped his shoes back on and crept away. As long as it was his child.
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He put the card in his pocket and set out blindly for anywhere. He soaked up the energy of the city and committed himself to not stopping. He felt sweat on his back. He hoped that the line of sweat wasn’t visible. He avoided reflections in shop windows. He knew what he looked like, for three quarters of his life he’d been looking into mirrors, now he’d stopped with that. They’d had to take away the mirror from the bathroom in his flat. The last thing that you want in the morning is to look into the old, wrinkled face of someone you can’t shoo away. He ran a finger around his mouth and held it up in front of his eyes. Brown. Someone could have told him. He was a chocolate clown. Again he rubbed hard. He ran his tongue over his teeth and rubbed his eyes, then brushed his hand over his hair and patted it down. The wind blew away his effort. Forget it, he said. It’s all the same. Nobody’s looking at you. That was sad, but liberating. We’re all alone and nobody really sees anyone.


He’d splurge on a massage. So much for commitments. Now he was no longer shy about going in and demanding to be touched. An old woman stood in front of the door, her mouth agape and tongue sliding along her lips. He went past her and entered the long, empty hallway. On the floor was a worn-out carpet that had perhaps been green at some time but was now just a dusty grey. The bare walls had been freshly whitewashed and were punctured by doors.


He went through the first door and found himself in some sort of temple. The rows of benches were sparsely planted with protruding heads. In the transparent half-darkness one could see over to the altar, a stone table with a single candle flickering on it. He wanted to leave when a fat man in a red cloak stepped in front of the table, jingling a copper bell, and lifted his arms, screaming.


‘We are all cockroaches in the kingdom of gnosis!’


That did it. He didn’t even try not to slam the door as he left. It reverberated down the hallway and the voice of the nuisance disappeared. Evan had been brought up Catholic, at university he’d fancied himself a nihilist, and now he believed in neither nothing nor coincidence. The fact that he existed was just another abhorrent, incomplete, unexecuted idea. He puffed his cheeks and popped them with his hands.


So much for existence.


A scabby, cross-eyed man bumped into him –


‘Lost your way, didn’t you? Hee, hee, hee. Behind these here doors, they’ll rub you down like you’re some king, some king. A happy ending and, if you’re into it, a happy start too. Hee, hee, hee. I’m dry now, totally dry. Ha!’


– and ran off into the street. Evan lost his desire for a massage, but didn’t want to be immediately behind him. The man disgusted him. For a happy ending he’d need much more than a woman’s fingers, and for a happy start it was already way too late. Everything was hollow. He looked out. He left.


The shop windows flickered past like late-night TV shows. Unexciting cubes of despair. Click-step. Next. Dolls, dead dolls, staring into the nothingness. Containers of sand, dust, plates of spices. Mendacious premonitions of laughter, happiness and joy, hidden behind price tags. Silk scarves, drawn out like slimy trails of snails, techno-nails, rivets, pliers…click.


They’d carved a park among the skyscrapers. A few benches, a pathway, a pair of overly sheared shrubs, nothing special. One bench was free. Evan stretched out on it and shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand.
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Troubling dreams. When he awoke, he didn’t know where he was. An old man with a hearing aid and monstrous glasses was standing over him.


‘The park’s closing. You’ll have to get up.’


‘What time is it?’


‘Nothing but junkies here at night. They mess up everything. And I have to clean up after them.’


‘Ok. But do you perhaps have the time?’


‘I do. Someone died last time, right there on that bench you’re sleeping on. I had to call and then they interrogated me… I don’t have time to be interrogated. I know nothing. I’ve never known anything.’


Evan got up and tottered drunkenly towards the street.


‘How about a thanks?’


He looked at him, the old man in the green suit, with the rake in his hands.


‘Drop dead.’


The old man clutched his chest, shook and sat down. The rake fell.


Evan stopped.


‘It’s seven o’clock,’ was the grave reply.


‘Thank you.’


‘No need for thanks. At least I know something, at least I know the ti…’


Evan was already on the street flagging a taxi down. He got into the first one that stopped. He had no fears. He’d never had bad luck. He’d never had anything. A woman was driving, which surprised him. She looked old, though he couldn’t say how old. Grey curls curled around the forehead, and at the neck tucked into the collar of a blouse. They greeted each other.


‘Where to?’ she asked.


He had to think. He gave her the address.


‘How much?’ he asked.


‘It’s not far. Three.’


‘Aha. I meant how much time will it take. I’m in a bit of a hurry.’


‘Ten minutes, fifteen if we hit red lights.’


‘Good.’


The people blended into the pavements. His mind went blank. He gawked.


‘Where are you from?’ she asked him.


He looked wearily at her in the rear-view mirror. Her face shone with something like happiness. He didn’t dare to be rude.


‘From Europe.’


‘That’s far.’


‘Yes. And you?’


‘From everywhere, from nowhere. You know how it is. You forget everything.’


‘You’ve forgotten where you’re from?’


‘It’s all the same. I don’t know, maybe… I was born somewhere near India, I think. Spent my childhood on a ship. What can I say? A citizen of the seas.’


‘Nice.’


‘Really?’


‘Why not?’


‘It’s hard to grow roots out at sea.’


‘Would you like to? I’ve had a lot of trouble yanking them out.’


‘Are you better off now?’


‘No.’


‘Well, there you are.’


She was silent.


‘What are you doing in Edo?’


Hoping it will end soon, leaving no trace.


‘I’m a director. In the theatre.’


‘Bravo!’


‘But you don’t know whether I’m any good.’


‘If you’re here, you must be.’


‘If you only knew.’


‘Ah, you have doubts? That’s healthy. Better than blind self-confidence, yes?’


He didn’t answer. An ambulance siren filled the air. He opened his mouth and leant his forehead against the window. Every hole in the road shook him, but he didn’t move his head. The rattling of his skull roused him from foggy despair. Before going to bed he’d gladly down one more bag of mAk. He hoped Gordon had more.


‘We’re here.’


She turned into a sloping driveway. Gordon lived in a luxurious house that he shared with five other sponsors. A doorman opened the taxi door. Evan rummaged around in his pocket for change and paid her. Five.


‘Thank you.’


She winked at him in encouragement. He smiled. Even taxi drivers pitied him. He got out before she could give him any change.


The doorman was a tall man with close-cropped hair and teeth like a row of blank dominoes.


‘Are you a client?’ he asked as they walked towards the door.


Evan nodded.


‘Whose, if I may?’


‘Gordon’s.’


The doorman stopped.


‘I do not quite know how to tell you this, sir, but Mr Falstaff has just been arrested.’


‘What?’ Evan’s heart stopped.


‘Do not worry, it’s probably nothing, there has surely been a mistake.’


‘A misunderstanding,’ said Evan.


‘Yes, yes, that’s it, I guess.’


They stood in front of the door. Evan peeked inside.


‘So he’s not here?’


‘They took him to the station.’


‘Why was he arrested? Do you know?’


The doorman leant towards him.


‘Drugs, they say. Nonsense, if you ask me. Today they banned them and they’re already bullying…’


‘Maybe they want to make an example of him.’


The doorman raised his eyebrows.


‘I hadn’t thought of that.’


Evan smiled knowingly. The sun had disappeared behind the peaks of skyscrapers, and they were engulfed by darkness. The doorman crossed his hands and tried politely, through his body language, to intimate that he should leave. If Gordon was not here, then he had no reason for being here. But he did. He had a damned good reason. He’d come for a very specific purpose – and certainly not just to stare again into Gordon’s dishevelled half-bald head. He’d come for what he’d been promised, and he didn’t care whether Gordon had landed in detention, or jail, or wherever. He quietly ground his heel into the asphalt.


‘Is there anything else I can help you with?’ asked the doorman.


‘Did Gordon leave anything for me?’


The doorman thought about it and shook his head.


‘Nothing.’


‘Are you sure?’


He raised his head, as if seeking the answer in a street lamp, and shook his head again.


‘Maybe he left it with someone else…’


‘Sir, I’ve been here the whole day. I was here when he came home. He went into his flat and right after that the police stormed in.’


‘They were in his flat?’


The doorman’s patience was wearing thin.


‘Yes, they were. If I can do anything else to help you… otherwise…’


‘No, I understand. It’s just that he promised me something, and I desperately need it.’ He bit his tongue. Everyone needs something, but when that need is drug-related desperation seems so tawdry. He didn’t care even enough to deny it. The doorman straightened up and frowned.


‘Sir, he did not leave anything for you. Please, if that is all…’


Evan shook his head nervously and turned to leave. The doorman relaxed, but then Evan dashed towards the door and smashed into it. It was locked. He looked foolishly at the doorman, who smiled at him, took a card out of his pocket and waved it.


‘That won’t work, sir. Now I must ask you to leave.’


Evan muttered a docile excuse me and, with his head tucked between his shoulders, slunk away. He threw a few more threatening glances in the doorman’s direction, thought about how he might distract him, relieve him of the card, looked out for a drain he could shimmy up to a window, slip inside, and rummage through everything… Out on the pavement he admitted defeat. He kicked a can and it flew high in the air, bounced off the tarp on a parked lorry and landed back on the ground.
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By way of a greeting he told the cab driver, ‘Not in the mood for talking. Take me home.’ The cab driver obeyed. During the drive he silently nursed neurosis. When they arrived, he puked it out onto the pavement. Pancakes. The viscous chocolate remnants sluiced into the gutter. He wiped his mouth and staggered inside, where the receptionist instantly accosted him.


‘Mr Z—!’


Evan didn’t look at him; he waved a hand and tried to get to the lift right away. He felt entirely open to the annoying encroachment of strangers, while he just wanted the safety of his room, to be shut away, locked away, alone. The receptionist didn’t let it rest.


‘Mr Z—! You have a visitor.’


He ignored him. He dragged himself to the lift, where he pressed the button at regular intervals. The doors opened and he already had one foot inside when he heard her.


‘Eeeevan.’


She’d whispered into his right ear, but when he turned, there was no one there.


Her smile now came from the other side. She grabbed him by the shoulder and gently pulled him to her. When she looked at him, her smile faded.


‘Eeeevan, you look a mess.’


The doors were closing. He stuck a hand between them. They bit him, ever so gently, before moving apart again.


‘I’ve had a bad day, Oksana.’


‘You look it. What happened?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Nothing is bad?’ Her eyes were innocently wide-set, curious, slightly stupid, cow-like in their depth.


‘Nothing is bad.’


‘Better than bad, is nothing?’


Tired, he smiled.


‘I need a shower, Oksana… Are we… Did we have a date? What time is it? I’m late, no? At seven? Sorry.’


‘I was mad,’ she said.


He nodded.


‘Sorry.’


She reached out for his cheek. He wanted to withdraw, but failed. Eyes closed, he swayed into her touch. She entered the lift and pulled him in behind her. He was expecting a kiss, but when he opened his eyes she was staring at the floor. He went over to her and lifted her chin. She wriggled free. That didn’t surprise him.


He didn’t care. The red numbers increased. The lift went up with a gentle murmur of metal.


‘You’re going to wash up,’ she said.


He ran a finger around his mouth. Chocolate again. He swore under his breath.


‘I will.’
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She was dressed in a white evening gown and wearing anklets in open-toed, high-heeled shoes. She looked beautiful. She showed cleavage but managed to remain tasteful. She’d tried to powder over the birthmark on her neck. What was she ashamed of? It was in the shape of a crescent. Her hands weren’t the hands of a lady, so they betrayed what she had been before. Cracked skin on her fingertips, the echoes of blisters. Her hands had been gnawed by the earth. They’d turned hay, beaten cows, and, dammit, shovelled shit. And now they held him.


They entered the flat. Evan turned on the light and asked her to sit down. She didn’t cross her legs. They were pale, smooth, not wholly thin, with a hint of flab here and there. Under her left knee, barely visible, was a scar. She’d never told him from what. From kneeling before some unknown deity, before a strict father, before a cruel lover… Or just an abrasion of the soul, engraved into the place you hide when you worship. Her knees were just touching. He couldn’t look between them.
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