

[image: Illustration]




The Edge




The Edge


JAMIE COLLINSON


[image: Illustration]




For my family




 


 


‘It was easy enough to despise the world, but decidedly difficult to find any other habitable region.’


Edith Wharton
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At 6.15 p.m. on Tuesday 9 May, Adam Fairhead was out on the Los Angeles river, looking for a nice bird. Back in London, he could’ve made a joke about that, but no one here would get it.


The sun was dipping behind the ridges of Griffith Park, its light fractured by the tall hedge to his right and dancing in soft little shards on the concrete bike path. On the other side of this green barrier – the base of which was littered with the detritus of the river’s derelict residents – was the I-5 freeway. Its hum was incessant, but it didn’t bother Adam. The scene to his left had a raw sort of beauty, and it was there that his eyes were constantly drawn.


Bliss, he thought, breathing in the aquatically tinged air. Work was definitively over for the day. It was the middle of the night in the UK, and past nine on America’s East Coast. He hadn’t received an email in over an hour. And this, his favourite walk, allowed him the sense of having taken some exercise – thus earning him a drink – as well as the opportunity to see something wild and beautiful. After a day spent grimacing his way through meetings – with marketing teams, managers, artists and staff – it was just what he needed.


So far, he hadn’t seen much of interest. In the wide, shallow flats beneath the Los Feliz Boulevard bridge, there’d been the usual array of black-necked stilts – towering on their improbable, skinny red legs – and a scraggy old great blue heron, frozen, Zen-like, with its dagger bill pointed straight down at the water, ready to stab a passing, unlucky fish.


But these were everyday birds, the regular features of his visits to the river. He was hoping for something more interesting – the furtive green heron he’d seen a week or so back, perhaps. The plover-like bird he’d been unable to identify. Maybe the chattering, frantic belted kingfisher he’d seen the previous evening.


So far, no luck. His recent passion for birding had revealed to Adam, however, that despite lifelong evidence to the contrary, he was actually capable of patience. Birding trips were enjoyable whether they produced much or not. Looking was distracting. The walk wasn’t spoiled by thinking about the past, or his mind eating itself over some problem at the office. Birding was quite clearly good for the soul.


Not that he was quite ready to come out, regarding this strange new pastime of his. Not in any professional setting, anyway. Not even to Angelina. She wouldn’t understand.


Sofia would have understood. She would have encouraged him, in fact, and probably thought it all quite cool. But he hadn’t realized how cool she was, and as a result she was long since gone.


He glanced up at the San Gabriel mountains, a looming wall of jagged green, marbled in off-white, blocking off the skyline to the north. Silent and a little forbidding, like sentinels, checking the city’s careless sprawl from seeping any further.


At the weekend, he could be back up there. Take another long, solitary trek in the alpine wilderness, quite literally away from it all. The thought gave him an electric thrill. For a hiker, it was a little like having a huge chunk of the Scottish Highlands directly outside London.


His eyes snagged on the highest visible point – Strawberry Peak, a deceptive name if ever there was one. Seeing it doused the thrill a little bit, because he’d recently chickened out of climbing it. ‘The Mountaineers’ Path’ had been too much for him. Standing on its narrow ridge, he’d been overcome by fear. Now, it lingered in his mind, bothering him like an itch he couldn’t scratch.


Still, hiking and birding were officially Good Things; healthy new habits that had blossomed with his move to LA. Now, it was simply a case of shedding all the bad ones he’d brought along with him. As it was, he sometimes felt like a half-emerged butterfly, trying to tear himself free of his caterpillar past.


He lowered his eyes back to the river. A homeless man wearing wraparound sunglasses was doing press-ups against a buttress below him. He was topless, his jeans smeared with dirt. His upper body was, Adam had to admit, quite impressive. The late sun shone on his coffee-coloured skin, the muscles big enough to cast shadows on his flesh.


A hundred feet lower down still, beyond the sloping concrete bank of the river, a very fat, bald man was lying in a shallow, sunny spot of green water, bathing happily.


The river was, Adam reflected, a very strange place indeed. Not a river at all in fact, but rather a concrete drainage channel, designed to ensure that excess water from the mountains could be directed safely through the city. Not that there’d been much excess water in Los Angeles in the four years Adam had lived there.


If you looked at the centre of the channel, perhaps blocking out the dirty white banks with your hands, the scene was genuinely bucolic. A wide stripe of rampant, sprouting green vegetation ran along the river’s middle, for as far as the eye could see. Smooth plains of blue-green water slipped either side of it, bringing to mind – an English one, at least – lazy notions of messing about on a river.


There was a narrower sub-channel within the flora, and Adam had often imagined slowly canoeing along this, high walls of green blocking off the harsh urbanity either side of him. It would be like floating through a jungle, he thought.


From where he stood now, on the bank beside the freeway, the smell of the water was strong in his nostrils. He always caught this smell before his first sight of the river itself, lingering over the concrete of Los Feliz Boulevard as he approached his walk. A slightly dank, green smell of underwater vegetation. Not unpleasant, and shockingly wild, in the midst of the city.


The water couldn’t be too dirty, he knew, because it sustained fish and the birds that hunted them. Also, the fat, bald man had been bathing in it every night of the summer – often with friends – and it didn’t seem to have done him any harm.


In fact, the river appeared to sustain homeless people – of whom Los Angeles had a great, disturbing many – as well as it did birds. Whether it was the relative beauty of the place, the water to bathe in, or simply the opportunity to make a home somewhere secluded, Adam didn’t know.


He was passing one of the smaller camps even now. An ancient shopping trolley had been parked up at a crazy angle beside the bike path. Beneath it was a pair of battered old shoes. A short incline led to a spot where the hedge had thickened into a broad band of foliage, providing a barrier to the worst of the I-5’s sound and stink. Here, several filthy, well-worn tents had been pitched. One of them, larger than the others, was made of pieces of stained tarpaulin roped over trees. What looked like a small garbage dump was piled into a gap between it and the fence. Adam resisted the temptation to stare at the settlement. He didn’t want to be impolite.


He walked the river as many evenings as he could, whenever he was freed from the tyranny of working dinners, working drinks or working gigs. One of the things he’d come to learn from doing so was that the river’s homeless were, as yet at least, unfailingly polite. They smiled, nodded and said hello. They bathed, biked or worked out. The sadder ones made urgent, distraught walks along the bike path, alarmingly overdressed for the hot weather. Not one of them had ever asked Adam for money.


Yet another of LA’s many eccentricities, he thought.


A cyclist hurtled past him, a broad, sweating man clad in skintight Lycra bearing dozens of unfamiliar logos. Strange, this logo-wearing, Adam thought. What distinguished amateur cycling from, say, amateur tennis, when it came to logos? Why bother advertising a load of brands when you weren’t being paid to do so?


At the edge of the water, their upper bodies lit orange by the last band of sun, a pair of men were fishing in silence. Adam paused to look at a row of cormorants, perched on a power line, apparently basking in the day’s late warmth. He’d almost reached the dilapidated Sunnynook footbridge when he heard a woman’s voice.


‘Hey!’ it said, shouting. ‘You.’


Adam turned around, and saw a tall, slim woman crossing the footbridge with her bike. She was dressed in a blue jacket and skintight, brightly patterned workout pants, a bike helmet and purposeful-looking sunglasses.


‘Me?’ Adam said.


‘Yes.’ She’d almost reached him and was walking quickly, her expression urgent. Adam felt his pulse quicken a little.


‘Are you birding?’ she said as she came to a stop.


‘Yes,’ he replied, glancing at his binoculars. He wondered if he’d somehow broken some strange local bylaw forbidding it.


The woman removed her sunglasses. She had quite bright blue eyes, which shone a little with excitement. Adam was taken aback by her prettiness.


‘There’s an osprey,’ she said. ‘There.’


She pointed towards a tree, beneath the power line on which the cormorants were perching. Adam raised his binoculars.


‘I can’t see it…’ he said, lowering them again. His pulse was thudding now. ‘That tree?’ He pointed.


‘Hold on,’ she said. She placed the bike against the railing, and leaned in towards Adam, looking along his line of sight. She smelled good, he noticed. A light spiciness of hair shampoo, and what he thought might be her own, actual smell, which was equally pleasant. His skin tingled a little where her jacket was touching him.


‘No, sorry,’ she said. ‘There. The one to the left.’


He looked again. Sure enough, a flash of white caught his eye. When he levelled the binoculars, they settled on a perching osprey. A star bird, he thought, a wave of excitement rushing through him. A large, slightly shaggy-looking raptor, with light brown outer parts, a lethal bill and huge yellow eyes. Its head was tucked down against its bright white breast as it stared at the water, looking for prey. Adam realized he’d been holding his breath, and now he gasped.


The woman giggled. ‘Isn’t that great? I thought you’d want to see it. Sorry if I freaked you out.’


‘Don’t be sorry,’ he said, smiling at her. ‘It’s amazing. That’s made my night.’


He raised the binoculars again. ‘You have to go an awful long way to see one of those, where I’m from,’ he said.


‘You’re British?’ she asked.


‘Yes.’ He was pleased she hadn’t said Australian, which was what most Angelenos accused him of being.


‘But they must be there, surely?’ she said. ‘The European bird is the same species, I think.’


Adam felt a flutter of novice’s fear.


‘Pretty much wiped them out,’ he said. ‘There’s a few in Scotland and up in north-west England.’


He glanced at the woman, who’d screwed up her face. ‘Why would they do that?’ she asked.


‘Egg collecting, pesticides. Jealousy over trout. That sort of thing.’


‘That’s awful,’ she said, frowning as she picked up her bike again.


‘Here,’ he said quickly. ‘Take a look.’


‘Oh…’ She reached towards him, but hesitated.


‘I don’t have pink-eye,’ Adam told her, grinning. Many Americans, he knew, had an irrational fear of conjunctivitis.


She gave a quick, sudden laugh, and made a gimme gesture with a bike-gloved hand.


He lifted the binoculars’ straps over his head and handed them to her. As she raised them to her eyes, Adam guiltily allowed his own to run down over her body. He was fairly sure this habit had intensified unhealthily in LA, where the temptations of bared flesh were year-round, and workout pants rife.


‘Beautiful,’ the woman said, handing back his binoculars and smiling. ‘It’s great that the river can sustain one. Didn’t use to be that way.’


Suddenly she had her bike’s handlebars in her hands, and was wheeling it away from him.


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Very much.’


‘You’re welcome,’ she replied, swinging a shapely leg over her saddle and showing him a perfect, workout-panted behind. ‘I didn’t want you to miss it.’


Adam watched her cycle off. A shameful notion of looking at her through the binoculars surfaced in his mind, and he banished it. Sometimes he worried he was becoming a creep. All this time spent in self-induced solitude. Maybe it wasn’t good for him. Perhaps he was too old to be on his own. Back home, every one of his circle of friends in London had settled down, most of them having children now too. He’d had his own chance, of course, and he’d comprehensively blown it.


But that was then, and this was now.


As he peered at the osprey again, taking in the vicious hook of its bill, and the sharp talons that held it steady as a rock on its narrow branch, he thought of Angelina. Could he settle down with her, he wondered? He pictured the wedding. It would take place in some mansion in the hills, where they usually did launch parties or photo shoots. Angelina would probably use the vows as an opportunity to showcase one of her poems. He might end up one of those people who got married in sunglasses.


No, he thought, sternly. He’d let worry creep in, and that was not to be encouraged. For one thing, it was a sure way to ruin the birding.


As though in agreement, the osprey launched itself lightly from its perch and scythed down to the water in a silent, graceful arc. Just before it hit the surface, it folded itself into a broad arrow, talons reaching forward almost to its head. A split second later it rose once more, wings beating upwards in a shower of silver droplets, the gleaming crescent of a large fish caught firmly in its triumphant grip.


‘Yes!’ Adam found himself shouting.


‘Yeah bro!’ someone yelled back. Adam turned to see a bone-thin bum, riding past on a child’s bicycle, grinning and pumping his fist, careering off into the oncoming night.
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On the way home, in a celebratory mood, he stopped off at his local Thai place. The women who worked there – unsmiling yet friendly – welcomed him in, fussing him into his usual seat and asking where he’d been during the week or so since his last visit. He ordered a huge meal of tom yum soup and a sizzling Weeping Tiger, washing it down with two very cold beers.


The evening’s remaining hours were spent nestled away in his living room, blinds drawn, lamplight mellow on the varnished wooden floor. In his previous life in London, he’d seemed to be rarely at home. Lately though, his craving for the sanctuary and solitude of his apartment had almost become a concern. The temptations of drink and memory were a constant risk, but social life had started to make him feel anxious.


Tonight though, he had a vivid new experience to ponder. The thrill of the bird and the memory of the woman who’d shown it to him hovered in his mind. He wrote up his impressions of the osprey and read a novel on the couch, limiting himself to two glasses of wine. Occasionally, a creak from the building’s wooden frame told him that his landlady was moving around next door. Otherwise, there was just the sound of endless traffic on the Hollywood freeway, or a Harley’s pop-and-snarl on Sunset Boulevard.


Just as he was dragging himself off the couch to go to bed, his phone emitted the soft, sinister sound of an incoming video call. He picked it up off the coffee table, frowning at the picture of his mother on the screen. To ignore it would have been too awful. He swiped to accept.


The more recent incarnation of his mother’s face appeared on the screen. Short grey hair, square jaw, downturned mouth. A hint of the same cheekbones he had. The eyes above them were closed, opening briefly every few seconds in an inverse blink. Behind her, a nurse moved across the neutral décor of the room she was in.


‘Hi, Mum,’ Adam said.


‘Now then,’ she said. Her voice was very clear, at odds with the dopey frown of medicated pain.


‘How’re you doing?’ Adam asked. His heart was beating faster, and he felt anxiety clutch around it. Turning the phone to the side, he drained the dregs of his white wine.


‘Could be worse,’ she said. ‘You?’


‘Same,’ he said. ‘You just caught me. I was about to go to bed.’


Her jaw moved in a gurn. ‘Late there, is it?’


‘10.30.’


‘Right. Thought it might be a good time to catch you. Early here.’ The eyelids opened, the eyes within struggling to focus, presumably on his own digitized image. A miniature version of this was at the top right of the screen, and he tried not to look at it.


‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.


She grunted. ‘No change really.’


‘It’ll be tennis season soon, won’t it, the French Open? Are you looking forward to that?’


His mother had been a lifelong tennis fan and competitive player. Adam remembered many a happy, hot summer afternoon, watching her from old, stackable plastic chairs with his father and sister. The heated-rubber smells of the all-weather courts and new balls; the old clubhouse with crates of small orange juice cartons he was allowed to raid. Happiness radiating from his mum if she’d played a good game, spreading to him from snatched hugs between sets.


‘I can’t watch it any more,’ she said. ‘Can’t concentrate. I’ve been knitting.’


‘Well, that’s good,’ Adam said. ‘What are you making?’


‘Dishcloths. Anything else takes too long to finish.’ Her eyes focused on him once again, and a thin smile stiffened her lips.


‘You know me,’ she said. ‘Get bored easily. More so now.’


‘Still don’t like to sit still, eh?’


‘No, I don’t. Do you want a dishcloth? I can make you one.’


‘Maybe when I see you,’ he said.


But her attention, like the sweep of a lighthouse’s beam, had turned away.


‘Mum?’ he said after a moment.


Her chin twitched upwards. ‘Have you spoken to your sister?’ she asked.


‘Not for a while.’


‘Why not?’


‘I’ve been busy.’


‘You’ll have to make some effort, you know.’


Adam’s sister lived in Malaysia. While there’d been no open conflict between them, one appeared to have grown slowly, like a cancer. It seemed to him that she thought him a fool.


‘I’ll write to her.’


‘When are you going to come to England?’


‘Christmas, I think.’


‘To London?’


‘No, Mum. I’ll come to Somerset.’


‘What about moving back properly?’ she said. ‘Have you got it all planned?’


The chance of his move had come at the same time her condition had been diagnosed. He’d told her it would be two years at most, and he’d meant it at the time. ‘Well, you must take the opportunity,’ she’d said. ‘That’s what they say, isn’t it?’ And she’d quoted his father. ‘“You only regret what you don’t do.”’ His father, though, hadn’t been quite as experimental in his approach to life as Adam had.


‘They want to keep me here a bit longer,’ he said. ‘I’m still going to come back, eventually.’


She seemed to flinch, but that was one of the things she did whether there was a stimulus or not. How could he tell what had caused it this time?


His fists were clenched painfully, and he relaxed them. There was a Xanax in his bathroom cabinet, he remembered. Someone at a party had given him one when he’d asked what they were like. Until now, he’d been too scared to try it.


His mother’s face had turned downward, like a deactivated radar dish.


‘I’ll look forward to Christmas,’ she said, her voice slurring.


‘Mum?’ he said.


‘Hmm,’ she grunted.


‘Is there anything I can send?’


‘No, love. I’m OK. Lovely nurses here.’


From somewhere behind her, another lady shouted something.


‘I’ve been making dishcloths,’ his mother said. ‘Want one?’


‘It’s alright, Mum.’


For a moment, he simply watched her face.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


The screen went black.
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He’d dreamed of Sofia, and his thoughts were choked with her when he woke on Wednesday morning. From bitter experience, he knew that there was only one solution to this: get straight out of bed and into the day’s distractions.


Mornings in LA were beautiful, which helped. He walked through to the living room and raised the blinds, banishing the ghosts of the previous evening. Standing by the window, he took deep sips of coffee and looked out. The world beyond was bathed in a soft, hazy light that hung over the world like a golden veil, softening the lawns and sidewalks and the palm fronds high overhead.


If I could just stand here for a while, he thought. Leave this new day as a canvas yet to be spoiled. But that was impossible. This moment of purity and calm never lasted long, because every weekday morning was ruined by a torrential downpour of emails.


Even if he’d lately resisted the temptation to scan them in bed, on his phone, and thus delayed the panic they induced, they’d still be there, waiting. A row of a hundred or so bolded, pregnant subject lines.


Adam worked in the music business, for a company whose head office was in London. Once, this company had been a fringe affair which had quietly but consistently released records across the spectrum of guitar music. More recently, in the words of its proud, online mission statement, it had ‘hybridized’ to become a ‘full-service, boutique musical solution-provider’, offering marketing, distribution, publishing, synchronization and campaign conceptualization to clients who remained – despite their hopeful sense of contemporary digital empowerment – musicians, pure and simple.


Two years earlier, due to a fortuitous combination of market conditions, technology-driven consumption, depth of back catalogue and one or two minor hits, it had suddenly found itself attracting the attention of bigger concerns. After a year or so of tense wrangling, the majority of its shares had been acquired by a large Norwegian tech firm.


This firm had made tens of millions by creating software that enabled them to automate a complex system of international publishing royalty collection. Now, with money pouring back into the business of recorded music, they wanted a piece of the gold rush. Best of all, they were happy to be silent partners – at least as long as the hits kept coming.


The results had been twofold: the financing had become available to set up an American headquarters in Los Angeles, and things, as Adam saw them, had all got rather serious.


Every morning, by 7 a.m. his time, the London HQ had filled his inbox. The Brits were in the middle of their afternoons; that angriest time of the day, when lunch was a distant memory, energy was flagging, blood sugar levels were dropping, and home – or the pub – was still hours away. What could be more fun than sending moody emails to people who’d had the sheer, bloody good fortune to be sent to LA, and now the audacity to not even be online yet?


And, he had to admit, there were signs that he might not be cut out for this bold new era. Adam’s forthright management style, dependable enough in his previous role in London, didn’t seem quite fit for purpose for professional life in Los Angeles. He’d recently discussed his troubles with a likeable, ageing crustacean of a man who managed musicians for a living.


‘Passive aggression, dude,’ the man had said. ‘It builds up. Email is like leaving notes for your roommate. You gotta communicate.’


Adam told him that he was having problems managing younger people.


The man guffawed. ‘Tell me about it,’ he’d said. ‘Little bastards, aren’t they?’


The consultation had thus been only partly useful.


At 7.55, Adam stuffed his laptop into his hiking pack and swung it onto his back. Peering through the front window, he checked his landlady wasn’t on her porch, and took the steps down onto the street. It wasn’t that he didn’t like his landlady. On the contrary, in fact. But the morning was no time for conversation. The earlier he got to work, the sooner he could leave.


At the corner of Coronado Street and Kent, a tall, skinny woman was standing, her legs heavily tattooed below her tiny cut-offs, a miniature dog at the end of a lead. She was staring at her iPhone through reflective aviator sunglasses, but she looked up from it to wish Adam good morning.


The dog stared at him with bulbous black eyes. It lowered its trembling, bony little behind towards the grass, and produced a chain of droppings as Adam approached. He picked up his speed, not wanting to see the woman reaching down to scoop them up. She, he knew from prior experience, wasn’t one of the culprits that left their dog shit uncollected on the narrow strip of grass between the stairs to Adam’s apartment and the place he parked his car.


Most days, he walked to the office. An optimal existence in LA meant living reasonably close to the place you had to work. The sun was already hot, and he felt its blaze against his high forehead. Luckily, it was a morning on which he’d remembered to smear himself in sun cream.


A man in a California Republic t-shirt was strapping his daughter into the back of a battered black Prius. The girl grinned at Adam, as though recognizing a favourite person, but then said, ‘Oh oh!’ and pointed at him warningly. Her father grinned and shook his head, and they, too, exchanged good mornings.


These small acts of friendliness were one of many aspects of LA that Adam liked. In London, the rule had seemed to be that only with your very closest neighbours, only the ones you truly couldn’t plausibly pretend not to recognize, should you ever exchange a pleasantry. To wish an actual stranger good morning in the street would have come across as borderline psychotic.


Adam turned up the hill onto Sunset Boulevard. The bear on the California Republic t-shirt had got him thinking about them again. Bears had been much on his mind of late, ever since he’d seen a pair of them while driving to a hike in Yosemite. He’d made a recent, solo visit to the national park and carried out a long, solitary trek to a remote peak. He’d planned to think about important things while he did so. What he actually thought about was bears. Seeing them on the way to the trailhead had lent the experience a frisson of fear.


If I was a bear, he thought now, setting off up the hill towards Echo Park, I’d have been kicked out of the bear colony for shagging the other bears’ females and starting too many fights. I’d be one of those manky old solo bears that goes mad, and starts attacking humans, and ends up being shot dead by park rangers. Like the one that got Grizzly Man. The one they cut open and found bits of Grizzly Man and his girlfriend inside.


Might it be such a bad way to go, he wondered? The shooting dead by park rangers bit, not the eating Grizzly Man part. If pressed to choose a method of dying, other than quietly in one’s sleep, Adam was certain that surprise sniper round would be the way to go.


He’d often dreamed, too, of going and living by himself in the woods. The closest he’d managed was Los Angeles, which admittedly was a lot closer to nature than London had been.


He loved LA, actually. He loved the space and the wildness. He loved the wildlife – the skunks, coyotes, raccoons and hawks that played on the lawns, menaced the accessory-sized dogs and haunted the skies. He loved the food, the ocean and the brightness. The blue skies, white walls, lofty green palms and scarlet bougainvillea. He loved Griffith Park, with its huge, cliff-clinging wilderness, its lonely mountain lion and its Art Deco observatory. He even liked the people who wished him good morning as their dogs took a shit, they strapped their children into their Priuses, or they watered their gleaming, outrageous lawns.


In fact, the only thing he no longer loved, he realized with an icy shudder, was his job. His entire reason for being there.


It wasn’t the job’s fault, really. Not at all, in fact. It was certainly his. Most people would have killed to do what he did. He knew how to do it quite well, too – he just didn’t want to any more. He felt too old for it. Sitting in meeting rooms, nauseated by promotional posters, wall-sized Apple screen savers, affected accents and interrogative statements.


He felt it ridiculous and undignified, at the age of thirty-six, to spend so much of his time discussing the rising and falling cool-stock of a set of strangely monikered young people, whose work was becoming increasingly indistinguishable to him. More and more often, he found himself feeling as though he was trapped in a TV satire about youth marketeers.


The question was: what on earth could he do next?


His best friend in LA was a charming Scottish maniac called Craig. Adam found Craig exciting. Craig, in turn, found Adam funny, though largely, Adam suspected, in the sense of laughing at him, rather than with him.


‘Your problem,’ Craig had once told him, ‘is that you got your dream too early, and now you want another one.’


Adam thought he might have been able to content himself with the first, if it wasn’t for two things. Firstly, his boss, the company’s cerebral matriarch and founder, would soon be retiring. This had led to the rise of her right-hand man, Jason – or, in Adam’s mind, the Autodidact. An alpha male in new man’s clothing; a quoter of modish popular science, at-desk meditator and possessor of a frightening certainty and zero self-doubt.


The Autodidact had joined the company five years earlier, from a larger, rival label. Before then, he’d had a career in finance in the City of London. It seemed to Adam that, since leaving it, he’d been making up for lost time. The independent music world was not known for its fine business brains, and the Autodidact had hit the label like a hurricane, much to the boss – Serena’s – delight.


He had repurposed the firm and executed its acquisition, and was thus the man who had brought in the big money. Subsequently, and consequent to this shift in power, came the second problem: the company had become even more successful.


Earlier in his career, Adam had happily worked for an esoteric punk label in London. He hadn’t made much money out of it, but he’d been younger then. Life was more exciting. And he’d had Sofia. The imprint’s music was good, and suited his contrarian instincts. It had even won a couple of prizes.


Sadly, its lack of vacuity had been brutally punished by an equal lack of commercial success. The label had gone out of business, and Adam had been snapped up by his current employer. And there he’d been for the last nine years, steadily rising up its ranks, until one day Serena told him that his talents might be best spent setting up a North American office.


So that was what he’d done. And in California he’d found a city he loved, and a first real taste of professional success. He just hadn’t enjoyed the latter as much as he should have. Recently, via a couple of the Autodidact’s strategic signings – or, in his language, ‘pivots’ – the label had started to compete in the commercial alternative rock market. It had done so by picking up a handful of young guitar bands who’d incorporated the high-octane drama of American electronic dance music into their sound.


This had proved a heady combination. Young audiences were primed to fall for dance’s drops and basslines, especially if delivered via the recognizable, time-tested format of the four- or five-piece band.


The industry felt the same way. ‘These dance guys,’ a TV booker had once told Adam. ‘It just looks like they’re making sandwiches up there.’ But even these ageing, harassed cultural gatekeepers knew that electronic music had hit America, and they were afraid they’d miss out. They just felt safer in booking bands who still wielded instruments.


Adam’s company had offered them a solution. But it wasn’t stopping there. The very latest crop of signings still featured guitars in their live or televised shows, but their use was little more than symbolic.


And the music was unremittingly awful; a sort of lowest common denominator mulch that Adam loathed. It was a soundtrack for the lives of the wilfully generic; sterile, market-ready, laser-targeted. Cynical and sappy all at once. A populist glut that bypassed the arbiters of the mainstream media and appealed directly to the public’s worst instincts. It was music for people who never read books and spent most of their lives staring at pictures on social media platforms.


With the conquering of this lucrative niche had come a need for a new breed of staff. People who had once worked at major record labels; people who actually liked the musical mulch. People who would say ‘cool’, and mean it, when a narcissistic twenty-two-year-old with a silly hairdo said he wanted Mick Hucknall to feature on his album. The price of success, it seemed, was terrible music, and worse people.


The problem with success, Adam thought, resettling his backpack on his shoulders and wiping the sweat from his brow, was that it raised the stakes. It raised you. It lifted you too far off the ground, too quickly. It made you dizzy, which was no good, not when you’d abruptly found yourself with much further to fall.


Here, close to the company’s top, he felt precarious. There was one person even closer to that narrowing pinnacle. He was the Autodidact, and his kicking legs threatened to break Adam’s grip and send him tumbling.


Here in LA, his first dream had died. It wasn’t the last life had to offer though, he was sure of that. There was still birding, and walking in the mountains. There were novels to read. There were women and wine. There was even Angelina.


He wasn’t sure that counted as love though, at least not yet.


One thing he was sure of was that he had to keep the job he no longer loved. If he didn’t, he’d have to go back to London, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to do that. London was a graveyard for his former life. A city full of angry ghosts. And beyond London was the far-flung west. Home was the word that came to him, making him shiver despite the heat. Home, and duty.


He spent the rest of the short, steep walk trying to decide if bears did actually live in colonies. By the time he’d reached the bridge across Glendale Boulevard, and the final stretch to the office, he was sweating freely. When will I learn to walk slowly? he asked himself. He’d done it again. It was no good walking like a Londoner, not here, in this heat. Now he was going to arrive at the office covered in sweat, again, shirt plastered to his back and already looking like he’d been wearing it for a whole day. He really must remember to slow his pace.


It was barely considered normal to walk in LA, let alone to do so at such speed. Adam knew this because everyone he passed on his way to work – from lumbering bums to slow female joggers – flinched as he drew close to them, certain that his looming, speedy approach could only bode ill.


Still, he thought, there was no point slowing down now. Might as well get into the air-conditioning. Maybe he’d have time to nip home after work. Grab another shirt before the evening’s horrors.


Tonight, there would be no slow saunter down the LA River. No chance. There was going to be an industry showcase on the office bloody roof.


And there was the office now, towering above him, and everything else in this patch of Los Angeles. Originally an architect-designed, four-storey home, it was situated a little way down Echo Park Avenue, a stone’s throw from the park itself. Adam had overseen its purchase, making use of the generous funding injected by the company’s new overlords. The house had cost almost three million dollars.


From street level, a double-fronted garage with frosted glass windows rose into a large, forbidding concrete wall. Above this, what looked like a series of massive, pale-grey Portakabins sprouted from each other. The upper floor was made of a symmetric pair, whose frontages leaned out at an angle, each featuring a wide, horizontal window that gazed down at the street like a malevolent robot’s eyes.


Topping it all off was a bright steel railing, which surrounded the large roof garden and elevator tower and gave the robot building a spiky, lopsided hairdo.


Behind the concrete wall, hidden from the street, was a steeply sloping cactus garden. Adam occasionally stood at the window near his desk, looking down at its lethal spikes and spines and imagining a doomed escapee tumbling down the bank, avoiding the robot building’s lasers only to be impaled on the vicious, indifferent prong of a giant agave.


But the location was perfect for a new breed of American record company. This was the land of vegan outreach centres and doggy day cares. It was the dizzyingly street-postered ground zero of tattoos, beards and cocktails-in-jam-jars. Rising above the stretch of Sunset that formed the heart of Echo Park, giant billboards bore the faces of smiling real-estate agents, or hyperreal photographs advertising the prowess of the latest smartphones. These eye-grabbing images would, if they worked, sell homes and products to the affluent, discerning hipsters that haunted the city’s fashionable inner-eastern side.


The only real problem, Adam reflected as the noise of the Boulevard receded, was the unpleasant chain-gym on the corner of the street.


To Adam’s mind, the place appeared to be essentially a dangerous cult – something to be feared and hated; in an ideal world, even legislated against. Above its frontage was a large banner, set in a totalitarian font and reading Pain is Weakness Leaving the Body. It made Adam shudder every time he saw it.


And even now, having almost made it to work, he was greeted by a platoon of sweaty, psychotic-eyed people in Lycra, their bodies covered in improbable swellings, who seemed to expect him to get out of their way as they ran along the sidewalk, despite the fact that he, as a pedestrian, was surely using it in the way civic planners had long intended. Wasn’t there some unspoken rule, he wondered, that it was up to whoever was going fastest to go around? Was that rule even unspoken?


‘WALK,’ he felt like shouting. ‘SideWALK.’ But of course, he didn’t. There was something fearsome about the gym’s disciples – the hard core of them anyway, as this group certainly were. Adam quickened his step as he passed the little courtyard directly outside the place – a space reserved for the cult’s high priests, who exhibited themselves to passing traffic in skintight one-pieces while wielding enormous weights.


Just you wait, their eyes seemed to say as he passed. One day soon, there will be enough of us. And when that day comes, we will crush you pathetic weaklings under the heels of our futuristic sneakers.


Adam made his way up the steep external staircase beside the cactus garden, reaching the building’s door and digging out his keys. The elevator was tucked into the front right corner of the house, but it was too slow for Adam. Inside, he finally escaped from the sun and the body-cultists. Maybe one day, he hoped, as he closed the door behind him and switched on the air-conditioning, the gym, even just this one particular branch, might go out of business.


He climbed the stairs to the upper floor, slumped into his chair, plugged in his laptop and watched the emails begin to pour in.
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Among the release specification documents, production timelines, marketing reports, signing announcements, social media calendars and the odd, fraught, philosophical discussion about A & R, Adam’s inbox only held one worrying bit of news. The sender was the Autodidact, and the subject line simply Call.


Jason was not a man known for calling with good news. Normally, Adam would have got it out of the way as quickly as possible, but another storm was clearly brewing. Scott, Adam’s marketing manager, was glancing at him meaningfully, eyes blinking above rigid lips, and generally giving off a strange vibe. The problem with open-plan offices, as far as Adam was concerned, was that vibes could be transmitted all too easily.


He replied to the Autodidact, asking him to call at 6 p.m. GMT, and swivelled his chair around to face Scott.


‘Everything OK?’ he asked.


‘Not really, actually.’


‘Go downstairs for a chat?’


‘Yeah. That’d be good,’ Scott replied.


Adam and his staff sat in one of the two vast upper cabins. The other was used as a warehouse and mail-order shipping area for CDs, LPs and merch. From Adam’s desk, he could just see the Hollywood sign, sitting like an unrealized dream beyond the tangle of billboards, scrubby hills and power lines outside the wide rectangular window.


On the lower floors were a kitchen, a communal dining area, a lounge and a narrow, glass-walled meeting room that had been the original owner’s wellness space. Adam and Scott made their way down the stairs, the other staff’s interest prickling his flesh like airborne electrical currents.


They went into the meeting room and slid the door closed. Scott slumped on the sofa, picking up a cushion and holding it across his stomach. He was a short, wiry twenty-something with lush, chin-length hair that he regularly ran a hand through. His eyes were slightly protuberant, their irises a penetrating blue, and the combination gave him a permanently intense look.


‘How was your evening?’ Adam asked him.


‘Awesome,’ Scott said, brightening at the memory. ‘My buddy organized a little secret show for Skrillex, like a friends-only thing?’


‘Sounds great,’ Adam said.


‘Yeah, it was dope.’ Scott grinned like a pupil whose holiday report had trounced all others. ‘Great to hang with the bros.’


Scott appeared to revel in not inviting colleagues to events that his job had enabled him to attend, but telling them all about them afterwards. He wouldn’t, Adam knew, ask about his boss’s evening.


‘Great,’ Adam said. ‘So, what’s up?’


The smile faded, and Scott’s blue eyes widened in a show of worry. Adam found it hard to look directly at them.


‘There’s two things really. First thing is kinda small. But, like, am I gonna be expected to lead the Disband campaign?’


‘Well, yes,’ Adam said. ‘It’s one of the biggest things we’ve got this year.’ He paused, frowning. ‘And it’s good, too. Don’t you like it?’


‘Sure, I like it. But if the title is like last time, I’m not gonna be comfortable working on it.’


Disband’s previous album had been called BITCHMEAT.


‘What’s wrong with that title?’ Adam asked. ‘It’s a punk thing. It’s just designed to be a bit provocative, isn’t it?’


Scott shifted the cushion, cocked his head and pouted. ‘It’s demeaning to women. Misogyny is a gigantic problem in this country, and I will not be a part of it.’


Adam frowned. ‘But three of the four members are women. The title is a comment on this stuff itself, I think. They’re a feminist band. How is it misogynistic?’


Scott shrugged. ‘If I’d put that album cover on my Facebook, it would have caused an outcry.’


BITCHMEAT’s front cover image had been in the style of an internet meme: naked, bloodied women lined up in a slaughterhouse, the title blown up to fill the frame across two lines.


Adam’s temper flared, and he tried to dampen it. ‘Really, Scott? An outcry, caused by your personal Facebook page?’


‘I have a lot of industry friends,’ Scott said.


Adam took a breath. ‘No one is asking you to post about albums you work on on your own Facebook page.’


‘I post all the albums I work on on my page. That’s my thing. I want to help the artists and the company. All except that one, because I felt I couldn’t.’


‘You’ve heard that solo track that Crystal released?’ Adam said. ‘The lyrics are about a culture polluted by the stench of female fear?’


‘Yeah,’ Scott said. ‘But…’


‘I can’t imagine any artist making anything more obviously anti-misogynist. Maybe you could post that too?’


‘Look,’ Scott said, exasperated. ‘Maybe we can just ask them what the content of the record is gonna be like, and what the title is?’


‘Ah,’ Adam said. If his temper had been a Californian wildfire, it would have been thirty per cent contained. ‘So we should screen the work of women, to ensure that you, a man, are happy to work on it?’


‘That’s not what I’m saying at all. I’m a feminist, and I’m Jewish. I believe in intersectionality.’


It seemed safe only to address the first of these statements. ‘It’s exactly what you just said. You do see the irony, Scott, of you, a man, threatening not to work on women’s music because of misogyny?’


Scott pulled his best disingenuous look, mouth agape. ‘No, I don’t. It’s not ironic at all.’


Adam leaned forward. ‘I’m going to press you on this point, Scott. It could be a textbook example of irony.’


‘Look,’ Scott said, looking frightened now. ‘This is getting like Fox News. Let’s just leave it. I’ll work on the record. I’m sure it’ll be fine.’


‘OK.’ Adam took a deep breath. This was only the small thing Scott wanted to talk about, and he’d already had a graphic vision of smashing in his skull with the starfish-like conference phone.


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘And sorry for getting irritable. What’s the other thing?’


Scott widened his eyes again. ‘So, something pretty weird happened with Meg yesterday.’ He put his feet up on the coffee table, pressing his knees together.


‘OK. What was it?’ Meg was a young marketing manager, who’d been at the company only a year. She’d grown up in northern England, beginning her career at a large management agency in London. Adam’s company had been impressed enough with her CV to sponsor a US visa. She was serious-minded and talented, and, with her tall, slim figure, soft Mancunian accent and long blonde hair, she’d quickly attracted male admirers in LA. Several unpleasant incidents had occurred with music industry men trying their luck.


‘Well, she was at KCXE?’ Scott began twirling the cushion in his lap.


‘Right,’ Adam said. ‘I remember.’


‘And she ended up meeting with Fischer, while the session was going on.’


Fischer was an influential DJ on a big college radio station in Burbank, and one of the label’s main supporters in the city. The band who were due to play the showcase that evening – The Suffering – had recorded a session with him the previous day. Adam swallowed.


‘Well, he kind of showed her some pictures…’ Scott’s voice was deep and very loud, and he liked to speak slowly.


‘What kind of pictures?’


‘Well, at first it was, like, pictures of artists he’d taken. He’s, like, shooting pieces for the website or something?’ Scott screwed his face up, to show he wasn’t impressed. ‘Some bullshit.’


‘Right,’ Adam said. His patience was dissolving. He pictured a clear pool beneath a rocky waterfall. When a large, dark shape slithered under the water, he banished it, outraged.


‘Then they sort of moved into these, kinda erotic ones? Well, not even erotic, actually. More like obscene?’


‘Oh, Christ,’ Adam said.


‘Yeah…’ Scott widened his eyes further. Adam had the strong suspicion he was relishing this.


‘They were in that little tiny office of his. Y’know, the one with all the CDs on the walls? So she was, like, close to him.’


‘What were they of? How bad were they?’


‘Well, at first it was like they were arty male nudes apparently. I mean, this is just what she told me, on the phone. He sort of segued into them. And he was like, “and what do you think of this one? And this one? And then this one?” And they were getting more and more… explicit?’


‘Shit,’ Adam said.


‘And they were all zoomed in apparently, on some guy, and in black and white. And they were gradually zooming out. And then suddenly she sees that it’s actually him, in the pictures.’


Adam felt strangely weak. ‘My God…’


‘And he’s there with this erection – apparently it was huge,’ Scott widened his eyes further still, ‘and he’s like “and what do you think of THAT!”’


‘What the hell was he thinking?’ Adam put his head in his hands and kneaded the flesh of his temples.


‘And in the next one, he was actually coming…’ Scott was saying.


‘OK.’ Adam looked back up at him. ‘Where’s Meg now?’


‘She’s at home. She said she’d work from there today.’


‘Is she OK?’


‘I mean, she’s pretty freaked out.’


‘Should I call her, you think?’


‘I’d give her some time,’ Scott said.


‘OK, let’s talk to her about it together, after we get tonight out of the way. Is she still coming tonight?’


Scott shook his head. ‘She’s too traumatized.’


‘Of course,’ Adam said. ‘Well, we’ll be a pair of hands down then. Let’s make sure everyone else is around to help.’


Scott curled his lip.


‘What?’ Adam asked.


‘Meh,’ Scott said. ‘You think many people are gonna come? Really?’


Under the careful stewardship of the Autodidact, Scott had renounced his love of experimental post-rock in favour of more commercially rewarding projects. The Suffering had thus far failed to impress him on these terms, despite being one of the Autodidact’s personal signings. Adam wondered if Jason had inadvertently created a monster.


‘I am certainly hoping they will come, Scott,’ Adam said.


‘I just don’t know why we’re doing it. It feels like we got bigger fish to fry. The album just isn’t very good.’


‘Let’s just make it work please, Scott.’


‘I hear you,’ Scott said, looking as though he didn’t.
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He sent Meg a text apologizing for her ordeal, and decided to take the Autodidact’s call in Echo Park itself. The privacy would be welcome, and it would give him an excuse for the walk. Lately, he’d taken to wandering around the park in the middle of the day, inventing meetings and disappearing for an hour. He was fairly sure his staff hadn’t cottoned on, but nevertheless it was becoming risky. He could just imagine a gleeful Scott making a concerned phone call to London.


‘Yeah, he’s been inventing these… meetings? And all he does is, like, walk around the park? We’re getting a little worried.’


He’d given himself time to circle the park’s lake before the call came in. Finding himself once more at its northern edge, he paused for a moment and wiped the sweat from his brow. Bright pink lotus flowers had colonized this corner of the water, sprouting so thickly that it looked as though you could lie down on them. Adam peered at their leaves, on which, if he looked hard enough, he could sometimes make out one of the park’s fat bullfrogs, sunning itself. Not today, it seemed.


Giant, skinny palms vaulted above the water, swaying gently in the warm breeze. A man with a long neck and a ponytail was doing yoga on the grass, and dotted here and there were women, lying on blankets, a few of them reading, more sitting playing with their phones.


As ever, a small film crew was setting up on a patch of grass. In Los Angeles, Adam thought, you were rarely more than fifteen feet from a film crew.


He raised his eyes, looking above the park’s human occupants and scanning the skies. It was possible, with a bit of luck, to see interesting birds above the lake and palm trees. A whole island had been cordoned off for waterfowl. There were egrets and herons, and overhead the occasional hawk. Just now, there was only a small flock of grackles, chattering loudly as they flitted between trees.


His mobile’s artificial trill sounded from his pocket. Right on time, Jason was calling. Adam sat on a bench – picking a spot between splotches of bird shit – let the phone ring three times, then answered it.


‘Hello, mate,’ he said.


The Autodidact’s trademark, throat-clearing cough scratched out of Adam’s phone, followed by his voice, which still bore traces of his Liverpool accent.


‘Hi, man,’ he said. ‘How you doing?’


‘Not bad, thanks,’ Adam said. ‘You?’


‘Yeah, yeah, all good. You in the office?’


‘No. Thought I’d step out and get some privacy. How about you?’


‘Yep, meeting room as usual.’


‘Right,’ Adam said. He pictured Jason, most likely standing – unless show-meditating, he rarely seemed to sit down – in the glass-walled room in London, where he could see out over the office. A short man with long, well-groomed hair, he was very muscular from the regular boxing classes he took. With his barrel chest, upright stance and urgent, short-legged walk, he gave the impression of a cockerel, strutting around the hen coop of the office.


‘So listen,’ the Autodidact said. ‘We need to talk Falconz. I spoke to Roger earlier.’


Falconz were, abruptly, the biggest act on the label. An earnest young girl/boy duo from Chicago who made sugary, ecstatic electronic music overlaid with eighties-style, soft rock guitar solos. Adam disliked their music intensely. Their name didn’t improve things. They had taken Adam’s favourite genus of raptor, and done something stupid with it. Roger was their manager.


‘Ah. OK,’ Adam said. ‘How’d that go?’


‘Well, not good actually, mate.’


‘Right. How come?’


‘He’s talking about finding a bigger partner for America.’


The sweat on Adam’s back ran cold. ‘Shit,’ he said.


‘He’s worried we don’t have the, ah, capacity they need on the next album. There’s talk about looking for an upstream deal, or even a licence.’


Upstream, licence. These were the euphemisms for when a major label came and stole your artists.


‘Shit,’ Adam said again, without really thinking.


‘Exactly.’ There was a chilly pause. ‘How’ve things been with you and him recently?’


Adam hated Roger. The manager’s idea of a good conversation was someone listening intently to one of his monologues, and he wore the kind of un-tapered jeans that Adam associated with men who hung around playgrounds. He was very efficient, but stupefyingly arrogant, and delighted in interrupting Adam mid-sentence on conference calls.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘They’ve been good.’


‘He said he hadn’t heard much from you lately?’


‘How could he, when he never stops talking…’ Adam muttered.


‘What?’


‘Nothing.’ Adam sighed. ‘I’d better get a meeting in with him.’


The Autodidact’s voice had cooled. ‘Listen, man, it took me a lot of work to get us where we are with them. If we lose them in the US it’s gonna cost us hundreds of k. And God knows what the Scandies are going to think. Falconz were the main reason they invested, a foothold in the American market. We need to convince Roger we can handle the album. ASAP. I’m a bit worried your attitude might be getting across to him.’


‘I’ve been nothing but respectful to him,’ Adam protested. ‘He’s had a big success and it’s gone to his head a little. Plus he’s got every major label in his ear. You know how this goes.’


The cough came again, louder and harsher this time. ‘Yeah, but you get in his ear too then, for Christ’s sakes. We need to be taking him out every night. Buying him steaks.’


‘… He’s a vegan.’


‘Good. I’m a vegan too!’ the Autodidact said, with barely suppressed outrage.


‘Ah,’ Adam said. ‘Yes…’ The last time he’d been in London, Jason had been subsisting largely on raw coconut water and activated charcoal.


‘Surely he knows we’ve got greater capacity now, if anything?’ Adam said. ‘Now that we’re better funded?’


‘It’s not about money for Roger,’ the Autodidact said. ‘It’s about leverage from other artists, market share, all that shit.’


‘Right,’ Adam said, trying to dispel the familiar psychic clouds of boredom that these terms always conjured.


‘Whatever,’ the Autodidact said. ‘If I’m gonna keep everyone in the job,’ he continued, slowly now, ‘then we need to keep artists like Falconz on the label.’


‘But haven’t you hired six new people already this year?’ Adam asked.
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