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THE	GURU	IDEA



1
	

Day	was	breaking,	giving	rise	to	the	rumor	of	purity.	For	a	few	seconds	the	light
might	have	been	that	of	creation.	Then,	in	that	blinking	which	separates	the	final
moments	of	night	from	day,	the	faint	outline	of	the	moon	was	hidden	and	the	sky
became	 a	 universal	 infusion	 of	 blue.	 High	 up	 from	 his	 study	 window	 a	 man
stood	 watching,	 waiting	 for	 the	 city	 to	 wake.	 Indistinct	 sounds	 of	 life	 were
reaching	 him	 and	 flooding	 his	 mind	 with	 memories.	 Particles	 of	 dust	 twirled
lazily	in	the	shafts	of	sunlight.	He	thought	that	London	resembled	the	mind,	and
that	 its	 streets,	 avenues,	 sewers,	 and	 tunnels	 suggested	 parts	 of	 the	 brain,	 that
London’s	grid-like	complexity	corresponded	 to	 the	complexity	of	memory	and
thought.	Having	glimpsed	the	dawn,	he	sat	at	his	desk	and	typed	some	words	out
hastily.

21	May.	Still	no	new	ideas.	Will	Barny	start	hounding	me?
The	 centerpiece	 of	 the	 study	was	 a	magnificent	mahogany	 desk.	 The	 only

thing	on	it	was	an	old	Underwood	typewriter.	He	hated	computers	and	he	sought
to	 avoid	 contact	 with	 technology	 as	 far	 as	 possible	 and	 considered	 himself
appealingly	 old-fashioned.	 The	 wooden	 floor	 was	 littered	 with	 pens,	 books,
sheets	of	paper.	Below,	he	could	see	a	small	boy	delivering	papers,	and	a	 lady
walking	her	poodle.	Further	down	a	man	was	struggling	with	 the	padlock	of	a
fish	market.	He	studied	them	for	a	few	more	moments.

No	more	popular	 junk.	Time	for	something	else.	Barny	can	hound	me	but	I
shall	not	dance.	I	danced	too	long	for	Natalie.	And	five	years	ago	I	threw	my	dad
off	the	dance	floor	when	he	joined	her	there.	Old	lech.

	

*
	

Eggs.	He	had	a	sudden	longing	for	eggs.	He	passed	through	to	the	kitchen,	found
some,	 cracked	 them	with	 a	 chef’s	 precision	 and	watched	 as	 they	 gurgled	 and
popped	 in	 the	 oil	 of	 his	 battered	 frying	 pan.	A	 teapot	was	 unearthed	 from	 the
wreckage	of	a	cupboard	and	a	plate	and	cutlery	were	 laid	out	carefully.	As	the
toast	got	under	way	the	telephone	started	ringing.	It	was	still	far	too	early	for	a



phone	call.
‘Did	I	wake	you?’
‘What’s	wrong?’
‘I	can’t	talk	about	it	over	the	phone.	I’ve	been	up	all	night.	Can	we	meet?	I

need	to	see	you.	Really.’
‘Well,	when?	Not	now?’
‘Say	in	a	couple	of	hours?	Can	you	come	to	the	cinema?	I’m	here	now.	We

could	talk	in	the	projection	room.	I	have	to	see	you.’
‘At	 the	 cinema?	Do	 you	 ever	 actually	 leave	 that	 place?	All	 right.	 Around

eight,	then.	Is	there	a	bell	or	something?	Do	I	knock?	What	do	I	do?’
‘I’ll	leave	the	back	door	open.	Just	walk	in.’
‘Does	this	door	have	any	distinguishing	features?’
‘No.	It’s	just	black	and	rusty.’
Daniel	Bloch	returned	the	phone	to	its	cradle,	and	ate	his	breakfast.	It	already

seemed	as	if	the	day’s	promise	had	been	ruined.
	

*
	

Oscar	Babel	was	the	projectionist	of	the	Eureka,	a	dilapidated	Camden	cinema,
and	one	of	the	few	left	in	London	that	still	used	an	old-style	projector	linked	up
to	giant,	slowly	revolving	film	reels.	It	sometimes	felt	to	Daniel	Bloch	as	though
he	 were	 Oscar’s	 surrogate	 father,	 offering	 him	 advice,	 buying	 him	 dinner,
introducing	him	to	influential	people.	They	had	met	a	decade	ago,	when	Bloch
had	spotted	him	waddling	out	of	a	pub,	decimated	by	alcohol.	As	he	monitored
this	striking	and	yet	shadowy	figure	Bloch	thought	of	a	pram	that	has	somehow
ended	up	on	a	race	track,	turning	this	way	and	that	uncertainly,	looking	painfully
vulnerable.	He	dispatched	Oscar	into	a	taxi,	and	gave	the	driver	a	twenty-pound
note.	 In	 the	morning	 he	 received	 a	 call	 from	Oscar,	 thanking	 him.	 But	 Bloch
didn’t	remember	giving	him	his	number.	When	they	eventually	met	for	a	drink,
Oscar	presented	Bloch	with	a	small	gift	–	an	ivory	music	box	–	perhaps	the	only
thing	Oscar	owned	which	he	actually	valued.	Bloch	allowed	Oscar	 to	enter	his
life.	 He	 began	 to	 think	 he	 had	 met	 him	 for	 a	 reason,	 and	 so	 the	 matter	 was
closed.	 Meanwhile,	 Oscar	 considered	 his	 new	 friend	 to	 be	 a	 source	 of
sophistication	 and	 light	 in	 an	 otherwise	 atrophying	 life.	 Once	 a	 decidedly
promising	painter,	he	now	found	himself	earning	his	living	by	projecting	films,
the	 most	 invisible	 of	 professions	 he	 reflected,	 having	 dropped	 his	 painting,
despite	 his	 obvious	 talent	 for	 it.	 Bloch	 sometimes	 imagined	 him	 as	 a	 big	 fish
floating	through	the	clouds	of	the	sea,	gazing	at	the	giant	vegetation,	feeling	the



wonder	of	the	beauty	that	ebbed	past,	but	finally	sinking,	deeper	and	deeper	into
the	seabed.	An	oblivion	he	did	not	seek	would	always	find	him.

After	 an	 artery-severing	 shave,	 Bloch	 decided	 to	 walk	 to	 the	 cinema	 via
Regent’s	Park.

	

*
	

The	morning	was	shedding	the	shells	of	its	birth	and	people	were	emerging	from
their	 homes,	 steeling	 themselves	 for	 the	 punishing	 journeys	 to	work.	Those	 in
collars	 and	 ties	 were	 already	 looking	 flustered,	 foreheads	 coated	 in	 films	 of
sweat.

He	was	surprised	to	find,	after	he	had	slipped	through	the	gates	of	the	park,
that	a	few	people	were	sunbathing.	Despite	the	earliness	of	the	hour	people	were
already	jabbering	incongruously	into	their	cellular	phones.	It	was	by	now	quite
hot	–	and	seemed	as	if	it	always	would	be.	Walking	incredibly	rapidly	it	didn’t
take	him	 long	 to	 reach	 the	other	end	of	 the	park.	He	gave	himself	a	 second	 to
savor	the	abundant	clusters	of	trees	before	emerging	onto	a	road	a	few	moments
later.	As	he	began	to	cross,	an	emission	of	sunlight	struck	dusty,	dirty	buildings
of	neglect	like	a	laser.	Reality	seemed	to	be	ablaze,	a	beautiful	inferno.	But	then
the	sun	was	hidden	and	everything	plunged	back	once	more	into	urban	decline.

The	 Eureka	 Cinema	 stood	 battered	 and	 obsolete.	 He	 peered	 through	 the
windows	to	see	if	anyone	was	inside.	Not	a	soul.	Cinemas	don’t	have	a	life	in	the
morning,	he	thought.	He	ambled	around	to	the	back	and	found	the	door	open,	as
Oscar	said	it	would	be.

Inside	it	was	very	black.	The	change	from	light	to	dark	made	spots	dance	in
front	of	him.	He	found	himself	in	a	small	room	where	an	iron	table	and	chair	sat
in	respective	states	of	decay.	A	newspaper	had	been	carefully	folded	out	on	the
table.	A	sliding	door	stood	open.	He	walked	through,	calling	out	Oscar’s	name.
Now	he	was	in	a	little	chamber	full	of	tools	and	work	tops,	a	dirty-looking	table
lamp	shedding	arthritic	light.	Oscar	wasn’t	there.	He	could	hear	the	heavy	sound
of	the	projector	running,	and	the	noise	of	this	combined	with	the	muted	light	and
the	black	wall	created	an	oppressive	texture.	He	trotted	down	some	steps,	finally
reaching	 what	 must	 have	 been	 the	 projection	 room.	 There,	 two	 large	 metal
platters	 about	 a	 yard	 across	 were	 turning	 slowly.	 On	 them	 rested	 the	 reels	 of
film,	 feeding	 into	 the	 projector.	 There	 was	 something	 relentless	 about	 the
movement	 of	 the	 film	 as	 it	 spun	 around,	 sustaining	 the	 flickering	 image
discernible	through	a	small	opening	in	the	wall,	playing	to	an	empty	auditorium.
Bloch	watched	the	film	as	it	hovered	in	front	of	him,	but	with	all	sound	severed.



A	woman	with	translucent	blonde	hair	was	framed	in	close-up,	her	lips	moving.
She	 looked	stricken,	pleading	 for	 some	unknown	cause.	When	he	 turned	away
colors	and	faces	faded	into	a	vague	impression	that	nestled	on	his	retina.	As	he
was	thinking	he	felt	a	hand	touch	him	lightly	on	the	shoulder.	He	jumped	around,
his	face	brushing	against	Oscar’s.

‘Oh	God,	you	scared	me,’	Bloch	mumbled.
‘I’m	sorry,	I	didn’t	mean	to.	Let’s	go	through,	it’s	less	noisy.’
Bloch	 looked	up	at	him,	 surprised	as	 if	 for	 the	 first	 time	by	his	height.	He

stood	well	over	six	feet.	For	an	instant	he	envied	his	youthful,	handsome	face.	It
still	 bore	 the	 insignia	 of	 innocence,	 blue	 eyes	widening	 in	mute	 inquiry.	They
passed	 through	 into	 the	 outer	 room,	 and	 sat	 down.	The	 sound	of	 the	 projector
persisted	 but	 at	 a	 lower	 level,	 the	 intervening	 door,	 which	 Oscar	 heaved	 to,
creating	a	muffling	effect.

‘Why	are	you	running	a	film	at	this	hour?’	Bloch	asked.
‘I	find	it	comforting.	Do	you	mind?’
Bloch	shook	his	head	slowly.	Oscar	 looked	sleepy	and	troubled.	There	was

something	about	him	that	suggested	an	abnormal	existence:	he	had	a	perpetually
cauterized	look.

‘Do	 you	 want	 to	 tell	 me	 what	 the	 problem	 is	 now?’	 Bloch	 asked.	 Oscar
addressed	the	wall	as	he	spoke	in	a	soft	voice.

‘Well.	Now	that	you’ve	trudged	all	 the	way	over	here,	I	 feel	kind	of	shitty.
It’s	 nothing	 as	 concrete	 as	 a	 specific	 problem.	 That’s	 to	 say,	 no	 doctor	 has
diagnosed	me	with	a	rare	disease.	And	I	haven’t	just	had	my	heart	broken.	I	wish
I	had	something...something	juicy.	Like,	“I	am	being	blackmailed”	or,	“I’ve	been
burgled,	they	smashed	my	Ming	vase,	nailed	my	priceless	stamps	to	the	toilet.”
But	I	have	no	Ming	vase,	you	see,	that’s	the	problem.	Not	that	I	particularly	want
a	Ming	vase.	What	 I	mean	 is...the	 real	problem	 is...I	have	no	 life.	 I’m	no	one.
I’m	 sick	 of	watching	 the	 same	 film	 three	 times	 a	 day	 and	 not	 doing	 anything
except	changing	reels	and	sitting	in	a	dark	room.	And	I	can’t	paint	anymore.	But
apart	from	that	everything’s	rosy.’

‘Why	can’t	you	paint	anymore?’
Oscar	turned	to	Bloch	and	made	eye	contact	–	an	uneasy	development.
‘I’m	sorry	to	have	to	do	this	to	you,	drag	you	out	on	this	May	morning...’
‘Oscar,	what’s	stopping	you	from	painting?’
‘What’s	the	point,	success	seems	so	far	away,	I	don’t	have	the	energy.	I	want

a	change	but	I	haven’t	got	the	strength.	I	was	hoping	you	could	change	things	for
me.’

‘Me?	How?’
‘I	don’t	know,	perhaps	you	could	introduce	me	to	a	big	cheese.’



‘I’ve	done	that	in	the	past.	I’ve	introduced	you	to	art	dealers	and	you	haven’t
exactly	 obliged	 them.	You	 told	Demian	Small	 he	was	 a	 charlatan.	Maybe	 you
need	 to	 think	about	another	 job;	or	perhaps	you	could	go	back	 into	 something
educational,	or	charity	work,	or	something	that	draws	on	your	knowledge	of	art.’
Bloch	threw	out	these	suggestions	in	the	way	in	which	a	man	offers	sweets	to	a
child	to	stop	it	from	crying;	he	knew	they	were	completely	untenable.

‘I	don’t	want	 to	draw	on	my	knowledge	of	art,	as	 I	don’t	 think	I	have	any,
and	the	prospect	of	an	educational	institution	is	nauseating.’	He	took	a	couple	of
deep	 breaths.	 ‘I	 just	 don’t	want	 to	 be	 a	 blank	 space	 all	my	 life.	 I	 want	 to	 be
someone.’

‘Well,	be	someone	then.	Do	something.	Take	some	action.’
‘I	 can’t.	 I’m	 crippled.	 I	 can’t	 seem	 to...actually...make	 that	 first	 step.	 Last

week	 I	 turned	 twenty-nine,	 but	 I	 already	 feel	 as	 if	 I’ve	 died.	 I	 mean,	 what’s
wrong	with	me?	Do	you	think	I’m	aging	prematurely?’

‘No,	 I	 don’t	 think	 you’re	 aging	 prematurely.	 I	 should	 be	 the	 one	 who’s
moaning.	I’m	forty-eight,	over	the	hill,	divorced,	childless,	and	regarded	by	the
literary	 establishment	 as	 a	 joke.	 True,	 I’ve	 sold	 books	 in	 droves	 and	 never
courted	 the	 critics	but	 after	 a	while	one	 longs	 to	be	 read	by	people	other	 than
secretaries	and	accountants.	Look,	can	we	get	out	of	this	pit?	I’m	finding	it	hard
to	use	my	brain	in	here.’

‘Just	let	me	get	the	projector.’
There	was	 a	 sound	 like	 that	 of	 a	 stalling	 car	 engine	 and	 then	 a	 very	 loud

snap.	Oscar	 dashed	 into	 the	 projection	 room.	The	 print	 had	 coiled,	 and	 it	was
feeding	out	all	over	the	floor	uncontrollably,	writhing	around	like	a	gathering	of
worms.	He	reached	over	and	flicked	a	switch	as	Bloch	joined	him.

‘I	 had	 a	 feeling	 this	was	 going	 to	 happen,’	 he	muttered,	 kneeling	 down	 to
disentangle	some	of	the	ribbons.

‘Can	you	do	anything	with	it?’
‘I	don’t	know;	 I	don’t	know.	 It’ll	 take	ages.	Maybe	you	should	go;	 I	don’t

want	you	to	sit	here	getting	bored.’
As	he	stared	into	the	still	 trembling	film	ribbons	Bloch	was	struck	by	what

he	thought	was	a	brilliant	idea.
‘I	could	write	a	story	about	you,’	he	said.
‘What	would	you	say?	There’s	nothing	interesting	enough	to	write	about.’
‘I’ll	make	it	interesting.’
‘Then	it	wouldn’t	be	about	me.’
‘It	would	be	about	your	potential.’
‘I’m	not	sure	I	have	any.	Why?’
‘I’d	 like	 to	 imagine	 a	 different	 life	 for	 you,	 a	 parallel	 reality.	 I	 could	 nail



down	a	possible	future	in	words.’
‘How	do	you	mean?’
‘If	I	reinvented	your	life	 in	fiction	it	might	allow	you	to	step	to	the	side	of

your	actual	life,	and	see	it	from	a	different	angle.	Success	needn’t	be	as	elusive
as	you	think.	Success	is	work.	And	a	story	with	you	as	its	subject	might	give	you
some	self-respect,	might	help	you	to	take	action,	to	paint	again,	to	be	someone,
as	you	say.	It’s	just	a	thought.’

But	as	Bloch	talked	something	created	a	block	of	foreboding,	as	if	his	words
were	committing	him	to	the	obligation	of	working	miracles.

Oscar	 stopped	 what	 he	 was	 doing	 and	 stood	 up.	 He	 was	 touched	 by	 his
friend’s	concern	and	ashamed	of	his	own	inertia.	For	a	few	seconds	he	caught	a
glimpse	 of	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 life	 rising	 up	 to	 snatch	 him	 from	 the	 empire	 of
boredom.	He	 had	 an	 impression	 –	 that	 shot	 through	 his	mind	 like	 a	 lightning
bolt,	 gone	 before	 it	 could	 be	 grasped	 –	 of	 great	 architecture,	 colossal	 trees,
shimmering	 flowers.	He	could	hear	Bloch	as	he	 started	 speaking	again	but	his
words	were	far	away,	registering	only	as	shapeless	sound;	and	in	the	instants	that
made	 up	 this	 reverie	 he	 was	 surprised	 to	 find	 the	 future	 calling	 to	 him
seductively.

Then	he	saw	a	face,	a	woman’s	face,	with	autumnal	eyes.	Her	full	mouth	was
raised	in	a	smile.	He	turned	to	Bloch,	to	say	something.	But	his	mind	was	blank;
he	couldn’t	form	words	and	he	was	tired.

Her	 name	 was	 Lilliana.	 She	 was	 standing	 in	 her	 flower	 shop	 in	 South
Kensington,	 filled	with	 pink	hyacinths,	 and	 indigo-blue	 delphiniums,	 pink	 and
red	 roses,	 red	 and	 white	 carnations.	 Pots	 of	 green,	 majestic	 calathea	 were
gathered	on	shelves	and	hung	from	the	ceiling,	their	sprawling	leaves	forming	a
fragmented	 canopy.	 The	 shop	 was	 popular,	 not	 only	 because	 of	 its	 slightly
magical	 atmosphere,	 but	 also	 because	 of	 Lilliana’s	 friendliness,	 as	 she	 single-
handedly	 fussed	 over	 her	 customers,	 trimmed	 stalks,	 arranged	 their	 flowers,
always	attempting	to	capture	the	most	beautiful	combination,	the	most	arresting
image.	The	flowers	provided	her	with	both	her	 livelihood	and	surroundings,	 in
the	shop	and	in	her	small	house	in	Kentish	Town.

She	was	rushing	here	and	there,	getting	ready	to	open	up	the	shop.	She	wore
a	broad,	mustard-colored	hat	on	her	head	and	her	strawberry	hair,	normally	long
and	untamed,	was	tied	beneath	it.	A	few	strands	escaped	the	knot	and	shivered
alongside	milky	white	skin.	She	moved	some	giant	earthenware	pots	into	place
beside	candles	as	wide	as	tree	trunks.	They	stood	clustered	together	in	front	of	a
white	spiral	staircase,	creating	a	theatrical	effect.

She	went	to	unlock	the	door.	The	first	customer	of	the	day,	an	agitated	man



with	a	moustache,	had	been	waiting	outside	and	he	marched	 in	after	muttering
his	thanks	brusquely.

‘I’d	like	some	white	roses,’	he	declared.
As	he	did	so	a	tanned	young	woman	strode	in,	walked	up	to	the	counter	and

was	 on	 the	 point	 of	 asking	 Lilliana	 something	 when	 the	 man	 turned	 to	 the
newcomer,	and	rumbled,	‘Najette,	don’t	ignore	me.’

Najette	 looked	 around,	 visibly	 astonished.	 She	 gave	 herself	 a	 moment	 to
regain	her	composure	and	said,	‘Didn’t	we	just	say	goodbye?’

‘I	can’t	help	it	if	we’re	both	after	the	same	thing.’
‘I	doubt	that	very	much.’
‘I	was	talking	about	the	flowers.	Don’t	twist	everything	around.’
‘Must	we?	Again?	 I	wasn’t	 ignoring	you	as	 I	didn’t	 see	you.’	And	 then,	 in

the	manner	of	an	afterthought	she	added,	‘Well,	seeing	as	I	can’t	get	rid	of	you,
do	you	want	to	go	to	Hyde	Park?	For	the	morning	light.	There’s	nothing	like	it,
either	for	painting	or	sunbathing.	Have	you	noticed	how	I’m	making	progress?’

‘With	what?	Painting	or	skin	cancer?’
In	 place	 of	 a	 verbal	 answer	 she	 rolled	 her	 face	 slowly,	 inviting	 him	 to

examine	her	features,	the	elegant	line	of	her	tanned	neck.	Like	some	magnificent
bird	displaying	its	feathers,	she	was	proud	and	imperturbable.

‘Don’t	you	think	you	might	be	overdoing	it?’	the	man	asked.
‘Just	 an	 hour	 in	 the	 park,	 that’s	 all,	 before	 the	 tourists	 and	 philistines

descend,’	 she	 continued,	 ‘and	 then	 to	 the	 shoebox	 to	 finish	 a	 canvas.	Are	 you
sure	I	can’t	persuade	you	to	take	anything?	I	know	I’m	doing	something	wrong,
but	I	won’t	accept	that	my	work’s	too	grand	for	the	Earl.	Anyway,	I	 look	nice,
don’t	I?	By	the	way,	I	have	a	feeling	that	soon	the	sun	will	be	something	we’ll
all	be	paying	for.	It’s	depressing,	isn’t	it?’

Lilliana	felt	it	might	be	a	good	idea	to	join	in	and	diffuse	the	tension	between
the	two	and	said,	‘I’m	trying	to	imagine	what	a	sun	meter	would	look	like.’

‘It’s	a	horrible	idea,’	said	the	as-yet-unidentified	man.
‘Believe	me,	it’ll	happen,’	Najette	declared	merrily.	‘Everything	will	happen

sooner	or	later.	Artificial	love,	wine	recycled	from	lemonade,	women	begging	to
be	relieved	of	their	nipples.	Just	for	fun.’

‘What	exactly	is	artificial	love?	Wait,	don’t	tell	me;	you’re	an	exponent,’	said
the	stranger,	then	added	emphatically,	‘Are	my	roses	ready	yet?’

Lilliana	handed	 them	over	nervously	and	he	disdainfully	pressed	a	 twenty-
pound	note	into	her	palm.	She	had	wrapped	the	flowers	in	delicate,	transparent
paper	and	tied	them	up	with	a	beautiful	coppercolored	bow,	but	he	didn’t	appear
to	notice	any	of	this.

Najette	said,	‘Don’t	be	so	serious;	we	were	only	talking.’



‘I	have	to	go.	These	are	for	Georgia.’
Najette	was	about	to	say,	‘I’ll	see	you,’	but	he	bolted	out	in	a	melodramatic

whirl	and	she	was	left	hanging.
‘An	obvious,	 botched	 attempt	 to	make	me	 jealous.	Georgia	 indeed!	He’s	 a

little	touchy,	isn’t	he?’	she	said	in	a	low	voice	to	Lilliana.
‘Who	is	he?	Who’s	Georgia?’
Najette	 was	 about	 to	 reply	 when	 three	 women	 streamed	 in	 and,	 speaking

loudly,	began	to	circulate,	holding	their	overlapping	conversations	from	different
ends	 of	 the	 shop.	 All	 three	 wore	 multi-colored	 shawls	 and	 their	 faces	 were
disconcertingly	 similar,	 so	 that	 Lilliana	 assumed	 they	must	 be	 sisters.	 One	 of
them,	who	had	silvery	blonde	hair,	moved	toward	the	shelves,	crowded	with	the
large	 potted	 plants.	 Lilliana	 turned	 to	 Najette,	 anxious	 to	 resume	 their
conversation,	trying	to	ignore	the	confusing	babble	of	voices.

‘Your	friend	–	 though	he	didn’t	 really	seem	to	be	much	of	one	–	you	were
going	to	tell	me	who	he	is,’	Lilliana	continued.

‘Yes.	 The	 monster.	 Lately	 I’ve	 been	 referring	 to	 him	 as	 Oscar....I	 think	 it
suits	him	better.’

The	 largest	 pot	 of	 calathea	 came	 crashing	 down	 from	 its	 shelf,	 stalks	 and
petals	buried	underneath	the	weight	of	the	soil,	as	it	 landed	the	wrong	way	up.
Its	spreading,	fibrous	leaves	were	instantly	ruined.	The	blonde	woman	uttered	a
small	 cry.	 Lilliana	 walked	 across	 and	 stared	 into	 the	mangled	 plant.	 Her	 first
reaction	was	one	of	disbelief,	but	it	instantly	gave	way	to	sadness.

‘I’m	terribly	sorry	–	I	just	touched	it	–	I	don’t	know	what	happened	–	it’s	like
it	wanted	to	fall	–	I’m	really	sorry,’	the	blonde	woman	was	saying.

Lilliana’s	 face	 changed	 imperceptibly.	 As	 Najette	 studied	 her	 she	 could
discern	 the	 subtlest	 film	 of	 unshed	 tears	 in	 her	 eyes.	 The	 blonde	 woman
instinctively	reached	inside	her	pocket.	Her	first	thought	was	that	money	would
make	 everything	 all	 right	 again.	 But	 she	was	mistaken.	Najette	watched	 them
both	 attentively,	 already	 framing	 the	 scene	 in	 her	 mind	 as	 a	 painting;	 two
women,	 one	 kneeling	 in	melancholy	 and	 the	 other	 in	 consolation.	 To	Najette,
Lilliana	suggested	a	madonna	poised	in	a	world	of	intense	and	incommunicable
feeling.	 She	 had	 taken	 off	 her	 hat	 and	more	 strands	 of	 her	 gossamer	 hair	 fell
about	her	face.	Najette	watched	as	the	blonde’s	hand	found	Lilliana’s	tentatively.
The	spilled	soil	was	everywhere,	firing	out	in	random	directions,	forming	brittle
lines.	 In	an	 instant	Najette	produced	a	digital	camera	–	she	carried	one	around
with	her	to	record	moments	like	these,	moments	that	might	feed	her	painting	–
slipped	 a	 finger	 over	 the	 button,	 snapped	 a	 shot	 and	 tucked	 the	 camera	 away.
Nobody	noticed.

Lilliana	 got	 up	 slowly.	 The	 other	 woman	 followed	 and	 glanced	 at	 her



companions,	now	huddled	together	in	the	corner.	She	turned	back	to	Lilliana	and
said,	feeling	her	way	through	the	words,	‘I	work...down	the	road.	Maybe	I	can
buy	you	lunch	sometime...to	make	up	for	the	mess?’	She	handed	over	a	card	and
Lilliana	took	it	without	a	word.	The	ghost	of	a	smile	formed	on	her	lips.

After	a	pause,	the	party	of	three	shuffled	out	together	in	obvious	relief.
‘That	was	pretty	weird.	After	that	I	need	a	drink.	Do	you	have	any	booze?’

said	Najette.
‘I	think...I’ve	got	some	white	wine	in	the	fridge	upstairs.	Shall	I	fetch	it?’
‘That	would	be	glorious.’
As	 Lilliana	 climbed	 the	 spiral	 staircase	 Najette	 gathered	 up	 the	 cracked

pieces	 of	 the	 pot	 and	 the	 disfigured	 plant	 and	 set	 everything	 down	 on	 the
counter.	She	found	a	pan	and	brush	and	deftly	swept	up	the	soil.	A	minute	later
Lilliana	 returned	 with	 two	 filled	 glasses	 and	 said,	 ‘That	 beautiful	 plant,	 the
ruined	one,	was	intended	for	a	friend	of	mine,	another	Oscar.	Oscar	Babel.’

‘Actually,	my	friend’s	name	is	Nicholas.	But	he’s	always	fancied	himself	as	a
bit	of	a	dandy,	so	sooner	or	later	he	had	to	be	Oscar.’

‘Nicholas	is	your	ex-lover?’
‘Well-spotted.	That’s	why	he	was	angry.	Because	of	that	little	prefix:	ex.	As

if	the	fact	that	he	once	had	his	penis	up	me	gives	him	a	divine	right	to	be	a	shit
because	 I	 no	 longer	want	 it	 there.	 Imagine!’	 There	was	 an	 infectious	 joviality
about	her	as	she	conjured	with	the	words	a	defiance	which	registered	in	the	glow
of	 her	 eyes.	 She	was	 feeling	 the	 rush	 of	 eloquence.	 Lilliana	 tried	 not	 to	 look
shocked.

They	pulled	 two	 stools	 toward	 the	 counter	 and	 sat	 down.	Najette	 said,	 ‘So
tell	me	about	Oscar.	The	real	Oscar.’

‘That	plant	was	meant	to	be	his	birthday	present.’	She	ran	a	finger	along	the
gnarled,	twisted	stem.

‘When’s	his	birthday?’
‘Last	week.	I	was	late.	I	usually	am.	He’s	a	projectionist.	Doesn’t	like	it.	Or

says	he	doesn’t.’
‘Why	doesn’t	he	change	jobs?’
‘I’m	 not	 sure;	 fear	 of	 the	 unknown,	 perhaps.	 He	 likes	 things	 to	 be

predictable,	the	same.	He	doesn’t	like	experimentation.’
‘Does	he	have	any	passions?	Apart	from	the	cinema?’
‘The	cinema	isn’t	a	passion,	more	of	an	addiction.	I	just	think	he	likes	being

locked	up	in	dark	rooms.’
‘Has	he	 tried	S&M?	Photography?	Confession	boxes?	Would	he	 look	good

in	a	cassock?’
‘Better	in	a	hammock.	He	always	looks...slightly	out	of	place.	Like	he’s	just



stepped	off	a	flying	saucer.	But	he’s	got	a	pretty	face.’
Najette	nodded	and	swept	aside	 the	ebony,	 twirling	strands	of	hair	 that	had

been	moving	slowly	across	her	face	and	the	full	glory	of	her	sun	tan	was	again
revealed;	this	time,	however,	it	quite	took	Lilliana	by	surprise.	She	also	noticed
her	 startlingly	 long	 eyelashes.	When	 a	 customer	 came	 in	 a	 few	moments	 later
they	were	too	preoccupied	to	notice	him.	They	were	also	a	little	drunk.

	

*
	

Daniel	Bloch	returned	to	his	flat	at	around	ten	in	the	evening.	He	had	been	to	a
drinks	party,	 thrown	by	his	publishing	house,	 in	 the	Serpentine	Gallery,	which
was	currently	exhibiting	the	work	of	a	celebrated	installation	artist	called	Tracy
Pearn.	Her	work	consisted	of	giant	cauliflowers,	immense	leeks	and	gargantuan
colanders	with	blades	and	knives	emerging	threateningly	from	the	holes.	Bloch
had	 told	 his	 editor	 he	 was	 no	 longer	 happy	 writing	 books	 that	 sold	 but	 said
nothing	about	life.	He	added	that	he	wanted	to	try	his	hand	at	serious	fiction.	He
wanted	 to	 offer	 something	 to	 the	 world,	 to	 be	 illuminating,	 no	 longer	merely
entertaining.

The	sky	was	on	the	point	of	turning	dark,	though	here	and	there	some	flecks
of	orange	and	burnished	gold	remained.	As	Bloch	watched	a	feeling	of	infinite
possibility	 came	 to	 him,	 flowing	 from	 the	 sky’s	 rapidly	 changing,	 molten
condition.	The	sun	had	 turned	 into	a	slowly	sinking	dome	of	blood	red.	A	few
pink	clouds	nestled	near	it.	One	by	one	they	vanished.

He	was	considering	the	story	about	Oscar.	He	sat	at	his	desk	and	mused	on
this	grand	plan	of	his,	which,	in	the	end,	Oscar	had	been	extremely	enthusiastic
about.	But,	 he	 reflected,	Oscar’s	 life	 didn’t	 exactly	provide	 fertile	material	 for
development.	 He	 decided	 his	 fictional	 Oscar	 would	 have	 to	 have	 a	 different
profession,	and	considered	some	random	choices.	Usher.	No	–	 too	passive,	 too
much	 like	a	projectionist.	Undertaker.	Too	morbid.	Architect.	Too	scientific.	A
model.	 Maybe.	 A	 nude	 model.	 Yes,	 that	 had	 interesting	 possibilities	 and	 was
related	 to	 painting.	 He	 would	 be	 a	 nude	 model	 who	 eventually	 realizes	 his
ambition	 to	 paint.	 Then,	 rather	 more	 groundlessly,	 he	 decided	 that	 his	 Oscar
would	live	with	a	cat	and	be	an	opera	fan.

Oscar	lived	on	his	own,	in	a	bedsit	in	Elephant	and	Castle,	and	didn’t	much
care	 for	 opera.	 The	 landlord	 who	 owned,	 and	 also	 resided	 in,	 the	 half-ruined
building	 that	 housed	 Oscar’s	 bedsit	 was	 a	 rather	 unsavory	 character	 and
unknowingly	tormented	Oscar	by	playing	opera;	in	particular,	works	by	Richard
Wagner	 (which	 gave	 Bloch	 the	 idea	 of	 turning	 Oscar	 into	 an	 enthusiast),	 the



music	 roaring	 through	 the	 floorboards.	 Bloch	 decided	 that	 the	 landlord	would
also	appear	in	the	story,	but	in	a	radically	altered	form,	and	that	his	odious	traits
would	give	way	to	generous	ones.

He	picked	up	a	pen	and	paper.	As	he	started	to	make	notes	he	felt	his	skull
grow	 heavy,	 as	 if	 his	 brain	 had	 doubled	 in	 size	 and	 weight.	 Yet	 his	 thoughts
flowed	quickly	and	connections	followed	fast.	To	his	surprise,	he	found	that	the
subject	of	Oscar	was	opening	a	door	to	unexplored	and	unfamiliar	territory.	He
felt	he	was	on	the	brink	of	finding	a	completely	different	voice	from	that	of	his
previous	 work	 –	 analytical,	 with	 a	 hint	 of	 urbanity,	 and	 more	 than	 a	 little
autobiographical.	 He	 wrote	 with	 frenzied	 ease,	 correcting	 and	 revising	 as	 he
went.	After	a	few	hours	he	put	the	pen	aside	and	read	the	scrawled	pages	back	to
himself.

	

Oscar	Babel.	No	doubt	you’re	all	familiar	with	his	name.	Reputation.	Shoe	size.
Unsuspected	ability	to	levitate	amongst	ethereal	angels	and	plummet	toward	the
despicable	villains	that	inhabit	the	deepest	pits	of	hell.	Oscar	Babel	is	arguably
the	 finest	 life	model	of	his	generation.	 I’m	 joking.	Life	modeling	has	 too	often
been	pushed	to	the	sides;	it’s	my	task	to	try	and	rectify	this	sorry	state	of	affairs.
Keeping	as	inert	as	a	corpse,	stark	naked,	for	long	periods	of	time	can	be	tricky.
Usually	it’s	only	those	possessing	inner	peace	and	outer	poise	who	are	up	to	it.
Thus,	Mr.	 Babel:	 the	 great	 painter.	 He	 has	 them	when	 he’s	 transmogrifying	 a
canvas.	Though	 for	 the	 longest	 time,	before,	he	was	 like	a	parasol	caught	 in	a
gale.	 Before	 he	 became	 the	 great	 painter	 he	 is	 today,	 he	 was	 something	 else
entirely.	He	was	filled	with	self-loathing;	he	squandered	his	 talents.	He	was	as
ill-adapted	to	purpose	as	a	surgeon	who	operates	while	wearing	boxing	gloves.	I
knew	him	then.	I	know	him	now.	I	have	a	fond	memory	of	him	watering	plants.
As	he	 fooled	around	with	 the	watering	can	he	 looked	up	and	asked,	 ‘Who	will
water	me?’	An	enigmatic	remark,	but	it	lingered	like	an	Irishman	at	closing	time.
At	that	period	he	was	living	in	a	hovel	in	South	London,	his	love	of	opera	driving
his	 landlord	 –	Mr.	Grindel	 –	 half-mad	 each	morning	as	 his	 tenant	 rose	 to	 the
sounds	of	Wagner.	Oscar’s	 cat	 shared	his	musical	 tastes.	This	 cat,	a	black,	 fat
thing	 that	purred	when	hungry	and	also	when	 fed	 (a	purring	machine),	would
freeze	as	the	first	notes	sounded,	looking	almost	human.	Mr.	Grindel	had	a	heart
of	 gold,	 and	 he	 tolerated	 these	 intrusions.	Oscar	 needed	 the	music;	 it	 fed	 his
shrinking	soul	and	reignited	some	of	his	lust	for	life.

I	 have	 many	 theories	 about	 Oscar’s	 early	 unhappiness.	 Perhaps	 it	 was
something	to	do	with	the	fact	that	his	most	treasured	companion	departed	from
his	 life	when	he	was	 six	 years	old.	His	goldfish,	Humphrey.	Humphrey	met	 its



end	one	afternoon	when	Oscar’s	mother	saw	fit	to	wash	the	bowl,	depositing	the
fish	 in	 the	 sink,	 and	 pulling	 the	 plug	 out	 by	 accident.	 Or	 so	 she	 claimed
afterwards.	It	was	the	First	Catastrophe.	Afterwards,	he	felt	a	part	of	himself	had
also	died	with	the	pet	he’d	spent	countless	hours	feeding	and	watching.	No	other
fish,	he	realized,	could	replace	Humphrey.	It	wouldn’t	be	the	same.	The	fragility
of	life.	Yes,	there	were	billions	of	fish	floating	in	the	sea,	but	this	wasn’t	the	point.
He	was	already	initiated	into	futility.	A	minor	tragedy,	perhaps.	This,	I	hasten	to
add,	is	only	one	of	many	theories.	At	that	time,	the	time	of	his	early	unhappiness,
I	had	a	sense	of	the	man	as	emotionally	crippled.	How	else	can	one	explain	his
inability	to	grasp	life	and	savor	its	juices?	The	huge	melon	had	been	offered,	but
Oscar	suspected	that	inside	it	there	was	a	rotten	core	that	would	ultimately	taint
the	 taste	of	 the	good	bits.	And	so,	he	passed	 the	melon	on	 for	someone	else	 to
enjoy.	 The	 germ	 of	 imperfection	 sabotaged	 the	 moments	 of	 contentment	 when
they	came.

I	 went	 swimming	 with	 him.	 He	 advanced	 up	 and	 down	 dutifully,	 but	 his
movements	made	me	 think	of	a	punished	schoolboy	writing	out	 lines.	When	he
finished	I	asked	if	he’d	enjoyed	the	swim.	He	turned	to	me	with	bloodshot	eyes
and	muttered,‘I	did	it	for	the	water.’	Another	of	those	cryptic	remarks	that	I	grew
tired	of	decoding.

He	 lived,	 as	 I	 have	 said,	 in	a	hovel.	Peeling	wallpaper	and	a	 sagging	bed
made	 me	 long	 to	 slip	 him	 some	 mazuma.	 Would	 it,	 I	 thought,	 make	 any
difference?	 Some	 nights	 I’d	 stay	 over	 at	 the	 hovel	when	 it	 was	 too	 late	 to	 do
anything	else.	His	nervous	movements	as	he	undressed	reminded	me	of	a	gazelle
sensing	it’s	being	observed.	(And	yet	he	took	his	clothes	off	in	public	by	way	of	a
profession.)	 I	 looked	 away	 as	 he	 slipped	 on	 his	 pyjamas.	 Oscar	 didn’t	 feel
comfortable	when	there	was	another	human	being	around.	While	I	made	a	final
cup	of	 tea	 for	him	he	 tossed	and	turned,	his	body	 fusing	with	 the	mattress;	his
limbs	entwined	with	the	bedsheets,	as	if	they	were	glued	to	him.	When	the	kettle
finally	boiled	he	was	already	asleep	and	I	would	drink	the	tea	myself,	resigned	to
his	state	of	oblivion.	The	cat	purred	and	arched	its	back.	I	would	try	and	engage
with	it,	in	some	form,	as	he	lay	snoring.	But	the	cat	had	time	only	for	its	master.
As	I	approached,	it	retreated.

In	the	morning	he	prepared	for	work.	‘The	good	thing,’	he	said,	‘about	this
job,	is	that	you	don’t	have	to	worry	about	what	to	wear.’	Clutching	a	plastic	bag
he	ventured	out	into	the	cold	light	of	day.	But	all	the	time	I	knew	all	he	needed
was	 to	 be	 awakened.	 This	 self-destructiveness,	 this	 inability	 to	 seize	 various
pregnant	moments	(moments	which	played	tricks	on	time	and	existed	outside	it)
would	 be	 discarded	 one	 day.	His	 sinuous	 painting	 provided	me	with	 sufficient
optimism.	His	was	the	problem	of	the	introvert,	the	snail	that	cannot	crawl	out	of



its	 shell.	 He	 needed	 the	 light	 to	 come	 to	 him.	 But	 instead	 darkness	 fell,
occasionally	palliated	by	the	prospect	of	love	or	bricks	of	chocolate.	Of	course,
he	 had	 no	 real	 desire	 to	 go	 on	 life	modeling.	His	 vocation,	 truly,	 his	 calling,
really,	his	purpose,	utterly,	was	painting.	He	had	once	been	approached	by	one
of	 the	 most	 famous	 dealers	 in	 London,	 Barny	 Small,	 the	 latter	 having	 been
stunned	by	two	of	his	morbid	canvasses.	Small	gave	Oscar	his	card	and	Oscar
tossed	 it	 into	 a	 washing	 machine.	 Maybe	 he	 felt	 the	 card	 was	 unclean.	 Or
perhaps	 it	 was	 the	 proximity	 of	 success	 that	 scared	 him.	 He	 also	 had	 that
suspiciousness	of	the	world	–	the	sticky	world	of	narcissists	and	self-promoters,
marketing	and	the	Internet	–	that	has	always	characterized	the	truly	gifted.	Deep
down	he	had	contempt	for	that	dealer,	because	he	did	commerce	with	that	world,
felt	 at	 home	 in	 it,	 embraced	 the	 absurd	 injustices	 that	 being	 strong	 inevitably
signaled.	Oscar	reasoned	that	if	his	work	triumphed,	someone	else’s	was	bound
to	fail	as	a	result.	And	to	constantly	fuss	over	minutiae	and	errands	and	duties
was	not	enough	for	Oscar.	And	if	it	became	enough,	it	would	be	accompanied	by
the	lingering	fear	that	he	was	a	charlatan.	Whatever	he	accomplished	wouldn’t
be	enough.	And	he	would	remain	unworthy	in	his	own	eyes,	after	the	drinks	had
been	dispensed	and	the	journalists	paid	off	with	memorable	insights	and	fished-
after	glimpses	of	 his	 life.	He	would	 retreat	 to	his	 hovel,	 close	 the	door	on	 the
world	and	mumble,	‘I	am	a	fake	painter;	I	am	a	bogus	manipulator	of	images;	I
am	a	voyeur.’	And	so	he	threw	the	dealer’s	card	away	and	saved	himself	from	all
these	 dilemmas.	 After	 the	 machine’s	 rinse	 cycle	 was	 completed	 the	 card	 was
beautifully	atomized	among	his	clothes.

But	there	was	another	–	more	simple	–	reason	for	this	reluctance	to	engage,
to	get	off	his	arse.	He	was	idle,	bone	idle.	That	idleness	drew	him	to	that	other
idle	 creation	 of	 nature’s:	 the	 cat.	 So	 he	 retreated	 to	 his	 hovel	 and	 the
consolations	of	his	 feline	companion,	as	 they	both	stirred	with	longing	and	the
highest	 notes	 of	 Tristan	 and	 Isolde	 fulfilled	 some	 of	 their	 joint	 needs.	 But	 I
always	knew	 that	Oscar	was	destined	 for	great	 things,	 that	he	would	 someday
triumph	 and	 see	 the	 light,	 and	 in	 doing	 so	 would	 have	 to	 rid	 himself	 of	 that
inseparable	cat	of	his.	Only	I	knew	this,	however.	He	did	not.

	
He	 put	 the	 pages	 aside,	 feeling	 faintly	 uneasy.	Had	 he	 been	writing	 about

himself	 or	 about	 Oscar?	 Had	 he	 been	 writing	 about	 his	 own	motivations	 and
preoccupations?

It	was	coming	up	to	one-thirty	in	the	morning.	Almost	at	the	same	instant	of
putting	his	head	on	the	pillow,	he	fell	into	a	deep	sleep.

At	 the	same	time	Oscar	was	watching	a	film	finishing	in	 the	Eureka	Cinema	–



the	 late	 show.	He	was	 thinking	about	 the	 terrible	prospect	of	going	home.	His
little	 bedsit	 was	 the	 least	 enticing	 of	 places,	 he	 reflected.	 Its	 wallpaper	 was
peeling,	 its	bed	sagged	as	much	as	a	hammock,	and	 the	oven	was	encrusted	 in
grime.	He	wondered	when	 he	 had	 last	 changed	 his	 bedsheets	 and	 the	 thought
appalled	him.	As	he	was	 thinking,	his	mind	slowly	being	sucked	into	a	mental
quicksand,	he	heard	a	mournful	wailing	coming	from	outside.	He	walked	up	to
the	 back	 door	 slowly,	 put	 his	 ear	 to	 it	 and	 listened.	 The	 sound	 stopped.	 He
opened	 the	door	and	saw	a	 tiny	cat	perched	on	 the	 steps.	 It	began	 to	whimper
with	heartbreaking	pathos.	It	was	about	the	size	of	his	two	hands	laid	end	to	end.
He	picked	it	up	and	murmured,	‘Hello,	were	you	looking	for	me?’
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Two	 weeks	 passed.	 During	 this	 time	 Oscar	 decided	 to	 adopt	 the	 cat,	 as	 it
seemed	to	have	no	owner.	He	named	her	Dove.	She	gave	him	a	new	lease	of	life,
and	he	grew	very	fond	of	her	in	this	short	space	of	time.	He	bought	her	a	wicker
basket	and	loaded	it	with	rugs	and	blankets,	for	the	cat	was	quite	emaciated	and
had	to	be	taken	care	of.	But	he	had	to	make	sure	that	Mr.	Grindel	–	his	landlord	–
didn’t	 find	out	 about	Dove,	 as	 the	house	 rules	 stipulated	 that	no	pets	 could	be
kept	in	the	tenants’	rooms.	Despite	the	fact	that	the	house	itself	was	falling	into
ruin,	Mr.	Grindel	didn’t	lift	a	finger	to	improve	the	living	conditions,	while	at	the
same	time	threatening	with	eviction	any	who	failed	to	comply	with	his	rules.	He
was	perpetually	unshaven	in	the	attempt	to	give	the	appearance	of	destitution	–
which	he	considered	a	useful	posture,	allowing	him	to	appear	to	be	on	the	same
footing	as	his	poverty-stricken	 tenants	–	 and	he	always	wore	a	 thick	overcoat,
even	in	hot	weather.

On	 the	 one	 occasion	Oscar	 had	 been	 inside	 the	maisonette	 where	 Grindel
lived,	 in	 the	same	building,	he	had	been	astonished	 to	 find	 the	place	baking	 in
unbearable	warmth.	Equally	unbearable,	to	Oscar’s	ears,	was	the	Wagner	playing
on	Grindel’s	old	 record	player.	Sensing	Oscar’s	 surprise	 at	 the	 intensity	of	 the
heat,	Grindel	had	muttered	some	words	about	not	being	able	to	turn	the	heating
off.	When	Oscar	offered	to	open	all	the	windows	he	barked	a	brief	cry	of	‘Mind
your	 own	 business,’	 and	 added	 that	 the	 windows	 couldn’t	 be	 opened	 because
they	were	stuck.	Oscar	concluded	that	the	man,	like	a	baby	who	had	been	born
prematurely,	needed	to	exist	in	an	incubator	of	heat,	hermetically	sealed	from	the
outside	 world.	 And	 yet	 when	 dealing	 with	 his	 tenants	 he	 displayed	 all	 the
callousness	of	the	hardened	businessman.	He	was	convinced	that	ultimately	they
were	all	out	to	exploit	him.	So	Oscar	was	very	careful	not	to	give	Mr.	Grindel	an
excuse	to	have	him	evicted.

That	day	he	had	the	evening	shift	at	 the	cinema	but	had	the	afternoon	free.
He	was	 getting	 ready	 to	 go	 out	when	 there	was	 a	 calamitous	 knocking	 at	 the
door.	He	hurriedly	stuffed	Dove	into	a	cupboard	full	of	boxes	of	paint	and	dirty
brushes,	and,	when	he	was	ready,	opened	the	door.	His	landlord	had	an	annoying



habit	of	dropping	by	whenever	he	felt	like	it.	Oscar	suspected	it	was	because	he
hoped	to	catch	him	doing	something	wrong.

‘Rent’s	due,	Babel,’	he	barked,	his	eyes	darting	around	dementedly.
‘I	know;	I’ll	have	it	for	you	tomorrow.’
‘You’d	better	have,	weasel,	or	I’ll	have	you.’
Oscar	noticed	that	he	was	giving	off	a	peculiar	unpleasant	odor.	He	shut	the

door	 in	a	hurry	and	released	 the	cat.	Then	he	put	Dove	 in	her	basket	and	said,
‘Sorry	about	that.	Be	good	while	I’m	gone.’	He	put	out	some	milk	for	her,	within
easy	reach.

He	walked	 quickly.	He	was	 late	 for	 an	 appointment	with	 Lilliana	 in	 a	 bar
near	her	shop.

	

*
	

Inside	the	bar	vast	drapes	shivered,	disturbed	by	currents	of	stale	air.	The	place
was	lit	with	tangerine	light	and	strange,	bodiless	music	was	playing.	All	around,
the	walls	were	painted	in	blood-red	and	the	eye	found	relief	from	their	intensity
only	 in	 the	 surface	 of	 the	wooden,	 scratched	 floorboards.	The	bar	 itself	was	 a
baroque	construction	and	out	of	 it	hideous	gargoyles	 rose,	as	 if	 trying	 to	come
alive.	A	thousand	and	one	bottles	were	arranged	in	rows	at	the	back,	bottles	of
every	 size	 and	 appearance	 containing	 glossy	 green	 liqueurs,	 golden	 whiskeys
and	malts,	transparent	vodka	and	gin,	rum	as	black	as	night,	bottled	brown	beer
of	 thundering	 potency.	 The	 vast	 mirror	 behind	 these	 begetters	 of	 oblivion
reflected	 the	 feathered	 hats,	 the	 painted	 faces	 and	 the	 pallid	 splendor	 of	 the
clientele,	 all	 lovingly,	 recorded	 by	 London’s	 ubiquitous	 and	 multiplying
CCTV’s.	 Giant	 candles	 were	 planted	 here	 and	 there,	 half-used,	 with	 intricate
lines	of	wax	encrusted	around	them	like	stalactites.

Oscar	hunted	for	Lilliana	for	a	little	while,	then	found	a	chair,	presuming	she
hadn’t	arrived	yet,	rather	than	that	she	had	been	and	gone.	A	couple	of	identical
twins	were	playing	chess	and	sending	text	messages.	A	broker	flicked	and	turned
the	billowing	pages	of	 the	Financial	Times	with	disturbing	belligerence.	Oscar
turned	around	and	was	pleased	to	spot	a	woman	seated	on	her	own	in	a	corner,
beside	a	folding	screen	decorated	with	masked	figures.	She	had	abundant	silvery
blonde	hair,	tightly	tied	in	a	bun.	As	he	watched	her	he	wondered	how	Bloch’s
story	was	progressing	and	made	a	mental	note	to	call	him.	A	newspaper	lay	near
to	 hand	 and	 he	 started	 to	 read	 it	 without	much	 interest.	When	 he	 glanced	 up
again	the	woman	wasn’t	there,	though	a	luminous	pink	coat	signaled	her	claim	to
the	seat.



Upon	 her	 return	 she	 had	 been	 transformed	 by	 a	 generous	 layer	 of	 green
lipstick.	More	crowds	drifted	in.	The	noise	they	made	immediately	repelled	him.
He	 sensed	 the	woman	 in	 the	 corner	 also	 shared	 his	 distaste,	 and	 as	 he	 looked
over	to	her	again	for	some	sign	of	solidarity	her	face	was	partially	hidden	behind
her	newly	loosened	locks,	which	she	proceeded	to	adjust.	For	a	moment	he	was
stunned.	Her	appearance	was	so	different	it	was	as	though	her	face	had	actually
been	reshaped.

She	finally	noticed	his	somnolent	staring.
‘You	look	confused,’	she	said	sweetly.
‘Yes,	I	am,’	he	replied.
‘What’s	confusing	you?’
Oscar	caught	some	words	from	a	conversation	at	the	bar.	A	voice	said,	‘I	can

only	 eat	 salmon	when	 I’m	 by	 the	 river,	 or	 better	 still	 when	 I’m	 in	 the	 river.’
There	was	a	brief	lunatic	burst	of	laughter.

‘I	 have	 this	 feeling	 that	 something	 in	 my	 life	 is	 changing,	 something
important.’

‘Would	you	mind	telling	me	what?’
‘Everything.	Nothing.	I	now	own	a	cat.	That’s	all,	really,’	he	said.
‘That’s	all?’
‘Well...not	really.’
He	 wondered	 where	 Lilliana	 had	 got	 to.	 His	 face	 betrayed	 his	 agitation,

despite	his	attempts	at	bullying	it	into	composure.
‘Is	something	wrong?’
‘Oh,	I	was	expecting	someone.	But	I	think	she’s	slipped	through	my	fingers.

Everything,	 sooner	 or	 later,	 slips	 through	my	 fingers,	 you	know.	Money,	 love,
friends,	painting.’	He	smiled,	trying	to	deflate	the	seriousness	of	his	remarks.	He
suddenly	 had	 a	 feeling	 he	 wouldn’t	 be	 seeing	 Lilliana	 today.	 Resuming	 in	 a
lighter	tone,	he	asked,	‘Do	things	slip	through	your	fingers?	Or	do	you	manage
to	avoid	that,	and	if	so,	how?’

‘Sometimes:	in	answer	to	the	first	question,	which	means	sometimes	for	the
second	as	well.	For	 the	 third:	 I	put	 talcum	powder	on	my	 fingers.	Gives	me	a
firmer	grip	with	which	to	catch	the	customers	when	they	fall.	You	see,	I	work	in
a	hair	salon	but	lately	I’ve	been	feeling	more	like	a	therapist	than	a	hairdresser.

‘But	to	go	back	to	the	first	question.	Something	did	slip	through	my	fingers
the	other	day.	I	mean	really	slipped.	A	plant.	The	woman	in	the	shop	was	gutted.
I	don’t	know	what	the	hell	happened.	I’m	not	normally	so	clumsy.	But...the	thing
was...her	face,	when	she	saw	the	damage...for	a	moment,	 just	for	a	second	as	I
watched	her...I	could	have	imagined	falling	in	love	with	her...I	don’t	know	if	you
can	understand...that	vulnerability...’



She	 stopped	 abruptly,	 and	 shrugged	 off	 the	 delicate	 demeanor	 these
revelations	 had	 created.	 As	 if	 to	 cover	 up	 the	 cavity	 left	 by	 her	 honesty	 she
started	attending	to	physical	matters,	smoothing	her	skirt,	folding	her	pink	coat
with	 care.	 Oscar	 averted	 his	 gaze,	 so	 as	 to	 give	 her	 room,	 and	 surveyed	 the
others,	who	had	become	more	and	more	animated.	The	search	for	pleasure	was
continuing,	 like	 some	 treasure	 hunt	 conducted	 in	 the	 night,	 in	 the	 capsizing
chambers	of	the	imagination,	and	on	the	dewy	grass,	wherein	all	pains	and	losses
could	be	erased	and	 the	opiate	of	 sensuality	was	at	 liberty	 to	pursue	 its	 sweet,
numbing	 agenda,	 the	 voices	 of	 human	 suffering	 barely	 reaching,	 and	 so
dismissed	as	imagined	and	ghostly.

She	stood	up,	a	little	self-consciously.
‘I	 hope	 you	 find	 a	 net	 to	 catch	 the	 things	 that	 are	 slipping.	 Just	 don’t	 get

trapped	in	it.’	Her	face	broke	into	a	smile	and	he	watched	her	go	with	a	grace	he
envied.	 He	 decided	 to	 telephone	 Lilliana	 on	 his	 cellular	 phone.	 But	 then	 he
remembered	the	phone	had	no	credit.	He	stepped	outside	and	found	a	red	phone
booth.

The	 booth	 was	 saturated	 in	 graffiti	 and	 the	 receiver	 was	 off	 the	 hook,
swinging	like	a	pendulum.	He	replaced	it,	picked	it	up	and	dialed.	He	heard	the
neutral	 pulse	 of	 ringing.	 A	 man	 answered,	 which	 was	 odd,	 as	 Lilliana	 lived
alone.

‘Hello...Hello.’
Oscar	realized	he	had	just	dialed	Bloch’s	number.
‘Daniel,	it’s	Oscar.’
‘Why	didn’t	you	say	anything	when	I	picked	up?’
‘How’s	the	story	going?	Have	you	started	it?’
‘Yes,	it’s	going.	What’s	new?’
‘I	have	a	cat.	That’s	about	it.’
‘What?’
‘I	said	I	have	a	cat.	She’s	called	Dove.’
There	was	a	moment’s	silence.	Then	Bloch	said,	‘That’s	nice.	Well,	I	better

go.	I’m	late	for	a	doctor’s	appointment.’
‘What’s	wrong?’
‘Nothing.	I	just	need	to	pick	up	a	prescription	for	some	sleeping	tablets.	I’ll

see	you.’
He	stepped	out	of	the	booth.	Bloch	had	sounded	strange	on	the	phone.	Oscar

was	 so	 distracted	 he	 forgot	 all	 about	 the	 phone	 call	 to	 Lilliana.	 He	 walked
aimlessly	for	a	while	and	then	finally	hopped	on	a	passing	bus.

A	 few	 minutes	 later	 Lilliana	 walked	 in	 to	 the	 bar,	 holding	 his	 birthday
present.	In	the	dim,	tangerine	light	the	white	skin	of	her	face	appeared	tawny.



	
As	 soon	 as	 Bloch	 returned	 the	 phone	 to	 its	 cradle	 he	 felt	 an	 odd	 twinge	 of
discomfort.	He	stared	out	of	his	window,	watching	the	traffic	as	it	crawled	along
at	 a	 snail’s	 pace.	 Noxious	 fumes	 spluttered	 into	 the	 air,	 and	 taxis	 throbbed,
threatening	to	melt.	The	crowds	wrestled	with	their	shopping	and	the	heat.

Turning	away,	he	switched	 the	radio	on.	A	wave	of	brass	band	music	blew
up.	He	 reached	 for	 the	 dial	 and	 jiggled	 it	 about	 until	 he	 had	 found	 something
which	pleased	him:	a	string	quartet,	full	of	grief,	the	lowest	notes	sounding	from
beyond	the	grave,	stirring	in	a	slow	bass	rumble.	As	he	lost	himself	in	the	music
a	male	voice	began	speaking:

‘You	know	art	can	kill?’
Bloch’s	 immediate	 thought	was	that	 the	dial	had	just	managed,	by	itself,	 to

turn	around	and	tune	into	another	station.	Dismissing	this	theory,	he	scrambled
around	 for	 a	 paper	 to	 check	 the	 radio	 programs,	 wondering	 if	 he	 might	 be
listening	to	some	kind	of	play	with	background	music.	But	 the	guide	just	said:
‘1pm:	Beethoven:	Quartet	in	A	minor,	Op.	132.	Belcea	Quartet.’	It	was	then	that
he	began	to	consider	the	possibility	of	an	aural	hallucination.	He	stared	into	thin
air,	stupefied.	Had	he	imagined	that	voice?	What’s	happening	to	me?	he	thought.
He	switched	off	 the	 radio,	plodded	wearily	 to	his	bedroom	and	spread	his	 soft
body	 out	 on	 the	 big	 double	 bed.	 The	 walls	 and	 ceiling	 moved	 in	 closer;	 his
bedroom	metamorphosed	 into	 the	cabin	of	a	boat,	 lolling	 lazily	 in	 the	 tide.	He
closed	his	eyes	and	took	a	couple	of	deep	breaths.	He	needed	to	work,	to	give	his
mind	some	ballast.	He	got	up	and	walked	unsteadily	to	his	study.

The	 feel	 of	 his	 old	 typewriter’s	 keyboard	 stopped	 him	 from	 floating	 away
altogether,	from	turning	into	a	speck	of	dust,	pirouetting	like	a	spinning	top	and
rising	above	London	and	Hyde	Park.

	

Chapter	Two

Modeling.	This	is	the	subject	I	have	to	tackle	before	I	can	do	justice	to	the	man’s
significance	 as	 a	 painter.	 Why	 for	 God’s	 sake	 modeling?	 Perhaps	 it	 was	 the
thought	of	exposing	the	external	–	the	body	–	that	attracted	him,	while	keeping
the	internal	–	the	soul	–	under	wraps.	When	I	spoke	to	him	about	it	he	would	say
he	 found	 the	 whole	 thing	 marvelously	 anonymous,	 even	 though	 he	 was	 so
literally	exposed.	He	was	the	center	of	attention	but	only	in	the	way	a	patient	is
as	he	is	scrutinized	by	acne-rich	medical	students	in	sanitized	clinics.	He	never
had	 to	 exchange	 words	 with	 anyone,	 never	 had	 to	 interact	 in	 any	 emotional
sense.	And	that	was	the	way	he	 liked	it,	 I’m	afraid.	He	could	observe.	He	also



spoke	 about	 the	 cleansing	 quality	 of	 the	 process,	 spoke	 of	 how	 the	 cold	 and
constant	 stillness	 offered	 wonderful	 openings	 for	 the	 mind.	 In	 that	 eternity	 of
stasis	the	mind	could	dip	its	big	toe	into	shores	of	the	celestial,	he	claimed,	then
crawl	back	 to	shore	as	 the	break	came.	Then	he	could	 focus	once	more	on	 the
simple	things,	such	as	the	cup	of	tea	that	would	be	his	and	his	alone,	a	blanket
draped	over	him,	ignored	by	all	the	students,	which	was	the	way	that	he	liked	it,
and	there	is	nothing	more	delicious	than	the	taste	of	reward	that	is	deserved,	and
rest	after	labor	is,	in	my	opinion,	only	slightly	less	wondrous	than	warmth	after
cold.

‘	Well,	Oscar,’	I	said	one	evening,	after	he’d	returned	from	the	art	school	(I
had	lingered	on	in	his	 flat,	sampling	the	mythical	kindness	of	his	 landlord,	Mr.
Grindel	 –	 he	 made	 me	 some	 limpid	 soup),	 ‘what	 happened	 today?	 Did	 some
young	lady	step	over	the	fine	line	that	separates	artist	from	voyeur?’

He	ignored	my	question	and	reached	for	his	cat.	The	cat	melted	instantly	in
his	embrace,	sickeningly	responsive	to	his	caresses.	He	turned	to	me	and	intoned
slowly,	‘No,	not	today,	but	maybe	tomorrow.	Maybe	in	the	oasis-mirage-stargate
of	tomorrow.’

The	 answer	 was	 stuffed	 with	 wisdom,	 somehow,	 as	 if	 he	 had	 found,	 in	 a
phrase	or	two,	the	distillation	of	clarity	that	normally	only	a	lifetime	can	deliver.
Perhaps	that	is	what	wisdom	is,	I	reflected,	the	ability	to	see	change	and	accept
that	it	might	not	come	today	but	tomorrow,	the	ability	to	transcend	time	with	a
little	 nonchalance.	 I	 imagine	 that	 mountaineers	 and	 explorers	 are	 able	 to
visualize	time	more	easily	than	I	can.	As	they	climb	Mount	Everest	they	must	in
some	sense	be	stepping	over	and	above	the	usual	patter	of	time’s	motion,	for	how
else	 could	 they	 do	what	 they	 do?	 This	 seems	 obvious.	 I	 admire	 those	 fuckers.
They	manage	 to	 get	 the	 upper	 hand,	 all	 right.	 They	manage	 to	 put	 time	 in	 its
place.	 That	 tyrant,	 who	 never	 lets	 up,	 but	 forever	 taps	 at	 our	 shoulders,
reminding	us	that	life	is	finite,	running	after	us	with	a	whip	and	shouting,	ever
and	again,	‘I	go	on,	see,	but	you	don’t.’	But	I	digress.	Oscar	shared	some	of	these
apprehensions	 of	mine.	 But	 he	 had	 a	 reluctance	 to	 talk	 about	 things.	 Such	 as
happiness,	misery,	love.	Small-fry	stuff.

‘Why	are	you	reluctant?’	I	asked.
‘Well,	the	way	I	see	it,	one	shouldn’t	talk;	one	should	do.’
‘But	that’s	silly.’
‘It	 seems	 to	 me	 language	 butchers	 the	 delicate	 mysteries.	 Speaking	 of

emotions	renders	them	redundant.’
‘Okay	then,	I’ve	tickets	to	see	flamenco	dancing	tomorrow	night.	Care	to	join

me?’
We	went	along	and	took	our	seats	half	an	hour	before	the	show	was	due	to



begin.	A	gaudy	auditorium	with	plush	red	seats	and	an	even	plusher	audience.
He	whispered,	close,	in	my	ear,	‘Sometimes	I’d	like	to	leave	all	this,	take	off	in	a
balloon.’	 I	 tried	 to	 ignore	 these	melodramatic	 flourishes	when	 they	 came.	 The
supple	dancers	clicked	and	clapped.	Throughout	the	performance	Oscar’s	mind
was	elsewhere.	He	was	incapable	of	surrendering	to	an	experience,	since	he	was
constantly	preoccupied	with	another	problem.	An	obsessive	need	to	keep	a	track
on	everything	 ripped	 the	heart	out	of	his	pleasurable	diversions.	Since	he	was
always	monitoring	 how	 cramped	 a	 person,	 situation,	 or	 place	made	 him	 feel,
and	 since	 one	 part	 of	 his	 mind	 was	 always	 registering	 and	 computing	 and
planning,	he	could	never	give	 in	 to	 life,	even	when	alcohol	was	sabotaging	his
liver,	 its	 capacity	 for	 unleashing	 freedom	 stymied	 by	 Oscar’s	 self-imposed
straitjacket.	As	the	flamenco	dancing	sped	on	with	greater	ferocity,	one	part	of
his	 mind	 admired	 the	 achievement	 while	 another	 registered	 the	 ephemeral
component	of	all	things	running	underneath.	Like	London’s	underground	system,
buried	 dozens	 of	 feet	 beneath	 the	 concrete	 pavement,	 invisible	 but	 undeniably
there.	Myself,	I	have	always	considered	London	to	be	like	the	mind,	and	perhaps
I’m	losing	my	mind.	London	lost	 its	 long	ago.	I	realize,	of	course,	 that	art	can
kill,	that	metaphors	and	images	are	dangerous.	By	the	way,	I	would	not,	for	one
second,	 dream	of	 using	Babel	 as	 a	 platform	 for	my	own	 story.	Oh	no.	 I	 grant
you,	I	have	been	feeling	strange	lately	and	wonder	if	my	skull	is	turning	into	a
gaseous	shell.	I	am	a	successful	writer,	or	rather	I	have	had	a	successful	writing
career,	 achieving	 fame	 in	 some	 form,	 enjoying	 the	 finer	 things,	 perusing	 art
galleries,	going	to	parties,	sipping	vintage	wine.	But	who	are	all	these	people	I
have	known,	what	are	these	light,	watery	words	I’ve	written?	It	all	slips	into	the
void,	and	I	cannot	now	bear	to	look	at	a	single	fabrication	of	mine.	What’s	the
point	of	all	this	talk?	If	I	have	failed,	I	have	failed	with	honor.	This	project	about
my	friend	is	my	last	sustaining	song.	I	wish	it	to	be	truthful.	I	wish	it	to	have	the
clear	mint	 of	 sincerity,	 ripping	 through	 the	 senses	 like	 a	 salty	 sea	 breeze.	But
perhaps	it’s	too	late	for	me;	perhaps	I’ve	bitten	off	more	than	I	can	chew.	Oscar
has	 his	 life	 in	 front	 of	 him.	 He	 can	 still	 listen	 to	 music	 and	 pinch	 women’s
bottoms.	What	 am	 I	 doing?	 I’ll	 tell	 you:	Floating	 along	 in	middle-age.	 I	 only
wanted	to	make	a	difference.	But	all	I	did	was	make	money.	Twenty	years	from
now	who	will	read	my	novels,	my	popular	novels?	That	label	‘popular’	already
seems	to	consign	them	to	the	rubbish	tip.	I	grant	you	the	search	for	immortality
is	an	idle	thing.	But	some	achieve	it.	Do	I	envy	them?	I	know	I	envy	someone,	but
haven’t	worked	out	who	that	is	yet.	I	should	like	to	rattle	humanity	a	bit,	shake	it
up,	 hold	 forth	on	 the	 eternal	 verities	with	weighted	words,	 and	make	up	 some
new	verities	of	my	own.	Be	a	messianic	martyr,	the	fool	who	tells	the	truth...Inner
peace.	No,	I	certainly	have	none	of	that.	Inner	pieces,	yes,	clattering	away	inside



me	 like	 loose	 change.	 And	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 love,	 who	 can	 say	 I	 have	 truly
loved?	I	never	gave	enough	of	myself.	A	wife	 I	no	 longer	see,	whom	I	 think	of
rather	like	a	broken	trophy	perched	on	my	mantelpiece.	By	the	way,	before	I	start
to	 get	 sentimental	 about	Natalie’s	 vagina,	 I	must	 say	 the	 time	 for	 lust	 is	 over.
(But	perhaps	it	can	be	a	gateway	to	the	divine,	to	greater	perception.)	I	will	find
something	bigger	and	better.	But	I’m	straying	from	the	main	point:	Oscar.	Who
cares	 about	 him?	Do	 I	 have	 to	 give	 him	 everything?	Anyway,	 I’m	 not	myself,
things	are	a	bit	misty.

	
Bloch	 blacked	 over	 the	 last	 three	 sentences	 with	 a	 fountain	 pen,	 put	 the
manuscript	 aside,	 and	–	 suddenly	 exhausted	–	 dived	 into	 his	 bed.	 It	was	 three
o’clock	in	the	afternoon.

	

*
	

On	 the	phone	Lilliana	apologized	 for	having	missed	Oscar	at	 the	bar.	She	 told
him	 that	 a	 new	 friend	 of	 hers	 had	 invited	 them	 both	 for	 lunch	 the	 following
week.

That	 following	 week	 as	 he	 walked,	 clutching	 a	 crumbling	 A-Z,	 checking
street	names,	he	wondered	who	this	new	friend	of	Lilliana’s	might	be.	As	a	rule
she	tended	not	 to	make	many	new	friends,	which	was	odd,	as	she	was	such	an
affable	person.	He	had	a	 suspicion	 that	ultimately	 she	preferred	her	 flowers	 to
people.

After	 taking	 a	 few	wrong	 turns,	 he	 finally	 found	 the	 right	 street	 –	 a	 broad
avenue	lined	with	oak	trees,	whose	houses	all	shared	magnificent	bay	windows.
It	was	so	quiet	and	deserted	Oscar	had	the	feeling	he	was	the	last	man	on	earth.
After	establishing	the	direction	in	which	the	numbers	ran,	he	found	the	right	one
and	rang	the	bell,	which	was	labelled	MERIDIAN.	He	was	standing	in	front	of	a
grand	but	slightly	dilapidated	semi-detached	house.	After	a	short	wait	a	woman
he	 took	 to	 be	 in	 her	 late	 twenties	 emerged.	 She	was	wearing	 a	 bright	 yellow
dress	 that	 fell	 to	below	her	knees	 in	one	piece	and	sandals	 revealing	bare	 feet,
beautifully	manicured	 toes,	 and	 skin	 as	 evenly	 tanned	 as	 that	 of	 her	 face	 and
arms.	Her	 sinuous,	 silky	black	hair	was	 tied	up	and	set	 in	place	by	 five	or	 six
diamanté	hair	 clips.	Oscar	 instantly	 felt	 a	wave	of	 attraction	pass	 through	him
like	vertigo.

‘You	must	be	Oscar,’	she	said	pleasantly.
‘I	think	I	am,’	he	replied.
She	smiled,	ignoring	this	rather	cryptic	remark.	‘I’m	Najette.’



‘Is	Lilliana	here	yet?’
‘She	couldn’t	make	it.	She’s	not	feeling	well.’
Oscar	began	to	feel	uneasy	with	the	thought	that	he	would	have	to	spend	the

afternoon	 with	 a	 complete,	 albeit	 dazzling,	 stranger.	 She	 ushered	 him	 into	 a
spacious	 front	 room,	 filled	 with	 china,	 flowers,	 various	 pairs	 of	 shoes	 and
medium-sized	 perspex	 boxes	 full	 of	 immaculately	 clean	 sable	 brushes	 and
palette	knives.	The	sun	streamed	in	brilliantly	through	the	large	bay	window	and
gave	 the	 room	a	 light,	 airy	 feel,	 as	 if	 it	was	housed	within	a	hollow	diamond.
Propped	up	against	the	wall	were	a	couple	of	canvasses	of	roughly	the	same	size.
A	beautiful	easel	stood	in	the	center	and	a	giant	sketch	pad	rested	on	it.	Abstract,
cylindrical	 shapes	 drawn	 in	 charcoal	 and	 graphite	 weaved	 in	 and	 out	 of	 each
other,	 with	 some	 of	 the	 spaces	 shaded	 in.	 It	 was	 a	 delicate,	 highly	 refined
composition.

‘I’m	afraid	I	didn’t	buy	any	wine,’	he	said.
‘That’s	all	right.	I	didn’t	buy	any	food.’
‘Oh,	but	I	thought	we	were	going	to	have	lunch.’
‘So	 did	 I,	 but	 the	 light	 was	 so	 fantastic	 this	 morning	 I	 just	 had	 to	 take

advantage	 of	 it;	 so	 I’ve	 been	working	 all	 day	 and	 haven’t	 had	 a	 chance	 to	 go
shopping.	I	hope	you	understand,	as	a	fellow	painter.’

‘Did	Lilliana	tell	you	I	paint?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well,	I	used	to.’
‘I	see.	Why	don’t	you	still?’
‘I’m	not	sure.’
He	 began	 to	 relax,	 warming	 to	 her,	 welcoming	 the	 chance	 to	 study	 the

nuances	of	her	face,	solve	the	enigma	of	her	aura	of	calm,	so	that	even	he	might
be	able	to	adopt	or	imitate	it.

Najette	said,	‘There	must	be	a	reason	why	you	stopped.’
‘Oh,	yes,	I’m	sure	there	were	many.	You	have	a	very	nice	house.’
‘It’s	not	mine.	It’s	my	uncle’s.	He’s	never	here	as	he’s	always	going	around

the	world	sampling	different	countries	so	he	can	write	holiday	junk	for	radio.	So
I	can’t	complain.’

Najette	 smiled	 slightly	 mischievously,	 as	 if	 something	 –	 or	 perhaps
everything	–	was	amusing	her.	She	lightened	the	atmosphere,	offered	a	kind	of
antidote	against	anxiety.

Oscar,	sensing	that	her	work	was	as	striking	as	she	was,	muttered	tentatively,
‘Could	I	take	a	look	at	those	canvasses?’

‘If	you	 like.	Just	don’t	 tell	me	what	you	think	of	 them,	unless	 it’s	positive.
But	then,	that’s	stupid,	isn’t	it,	because	your	silence	would	reveal	that	you	didn’t



like	them	as	much	as	saying	you	didn’t	like	them.	Oh,	fuck	it,	just	say	whatever
you	like.’

Oscar	walked	up	and	knelt	down	beside	 them.	To	Najette	 it	 looked	 like	he
was	about	to	pray.	He	was	vaguely	aware	of	her	silent,	monitoring	gaze.

Both	were	broadly	expressionistic	versions	of	the	same	subject.	In	the	first	a
large	woman	was	reclining	on	a	chaise-lounge.	Her	fluid,	ripe	hair	was	defined
in	a	golden	arch.	In	 the	background,	mask-like	faces	appeared	to	have	escaped
from	 the	woman’s	mind,	 amorphous	 fixtures	 from	her	 past	 or	 possibly	 future.
The	expression	the	woman	wore	was	both	ethereal	and	agonized,	her	cavernous
eyes	 poised	 in	 diamond	 shapes,	 indian	 yellow	 and	 framed	 by	 glossy	 black
eyebrows.	 She	 was	 naked	 and	 the	 arch	 of	 her	 sloping	 body	 conveyed	 an
impression	of	indolence:	perhaps	she	had	just	eaten	a	meal.	In	the	second	version
the	 masks	 had	 disappeared	 and	 in	 their	 place	 were	 blood-red	 outlines	 which
subtly	 echoed	 the	 shape	 of	 the	 woman’s	 body.	 Her	 tongue	 was	 lashed	 out
insolently	 against	 the	world,	 a	 tongue	made	 of	magenta,	 a	 vast	 and	 incredible
gash,	a	tapestry	of	flesh.

Oscar	was	strongly	drawn	by	the	paintings,	unable	 to	break	away.	His	own
desire	to	paint	was	momentarily	rekindled.

‘You	 can	 take	 one,	 if	 you	 like,’	 said	 Najette,	 her	 face	 expressing	 perfect
candor.

Oscar	didn’t	hear	her	at	first.
‘Well,	would	you	like	one?’
Oscar	turned	to	her	and	said,	‘I	don’t	deserve	that.’
‘Of	 course	 you	 do.	 Don’t	 be	 so	 polite.	 It	 would	 make	 me	 happy.	 They

obviously	please	you.	Am	I	right?’
‘Yes.	They’re...magnificent.’
As	 he	 said	 this	 her	 upturned	 lips	 and	 half-closed	 eyes	 somehow	 conveyed

that	she	already	knew	this	 to	be	 true,	but	at	 the	same	 time	 they	communicated
the	sweetness	of	such	an	unequivocal	confirmation.

‘Well,	have	one	then.’
Oscar	 was	 taken	 aback	 by	 her	 generosity.	 He	 was	 ashamed	 of	 his	 own

inability	 to	 make	 similarly	 spontaneous	 gestures.	 Her	 insistence	 drew	 him
toward	her,	and	struck	him	either	as	evidence	of	incredible	friendliness	or	–	more
flatteringly	 –	 of	 the	 ease	 she	 felt	 in	 his	 presence,	 as	 if	 they	were	 actually	 old
friends.

‘I	notice	you	haven’t	signed	either	of	these.’
‘So?	Are	you	planning	to	sell	one	for	pots	of	cash	when	I’m	famous?’
‘No,	no,	of	course	not.’	Oscar	was	fumbling,	panicking.
‘I	was	only	joking.	I	always	sign	on	the	back.	I	keep	most	of	my	stuff	in	my



studio	–	which	is	actually	a	shoebox,	off	the	Great	Western	Road,	and	which	in
fact	 I	will	probably	have	 to	say	goodbye	 to	as	 the	savings	are	running	out	and
waiting	on	tables	isn’t	that	lucrative.	I	was	trained	as	an	architect	but	gave	it	all
up	to	paint.	God	help	me.	So,	have	you	decided	which	one	you’d	like?’

‘Maybe...when	 I	 can	give	you	 something	–	 something	of	mine	–	 in	 return,
except	at	the	moment	I	have	nothing...’

‘You	have	to	work	again,	Oscar!’
‘Well,	 now	 that	 I’ve	 seen	 your	 stuff...	 I	 don’t	 know...if	 I’m	 inspired	 or

intimidated.	But...it’s	been	so	long	since	I’ve	even	held	a	brush.’
‘I	know	what	might	get	you	started	again.’
‘What?’
‘Modelling.	Nude.’
Oscar	 lapsed	 into	 mystified	 silence,	 as	 if	 Najette	 had	 just	 suggested	 that

dissecting	a	frog	would	help	him	to	paint	again.
‘I	don’t	understand.’
‘No,	 I	 didn’t	 think	 you	 would.	 But	 when	 you’re	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the

canvas	 all	 you	want	 to	 do	 is	 get	 back	 in	 front	 of	 it.	 Or	 at	 least	 that’s	 what	 I
discovered	when	I	was	blocked.	A	friend	said	I	should	do	some	nude	modeling,
and	when	 I	 did	 I	 found	 the	 passivity,	 the	 sense	 of	 being	 a	 lynch-pin	 for	 other
people’s	creativity,	made	me	anxious	to	get	back	to	my	own	work.	You	see?	It
might	do	the	same	for	you.	And	I	think	it	would	loosen	you	up.	You’re	a	little	on
the	self-conscious	side.	Though	you	have	a	good	physique.	Your	height	helps.	It
would	be	good	to	expose	yourself	without	getting...’

Before	she	could	get	any	 further	 the	doorbell	 rang.	Najette	 floated	out	 into
the	 hallway	 and	 Oscar	 followed	 hesitantly.	 It	 was	 Nicholas,	 smiling	 with
uncharacteristic	enthusiasm.	But	when	he	saw	Oscar	his	face	changed.

‘Can	I	come	in?’	he	asked,	eying	Oscar	suspiciously.
‘Hello,	Nicholas.	Come	in.	This	is	Oscar,’	said	Najette.
‘Ah,	the	real	Oscar?’	Nicholas	demanded	as	he	strode	in	with	a	proprietorial

swagger.
‘How	do	you	mean?’
‘Is	 Oscar	 your	 real	 name	 or	 have	 you	 been	 re-named	Oscar,	 according	 to

Najette’s	whims?’
‘No,	Oscar	is	my	real	name,’	Oscar	murmured.
‘So	you	are	the	real	Oscar,	then,’	said	Nicholas.
‘I	suppose	I	must	be,’	Oscar	said	weakly,	feeling	more	and	more	confused.
‘Shall	we	sit	down,	instead	of	standing	in	the	hall	like	this?’	Najette	asked.
‘I	 won’t	 stay;	 I	 just	 wanted	 to	 fetch	my	 things	 before	 they	 end	 up	 in	 the

charity	shop.’



‘You	know	I	wouldn’t	do	that...I’ll	go	and	get	them...are	you	sure	you	don’t
want...’

‘No,	I	don’t	want	to	break	up	this	cosy	scene.’
For	a	split-second	Najette’s	face	was	contorted	with	barely-suppressed	rage,

but	she	wouldn’t	rise	to	the	bait	and,	after	a	pause,	walked	off	with	impressive
restraint.	Her	absence	added	 to	Oscar’s	discomfort	and	he	 felt	pinned	down	 in
Nicholas’	scrutinizing	eyes.	As	they	both	shuffled	into	the	front	room	Oscar	had
hopes	that	the	increased	space	might	diffuse	the	tension.

‘Have	you	known	her	very	long?’	Nicholas	asked,	in	an	effort	to	appear	more
friendly.

‘Najette?	We’ve	only	just	met,	this	moment.’
‘I’m	not	sure	that	means	much.	When	it	comes	to	Najette,	the	normal	rules	of

friendship	 don’t	 apply.	 She	 achieves	 instant	 intimacy	 with	 people,	 you	 know.
And	then	discards	them.	But	don’t	think	you’re	anything	special.	She’s	like	that
with	everyone.’

These	 remarks	 triggered	 a	 pronounced	 distaste	 for	 Nicholas,	 which	 Oscar
tried	to	communicate	by	maintaining	an	icy	silence.	Nicholas	didn’t	notice	and
carried	on	regardless,	twirling	his	moustache	playfully.

‘Tell	me,	do	you	paint	as	well?’
‘I	don’t	know.’
‘I	like	that	answer.	Very	much.	Did	you	once	paint?’
Oscar	said	nothing.
‘If	 it’s	 failure	you’re	worried	about,	 it’s	highly	 likely.	But	give	me	a	call,	 I

might	 be	 able	 to	 help	 you.	 I’m	 the	 director	 of	 the	 Earl	 Gallery,	 a	 small	 but
loyally	attended	establishment.	If	you’d	like	to	exhibit,	I	might	be	interested.	I’m
feeling	generous	and	I	know	that	real	painters	are	hard	to	come	by.	Don’t	worry,
you	won’t	have	to	sleep	with	me.	But	before	I	go,	how	about	a	quick	sketch?	Of
me?	Otherwise	 I’ll	 have	nothing	 to	go	on.	A	quick	portrait	 –	 in	 return	 for	my
offer?’

Oscar	wasn’t	at	all	sure	he	wanted	to	reciprocate,	and	he	felt	an	old	dread	of
being	revealed	as	talentless	creep	up	on	him.

‘I	haven’t	drawn	anyone	for	a	very	long	time;	I’m	not	sure	I	could,’	he	said
politely.

‘Oscar,	I’m	instinctive.	Impetuous.	And	I’m	vain,	and	I	don’t	like	to	be	kept
waiting.	 Think	 of	 it	 as	 a	 little	 gift	 you’re	 sending	 my	 way,	 rather	 than
transcendental	art.’

Oscar	 took	 the	 time	 to	 study	 Nicholas’	 face,	 trying	 to	 fathom	 his	 real
motives.	There	was	nothing	to	go	on,	however.	But	as	Oscar	persisted	Nicholas
responded	 to	 his	mute	 look	 of	 inquiry	 and	 something	within	Nicholas	 blurred



and	shifted.	Oscar	had	 the	 impression	 for	a	moment	of	 tremendous	emotion,	 a
great	 release	of	 feeling	 and	 then,	 it	was	gone,	 swallowed	up	once	more	 in	his
regal	 bearing,	 his	 commanding	 voice,	 his	 expensive	 clothes.	 This	 unexpected
moment	of	clarity,	this	revelation	of	Nicholas’	pain	magically	nudged	Oscar	into
acquiescence	and,	slowly,	he	made	a	few	tentative	strokes	with	the	pencil,	then
began	in	earnest	to	draw	him.

After	 quarter	 of	 an	 hour	Oscar	 had	 something	 to	 show	 for	 his	 labors;	 and
even	he	was	pleasantly	surprised	by	how	good	it	was.

The	 portrait	 was	 slapdash,	 yet	 precise,	 with	 sinewy,	 throwaway	 lines.
Nicholas	was	genuinely	intrigued	and	impressed.

‘Let	 me	 see	 something	 else,	 and	 I	 might	 be	 able	 to	 make	 the	 necessary
arrangements.’

‘But	I	don’t	really	have	anything	I	could	show	you.	It’s	all	unfinished.’
‘Well,	 then,	 finish	 something.	 Work.	 You’ll	 feel	 much	 better.	 But	 in	 the

meantime,	 thanks.	 I	 look	 raw	 but	 refined...your	 little	 impromptu	 sketch	 is
alchemical.	I	like	that.	Do	you	mind	if	I	take	a	picture	of	it	with	my	phone?’	He
did	so.	‘Say	goodbye	to	Najette	for	me.	Oh,	by	the	way,	I	wouldn’t	mention	this
proposal	of	mine.	Come	and	see	me	at	the	Earl.	Bye-bye.’

‘But	aren’t	you	going	to	pick	up	your	things?’
‘Some	other	time.’
He	left	in	a	whirl.
Oscar	waited	for	Najette.	Eventually,	after	ten	minutes,	when	she	still	hadn’t

materialized,	he	called	out	her	name.	Then	he	went	upstairs.	He	searched	in	all
the	rooms.	But	he	couldn’t	find	her	anywhere.	In	an	undecorated	bedroom	on	a
small	desk	he	saw	a	large	teddy	bear	propped	up.	A	note	was	taped	to	its	hand:

	
Dear	Oscar,

If	you	find	this	please	excuse	my	eccentricity	–	it’s	partly	due	to	the	presence
of	Nicholas.	He	makes	me	come	out	in	spots.	I’ve	just	gone	for	a	breath	of	fresh
air	via	the	back	door.	I	was	on	the	point	of	coming	in	when	I	saw	you	sketching
him.	Not	wishing	to	disturb	you	I	withdrew.	I	can	leave	places	without	a	sound,
as	I’m	not	very	heavy.	In	fact	I	probably	don’t	even	exist.	Or	perhaps	I	was	once
a	 church	 mouse,	 burrowing	 through	 the	 organ	 loft,	 scurrying	 around	 as	 the
heavy	 tread	 of	 humans	 went	 on	 around	 me.	 Anyway,	 I	 shall	 await	 our	 next
meeting	with	 bated	 breath.	 I	wish	 you	well	 in	 the	meantime.	 The	 name	 of	 the
place	 where	 you	 can	 be	 stark	 naked	 (and	 not	 be	 arrested)	 is	 the	 Mermaid
Academy.	It’s	in	South	Kensington.	Najette.
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