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Dig: I’m Jewish. Count Basie’s Jewish. Ray Charles is Jewish. Eddie Cantor’s goyish. B’nai B’rith is goyish; Hadassah, Jewish.

If you live in New York or any other big city, you are Jewish. It doesn’t even matter if you’re Catholic; if you live in New York, you’re Jewish. If you live in Butte, Montana, you’re going to be goyish even if you’re Jewish.

Kool-Aid is goyish. Evaporated milk is goyish even if the Jews invented it. Chocolate is Jewish and fudge is goyish. Fruit salad is Jewish. Lime Jell-O is goyish. Lime soda is very goyish.

All Drake’s Cakes are goyish. Pumpernickel is Jewish and, as you know, white bread is very goyish. Instant potatoes, goyish. Black-cherry soda’s very Jewish, macaroons are very Jewish.

Negroes are all Jews, Italians are all Jews. Irishmen who have rejected their religion are Jews. Mouths are very Jewish. And bosoms. Baton-twirling is goyish.

Underwear is definitely goyish. Balls are goyish. Titties are Jewish.

Celebrate is a goyish word. Observe is a Jewish word. Mr and Mrs Walsh are celebrating Christmas with Major Thomas Moreland, USAF (ret.), while Mr and Mrs Bromberg observed Hannukah with Goldie and Arthur Schindler from Kiamesha, New York.

– Lenny Bruce
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Naturally things cannot in reality fit together the way the evidence does in my letter; life is more than a Chinese puzzle.

– Franz Kafka, Letter to His Father

I would always make believe that Clark Gable was my father.
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PROLOGUE

Zohar

The Wrestling Match

He has the ability to imagine himself a minor incident in the lives of others. It is not an abstract thing. Alex-Li Tandem would not know quite what you meant by ‘abstract’ – he is twelve. He simply knows that if he imagines swimming in the sea, well, while most children will think immediately of the cinematic shark below them, Alex, in his mind, is with the lifeguard. He can see himself as that smudge on the horizon, his head mistaken for a bobbing buoy, his wild arms hidden by the roll of the surf. He can see the lifeguard, a bronzed and languid American, standing on the sand with his arms folded, deciding there’s nothing out there. Alex sees the lifeguard wander off down the beach in search of those half-bare German girls from yesterday and a cold drink. The lifeguard buys a Coke from a passing vendor. The shark severs Alex’s right calf from his body. The lifeguard sidles up to Tanya, the pretty one. The shark drags Alex in a bloody semicircle through the water. The lifeguard speaks kindly to her ugly friend with the flat chest, hoping for brownie points. Some vertebrae snap. Did you see that? A seal! says Tanya, mistaking Alex’s desperate hand for the turn of a glossy flipper. And then he’s gone. Is it a bird? Is it a plane? Is it a seal? No, it’s me, drowning. This is how things go for Alex-Li. He deals in a shorthand of experience. The TV version. He is one of this generation who watch themselves.

YHWH

Just now, he is in his father’s car, on a day trip. Overhead flies a plane, so low it looks as if it might worry the corrugated roofs of an industrial estate to the left. They are on a minor A-road, in congestion, near an airport. To his right sits his father, Li-Jin, who is also his best-friend. From the back seats two boys flick an elastic band at his head for no reason. Now he leans forward out of their reach and puts his fleshy arm out of the passenger window – can he really be seen from up there? Hello! The anorexic February trees stretch towards him on either side. In return he offers an open hand to let the wind shuttle through his fingers. He catches a slick leaf round his thumb like a bandage. Ug ug. Uggarama. They are going to see a wrestling match. This is unusual. Alex is not a very social fellow. His spare time is spent either in front of the TV or accompanying his father to his surgery. He is perfectly content to skulk around the reception area speculating on who has what while Dr Tandem does whatever he does in the small room with the white door. Alex will take with him a book of crossword puzzles or a comic and is always left alone, which is the way he likes it. Foot-fungus, angina, the plague: he assigns these diseases willy-nilly to the simply bronchial or menopausal as they slump in the child-sized plastic chairs. No one ever notices him. He’s just a boy, watching. It is like a TV show. Only in the past year he has become conspicuous. He has grown and filled, he’s now soft-bellied, woman-hipped and sallow. His new glasses magnify the crescents of his eyes – does he look more Chinese? His boyhood is falling away. People have started to fuss with him. Constantly he is being grabbed by the shoulder and asked idiotic questions by the elderly. If you are twelve, suddenly everyone has an opinion about you and the open air, and you and a good football game, and you versus the sporty, red-cheeked boys of some godforsaken distant era. The consensus is that he should get out more. Alex has sensed that some kind of day trip, if not this particular day trip, was inevitable.

A conversation between his parents, which he was not privy to, occurred three nights earlier, as Alex slept in a next-door room, at the very edge of his bed, dreaming of cliffs and water. His mother, Sarah, sleepily lifted herself up on one elbow, waited for the drone of a plane to pass them by and then said, ‘Li, you know, maybe on Saturday we could just do something different with Al, instead of, you know, this silly moping around you all the time – I mean, not that…’

And this fading sentence concealed an old antagonism between them, for there has not always been enough space for Sarah in this adoring duo of father and son. Now that he is twelve, his mother would like to see Alex, as she puts it, ‘Going up to the world, going into it, and, you know, sort of engaging it, getting that vital interplay…’

Li-Jin opens his eyes and groans. What is it she’s reading these days that makes her speak to him like a self-help book in the middle of the night? His head hurts. It’s 2 a.m. By now he should be stamping down the corridor in his underwear, yelling, heading for the guest bedroom. That used to be the routine. But he doesn’t have time for all that any more. Marital rows, street riots, bar-room brawls – these seem to him now to be the great luxuries of modern life. You need time for that stuff, for the fighting, for the making up. Although he has told no one, Li-Jin has lost this luxury. He can’t risk the escalation. He simply doesn’t have the time. And he has been surprised to discover that when you subtract the rows what you are left with is love, a huge amount of it, leaking out of you. Now he plumps a pillow and moves closer to his wife, signifying agreement. It is a sort of gift. But wait, there’s more: he kisses her fingertips and puts his throbbing head in her hands.

YHWH

So just now a plane is flying overhead and Alex-Li is imagining what he looks like from 10,000 feet. He is on his way to watch a wrestling match with his father and two acquaintances, Mark Rubinfine and Adam Jacobs. Rubinfine (fifteen), called Rubinfine by everybody, including his mother, is the son of Li-Jin’s accountant, Rubinfine. He is a tall and cunning kid, with a beauty spot on his cheek and that permanent look about him that suggests it would take more than a man excreting gold to impress him. Li-Jin is not sure whether he likes him, exactly. But when the idea of going to the wrestling was mooted at a dinner party Rubinfine was there with his father and so here he is now. The other one, Adam (thirteen), is a nice boy with a bit of a weight problem, which may or may not be the root cause of his niceness. He is black as peat, with curled hair tight on his scalp, and eyes so dark the pupil and iris have merged. Though these three boys have known each other for years, they do not go to the same school, and they are not the best of friends. Their connection is heder, which they all attend in a local community centre, funded by the synagogue. Li-Jin was rather worried that this day trip might appear somewhat manufactured, but they seem fine, there’s lots of talking. But what are they talking about? References to programmes he’s never watched, songs he’s never heard, films that came and went without him noticing. It is as if there is some high-pitched frequency in the everyday life of his son which Li-Jin is tuned into only once a year, at Christmas, when he is told to go and buy the bright plastic merchandise which accompanies these mysterious entertainments.

‘No, but if you listen,’ Alex pleads, thumping the glove box, ‘I’m actually talking about the “Coming Home” episode when Kellas found out about his, you know, his wotsitcalled, his bionic features.’

‘But that’s not the “Coming Home” episode,’ says Adam. ‘That’s a completely different episode, with the bionic thingy.’

‘Don’t thump the glove box,’ says Li-Jin.

‘Once again,’ says Rubinfine with a sigh, digging at the wax in his ears with a crooked finger, ‘you are all talking out of the wrong ugging hole.’

The heated, artificial air steams up the windows. Li-Jin turns on the radio and is rewarded by white noise, soundtrack to his headache. With a fingertip, Alex begins to trace triangles in the condensation of a window. Adam’s chubby, exposed thighs stick to the plastic seats. Rubinfine is getting those random erections that are oddly insistent even though they have no cause, nowhere to go. He shifts slightly and rearranges.

YHWH

There’s an exodus going on, out of living rooms and into the world: fathers and their boys are on the move. Alex has spotted other cars with boys in them, pressing their laminated posters for the match (big, red, with gold lettering, like bibles) up against the windows. Sometimes Rubinfine will mime a choking hold and the boy in the next car will pretend to be strangled. All of this is unprecedented. There is not a thing that will move them from their Saturday morning TV usually, not a bloody thing. Forget it. TV would have to pull itself from its socket and request that Adam and Rubinfine and Alex follow it now, NOW, YOU LITTLE UGGING FREAKS (it would have to insult them), NOW I NEED YOU NOW, YOU GAYLORDS, and then waddle out into the open air on its awkward wooden legs. Of course, this is what has actually happened. They are being drawn towards the Royal Albert Hall by one huge man from the TV. His name is Big Daddy and right now he is the most famous wrestler in Britain. He is like a god. He is fat and pink and from the North and totally sans glamour. He is about fifty, white haired, and he wears a red Babygro. It turns out his real name is Shirley. Somehow even knowing this cannot diminish him. Everybody likes him, and it is exactly this, this everybody, that is important to Li-Jin. He doesn’t want Alex ‘standing out from the crowd’. He knows that soon the boy’s life will become difficult and hopes conformity might be his saviour. And so he wants him to be ready, normal. He wants him to be part of this everybody. But you can’t plan for every eventuality. For example, his son is probably the only boy on his way to see Big Daddy versus Giant Haystacks whose father is trying to convince him not to attend his own bar mitzvah.

Li-Jin is saying, You are quite sure that you want to do it?

Alex-Li is saying, Da-aaad!

In the back seat Rubinfine is testing the term ‘man-breasts’ on Adam’s developing fat-person sensitivities, and in the front seat Li-Jin is trying to influence Alex-Li in this certain way he promised Sarah he would never do.

‘Alex. I’m asking you a question.’

‘I know. I said yes, didn’t I? Well, then. Yes. I s’pose.’

‘But are you sure you want to?’ says Li-Jin uselessly. ‘Or could it be more that your mother wants it?’

Alex makes the International Gesture for vomiting.

‘Well, is it?’

‘You know it’s Mum that wants it. So obviously that’s partly it, isn’t it?’

‘But you want it too.’

‘I s’pose. God, Dad, shut up about it, please.’

Rubinfine makes the International Gesture for masturbation. Alex gives one last loud pluck to the catch on the glove compartment, and then switches his attention to opening and shutting the ashtray. They stop at a traffic light. Li-Jin turns to look his son in the face, licks his own thumb and wipes a smear of something from the boy’s cheek.

‘Come on, stop that now. Look. Are you? That is not too tedious a question, is it? I’m only wondering whether you intend to wear the boxes. Name of, again?’

‘Tefillin. You just strap them. On your head, you know. And a bit on your arms.’

Li-Jin feels desolate. He dips the clutch. He is allergic to the idea of those straps. Too violent and strange a lurch from the normal, peaceful, almost imperceptible Judaism he married into. What is this stuff? Was this in the small print? And how tight will they be, these straps?

‘Good. Boxes. Like Rubinfine did.’

‘God, Dad. Does it matter? I just do it. And then it’s done.’

‘The record,’ says Adam, ‘for holding your breath under water belongs to “Big” Tony Kikaroo of Nuku’alofa, Tonga, who held his breath for 19 minutes and 12 seconds in the pea-green water of the bay.’

‘What’s all this about me?’ says Rubinfine.

At a junction they stop talking all at once, and the silence sticks for a while, as if someone spat it at the windscreen and they’re watching it slide down. Mountjoy is slowly going by, with its squat suburban palaces and pruned trees. This is where they live, and this traffic is testament to the fact that on a Saturday, at the first opportunity, anyone who lives in Mountjoy is looking for a way out. They are exercising their rights as home-owners. They have not forgotten that ambitious young man with the thin moustache and acrylic tie who led them through their future property talking of reduced flight schedules and dado rails and original features and promising that fantastic – perfectly fictional, as it turned out – thirty-minute car journey to the City. Nobody makes any fuss. Anyone who expected anything different of Mountjoy, who possessed any illusions about the one-way system of Mountjoy, well, such a person would not live in Mountjoy. The people of Mountjoy have based their lives on the principle of compromise, and each night they quietly embrace the earplugs and migraines and stress-related muscular discomfort they receive in exchange for cheap houses sitting directly in the flight path of an international airport. This is not the Promised Land. This is an affordable, fifties built, central heating/locking as standard, schools included, commuter village on the northernmost tip of the city of London. It suits Li-Jin because parking is not a problem and his surgery has always been here. Also, he knows everyone. There is a considerable Jewish presence and this pleases Sarah. It suits Alex-Li because anywhere would. Adam, the only biack kid for miles – possibly the only black 
Jew in the ugging world – he hates it, he just hates it so – just –really – visceially and if he looked up the word he’d say yes, that’s where I hate it, I hate it in my internal organs, in my bowels. And as far as Rubinfine is concerned, if Mountjoy were a person he would rip off its head, piss in its eyeballs and shit down its throat.

YHWH

Interesting fact: Rubinfine’s father, Rubinfine, wants Rubinfine to grow up to become a rabbi. Every time Rubinfine tells Li-Jin about this, his dearest wish for young Rubinfine, Li-Jin has no idea what to do with his face. The first time Rubinfine mentioned it, they were eating spaghetti Bolognese during a lunch meeting to discuss how Li-Jin might rejig his expenses and he was caught so unawares he had to repair to the restaurant bathroom to pull the noodles out of his nose.

YHWH

Rubinfine: ‘Ug ug ug. Bloody hell, I’m hot. Mate, could you not turn that heating off? Are we there yet? Are we there yet? Are-wethereyetarewethereyetarewethereyet?’

Doing the impression of a kid in an American movie who’s tired of a car journey. I’m not going to kill him, thinks Li-Jin. His head is hurting.

‘I am not going to kill you,’ he says, eyeing Rubinfine in the rear mirror.

Rubinfine sucks in his cheeks like a fish. ‘Hmm. Now, let’s see. Oh, yes. Er, as if you could in, er, 40 million years.’

A fairly accurate assessment of the situation, Li-Jin being around 5’6” at a push, and Rubinfine being a lumbering giant freak of a child.

‘You were smaller once,’ says Li-Jin.

‘Yeah?’

‘Oh, yes. Unless my memory plays tricks. Not nicer, mind you – just smaller.’

‘The record,’ says Adam, ‘for a man being buried alive belongs to Rodrigues Jesus Monti of Tampa, Florida, who spent 46 days buried in the Arizona desert breathing through a very long straw-type device.’

‘Where’d you see all this, exactly?’ demands Rubinfine furiously. ‘What channel? What’d it look like?’

‘Not on telly at all. In a book. Of records. I read it.’

‘Well, shut up, then.’

Taking one hand off the wheel, Li-Jin grips an inch of the skin by his temple and starts to rub it between thumb and forefinger. He used to tell his patients that it is helpful to imagine the centre of your pain as a ball of plasticine or clay and that by kneading it thus you can narrow it down to a thread and then break it off completely. This was a lie.

‘Mercy!’ shrieks Rubinfine. ‘Me and Ads first. Alex plays the winner.’

Rubinfine and Adam lock their fingers together. It’s some kind of a game. They want Li-Jin to count to three. But Li-Jin is else-where, deep in his own headache. He looks at two waving six-year-olds in an adjacent car, smudgy through the rain-streaked glass, like a sentimental watercolour. He tries to remember when all the children seemed small and unsure. But no, even at six years old Rubinfine was the same suburban tyrant, though with different tactics. Back then it was all screams and snot and hunger-strikes. Rubinfine was the kind of child who would set fire to his own clothing just to see the look on his mother’s face. Adam, if Li-Jin is remembering correctly, has changed utterly. When he was six, he was American. More than this, he had no parents. He was like something out of a book. They all turned up in Li-Jin’s surgery one winter: a blue-black grandfather, one Isaac Jacobs, Adam and Adam’s little sister… name? Anyway, she was the reason. An almond-eyed girl with a bad heart in need of the United Kingdom’s free medical assistance. All of them black Harlem Jews, claiming the tribe of Judah. Dressed like Ethiopian kings! The adults of Mountjoy took their time accepting the idea of Isaac Jacobs. For Adam it was different. Adam was instantly lord of the playground. Li-Jin smiled at the memory of Alex coming home one day speaking of a ‘boy from the films’, as if Adam had stepped off the screen into the suburbs, one of those beings of the cinema who never die. But for Adam, it couldn’t last. His accent melted, his body grew. Seven years later and Adam Jacobs is still being punished for ever turning up in a suburb, acting like he was made of magic.

Esther – the girl was called Esther. With hair plaited like a puzzle. They fitted her with a pacemaker.

And now Rubinfine, bored with waiting for permission, has bent back Adam’s hands. Adam is howling, but Rubinfine is unforgiving.

‘The word is mercy,’ says Rubinfine coolly, releasing Adam, who weeps and blows on his knuckles. ‘That’s all you had to say.’

‘We’re stopping here,’ says Li-Jin, pulling up suddenly, outside a pharmacy. ‘Any complaints?’

‘You smell?’ says Rubinfine.

YHWH

When Alex was eleven, when Li-Jin first began to experience his headaches, a Chinese doctor in Soho diagnosed it as the influence of Alex-Li’s obstructing his father’s qi. This doctor told Li-Jin he loved his son too much, like the widower whose child is the last remnant of his wife. Li-Jin was loving Alex in a feminine way instead of a masculine. His mu qi (maternal air) was excessive, blocking his qi-men (air gates). This had caused the disturbance. Nonsense. Li-Jin rebuked himself for ever succumbing to the super-stitions of his Beijing childhood; he never went to see this man or any other Chinese doctor again. Air gates? Everybody in Mountjoy had a headache. Plane noise, pollution, stress. The unholy trinity of Mountjoy life. It was vanity, surely, to assume that he had been singled out for something special, for the rare tumour, the under-researched virus. Vanity! Why would it be anything more? For a year after the encounter this clever doctor told himself it was nothing, he behaved like any one of his stupid patients. No tests, continuous pain, muddling on. Even though, somewhere in him, he knew. He always knew.

The bell goes ting-a-ling. Ting-a-ling!

‘Nice weather for ducks!’ says the girl behind the counter. Li-Jin brushes off some raindrops and shakes his perfectly straight black hair that becomes wet so easily. Somehow, just by walking into the chemist’s, he has made her laugh. She is a bird-featured girl, with stiff yellow fans of hair, one under the other under the other, as Li-Jin has seen in the cinema (but surely some years ago?). She has a vast burgundy birthmark climbing her throat by way of five tentacles, like the shadow of some man’s hand.

‘It doesn’t rain but it pours!’ begins Li-Jin, confidently striding to the till. He parts his legs slightly and lays his small hands on the counter. In the village that crouched at the foot of his English boarding school, Li-Jin learnt all there is to know about this particular conversation and how to have it. Before TV was everywhere, before the catchphrases, one learnt the sayings, the homilies.

‘Of course,’ he says, preparing to invent an area at the back of his house that does not exist and never could in the current property market, ‘my garden will be grateful. There was that cold dry snap last month…’

But the girl has decided to be indignant. ‘Well, I wouldn’t mind, but it went and rained all bloody last week anyway! I don’t know, I really don’t…’

Li-Jin bends and nods, agreeing that he also does not know, no, not about the rain or about the world and what it is coming to, what with one thing and another; smiling and nodding; waiting patiently for the girl to turn matters round to the transaction. She talks too much. But maybe she has stood here for a long time, bony hip pressed against the counter, eye on the door, forgetting and then cruelly remembering her own birthmark – all of this, for several hours, alone. She could die in here. No one would notice until the smell brought them leering over the counter. Ting-a-ling!

Into this stillness comes the bell again, and Alex walks in, clunks across the room and stands just behind his father, his second in any duel.

‘Er, how long you gonner be?’ he asks urgently, turning from his father and looking with alarm at the burgundy throat-climber.

‘A minute.’

‘Sixty elephant, fifty-nine elephant, fifty-eight elephant, fifty-seven elephant, fifty-six elephant –’

‘All right. Five minutes. Why aren’t you in the car?’

‘I think Adam Jacobs may have emotional problems at home. He says the world record for kissing is nine days and seven hours and is held by Katie and George Brumpton of Madison, Wisconsin. With food breaks. Is that –’ he begins, raising his hand to point at the girl’s neck, but Li-Jin catches his wrist.

‘Day trip,’ explains Li-Jin. ‘My son, his friends. Very noisy. Boys will be boys. Headache-inducing.’

‘I see,’ says the girl. ‘Now, any particular brand? They do different sorts of things for different pains these days, you know. No point taking something meant for, well, for example, frontal-head pain if you’ve got… you know… some other type of pain.’

‘Dad,’ says Alex, tugging at him, ‘there’s no time.’

Finally, finally, he gives her some money and she hands him a bottle of perfectly ordinary paracetamol, which Li-Jin grabs and begins to struggle with. He is still struggling with it in the street, in the rain, even though nothing in that little bottle can help him and he knows it.

‘Oh, come on – can’t you wait till we’re in the car?’

‘No, Alex. My head is hurting now. Go on into the car, if I am embarrassing.’

‘Dad, I swear I think Rubinfine might be a – wotsit – a paranoid schizophrenic. I’m worried for our safety in an enclosed vehicle.’

‘Alex, please. Damn this thing!’

‘Fifteen is the age for boys. Fifteen is when it starts. Do you think the girl in the shop had skin cancer?’

‘Birthmark, only.’

‘Didn’t you just want it to grow and take over her whole face?’

They get in the car.

‘But his foot,’ Rubinfine is saying very slowly, as one would speak to a retard, ‘which was inside his shoe, came down on Big Daddy’s face. Understand?
On his face. Shoe. Face. Shoe. Face. Capeech-ay? Speaka da Engleesh? You cannot fake a shoe coming down on a face.’

Adam, who believes himself to be right, begins the whisper of the defeated that only God hears: ‘Well, I still say…’

‘Bloody child-proof –’ says Li-fin.

Rubinfine, the eldest child in the car, reaches forward, snatches the bottle, and with great disdain and pity uncaps it and hands it back.
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They sit parked as Li-Jin hunts for a thermos of tea on the floor of the car. Everyone has an argument about fame quantifiables on a scale of one to ten where 10 = Michael Jackson and I would be somebody like the black woman painted green with two trunks coming out of the top of her head who played the alien Kolig in the film Battle fox Mars. OK, so, on this scale, where is the wrestler Giant Haystacks?

‘Three,’ says Rubinfine.

‘Six,’ says Li-Jin. This is widely scorned.

‘Three and a half,’ says Adam.

‘Two point one,’ says Alex-Li.

‘Don’t be a royal Ug all your life, Alex.’

‘No, look, it makes sense. About ten million people watch World of Sport every Saturday. I think that’s about right. And then there are about 49 million people in Britain. That’s 21 per cent. So two point one. And you can only really say that in the first place if you pretend America doesn’t exist.’

‘Alex-Li Tandem, you have just won the Most Boring Idiot of the Year award. Please come and collect your prize. And then piss off.’

‘You know how much he weighs, though, don’t you?’ says Li-Jin, reaching a hand back to stop Rubinfine delivering his prize punch. ‘You do know we have a real match on our hands. You do understand how big he is?’

Adam leans forward with that marvellous impression of a frown Li-Jin has noticed in his young patients when he approaches them with a needle. A creased forehead where the lines are not permanent, a sort of magic.

‘Giant Haystacks.’

‘Dad. Don’t be rubbish. That’s all fixed. Moves may be real or realish but the end is fixed. Everybody knows that. Doesn’t matter how heavy he is. He still won’t win. Can’t win.’

‘Forty-five stone. Forty-five. Four. Tee. Five. Now: observe this money.’

Li-Jin, chortling to himself, pulls three pound notes and a pen from his shirt pocket and places them on the dashboard. ‘I am going to write your three names on these three notes. And if Giant Haystacks loses, I will give each of you your note.’

‘And what do we have to give you if he wins?’ asks Rubinfine.

‘You have to promise to be good boys, for ever.’

‘Oh, great. Ug, ug.’

‘I WANNA LEARN HOW TO FLY!’

‘Electric uggaloo.’

Carefully, Li-Jin writes the names on the notes and holds them out very slowly and with great ceremony, like a man who has all the time in the bloody world.

‘I’ll take mine now, then,’ says his son, reaching across for a note. ‘BIG DADDY RULES OK!’

The children speak in slogans now. Li-Jin grew up with clichés. The slogans make the cliches look innocent.

‘You’ll take it if and
when you have won it,’ says Li-Jin, with a serious face, covering the money with his palm. ‘Albert Hall, here we come.’

Because it is magic, yes, but there are rules.

[image: Image]

And now here are some facts. When Queen Victoria first met Albert she wasn’t really all that smitten. She was sixteen. He was her cousin. They got on well enough, but it was not what you would call a lightning/fireworks situation. Three years later, however, and suddenly he was right up her street. It was love at second sight. She was Queen by then. It’s hard to tell whether that’s a significant fact in the story of How Victoria Fell in Love with Albert the Second Time She Met Him Rather than the First Like Most People Would if They were Intending to Fall in Love Suddenly. What can be said for sure is that after this second visit Victoria describes Albert in her diary as ‘excessively handsome, such beautiful eyes… my heart is quite going’, and then proposes to him, which seems fairly fresh to us with our ideas about the Victorians and how unfresh they were. And then they went and had nine children, which seems rather more than fresh. To process the nine children fact you have to, at some point, imagine Victoria as pretty fresh in the bedroom and that takes some doing. But still, the facts are the facts. Here’s another one: after Albert dies, Victoria continues to have his razor and shaving bowl – filled to the brim with hot water – brought in every morning to their bedroom as if he were in a position to remove facial hair. She wears black for forty years. These days, there is most likely a name for that sort of thing. Something like: Excessive Grief Syndrome (EGS). But in the late nineteenth century, with a few exceptions, most people were still prepared to call it love. ‘Ah, how she loved him,’ they say to each other, shaking their heads and buying posies for tuppence a bag in Covent Garden or somewhere. A lot of things that are syndromes now had simpler names back then. It was a simpler time. That’s why some people like to call them the good old days.

More facts. On the magnificent mosaic that wraps itself around the Albert Hall the following is engraved:

THIS HALL WAS ERECTED FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF

THE ARTS AND SCIENCES, AND WORKS OF INDUSTRY

OF ALL NATIONS, IN FULFILMENT OF THE INTENTIONS

OF ALBERT, PRINCE CONSORT

He is dead, you see, by the time it opens in 1871, so whether his intentions are fulfilled is rather a matter for conjecture. Clearly, Victoria feels that intentions have been fulfilled sufficiently, for she opens it herself and praises the big red elliptical structure with its unfortunate echo problem – she visits it regularly throughout the rest of her life. We can even imagine her touring it alone sometimes, or maybe with one lady-in-waiting, tracing the increasingly worn red velvet of the seats with her fingertips, ripped through by EGS, thinking of her dead husband and the fulfilment of his intentions. She feels very certain, Victoria, that she knows at all times precisely what Albert’s intentions were or would have been had he ever thought about such and such a thing – she’s one of those types of women. She traces his death and her mourning around the country. She leaves a doleful trail of statues and street names, museums and galleries. Albert’s intention was ever to become something big in England. Something famous. Not just the awkward moustachioed slightly overweight German who brought us the Christmas tree, but something popular and loved. Victoria sees to it. Every new statue, every new building, causes someone to remark, ‘Ah, how she loved him,’ while swishing their skirts and patting a little chimney sweep on the head in Whitechapel or wherever. She mourns in public, Victoria, and everybody mourns with her. That’s another reason they call it the good old days. Back then, people felt things in unison, like the sudden chorus that leaps from a country church when the choir starts to sing.

Final facts: one could possibly, if one felt like it, date the current pliancy of the phrase ‘Arts and Sciences’ to the inauguration of Victoria’s Albert Hall. Arts and Sciences did at one point mean Painting and Stuff and Petri Dishes and Stuff. It was quite a specific, stiff type of phrase and there wasn’t a lot of room in it. The Albert Hall (one could argue, if one had a mind to) helped change that. From the outset, you could go to see pretty peculiar things in that huge elliptical dome with the bad acoustics which caused every whisper in the stalls to be heard. In 1872, for example, you could see some people demonstrating Morse Code [Gladys in Block M, Seat 72, to Mary sitting next to her: Q. What’s he doing, Mary, love? A. Tapping something, I should say, dear]. In 1879 the first public display of electric lighting is given [Mr P. Saunders, Block T, Seat 111, to his nephew, Tom: Marvellous. Bloody marvellous]. In 1883 there is an exhibition of bicycles [Claire Royston, Block H, Seat 21: 7 can’t see the point of that, Elsie, can you?] and in 1891 the hall is registered as a place of worship. It is agreed that people can pray here now, if they want. And in 1909 they run a marathon.

Come on!

He’s finished! No legs left on ’im.

Go on, my son!

Oh, go on, Georgie, go on – for us, Georgie! Go!

Get the boy some water!

They just keep on running round that stage until the race is done. Now that’s an art. And a science. Onwards: rallies by the Suffra-gettes, the Titanic Band Memorial Concert, complete theatrical performance of Coleridge-Taylor’s classic saga
Hiawatha, Ford Motor Show, Yehudi Menuhin (aged thirteen), CLOSED FOR WAR, Churchill television broadcast, Kray Twins boxing, trade fairs, Beatles, Stones, Dylan, Proms, acoustics greatly improved by the installation of fibreglass diffusers – otherwise known as ‘mush-rooms’. OK, now shout! See? Ech (Oh, Oh, Oh).

Re (Dew Dew Dew) uced.

Substantially. That’s nice, isn’t it?

Upwards: Muhammad Ali, Sinatra, ice-skating and Liza Minnelli, tennis tournaments, the Bolshoi, the Kirov, displays of Mark Knopfler’s guitar skills, and Clapton’s, and B. B. King’s. Acrobats, contortionists, magicians, politicians. Poets. All kinds of parties. Very entertaining. Albert wanted arts and sciences, and Victoria delivered them year after year, and when she left this world some-body else delivered them year after year, until they too retired and passed the job to somebody new. And so it goes. There are many ways to remember the dead. One of them is to have Tracy Baldock, a dancer from Scotland who is down on her luck and somewhat too large, achieve her dream: contemporary dance with a well-established European troupe, dressed up as a mouse. You can have Tracy dressed up as a cartoon mouse for Disney’s Holiday on Ice, have her skate along the absence where a person used to be. That’s one way. Another is to have poor Mark Knopfler please his audience by playing ‘Money for Nothing’ for the God knows how manyieth time, though he hates to do it, though it’s killing him inside – have Mark sing the words about the TVs and let Albert hear them, wherever he is.

Li-Jin and his son don’t know, as they walk under the arch of the entrance, jittery with anticipation, that they are about to take part in the latest episode of a very long wake. But they are both sharp enough to note the incongruity between these massive engraved words – ARTS AND SCIENCES – and what they are about to see. In answer to his son’s question: Well, Alex… I suppose it is an art. Beautiful movement. Graceful violence, this sort of thing. But also rather scientific – neck holds, trips. You need to time those things accurately, which is a kind of science, isn’t it?

Rubbish answer. Alex-Li screws up his nose, unsatisfied.

Well? Which is it, then, smarty-pants?

Li-Jin pauses for a moment at the threshold, waiting to hear a better answer.

Neither. It’s TV.

Which, of course, is the better answer.

YHWH

Inside, the hall has the feeling of potential revolution that funfairs and theme parks have: children find themselves in charge, adults discover their own sheer functionality. The fathers have a harassed, dazed look, following their sons like dim pets, carrying what has been passed back or dropped near them. The fathers are silent. The boys are having a 4,000-person conversation. It rings through the tiered seating, circles with the echo and descends with a roar, and Li-Jin’s inside it, searching for his seats, with three mismatched boys trailing behind him like a gaudy college scarf.

It is a struggle, but Li-Jin gets his boys seated and settled in the end. He looks down to the stage, at that sad-looking empty square where pure space is under arrest bound by rope three times over. He feels like he has not exhaled in half an hour. He is just about to when the fat man sitting next to him turns and, without any invitation, waves ten quid in his face and barks: ‘Fancy a flutter?’

Li-Jin repeats it back to him, uncomprehending. His English is about as perfect as it can be, but some tricks of British idiom (‘And there’s me thinking’, ‘Unbeknownst to her’, ‘Gone to the dogs’) still prove troublesome. The fat man is scornful. ‘Oh, come now,’ he says, rolling the tenner into a cone and scratching his chin with it. ‘Nothing heart-stopping. Simply this: Do. You. Fancy. A. Flutter.’ He is so ugly. An alcoholic’s nose, broken veined, a superfetation of carbuncles. Below this, a thick and dirty brush of a moustache. And he is persistent.

‘A small bet,’ he explains. ‘You understand… to give the thing flavour.’

Li-Jin says no thank you, explaining quickly that he ‘has a flutter, as you put it’ with his son, and gives a short, inadvertent, unmistakably Chinese bow in his seat, which ordinarily would make his son wince except he’s busy, hanging over the barrier with Rubinfine and Adam, spitting on people’s heads.

The fat man frowns, unfurls the tenner and forces it into the pocket of his trousers, a difficult manoeuvre given his size.

‘Suit yourself.’

Feeling awkward, Li-Jin does exactly that, he suits himself. He turns back to look at the stage. He bites at the nail of his right thumb. He chews the top right off it. What was that all about? It’s made him nervy for no reason. He looks at the stage. Now that bothers him too. It is very busy with the preparation of nothing. What are all these people doing? Why all this fuss? What do you need to do except allow two men to walk on stage, fling off their cloaks, bend their heads low and grasp each other? And yet little blokes in baseball caps run from one end of the stage to the other, shouting instructions. Massive speakers are lifted and then set down again. A white-haired man in a jogging suit walks round and round the ring, tugging at the ropes with a look of absolute concentration. A boy sets a bucket down in a corner and spits in it. Why? After a while Li-Jin’s eyes wander involuntarily left. This is a mistake. He is just in time to see his neighbour’s massive lips turning a gruesome smile. The lips curl too close to the nose, the moustache is lifted; wide, uneven teeth are revealed – Li-Jin is disgusted and cannot hide it – and now the man thrusts out his hand and says, ‘Klein. Herman Klein,’ again too loudly, grinning like a gargoyle. Li-Jin reciprocates, politely, but keeps his body language closed, as you do. Trying not to invite conversation. But this Klein is a physical man who violates Li-Jin’s space without even trying and, before Li-Jin has a say in the matter, he has lunged forward to give one of those double-handed shakes in which Li-Jin’s comparatively small hand is completely swamped, coming out of the exchange pressed and damp. Klein releases him, snorts and rearranges his bulk in the seat, opening his legs and crossing his arms across his belly, satisfied, as if he has won some unspoken competition. Li-Jin cannot remember the last time he was so quickly and thoroughly intimidated by another man.

‘So!’ says Klein, looking up to the gods where reckless children are craning over the balcony to get a better view, ‘have you come from far? We are from Shepperton and now… well! Here we are. Well, well, well. Look at all this! And where are you coming from, Mr Tandem?’

Li-Jin can hear an accent – not English, certainly European – he can’t tell where from. In his time Klein has come further than Shepperton, that much is certain, just as Li-Jin has come further than Mountjoy, but these conversations require a certain shorthand. Li-Jin describes their journey, which in truth wasn’t so very bad once they were free of Mountjoy itself, though he makes it longer and harder in the retelling. He has found that men in England prefer it that way. Traffic, ring roads, pile-ups and the rest. But as he speaks, it becomes clear to Li-Jin that this man Klein will not follow the simple rules that govern such a conversation, Two Men, Unrelated by Blood, at a Sporting Event in England, a conversation which, in its etymological roots, is a close cousin of Two Men, Unrelated by Blood, in a Dress Shop Waiting for Their Wives to Emerge from Changing Rooms. Just nod; just match anecdote for anecdote. But Klein makes no response. Only when Li-Jin finds his tongue fat and dull in his mouth does Klein abruptly become animated once more.

‘Like a good fight, do you, Tandem? Do you? Been before? The thing about wrestling is this: physicality. Don’t let any fool tell you different. Brawn. Muscle. Sweat. Titans!’

This last word is rendered so loudly that Li-Jin concurs without meaning to, his head just wobbles assent like a wind chime. Mean-while the head of this man Klein drops without warning, his big rheumy eyes settle on the buckle of his own belt. Li-Jin wonders whether the man is actually all right in a medical way, you know, all right in the head. Maybe he should announce his qualifications. But then Klein returns like an animal that burrows for something and comes back with what it wanted.

‘For myself, I work in the fancy-goods business. Gifts. Leathers. Bags. Jewellery. Small, fairly priced luxuries for ladies. Now, here is a fact: ladies buy 80 per cent of all the things that are bought on this earth, did you know that? Yes, my friend. They are the engine that drives the cogs to turn and turn. My father was a butcher and never knew where the smart money goes, but let me tell you, Tandem, I know. I have a boutique in Knightsbridge. We get a better class of clientele – people whose name you would know if I told them to you! Famous! But no matter. And this is Klein the younger,’ says Klein the elder, and, for the first time since the conversation began, Li-Jin spots a small dangling foot clad in a shiny black shoe, two seats along. Putting his hand behind the tiny boy’s back, Klein pushes the child into view, beyond the shadow of his own ripe stomach.

‘My son, Joseph. And this, in a nutshell, is why we are here. Little Joseph needs to see Titans. Too many hobbies and not enough physical pursuits. Let these men be an example to him! It is my opinion that Joseph is too much of a little weed.’

Li-Jin opens his mouth to protest but

‘Weed! He’s a weed! A little weeeeed…’

Klein says this in a slimy falsetto, hiding his pupils somewhere in the back of his head, batting his stubby eyelashes and tinkling the air either side of him like a man playing upon two invisible keyboards. Li-Jin is repulsed. He sees Alex, who has just spotted Klein, recoil in his seat. Against his nobler instincts he wishes the man a million miles away from himself and Alex and the boys away from anything he might pollute – not to mention this sad-looking child, Joseph Klein.

‘To be great,’ says Klein, dropping his hands, ‘you need to see greatness. Experience it. Be near it. He who lies down with the dogs gets up with fleas!’

‘Yes. Yes, I suppose that’s right,’ says Li-Jin slowly. He makes a point of looking kindly at the child, who has terror stamped on his delicate, pinched features. A boy like that should be blond by rights, but Joseph is a swarthy little thing, his hair black like an Indian’s, his big eyes darker than that. His ears are pointy. Li-Jin smiles firmly at him and lays his hand on his own son’s knee.

‘Joseph, this is my Alex. And he’s here with friends. You boys should probably all sit next to each other. You might find you have things in common.’

The boy looks horrified. Li-Jin tries to retract.

‘I mean… of course, I suppose Alex is quite a bit older than you. And Ru – Mark, certainly will be. Mark, stop that. The spitting. Stop it.’

‘HOW OLD?’ Klein the elder wants to know. He lunges towards Alex once more, index finger raised in the air, twitching. Alex shrugs and tells Klein that he is twelve, like what’s the big deal, but Klein laughs at this, tears squeezing out of the corners of his eyes. He pokes his son a few times in the ribs in what looks to Li-Jin like a painful manner.

‘Ha!
Twelve! Joseph is thirteen! Didn’t I tell you he’s a weed? Small when he popped out and small to this day. At the time I said to his mother: I could tear him apart like a fish! Send him back! Get another one! Ha! You want to know something? He chews his food twenty times a bite, thinking it will build him up. He read it somewhere. Fat bloody chance! Ha Ha! Hey you!’

Klein has spotted an ice-cream seller two rows below and, lifting himself out of his seat, leans forward until the iron-rail barrier that rings their seats is impaling his belly.

‘Hey, you down there! Don’t you want to know what I want?’

‘I collect things,’ says Joseph Klein in a tiny voice.

‘What’s that?’ asks Li-Jin, leaning towards him. He is not sure he heard rightly, and now Klein the elder is huffing and puffing in an effort to get out of his seat and push past them all (‘Who do they make these seats for? Are they for the munchkin people?’), so as to get to the end of the aisle and down towards the ice cream. Nimbly, Joseph bounces from his own seat into the one his father has just vacated.

‘Things, stuff, autographs sometimes,’ says Joseph very quickly. It feels like he has a lot to say and no time. ‘I collect stuff from things that I like and then I keep them. In albums. I file them. I find it extremely worth while.’

Jesus. Alex smiles openly, but Rubinfine, to his credit, does not turn to Adam open-mouthed, screw his finger into his forehead or repeat the last sentence through a tongue obstruction, although this would be standard procedure as set out in the Code of being Fifteen and he is well within his rights given the scale (extremely worth while?) of the offence. Instead he just opens his mouth and closes it again, partly because Li-Jin’s look says no, not today and besides, even for Rubinfine, there is no sport to be had in stepping on what is truly small and beetle-like.

‘That sounds… fun,’ says Li-Jin.

‘Just anything,’ asks Alex, trying his best, ‘or…? Sort of types of things?’

Li-Jin smiles. Now that’s better. Normally, if Alex doesn’t like the neighbour’s boy, because of a squint, maybe, or a lisp, or if he fears the sunburnt, freckled devil who squats opposite him on the tennis court, shifting his weight from foot to foot in that ominous way, well, Li-Jin will not interfere. They have much the same taste in boys, he and Alex. Sports fanatics are no good. Neither of them can find real sympathy for a certain type of fat-faced red-head with running nose and broken skin. They hate show-offs. But sometimes their guts tell them different things, and that’s what’s happening now. Li-Jin’s gut is saying, yes, we like him, while Alex’s is in two minds, if such a thing can be said of a gut.

‘So, er…’ he says, pouting, pushing his messy fringe back off his face, ‘do you just collect programmes from things or something?’

Now Joseph opens his mouth to explain, but first he makes himself neat in his seat, crosses his little legs, straightens his spine. ‘Famous things,’ he says carefully, giving equal weight to each word. ‘That’s why I’m here. I like wrestling. I’m a wrestling fan.’

Li-Jin has seen it before. Rich Hong Kong children in uncomfortable suits called up to the edge of the adults’ dinner table and asked to explain themselves for the benefit of guests: interests, achievements, hopes for the future. Joseph is like this. There is nothing natural about him.

‘One of my collections,’ he says, ‘is called European Wrestlers except now there’s Kurutawa so I may have to change the name.’

‘OK,’ says Li-Jin, ‘that’s very interesting. Alex, that’s interesting, isn’t it?’

And, straight after he says this, the five of them sit in silence for too long.

‘He started off doing sumo, Kurutawa,’ says Adam eventually, to help things along. ‘He’s Japanese.’

Joseph’s face is all gratitude. ‘Yes, from Japan!
He’s been in Yorkshire now for six months and doesn’t like the food much. And in the magazine it said Who would! You see, because – because – the food tastes awful there, apparently. He doesn’t need any more food, though, because he’s a man mountain. He comes from Tokyo. I’ve got a signed picture. Of course, if there was more than just him, that would be better. I could have an album and call it Japanese Wrestleis. But it’s a bit irritating. When it’s just him.’

‘Who else you bloody got, then?’

This is Rubinfine, who wants a fight these days every day, whether he really wants one or not, because of hormones.

‘Well, that depends in what area.’

‘Say, what?’

‘All right,’ says Joseph, ‘what.’ And then a little sneaky smile. It’s not a good joke but it’s still a joke and that’s a good sign. Alex laughs and that seems to make Joseph relax. He starts to talk.

‘I have an English politicians folder, a foreign dignitaries folder – that is my main area – and then Olympians, inventors, TV personalities, weathermen, Nobel Prize winners, writers, lepidopterists, entomologists, movie actors, scientists, assassins and the assassinated, singers – opera and popular – composers –’

Rubinfine puts his hand up: ‘Hold on, hold on, did somebody ask for your life story or something?’

Li-Jin slaps Rubinfine’s hand down. This is back in the days when you could still hit other people’s children.

‘OK, OK – which film stars?’

‘Cary Grant.’

‘Who?’

‘And Betty Grable.’

‘Who times two?’

Li-Jin tries to weigh in with a brief account of forties American cinema but Rubinfme shouts him down.

‘No, no, no – I mean somebody good.’

‘Mark Hamill?’

And that shuts up Rubinfine.

‘That’s not really the strongest part of my collection, actors,’ begins Joseph cautiously, addressing Li-Jin now. ‘So many of them when you write to them just send you back secretarials or imprinted things or Autopen stuff and it’s very hard to get in-person items.’

‘I see,’ says Li-Jin. He has no idea what the boy’s talking about. ‘That’s interesting.’

‘YAWN,’ says Rubinfine, yawning.

‘And also they are not worth as much as you think.’

‘You make money?’ asks Adam, bug-eyed. If you make money and you’re under sixteen, as far as Adam is concerned you approach divinity.

And then the boy says, ‘Oh yes… Philography’s very lucrative.’

Alex:’Phila who?’

‘It’s the word for autograph collecting,’ says Joseph, and it’s clear he isn’t saying this to impress. No, he just wants to tell someone. Still, it’s hard to forgive him for it and Rubinfine won’t, ever. He suggests that everything Joseph has is worth four pee. He goes on to bet him this same four pee that his collection is actually worth less than four pee. Which is when Joseph seemingly without malice explains that he has an Albert Einstein worth three thousand pounds.

And that shuts up Rubinfine.

Alex: ‘Really? Einstein?’

‘My Uncle Tobias met him in America, so it’s in-person and it’s signed to the lighter portion of the photograph and he was kind enough to also write down his super-famous equation next to it, which is where the money is, you see, in the content. But I wouldn’t sell it any more than I would sell my own arm.’

‘Einstein-Shminestein,’ says Rubinfine. ‘When’s this match going to start? Bored of all this ugging around.’

But Alex wants to know. Why not? Why wouldn’t somebody sell something worth three thousand pounds? Like, unless they were crazy?

‘Because it’s in my most precious folder.’

‘And what’s that?’ asks Li-Jin, because you have to drag every-thing out of this boy.

‘My Judaica.’

‘Your what?’

‘My folder of Jewish things.’

‘We’re Jewish!’ Adam pipes up in that merry way he will lose in about three years. Exclusive province of childhood: a time when genetic/cultural inheritance feels like this weird but cool thing you just got landed with, like an extra shoe. Hey, check this out, Tom! I’m Eurasian! Whoa, I’m a Maori! Look, no hands!

‘Me, I am, and Rubinfine is, and Alex. We go to heder together.’

But Alex doesn’t want to be sidetracked. ‘And what else is in it? In the Jewish folder.’

‘Nothing.’

But he doesn’t mean nothing, he means Here comes my father, which Alex picks up on immediately, but Li-Jin completely fails to get.

‘Come on, Joseph – don’t be coy. There must be another thing in there. One autograph can’t make a folder, can it?’

‘BORING YOU, IS HE?’

Li-Jin stands up to try to get out of Klein’s way, and ends up having to stand on the seats with the boys to allow Klein and his belly to get past.

‘No, not at all, actually. We were just talking about Joseph’s collection – about the Judaica. It’s very interesting for me. You see, my son is Jewish.’

Klein licks his ice cream and smiles. Without the slightest trace of pleasantness or good humour. Li-Jin realizes that he has inadvertently given the man some material – of what kind he has no idea – from which he means to fashion a missile to throw at this child.

‘Oh, his Judaica. Is that correct? Is that what you’re working on all night, in the dark, Joseph, ruining your eyes… And there was I thinking he was scribbling some nauseating adolescent nonsense in there, dirty stuff, as boys will – but no. How interesting, Joseph. He can’t finish his homework, but he has time to assemble his Judaica. Well. What is the phrase? Yes: you learn something new every day. Well, well.’

Joseph has folded back into his seat and is invisible beside his father but there is too much noise for the silence between the six of them to be painful. Dramatic music is playing. The pre-commentary one hears on TV is on loud throughout the hall. In fact there are the two pundits, sitting on a little shelf of their own talking into their mikes, both bald with a few hairs scraped over, down there, down at the very front.

Alex takes a biro from his jeans pocket, lifts his left foot on to his right knee and proceeds to dig at some dark matter that is trapped in the ridges of his trainer sole. But he doesn’t take his mind off Joseph. Li-Jin leans forward, casually, his fingers not resting on the cold iron rail but clutching it and also with Joseph on his mind. He feels very sad. Joseph threw a precious thing to Alex and Alex threw it to Li-Jin and then Li-Jin, instead of protecting it, let this great ape shatter it right there on the floor in front of them. Is that what happened? The fight is about to begin. It shouldn’t matter. But these days a boy can’t pass by without Li-Jin wondering whether that might be the boy who phones Alex up after it has happened, makes him go out, takes his mind off things, races him round some corner, splashes him on a future holiday in a strange sea.

So the two wrestlers come out and instantly it’s pandemonium. The hero stands to the right, accepting his huge cheer. The bad guy stands to the left, hissing whoever hisses at him. There are TV monitors hung high above the audience. Occasionally a sweeping shot of the crowd passes over their screens, and people point and whoop and watch with delight as their pointing and whooping is sent back to them instantaneously, like light bouncing off a mirror. To the best of his knowledge, never in his life has Li-Jin been caught by moving film. He would very much like to be. In terms of permanence, photos will not do for him.

The bell rings!

‘Well,’ says Li-Jin, shifting around in his seat, folding his arms across his stomach, trying to recapture a sense of occasion, ‘here we go!’

YHWH

Here we go. Last November, when Li-Jin’s suspicions are confirmed, when he is properly diagnosed, he is forced to learn the fact that he is ill like a human being rather than like a doctor. At first he takes it as a doctor, studying the pictures with another doctor, calmly pointing his finger at the mass; tutting with all the impatience of familiarity as the treatment options are outlined. But a few days later it enters him as a terrible human fact, and leaves by way of a tiny, strained yelp in the night which Sarah mistakes for the cat. He clutches the duvet and presses his knees into the back of hers as if she could keep him here, just by proximity, by means of her own enviable health. In response to the obvious question he tells her heartburn and then turns his eyes to the wall and watches the cornered arcs of light from passing traffic climb from the window over the ceiling and then draw in towards them both like a series of embraces. Sarah goes back to sleep. He watches the arcs for about twenty minutes. After
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