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After the massacre at the church in N— Clem Glass flew home to London. He put his boots and the clothes from his case into a black bin-liner. He carried the bag down to one of the dustbins in the basement courtyard, then came in and scoured the skin of his hands. The next morning he heard the shouting of the dustmen as they worked their way up the street. When he looked out later he saw the empty bins lined up by the railings. He lay on the floor, watching the light shift across the ceiling. He seemed to be lost in the space between two thoughts. A whole day passed. A night. A whole week he could not have begun to account for.

     It was May, and already more summer than spring. The leaves on the roadside trees were dustless, vivid, part luminous. Until late into the evening cars crawled in the traffic, windows down, music thudding. Children out of school squabbled in the street, kicked balls against a wall, sang singing games their grandparents must have known – ‘Un-der the ap-ple tree, my boy-friend said to me . . .’ The people in the house next door were substance abusers. They played tinny radios. In the small hours of the morning they sounded as though they were being dragged down to hell. Occasionally they threw stuff out of the windows. A fortnight after Clem’s return they threw a ten-litre tin of purple paint from an upstairs window. The tin split and an inch-deep purple slick spread across two square yards of paving-stones and gutter. The sun put a crust on it but the paint below stayed moist. Soon there were purple footsteps, each print a little fainter than the last. There was even a set of purple dog tracks that circled a lamp-post and disappeared towards the Harrow Road.

     The substance abusers were delighted. They gathered on the steps of their house waving bottles and laughing like the troops of some victorious rebel army. A week later they threw out a tin of orange paint, a huge broken egg yolk. Clem’s Domke bag was by the door. The Nikon was in there, the Leica, leads, flash units, lenses, twenty or thirty rolls of film. Looking at the egg yolk cooking on the purple pavement he thought of how he would capture it: the response was automatic, a professional reflex, nothing more. The cameras would stay in their bag until he had the energy to decide what to do with them. Vaguely, he imagined taking them back to Kingsley’s and selling them. The Leica was worth a lot; the Nikon, his old workhorse, worth something, a month’s rent perhaps.

     On an afternoon at the turn of the month the substance abusers were evicted. Two police vans arrived, then council workers came with steel screens and began to seal up the building. They covered the wooden door with a steel skin. The bay windows were wound in steel. By the front railings they left a small pile of personal belongings – a sleeping-bag, a hairdryer, some plastic flowers, a crutch. The substance abusers, the women in particular, roared and shook their fists. Clem watched them from his window on the first floor. He admired their passion; he wondered if they knew how futile it was, or if it was that, the pointlessness, that was the root of their passion. When it was over, the council workers left and the police climbed back into their vans. The evicted abusers, still gesticulating frantically, stumped off in twos and threes towards the various shelters and off-licences of the parish. A few of the locals came out and there was some laughter. At dusk, Clem went down to the street. The Grove was almost quiet. He looked at the house, then crouched and ran his fingers over the remains of the paint. Its surface now was hard as varnish, slightly uneven, mostly smooth. Then, at the edge of the slick, where the paint gave way to the mid-greys of paving-stone, he noticed the faint but very precise skeletal outline of a leaf and, using the flame of his lighter, found others there, scattered around it, thread-delicate prints of dead leaves, half hidden, like drawings under tissue paper. He tried to work out how such images could possibly have been fixed there. Last autumn’s rain; last autumn’s sun. The weight of thousands of pressing feet. The energy released by decaying matter. The slight absorbency of stone. He examined them until his lighter was too hot to use any more. He remembered Fox Talbot’s calotype of a leaf; a world-amazing picture: calotype from the Greek for beauty. He knelt. Ahead of him the metal house glittered in the lamplight. He bowed his head. Would something happen now? Could something be let go of? It was like waiting to be sick. He clenched his teeth, touched the stubborn dryness of his eyes. Behind him, a pair of children spying on him from between two parked cars began to giggle. He struggled to his feet, went up the stairs to his flat, and lay again on the living-room carpet.

     At some point after nightfall the phone on his desk started to ring. After five rings the answer-machine came on. His message said he was out of the country. The machine bleeped. There was a pause in which Clem thought he could hear the crying of seabirds, then his father said, ‘It’s just me. Call when you’re back, will you?’ Another pause, then: ‘Thank you.’
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His food, some manner of pizza, had a bitter taste of burnt herbs, and he pushed it away. An Asian woman in a blue overall, ‘Food Village’ sewn over her breast, took his plate and tipped its contents into the bucket on her trolley. Her eyes, too, seemed to rebuke him. He turned to the windows. In the pearly light of mid-afternoon the planes stood gleaming at their gates. The PA announced flights to Islamabad, Chicago, Tokyo. Late passengers were sternly summoned; families reunited at the information desk. Again, Clem imagined making phone-calls, and again failed to imagine what he might say to anyone. Those who trusted him would need to trust him a little further. Wasn’t that part of it? Suspending judgement? Lending respectable motive to behaviour you could not understand at first, or perhaps ever? Somewhere in her poor abused head Clare would accept there was a reason he had not returned to her. But what had Fiacc said? Certainly she would have had no interest in defending him, and it was easy to picture her patting Clare’s hand, explaining how she had waited for his call then gone to the flat and found it empty, his bag gone, no note, nothing at all. She would be glad, of course. She had not wanted a rival, some never-before-seen brother who brought with him the claims of family. She had seen him off. Now Clare was hers again.

     Pitiful, though, to think of Clare listening to such stuff; pitiful to think of her face, the play of confusion there as she sought to make sense of Fiacc’s news. Could he send her a card? The idea was comically inadequate but he snatched at it as a course of action that fell within the narrowing range of what he still felt capable of, and immediately he went on to the concourse and found a carousel of postcards, buying one with a strange overcoloured aerial shot of the airport she might even find funny, or would have done in better times. He rested the card on a pile of magazines. He could write to her how he caught from his own skin still the sweet, continuous stink of decay. That she would smell it too in time. That he couldn’t help her. That he wanted to but couldn’t. That he was exactly the wrong person to try to help her. Instead, he wrote: Called away! In touch soon. Hi to Finola. He didn’t have a postal address but decided that ‘The Ithaca Clinic, Nr Dundee, Scotland’ would get there in the end.

 

He flew Air Canada, the flight almost full, the man in the seat beside him passing the hours with little books of word-search puzzles. Clem watched the film, then ordered his fifth quarter of wine from a blonde stewardess whose youth and nervy attentiveness to the details of her work suggested it might be her first week in the job. The day extended. Below them, clouds darkening through a range of blues stretched away to perfect horizons. A moon rose, red with the light of the slowly setting sun, and for a while the world beyond the chill double-skin of his window was dreamlike, ideal, casually superb. He remembered Fiacc’s comment on the rainbow – ‘It means nothing, of course.’ Strange, then, how persuasive it remained, how powerfully such beauty offered itself as the world’s deep character, the evidence of a moral order, profound, and profoundly good. He sat back. His neighbour went on with his puzzles, shaping lines with a biro around the words he found concealed in fields of letters. He exuded a sort of lunatic serenity. He had no interest in what the sky was doing.

     Clem read the in-flight magazine, cover to cover. Celebrity restaurants, socially minded businessmen, the continents bound in a cat’s cradle of flight lines: the heady conceit that Air Canada would ferry them between one shining culture and another. When he looked up again at the film screen a little schematic plane showed them poised at thirty-six thousand feet over the eastern seaboard of Canada. The first officer – a voice that might have done well selling bourbon or good cigars – invited them to alter their watches. It would be a fine evening in Toronto, clear skies, eighteen degrees, a breeze from the west. Clem pillowed his head against the wing of his seat. The night at Clare’s had been followed by two more, equally disturbed, at the flat in London, and fatigue had him on the edge of a longer and longer drop. He had become fearful, panicky almost, that the rest he craved was lost to him for ever, but now, when there was no real time for it, the wine, the hum of the engines, the cabin’s twilight, drew him down, and he slept like a creature in its burrow until startled awake by the young stewardess tapping his shoulder and asking him to fasten his seatbelt.

     Fifteen minutes later they banked over grids of light. The man put away his books and biro. On the screen the plane stood over the city. The altitude dropped to five thousand, three thousand, fifteen hundred. Clem gazed down at the headlights of cars moving along a strip of road bounded by a darkness he took to be the darkness of water. He thought of the dead, how they crowded in among the living, thin as leaves. Was it they who had led him here? A host reciting their cause from broken mouths? Voice was all they had left to them. Stories, complaints sharpened on repetition. Pushing against stone or skin they could move nothing, but with their voices, their crooning, they recruited the living, though hid from them perhaps, as long as they were able, the nature of the justice they craved, the form, the sacrifice, the appetites that murder breeds.
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He left a message on Silverman’s cellphone, giving the name and telephone number of the hotel he was staying at, an inexpensive thirty-room place on the edge of Chinatown called the Trillium Inn. The manager was a tall, lame man who looked like John Steinbeck in the Capa photograph taken in Russia in the 1940s. He gave Clem a complimentary map of the city and explained that the hotel’s air-conditioning had failed, for which he was offering a five-dollar-per-night reduction in the bill.

     In the morning Clem called Silverman again, though this time a recorded female voice informed him that the phone he wanted was switched off. (This, Clem understood, was the phone as a powerful means of not speaking to people, just as the camera was often a device for not looking at the world, a box to hide behind.)

     He went out and walked around Chinatown. At ten he found a place for coffee and sat next to a table of students who sucked at soya milkshakes discussing, in nasal accents, some event of the night before that had kicked their asses. Walking again, he pocketed his map and took streets at random. It was much hotter, much more humid than he had expected. Twice more he tried Silverman, calling from public phones; twice more the voice told him the phone was off. The heat made him despondent. As he trudged between the high-rises of the financial district – huge clichéd buildings, monuments to the erotics of money – he rebuked himself for having come so far with nothing more than a number pencilled on a scrap of paper. Even for someone accustomed to long-haul, to the feebly disguised indignities of budget travel, this was extravagant. He could not have stayed in Dundee; he had not dared to remain in London. But what did he want from Frank Silverman, this man who he now began to suspect might be hiding from him? He had come more than three thousand miles on a whim. He had no business at all in this sticky, well-mannered city.

     It took another hour of walking to get back to the Trillium. He cooled off under the shower, then lay on the bedcovers letting the water dry over his skin. The curtains were part drawn, the room nicely shadowed. Half asleep, half awake, he suddenly wanted the reassurance of an erection, the distraction of pleasure (a pleasure he had hardly known in months). He thought of Zara, of the lovely sexual blush on her neck and cheeks when she started to come. His cock began to stiffen in his hand, but his imaginings became confused. There were other faces, other sounds, other intentions: images thrown by some feverish inward cinema, the sort of flickering, locked-booth pornography he wanted no part of, or had not, before the spring, suspected himself of wanting. And now? What had those hours on the hill unearthed in him? Was this self-knowledge? This?

     He climbed from the bed, dressed, then shaved with excessive care, elaborate thoroughness, as though he were removing the evidence of something, scraping back to the smoothness of skin the emergent animal. Back in the bedroom, to work off the sour energy of unexpended lust, he did press-ups, squat thrusts, thirty sit-ups. He had to stay connected; to pretend, if only to himself, that he was a man of good habits, confessable ambitions, moderate appetites. A man who would not be automatically followed by a store detective or found suspect by the infra-red gaze of women and children. Dress, shave, exercise. Observe the common courtesies. Do not spit on the pavement or put your feet on the seats or get drunk in the morning. Do not clutch the arm of a stranger and ask him to pray with you. Do not tell what you know. Do not show your fear.

     He was on the floor still, laid out and staring vacantly at the light fitting, when a note from the hotel reception was slipped beneath his door, a message on headed paper (the three-petalled Trillium flower) explaining that a Mr Silversham had called at 11.05 and would be lunching today at the Café Cavour on College Street at around four o’clock. Would Mr Glass like to join him?

 

According to his map, College was a cross-street seven or eight blocks north of the hotel. He had thirty minutes and the distance looked walkable. Coming out of the hotel, and then out of the hotel side-street, he turned on to a broad north–south avenue, passing bars with their shutters up, old-fashioned retoucheries, a half-dozen Chinese stores with boxes of kung-fu slippers and dried mushrooms in the deep shade of their awnings. At the intersection, unsure which way to turn, he guessed left, walking into the old Italian part of town and finding the Cavour ten minutes later on the corner of a small junction, a dozen tables outside, the music of some mournful, flippant love song coming from a speaker suspended among the trailing plants. Inside, the walls were hung with photographs of Italian ice-hockey stars. A bar, black and heavy as a catafalque, stood at the right-hand side of the room. Opposite the entrance, a second door spilled feathers of cooking steam whenever one of the waitresses swung through.

     Though the lunchtime rush must have been over, there were still plenty of customers dawdling at the tables. Clem found a seat by the window, took off his sunglasses and ordered a double espresso. When it came he drank the water immediately, then sipped at his coffee. A few minutes before four Silverman arrived, coming through the door already looking for Clem, and waving brightly when he saw him. On his way over he was stopped by the café proprietress, a powerfully compact woman in a tight red dress and red high-heeled shoes. She was about Silverman’s age and played coquettishly with her expensive, tawny hair while she spoke with him. Clem was surprised to hear them talking Italian, surprised how different it made Silverman seem, like someone he didn’t know at all.

     ‘It’s my old man,’ said Silverman, shaking Clem’s hand between both of his own, then sitting sitting down opposite him. ‘They remember him here. Carlo Argento from Crotone. A real southerner.’ He chortled. ‘He’s creeping into my skin or I’m creeping into his. I make the same face as him when I pull the hairs out of my nose.’

     ‘Everyone makes that face,’ said Clem. ‘You can’t help it.’

     Silverman nodded. ‘My mother was Irish Canadian. I’d rather see her face in the mirror.’

     ‘I had the opposite problem,’ said Clem, remembering how, throughout his teens, dead Nora appeared at the periphery of crowds at dusk, or stood at the top of the stairs in the house in Bristol, a presence composed of half-lights, the sound of rain on the window.

     ‘You’ve eaten?’ asked Silverman.

     Clem said he hadn’t but that the heat had taken his appetite. Silverman ordered two servings of spaghetti and clams. ‘You need something on those bones,’ he said. ‘And you’ll be working late tonight.’

     ‘Working?’

     ‘Relax. You won’t need cameras.’

     He was dressed in jeans and a black cotton shirt, the sleeves rolled. His hair was cropped, the skin tight and tanned over the angles of his skull. He looked like a three-star general in mufti. Eating, they talked about the people they had in common – newspaper people, television people, people whose careers circled their own – but before the food was finished it became apparent that neither of them had the latest on anybody, and that both, in their way, had dropped out of that world.

     ‘I’m delighted you’re here,’ said Silverman. ‘Delighted and a little amazed. What would you have done if I was out of town?’

     ‘Gone home, I suppose.’

     ‘And what would you have done there?’

     Clem shrugged. ‘Do you miss New York?’

     ‘Not a whole lot. It became a troubled and troubling place for me.’

     ‘And Shelley-Anne?’

     ‘She’s on page five hundred of something. A determined woman. I’ll go back one day, if she’ll take me. Right now I’m not in a fit state to live with anyone. Are you?’

     ‘Who would I live with?’

     ‘Are you drinking?’

     ‘It doesn’t seem to help me.’

     ‘It doesn’t help anyone. The reason I came up here, Clem, the straw that broke this camel’s back, was waking with a bloody head down by the Staten Island ferry terminal, seven in the morning, stinking of Four Roses, commuters streaming past. No memory whatsoever of how I got there. I thought I was hardened against it all, this stuff we look at. Thought I could keep it tidied away in a box called work. Not this time.’ He fell silent.

     ‘You have family here still?’ asked Clem.

     ‘A brother on the west coast I haven’t seen in years. A cousin in Moose Jaw. When I came up I stayed with an old couple my mother used to know along the lake shore by Hamilton. The Petersons. He’s a retired ophthalmologist, eighty-something. A wife called Maggie. They’re both pretty gnarled, these days, but Maggie goes out three times a week with hot soup for the street sleepers. Rides around in this big Japanese SUV she can hardly see over the dash of. No one’s ever asked her to do it. They’re not churchgoers. No idea what their politics are. One evening when the joints in her legs were swollen she asked me to drive her. Went out with her again the next week. Then regularly until I moved into the city.’

     ‘Hot soup?’

     ‘Feel free to laugh.’

     ‘I’m not laughing.’

     Silverman tucked some dollar bills under the edge of his water glass and stood up. Clem followed him through the swing door to the kitchen, a space only a half-size bigger than his own small kitchen in London, every corner and surface piled with plastic containers, chopping-boards, bags of peppers and onions, thick brown bags of bread. The cook was a stick-thin Cambodian whose apron wrapped around him almost twice. Silverman squeezed the man’s shoulders and winked at Clem. ‘The Café Cavour’s greatest secret,’ he whispered.

     The cook called to his assistant, a big creamy-skinned girl slowly peeling a potato. She fetched two carrier-bags from the chiller. ‘Some good minestrone,’ said the cook, his voice split somehow between Phnom Penh, Toronto and Naples. ‘Polpettone. Torta di patate. Tiramisu. All good. All fresh.’

     ‘May your ancestors see to it you get blown tonight,’ said Silverman. The cook grinned. A fly hit the light trap, died, and fell to the floor. They cheered. Silverman took one of the bags, gave the other to Clem and led the way out. They walked for a few minutes along a street of neat red and brown brick houses, an over-sweet scent of summer jasmine in the air. At points along the way they passed little groups of men, languid, patrician, their hands in their pockets, watching the road as if nothing would ever quite interest them again: some stubborn sense of exile, perhaps, or simply the Old World melancholy of the Mediterranean taken root among the grids of the New.

     ‘Prepare to suffer envy,’ said Silverman, calling to Clem over his shoulder. He put down his bag beside a blue van, a gleaming, bull-like vehicle with tinted glass and racing tyres, the twin exhausts, chromed, fat as organ pipes.

     ‘Bought it from a young fellow who was about to get married and start a responsible life,’ he said, laughing at himself or the young fellow. ‘Pitiful and he knew it. Gave me the keys as if handing over his own bleeding balls. Had no idea what a derelict like me would want with it.’

     He unlocked the rear doors. ‘The boy had everything you’d need for a party à deux. I stripped out the fur and the fairground lights but kept the music system. Speakers in the head-rests. Speakers everywhere. Johnny Cash never sounded like this before.’

     There were fifteen primary-coloured plastic cool-boxes in the back. They put the bags into one of them and Silverman drove on to College Street, the van’s engine throbbing like a boat’s.

     ‘Power steering!’ shouted Silverman, over the noise of the music. ‘Electric windows! Air-con!’

     They stopped at two more Italian places – more fulsome greetings, more busy chefs, more bags for the cool-boxes – then drove to a wholefood restaurant and picked up fifty gluten-free rolls, a tub of green curry, four of last week’s blueberry pies. Across town they called at a place called Chez-Soi, another called Eden. The last stop was a hotel by the lake, thirty people in the kitchens starting to prepare for the evening’s sitting amid a row of clashing metal and military-style confusion. The cool-boxes were almost full. On the tape deck Silverman exchanged country for rap – ‘I love these angry boys!’ – and slotted the van into the chain of home-time traffic, beating rhythm on the ridged leather wrapping of the steering-wheel. They made slow progress but after forty minutes they pulled on to a narrow street of English-style A-frame houses, a street Clem thought he remembered walking down that morning. Silverman backed the van into a little forecourt.

     ‘Home?’

     ‘For now. A couple of others here too. Art-installation types. Like to video each other using the john.’

     They went up a flight of wooden steps to the first floor. The room Silverman rented was spacious but almost bare. The window overlooked the road. Silverman sat on the single bed. ‘A dream of discipline,’ he said, smiling ruefully. He hugged himself and briefly shivered, though the room was warm. Clem sat on the only chair. Behind him on the table was an electric typewriter, and a sheaf of papers face down on a large brown envelope, a Mickey Mouse bottle opener for a paper weight.

     ‘My piece for the New York Times,’ said Silverman, pointing to the papers. ‘Though I guess they’ve given up on me by now.’

     ‘You don’t want to do it?’

     ‘I seem unable to.’

     ‘You’ve made a start.’

     ‘Notes, sketches, try-outs. Little that’s coherent. And a piece like this must lead somewhere, must have a conclusion. Write about horrors and you’re expected to make some sense of them. But what’s it to be? The pity of it all? Exterminate the brutes?’

     ‘The brutes?’

     ‘Last time I wound a sheet into the machine I couldn’t even lift my hands to the keys. A head-doctor would call it hysterical paralysis. Prescribe a course of electric-shock therapy.’

     ‘Have you seen anyone?’

     ‘Head-doctors? Christ, no.’

     On the floor beside the bed was a leather holdall, unzipped. Next to it was a radio, and two books: a collected Berryman and one of Shelley-Anne’s novels, A Stitch in Time. Clem asked Silverman if he was reading her.

     ‘I keep it for the picture,’ said Silverman. ‘It’s an odd thing but I can get a picture of my wife in any good bookstore.’

     ‘And Berryman?’

     ‘ “Huffy Henry hid the day/unappeasable Henry sulked. . .” I don’t read him any more but he’s an old friend.’

     Clem nodded. He asked what happened now.

     ‘This is a time I don’t care for,’ said Silverman. ‘There’s a liquor store at the corner and I think about it a lot. It’s good you’re here. Can you play chess?’

     ‘A little.’

     ‘A little will do fine.’

     From the holdall Silverman took out a hinged chess set. They played for an hour, the set between them on the bedclothes. When the game was over, Silverman made coffee. They listened to a baseball commentary on the radio. Clem read the first chapter of Shelley-Anne’s book and looked at her photograph on the inside cover, a studio shot, clumsily retouched. The artists came home, fought in the kitchen and made up noisily in the room beside Silverman’s. Night fell. Clem smoked at the window. Silverman made more coffee, then lay on the bed with his hands behind his head. At ten thirty he insisted on another game of chess. Clem won again. Silverman shaved and changed his shirt. ‘Soon now,’ he said. ‘Almost there.’ Clem drowsed and, half-asleep, bit his tongue and tasted blood. At a quarter to one, Silverman called his name and they went down through the hushed house to the van. The last time they had set out at night together they had travelled in UN Land Rovers with a patrol of frightened blue-helmets. That, too, had been Silverman’s plan, for Clem had not wanted to go out in the curfew. After two weeks in the capital he had plenty of material. The agency was sated; the story was off the front pages; it was time to think about flights out. But Silverman, the older man, the man of reputation, of charm, had worked him round, talking, half seriously, half teasingly, about a money-shot, a picture to excite a prize jury. In the end, Clem had gone because he liked him, this rangy North American with his over-experienced face. In the end he’d gone because he didn’t want to miss anything.

     They checked the cool-boxes and climbed into the van.

     ‘A short drive,’ said Silverman, turning on the ignition.

     ‘And then?’

     ‘Aha.’

     ‘You’re full of mysteries,’ said Clem.

     Silverman smiled. ‘That sounds OK. Does it bother you?’

     The roads were almost empty now. A few taxis, a prowl car, a last street-car, brightly lit, a couple in the very back the only passengers.

     ‘You know,’ began Silverman, ‘when I regained my senses down by the ferry terminal I didn’t have a nickel left on me. Cleaned out. I had to walk home. It took an hour. All the way I saw myself in store windows. A madman. A ghost.’ He paused. ‘The human nervous system can handle a great deal of insult, but it’s not endless. I came up here to save my life.’

     ‘I need a Canada of my own,’ said Clem, softly.

     Silverman gestured in the dial-green gloom of the cab. ‘Canada is bleak. Physically and spiritually bleak. But coming back here I found something. A truth about people I didn’t have before.’

     ‘A truth?’ Clem twisted in his seat. ‘What are you talking about?’

     ‘Just that. A truth I didn’t have before.’

     ‘And the church? Haven’t we already seen the truth about people? Haven’t we smelt it?’

     ‘I’m talking about something else, Clem.’

     ‘Obviously.’

     ‘Truer, perhaps.’

     ‘A truer truth?’

     ‘OK. A better one.’

     ‘What makes you think we can choose?’

     ‘What makes you think I can’t? Anyway  . . .’

     ‘Anyway what?’

     ‘Do we really know what we saw out there?’

     ‘Don’t fucking do this.’

     ‘I mean it. What did we really see?’

     ‘I’ll send you the pictures.’

     ‘I don’t need the damn pictures.’

     ‘Then what the hell do you need?’

     ‘What I need,’ said Silverman, raising his voice to match Clem’s, ‘is something that lets me sleep at night. What you’re talking about is . . . nihilism. An impossibility.’

     ‘I’m talking about what we saw. You and me.’

     ‘And you can live with that?’

     ‘What I can live with is irrelevant! It changes nothing!’

     ‘You blame me.’

     ‘Blame you?’

     ‘You blame me for getting you into it.’

     ‘No.’

     ‘You blame me.’

     ‘No.’

     ‘Why not say it?’

     ‘I don’t blame you, Silverman!’

     ‘Yeah, but I know you do.’

     They stopped at a red light. Clem found the rocker switch for his window, let the window down and lit a cigarette. He would have liked to get out of the van now and walk until he was exhausted. Where was the city boundary? How far from here? He wanted to find himself beyond the range of street-lamps, walking on a prairie as big as a sea, as black as the sea. Poor Silverman! Whatever he was into now, this mystery tour, this ‘truer truth’ he held up as a shield, he was not the guide Clem needed. Unfair, of course, utterly unfair to have expected it. Unfair, cowardly and lazy. Had he, for a single moment, considered what he might do for Silverman? What Silverman might have hoped to get from him? He flicked the end of his cigarette away and put up the window. Between them the silence grew pointlessly tense. To break it, Clem said, ‘My neighbours in London used to throw paint from their windows.’

     ‘Protesting?’

     ‘Maybe.’

     ‘Good for them.’

     ‘Yeah.’

     They drove past the doors of a big hotel; Silverman U-turned and brought them up to the kerb on the other side of the road. ‘Union Station,’ he said, pointing to the row of green railings and solid grey pillars that faced the hotel. ‘Nineteen thirty. Classical revival. The railroad built the hotel too.’

     On the pavement in front of the station were two hot-dog stands (Great-tasting Sausage in Toronto!), makeshift affairs with coloured canvas covers. To one of these they started to carry the cool-boxes.

     ‘I have an arrangement with the man whose pitch this is,’ said Silverman, fitting a key into the padlock that secured the lashing at the back of the stall. He ducked under the canvas. A minute later he let down a board at the front. Clem brought the last of the boxes over. Silverman hung a pair of electric storm-lamps from the roof of the stall, then opened the valve of the gas bottle and lit the rings.

     Since getting down from the van, Clem had been aware of movement, a flickering of shadows around the bases of the station pillars. Now he heard voices and, turning, found himself in the company of a half-dozen ragged, bright-eyed men. ‘We too early?’ asked one, peering at Clem from under the brim of his slouch hat.

     ‘Give me fifteen!’ called Silverman, rattling pans on to the burners. The men withdrew a few steps; others began to join them, men and women of all ages, many of them carrying bags or little packs, a blanket over the shoulder, a sleeping-bag rolled under an arm. They were patient, orderly, now and then sniffing the air as it became savoury.

     ‘Hey, Clem! You know which box the fettunata’s in?’

     Clem said that he thought he did.

 

They served for an hour. The soup went into plastic beakers, everything else on to disposable party plates. With the two of them inside the stall, both long-limbed men, they had to move with due regard. Many of those they served Silverman knew by name. ‘You back for seconds, Mac? How are the feet today, Patrick? Is Debbie coming down tonight?’ By two twenty they were serving the stragglers and by two forty the last had tottered away to whatever nook of the city sheltered him. The range went off, the pans were stacked, the empty cool-boxes returned to the back of the van. Silverman poured the remaining soup into a pair of flasks. There was also half a bag of rolls left, some rice salad, two of the blueberry pies.

     ‘Phase one,’ said Silverman, padlocking the stall.

     ‘There’s more?’

     Silverman put his hand on Clem’s shoulder and, with a quick look round at the street, guided him towards the station. ‘This is what I wanted you to see. What I was trying to tell you about.’ He tapped at a tall green door.

     ‘Silverman?’ challenged a muffled voice.

     ‘Yeah, it’s me,’ said Silverman.

     The door opened; they slid inside. ‘This is Defoe,’ said Silverman, nodding to the young security guard. ‘Defoe, this is Clem. A compadre from the mother country.’

     ‘Getting worried you weren’t coming,’ said Defoe, locking the door.

     ‘You should know me better than that,’ said Silverman, soothingly.

     They were standing in the station ticket hall – archways, arched windows, high walls of hewn stone, a vaulted roof. For these night hours the lighting was minimal. The hall, eerie as any public space deserted, seemed set for the arrival of a troupe of actors. Clem found himself suddenly remembering the painting in the doctor’s office at Ithaca, the red-haired girl on the mule. It would not be so strange to see her here, ambiguous sprite, observing them from the watery shadows beneath an archway.

     ‘Defoe and his uncle Edward do alternate nights,’ explained Silverman. ‘It was Defoe who told me about the people we’re going to now. Right, Defoe?’

     ‘Right,’ said Defoe, touching the red line where his collar scratched the skin of his neck.

     ‘But we tread with care,’ said Silverman. ‘There are parties who would not be sympathetic to this. Not at all.’

     They went down a flight of steps to a small arcade. A juice bar, a bakery, a place to buy souvenirs, newspapers. Between a florist’s and an ATM was a painted door, the top of it about the height of Clem’s lowest ribs. After a glance at Silverman, Defoe knocked with his keys. They waited. Defoe knocked again. From the other side of the door came the sound of some obstruction being dragged free of the way.

     ‘We still don’t know how any of them got in here,’ said Silverman. ‘There may be a way in from the tracks. The whole place is a maze. Watch your head now.’

     Clem crouched low and moved, an awkward shuffling, into the dim space ahead of him. Silverman came next; Defoe remained outside, to keep watch perhaps, or for fear that his uniform, not unlike a policeman’s, might spread alarm. The ceiling of the room – it must once have served as storage space – was not quite high enough to stand under. Along one side, four men and three women sat with their knees drawn up, their backs against the wall.

     Silverman shook their hands. One of the women, her hair under a red or brown scarf, tried to press his fingers to her lips but he withdrew them, gently. ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘I’m not the bishop.’

     He began to unpack the food.

     ‘Where are they from?’ whispered Clem, helping to set up.

     ‘As best as I can make out they’re Moldovans. Or Romanians. Maybe gypsies. About three words of English between them. No papers, of course. No money.’

     ‘Couldn’t they just claim asylum?’

     ‘My guess is they tried that last time and found themselves on a flight back to Chişinău. Picked up pan-handling. Fell foul of some cop or city bylaw. Who knows?’

     ‘A better chance here than in the States?’

     ‘Actually,’ said Silverman, ‘I suspect that’s where they think they are.’

     The men were thin, delicately made, dressed in white shirts and cheap suits. The women wore the kind of traditional outfits peasants in Dracula films wore. Clem doled out the rolls and cups of soup. They muttered their thanks. He pitied them.

     ‘They get to stretch their legs at night for an hour,’ said Silverman, tapping softly at an even smaller door at the rear of the room. ‘Use the station restrooms. I’m sorting some legal rep. When the time’s right we’ll move them out. Make them all Canadians.’

     The smaller door swung open. A long, sallow face peered out and blinked at them.

     ‘Buenas tardes,’ said Silverman.

     ‘Buenas tardes, Señor,’ said the man.

     ‘Previously of Guatemala City,’ said Silverman to Clem. ‘They arrived with even less if you can imagine it. The good people here let them share the place.’

     As if on cue, one of the men from Moldova or Romania waved a neighbourly greeting to the Guatemalan and, shifting stiffly from the wall, began to pass through the remaining food. Clem knelt by the door – more hatch than door – and looked inside. Around a single source of light, chiaroscuro fashion, the man and two solemn women nodded to him as they began their supper. Beyond them, laid in a crib of carboard boxes, a child, four or five years old, sucked at a piece of bread and stared at Clem from satin, unamazed eyes.

     ‘He’s not theirs,’ said Silverman, his voice thickening with emotion.

     ‘No?’

     ‘Little mite must have become separated from his parents on the way through. Anyway, these folks care for him. Treat him like their own.’

     The child stirred, and from under his blanket produced a tin, an old milk-powder or coffee tin perhaps, harvested from trackside jetsam. The lid had been punctured with some kind of spike. The boy waved to Clem: an odd, languorous gesture.

     ‘Go on,’ said Silverman. ‘This is priceless  . . .’

     Clem went in on hands and knees. The adults moved aside to let him pass. The women smiled. ‘Hola,’ said Clem to the child.

     ‘Mira,’ whispered the boy. With the points of frail fingers he struggled to dislodge the lid from the tin. Clem slid a coin from his pocket, a Canadian dollar, and prised the lid loose; the boy lifted it away. It was, at first, too dark to see what was inside (what moved in the can’s black air) but behind Clem someone raised the lamp until the light fell on the raw snouts of a pair of nude-looking mice, the kind of vermin Clem had often seen scurrying beneath the rails of the London Underground, intent, semi-blind creatures that fed off dust and ashes.

     ‘Son míos,’ said the boy, gazing at them, his expression split between ruthlessness and love, like a little dictator smiling on the crowd from a palace balcony. He dropped a scrap of bread inside, then quickly sealed the tin, stealing it back into the gloom beneath his blanket.

     There was no room for Clem to turn round without inconveniencing the others. He thanked the boy, and for a second or two locked eyes with him, then he lowered his head and began, very slowly, crawling backwards towards the door.
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He slept for only a few hours, waking still dressed, lying on the bed covers, cut in two by sunlight. He had been dreaming but the dream was in fragments. An image of himself scrabbling among rubbish. A room. The room at the station. And Silverman? Yes. Silverman, the Guatemalans, the boy (possessed now of the enormous liquid gaze of a doomed cartoon fawn) looking back at him from the door. Silverman pushing the door shut with his bishop’s crook, shouting, ‘We have orders,’ or ‘Our orders are clear’. Unnerving, senseless stuff.

     He sat up. The hotel was quiet, the road too. He left the bed and went to the window, squinted against the light, remembered, looking on to the angles and morning shadows of an empty street, that the day was Sunday.

     In the bathroom he swilled his mouth with water from the tap. There was some discomfort in his head, a point above his right eye, like the hot tip of a wire, an ache running back along the wire an inch or two into the interior of his skull. He leaned and examined his eye in the mirror. His right eye, his view-finder eye. He had a certain professional knowledge of eyes – the sclera, the choroid, the myriad cells in the cup of the retina where the light converges. With his left hand he covered his left eye. The right, singled out, looked back at him like a small cowed animal. Leaning closer he noticed a hint of inflammation, a redness around the inner rim of the lid that was perhaps the beginning of something, something he had been expecting for a long time. Could an eye be damaged by what it looked at? Too fierce a light will burn it. What else? Though he had studied it as the camera’s conjunct, a metaphor for what the camera will do with metal and glass, the eye was not a machine. It lived, glittered in the face, was washed by tears. Could it look on a living child the way it looked on a child’s two-day corpse? Hard to believe something so delicate would not be altered. Hard to believe it. He could not, in truth, believe it.

     In the bedroom he picked up the remote control, turned on the television and scrolled through the channels until he reached the US Weather Channel (‘Well, Diane, we’re looking at highs in the high eighties outside of Lawton today . . .’) The sun in the room made the picture hard to see but he didn’t want to see it, he wanted to listen. He had had a certain fascination with this channel ever since he came across it in a motel in Texas, years ago; was amused by it at first, surprised that an entire channel should be devoted to weather, then found the seamless detailing of ephemeral conditions in places he knew little or nothing about soothing, like hearing in childhood the lullaby voices of adults talking round the table late into the night.

     He had told Silverman, when Silverman, after a short, wordless trip from Union Station, dropped him off outside the Inn at a quarter to four in the morning, that he intended to spend the day sightseeing, a trip to Niagara perhaps. Silverman had approved. The Falls, though heavily exploited, were, he said, worth seeing. There was a cable-car ride over the water, and it was always fun to see the honeymooners. Then Clem had reached through the van’s window and they had clasped hands, the pair of them grave as generals at a surrender, or as though their leavetaking were not for a night but final and for ever.

     Clem had seen cards for the tour companies in boxes on the curve of the reception desk. If asked, the manager would surely arrange something. He could take a coach, eat lunch out there, see the Falls, and be back by early evening, not having spent the entire day in his hotel room. He thought – aware he was not thinking well and that soon he would have to do much better – going to the Falls would make some sense of his coming over. What did he do? He went to see the Falls, one of the wonders of the world. And how were they? They were impressive. They were very impressive.

     From the fridge with its mock-wood door he took a bottle of beer, a bag of salted nuts, and propped himself against the headboard of his bed. Later, if he was hungry, he could send out for something from Chinatown. Everything else – painkillers, drink, cigarettes – he had there with him. On the screen, shades in human form loomed against the landscape. Deserts, cities. There were updates from the Mississippi Delta, the Virginia Highlands, from Flathead Lake. The news from Calvert County was that a freak storm had blown a child through a store window, but the storm was over, people were sweeping up, and the child was doing well, considering.

 

Monday was departure day. He woke after thirteen hours’ dead sleep to find another message on the carpet by the door. It informed him that a Mr Silverton had called (apparently Clem had slept right through it). He was sorry not to be able to see Mr Glass today but there were errands, an unexpected weight of work. He wished Mr Glass a bon voyage. He looked forward to seeing him at some other time.

     Clem showered, then walked to the café where he had sat beside the students on his first day in the city. It was a cooler morning with rafts of low, moist cloud. At the café he ordered an espresso and a bagel with cream cheese. He ate half the bagel then swallowed a pair of ibuprofen. Overnight, the wire-tip had become the complicated head of a small flower, a circle of overlapping petals pressing against the skin beneath his eyebrow. He thought, lugubriously, of Nora falling

























































Author’s Note

The massacre at N— is based on a well-documented atrocity in Rwanda in 1994. This novel, however, is not about the Rwandan genocide and was never intended to be so. Readers wanting to remind themselves of what took place in Rwanda might like to look at Fergal Keane’s book Season of Blood or Philip Gourevitch’s equally powerful We wish to inform you that tomorrow we will be killed with our families.

     The John Berryman poem Frank Silverman begins to quote to Clem in Toronto is from ‘Dream Song 1’. The lines Clem finds in Silverman’s article about the massacre are from ‘Dream Song 29’ by the same poet.

     The author gratefully acknowledges the support of the Villa Waldberta in Bavaria and of the Santa Maddalena Foundation in Tuscany where, in the course of consecutive summers, one stormy and one benign, much of this novel was written.
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