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Daniel Bloch returned to his flat at around ten in the evening. He 
had been to a drinks party, thrown by his publishing house, in the 
Serpentine Gallery, which was currently exhibiting the work of a 
celebrated installation artist called Tracy Pearn. Her work consisted 
of giant cauliflowers, immense leeks and gargantuan colanders with 
blades and knives emerging threateningly from the holes. Bloch had 
told his editor he was no longer happy writing books that sold but 
said nothing about life. He added that he wanted to try his hand at 
serious fiction. He wanted to offer something to the world, to be 
illuminating, no longer merely entertaining.
  The sky was on the point of turning dark, though here and 
there some flecks of orange and burnished gold remained. As Bloch 
watched a feeling of infinite possibility came to him, flowing from 
the sky’s rapidly changing, molten condition. The sun had turned 
into a slowly sinking dome of blood red. A few pink clouds nestled 
near it. One by one they vanished. 
  He was considering the story about Oscar. He sat at his desk and 
mused on this grand plan of his, which, in the end, Oscar had been 
extremely enthusiastic about. But, he reflected, Oscar’s life didn’t 
exactly provide fertile material for development. He decided his fic-
tional Oscar would have to have a different profession, and consid-
ered some random choices. Usher. No – too passive, too much like 
a projectionist. Undertaker. Too morbid. Architect. Too scientific. A 
model. Maybe. A nude model. Yes, that had interesting possibilities 
and was related to painting. He would be a nude model who even-
tually realizes his ambition to paint. Then, rather more groundlessly, 
he decided that his Oscar would live with a cat and be an opera fan.
  Oscar lived on his own, in a bedsit in Elephant and Castle, and 
didn’t much care for opera. The landlord who owned, and also resid-
ed in, the half-ruined building that housed Oscar’s bedsit was a rath-
er unsavory character and unknowingly tormented Oscar by playing 
opera; in particular, works by Richard Wagner (which gave Bloch the 
idea of turning Oscar into an enthusiast), the music roaring through 
the floorboards. Bloch decided that the landlord would also appear 
in the story, but in a radically altered form, and that his odious traits 
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would give way to generous ones. 
  He picked up a pen and paper. As he started to make notes he felt 
his skull grow heavy, as if his brain had doubled in size and weight. 
Yet his thoughts flowed quickly and connections followed fast. To his 
surprise, he found that the subject of Oscar was opening a door to 
unexplored and unfamiliar territory. He felt he was on the brink of 
finding a completely different voice from that of his previous work 
– analytical, with a hint of urbanity, and more than a little autobi-
ographical. He wrote with frenzied ease, correcting and revising as he 
went. After a few hours he put the pen aside and read the scrawled 
pages back to himself.

Oscar Babel. No doubt you’re all familiar with his name. Reputation. 
Shoe size. Unsuspected ability to levitate amongst ethereal angels and 
plummet toward the despicable villains that inhabit the deepest pits of 
hell. Oscar Babel is arguably the finest life model of his generation. I’m 
joking. Life modeling has too often been pushed to the sides; it’s my task 
to try and rectify this sorry state of affairs. Keeping as inert as a corpse, 
stark naked, for long periods of time can be tricky. Usually it’s only those 
possessing inner peace and outer poise who are up to it. Thus, Mr. Ba-
bel: the great painter. He has them when he’s transmogrifying a canvas. 
Though for the longest time, before, he was like a parasol caught in a 
gale. Before he became the great painter he is today, he was something else 
entirely. He was filled with self-loathing; he squandered his talents. He 
was as ill-adapted to purpose as a surgeon who operates while wearing 
boxing gloves. I knew him then. I know him now. I have a fond memory 
of him watering plants. As he fooled around with the watering can he 
looked up and asked, ‘Who will water me?’ An enigmatic remark, but 
it lingered like an Irishman at closing time. At that period he was living 
in a hovel in South London, his love of opera driving his landlord – Mr. 
Grindel – half-mad each morning as his tenant rose to the sounds of 
Wagner. Oscar’s cat shared his musical tastes. This cat, a black, fat thing 
that purred when hungry and also when fed (a purring machine), would 
freeze as the first notes sounded, looking almost human. Mr. Grindel 
had a heart of gold, and he tolerated these intrusions. Oscar needed the 
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music; it fed his shrinking soul and reignited some of his lust for life.
  I have many theories about Oscar’s early unhappiness. Perhaps it was 
something to do with the fact that his most treasured companion de-
parted from his life when he was six years old. His goldfish, Humphrey. 
Humphrey met its end one afternoon when Oscar’s mother saw fit to 
wash the bowl, depositing the fish in the sink, and pulling the plug out 
by accident. Or so she claimed afterwards. It was the First Catastrophe. 
Afterwards, he felt a part of himself had also died with the pet he’d spent 
countless hours feeding and watching. No other fish, he realized, could 
replace Humphrey. It wouldn’t be the same. The fragility of life. Yes, 
there were billions of fish floating in the sea, but this wasn’t the point. 
He was already initiated into futility. A minor tragedy, perhaps. This, 
I hasten to add, is only one of many theories. At that time, the time of 
his early unhappiness, I had a sense of the man as emotionally crippled. 
How else can one explain his inability to grasp life and savor its juices? 
The huge melon had been offered, but Oscar suspected that inside it there 
was a rotten core that would ultimately taint the taste of the good bits. 
And so, he passed the melon on for someone else to enjoy. The germ of 
imperfection sabotaged the moments of contentment when they came.
  I went swimming with him. He advanced up and down dutifully, 
but his movements made me think of a punished schoolboy writing out 
lines. When he finished I asked if he’d enjoyed the swim. He turned to 
me with bloodshot eyes and muttered,‘I did it for the water.’ Another of 
those cryptic remarks that I grew tired of decoding. 
  He lived, as I have said, in a hovel. Peeling wallpaper and a sagging 
bed made me long to slip him some mazuma. Would it, I thought, make 
any difference? Some nights I’d stay over at the hovel when it was too late 
to do anything else. His nervous movements as he undressed reminded me 
of a gazelle sensing it’s being observed. (And yet he took his clothes off in 
public by way of a profession.) I looked away as he slipped on his pyja-
mas. Oscar didn’t feel comfortable when there was another human being 
around. While I made a final cup of tea for him he tossed and turned, his 
body fusing with the mattress; his limbs entwined with the bedsheets, as 
if they were glued to him. When the kettle finally boiled he was already 
asleep and I would drink the tea myself, resigned to his state of oblivion. 
The cat purred and arched its back. I would try and engage with it, in 
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some form, as he lay snoring. But the cat had time only for its master. As 
I approached, it retreated. 
  In the morning he prepared for work.‘The good thing,’ he said, ‘about 
this job, is that you don’t have to worry about what to wear.’ Clutch-
ing a plastic bag he ventured out into the cold light of day. But all the 
time I knew all he needed was to be awakened. This self-destructiveness, 
this inability to seize various pregnant moments (moments which played 
tricks on time and existed outside it) would be discarded one day. His 
sinuous painting provided me with sufficient optimism. His was the 
problem of the introvert, the snail that cannot crawl out of its shell. He 
needed the light to come to him. But instead darkness fell, occasionally 
palliated by the prospect of love or bricks of chocolate. Of course, he had 
no real desire to go on life modeling. His vocation, truly, his calling, 
really, his purpose, utterly, was painting. He had once been approached 
by one of the most famous dealers in London, Barny Small, the latter 
having been stunned by two of his morbid canvasses. Small gave Oscar 
his card and Oscar tossed it into a washing machine. Maybe he felt the 
card was unclean. Or perhaps it was the proximity of success that scared 
him. He also had that suspiciousness of the world – the sticky world of 
narcissists and self-promoters, marketing and the Internet – that has 
always characterized the truly gifted. Deep down he had contempt for 
that dealer, because he did commerce with that world, felt at home in 
it, embraced the absurd injustices that being strong inevitably signaled. 
Oscar reasoned that if his work triumphed, someone else’s was bound to 
fail as a result. And to constantly fuss over minutiae and errands and 
duties was not enough for Oscar. And if it became enough, it would be 
accompanied by the lingering fear that he was a charlatan. Whatever 
he accomplished wouldn’t be enough. And he would remain unworthy 
in his own eyes, after the drinks had been dispensed and the journalists 
paid off with memorable insights and fished-after glimpses of his life. He 
would retreat to his hovel, close the door on the world and mumble, ‘I 
am a fake painter; I am a bogus manipulator of images; I am a voyeur.’ 
And so he threw the dealer’s card away and saved himself from all these 
dilemmas. After the machine’s rinse cycle was completed the card was 
beautifully atomized among his clothes.
  But there was another – more simple – reason for this reluctance to 
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engage, to get off his arse. He was idle, bone idle. That idleness drew 
him to that other idle creation of nature’s: the cat. So he retreated to his 
hovel and the consolations of his feline companion, as they both stirred 
with longing and the highest notes of  Tristan and Isolde fulfilled some 
of their joint needs. But I always knew that Oscar was destined for great 
things, that he would someday triumph and see the light, and in doing 
so would have to rid himself of that inseparable cat of his. Only I knew 
this, however. He did not.

  He put the pages aside, feeling faintly uneasy. Had he been writ-
ing about himself or about Oscar? Had he been writing about his 
own motivations and preoccupations?
  It was coming up to one-thirty in the morning. Almost at the 
same instant of putting his head on the pillow, he fell into a deep 
sleep.

At the same time Oscar was watching a film finishing in the Eureka 
Cinema – the late show. He was thinking about the terrible prospect 
of going home. His little bedsit was the least enticing of places, he 
reflected. Its wallpaper was peeling, its bed sagged as much as a ham-
mock, and the oven was encrusted in grime. He wondered when he 
had last changed his bedsheets and the thought appalled him. As he 
was thinking, his mind slowly being sucked into a mental quicksand, 
he heard a mournful wailing coming from outside. He walked up 
to the back door slowly, put his ear to it and listened. The sound 
stopped. He opened the door and saw a tiny cat perched on the steps. 
It began to whimper with heartbreaking pathos. It was about the size 
of his two hands laid end to end. He picked it up and murmured, 
‘Hello, were you looking for me?’


