
CHAPTER 1 

 

 

He was out on the street again at two in the morning, adrift in Camden Town. A carless American. 

She said just up the road, turn left, turn and turn again and you come to the tube station where the 

taxis rove. But the streets twisted left into right till he forgot where he came in.  

She’d fallen back on to the bed after her moment of grandeur and when she opened her eyes, he saw 

that she, like all the others, had been taken over. After all her cries and saliva on the pillow, after the 

scratches and bites, she propped up her head on a feather pillow and asked if he wanted a cup of tea or 

something before he went, because she had a hard day coming up and couldn’t sleep well with a 

strange man in her bed. 

 For the first time he missed Talia, their one-bedroom apartment in Boston whose very walls 

seem to vibrate from her shouting. After years of sitting in semi-circles bad-mouthing men, Talia had 

wanted marriage. 

 ‘Don’t sit on the pot if you’re not gonna shit.’ 

 ‘Well, I don’t know,’ he had said. 

 ‘When are you going to know? In this life?’ 

 ‘You see, how can I tell how I’ll feel twenty years from now? How can you tell?  I mean to 

make such a commitment when you don’t know is irresponsible.’ 

 His mildness brought out her fury. ‘You’re just a wimp. You’re a prevaricator.’ 

 ‘Don’t holler. Couldn’t we just talk about this like grown-ups?’ 

 ‘You just want your cake. You’re like any man. You’re not special.’ 

But she told him how like a bird he was, so light and quick on top of her. She, a big-boned woman 

with heavy brown hair, felt she was crushing him when she rode to her fierce end.  

‘I just want to be a fairy,’ he once said. A little boy with gossamer wings drinking dew from the 

moving buttercups. I didn’t ask to be a man. And yet he chose the large handsome women who 

shouted and stamped their feet when they could not bend him. Not that he was stubborn. He did not 

even fight back. 

 ‘You’re not there for me,’ Talia was fond of saying. 

 ‘You mean I’m just a figment of someone else’s imagination? Talia, this has serious 

implications.’ 

 ‘You know what I mean. Stop this lawyer bullshit.’ 

‘You got the gift,’ his father always said. How could she resist him, his black curls and sly smile, his 

firm thighs? She called him her Jewish princeling.  

 When he told her he was going to London she said, ‘Now you’re running away.’ 

 ‘Who from?’ he asked with what he hoped was gay abandon. She was wrong to think he was 

running from her. 

 ‘From your father. Who else?’  

In the early evenings his father had come through the door clicking his fingers. ‘Can’t you hear him?’ 

he wanted to ask his mother, but she seemed not to care about her dead husband. Even while he 

argued with Talia he heard him moving through the rooms, shaking his head at their words. One day 

when he was all alone eating tuna fish still in its can shape he felt his father’s hand on his shoulder. 

‘Go from here,’ he said. 

 

Where was he anyway? Larry turned, walked back the way he had come, then turned again. If the 

streets were in argument with him, obfuscating then growing silent, there was no point in going back. 

He walked, head lowered, half-talking to himself, letting the streets pull him along, and now he was 

descending past a playground into a warren of little paths, the dark buildings ringed with walkways 

rising around him. A great rush of air and an empty supermarket cart flew at him like a skeleton. A 

door slammed somewhere. If he followed one of these paths he would never be seen again.  

He saw a figure in the distance, and began to walk towards him. He was a heavy-looking guy who 

moved slowly like he was in no hurry to help Larry. Then he seemed to recede. Larry walked faster, 

willing himself not to run. ‘Tell me the way,’ he whispered, ‘just the way back.’ The guy stopped or 

maybe he had never moved. Then he saw the man’s face in the lamplight, the chubby smile, the curly 

hair red like it had been when Larry was a kid. He felt as if someone had doused him with electricity. 



He opened his mouth to cry, ‘Dad. Dad, I’m over here.’ But the guy turned down some path and all 

that was left of him were footsteps. 


