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‘For every step, the footprint was already there.’

Roberto Calasso




‘Huge walls & towers & rocks & balconies – a prospect along the bend of the river like Venice along Grand Canal or seen from Judecca – finally to Manikarnika burning ghat …’

Allen Ginsberg, Indian Journals






PART ONE
Jeff in Venice




‘Alas, the movie wasn't much to speak of; besides, I never liked the novel much either.’

Joseph Brodsky, Watermark




‘The deposed, the defeated, the disenchanted, the wounded, or even only the bored, have seemed to find there something that no other place could give …’

Henry James








On an afternoon in June 2003, when, for a brief moment, it looked as if the invasion of Iraq had not been such a bad idea after all, Jeffrey Atman set out from his flat to take a walk. He had to get out of the flat because now that the initial relief about the big picture had worn off – relief that Saddam had not turned his non-existent WMD on London, that the whole world had not been plunged into a conflagration – the myriad irritations and frustrations of the little picture were back with a vengeance. The morning's work had bored the crap out of him. He was supposed to be writing a twelve-hundred-word so-called ‘think piece’ (intended to require zero thought on the part of the reader and scarcely more from the writer but still, somehow, beyond him) that had reached such a pitch of tedium that he'd spent half an hour staring at the one-line email to the editor who'd commissioned it:

‘I just can't do this shit any more. Yrs J.A.’

The screen offered a stark choice: Send or Delete. Simple as that. Click Send and it was all over with. Click Delete and he was back where he started. If taking your own life were this easy, there'd be thousands of suicides every day. Stub your toe on the way to the bathroom. Click. Get marmalade on your cuff while eating toast. Click. It starts raining as soon as you leave the house and your brolly's upstairs. What to do? Go back up and get it, leave without it and get soaked, or … Click. Even as he stared at the message, as he sat there on the very brink of sending it, he knew that he would not. The thought of sending it was enough to deter him from doing so. So instead of sending the message or getting on with this article about a ‘controversial’ new art installation at the Serpentine he sat there, paralysed, doing neither.

To break the spell he clicked Delete and left the house as if fleeing the scene of some dreary, as yet uncommitted crime. Hopefully fresh air (if you could call it that) and movement would revive him, enable him to spend the evening finishing this stupid article and getting ready to fly to Venice the following afternoon. And when he got to Venice? More shit to set up and churn out. He was meant to be covering the opening of the Biennale – that was fine, that was a doddle – but then this interview with Julia Berman had come up (or at least a probable interview with Julia Berman) and now, in addition to writing about the Biennale, he was supposed to persuade her – to beg, plead and generally demean himself – to do an interview that would guarantee even more publicity for her daughter's forthcoming album and further inflate the bloated reputation of Steven Morison, the dad, the famously overrated artist. On top of that he was supposed to make sure – at the very least – that she agreed to grant Kulchur exclusive rights to reproduce a drawing Morison had made of her, a drawing never previously published, and not even seen by anyone at Kulchur, but which, due to the fear that a rival publication might get hold of it, had acquired the status of a rare and valuable artefact. The value of any individual part of this arrangement was irrelevant. What mattered was that in marketing and publicity terms (or, from an editorial point of view, circulation and advertising) the planets were all in alignment. He had to interview her, had to come away with the picture and the right to reproduce it. Christ Almighty … A woman pushing an all-terrain pram glanced quickly at him and looked away even more quickly. He must have been doing that thing, not talking aloud to himself but forming words with his mouth, unconsciously lip-synching the torrent of grievances that tumbled constantly through his head. He held his mouth firmly shut. He had to stop doing that. Of all the things he had to stop doing or start doing, that was right at the top of the list. But how do you stop doing something when you are completely unaware that you're doing it? Charlotte was the one who pointed it out to him, when they were still together, but he'd probably been doing it for years before that. Towards the end that's how she would refer to this habit of muted karaoke. ‘That thing,’ she would say. ‘You're doing that thing again.’ At first it had been a joke between them. Then, like everything else in a marriage, it stopped being a joke and became a bone of contention, an issue, a source of resentment, one of the many things that rendered life on Planet Jeff – as she termed the uninhabitable wasteland of their marriage – intolerable. What she never understood, he claimed, was that life on Planet Jeff was intolerable for him too, more so, in fact, than for anyone else. That, she claimed, was precisely her point.

These days he had no one to alert him to the fact that he was walking down the street mouthing out his thoughts. It was a very bad habit. He had to stop doing it. But it was possible that, as he was walking down the street, he was forming the words, ‘This is a very bad habit, I must stop doing it, it's even possible that as I walk down the street I am forming these words …’ He glued his mouth closed again as a way of closing off this line of thought. The only way to stop this habit of forming the words with his lips was to stop forming the words in his brain, to stop having the thoughts that formed the words. How to do that? It was a major undertaking, the kind of thing you got sorted out at an ashram, not cosmetically at a beautician's. Eventually everything that is going on inside will manifest itself externally. The interior will be exteriorized … He made an effort to smile. If he could get into the habit of doing this constantly, so that his face looked cheerful in repose, then the exterior might be interiorized, he might start to beam internally. Except it was so tiring, keeping smiling like that. The moment he stopped concentrating on smiling his face lapsed back into its unbeaming norm. ‘Norm’ was certainly the operative word. Most of the people passing by looked miserable as a disappointing sin. Many of them, if their faces were anything to go by, looked like their souls were scowling. Maybe Alex Ferguson was right, maybe chewing gum ferociously was the only answer. If so, the solution was at hand in the form of a newsagent's.

Behind the counter was a young Indian girl. How old? Seventeen? Eighteen? Gorgeous, though, and with a bright smile, unusual in her line of work. Maybe she was just starting out, taking time off from her A-levels or whatever they were called these days, filling in for her surly father, who, though he spoke little English, had so thoroughly adjusted to British life that he looked every bit as pissed off as someone whose ancestors had come over with the Normans. Atman was always taken aback by his exchanges with this guy, by the way that, brief though they were, they managed to sap any sense of well-being he'd had on entering the premises. It was difficult to repress the habit of saying ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ but, as a reprisal, a protest, at the guy's refusal to abide by the basic courtesies, Jeff always picked up whatever he was buying – the paper, a bar of chocolate – and handed over the money silently. Not at all like that today, though. Jeff gave her a pound coin. She handed him his change, met his eyes with her own, smiled. Give her a few years and she would scarcely pay any attention to whoever she was serving, would just look up, grab the money and not try to make of the exchange anything other than the low-level financial transaction it was. But for now it was quite magical. It was so easy to make people (i.e., Jeff) feel a bit better about life (i.e., himself), so easy to make the world a slightly better place. The mystery was why so many people – and there were plenty of occasions when he could be counted among their number – opted to make it a worse one. He went away feeling happier than when he'd come in, charmed by her, even sort of aroused. Not aroused exactly, but curious. Curious about what kind of underwear she might have been wearing beneath her T-shirt and low-waisted jeans, exactly the kind of thinking, presumably, that many in the Muslim community – the so-called Muslim community – used as justification for the full-face veil. He had read, a few days earlier, that British Muslims were the most embittered, disgruntled and generally fed up of any in Europe. So why was there all this talk about the need for Muslims to integrate into British life? The fact that they were so pissed off was a sign of profound assimilation. What better proof could there be?

Chewing over this important Topic – at the last moment he'd opted for chocolate rather than gum – Jeff walked on to Regent's Park. The fact that he should, at this point, have returned home and got back to work meant that he kept going, walked through the park under the cloud-swollen sky and crossed Marylebone Road.

A creature of deep habit, Atman was programmed, the moment he set foot on Marylebone High Street, to go to Patisserie Valerie's and order a black coffee with a side-order of hot milk and an almond croissant – even though he didn't want either. Normally he came here in the mornings but now, in the post-lunch doldrums, it was too late for coffee, too early for tea (it was that time of the day, in fact, when no one wanted anything) and far too late to read the paper – which he'd read extra thoroughly, hours earlier, as a way of putting off writing his stupid think piece. Fortunately he had a book for company, Mary McCarthy's Venice Observed. He'd first read it four years ago, after getting back from the 1999 Biennale, and had started rereading it now – along with the other standard books on Venice – as preparation for the return trip. His almond croissant was the size and complexion of a small roast turkey and in the time it took to chomp through it he was able to read the entire section on Giorgione's The Tempest.

McCarthy reckoned there was ‘a new melancholy in the chronic leisure’ of the renaissance nobility. Could a similar melancholy be detected among the leisured ladies of Marylebone High Street? Apparently not. Like everything else leisure had changed with the times, had sped up. So there was actually a kind of urgency about these wives of investment bankers and hedge fund managers negotiating the brief interval between lunch and picking up their kids from the lycée or the American School. They had learned the lesson of leisure, the importance of contriving things so that there wasn't time to be unhappy. Back in the Renaissance time mounted up without passing so that sudden storms are forever on the point of breaking. Hence the melancholy that ‘suffuses Giorgione's paintings, a breath of unrest that just fails to stir the foliage of the trees … It is the absolute fixity of his scenes that makes this strange impression.’

Atman hadn't seen the painting in 1999 but it was one of the things he was most looking forward to this time around (if he had the time): seeing The Tempest, gauging the painting – and the city – against what McCarthy had written about it.

Stuffed with pastry, tense with coffee, he left Valerie's and browsed through the Oxfam bookshop, all part of the normal pattern of a walk along Marylebone High Street. What was completely out of the ordinary was to find himself looking in the window of an expensive-looking hairdresser's. He had never paid more than ten pounds (with tip), had not had his hair cut anywhere but a barber's for thirty years, not since the unisex craze of the mid-seventies, and, most importantly of all, he didn't need a haircut. But here he was, opening the door, entering, taking the first steps towards doing something he'd been thinking about for years: getting his hair dyed. For a long time he'd thought of grey hair as a symptom, a synonym of inner dreariness, and had accepted it, accordingly, as inevitable – but all that was about to change. He shut the door behind him. The hair-conditioned interior smelled nicely, of product and potion, and looked conservative – not the kind of place where getting your hair dyed anything other than orange or pillar-box red marked you down as a hopeless square. It had the atmosphere, almost, of a clinic or spa. A man with shapeless brown hair – was it a subtly suggestive ploy that hairdressers so often looked like they needed a haircut? – asked if he had an appointment.

‘No, I don't. But I wondered if you had a slot now.’

He looked at the appointment book, heavy and much-amended, a kind of Domesday Book of the hair world.

‘Cut and wash?’

‘Yes. Actually, I was wondering …’ He felt as embarrassed as a character in a 1950s novel buying French letters. ‘Might it be possible to perhaps get my hair dyed?’ The guy, who had seemed only marginally interested, at this point became more focused.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Dyeing is an art like everything else. We do it exceptionally well. We do it so it looks real.’

‘That's Sylvia Plath, right?’

‘Indeed.’ A hairdresser who quoted poetry. Well, this really was an upmarket place. Or perhaps this kind of thing came as standard in this part of London. Jeff would have liked to respond with some kind of counter-allusion but could dredge nothing up. He explained that he didn't want anything too radical, wanted it to be subtle.

‘Like this?’ the guy smiled.

‘Like what?’

‘Like mine.’

‘Wow! Yes, exactly.’ It was hard to believe his hair was dyed – it looked entirely natural and he still had a little grey at the temples. They moved into more detailed negotiations. It would cost a fortune but the great thing was that in ten minutes – he was lucky, the guy said, they'd just had a cancellation – Jeff was in the chair having his hair slightly cut and dyed … ‘Discreetly, very quietly,’ he thought to himself, but it was too late now to make use of this retaliatory bit of Plath: the man who'd welcomed him was evidently some kind of maitre d'; the actual dyeing was done by a young woman with multiple piercings (eyebrow, nose, a saliva-gleam of tongue stud), who preferred to work in silence. Fine by Atman. He was preoccupied, as he sat there, by the implications of coming out as a man who dyed his hair. It was the kind of thing you did if you emigrated to America, went to begin a new life in a place where no one knew your former grey-haired self – but he was reinventing himself on his home turf, in London, on Marylebone High Street. You grow older imperceptibly. Your knees begin to hurt perceptibly. They don't get better. Occasionally they get worse and then improve but they never get back to what they were before. You begin to accept that you have a bad knee. You adjust your walk to compensate and alleviate but, by doing so, you set the scene for lower-back pain. These things were complicated and sometimes impossible to fix. And now one of the symptoms of ageing – possibly not the worst, but certainly the most visible – was being dealt with, painlessly and quickly. It was as simple as that. All it took was money and a bit of time. Apart from that, you just sat under one of these Martian dryers, waiting, wondering if you should have opted for a lighter shade – or a darker one. Or just a trim.

The moment arrived, the moment of untruth. The silver foil was taken off. Jeff was tilted back over the basin. His hair was washed with almond-scented shampoo, rinsed. Flipped back into upright mode he was confronted, in the mirror, with his new hair. Wet, it looked Thunderbirds-black. Having it dried was like watching a Polaroid in reverse. The black gradually faded to a convincing shade of rejuvenation. It had worked! His hair was dark without looking dyed. He looked ten years younger! He was so pleased by the result that he could have spent ages gazing at himself adoringly in the mirror. It was him but not him: dark-haired him, plausibly youthful him. All in all it was the best eighty quid he'd ever spent in his life. (The only thing that could have made him happier was to have found a way to claim it back on expenses as necessary preparation and research for the Biennale.) And tomorrow he'd be on his way to Venice. Life was sweet, a lot sweeter than it had been three hours previously when he'd left the house as a way of putting off writing a stupid article – which still had to be written. If it hadn't been for that, if he didn't have to get back and write his stupid article, he'd have been tempted to drop in at the newsagent's again, to buy another Topic and see if that young Indian girl was still there.

Back home, back at his desk, the perennial question kept cropping up: how much longer could he keep doing this stuff for? For about two minutes at a time, it turned out, but eventually these two minute increments – punctuated by emails pinging in and out – mounted up. God, what a miserable way to earn a living. Back in the days when his hair was naturally this colour – or darker – it had been a thrill writing stuff like this, or at least seeing it in print was thrilling. The fact that his dyed hair had sort of rolled back the years brought home how little progress he'd made in the intervening decade and a half. Here he was, doing the same shit he'd been doing fifteen years ago. Not that that made doing it any easier; it just made it more depressing. As always he struggled to get anywhere near the required word length and then, after padding and expanding, ended up with too many words and had to expend still more energy cutting it back to the required length (which always turned out to be more than was actually published). Still, by eleven o'clock he'd finished, cracked it, done it. He celebrated with camomile tea – there were days of heavy drinking ahead – and the remains of Newsnight, amazed at how grey Paxman's hair had become.

Tomorrow he'd be on his way to Venice … More immediately, less sweetly, he was on his way to Stansted. With all the potential for cancellations and manifold failure – signals, points, engine – he'd allowed ample time for delays but, on this occasion, there were none; everything went smoothly and he got to the airport with time to spare. In this way the country's injury-prone transport system contrived to waste your time even when nothing went wrong. Ahead of him in the check-in queue was Philip Spender, a director at the Gagosian gallery, wearing his cream suit – his trademark cream suit – and expensive sunglasses perched atop his expensive haircut.

‘Junket Jeff! What a non-surprise, meeting you here.’

‘You too, Phil.’ He was staring at Jeff's hair. ‘You're looking good.’

‘You too.’ Spender was still looking at his hair. Jeff could see the question ‘Have you dyed your hair?’ bubbling away in his head unaskably at this pre-drunken hour of the day. But he would ask it at some point, probably at whichever time ensured maximum public embarrassment. They'd seen each other a couple of nights earlier, at Grayson Perry's opening at Victoria Miro, so the contrast between before (grey) and after (discreetly non-grey) must, in Phil's eyes, have been at its most marked and least discreet. They established where they were staying (quite near each other); parties they were going to (a lot of overlap, but Phil was going to some others as well, including an unscheduled, semi-clandestine Kraftwerk gig that Jeff had not even heard of, had no desire to go to, but which now preyed on his mind). This was it, the start of the Biennale proper: the onset of party-anxiety and invite-envy, the fear that there were better parties you'd not been invited to, a higher tier of pleasure that was forbidden to you. Once you got to Venice, this became still more acute. You could be at a tremendous party, full of fun people, surrounded by beautiful women, booze flowing, totally happy – but part of you would be in a state of torment because there was another party to which you'd not been invited. There was nothing to be done about it. Jeff was not really a player in the art world. He had a certain usefulness in terms of gaining publicity for galleries and artists but had no real value in his own right. He was the kind of person who could be bought relatively cheaply – a few glasses of prosecco, an Asian-inflected canapé – happy to be someone else's Plus One if that would get him into a party to which he would not otherwise have gained admittance. He was way down the totem pole but plenty of people were not even on the totem pole – and not everyone queuing up to check in was Biennale-bound. There were also families on the brink of riot, backpackers and a group of ruddy-faced Irish who looked like they'd booked tickets solely to get stuck into the duty-free.

‘You know,’ Phil said, as if reading his mind, ‘flying has never been the same since Concorde was grounded.’

‘Quite.’ Where had that ‘quite’ come from? He'd never said it before. Must have been from reading a John le Carré novel a couple of weeks earlier. The Circus. Scalphunters. Babysitters. Quite. Perhaps Phil was a spy, working at Gagosian but secretly in the employ of White Cube. Actually, now that the idea of duplicity had entered Jeff's mind, it occurred to him that Gagosian was almost certainly having a party to which he had not been invited. What a shit Spender was, standing here chatting, all the time knowing that his gallery was having a party to which Jeff had been conspicuously uninvited. For the second time in as many minutes, Phil seemed to have read his mind.

‘You're coming to our party, I hope?’

‘When's that? I don't think I got an invite.’

‘On Friday. You should have had one. I put your name on the list myself.’ Typical: there he was thinking everyone was a total shit – an enemy agent – and it turns out they're considerate, thoughtful. The only shit was Atman himself, for being so suspicious, so ready to think the worst of everyone.

Phil clicked open his black, espionage-leather briefcase. ‘There you go,’ he said, handing over an invite. ‘Take this one.’

‘Thank you.’ Jeff studied the invitation, noting the sponsor's logo – Moët, nice – and the time. Shit, it clashed exactly with the Australia party which, in turn, overlapped with a dinner he'd cancelled as soon as the Australia invite turned up. That was also part of the Biennale experience: not getting invited to things was a source of torment; getting invited to them added to the logistical difficulties of wanting to go to far more things than you had any desire to go to.

Another sign that the Venice experience had started here, at Stansted: he and Spender were both glancing over each other's shoulders, seeing who else was around. Jeff recognized several people in the various check-in queues that were in danger of merging into a single queue. Talking on her phone, rummaging in her handbag, Mary Bishop from Tate Modern spilled cigarette lighter and passport. The man next to her – Nigel Stein – bent down and picked up everything for her. Jeff waved to both of them. In fact, as he looked around, there were lots of people he knew, all looking around and waving at all the other people they knew.

In spite of its size, the queue was fast-moving. Jeff could now see, with some surprise, that the airline logo above the check-in read: ‘Air Meteor: We Couldn't Give a Flying Fuck!’ It was in exactly the same font, against the same yellow background, as the rest of the airline's graphics but none of the other counters boasted this interesting amendment. Moving closer he saw that this slogan had been stuck over the existing one, but so subtly and cleverly it was difficult to notice. Given how quickly it must have been done – airports, these days, were not the easiest places for guerrilla subversion or art pranks – it was extremely impressive. Maybe it had even been done by Banksy. Or perhaps, in the spirit of artistic collaboration and ironic brand-awareness enhancement, the airline had co-operated, let it go. Whatever the case, it was certainly fair comment. Airlines like Ryanair or EasyJet tried to dress up their no-frills status; Meteor basked in theirs. What you saw was what you got. More accurately, what you didn't get. This was budget flying taken to its limit. They had stripped away everything that made flying slightly more agreeable and what you were left with was the basically disagreeable experience of getting from A to B, even though B turned out not to be in B at all, but in the neighbouring city C, or even country D.

Spender checked in successfully. Turning back from the counter, he said he'd see Jeff on the other side, as if they were about to cross the river Styx. Jeff stepped forward, handed over his passport, answered the questions about security, said he had no bags to check in. The check-in woman asked to see his hand baggage. He held up the smaller of the two bags he was carrying and she went ahead and checked him in. Taking care to keep his other bag hidden from her, he turned away and headed towards passport control and security. With no larger aim in view, his life was made up entirely of little triumphs and successes like this. He had avoided checking in his bags, thereby saving an incalculable amount of time at the other end.

Boarding was a barely polite scramble, but such was the demand for a place near the front of the plane that Jeff succeeded in getting the ultimate prize: an exit-row seat. He stowed his bags, one of which was almost too large to get into the overhead bin, smiled at his neighbour and belted himself in for what promised to be an uncomfortable but festive couple of hours. The plane was filled with people who already knew each other, all on their way to the Biennale. It was like being on a school trip, organized by the art teacher and part-funded by a range of sympathetic breweries.

At the Biennale one entered a realm of magical excess. Champagne flowed like spring water. There were rumours that, at the Ukraine party, there would be a hundred and fifty thousand dollars' worth of caviar. Not like that here on the plane, of course. The cost-cutting was amazing, extravagant, even. No expense had not been spared. Getting rid of free meals and drinks was just the beginning of it. They'd skimped on the flight attendants' uniforms, on the design and graphics of the check-in counter, on the number of characters on the boarding pass, on the amount of foam and cushion on the seats. It was hard to imagine they had not skimped on safety features as well – why bother with a life raft when everyone knew that if the plane ditched in the sea you were fucked anyway? It seemed they had even budgeted on the looks of the flight attendants. The one doing the safety demonstration appeared to be suffering from an aerial equivalent of the bends. No amount of make-up – and there was a lot of it, caked on like the first stage in the preparation of a death mask – could disguise the toll taken by years of jetlag and cabin pressure.

As far as this particular flight was concerned, though, all went according to plan. The plane accelerated, succeeded in taking off, levelled out at the budget cruising altitude and, unless something catastrophic occurred, would land in Venice (or thereabouts) in less than two hours. Even a frequent flyer, hardened complainer and upgrade-seeker like Atman had to concede that, for a mere two hours, conditions on board were tolerable. He bought a Coke and a small tube of Pringles – ‘Could I have a receipt, please?’ – and began reading the press material biked over yesterday about Julia Berman, Steven Morison and their daughter, Niki.

Pretty standard stuff, really. They'd had an affair, she became pregnant, raised the kid on her own. Morison had pitched in with some money but continued his life as a globally successful artist, painting his pictures and porking whichever model or studio assistant took his fancy, the most recent of whom was only a couple of years older than his daughter, who was twenty-two and had her first record coming out (with cover art by her famous dad). Niki had already been interviewed by Vogue but a ‘rare’ interview with the ‘reclusive’ mum and a never-before-seen picture constituted some kind of scoop. All of this had to be arranged in person, by Jeff, because, rather quaintly, Julia Berman didn't do email. (As Max Grayson, his editor at Kulchur, had said, ‘You're there anyway and it's such a simple assignment even you can't fuck it up.’) She was in her mid-fifties now; there were rumours – and had been for years – of a forthcoming, unghosted memoir. Jeff was to find out about that as well, if possible.

In her day Julia had been famously beautiful, a sex symbol, as they used to say. A nostalgic glamour still attached to her even though there's actually nothing more tragic than these old howlers having to trade on looks that have given way years ago. Jeff had interviewed another of these crumbling beauties, on stage, as part of the Brighton Festival. What a fright! Smoking cigarettes, working through her gravel-voiced repertoire of classic anecdotes – the night she was on acid when Hendrix puked in her fireplace!; the time she asked George Best what he did for a living! – while the audience listened politely, united by a single unspoken thought: ugh! She didn't even have a memoir to promote. All she was publicizing was the astonishing fact of her continued existence. Pathetic. So what did that make Atman? Infinitely more pathetic, obviously, since his job was to provide cue lines for her greatest anecdotes, a gig for which he received travelling expenses and four complimentary drinks tickets. However much he despised other people, when he did the math and added things up, Atman always found himself more despicable still. Especially since he'd asked if he could interview another of the guests at the festival, Lorrie Moore, a writer he'd never met but whose work he loved – and was told that, unfortunately, that slot was already taken by someone else. The lesson was that he was good for tittle-tattle but unsuited for anything serious; more FHM than TLS. As often happened the act of reading had sent him off on an inner rumble of discontent. He flicked further through the press cuttings and lingered on pictures of Julia taken by – he had to check the caption – none other than David Bailey. No doubt about it, she had been sensationally gorgeous. Slinky as a panther, with outsize purple bangles round her wrists and what used to be called bedroom eyes. No one had bedroom eyes any more (the phrase was almost as obsolete as ‘a well-turned ankle’); they'd been rendered obsolete by the bedroom asses and bedroom thongs of the Loaded and Internet era. Jeff had no idea what she looked like now. She had not been photographed for years – hence the last and most despicable part of his assignment: he was meant somehow to sneak an intimate picture of her. So, on top of everything else, he was supposed to be a pap without the advantages of a telephoto lens, just his own little digital camera with its 4x optical zoom. The biggest joke of all – the thing that made him more depressed than anything – was that at a certain level he was considered successful. People envied his getting assignments like this. One of the people who envied his getting assignments like these was Jeff. He bitched and griped but he would have bitched and griped even more if he'd heard that some other hack had got this junket instead. The writing – a so-called ‘colour piece’ – was a bore, going to see this old has-been in her rented palazzo was a drag, but Venice for the Biennale – that was fun, that was unmissable.

He crammed the cuttings back into his folder, read more of Venice Observed, dozed, and was woken by the captain announcing that they were about to begin their descent into Venice Treviso. Nothing very noteworthy about that; but when he went on to announce the temperature in Venice – thirty-six degrees – a gasp of astonishment swept through the plane. Thirty-six degrees, that was – what? – ninety-five degrees Fahrenheit? That was hot!

Everyone assumed some kind of mistake had been made but as soon as they stepped onto the vibrating ladder down to the tarmac they realized how mistaken they'd been. It was like arriving in Jamaica in the middle of a heatwave. The heat immediately generated a kind of hysteria – a mixture of happiness and dread – among the British passengers. This was not what they had counted on. Some people on the plane must have received texts or calls from friends who'd arrived earlier, saying it was hot but this was … Jesus, this was hot! The heat bounced off the tarmac. The air was rippling and roasting. It was difficult to imagine anywhere hotter on earth. Cairo couldn't have been as hot as this.

As expected, Venice Treviso was nowhere near Venice – which made Jeff even more pleased to be one of the first people through immigration. He was ahead of the game, had stolen a march, was ready to go. Except getting his bags onto the plane turned out to have been a completely pointless bit of cunning. There was a bus waiting outside but it had been chartered specifically for their flight and would not depart until everyone had picked up their bags, cleared customs and boarded. He ended up spending a sweat-soaked hour pacing an arrivals lounge the size of a converted garden shed and the temperature of a sauna, before the bus, crammed with Biennale-goers, was ready to begin its crawl towards the city the plane had, nominally, flown into. Jeff was sat next to a red-haired woman he recognized but whose name he couldn't quite remember, a curator from the Barbican, who prodded her BlackBerry for the entire length of the journey. For reasons that were unclear even to him Jeff did not own a mobile phone, let alone a BlackBerry – which meant that he spent increasing chunks of his life in a state of suspended non-existence while other people took calls, checked messages and sent texts. It was impossible to read on the coach and there was nothing to see from the window. He had been longing for the flight to be over; now he was longing for the bus ride to be over. At what point would the longing for things to be over be over so that he could reside squarely in the present?

Not, it turned out, when the bus journey ended because he then had to struggle through the coach-crowded bus terminal, with his bags, in the baking heat. It was like being in the Italian version of an oily, hugely demoralizing art installation called This Vehicle Is Reversing. Once he got on a vaporetto at Piazzale Roma, though, he was in Venice proper. What fun it was, going everywhere by boat – even though the boat turned out to be as crowded as a rush-hour Tube in London. The difference was that this Tube was chugging down the Grand Canal, through the miracle of Venice at dusk! Venice in the grip of an insane heatwave! Venice the city that never disappointed and never surprised, the place that was exactly like it was meant to be (just hotter), exactly synonymous with every tourist's first impression of it. There was no real Venice: the real Venice was – and had always been – the Venice of postcards, photographs and films. Hardly a novel observation, that. It was what everyone always said, including Mary McCarthy. Except she'd taken it a stage further and said that the thing about Venice was that it was impossible to say anything about Venice that had not been said before, ‘including this statement.’ Still, there was always the shock that such a place did actually exist, not just in books and pictures, but in real life, with all the accoutrements of Venice-ness crammed together: canals, palazzos, gondoliers, vaporetti and everything. A city built on water. What an impractical but wonderful idea. Jeff had read several accounts of how the city came to be built but it still didn't make sense. Better to think that it just appeared like this, fully formed and hundreds of years old in the instant it was founded.

It was almost dark by the time he squeezed out of the vaporetto at Salute, the stop for his hotel (a five-minute walk, he'd been told), which turned out to be nowhere near the hotel – or at least the hotel, if it was nearby, was completely unfindable from this stop. If it hadn't been for the heat and the weight of the bags and a steadily mounting pressure in his bladder it would have been nice strolling around the neighbourhood, but the heat and the bags stopped it being a nice stroll and turned it into an exhausting yomp in a hundred-degree heat. Losing his bearings in the labyrinth of alleys, narrow waterways, bridges and little squares that all looked so much like each other, the five-minute walk took twenty minutes. The hotel, when he finally stumbled on it, was nowhere near where it was supposed to be and, at the same time, exactly where it was meant to be. Jeff produced his passport while the desk-clerk remarked on the incredible eat – eat that the bell-hop sought to counter by bringing, on a glinting silver tray, a glass of water so cold it made his teeth ache like metal.

What a relief to finally get into his pleasingly over-priced room (booked and paid for by Kulchur magazine). It was on the top floor and had a view of sorts – not of the lagoon or the Grand Canal, but of the roofs of buildings like the one he was looking out from. What a relief, too, that it was decorated in minimalist, boutique fashion – white sheets, blonde wood – not decked out in the rococo style of most Venetian rooms. What a relief! It was one of those phrases that buzzed around his head constantly, phrases that in music would have constituted the themes or motifs that wove in and out of a symphony, fading, disappearing for long intervals, but always eventually returning.

In the way of boutique hotels – and was there a decent hotel in the world that did not designate itself boutique? – various books had been arranged in aesthetically-pleasing spots around the room. Naturally, they were all about Venice. The room was nicely air-conditioned, not something that he normally needed or used, but in these circumstances some kind of respite from the killing heat – the eat, as he now thought of it – was essential. Unfortunately, he was late for the dinner he was supposed to go to. It had been organized by Modern Painters magazine and though it was usually a good idea to avoid these big sit-down dinners – they ate into one's evenings – this had seemed a perfect way of easing into the Biennale. Well, nothing to be done about that. If he went now he'd only be in time for dessert and would be unable to make the quick getaway he was counting on in order to go to the Iceland party (a much sought-after invite: Björk was going to be there, might even be DJing) near the Campo Manin. He called the editor on her cellphone, left a message, apologized, blamed the plane, the bus, the time difference. He stripped, showered, put on a fresh shirt, underwear and socks, left the hotel and ate quickly on his own – dreary salad, bread that might once have been fresh, home-made ravioli – at the trattoria a couple of doors away.

The concierge had assured him that if he took a vaporetto one stop, across the Canal to Santa Maria di Giglio, Campo Manin would be only a short walk after that. And, amazingly, he was right. Jeff found the palazzo easily, arrived at the perfect time, just as the party was filling up. There was the thump of decent-sounding music from inside but, with temperatures still in the eighties, everyone was outside in the courtyard. He took a bellini from a waiter – his first of the Biennale, the first, in all probability, of very many – and drained it in a couple of gulps. Always awkward, arriving at these big parties, before you see people you know, so he traded the empty glass for a full one, the last of its kind on the tray. He'd almost guzzled that as well when he spotted Jessica Marchant, wearing a kind of Bridget Riley Op Art blouse. They clinked glasses. Jeff complimented her on the blouse and congratulated her on the novel she'd published a couple of months previously. Half the people Jeff knew had written books, most of which he'd not even attempted to read. The majority of the ones he had started he'd not had the patience to finish but he'd whizzed through Jessica's in a state of constantly increasing admiration. It seemed a good omen, that the first person he'd encountered in Venice was someone on whom he could lavish praise. The problem was that doing so made Jessica look so distinctly uncomfortable – had he been too fawning? – that she immediately turned the tables, asking him about his long-awaited book.

‘I was hoping everyone had forgotten about that. Including the publishers. I just never did it.’ This was every bit as honest as his admiration for Jessica. Write journalism for long enough and a publisher will eventually suspect that some article that you've written contains the seed of a possible book. A letter forwarded by Esquire had led to a phone call, which had led to a lunch, which had led to a contract to write a book on … He pushed the thought from his mind. Even back then he'd had no desire to write such a book but had hoped that the contract and advance – minuscule though it was – would impel him to do so. And it had. For about a month. There then followed six months of fretting before he more or less abandoned the book and went back to writing nonsense for magazines. When he heard that his editor was leaving, Jeff congratulated himself on having, effectively, gained a small amount of money for nothing. Except for a brief call from his editor's replacement, no one at the publishers seemed to expect anything from him. And he'd not even had to pay back the advance. Perfect. The only mistake he'd made, in that first flush of enthusiasm, was to tell people he was doing the book. Hence the current conversation. He explained that he had given up, abandoned it.

‘I don't blame you,’ Jessica said. ‘It's hell writing a book.’ So many people ended up, inadvertently or deliberately, making you feel bad about yourself (many people thought Jeff was one of those people) but Jessica always made you feel OK, normal. It was as if she had put her arm round him and said that they were in the same boat.

‘It really is, isn't it?’ he said. ‘I don't know why everyone seems to be doing it. But what about you and here? Are you writing about the Biennale for someone?’

‘For Vogue,’ she said. Well, that was one of the reasons for writing books. You got offered gigs like this. As happened, Jeff's admiration immediately became tinged with jealousy even though, aside from a few details – accommodation, fee, and the nature of the article – they were here for the same purpose, were having the same experience. That was the thing about the Biennale: it was a definitive experience, absolutely fixed, subject only to insignificant individual variation. You came to Venice, you saw a ton of art, you went to parties, you drank up a storm, you talked bollocks for hours on end and went back to London with a cumulative hangover, liver damage, a notebook almost devoid of notes and the first tingle of a cold sore.

They were joined by David Kaiser, a film-maker (i.e., someone who made telly programmes), and Mike Adams, an editor at Frieze. Jessica knew them both too. The Kaiser was just back from Saudi Arabia, ‘a truly vile country, worth visiting if only to have an experience of unsurpassable vileness.’ The experience of going without alcohol for a week had had a profound effect on him.

‘It was like being in the desert and seeing a mirage,’ he said. ‘Every few seconds, whatever I was doing, whoever I was talking to, I'd zone out. All I could see was a pint of beer. The climate is very conducive to drinking, obviously, and you can't do it.’ Mike and Jeff shook their heads in disgust, nodded in sympathy. This was a story, evidently, with a strong human-interest angle, even though it wasn't the main point of the story. The main point of the story was how the Kaiser had discovered he was a Muslim. ‘I was confronted by a member of the police or the committee to promote virtue. He didn't say anything, no “Salaam ali Kuhn” or anything like that, just “Have you read the Qu'ran?” I said, “Yes, I have.” He said, “Did you read it properly?” I said I thought I had, yes. He said, “Then you are a Muslim. Good.” End of conversation. Implacable logic’

‘And all the time he's speaking to you,’ said Mike, ‘all you're thinking about and seeing is this big, chilled Heineken in a frosted glass, right?’

‘Not necessarily a Heineken. Sometimes a Budvar.’

‘But always a lager? Never a real ale?’

‘It was too hot for real ale. But let's not get bogged down in specifics,’ he said. ‘There's a larger point here.’

‘I thought we were already in receipt of the lager point,’ Jeff quipped. ‘How much bigger can this story get?’

‘The point is that it took this trip to Saudi to make me realize that, all things considered, for the last thirty years, I have loved beer, if not more intensely, then certainly more constantly than anything else in my life.’

The Kaiser was forty-six so that sounded about right. There was no opportunity to dwell on this expression of faith, however. In accordance with the laws of social physics the group of four had begun to draw others into its conversational orbit: Melanie Richardson from the ICA, Nathalie Porter who worked at Art Review, and Scott Thomson, whom Jeff had known, off and on, for more than a decade. During that time, while other people changed jobs and advanced their careers, Scott had continued working at the same undemanding job (interrupted by lengthy periods spent travelling) as a sub at the Observer. That was how he earned his living but his true vocation was to be a perpetual convert, every few years embracing a new enthusiasm so wholeheartedly that it completely cancelled out whatever he'd previously set so much store by. His latest craze, though, was the same one he'd been evangelizing eight months ago: Burning Man, the big freak-out in the Nevada desert. He'd been for the first time a couple of years ago and was going again in August. It was, he said now, ‘a life-changing experience.’ Scott had said exactly the same thing the last time Jeff had seen him, at a party for the Frieze Art Fair, and he was happy to take his word for it. Not Mike, though.

‘In my experience,’ he said, ‘the thing about life-changing experiences is that they wear off surprisingly quickly so that after a few weeks you emerge from them pretty much unchanged. Nine times out of ten, in fact, it's precisely the life-changing experience that enables you to come to terms with the unchangingness of your own life. That's why those novels are so popular, you know, the ones that culminate in a day or an event that will “change all of their lives forever.” It's a fiction.’

‘God, you don't change, do you, dude? Cynical as ever.’ Credit where it's due: Scott (who was always calling people ‘dude’) had not taken offence; in fact, he was laughing as he said this whereas Mike, while not being aggressive exactly, had spoken somewhat severely.

The slight tension generated by this exchange was broken by a guy in a blue linen jacket, who backed into Jeff, spilling his drink. He half-turned round and Jeff instinctively apologized. No self-restraint was required; this was how the aggressive impulse manifested itself. In its way it was a triumph of evolution, of cultivation. Jeff's frustration simmered constantly; confronted with a recalcitrant piece of equipment – a frozen computer, a jammed printer – it boiled over, but in social situations it always transmuted itself, without effort, into its smiling opposite.

Someone tapped him on the shoulder: Jeff recognized him instantly, actually knew him quite well, but his name, for the moment, escaped him. Like a witness scrutinizing a police photo-fit of a suspect, Jeff registered the details of his appearance – broad nose, short brown hair, white shirt emphasizing tanned complexion – but they refused to add up to a name, an identity. Jessica and Melanie were talking to a guy in a blue Bob Marley T-shirt and pale jeans. Mike and the Kaiser had wandered off. The original little group, having acquired a gravitational mass, was dispersing, fragmenting into new groups. Ah, this was Venice, this was a party … A party where there were a lot of nice-looking women, all decked out in their Missoni and Prada dresses.

‘Plenty of nice-looking women here,’ said … What the fuck was his name? Before Jeff had started racking his brains, trying to dredge up his name, he'd been thinking exactly the same thing but, said aloud, this completely accurate observation took on a surprisingly coarse quality. It suggested that your life was spent in a woman-less pub, empty except for a few men gazing forlornly into their pints of aptly-named bitter. Blotting out this image, Jeff took a sip of his womanly bellini.

‘There really are,’ he said as they stood there, bellinis in hand, looking. Of course it was nice, being at a party full of nice-looking women, but the real value of this situation – a party full of nice-looking women – was that it meant there would be one woman who was stunningly gorgeous, who was radiant in a way that only one man in the party – Jeff, hopefully – could properly appreciate. And so it proved.

It was her hair he noticed first: shadow-dark, falling to just below her shoulders. She had her back to him. She was tall. She was wearing a pale yellow dress, sleeveless. Her arms were thin, tanned. She was talking to a shaven-headed man in a striped shirt. The guy whose name Jeff still couldn't remember was talking about an artist he'd not heard of who did these drawings of trees that took forever to do and looked exactly like photographs – that was the point –  even though they were drawings. Jeff nodded but all his attention was focused on the dark-haired woman in the yellow dress. She was still facing away, still chatting to the shaven-headed guy in the striped shirt, but he knew that when she turned round she would be beautiful. There was so little doubt that he was not even impatient to have this prediction verified. All he had to do was stand and wait. So he stood there, glass in hand. The shaven-headed guy was laughing at something another shaven-headed guy had said. A woman came up to her and touched her on the shoulder. She turned round, smiling when she recognized her friend, whom she kissed on the cheek. Without being able to make out the details of her face, Jeff knew that he had been right. As she stood chatting with her friend he saw her dark eyes and pronounced cheekbones. Her hair, parted in the middle, was almost straight. To the impartial onlooker her face may have appeared too bony, slightly equine; that was it, the flaw that clinched it for him, the flaw that was not a flaw. He was no longer listening to what was being said, just standing there gawping. He tore his gaze away from her, focusing again on his companion, who was no longer talking about the photographs that looked liked drawings of trees or whatever it was. It occurred to Jeff that he had entered the vague phase of his life. He had a vague idea of things, a vague sense of what was happening in the world, a vague sense of having met someone before. It was like being vaguely drunk all the time. The only thing he was not vague about was the woman in the yellow dress, who – he glanced over at her again – was still chatting with her friend. The guy with the maddeningly elusive name was still speaking. Jeff was listening, trying to listen, but he was also calculating how he might introduce himself to the woman in the yellow dress, who, when he looked back to where she had been standing, was nowhere to be seen. The reason for this calamity that was not a calamity was that she and her friend had come over, were saying hello to Frank. Frank! That was his name, Frank Delaney. Of course it was. The woman he wanted to meet had just come over and revealed the identity of the person whose name he wanted to remember. What was happening? Was this a day when he could not make a false move, when he only had to think of something to cause it to happen? This was the kind of luck that drove people mad, convinced them that God was telling them to do terrible things, to assassinate presidents or celebrities.

It was now just a matter of time. Jeff had only to stand there, smiling, holding his empty bellini glass and, in seconds – assuming Frank could remember his name – he would be introduced to the person in the room he most wanted to meet. Up close he could see that the yellow dress had a faint pattern. She was wearing no make-up – or at least had applied it so skilfully that it was invisible – and a thin silvery necklace. He guessed that she was in her early thirties. Her eyes – laughing at something Frank was saying – were brown. Frank made the introductions. Her name was Laura, Laura Freeman. He shook her hand, her thin hand. On her middle finger was a large yellow ring, made of perspex. Her friend was called something that, in his excited state, Jeff forgot the moment it was said. Anxious to make a good impression, he focused his attention on this friend while Laura talked to Frank. How was she enjoying Venice? Where was she from? He asked the questions but was incapable of listening to the answers or of preventing his gaze straying back to Laura, who glanced in his direction, once, while he was looking at her. When Frank said something to the friend, Jeff seized the opportunity to address his first remark to Laura. It didn't matter what this remark was. It could be ditchwater dull. The important thing was to say something, anything, to get the ball rolling. He looked at her but there was only one thing to say. If he said anything else it would be a lie, and since he couldn't say what he wanted to say – you're beautiful and unless you have a voice like David Beckham's, I'm going to be in love with you in less than a minute – he said nothing. She was waiting for him to speak and he just looked at her. She was tall, five-ten, maybe. A couple of inches shorter than Jeff. Beneath the thin strap of her yellow dress he could see the white strap of her bra. She had small breasts. A voice in his head was saying, Act normal, act normal, say something normal. Don't act like a nutter. She came to his rescue.

‘So, when did you get here, to Venice?’ He watched her form the words. It was the most normal question in the world and, although it didn't break the spell, it at least enabled him to function normally again.

‘Just now, a couple of hours ago. How about you?’

‘Yesterday.’ She was American.

‘Where are you from?’ He was speaking. They were having a conversation. This was how it was done: she said something and he said something back. It was easy.

‘Los Angeles,’ she said. He wanted to say I'll move there tomorrow, but managed to ask if this was her first Biennale.

‘Second. I came last year. Two years ago.’ He nodded enthusiastically. Two years ago. It was amazing that a simple statement of fact could be so magical, so interesting. ‘How about you?’

‘I was here once before, four years ago.’ As far as Jeff was concerned, this was just about the most fascinating conversation he'd ever had, but it could not go on like this. At some point he would have to break out of the loop of pleasantries. She looked at him as if she were waiting, possibly for him to say something interesting, and if that did not happen then she would be waiting to find a way of extricating herself from this non-conversation. Without thinking he said, ‘I love your dress.’

The effect was, simultaneously, to relieve the pressure in his head and – since this remark carried a suggestion of sexual appreciation, was so close to a declaration of love for the person inside it – to drastically increase it.

‘Thank you,’ she said. Jeff realized that she was fully aware of the effect she was having on him. Instead of further inhibiting him, it enabled him to relax.

‘It's a great dress,’ he said. ‘But, frankly, it wouldn't be anything without the shoulders. And most importantly of all…’ She raised her eyebrows enquiringly, uncertainly. To have said ‘breasts’ would have been so crude as to have destroyed whatever vibe may have been germinating between them but, though his head routinely swarmed with crudity, he had never intended to say anything other than what he did say: ‘The collarbones.’

She was visibly relieved – he wasn't a complete jerk! – and flattered.

‘Well, thank you again.’ He had spoken honestly. Her shoulders were not wide; they were bony but strong-looking.

‘I suppose I should return the compliment.’

‘Please. Don't feel you have to.’

‘No. I want to. I really do.’

‘OK. Maybe the shirt.’ He held out his arms, a gesture that was part display and part shrug.

‘It is a nice shirt.’

‘Thank you. Look, I know I had to drag that out of you but, well, it's my favourite shirt. I feel it's so …’

‘Blue?’

‘No.’

‘Wrinkled?’

‘No. Though I admit I could have folded and packed it more carefully. No, the word I was looking for was “manly.” Sorry, I shouldn't have said it. You were right on the brink of getting it anyway.’

‘Was I? I thought I was going to say “cheap-looking.” ’

‘A synonym of manly. Whereas your dress is expensive-looking.’

‘Which is a synonym of …?’

‘Exactly.’ Wow, he was really in the swing of things now. There was no trace of that earlier paralysis. If anything, he was feeling too full of himself.

‘Fifty dollars from a thrift store,’ she said.

‘Really? It looks like it cost, I dunno, twice that.’ A waiter came by. ‘Would you like a bellini?’ Jeff asked, gallantly. They took one each, depositing their empty glasses on the waiting tray. These opening exchanges out of the way, they talked Biennale logistics, where they were staying, and for how long (she was leaving on Sunday). It gave Jeff the chance to look at her more closely, to note the mole high up on her cheek, her earrings (small, gold), her full lips. Frank and Laura's friend turned back towards them.

‘We're going over to see if Bruce Nauman will grant us an audience. Will you come too?’ Frank had addressed both of them. Under normal circumstances Jeff would have jumped at the chance to suck up to such a big-hitting artist but now – even though he forced himself to say nothing – every molecule of his being was screaming We'll stay here, Frank, thank you.

‘We'll stay here,’ said Laura.

‘See you back here,’ said her friend.

‘What was your friend's name?’ asked Jeff, watching her follow Frank.

‘Yvonne.’

‘Yvonne, that's right. Of course.’ He was so relieved to have gained this time alone with Laura that he was unsure what to say, eager to lure the conversation back in the direction of her dress and his shirt, metonyms – if that was the word – of manliness and womanliness. Instead, rather dully, he asked what she did.

‘I work in a gallery.’ The impulse he'd had earlier, to move to L.A., reasserted itself. What did this say about his life, his situation, that he could be so ready, at the drop of a hat, to chuck everything in? Probably that the ‘everything’ was in fact nothing.

‘What about you? What do you do?’

‘Journalist. I'm freelance. If it was a proper job, I'd pack it in and do something else, but freelancing is the something else that you do after you've packed in your job so my options are kind of limited. It's that or retirement – from which it is at times pretty much indistinguishable.’

‘Actually, I am quitting my job. Though the gallery doesn't know it yet.’

‘What happens then?’

‘I'm going travelling. I'm doing what kids do when they're twenty. It's just that I'll be doing it more than ten years too late.’ So, he'd been right, she was thirty-one or thirty-two maybe. Nothing was escaping him tonight. He hadn't been as sharp – as unvague – as this in years.

‘Where are you going?’

‘Oh, you know. The places everyone goes. South-East Asia. India.’

What was wrong with him? Minutes after contemplating moving to L.A. he was ready, now, to go backpacking through Vietnam, Cambodia and Thailand. Lacking any larger ambition or purpose meant that you clutched at whatever straws came your way. If she'd said she was thinking of moving to Romania, he'd have signed up for that too. Or Mars, even.

He said, ‘Have you been to India before?’

‘Once. To Goa and Kerala. This time I want to go to Rajasthan and Varanasi, Benares.’

‘They're the same place, right?’

‘Exactly.’

‘From the Sanskrit, isn't it? Nasi, place. Vara, many. Place of many names.’

She laughed. She had perfect teeth, quite large: American teeth. ‘I have absolutely no idea whether that is extremely impressive or complete Ben as in bull, Ares as in shit. Which means it's probably both.’

They clinked glasses. He watched her lips touch the rim of her glass, watched her drink. No smudge of pink was left on the glass; she was not wearing lipstick. He took a gulp from his own glass. The act of drinking served as a reminder of the heat from which it was intended to bring relief.

‘My God,’ she said. ‘Is it ever hot!’ She pressed the glass to her head. He could see her armpit, shaved. The glass left a few beads of moisture on her forehead.

‘Tomorrow will be even hotter, apparently.’ He had nothing particularly in mind by this meteorological observation, but it carried the vague suggestion of less clothes, shedding layers, sweat. Underwear, nakedness. Heat. ‘Actually I got that wrong. The people at my hotel don't call it heat. It's eat. And tomorrow it's going to get otter.’

‘The eat will be otter?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Really? I feel like the whole place could just, like, evaporate overnight.’ Such a thing seemed quite possible. It was easy to imagine waking up to find the once-watery city stranded and stilted in foul-smelling mud, the lagoon turned into an expanse of nothingness, a moist brown desert in which the last few fishes flapped and gasped. On the positive side it would be an opportunity to give the canals a scrub and do much-needed repair work on the foundations. Surprising, in a way, that something along those lines had not been proposed as an art project, like a Christo wrap. Assuming it was temporary and reversible, it would probably turn out to be a tourist attraction.

Laura was saying, ‘Nice to write, though …’

‘Oh, it's not proper writing. It's just …’ He shrugged, paused, wondering if, with all the words of the English language available, there was a way of completing the sentence without recourse to the one that sprang immediately to mind. But there wasn't.

‘Bollocks,’ he said at last. In the long interval of expectation the word doubled both as a description of his work and an exclamation of resignation to the fact that he had been unable to dredge up an alternative.

‘Ah, bollocks,’ she laughed. ‘The very essence of the English.’

‘You're right. You have freedom and the pursuit of happiness. We have … bollocks to it.’

‘You're writing about the Biennale?’

‘Yes. Plus, you know that singer Niki Morison?’

‘Steven Morison's daughter, the artist?’

‘And of Julia Berman, the mum, who is here at the moment. I have to interview her and get her to hand over this picture of her by Morison. A drawing. The editor of the magazine I'm writing for is obsessed by this picture even though he hasn't seen it.’

‘What's so special about it?’

‘No idea.’ Jeff could think of nothing else to say. The absurdity of his job, of the stuff he wrote, extended its reach to taint any words he might use now. Again, she came to his rescue.

‘But you write mainly about art?’

‘Not really. I'm not a very visual person.’ That was it – his best shot. He'd come up with this line before coming to Venice, had decided it was going to be his big joke of the Biennale, to be repeated at every opportunity. What he hadn't counted on was being able to try it out, for the first time, in such perfect circumstances, to such devastating effect.

‘Me neither,’ she said. Oh, no. She was perfectly serious, she meant it, hadn't realized he was joking. She was an earnest Californian. His disappointment must have been obvious – maybe he had even been silently mouthing the words to himself – because she punched him on the arm.

‘Joking,’ she said. Shit! He'd been out-deadpanned. She'd taken his best shot, thrown it right back at him.

‘Sorry. Like I said, I only just got here. I'm a bit off the pace still.’

‘OK. Let's backtrack. You write about art?’

‘Sometimes. Celebrities. Interviews. Profiles. Features. The usual—’

‘Bollocks?’

‘Got it in one. Have you spent time in England?’

‘London. Stratford. The Tempest. Oxford. The Cotswolds. Portobello Road. Hoxton. I did it in a day and a half.’

‘Well, I guess you saw pretty well everything. It's a small country’

‘Difficult to get around, though.’

‘Foolish even to try. Especially on a Sunday. Did you come across the words “engineering works” and “bus replacement service”?’

‘I flew into Stansted from Pisa on a Sunday. They said we should take the Stansted Express train. They sold tickets on the plane – even though there was no train. The train was actually a bus. It cost a fortune—’

‘And took forever. Welcome to England.’

In terms of what had been said, nothing much had passed between them, but these few words had carried an enormous weight of expectation. It was just a fluke, just luck, but the air between them was charged. She was beautiful, anyone could see that, but perhaps he was the only person here who could have felt that beauty as a force. He desired her – not sexually, not yet; that was too specific, would have diminished the scale of his longing – and he would not have done so were the feeling not reciprocated at some level. He could take no credit for this. It just happened. They could have met anywhere, anywhere in Venice in the course of this weekend, or anywhere else in the world in the years to come, and the result would have been the same. They could have said anything and nothing would have changed. Everything would have turned out the same.

Frank and Yvonne came back over, accompanied by a guy called Louis something. They were all amped up from meeting Bruce Nauman but the party was winding down. There was talk about what to do next. Everyone was enthusiastic about going somewhere else. Except Laura. Jeff was surprised to hear her say that she was tired, was going back to her hotel. He wondered if this was a strategic move to get away from the group and back to her hotel – with him – but, evidently, she had nothing of the sort in mind. She wanted to go back to her hotel. As they prepared to leave he was able to say, unheard by anyone else, ‘I'd love to see you again.’

‘Me too.’

‘Shall I phone you? At your hotel?’ She shook her head. Because of the pause in the middle of his question, he was not sure whether this shake of the head meant No, not at the hotel, call me on my cellphone; or No, don't phone me at my hotel (with the possible implication Come visit me there instead); or even – though this seemed a remote possibility – Don't contact me in any way, ever.

‘Would you like to meet somewhere?’ he said. ‘Or perhaps I could call for you at your hotel? Where are you staying?’ These three questions came tumbling out one after another, but really they were all the same question. He hoped he didn't sound desperate, but such a possibility was not out of – in fact, was probably implicit in – the question.

‘None of the above.’

‘Really?’ So he'd got it completely wrong. There'd been no energy passing between them. It had all been coming from him, in such abundance that it bounced back and was now running down his face, like egg, or ego.

‘But I hope we do see each other again.’

‘OK, I admit it. I'm baffled.’

‘I hope we see each other again this week. In Venice. But it's nice, don't you think, to introduce an element of chance into things?’

‘That depends on whether I run into you again or not.’

‘Well, I think you will. There are lots of parties.’

‘So many that we might be going to different ones. Which ones are you thinking of going to? Just out of interest.’ She didn't say anything, but the way she looked at him meant that it was Jeff's turn to speak again. ‘I hope I do see you again.’

‘Me too,’ she said. Unsure what else to do, he just stood there. ‘You see,’ she continued, ‘if there's no chance, then there's no … Well, let's put it like this, if we meet again it will seem nice, romantic, even. Don't you think?’

‘Yes. But, you see, I'm English so I go into this with a different mindset. I assume that we'll miss each other – bollocks! – and I'll spend the rest of my life wondering what would have happened if we hadn't.’

‘That's even more romantic.’

‘But a lot less fun. And at a certain point romance turns to tragedy.’

‘How's your memory?’

‘Not that great, to be honest. Why?’

‘Because, earlier on, I did actually mention where I was staying.’

‘Did you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did I say “tragedy”? I meant farce.’ He racked his brains. ‘You know I've got absolutely no recollection of that.’ Had she really mentioned it? ‘Why don't you just whisper it again now, in passing? I'm almost certain to forget.’

‘If I tell you where I'm staying, you'll be hanging round there all the time.’

‘No, I won't.’

‘You will. I'll step out of reception and there you'll be: “What a coincidence, just passing by …” It's just that you'll have been passing by for the last two hours.’

‘You really think I'm that interested?’

‘I really think you're that kind of person.’

‘You're right. That's exactly the kind of person I am.’

‘Cunning?’

‘Desperate.’ A particularly clever remark that one; by saying the word he cleared himself of the charge.

She leaned forward, kissed him on the mouth. He could not remember the last time a simple kiss, in public, fully clothed, had been so saturated with longing. But whose? And for what? Impossible to say. He thought, for a moment, that she might change her mind and invite him back to her room after all, but the purpose of the kiss was to confirm that she was leaving.

‘And you're really not going to tell me where you're staying?’

She shrugged. There was nothing to do except watch her leave. Dark hair falling to her shoulders. Bare arms. Her back, her ass, her legs, her ankles, her cute white sandals.

The vacuum left by the vast, unrealised promise of this encounter meant that his gathering excitement turned immediately to anxiety. He replayed bits of their meeting – odd words, moments, glimpses – but lacked the concentration to turn them into anything other than a source of torment. A single word started beating like a tattoo in his head: shit, shit, shit. But – shit! – he shouldn't have been thinking like that. He was happy, he had that animating – i.e., anxiety-inducing – sense that it was occasions like this that made life worth living. The immediate solution was to walk to the bar and grab another bellini. One of the very last on offer, it turned out. A few moments later the waiters stopped serving. He saw Dave Glanding, went across and laid his hand on his shoulder. He'd known Dave for almost twenty years. Technically, this made him one of Jeff's oldest friends. And he was, at least in the sense that Cyril Connolly had in mind when he said that old friends are all but indistinguishable from enemies. Dave was part of another loose group of people going to Haig's Bar. Phil Spender, still in the trademark cream suit he'd been wearing at Stansted, was coming. So was the Kaiser. Melanie too, with other people from the ICA. There was an interval of milling around while everyone waited for everyone else, then they all trooped out of the party, drunk, full of the excitement of the first night of the Biennale.

Because of the heat and the mass of people, everyone at Haig's Bar had spilled out onto the piazza, as far as the Gritti and the Grand Canal at one end and, at the other, the gleaming white façade of Santa Maria del Giglio. The Kaiser went inside and bought a round of drinks, beer mainly. Jeff was surrounded, now, entirely by people from London, many of whom he saw at art openings and book launches: home from home, Soho in a Renaissance setting with a heatwave thrown in. Lots of women in nice dresses too, but without this one woman in her yellow dress the night was abruptly devoid of promise. How quickly the world got narrowed down to one person, to one woman. Even the most inveterate womanizer must have succumbed to periodic pangs of monogamy. He was happy here, he was having fun, but, having met Laura, he also had a gnawing sense of lack, had to keep reminding himself to tune back into the conversations that were bubbling all around.

Jane Felling came over and joined the group. She and Jeff had slept together a couple of times, years ago. They'd never officially gone out together, which meant that they had never split up either. She was here with her new boyfriend so Jeff had to suppress his tendency, when drunk, to flirt somewhat crudely with her. Or maybe not, since she started flirting with him.

‘You're looking extremely handsome tonight, Jeff,’ she said, kissing him on the lips.

‘So are you, Jane. Pretty, I mean.’

‘Your hair looks different.’

‘I'll be honest. I had it dyed.’

‘It suits you and it's very subtle. I knew something had happened, but couldn't work out what.’

It was surprising how little impact having sex with someone could have on your relationship with them. Or at least it was surprising how something that usually defines a relationship can sometimes make so little impact, leave almost no trace, become just another part of the rough and tumble of metropolitan life. Jane was reminiscing, too, with Phil and the Kaiser, about the circumstances of her first ‘date’ with Jeff.

‘If you could dignify it with that word,’ she said, putting her arm through his. ‘We went to … Actually where did we go? I can't remember.’

‘The French House.’

‘That's right. Anyway, we had this lovely dinner. He was charming and witty and I thought he was definitely worth a shag. And when the bill comes, what did he say? What did you say?’

‘“Can you claim this back on expenses?”’ This supposedly showed Jeff in a poor light, but it was one of those occasions when he felt rather proud of himself.

‘Classic Atman,’ said the Kaiser, slapping him on the back.

‘And the great thing was,’ said Jeff, ‘(a), she could, and (b) …’

‘I shagged him anyway!’ They clinked glasses amid much laughter all round. To be honest, it was not the first time they had showcased this anecdote together. After a certain number of drinks, it was always favourably received. Still, he was glad Laura wasn't around to hear it. There was something too London – maybe it was that word ‘shag’ – about it.

‘Well, I can repay the favour now,’ he said. ‘Who would like another drink? On my expenses.’ Silly question. Everyone wanted a drink.

In the bar, waiting to get served, Jeff decided that, following the example of Tracey Emin's Everyone she'd ever slept with tent, if he were an artist he would build a one-to-one scale model of all the booze he'd ever poured down his gullet. Beer, wine, champagne, cider, the lot. Christ, he'd need a gallery the size of an aircraft hangar just for the beer: the pints, the tins, the bottles. It would be a portrait not simply of his life but of his era. Some of the brands he'd started out with had since disappeared: Tartan, Double Diamond, Trophy, the inaptly named Long Life. And it would be international too; not just the domestic beers, but the ones you swilled when abroad – Peroni, for example, five of which he ordered from the busy barman. The bottles, when they were handed over, were cool rather than chilled. Jeff asked if there were any colder ones to be had.

‘Even the magnificent fridges of Venice are struggling to cope with the heat and the insatiable demand for cold drinks that it generates,’ the barman replied, in epic English. Jeff took the coolish drinks outside to the waiting, thirsty Londoners.

Jane's new boyfriend, Mark, had joined them. One of the people who'd asked for a beer had disappeared so he gave the spare one to Mark. He was one of those guys, not particularly good-looking, not particularly anything, but as soon as you saw him you liked him. Jeff took a slug of his lukecold beer. When Mark got drawn into conversation with another group of people, Jane said, ‘You know what I love about him?’

‘What?’

‘He's so easy-going.’

‘I know what you mean. I love easy-going people. Even though I know I'm not one myself. Perhaps that's why I like them so much.’

‘There's something so manly about it.’

‘I used that very word only a short while ago, in a different context, but I know what you mean. The corollary of that is there's something so unmanly about being uptight.’

‘You're lovely, though.’ She kissed him on the cheek.

‘Thank you, Jane. You too.’ And that was it. She went off to join Mark, but what a pleasant little exchange it had been! So much so that he decided to head for home. There were still four days to go; it would be wise to make it back to the hotel on this, the first night, without getting totally fucked up. And tomorrow he had a lot to do, all of which had to be done while keeping an eye out for Laura. He said goodbye to various people, waved to others and began walking.

Within minutes he was lost. Confronted with sudden deadends and bridgeless canals, he kept coming across other lost souls, squinting into maps beneath dim lamps. At one point a sign indicated that if he turned left he would come to San Marco and that if he turned right he would come to … San Marco. We rely on signs to make choices for us – or at least to enable us to make choices. This sign made a nonsense of itself. It might as well not have been there. Where it was meant to clarify, it succeeded only in confusing. Or did it? Perhaps it announced some larger truth about Venice: whichever way you went, even if you tried to avoid it, you would end up in San Marco. Whatever you did, whichever way you turned, the result would be the same.

In certain states – if you were exhausted, desperate for bed, on your last legs – the city's impossible geography could have driven you insane, but tonight it was fine, it was fun, part of being in Venice, having the Venice experience, the same experience everyone else was having. Still, Jeff was relieved when, without warning, miles from where he'd left it earlier in the evening, his hotel obligingly appeared. The night porter was asleep – always difficult to tell whether this was a job best suited to people suffering from insomnia or prone to narcolepsy – but attained consciousness for long enough to hand Jeff his key.

The a.c. had made his room as chilly as a fridge. He flicked it off and the silence thickened by several degrees.

He dreamt he was asleep, not in his room but by the side of a canal, a wide, fast-flowing Venetian canal. The city looked even older than it really was, more decayed and dirty, rubbish-strewn. He was woken by something pulling at his arm, tugging at him. Then the tugging grew painful, sharp. He opened his eyes to see a dog, with ancient eyes, chewing his arm. He tried to fend it off with the other arm but there was no other arm, only the one that was in the dog's bloody teeth. In the dream he was awake but he could not wake from the dream in which the dog was biting his arm, threatening to sever it. Or perhaps he was being unfair. He was soaking wet. Had the dog dragged him out of the canal, saved his life? Impossible to say. He woke up from the dream, bathed in sweat. He was in his room and there was no dog, just the canal-damp sheets.

The sun was roasting the roof of the hotel (which was also the ceiling of his room). Sharp light peered in through the shutters. It felt like the afternoon but, looking at the clock, he saw that it was only 7:45. He was hungover, dazed from the dream, far from rested and far too excited about the various things the day held in store to stand any chance of getting back to sleep.

He flicked on the a.c. again, opened the curtains and shutters. In a flash, the room was filled with enough sunlight to power a small town. He directed a yellow rope of piss into the toilet, catching a glimpse, as he did so, of his new, dark-haired self in the mirror. Shit, with his hair like this he looked five years younger than he had a week ago. Hangover and lack of sleep made him feel five years older so, once everything was factored in, he had come out quits. He showered, shaved, brushed his teeth, put on shorts and a favourite T-shirt – infinitely faded, blue, with a discreet Element skateboard logo – and headed out for breakfast.

It was already desert-hot outside, but what did it matter? He was in Venice, happy to be alive, happy to be on the lookout for Laura, glad to be in Venice – which was already up and running and probably had been for hours. Fruit and veg were being sold from barges, or whatever they were called, a few gondoliers were punting for business along the canals. People were looking out of windows, shouting and waving. Barrows of produce were being wheeled through the narrow streets. It was like being in The Truman Show. Every day, for hundreds of years, Venice had woken up and put on this guise of being a real place even though everyone knew it existed only for tourists. The difference, the novelty, of Venice was that the gondoliers and fruit-sellers and bakers were all tourists too, enjoying an infinitely extended city-break. The gondoliers enjoyed the fruit-sellers, the fruit-sellers enjoyed the gondoliers and bakers, and all of them together enjoyed the real residents: the hordes of camera-toting Japanese, the honeymooning Americans, the euro-pinching backpackers and hungover Biennale-goers.

One of whom was walking aimlessly but with great purpose, looking for a café where he could get exactly the breakfast he wanted and to which he could return every day. It needed to have fresh orange juice, good coffee (easy enough in Italy), half-decent croissant or cornetti (almost impossible), and he needed to be able to consume all of this while seated in the shade with a view of some kind of piazza (but not one of the really big ones, where the price of a coffee could leave you clutching the bill and saying two words – ‘How much?’ – to yourself over and over, in a state of uncomprehending shock).

He found such a place quickly, on a tiny square, with a view, at the end of a long, tree-ornamented street, of the Giudecca Canal. The coffee was sensational and by hooking out the honey – which he hated – he was able to turn the cornetto into a tolerable croissant. Someone had left a copy of La Repubblica, which he sort of read. The big news, understandably, was the eat. Che caldissimo! Only nine-thirty and already it was as hot as noon.

It was a mistake ordering coffee and orange juice. Returning to the hotel to pick up everything he needed for the day, he had to trot the last hundred yards and sprint up the stairs to make extravagant use of his en suite bathroom. Considerable though it was, the relief at having made it – just! – was short-lived. The phone began ringing while he was still sitting on the toilet.

‘Pronto.’

‘What is this “pronto” shit?’

‘Oh, hi, Max. I was trying to go native.’

‘Well, I've been trying to ring you for ages.’

‘I've been out. For breakfast. What time is it there? I didn't think you got into the office so early.’

‘I'm on my mobile. Why don't you get a mobile? You're the only person in the world who doesn't have a mobile. And you're supposed to be a journalist.’

‘I don't know. I find the prospect of choosing one rather daunting. The phrase “call plan” makes me anxious.’

‘I'll tell you what's making me anxious. This interview. Have you spoken with her yet?’

‘I only got here last night.’

‘So you haven't spoken to her yet?’

‘I left a message,’ Jeff lied.

‘And how is she meant to respond to that message, if you don't have a phone?’

‘I do have a phone. In fact, unless I'm very much mistaken, I'm talking on one now. Let's see. It's got a mouthpiece you speak into and—’

‘Very funny.’

‘Yes, yes. I'm even hearing a voice in my ear, the voice of someone from another country who I'd rather not be speaking to. That clinches it. It's definitely a phone.’

‘We've got to get this interview. Understood?’

‘Roger that.’

‘And the picture.’

‘Affirmative.’

‘You really are a wanker,’ said Max. Then he hung up. How pleasant it was, dealing with someone with whom you had a working relationship going back almost fifteen years. Such a relief to be able to dispense with distracting pleasantries and irrelevant chit-chat. As a belated but symbolic riposte, Jeff flushed the toilet.

It was too early to go to the Giardini – but the perfect time to walk to the Accademia and see Giorgione's Tempest ahead of the crowds. Like everywhere else in Venice the museum was undergoing renovation but it was open – and there was no queue. A sign at the ticket desk announced SORRY WE HAVE NO AIR CONDITIONED. Another sign, smaller, in Italian, said something about Giorgione's La Tempesta. Bollocks … There was a simple rule of museum-going: if you had only one day free in a city, that would be the day the museum was closed. And if it was open, then the one piece you wanted to see would be out on loan or removed for restoration. But no, the sign simply explained that, due to renovation, La Tempesta had been moved, temporarily, to Room XIII. Jeff headed straight there.

No one else was around. He had the room and the painting to himself.

To one side of the picture a young mother is breast-feeding an infant, gazing out of the painting, meeting the eye of whoever is looking at it. Presumably she has just bathed in the river separating her from the elegantly dressed young man wedged into the bottom left-hand corner, leaning on a staff, gazing at her. He looks at her; she looks at us, looking at them. Whatever is going on, we are implicated in it. Behind them, in the background – though it isn't really background – a bridge spans the aquamarine river. Beyond the bridge a landscape-city crouches under the gathered clouds. A white bird, perhaps a stork, perches on the roof of one of the buildings. The sky is a wash of billowing, inky blue. A single line of white lightning crackles through the storm.

‘The stoppage of time in Giorgione has a partly idyllic character. But the idyll is charged with presentiment,’ McCarthy had written. ‘Something frightening is about to happen.’ This, Atman saw now, was slightly misleading. It was not only impossible to say what that ‘something’ was – let alone whether that something might be ‘frightening’ – it was impossible to tell whether it had happened in the past or would happen in the future, or would not happen at all. There was no before and no after, or at least they were indistinguishable from each other, interchangeable. Apart from that, what he saw now confirmed how precisely she had fixed the painting in words. It was, as she insisted, the stillness that produced the sense of unrest.

The museum may have had no ‘air conditioned,’ but it was cool compared with the heat lying in wait outside. Jeff bought a litre bottle of water from a kiosk and a three-day pass at the Accademia vaporetto stop. The vaporetto, when it arrived a few minutes later, was jam-packed – with artists. Handsome and well-mannered Wolfgang Tillmans was talking to old blood head, Marc Quinn, whose latest work – a giant metal orchid – could be seen as the boat passed the Peggy Guggenheim Collection. As Jeff made his way to the front of the boat he passed Richard Wentworth, wearing a panama hat and a striped blue shirt, looking like he was starring in a TV adaptation of a novel about an artist who was also one of the Cambridge spies.

‘Thought for the week,’ he said as Jeff squeezed by. ‘Art world, music business. What does that tell us?’

The distinction was somewhat lost on Atman: a seat at the front had become vacant and he was determined to occupy it. Someone else was even more determined and Atman was left standing but at least here, at the front, the motion of the boat generated a parched breeze. As they chugged past San Marco, several vaporetti passed by, heading the other way. On one of these he spotted Laura, leaning on the rail, wearing a white dress. Yes, surely it was her. She was holding what he guessed was an umbrella, yellow, rolled tight as a stick. He couldn't make out the number of the vaporetto, didn't know where she was going, only that it was in the opposite direction to him. He looked at his map, tried to calculate quickly where she might be heading, but it was impossible. She could have been going anywhere. He stared at the wake spreading out in a V behind the vaporetto. How to regard this failed sighting? Either as a good sign because it suggested that it could turn out to be a frequent occurrence. Or maybe – like those occasions in London when you come out of a party late at night, see a cab immediately, just fail to attract the attention of the driver and then find yourself marooned for hours – this was his one and only chance. A chance that was also a non-chance.

People say it's not what happens in your life that matters, it's what you think happened. But this qualification, obviously, did not go far enough. It was quite possible that the central event of your life could be something that didn't happen, or something you thought didn't happen. Otherwise there'd be no need for fiction, there'd only be memoirs and histories, case histories; what happened – what actually happened and what you thought happened – would be enough.

All that remained of the other boat's wake was a slight swell passing under the wake of his own vaporetto. It was like a double annulment. They had passed each other like ships in the day.

Jeff disembarked at San Zaccaria, where he had to pick up his accreditation from the Biennale press office. He'd been warned to expect huge queues and a wait of several hours in the blistering sun, but there were only a few people ahead of him. One of whom was Dan Fairbank, turning away from the desk, press pass in hand. This was somewhat unexpected since, last Jeff had heard (two weeks previously), Dan was working as a director of commercials. Spotting Jeff, anxious to avoid any public exclamations of surprise, he came over and explained, sotto voce, that he had contrived some kind of eligibility for a press pass, ‘to gain ingress to things I might otherwise not have the patience to wait to see.’ Moments later Jeff was called forward to the accreditation desk and Dan made his egress.

Smiling, wearing red, aspirational glasses, the young woman dealing with Jeff's application was full of enthusiasm for her job, eager to make sure that this important journalist had all the information he could possibly need, even though he was only interested in whatever it was that would get him in – grant him ingress – to as many things as easily as possible. Biennale society was completely hierarchical. At the bottom were the members of the public, who, at this stage, had access to nothing and, for these few days at least, were conspicuous by their absence. At the top were the artists and the curators from the big institutions and the famous commercial galleries, then the collectors, then the journalists and critics, then an army of liggers. To keep track of and help maintain this admittedly flexible caste system – a journalist like Jeff was really just a successful ligger, a ligger with accreditation; come to think of it, many of the artists were liggers with paintbrushes or cameras, and the curators were liggers with power – a wide variety of passes was available, only the very highest of which granted you access everywhere, at any time, to anything. Beyond that, at the very peak of the celebriarchy, was the super-VIP level, where to be in possession of any kind of pass except that bestowed on you by your wealth or fame – by a self-evident entitlement to go exactly where you pleased – was itself a token of exclusion.

As Jeff was issued with his basic, no-frills press pass he had a sudden and brilliant idea.

‘Perhaps you could tell me,’ he asked, ‘if my colleague Laura Freeman has picked up her accreditation yet.’ She was not a journalist, but, like Dan, she may have signed up as one to reap the benefits of a press pass. And if she had signed in, then it might be possible to discover her hotel and, possibly, her cellphone number. While the assistant happily went through the computer to check the name, Jeff stood anxiously by, the excitement of adding significantly to his hoard of information about Laura supplemented by the thrill of his own cunning, the private-eye sleuthiness of it all. Such animation was short-lived, however. No one called Laura Freeman had registered.

‘Ah. Well, thank you anyway,’ he said. The assistant had been more than simply helpful. She'd added that extra bit of charm to which a man of Atman's age was uniquely susceptible: the suggestion that she was doing this not because it was in her nature or in her job description, not even because she was well-disposed towards him, but because she found him attractive. Whether she really did was as irrelevant as it was unlikely; what mattered was that her manner – flirtatious simply because it was so abundantly pleasant – made it possible to entertain the idea. Had he not been so preoccupied with thoughts of Laura, he might have tried to put this lightly to the test – a drink later, perhaps? – a test which would, almost certainly, have yielded a negative result. As it was he thanked her for her help, wished her a nice day and the whole exchange concluded with big smiles on both sides. It was like a version of the scene at the newsagent's in London, re-written and relocated to Venice.

All-important press pass in hand, Jeff stepped out into the sci-fi heat. Perhaps it was this new press pass that provoked a surge of professionalism: he went straight to the tabaccheria nearby and bought a phone card so that he could call Julia Berman about the interview. The temperature appeared to have soared another ten degrees while he'd been inside the press office. Under the perspex canopy of the pay phone it was hotter still. The phone rang for a long while. He waited for a human or a machine to answer, then hung up and dialled again. Same thing. He felt enormously relieved. He had done his best to secure this much-needed scoop. He had rung and rung – twice! – and still there was no answer. He had tried everything to track her down, with no luck, so he was free now to get on with the dozens of other things he had to do, the most important of which was going to the Biennale – while all the time keeping an eye out for Laura.

Near the leafy entrance to the Giardini students and young artists handed out flyers for exhibitions of their own, alternative, semi-underground versions of the Biennale with music, DJs. The Giardini was already crowded by the time Jeff got inside, less than an hour after it had officially opened.

Patriotically, his first stop was the British pavilion, given over to Gilbert & George. In the 1980s, the critic Peter Fuller had conducted a vituperative crusade against Gilbert & George, seeing in them a threat to everything he held dear. By the time Fuller was killed, in a car crash, he must have realized it had all been in vain, for Gilbert & George were poised to become godfathers to several generations of YBA hustlers – and now they had been honoured by having the British pavilion to themselves. The work, needless to say, was as weary as some harmless sin, the same old brightly-coloured, stained-glass-looking nonsense they'd been doing for years, but the way Jeff looked at it (the only way one could look at it): who gave a shit? They were never going to do anything new, but so what? There was no point kicking against this affable pair of pricks.

From there he should have gone about things in a systematic fashion, ticking off each of the national pavilions in an orderly sequence, but there were already queues of art immigrants waiting to get into Canada and France – whose pavilions were next to Britain's – so he skipped them and started dropping into places in a completely haphazard fashion. From G & G he went to the Norwegian pavilion, which featured a wall of yellow and black Op Art circles. Except they weren't circles, they were targets, dartboards, an entire wall of them. Some distance away there were large cardboard boxes of green and red darts, which you could aim at the wall, gradually altering the overall pattern and distribution of colour. Jeff had just aimed the last of a handful of red darts when someone called his name and threw a dart in his eyes. Shit! It was Ben Jennings – doing that old trick of unscrewing the dart so that the flight fluttered harmlessly and frighteningly against Jeff's face.

‘Wanker!’

‘Excellent, isn't it?’ said Ben, reassembling the dart. ‘Jackson Pollock meets Jocky Wilson.’ He was wearing a pale blue shirt, already navy with sweat under the arms. Years ago he had been something of a man about Soho, a wit, a Kenneth Tynan in the process of formation. Now, fifteen years down the line, he was regarded – even by a hack like Jeff – as a hack who had never had the discipline or application or talent to fulfil whatever promise he had shown. Not that he seemed to mind. He was happy attending the various art fairs of the world – Art Basel in Miami, Basel itself, the Armory in New York, Frieze in London, Berlin – and banging out gossipy stories about them. Jeff tended to assume that he disliked him but, in his company, always found himself warming to him, partly because he suspected that, behind the charm and bonhomie, Ben might be desperately unhappy with the lot he was ostensibly happy with. Still, he always managed to have a good time. Last night, for example, he had been ‘disco-dancing until four in the morning.’ It was pathetic, it was unbelievably immature, but even now, aged forty-five and counting, Jeff felt his heart sink when he heard that someone had been out later than him, had been having more fun than him, even when he'd been having fun himself and had decided, of his own free will, to call it a night. Other people's ideas of a good time underwent well-established changes as they got older. They ended up raising children, buying sheds or playing golf. Jeff had proved remarkably constant in his preferences. He'd liked drinking, taking drugs, going to parties and chasing after women who – another sign of constancy – ideally, were not too much older, now, than when he'd first started doing so. In recent years a bit more time was spent at home, zonked out in front of the TV, but that wasn't something he wanted to do, that was just recovery time. On occasions he was bored rigid by his idea of a good time, but nothing had come near to displacing or replacing it. And he'd never got to the stage or gone through the phase of being passionate about his work except in so far as he had always felt passionately averse to it. No wonder he had such ambiguous feelings about Ben: he was like a ruddier, portlier version of Atman himself. It was quite possible, he reasoned, to like someone you disliked and vice-versa.

‘I thought I might have seen you at the Iceland party last night,’ Jeff said. They both picked up more darts and stood side by side, chucking them, aimlessly, at the wall of unmissable targets.

‘I was at a dinner for Ed Ruscha.’

‘That was last night? I thought it was tomorrow.’

‘There's one tomorrow as well.’

‘So, every night there's an Ed Ruscha dinner?’

‘And – one hundred and eighty! – probably a breakfast every morning.’

They threw the last of their arrows. Ben said he had it on good authority that later this afternoon, at the Venezuelan pavilion, chocolate-covered cockroaches would be served. With that they went their separate ways, Ben to the Swiss pavilion and Jeff to an installation by a Finnish artist whose name – Maaria Wirkkala – meant nothing to him.

A simple wooden boat was adrift in a frozen sea of broken, multi-coloured Murano glass – discards and fragments, presumably, from the factories near Venice. Painted a dull red, the interior of the boat was gradually filling up with water dripping from the ceiling. Every now and again – so infrequently Jeff wondered if he was imagining it – the boat rocked slightly. He was transfixed by this, glad that he'd seen it right at the beginning of his tour, before he became punch-drunk, sated and oblivious.

Australia and Germany were packed, so it was a relief to come to Uruguay, where there were no queues, no crowds – and no art. They'd hung a few rags on washing lines but, even by the low standards of some of the other pavilions, this was pretty derisory. And they weren't giving away any free stuff either. Many pavilions were handing out free canvas bags, some of them rather elegant, all very useful (for stuffing in free bags from the other pavilions). Produce a press card and some places would throw in a lavish catalogue as well, but the Uruguayans were not playing the game at all.

In the compressed geography of the Giardini Uruguay was bordered by the United States, featuring Ed Ruscha's long, horizontal paintings of buildings, some in colour, some in black and white. Fine, good, seen that. Jeff went briskly from pavilion to pavilion, using his little digital camera as an aidememoire to be consulted – in tandem with the catalogues – when he wrote his article. Extraordinary – there was all this art and yet there was very little to see, or very little worth looking at anyway. Some of it was a waste of one's eyes. Good. Because even though there was nothing to see, there was a lot of it to get round and Jeff had to at least poke his nose in at everything. Quite a bit of the work on display could have been designated conceptual, in so far as the people looking at it were conceived as having the mentality of pupils at junior school. Fair enough, except most of it looked like it was made by someone in primary school, albeit a primary school pupil with the ambition of a seventeen-year-old Russian whose widowed mother had saved every ruble to get him into a tennis academy in Florida. The work may have been puerile, but the hunger to succeed of which it was the product and symbol was ravenous. In different historical circumstances any number of these artists could have seized control of the Reichstag or ruled Cambodia with unprecedented ruthlessness.

Within a very short time the pavilions all started blurring together: it became impossible to recall, with any certainty, which art was to be found in which pavilion. The big, bright, psychedelic druggy paintings were in the Swiss pavilion. The video shower, tiled with monitors so that you were surrounded, on three sides, by a torrent of images – tennis, porn, news, Formula 1, cheetahs, football, more porn, breaking news, wildlife porn, deserts, bushfires, boxing – was Russian. But the red plastic castle – you stepped inside and it was like being in a red world – which nation's world was that? Not the same nation, obviously, that had come up with the completely blue room. Nothing but blue in there. No corners, no angles, no shadows, just blue nothingness. It was a highly abstract environment, a space of light, even though there was no obvious source of light except for the blueness that was everywhere, all around. Atman had entered this installation at a time when it was completely empty. The only corporeal thing in the room was him, but that was enough – he was enough – not to ruin the experience but at least to severely qualify it. The fact that he was here, in the midst of it, meant that it was not the non-corporeal experience it came tantalisingly close to being. He sat on the floor so that he would be less conscious of the body he was dragging round, nearer to dissolving into directionless, sourceless blueness. Still, it was pretty cool and came closer than anything he'd seen to what people – or Atman, at any rate – wanted from art, a space where you could trip out, lose yourself: installations raised to the level of complete immersion. Ideally, the perfect art installation would be a nightclub, full of people, pumping music, lights, smoke machine and maybe drugs thrown in. You could call it Nightclub, and if you kept it going twenty-four hours a day it would be the big hit of the Biennale.

As Jeff made his way from pavilion to pavilion, he kept running into people he knew, some of them from last night, some of whom he was encountering here for the first time. Most had hangovers. After Haig's had stopped serving, at two, some diehards had gone on to the Bauer, which had been so packed the terrace was in danger of collapsing into the Grand Canal. Everyone had their favourite pieces, their recommendations and aversions, and everyone had an assortment of free bags. No one else had seen the rainy Finnish boat in its sea of shattered glass. It was as if Jeff had hallucinated it. The more he told people about it, the more that boat meant to him. Scott Thomson was adamant that the art here lagged a million miles behind the art at Burning Man. Bottles of water and fans were being handed out. Some people suffered from the heat more than others, but everyone agreed that the heat was unbelievable. They stood in the warm shade of trees, fanning themselves, drinking water, clutching their free bags and catalogues, comparing plans for the evening, feeling relieved and vindicated when it turned out they were going to the same parties. They said goodbye and then ran into each other half an hour later, on the way to the Spanish pavilion, enthusiastic about Serbia, delayed by the airport-level security checks for Israel. Jeff bumped into still more people he knew and recognized lots that he didn't – Nick Serota chatting with Sam Taylor-Wood, Peter Blake talking to himself (nothing unusual about that, half the people here were glued to their mobiles), and someone who may or may not have been the actress Natascha McElhone – but he never saw the person he most wanted to see, never caught a glimpse of Laura.

At a pay phone, he tried Julia again. This time someone answered.

‘Buongiorno. Hello. Is that Julia Berman?’

‘Speaking.’

‘Ah, good. My name is Jeffrey Atman. From Kulchur magazine.’ At this point she would, ideally, have said, ‘Yes, indeed. How are you?’ Failing that, some kind of encouraging noise – ‘uh-huh’ – would have been helpful. But there was nothing, just the faint sound of breathing, breathing that sounded irritable. ‘I'm sorry to call you out of the blue like this. But not entirely out of the blue, I hope. I think my editor, Max Grayson, has been in touch with you?’ More breathing. ‘About my perhaps doing a short interview with you about, well, about your life and your daughter's record? That kind of thing.’

‘What was the name again?’

‘Jeffrey Atman.’

‘And the magazine?’

Tempted to say Razzle or Cheeks, he responded politely and accurately, ‘Kulchur. With a “k” and a “ch.”’

‘I think I do remember something about that.’ Her accent was English, slovenly posh. Jeff waited for her to continue but it was, evidently, his turn to speak again.

‘So, um, if it wasn't too inconvenient, could we perhaps do the interview sometime in the next couple of days?’

‘When would you like to do it?’

‘Whenever and wherever would be convenient for you.’ A gamble, this. There were plenty of times that would be extremely inconvenient for him, but it was part of the etiquette of being an interviewer that you had to let the interviewee call the shots. It made them feel important and being important hopefully made them more amenable – though, in practice, as often as not, it just made them feel even more important, which manifested itself in their being extremely difficult.

‘How long would it take?’

‘Not long at all, if you're busy.’ He had been doing this kind of thing for long enough to realize that there was no need to spend hours conducting an interview. You could cut it down to twenty minutes and still have enough quotes to cobble a half-decent piece together – and half-decent was still twice as good as it needed to be. In any case, he had better things to do in Venice than spend his time listening to this old has-been (a euphemism, generally, for a never-was).

‘Tomorrow is impossible, so perhaps today. Quite soon. At about four o'clock?’

‘Perfect,’ said Jeff, meaning it.

‘Could you come here?’

‘Yes, certainly. Um, where are you?’ She gave him an address – completely meaningless – and instructions on how to get there.

Her directions were unambiguous and easy to follow. Having taken a vaporetto from Giardini to Campo d'Oro, Atman arrived at her building exactly on time. He pressed a metal bell, unable to hear if, somewhere within, this action manifested itself as a ring. There was no sound of movement, no footsteps or doors opening. He waited, was about to try again when he heard a lock turning. The door opened. It was so bright outside that he had trouble making out the figure shrouded by the darkness within. As his eyes adjusted he saw long dark hair, threaded with grey, a thin face whose ageing was indicated not by a softening of features but by the skin being stretched more tightly over the skull. She held out her thin hand, asked him to step inside, into the cool. The door clanged behind them. She was wearing a knee-length dress, blue. He followed her up the dark staircase – she was barefoot – to a third-floor apartment. It was large and airy, simply furnished, but he had no opportunity to look around as she led him straight out onto a terrace. There was a small metal table, painted white, and two chairs, shaded by a large canvas umbrella. She asked what he would like to drink. Sparkling water was fine, he said, and she went back inside. The view was of a small canal, and some other apartments, all with their own terraces.

She returned with a bottle and glasses piled with ice, each topped by a slice of lemon. The ice creaked and cracked as she filled the glasses. The whole thing was like an advertisement for the word ‘refreshing.’ He took a gulp.

‘Very refreshing,’ he said, stupidly, before hunting for his Dictaphone in the collection of bags he'd amassed at the Giardini. ‘Have you been to the Biennale yet?’

‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow.’ He told her about the things he'd seen so far, the dartboards, the Finnish boat slowly filling up with water on its journey across the sea of coloured glass. He found the Dictaphone.

‘Would you mind if I recorded our talk?’

‘That's fine.’ He placed the machine on the table between them, pressed Record.

‘It's, um, voice-activated,’ he said. ‘How cool is that?’ It was another stupid remark and, as such, he was happy to have made it. Years ago he had tried to impress his subjects with how astute, on the ball, up to speed and generally smart he was. This, he had learnt, was a mistake. Interviews worked much better if the subject thought you were a complete numbskull. They let their guard down, became more expansive, actually tried to compensate for your manifest failings. Not, he began to suspect, that that was going to make much difference here. She was not unfriendly, but she was entirely business-like. Interviewees generally tried to charm you; she did not bother. But she did pour more water into his glass. She wasn't interested in him – interviewees never were, they were only interested in how they would appear in print – but she seemed equally uninterested in herself.

‘Perhaps I could start by asking you about Niki's record.’ He found himself squirming as he spoke. ‘What do you think about it?’

‘I like it,’ she said. He waited for her to continue. She didn't.

‘Would you like to expand on that a bit?’

‘I like it a lot. They're nice tunes. I like the lyrics too, some of them.’

‘Any ones in particular?’

‘I can't remember them off-hand, but I think she has a nice turn of phrase.’

‘What about the recording? I see that you actually sing backing vocals on one of the tracks.’

‘That was sweet of her to ask me. Obviously I can't sing for toffee, but it doesn't matter because there's so much else going on you can't really hear me.’ For toffee. It was years since he'd heard that expression.

‘Well, I like it,’ he said, even though he had not yet bothered listening to the presumably crap CD that the PR had biked over to his flat with an urgency appropriate to desperately-needed blood. ‘Um, is it the kind of thing you listen to normally? I mean, what kind of music do you like to listen to?’

‘I like older music. I'm showing my age, but I like Bob Dylan. I like The Doors.’

‘Did you ever meet Dylan?’

‘No. I saw him at Blackbushe in nineteen seventy whenever.’

‘Eight. Me too. Great, wasn't it?’ This was it, the breakthrough, the moment they discovered they had something in common even though it was the thing that everyone from twenty to seventy had in common: an interest in Bob Dylan. With a bit of conniving on Jeff's part, the interview could now genuinely become what it always tried to masquerade as: a chat. ‘I was at Earl's Court too.’

‘I didn't make that.’

‘Who else do you like?’ he asked, resisting the temptation to go completely Dylanological.

‘Tangerine Dream,’ she said. ‘Van der Graaf Generator.’ He couldn't tell if she was joking.

‘Did you ever see Van der Graaf?’ he asked, responding in kind.

‘I knew Pete Hammill slightly’

‘Did you? What was he like?’

‘He was nice. A nice, well-read, well-mannered English boy.’

Jeff said, ‘H to He Who Am the Only One.’

‘Pawn Hearts,’ she said back. He thought she was about to laugh, but she didn't quite.

‘There's another one, but I can't quite remember it.’

‘The Least We Can Do Is Wave to Each Other,’ she said.

‘Of course.’

‘Aerosol Grey Machine.’

‘My,’ said Jeff, ‘you really know your Van der Graaf.’ He had had versions of this conversation – different groups, same format – dozens of times, but always with men. Having it with a woman was a different, altogether more thrilling experience.

As if reading his mind, she said, ‘This is a rather strange interview. Is Kulchur with a “k” and a “ch” a progressive rock magazine?’

‘Unfortunately not. Be great if it was, though,’ he said, conscious, suddenly, that he was having a good time. And the interview would turn out fine. Or would have done had she not reached forward and turned off the Dictaphone.

‘Do you like to smoke grass, Jeff?’

‘Sure.’

‘Good. To be honest with you, I'm somewhat of a pothead, though I'd appreciate it if you didn't put that in your piece.’

‘Absolutely.’

She went back in to the apartment, giving Jeff the opportunity to begin slightly regretting that confident ‘Sure.’ Back in the twentieth century he had enjoyed smoking grass, but with the new millennium dominated absolutely by super-strong skunk, he had pretty well given up on it. In the 1980s getting stoned on sensei had been fun, but getting bombed on skunk – and with skunk, there was no possibility of getting anything other than bombed – was a different experience. It was like a conduit to dread, to heebie-jeebies paranoia.

She returned with a bag of grass. Jeff tried not to appear nervous.

‘Uh, one thing,’ he said. ‘I don't smoke tobacco.’

‘Me neither. This is nice Jamaican grass. Not that horrible skunk.’

‘Oh, good,’ he almost shouted with relief. ‘I hate that.’ What an amazing time he was having in Venice. Everything was working out so well.

‘It's terrible, isn't it? God knows what it's doing to the minds of these kids who smoke it all the time.’

‘Quite,’ he said, for the second time in as many days.

She rolled a small thin joint, took a hit and passed it to Jeff. He did the same, passed it back. He became pleasantly stoned. They were pleasantly stoned together. The light was brighter, sharper. The canal threw shadow patterns on the yellow wall opposite. In fact, he was very stoned, but pleasantly so. This was what being stoned used to be like.

‘So, about Hawkwind,’ he said.

‘Now, remember, nothing about getting stoned in your article. No little nudges or winks.’

‘I promise.’ His throat was burning. He took a big gulp of water whose sparklingness made his throat sting, briefly, even more. ‘Moving on, reluctantly, from seventies prog rock, maybe you could tell me a little about Steve Morison.’

‘Charming man. Quite good artist. Total cunt.’ This is dynamite, Jeff thought to himself, unsure, moments later, whether he had in mind the interview or the grass. ‘But, needless to say, I wouldn't want you to quote my saying that either.’

‘Oh, OK. You mean the whole of the answer or just the last part?’

‘No, just the first two parts.’ They both laughed. This was turning out to be fun.

‘What do you think of his work now? Back in the sixties, he was so revered. I wondered how you felt it had stood up to the passage of time.’

‘I think it was extremely variable. His best is on a par with some Hodgkin.’ Jeff looked at her closely, hoping to penetrate her sunglasses, to see her eyes, to see how this remark had been intended. Hodgkin, in recent years, had become a complete joke. Jeff waited for her to expand on Hodgkin, but she went back to Morison. ‘And the earlier, figurative stuff is good. He had a knack of capturing the way people stood, their relationship to their surroundings. And if there were no surroundings, then just the way they stood in relation to themselves. Out of that there was a kind of psychological intensity that was very difficult to articulate but that was definitely there. Everyone could see it or sense it even though there was nothing – absolutely nothing – interior about the scene. It would be as objective as a photograph.’

‘Yes,’ said Jeff. Though impressed by the analysis, he was having trouble remembering how it had begun. That was the beauty of recording interviews, though. It was like an external memory. Except, he realized now, he had forgotten to turn the Dictaphone back on.

‘Fuck!’ He reached forward, pressed Record.

‘Naturally you don't expect me to say all that again, do you?’ she said.

‘No, no.’

A motor boat went by, the canal swooshed and churned in its wake, making the shadow-swirls on the wall coil into life again.

‘Was it …? Bringing up Niki on your own. You lived partly in France and partly in London. How was that?’

‘Fine. We had a lovely apartment in Paris. A reasonable flat in London. We weren't short of money. Niki was an easygoing child.’

‘What about you? What were you doing? Apart from bringing her up, I mean.’

‘I didn't have any impulse to do anything much. I wrote a few articles. I had vague ideas about writing a book, but never got round to it.’

‘There was talk of a memoir.’

‘Oh, yes, I did a few little things, but I didn't have the application and there was nothing I wanted to get to the bottom of. So there was nothing to sustain me and nothing to propel me. And although I had a few famous friends, I actually felt too loyal to them, or too affectionate, to say anything interesting about them. You know, that kind of book always works best when there's some kind of betrayal involved. I had no interest in betraying or score-settling. And the idea of writing didn't interest me enough. So I just swanned around. Tell me, do you get bored?’

‘Me? Yes, all the time.’

‘That must be an advantage. You see, I've never had any capacity for boredom. I'm like one of those people you see in India or Africa, sitting by the roadside, staring into space. I can just do nothing all day long and I'm quite happy. And I've never had any ambition. Not even in its most basic, negative form of envying other people's success. I think that's why I've had so many friends, I was really delighted for them to get on when so many of the other people around were measuring themselves against how everyone else was doing. I'm sorry, am I speaking too much?’

‘No, not at all. This is great, actually’ Jeff glanced towards the Dictaphone to make sure it was recording, to make sure that, by turning it on, he had not accidentally turned it off. Such things, he remembered, had a way of happening when you were stoned.

‘All of which applies particularly, presumably, to Niki?’ He was sharp as a pin! As Paxman!

‘Yes. It was obvious she was going to do something. If it hadn't been music, it would have been art or writing. Something like that. She had just enough discontent. Unlike me. I've always sat very comfortably in my own skin.’

It was true. She was just sitting there, comfortably, talking about herself but not in an egotistic way, imparting information about this person who happened to be herself. And it was easy to see why she had so many friends. She was easy to be around. She made you feel at ease – a thought that immediately made Jeff feel ill at ease, anxious about how to broach the subject of the picture Max had requested and which, in its way, was more important than everything that had gone before. The shadow of Julia's building was stretching across the wall opposite like a plimsoll line suggesting, as it moved slowly upwards, that cargo was being loaded onto this neighbouring house, causing it to sink slightly into the water. He turned off the Dictaphone.

‘Great. Thank you. That will work really well.’

‘That was painless.’

‘Good. The only other thing – and again it's something I think Max Grayson, my editor at Kulchur, mentioned. The picture of you by Steven. They were hoping you might agree to let them reprint that with the article.’

‘You want to take the picture with you?’

‘Not necessarily. Whatever's easiest for you. If you prefer, they could arrange a courier or it could be scanned and sent electronically. But, well, it would be great if I could at least see it.’

‘And would you mind if I asked what was in it for me?’

‘No. In fact, one of the things I've been asked or authorized to do is to agree a fee with you.’

‘So?’

‘A thousand pounds?’

‘It's strange, this is one of those situations when I could be difficult.’

‘You'd certainly be within your rights.’

‘What if I just asked for more money? Money that, by the way, I don't even particularly want but, well, that is what you're meant to do, isn't it?’

‘Absolutely, yes. How about fifteen hundred? To be honest, that's the limit. Top dollar, as they say.’

‘Let me go and get the picture.’

She went inside again. He stood up and walked a few paces. He was still very stoned and it was still incredibly hot. The combination made him sit down again, under the diffused glow of the umbrella.

Julia came out with a folder, which she untied, revealing a yellowish, thick piece of paper. She flipped the folder over, opened it again and there was the drawing. She was naked, her legs apart. Between her legs was a scribble and blur of lines. She had lovely breasts – and it was obviously her. The face had the same prominent cheekbones, the same strangely blank expression. Even her hair was pretty much the same. It was easy to imagine that, if she undressed now, he would see roughly the same body as the one in the picture.

‘My,’ he said. He looked at her face in the drawing, but was unable to look at the face of the person who had handed it to him. There was the startling fact of the drawing showing her naked, but there was also an unsettling psychological quality to the picture – the quality she had commented on earlier. She was letting this man, her lover, look at her and draw her. To gaze at their lover, naked: it was what men had always wanted to do. If the man was an artist – or just a teenager with a camcorder – then what he painted or filmed was not simply what he saw but the unchanging strength of that desire, that hunger to see … But in her face there was an absolute indifference. Any love in his gaze was unreciprocated. Instead there was just a blank. Look all you want, her expression said. You can see everything and you will see nothing except what I have in common with every other woman on earth. One only needed to look at the picture for a few moments to know that the relationship was not going to endure. And presumably Morison knew this, either while he was doing it or, failing that, as soon as he had finished. Maybe that didn't matter, to either of them. Maybe the moment contained and recorded in this piece of paper was enough. But if that was true, then why was there such a sense of loneliness about the drawing: not hers – she was calm and perfectly still – but that of the person looking at her, the artist himself?

‘A hypnotic relation between the subject and the spectator is established in all Giorgione's pictures. This derives partly from the motionless, arrested scene, and partly from the unwavering look in the eyes of the portrait subject… The stillness produces the unrest.’

‘It's …’ He cleared his throat. ‘It's a remarkable picture.’

‘Yes.’ He handed it back to her. She returned the picture carefully to the folder, which she tied neatly together. ‘So I think you understand that I wouldn't want to give it to your magazine – any magazine – either for a thousand, fifteen hundred pounds or … Or however much.’

‘I agree,’ said Jeff. ‘It's a very private picture.’

She looked at him. ‘You're not a very dedicated journalist,’ she said. ‘But you are an understanding one. That must be a disadvantage in your line of work.’

He shrugged.

‘Will your editor be as understanding?’

‘I don't think it's a sackable offence. Especially since I'm only freelance and so, strictly speaking, don't have a job from which I can be sacked.’

‘That's reassuring,’ she laughed.

Their meeting was over. They descended the cool stairs. She opened the door. Jeff thanked her, was about to shake her hand when she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. There was nothing sexual about it, but neither was it the standard continental air-kiss that was as conventionalized as a handshake. There was an intimacy about it that could not be accounted for, either by their getting stoned together, or because of the interview or because of the picture that he had just seen. He said goodbye, stepped out into the fierce heat, and heard the door shut jarringly behind him.

He walked back to the vaporetto stop at Campo d'Oro thinking, for the tenth time that day, that it was even hotter – otter – than it had been earlier. The vaporetto came quickly and was unusually empty. If nothing else, he was getting fantastic value out of his three-day pass. He stepped aboard, found a seat at the back and reached into his assortment of bags for the Dictaphone, wanting to listen back to what he had, to check the quality of recording. Instead of the Dictaphone, he pulled out his digital camera. Fuck! He had forgotten to take her picture. He had failed to come away with the drawing and he had forgotten to take her picture. Of the three things he was supposed to have done, he had failed or forgotten to do two. And the one thing he'd not forgotten to do – the interview – had been sabotaged by forgetting to turn the fucking Dictaphone back on for the best part of it. He looked in his bags again: at least he still had the Dictaphone. He was in a panic, torn between getting off at the next stop, going back, ringing the door bell again and asking if she wouldn't mind, if it wasn't too much trouble, if he could … As with the email he hadn't sent the day before coming to Venice – ‘I just can't do this shit any more’ – he knew, even as he contemplated doing so, that he would not get off the boat, would not go back, would return to London empty-handed and would get told by Kulchur that they did not want him to do this shit any more because he could not be trusted – he could hear Max's voice rising – to do the simplest fucking thing that he was asked – not asked, commissioned, paid – to do! He knew also that as soon as he was told that they did not want him to do this shit any more he would realize how desperately he wanted to keep doing this shit that he did not want to do any more. He wished he was not stoned, wished he could think clearly. That was something else he remembered about getting stoned, one of the reasons he'd gradually stopped doing it: there always came a time, when you were stoned, when you wished you weren't stoned, when you needed to not be stoned, needed to think clearly. Venice was sliding past, glinting and greeny-gold, watery. Many of the grand palazzos were adorned with large banners publicizing Biennale-related art events and exhibitions. Glancing round, he saw that the vaporetto had filled up as it had stopped at whichever stops it had stopped at since he had got on at his stop, was actually very crowded. Well, what could he do now, about the photo that he had not taken? Nothing. The best thing was not to think about it, not to worry.

A lot of people got off at Accademia, but even more piled on. The boat pulled away and passed under the bridge. As it emerged on the other side he saw Laura on the low arch of the bridge, leaning on the rail. Birds slid and swooped, over the bridge and under. She was wearing a white dress, was shading herself from the sun with a parasol – ah, so that was what it was, not an umbrella, of course it was not an umbrella. If she had been looking down at – or even along – the canal, she would surely have seen him; but she was looking – smiling – at the person she was talking to, a man, a guy Jeff's age or a little younger. It was obvious, even from this glimpse, from the way she was facing him, the way he held himself in relation to her – one hand on the bridge rail – that they were not in the midst of a walk through the city together; no, they had just bumped into each other. All of this passed through Jeff's mind in less than a second. He could have called her name. He was still debating whether this was or was not the best thing to do when it became – gradually and suddenly – too late to do so. Too late! Calling out her name had ceased being an option and had become a source of regret.
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