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            ‘So we picked you up … and set you down before food, and said: Eat, build up your strength so that you can exhaust it again obeying us.’

            J. M. Coetzee, Life and Times of Michael K
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         On the worst nights, it felt as if everything encroached at once. The rain found every gap and inlet, soaking into the earth and rising back up through the strata of flattened cardboard on which we slept. The cold breached all our bundled layers – our damp and matted jumpers, our cast-off coats and scavenged sleeping bags. Often, I awoke to the sound of fights outside, clumsy fingers rooting for hidden valuables, a man’s boozy breath in my ear. I slept in my clothes and boots, tucked my scant cash in my sock. People who knew me left me alone. Others I had to hurt a couple of times before they learned.

         Dawn was always a relief. The night was over, the trials of the day not yet begun. Whatever had passed in the darkness was forgiven. For a few seconds, as the sun offered its first tentative touch and the sky, on a clear day, lost its blackness and became first bruised and then bloody, those of us that lived on the encampment – that stubborn mess of tents and lean-tos, sheets of tarpaulin and stolen boards propped against poles and trees – were briefly allowed to feel all the things denied to us in the night and through much of the day: faint hope, tentative warmth, a moment of ease.

         So to all the other insults and injustices of that day, the violence of the officials’ arrival and the destruction of their passing, I must add this: that they caught us, whether deliberately or not, at our freest.

         I heard them before I saw them: a low, hive-like hum down the road. I guessed the time at soon after six. It was early March. The morning still carried the residual chill of that year’s long winter, but you could feel the promise of spring in the air. When I pushed aside the draped tarpaulin under which I slept and rose stiffly to my feet, I saw that others had already gathered and were staring off down the road, towards the deepening drone of whatever was approaching. For a strange, still moment, it seemed like the most natural and ordinary meeting of people: a small group of neighbours, hands on hips, speculating as to what was afoot. But then the convoy rounded the bend, and in an instant we were alone and scrambling, neighbours no more.

         The more military-looking police were at the front: two vans with grilles on the windows bearing black-clad, visored officers. Behind them were ambulances, uniformed cops, and buses for whoever the task force managed to round up. Lastly came the vehicles of non-specific destruction: the JCBs and bulldozers, the skip trucks, an unmarked van filled with contracted workmen in hard hats and hi-vis overalls.

         We scattered. People ran for the pieced-together structures that had been their homes and began throwing things into bags, tossing aside tarpaulins and ground sheets, uncovering their secret caches of money, food, drugs. There were children in some of the tents, and they began to scream, which set off the panicked barking of the encampment’s dogs. As people shouted to each other, language became an irrelevance. Wherever you were from, a global shorthand was at work: police, trucks, run.

         I managed my fear by cataloguing my minor advantages. I was fast, I was alone, I had attached significance to only a few small possessions. Humble comforts were a trap. You fought for something that kept you warm, but then it came to mean something to you, evolved into some meagre symbol of achievement, and you clung to it, even as it slowed you down. Around me, as I began to run, too many people were making this mistake – hamstrung by what they carried, stumbling as they dropped unwieldy items under their feet.

         By this point I’d gathered my rucksack and the little bundle of valuables at the bottom of my sleeping bag and was moving quickly. The encampment had been pieced together on a patch of waste ground, recently cleared to make way for development. A raised train track and arched bridge provided shelter on one side. Beyond that was a high fence that marked the border with a largely disused industrial estate. This was the direction in which most people were heading. Once over the fence, the empty warehouses and equipment stores, the huddled buildings and maze of units that formed the estate, would offer ample opportunity to scatter and, like droplets of spilled water absorbed into the earth, vanish back into the city.

         For a moment, the shouting, the chaos, seemed to diminish. The fence was in our sights. Briefly, I glanced back at the broken-down boxes on which we’d slept, the scattered cans and pots from which we’d eaten. It was, I thought, a perpetual cycle. Detritus, repurposed, became possessions. Now our abandoned belongings were trash once more.

         Beyond what remained of the encampment, the convoy was fanning out. One of the police vans swung rightward, heading towards the fence, clearly intending to cut us off. People began to shout again. As those in the middle of the crowd saw the approaching van, they changed their minds about the fence and peeled off, making instead for the other side of the encampment. I tried to tell them: If we all stay together, they’ll never be able to stop us. But panic had set in. We were disparate, confused, vulnerable.

         Just as the first few people reached the fence and began to climb, the police vans stopped and threw open their back doors, releasing a trio of barking Alsatians. There is something primal, something wild, about the human response to an attacking dog. It gets in your blood, is carried to every major organ. As the animals fired themselves into the crowd, our trembling herd-selves took over. We were gazelles on a plain, outrunning death. Those with children, by instinct, swept them up, pressed them to their chests, wrapped their hands around their heads. Ahead of me, someone fell. People leapt over the tangle of limbs, not even stopping to see who it was, perhaps fearful that recognition would give rise to pity, pity in turn to hesitation.

         By this time I was being pushed from behind, carried along by the panicked swell. Ahead, I could see policemen pulling people from the fence. Only a few had made it over. I turned, briefly stalled, then made for open ground. Behind me, I heard the urgent percussion of paws. Within a few steps, the dog was on me, clamping its teeth around my ankle, bringing me down, then moving its jaws up to the collar of my coat. I rolled onto my back. Looking down, under my chin, I could see the eyes of the dog looking back at me, surprisingly calm. The dog growled and tightened its hold, its nose now pressed against my throat, its rancid breath hot and damp against my jugular.

         Around me, the screams and shouts, the engine noise, the bootsteps and bellowed orders to stand still seemed to fade, until I could hear, instead, my own pulsing blood in my ears, the rhythmic breath of the dog and the beat of its heart against mine. I lay back, softening. The dog placed a paw on my chest, warning me not to struggle. I thought of all the blood in all the veins of all the animals, human and otherwise, on that rough patch of ground, all of us breathing together, in stasis and tension, and felt myself, almost relievedly, give in.

         I reached up and laid my hand on the back of the dog’s neck. It sharpened its growl, warning me. I patted it gently and it calmed again.

         ‘Alright,’ I said to the dog. ‘Alright.’

         Out of the corner of my eye, I saw black steel-capped boots approaching. A man’s voice said, Stay there. Because there was nowhere else I could possibly be, I obeyed.

         
             

         

         Navigating the system, you become accustomed to the dingy impersonality of certain settings. Across the country, at any given moment – across, I assume, the world – lives are unravelling in rooms of crushing uniformity. Interview rooms. Advice rooms. Holding rooms. Rooms with nothing more than a simple desk, a single strip light, and a burnt-out worker typing notes while you lay out your case. On the wall, always, there is a generic canvas of a flower.

         The particular room in which I found myself contained two men. The desk between us was less a working surface than a barrier, stretching from wall to wall and bolted at both ends, meaning I had to enter through a separate door and hallway. It was a neat statement, I thought: the clearest signifier of bureaucracy, repurposed as a blunt communication of division. The men across from me were protected; I was held at bay.

         They were not the usual faces of officialdom. They seemed to have attended a recent PowerPoint presentation on the projection of sincerity. They leaned across the table, nodding at everything I said. Both of them had loosened an extra shirt button, as if an open collar was the gateway to an open mind.

         ‘We apologise for the set-up,’ said one. ‘We don’t get to choose the rooms.’

         ‘If we were running the show?’ said the other. ‘Very different story.’

         I said nothing. The tactic in these situations is always to say nothing. There are legal factors, of course, but really it’s a matter of principle. I don’t engage with authority because I don’t tend to recognise it to begin with.

         ‘We see this a lot,’ said the first man. ‘The whole quiet thing.’

         The second man folded his hands on the table, cocked his head to one side and tightened his lips, a pose I imagined gradually evolving through an instructor’s subtle corrections of form.

         ‘People have had a lot of bad experiences,’ he said. ‘It’s a barrier.’

         I looked between them. It was dawning on me that they were neither policemen nor council workers. They wore no identification or badges. Their clothes were slim-fit, pastel toned, expensive. Man number one was wearing a watch that monitored his unwavering heartbeat.

         ‘Let’s maybe introduce ourselves,’ said man number one. ‘Break the ice a little. I’m Seth.’

         ‘And I’m Ryan,’ said man number two.

         ‘Maybe you’d like to introduce yourself now?’ said Seth.

         I stared at them, saying nothing.

         ‘OK,’ said Seth. ‘That’s fine. Like we said. Lot of bad experiences. Lot of mistrust.’

         ‘And also, we know who you are, anyway,’ said Ryan. ‘So the introduction would really just have been, as Seth said, an icebreaker.’

         The statement was delivered flippantly, but was clearly intended to be unnerving. I remained unmoved. Of course they knew who I was. Their precise role might, at that stage, have been unclear, but they were still, in one way or another, representatives of the authorities. After picking us up, the police had fingerprinted us all at a makeshift processing centre located, ironically, on the same semi-abandoned industrial estate towards which so many of us had tried to flee. After fingerprinting, we’d been divided up according to a system that remained undisclosed to us. After that we’d been photographed, then divided again. Finally, a man in shirtsleeves who, without quite knowing why, I knew immediately was not a policeman, called my name and, after checking me off a list, shepherded me into a private room, where I sat for long enough to lose all sense of time, and from where I was ushered, stiff-legged, exhausted, disoriented, into an unmarked car and driven, via a deliberately circuitous route, through suburban South London to a featureless office complex on the periphery of a peripheral borough, inside which was the room I now occupied, adrift in time, shaky with hunger, more bored than frightened. The announcement I was known meant nothing. Clearly, I was here because I was known, because I had been, in some way not yet revealed to me, selected.

         I decided to fix the men with a slight, knowing smile and sustain the expression regardless of what they said or asked me. People in authority find this unsettling. If you’re lucky, they start babbling.

         ‘Your name is Maya Devereaux,’ said Seth. ‘Do you mind if we call you Maya?’

         I moved my eyes from Seth to Ryan and back again, still with that faint smile.

         ‘You’ve been homeless for about a year,’ Seth continued.

         ‘Give or take,’ said Ryan.

         ‘You’d been at the encampment over a month,’ said Seth. ‘Which puts you there pretty soon after its inception. Before that you were most likely at whatever encampment preceded this one. You know how it goes: one borough breaks up a hotspot, a week later it magically reforms across town.’

         I decided to concentrate on my breathing: keeping it even, keeping it slow. When they stepped outside and talked about my case, I wanted the word they kept circling back to in their minds to be unfazed. By this point in my life I didn’t even really have to act. I’d sat on this side of numerous similar tables. I’d stared at an incomparable number of thickly painted walls and deeply worn carpets. I could have discoursed at length on the subject of mass-produced airbrushed canvases.

         ‘You’re English,’ said Seth. ‘We know that.’

         ‘Just in case you were planning on using the whole please, no English routine,’ said Ryan.

         ‘You have no disabilities, no impairments, no history of mental breakdown,’ said Seth.

         ‘Or none recorded, anyway,’ said Ryan.

         ‘Right,’ said Seth. ‘Lot of undiagnosed stuff in situations like this. We understand that.’

         ‘Actually,’ said Ryan, ‘we can help with it.’

         ‘We can help with a lot of things,’ said Seth, giving me what he clearly thought was a significant look. ‘If you let us.’

         They were quiet again. My breath was a count of four in, four out. I had placed one hand on the table in front of me. I began tapping my forefinger lightly against the tabletop every few seconds, like a dripping tap.

         Seth smiled. ‘You’re a tough nut to crack, Maya,’ he said.

         ‘You know,’ said Ryan, with exaggerated gentleness, ‘we have facilities here.’

         They let that sink in a moment, searching my face to see if anything registered. Clearly disappointed, Seth clarified.

         ‘A canteen,’ he said. ‘Showers.’

         ‘Free to use,’ said Ryan.

         They looked pointedly at my hand, the finger of which was still calmly tapping, as if trying to draw my attention to its condition. I didn’t need to look at it. I knew its condition intimately: sharp-nailed, callused, deeply grimed.

         ‘We’ve got clothes too,’ said Seth. ‘We already know your measurements, so …’

         ‘Good to go,’ said Ryan. ‘Say the word and it’s done.’

         Tap … Tap … Tap.

         Finally, they looked at each other. A question, followed by an agreement, passed calmly and silently between them. They were used to this, I saw. There were processes they could follow, stages through which they could move. A quick glance, and the tactics wordlessly changed.

         ‘OK,’ said Seth. ‘We understand.’

         ‘We’re asking a lot of you,’ said Ryan.

         ‘We’re asking you to trust us based on nothing,’ said Seth.

         ‘The year you’ve had,’ said Ryan, ‘trust has probably not been something you’ve been dispensing freely. We get that.’

         ‘I mean, look at the situation here,’ said Seth. ‘You’re woken at dawn, chased by dogs, arrested, fingerprinted, bundled off to some sort of … facility.’

         ‘You’re going to be wary,’ said Ryan. ‘You’re going to be understandably and perfectly reasonably on guard.’

         I stopped tapping, folded my hands, said nothing.

         ‘So,’ said Seth. ‘How about a bit of background?’

         It was beginning to dawn on me that none of the usual routines appeared to be forthcoming. No threats, no thinly veiled disgust, no ostentatious pity. Instead, Seth and Ryan had the air of men about to deploy a brochure, pitch some rare opportunity to invest. I knew the signs because I had done it myself: puked out sales patter, turned glossy literature in the direction of sceptical targets. I couldn’t decide what would be more insulting: threats or promises. I felt confidently immune to both, but my patience for platitudes was finite.

         ‘We work for Green,’ said Seth.

         They let that sit there a moment, accustomed, I sensed, to some sort of reaction.

         ‘You’ve heard of Green, I assume?’ said Ryan.

         When I didn’t answer, Seth continued.

         ‘Tech solutions, communications, web content, search. Your basic highly disruptive global player.’

         ‘Yadda yadda yadda,’ said Ryan. ‘You get the picture.’

         ‘We work in a very specific department of Green,’ said Seth. ‘Giving.’

         ‘Not a department you will necessarily have heard of,’ said Ryan.

         ‘Green don’t tend to trumpet it, because that would be undignified,’ said Seth. ‘But they are very much in the business of giving.’

         ‘And we’re tasked with targeting that giving,’ said Ryan. ‘Because untargeted giving isn’t really giving, it’s just … seepage.’

         ‘Hence,’ said Seth, ‘the opportunity programme.’

         He said it with a flourish, spreading his hands palm upwards, somehow including me in whatever the phrase was intended to indicate. There was a long, expectant silence, during which I maintained my static smile and shuttled my eyes from Ryan to Seth and back again.

         ‘People usually get excited at this point,’ said Seth.

         ‘Not, like, crazy excited,’ said Ryan. ‘But, you know, tentatively hopeful and intrigued.’

         ‘Actually though,’ said Seth, ‘your reaction is very promising. Different, but promising.’

         ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ said Ryan. ‘You’re thinking: this is just another revamped work programme. This is slog your guts out for less than minimum wage and help the government get their numbers down.’

         ‘You’re thinking,’ said Seth, ‘fuck that.’

         ‘But this,’ said Ryan, ‘is not that. This,’ he said, pausing for emphasis, ‘is a unicorn.’

         
             

         

         The aim, Seth and Ryan said, was to humanise homelessness. Select a candidate, offer a comprehensive second chance, then make that second chance public and build a following. Wealthy corporations giving a percentage of their money away had become the norm; broad-brush philanthropy couldn’t cut through the noise. People wanted a singular arc, an outcome attached to a face, a narrative of measurable change with which they could engage. Payoff was an even split: a new life for the candidate, brand boost for the sponsors.

         ‘And before you say anything,’ said Seth, pausing proceedings while his grand announcement of my individual-in-question status still hung in the air, resonating with significance, ‘we know what you’re thinking.’

         I still had not, at this point, said anything. I wondered if they really did know what I was thinking, if that was part of the programme.

         ‘You’re thinking: why me?’ said Seth.

         This was not what I was thinking, but I had to admit that the question was interesting, and so I said nothing.

         ‘We did a lot of research into the encampment,’ said Ryan.

         ‘Ran a lot of data,’ said Seth. ‘Got to know you guys pretty well, I must say. You, however, really stood out.’ He leaned forward across the table, hands clasped. It seemed to me that by this point he’d settled comfortably into the idea that he would simply monologue until I seemed to understand.

         ‘The … I don’t want to say problem, so I’m going to say unique challenge, with a project like this,’ he said, ‘is empathy. Specifically: individual empathy. Because everyone empathises with the homeless up to a point, right? I mean, people empathise with the idea of homelessness. I bet if you did a poll that just said, Should a wealthy company like Green help the homeless?, you’d get a pretty overwhelming response in favour of assistance. And, you know, we could do that. We could do the vague, generalised, giving-money-to-charity thing. But we wanted to think a little bigger, or in some ways, a little smaller. We wanted something, or someone, people could really get behind. Someone they could go on a journey with. We wanted the whole thing to be less abstract, more …’

         ‘Personal,’ said Ryan.

         ‘Right. Personal,’ said Seth. ‘So we started looking around, doing our research, pulling a few profiles. And what did we find? To be honest: a whole lot of obstacles.’

         ‘Which we totally empathise with,’ said Ryan. ‘I mean, we understand those obstacles and we sympathise.’

         ‘But we had to be practical,’ said Seth. ‘Because what we’re asking people to do here is get behind someone, to believe in them, to follow them on their journey, and to be totally blunt about it, there are some journeys nobody wants to go on.’

         ‘Like, for example, the journey from drug-addicted wreck to still being a drug-addicted wreck,’ said Ryan.

         ‘Or from illegal immigrant to deported immigrant,’ said Seth.

         ‘Downer,’ said Ryan. ‘Right?’

         ‘What we found was that quite a lot of the journeys we encountered were pretty much just subtly adjusted versions of that journey,’ said Seth. ‘Meaning they weren’t really journeys at all, they were just … dead ends.’

         ‘Because look at this from Green’s point of view,’ said Ryan. ‘It’s not just about the starting point, it’s about the destination.’

         ‘Right,’ said Seth. ‘It’s both. The individual in question has to be someone the general public can empathise with and feel drawn to right away …’

         ‘And then grow closer to …’ said Ryan.

         ‘And then ultimately end up in a really good place with,’ said Seth.

         ‘And much as we wish we could construct that journey with someone who’s really … you know … on the skids …’ said Ryan.

         ‘The truth is that it would be difficult,’ said Seth. ‘And somewhat risky.’

         Seth settled back in his chair again, wrapping me in the satisfied, confident gaze of a man who feels he knows precisely what he needs to know.

         ‘And then we found you,’ he said. ‘And we were like: hello. Because you’re not really like the others at the encampment, are you, Maya?’

         It seemed he’d decided he was going to try to get me to speak again.

         ‘I mean, you must have felt that, when you were there?’

         He was more determined this time, more sure of himself.

         ‘There must have been a feeling of … difference,’ he said.

         ‘Separateness, even,’ said Ryan.

         I decided to reintroduce the beatific smile. In some ways, it was genuine. They’d mistaken facts for insight. They thought that knowing me and knowing about me were the same thing.

         ‘Look at your background,’ said Seth. ‘You’re not an immigrant. You’re not, as far as we can tell, a user of hard drugs. You don’t have any criminal convictions. And a year ago you were …’

         ‘Just like us,’ said Ryan.

         Seth smiled. ‘Or nearly like us, anyway,’ he said.

         ‘You had the potential to be like us,’ said Ryan.

         ‘And where has that potential gone?’ said Seth. ‘Potential doesn’t just vanish.’

         Ryan shook his head. ‘It’s still there,’ he said. ‘Weaker, maybe. But still there.’

         ‘After all,’ said Seth, ‘it’s only been a year.’

         ‘A year,’ said Ryan. He looked me up and down, taking in my matted hair and blackened hands. ‘Think what’s happened in a year.’

         ‘And then,’ said Seth, ‘think what could happen in another year.’

         Ryan spread his hands palm upwards, signifying infinite possibilities. ‘Good things,’ he said, raising one hand higher than the other as if they were a set of scales, ‘or bad things.’

         ‘A year like the year you’ve just had,’ said Seth. ‘Or a different year. A better year.’

         ‘That’s kind of where we come in,’ said Ryan. ‘Because our research suggests very strongly that a personal narrative that becomes public or shared is a narrative that is far more likely to remain on course.’

         ‘It helps the individual in question shape their lives,’ said Seth. ‘It gives them a sense of meaning and purpose. And meanwhile it helps the people around that person understand their life, and extract wider meaning from it.’

         ‘So you can see,’ said Ryan, ‘why the story we choose is so important.’

         ‘Toothless, violent crack addict. Starts off homeless. Briefly enjoys not being homeless. Makes no inroads into the crack habit. Gets homeless again.’ Seth waved a hand in the air. ‘Like, what’s that story saying?’

         ‘Whereas,’ said Ryan, his voice softening as he rather transparently tried to engineer what he would no doubt later describe as a moment, ‘young, attractive professional, peripherally employed in the tech world. Makes a few perfectly understandable mistakes. Gets perfectly understandably depressed. Loses her job. Misses her rent. Winds up homeless. Gets offered a second chance by a benevolent organisation. Cleans up. Goes to work. Gets back on her feet. Maybe meets someone. Maybe gets married, buys a house, has children …’

         ‘Now that’s a story,’ said Seth.

         ‘Your story,’ said Ryan. ‘If you want it to be.’

         They both sat back, making a show of being spent, as if they’d given it all they had, and now were forced to rest.

         The urge to walk out of there was near-total. They weren’t the first to have tried the inspirational approach. They were no different to the men who tried to slip into my tent at night, I thought. Empathy was just another tactic of manipulation. Even if our desires aligned, they had to be shown, out of principle, that what they wanted was of no consequence to me, that I had no interest in helping others by accepting their help.

         But then I thought about the last year of my life: the first few nights on the street, when I’d managed to sleep only in the pre-dawn hours, when sheer exhaustion enabled me to close my eyes without immediate and startling fear; the way the cold, that winter, seemed to take up residence beneath my skin, in my bones and organs, so that even when I had the money for a cup of tea or something to eat I would sit huddled against the radiator or heater in the cheapest cafe I could find and still be unable to stop shivering. I thought of voices and hands in the urban dark; moments of terror beneath underpasses and in the darkened corners of car parks; the people I’d had to fight off; the man out of whose arm I tore a chunk of flesh with my teeth. These were people just like me. I either dispatched them or made my way with them for a while, watching them struggle, watching them, in two instances, die: one from hypothermia gone alcoholically unnoticed, the other from an infection left stubbornly untreated. I thought of the shelters and hostels into which, after too many nights outside, I’d begged and harangued my way: rows of teetering bunk beds in a reclaimed warehouse near Pentonville prison; mattresses on the floor of a church. I thought of the grim, despairing rooms in which news of failure was dispensed; the desperate clamour of drop-ins where people pleaded their cases over the din of other people pleading their cases, holding up shattered Samsung phones through which brothers and sisters and far-flung friends tried to translate the money and shelter that were being denied. I remembered the nights at the encampment, sleeping with my rucksack in a lover’s embrace, the rain crawling in under my tarpaulin. I looked down at my hands, noticing the way that the dirt was not so much on the skin now as under it, absorbed into cuts and scratches which then healed over. I could, I thought, smell myself, there in that over-lit, over-heated room. I could smell Ryan and Seth too: the detergent they used on their clothes, the halo of cologne in the air around them. How long? I thought to myself. How long can you live this story when you know how it ends?

         They were looking at me, poised, slightly tense. I nodded, opened my mouth to let what scant air there was in that little room trickle down into my throat and wake up my voice.

         ‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’m listening.’

         
             

         

         Two hours later, forms filled, consent given, certain rights predictably waived, I stood, for the first time in perhaps two or three years, in a hotel, naked, my clothes in a pile at my feet, alone and momentarily safe.

         I stared at the bed before me. It was the bed of sleep-deprived fantasies: fat white pillows piled three deep, complex layers of sheets and blankets, the linen with that stiff near-shine of industrial laundering. Without going any nearer, I imagined I could feel the cool gloss of those sheets on my skin, the mounting warmth of my cocoon as I lay inside it.

         It felt strange to be naked, to not be doing anything about my nakedness. Nights of elemental exposure had acclimatised me to being clothed. Even on the occasions I was able to shower, I kept the time I was undressed to a minimum. Nudity was a vulnerable indulgence, a gamble. Now it seemed a luxury in itself.

         I wanted to be as clean and fresh as the bed when I got into it. The feeling of laundered sheets on showered skin, the particular luxury of the sleep that follows, had long been one of my pleasures. Before, in my old life, I’d always scheduled fresh sheets for a Friday night, so I could wash away the residue of the office, drift into a restorative sleep, and wake refreshed. Back then, I was washing away a working week, sleeping off five early starts. What was I washing away now? How much sleep would it take to rebalance a year of unrest?

         The shower cubicle was a crystalline lozenge in the corner of the windowless bathroom. I set the water running and listened to its pattering hiss and the whine of the extractor fan as it siphoned off the steam. It wasn’t the first shower I’d had in a while, but it was the first in too long to remember that was fully private and scalding hot. My habit had been to shower weekly or fortnightly, depending. A day centre near London Bridge offered the kind of all-in-a-row showers that reminded me, unpleasantly, of PE lessons at school: the demeaning, shameful ritual of developing bodies thrust into unnecessary proximity that always followed the demeaning, shameful ritual of developing bodies thrust into unnecessary physical competition. At the day centre, shame was not an issue. We were all well past awkwardness. But the lack of privacy still stung. Sometimes, I would seek out a gym that offered free introductory sessions. There, I would walk straight past the sweat and clank of the weight rooms and make for the showers, which at least, in the more upscale establishments, were separated from each other by thin, shoulder-height divides.

         On a shelf in the shower was a row of bath products in matching bottles of mossy green. One by one, I began dumping their contents into my palm, catching wafts of seaweed, eucalyptus, lime. I didn’t even care which substance was supposed to perform which specific task of de-griming. I wanted to cover myself in all of them: shampoo, conditioner, body scrub, moisturising cream. My hair was tangled and knotted, but the slippery fluids swept through it, glossed it with silicone. Though it was less tangled, I did the same with my pubic hair, which was untrimmed and abundant, before working my fingers around my vagina and performing the kind of washing you never feel quite able to do in a communal shower. When I was done, before reaching for the towel and patting myself dry, I stood a moment, the cool but not cold air refreshing against my skin after the sting of the water, watching as the whining extractor fan sucked up everything evaporating from my body and flung it out into the night.

         Finally, I stood ready, scrunching my feet into the thickness of the hotel carpet, staring at the bed, feeling in a rush my exhaustion, which, like my blood, seemed to have been brought to the surface of my skin by the shower. I knew exactly how my head would sink into the pillow, I thought, how my shoulder would broach the mattress, how I would pull the covers to my ear and feel, just as I always felt as a child, when my mother had tucked me tightly into bed and rubbed her hand over my hair until I squirmed, that so long as I was covered nothing could harm me. I reached out, pulled back the blankets. Tucked beneath the mattress, they resisted me. I peeled them open from one corner like a sardine can and slid myself inside, packaging myself up. The linen was just as I had imagined, the pillows soft, but the sheets and blankets squeezed me too tightly, as if lashing me to the bed. I kicked at them, pulled them first one way, then the other. Then I got back out of bed and tore them free completely. But now they were tangled, and when once again I got beneath them they were heavy, oppressive. I threw some off, then all of them. But then I was exposed, naked, victim again of that childhood sense of there being no shield, no armour against the things I might imagine in my sleep. Finally, I gave up and left the bed completely. In a corner of the hotel room, wedged against a wall, I made a bed for myself that was tolerable. One pillow, a single blanket, the carpet rough and the floorboards beneath it firm.

         As I slept, I dreamed I was in a van full of naked, barking women. When the van stopped, the rear doors were opened, and we poured out, slavering, into an encampment of frightened and fleeing dogs.

      

   


   
      
         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Slowly, I eased my way into hotel life. After a couple of nights, I graduated from the floor to the bed. A few days after that, I ceased my routine of creeping down to the breakfast buffet, smuggling cereal and coffee back up to my room and eating in bed with the television blaring. I began to accept that my presence was sanctioned, that I was not some interloper about to be detected and expelled. I started dressing for breakfast, going downstairs with my hair wet and my skin still raw from the shower, sitting at my little corner table like a travelling executive, summoning from the staff another helping of eggs, fresh coffee, pastries. I realised I had become something I had not been allowed to be in some time: just another person, a body in a roomful of bodies, hardly worthy of a second glance.

         My stomach was unused to regular and substantial food. I had a bout of constipation, then diarrhoea. I kept telling myself that I should eat as much as possible, that I still didn’t know how long this might last or when the chance might come again, but my appetite was still low, subdued through months of sporadic consumption. It was at the stage now where hunger was not always something that registered beyond the day-to-day hum of my body. I had to remind myself to eat, even when it seemed I didn’t need to.

         Either through boredom or mounting confidence, I became bolder in my explorations of the hotel. I used the spa, the lounge, the bar. Twice, I ordered a massage for myself. Physical contact had been hard to come by. When it did happen, it was furtive, fleeting, muffled by layers of damp and musty clothing. On the massage table, I tried to practise being touched in a way that had my well-being at heart. The masseuse seemed to understand. She was slow and patient, the action of her fingers firm but never invasive.

         With nothing to demarcate my days, time became formless and vague. This was hotel time, TV time: endless and slow and gooily soft. I wondered if, amidst all this indulgence, I was really returning to myself, or simply losing myself anew. I’d been sharpened through a year in which only the most pressing necessities merited attention. In the hotel, the guiding edge of my need became blunted. I ate in advance of hunger, stayed warm enough that even imagining a chill became impossible. The result was that I felt myself vanishing. Who would I be when there was nothing left to want?

         I kept expecting Ryan and Seth to appear, but for over a week there was no word, only the occasional delivery of clothes or other items they clearly regarded as essential: a laptop, a mobile phone, a backpack. At some point, it seemed clear, this state of rest would end. I was almost beginning to welcome the idea. This was the longest I had remained still in months. The urge to move, to be, was overwhelming.

         I could, of course, have walked out, returned to the streets. More than once, I stood in the hotel lobby, backpack in hand, ready, or so I thought, to disappear back into the bustle. But what would I be returning to? Amidst the chatter of night shelters, squats, encampments, certain wisdom is common and unchallenged: that chances are few and difficult to grasp. What would be the worse future – seeing this through and finding it flawed, or running away and never knowing what this was? And anyway, I would think, turning from the doors and the sunlight, leaving the breeze behind me and retreating to my room where the window couldn’t be opened, the streets would always be there. That, in a way, was their beauty. Other plans, other lives, could be attempted and abandoned. If you’d survived them once, the streets would always take you back.

         Finally, Ryan and Seth appeared. A message was sent to my room. I found them in the hotel lobby, which doubled as a cafe and workplace for passing freelancers. A long counter ran along the generous window, at which sat a row of young, sharply haircutted, slim-silhouetted men and women tapping away at silver laptops and sipping complicated coffees. It struck me that everyone in the city is unsettled, unaccommodated, hustling. We are all, each in our own way, looking to poach the things we need in order to shape an existence. Food, Wi-Fi, an electrical socket, space, shelter, peace. The only difference is in the order you ascribe to your needs, the money you can spend to have them met.

         ‘Maya.’

         Ryan and Seth were seated at a shin-high table around which were arranged four chairs. They both stood when I arrived. Seth held out a hand, which I shook.

         ‘You look …’ said Seth, then shook his head, as if words wouldn’t do.

         ‘Wow,’ said Ryan, leaning past Seth to shake my hand.

         Seth took pictures on his phone, moving round me, experimenting with angle and light. When he was done he tapped around on his screen, executing a final command with a flourish of his forefinger.

         ‘Sent,’ he said.

         ‘Sent where?’ I said.

         ‘Instagram,’ said Seth. ‘We’ve made you an account.’

         ‘So far it’s basically just us being you but we’ll give you the login and you can start getting your own content up there,’ said Ryan. ‘You know: selfies, pictures of what you’re eating. That kind of vibe.’

         ‘What I always say to people,’ said Seth, ‘is don’t overthink it. Just make it a habit. Part of your day. That way the content stays fresh.’

         ‘Not that freshness is really going to be an issue here,’ said Ryan, ‘given your background. It’s like, pictures of food and fluffy white pillows are popular whatever. But for you? Pictures of food and fluffy pillows are a whole new thing. They’re …’ He frowned, searching for the word. ‘Moving.’

         I sat down in one of those chairs that masquerades as an easy chair but which then, when you sit in it, reveals itself to be far too firm. I held out my hand, gesturing towards Seth’s phone. He looked briefly hesitant, then handed it over with exaggerated ease.

         I ran my finger up and down the screen, scrolling through posts. The account was called Maya’s Journey. At the bottom were pictures of the encampment’s scattered remains being dumped into skips, cheerfully captioned with things like Out with the old! and Lot of memories here, but the future beckons! Then there was the shot of me they’d taken when I was first held and processed: padded with warm and waterproof layers, glaring puffy-eyed at the camera. I felt a shiver of recognition, as if I was looking clean through my exterior, into the rawness within. Finally came the shots he’d just taken. Me, buffed and shined and superficially altered.

         I handed Seth his phone without comment. They pulled up the two chairs opposite me and did their little performance of getting comfortable – wriggling in, folding their legs in complementary directions.

         ‘So,’ said Seth. ‘How are you doing?’

         I shrugged.

         ‘Fine, I guess,’ I said.

         ‘Great,’ said Seth. ‘Really great. You want to maybe elaborate on that a little, or …’

         ‘The hotel’s nice,’ I said.

         Ryan seemed to seize on this – leaning forward and holding up a hand.

         ‘The hotel’s nice,’ he repeated. ‘That’s very good. That’s a real start.’

         ‘Why not snap a pic of your room?’ said Seth. ‘Say something like, Having an amazing time here at the Masterson Hotel?’

         ‘Maybe even tag them,’ said Ryan. ‘Like, Hey @mastersonhotel, thanks for the incredible room.’

         ‘Look at it this way,’ said Seth. ‘What’s the name of your Instagram account?’

         It seemed that their strategy for getting me to talk involved prising out the answers to questions that didn’t need to be asked.

         ‘Maya’s Journey,’ I said.

         ‘Right,’ said Seth. ‘So ask yourself: where am I on that journey? Where am I right now?’

         ‘And then share it,’ said Ryan.

         ‘And in sharing it,’ said Seth, reaching a hand into the space in front of him and drawing it slowly to his chest, ‘bring people with you on that journey.’

         I sipped my coffee. It seemed slightly diluted, lacking in body and bite. Already, my tastes and expectations were evolving. Everything had to keep getting better, or it would feel like it was going stale.

         ‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘you should tell me exactly what it is I’m supposed to be doing.’

         They exchanged a look.

         ‘Absolutely,’ said Ryan. ‘So. The job.’

         ‘As I’m sure you know,’ said Seth, ‘getting back into employment is basically a nightmare if you’ve been, or are, of no fixed abode.’

         ‘Just from a basic admin perspective,’ said Ryan. ‘Putting together some kind of history, gathering your references, trying to explain the gaps in your living arrangements, etcetera etcetera.’

         ‘Even finding some appropriate clothes for the interview,’ said Seth.

         Ryan nodded.

         ‘So what we’ve done,’ said Seth, ‘is we’ve totally squared that away.’

         ‘When we picked you out of the encampment,’ said Ryan, ‘that was the shortlisting process.’

         ‘And when we spoke to you afterwards and told you about the programme,’ said Seth, ‘that was the interview.’

         ‘It wasn’t,’ said Ryan. ‘But what we’re saying is that to all intents and purposes it was.’

         ‘There’s a lot of interest in what we’re trying to do,’ said Seth. ‘We were in a position of power, so we flipped the script.’

         ‘We said: Hey, you know what? If you want to be on board with this, if you want to be part of Maya’s Journey, then you’re going to have to send us an application,’ said Ryan.

         ‘And boy did we get some applications,’ said Seth.

         Ryan nodded. ‘It was application city.’

         ‘But after a robust auditioning process,’ said Seth, ‘a fairly clear front-runner emerged.’

         ‘Does the name Pict ring any bells?’ said Ryan.

         I shook my head.

         ‘Pict are major,’ said Seth.

         ‘Major major,’ said Ryan.

         ‘When we told them about the opportunity we were extending to you,’ said Seth, ‘they were very excited. They wanted to package an opportunity within that opportunity.’

         ‘And take it from us,’ said Ryan, ‘it’s a hell of an opportunity.’

         ‘Remember the unicorn of opportunity?’ said Seth. ‘Well that unicorn just had a baby.’

         ‘A baby unicorn,’ said Ryan. ‘You know how rare those are?’

         ‘You start on Monday,’ said Seth.

         ‘Start what?’ I said.

         ‘Think of it like an internship,’ said Ryan, ‘only with halfway decent pay.’

         ‘And a whole lot of perks,’ said Seth.

         ‘Right,’ said Ryan. ‘One of the real stand-outs of Pict’s application was all the stuff they bring to the table that isn’t work.’

         ‘For example they have I would say the best well-being programme of any company in this city,’ said Seth.

         ‘You start work with them,’ said Ryan, ‘and they start work on you.’

         ‘And at the end of it,’ said Seth, widening his eyes, ‘you’re considerably improved.’

         
             

         

         I had a few more days of idle quasi-freedom in the hotel and then, before I’d really allowed myself to digest what had happened or imagine what was to come, I was commuting to work on my first day, squeezed onto the Overground with however many hundred sweating and reluctant souls heading workwards. I had, I reminded myself, managed this once. Perhaps I could manage it again, even if, before, I had been unable to endure it for very long.

         People often describe a moment in which something snapped – a singular, sudden event. I wish that had been my experience, that I’d been able to reach the point I reached more efficiently. Instead, there was simply a slow fade, the gradual winding down of the mechanism that enabled me, day after day, to get out of bed as the sun came up, eat two pieces of toast, shower and dress, walk to the station carrying a cardboard cup of coffee that was exactly like the cardboard cups of coffee carried by all the other people walking to the station, slide unnoticed and unimportant through the stirring city, and arrive at a desk with nothing to look forward to but the moment I would be able to leave that desk and retrace my steps, eat, sleep, and begin again. By the end, I had fantasies of violence, of some terminal confrontational episode on my commute or in the office, but those instincts went unrealised. Instead, I simply stayed up deeper into the night, slept less, rolled into work later and later, completed an ever-dwindling fraction of the tasks allotted to me, until I was quietly, blessedly, let go. That was the exact term my manager had used as he sat in front of me in the smallest, coldest meeting room our building contained, shuffling a printed summary of my shortcomings and transgressions: You’re going to be let go. I remember marvelling at the irony, the release and relief it implied. All our babble about the importance of work, and this is the euphemism we choose to describe its ending: the same phrase we whisper in the ear of a dying relative; an expression best applied to the return of an animal to the wild.

         Of course, one letting go begets another. Once I was let go from work, I began to let go in a far more generalised way. This was also something that was said to me: You’re letting yourself go; don’t let yourself go. I wanted to say, No, you don’t understand, I’ve been let go. I couldn’t tell if I was proud or ashamed, if I’d failed at something that was expected of me or succeeded at something I expected of myself. Either way, the letting go was comprehensive, and as it continued, the people around me began their own process of letting me go in turn. I had the stink of failure on me by then. People were wary of it. They lent me money once, but never twice. By assisting me, they seemed to feel they were encouraging me, validating what they saw as my choices. In return, I let them go too. I remember my father, sadly counting out five-pound notes the last time I saw him, stopping only when I placed my hand on his and said, Please don’t, Dad. Rent became due, then overdue, then due again. Arrears mounted; patience wore thin. I found myself let go a final time.

         Now, here I was, doing it all again. I can’t say I was excited. I can’t even say I was particularly happy. Instead, I felt only the perceptible easing of my musculature that accompanies the arrival of money where before there was none. Just as when you sleep on the streets you become accustomed to the distinctive and persistent knotting of your body that results from never quite finding respite from the cold, so too when you’re poor you learn not to notice the way your shoulders creep always towards your ears, the way your fists are often clenched without conscious effort, the heavy ball of anxiety in the centre of your stomach that becomes indistinguishable from hunger or immediate fear, and the way, at night, you cease dreaming and begin simply counting, tallying the steady bleed-out of your resources.

         I looked around at my fellow passengers, all of them selecting one of the two or three permissible poses for the self-respecting commuter: leaning against the carriage partition, holding a rail with one hand while scrolling through emails with the other, or folded neatly into their seat, pulling every external facet of their body inwards lest their limbs should touch those of a stranger. Were they happy? Most of them, I thought, looked exhausted. Their eyes were sunken, dark-rimmed; their skin was pale. Throughout the carriage there was the lingering waft of early morning bodily expression: dehydrated breath and long-incubated farts. Had any of them really planned for this? Was this genuinely what people had imagined for themselves? Or had they simply been discouraged, as all of us are, from imagining anything else?

         Outside, a rising mist swaddled the metropolis. It had a Mesozoic air, I thought – buildings looming out of the fog like pre-human beasts. This is how I had always imagined the city as a child: as a community of giants bestriding the landscape. Later, sleeping out under the buildings’ gaze, I had still sometimes seen it that way. Now, not for the first time, I would live and work amidst it. Five mornings a week, one season after another, in summer sunlight and hacking winter rain, this would be my reality. I would change, just as I had changed before. If I grew in the wrong direction, the city would correct me. If I could not be corrected, it would let me go.

         On the street where I was to work, the food sellers were already setting up their stalls for the lunchtime rush. The air was filled with the complex smell of culinary preparation: freshly chopped onions and peppers, fiery marinades, slow-cooked meat. A whole industry had been built around keeping workers like me fed. In their stalls, under thick tarpaulin and hand-painted signs advertising their wares, the food sellers worked with a smooth efficiency, chopping, washing, mixing. I imagined them rising at ungodly hours, layering up their warmest clothes, then returning again in the late afternoon, exhausted, reeking of stale oil and garlic, their fingers nicked by their knives.

         I turned down a narrow side street that was home to a small gallery, a design office, and an old-fashioned London cafe with checked plastic tablecloths that looked strangely embattled and out of place amidst the stalls of fashionable cuisine. The Pict office was at the far end, occupying a corner building. I pushed in through the revolving door and smiled at the woman in reception.

         ‘My name’s Maya,’ I said. ‘I’m supposed to start work here today.’

         She didn’t quite smile, just lifted her eyebrows and cocked her head. ‘So here you are,’ she said. ‘He’s expecting you.’

         She picked up her phone and dialled a single number. ‘Hi Harrison,’ she said. ‘She’s here.’

         Then she replaced the receiver and gestured to a row of comfy chairs.

         ‘Have a seat,’ she said. ‘Harrison’s on his way down.’

         Is it possible to dislike someone based solely on their name? I felt as if I resented Harrison before I’d even met him. Since his name was the only thing I knew of him, I had to assume it was the source of my prejudice. Or perhaps it was simply the environment: the receptionist’s not-quite-smile, the sense I had in places like this that they kept you waiting deliberately, so as to establish an imbalance of power. Such was my ingrained experience of officialdom: waiting anxiously in drab reception areas while the time of my appointment ticked by, watching as the people before me emerged from their ten-minute time slots, wiping tears out of their eyes and hurling abuse at some weary official.

         ‘Maya.’

         In my reverie, I had turned my attention to my hands, which I had rested in my lap. I was rolling my thumbs over each other, admiring the neat paring of my nails, the comparative softness of my skin, remembering the way my hand had looked as I tapped my finger on the table during my interview with Ryan and Seth. Caught unawares, I looked up quickly, slightly guiltily, and found myself meeting the gaze of a man in his early forties wearing selvedge denim and boxfresh Adidas, doing a kind of squinting smile he’d clearly been told was charismatic.

         ‘Harrison,’ he said, stepping forward and shaking my hand as I stood up. ‘I’m kind of the man around here but we try not to see it that way.’

         He turned and gestured for me to follow, walking quickly up a half-flight of stairs and following a windowless corridor to a keypad-protected door, talking as he went, not looking back as I trailed behind him.

         ‘I’ll do the guided tour,’ he said. ‘But you won’t take it in so don’t worry. We learn by doing. Here at Pict the aim is to get you doing as quickly as possible. No induction, no trial period, just go, use your instinct, your initiative.’

         ‘What exactly do …’

         ‘Do we do? Fair question. Common question. No-one ever seems to know what we do. You know why? Because when we do it well, no-one even knows that what we do needs doing.’

         He punched numbers into the keypad and opened the door onto an open-plan office filled with people tapping away at terminals.

         ‘This is where the magic happens,’ he said.

         No-one looked up. Most had headphones on. All were peering intently at their screens. In front of them, each had what appeared to be an oversized trackpad, across which they swept their index and middle fingers, left and right.

         ‘We’ve set you up over here,’ said Harrison, leading me to an empty desk in the middle of the room. ‘People are kind of excited, if I’m honest with you, so we’ve put you where people can see you. You’ll be more of an inspiration that way.’

         ‘Inspiration?’

         ‘Change your login after I’ve gone,’ said Harrison, pulling a spare chair up to my terminal and gesturing for me to sit down.

         He waved across the plastic desk partition to a woman in her twenties.

         ‘This is Naz,’ he said. ‘She’ll be buddying you. Naz, this is Maya.’

         Naz waved with one finger, smiled into the space between us without taking her gaze from her computer screen.

         ‘People don’t like to break flow,’ said Harrison. ‘Don’t take it personally. Couple of weeks, you’ll be zoning like everyone else.’

         He tapped away at my keyboard. The terminal came out of screensave to show some kind of dashboard. There were columns that said things like Viewed, Processed, and Removed. Under each column was a slightly ominous-looking zero.

         ‘Don’t worry about your numbers for now,’ said Harrison. ‘This is about settling in. We get that. Your goals are going to be different.’

         He moved to a column labelled Stream. When he clicked on it, a spinning buffer icon appeared, followed by a picture of a naked woman strapped to the underside of a horse, semi-penetrated by the probing tip of its enormous member.

         ‘Okey-dokey,’ said Harrison brightly. ‘You’re good to go. So. This is your first image. You swipe it, it gets replaced, you do another one. Simple as that.’

         ‘Swipe it?’

         ‘Left for no, right for yes.’

         ‘But no or yes what?’

         ‘Is this image appropriate? Yes or no?’

         ‘Appropriate for what?’

         ‘We try not to get too granular. We don’t get into, like, profound moral discussions or anything. And we don’t get sucked into the whole yeah but is it art vibe either. None of our clients are porn sites, so no real complexity there. You’ll read the guidelines, obviously. But my advice? If in doubt, swipe left. The kind of websites we’re working for aren’t really in the business of nuance. And yeah, OK, sometimes people kick up a fuss when something gets censored, in inverted commas, but not nearly as much as they do when they click on a link expecting a kitten and what they actually end up with is a picture of one man being sick into another man’s anus.’

         He swiped left on the woman being fucked by a horse. It was replaced by a grainy snapshot of a ten- or twelve-year-old girl, naked, on what looked like a cheap hostel bed.

         ‘That’s something you kind of have to get used to,’ said Harrison, swiping left and bringing up an image of two men on a beach, both in swimming trunks, their torsos bronzed, their arms around each other’s shoulders. ‘Aha, a right-swipe.’

         He turned to face me.

         ‘Simple, right?’ he said.

         ‘Sure,’ I said.

         ‘OK, so let’s go through health and safety. We take wellbeing very seriously here. Very seriously. We kind of have to, given the nature of what we do. So: first thing to say, if at any moment you feel triggered, don’t panic, just raise your hand in the air and a team supervisor will make their way over to you. OK? Don’t suffer in silence, but don’t suffer noisily either because that in itself can trigger others. You’ll touch base every couple of weeks with our on-site counsellor, just to make sure you haven’t seen anything that’s, like, burning a corrosive hole in your soul. Oh, and detoxes are mandatory. We send you away for a few days, you live on vegetable juice, do some yoga, you come back recharged and refreshed and ready to wipe even more shit from the face of the internet. Sound good?’

         I had no idea how it sounded. I was struggling to process what was being described.

         ‘Sounds good,’ I said.

         ‘First trip’s next weekend,’ said Harrison. ‘Timing’s perfect. You’ll have seen enough to need a cleanse, but you’ll still be fresh enough to be shaped. You’ll love it.’

         He swiped right on the bare-chested men, stood up, patted my shoulder, and vanished.

         I slid into the seat he’d vacated – ‘my’ seat – and fiddled with the settings to establish the right height and posture. Already, the office environment felt awkward against my skin. The air conditioning was too cold; the seat, which still carried the after-impression of Harrison’s body, was too warm. I lowered my screen a little, tilted it, then put it back to how it had been. Then I moved the oversized trackpad around the desk until the positioning of my wrist against its padded base felt halfway natural. I had forgotten the significance of these micro-adjustments, the way office life so quickly shrinks your bodily priorities, until even the slight over-extension of your mouse-finger can seem unbearable.

         The image on my screen, which had slid into place the moment Harrison had dispatched the men on the beach, was of a woman with a broken nose and two black eyes. I wanted to ask: What’s the caption? Conceivably, it could have been part of a police appeal, or a campaign against domestic violence. Equally, though, it could have been posted as a threat. I played it safe and swiped left, bringing up a woman in a porn-pastiche of a school uniform getting fucked by two anonymous male torsos with cartoon abs and skin that had been waxed to a cyborg shine. Again, I swiped left. Next was a little girl on a beach wearing a one-piece swimsuit, laughing as she ran from what was clearly a rapidly advancing wave. A quick swipe right and I found myself looking at an image of an old woman shot in merciless high-definition monochrome. She was naked from the waist up, staring straight at the camera, her expression one of profound and moving calm. I looked at the wrinkled sag of her breasts, the detailed folds of skin around her stomach, and felt confused.

         I looked up at Naz.

         ‘What …’ I said.

         ‘Uh uh,’ said Naz, not looking away from her screen. ‘Don’t get into the query habit. That way lies madness.’

         I swiped left, playing it safe. Now I was looking at two men, fully clothed, in a crowded city square, kissing. I swiped right.

         I told myself that, physically, if not mentally, I had endured far worse than this. I was warm. I was clothed. I was fed. Soon, I would have money. When I had money, I would have somewhere to live. As jobs went, this was not the worst I could imagine.

         I looked at the clock. Four minutes had elapsed.

         
             

         

         An hour later my eyes were beginning to burn. When I spotted Harrison striding purposefully towards me, I felt not the reflex tension that ordinarily accompanies the sudden proximity of your new boss, but a deep and desperate relief at the opportunity to sit back in my chair and angle my head away from the computer.

         ‘Maya,’ he said. ‘How’s it going?’

         ‘I think it’s going OK?’ I said, hating the questioning uplift my voice unconsciously appended to my answer.

         ‘You don’t sound very sure,’ said Harrison.

         ‘It’s going great,’ I said.

         ‘Great,’ said Harrison, somehow injecting the word with a spontaneity that suggested my previous answer had been struck from the record. ‘Quick query though. Your Instagram: what gives?’

         I wasn’t sure what he was asking. I tried to play for time by telling him what I was fairly sure he already knew.

         ‘Well it’s called Maya’s Journey, and I guess the idea is kind of—’

         ‘Right,’ said Harrison. ‘Pro-tip, OK? Any time you tell me something, assume I already know about it. Because nine times out of ten I actually do know about it, and on the one time out of ten I don’t know about it I probably don’t need to know about it. I’m not saying, Hey Maya, tell me about your Instagram feed which obviously I have already looked at. I’m saying, Hey Maya, I just looked at your Instagram feed and I’m not seeing anything about Pict.’

         ‘Oh. OK. I mean, I—’

         ‘Which is fine, to be clear,’ said Harrison, holding up both hands in a placatory gesture. ‘Because you’ve been here, what? An hour? And you’ve almost certainly had other things on your mind, so …’

         ‘I just wasn’t sure if—’

         ‘If Pict would welcome the publicity? If Pict, having signed up to be part of your very incredible journey, would want people to know that they’re part of your journey?’

         ‘If it was appropriate to—’

         ‘I see what you’re saying. You weren’t sure what Pict’s guidelines were around personal social media accounts and the expression of, like, opinions and interests on those accounts, and whether there would be some kind of …’ He gestured vaguely.

         ‘Conflict?’

         ‘Conflict. Right. And you know what? You’re right. Best to clarify. Because that can get messy. So, to clarify: no. There is no conflict. Does that help?’

         ‘It does, yes.’

         ‘Because, just to clarify further, in your situation things are not quite as clear as they might be for some people. For you, there is not really any distinction between work and personal social media presences because …’

         ‘Because of the programme.’

         ‘Because of the programme. Exactly.’ He put his hands on his hips and nodded once. ‘This was very productive, Maya. Thank you.’

         ‘No problem.’

         He strode off again, patting a couple of workers on the shoulder as he went. I looked up at Naz.

         ‘Snap a pic of the logo over the front door on your lunch break,’ she said. ‘Then put some kind of personal item on your desk tomorrow and snap a pic of that and say something about settling in and making the place your own.’

         ‘Thanks,’ I said.

         ‘Pleasure,’ said Naz.

         
             

         

         The flow of time was glacial, the working day a polar ice cap succumbing over aeons to climatic pressure. Set in uncomfortable juxtaposition with the near-stasis of the office, the timescales of my own body began to feel wild and frenetic. My heartbeat seemed inhumanly fast, my breath crazed and shallow. It occurred to me that I was experiencing butterfly time. A day had opened out to become a lifespan, revealing all the enfolded acres of time within it.

         At lunch I bought an enormous falafel wrap from one of the stalls and tried to eat it while walking, burning off the need to be in motion. I snapped a picture of the outside of the office and posted it to Instagram. I snapped a picture of my falafel wrap and posted that too.

         Back in the office, image after image of violence and degradation crossed my screen. Humans and animals, men and women, adults and children. Torture was popular, as was rape or the illusion of rape. At some point I must have been given someone’s entire cache of atrocity imagery to parse. I saw grainy historical photos of emaciated corpses, presumably Jewish, stacked in mass graves; Rwandan machete killings; napalm strikes in Vietnam; gangland executions in what looked like Mexico. Then there was a whole sequence of gross-out work: people vomiting and shitting, often onto or into each other; people baring their anuses for the camera; bloodletting; scarification; pain rituals. The question of whether to swipe left or right began to take on some deeper, darker meaning, as if the question were no longer what was acceptable in the context of the internet, or Pict’s determinedly vague guidelines, or even what was acceptable to me, as an observer, parsing this stuff, but simply what was acceptable, full stop, as if I was being asked to decide not on what images could be seen by others, but what actions could be performed in the first place. Was this OK? And if so, why not this?

         At five, everyone shut down their computers and began their personal processes of recovery, massaging their eyes, stretching their fingers, breathing deeply. I wondered what they would do after work, what strategies they had in place for erasing one day and readying themselves for the next. Ordinarily, I would have assumed they drank or rendered themselves comatose with drugs, but Pict seemed to take health seriously. I was already signed up for the detox retreat, and on top of that I’d received three different emails about meditation sessions, early morning pre-work yoga, a running club. I imagined them all listening to mp3s of self-hypnosis on the Tube, returning home to a dinner of raw vegetables, falling asleep to looping whale song and Amazonian bird-call.

         My process of recovery was less virtuous. I rode the Overground in the early evening light, watching the city shift into its post-work persona and trying not to imagine that I was now pressed into an enclosed and rapidly moving space with the owners of all the images to which I’d been subjected during the day. Was this perspiring, mouth-breathing, excessively staring man beside me, who had used his grip on the pole between us as an excuse to slide the knuckles of his right hand up and down my ribcage, the very man who had attempted to post a picture of a blow-jobbing tween to the internet not three hours previously? Was that refined-looking, heavily perfumed woman a few feet away, eyeing her fellow travellers with thinly veiled disgust, in fact the owner of an unnecessarily comprehensive image library of dogs being beaten with hosepipes?

         By the time I got off at my stop and walked back to my hotel, I was exhausted, slightly sickened. I wanted to be alone in a darkened room, eyes closed, senses down-tuned and muffled. I ate straight away so as not to have to leave my room later. I was, despite my enormous lunch, strangely hungry. The phrase keep your strength up kept stealing into my mind like the earworm hook of a half-remembered pop song. Keep my strength up for what? For staring at pictures? Or for the whole apparently endless ordeal – the daily commute, the long sit, the eroding faith in humanity? There were few fellow diners at that early hour – a clearly jet-lagged businessman, a small family of German tourists – but what few there were I tried not to look at. It was so much harder now, I felt, to sustain the veneer of distance and unknowing that makes sharing a city, a society, possible. Another layer of the world’s skin had been peeled back, and now everything was markedly more ghastly. I wondered if I might feel differently had the stream of horror been de-anonymised. Then, at least, the depravity could have been individuated. As it was, it seemed universal: the shared shame and mass brutality of our churning collective unconscious.

         Upstairs, showered and swaddled in a hotel robe, I tried to counter the day’s imagery with whatever innocuous output I could find on the television – a romcom, a film about an adopted chimpanzee, a documentary about children at play – but all I achieved, as I drifted into sleep, was a confused and strobing slideshow: couples kissing, holding hands on a nocturnal walk; a naked man with half his head caved in; two children building a sandcastle; a young black man lying dead on an American street, his brains splattered across the side of his car.

         
             

         

         The next day I did it all again, only this time my pre-work routine was coloured by the knowledge of what was to come. Already envisioning the water torture of images, I sought space in my own mind. As I dressed, I neither turned on the television nor looked at my Instagram feed. At breakfast, I found a table beside the window and tried to use the grey city view to ease my transition from the shapelessness of dream-time to the streamlined flow of waking life. But the sense of distance afforded by the glass seemed sinister, as if the city, and everyone in it, were now just a series of images on a screen.

         The feeling of remove remained with me during my train journey. Even when I was in physical contact with my fellow passengers, my body pressed awkwardly against theirs in the intimacy of the commuter crush, I was still acutely aware of life sliding by outside the carriage – a phenomenon I could now no longer experience in the flesh, but merely observe as it passed. By the time I got to the office and sat down at what I already thought of as my desk, a new certainty had taken hold: all the things I’d long imagined would help me feel a part of the world again – a job, a roof over my head, a small space carved out for myself in the vastness of human experience – had only made me feel more separate and shut out. Until a month ago, the city had been cruel, but it had always been open, and always around me. Now it seemed as if it was forever someplace else, distant and unreachable, despite the fact that I lived in it.

         Already, this early on in whatever this process would turn out to be, I found refreshment in even the slightest novelty, the tiniest crack in the surface of my routine. This morning, it took the form of a message from Ryan and Seth. They’d found me a flat; I was to live there from tonight.

         I spent the day visualising my new home. Layering up its details in my mind helped counter the effects of the images I was supposed to process. By mid-afternoon, it became so splendid, so gilded, so utterly divorced from any tangible reality that, not content with mere fantasy, I felt compelled to erect a scaffold of justification around my imaginings. With the level of public scrutiny this experiment was supposed to attract, I thought, the usual poky, gloomy bedsit would never do. The flat, like the project itself, would need to be a flagship, somewhere I could Instagram to my heart’s content. Such was the strangeness of knowing that my life was a ‘journey’. Now that someone was shaping my story, I imagined I could augur with confidence, make predictions based not on probability or experience, but on my understanding of narrative logic.

         The day done, another however-many images approved or erased, I google-mapped the address and followed the throbbing blue dot by bus and then by foot to a one-bedroom flat above a betting shop in E17. The lock was stubborn, poorly fitted. As I opened the door, I was met with conflicting odours: damp, fresh paint, weapons-grade air freshener. Inside, I found a tiny galley kitchen slotted awkwardly into the landing; a poky, windowless bathroom with a mildewed shower cubicle and no bath; a bedroom whose double bed left almost no room around the circumference, and a lounge into which the noise of the street below intruded so acutely that I had to check to make sure the window was closed. The only nod to indulgence was an oversized television, its screen still covered with plastic film.

         On the kitchen worktop was a white envelope with my name on it. Inside was a note from Ryan. He said they hoped I liked it and that I felt they’d got the ‘balance’ right. Naturally, they didn’t want to put me anywhere awful, or dangerous, but too much luxury would disrupt the arc. People wanted to see me work my way up, rebuild myself, not stumble into comfort. He used the phrase humble beginnings. He also said that they’d advanced me some money against my first pay cheque, and that I should think about buying some personalised touches for the flat. Keep it vintage, was his suggestion. Stuff that would get likes on Instagram. Inside the envelope containing the note was a debit card and a scrap of paper on which was printed what I assumed was my PIN. When I turned the scrap of paper over, I saw that Ryan had written Don’t forget to burn me! on the reverse.

         I took off my coat and shoes and paced the flat from the back wall to the front. Then I lay down on the bed and stretched out. I had never lived alone. From the day I left home, my life had been a procession of housemates. Some were friends, some were simply presences in places I’d rented. Then I was on the streets, where true solitude is all but impossible. Even in the hotel, I had been able to fool myself into an imagined communality. I went downstairs for breakfast and dinner; at night, I heard muffled voices from other rooms, footsteps and whisp-ered discussions in the hall. Here, I would wake alone, eat a bowl of cereal or a piece of toast standing in that tiny kitchen in the half-dark. In the evenings I would come home to that chilly, unlived-in feel. I would switch on lights, the heating, the television. Then I would kill time, eating and staring at the screen, until I slept.

         
             

         

         The week came and went, thickening into familiarity. Then the weekend intruded. I had devoted my attentions to settling in at work, using the flat only as a place to sleep, shower, and eat, like some sort of purely functional recharging dock. Without work to go to, though, the flat became inescapable. I had no option but to find a way of living in it.

         I ate my breakfast sitting on the sofa, a bowl of cereal wedged into my crossed legs, a spoon in one hand, my phone in the other. Ryan and Seth had said that a trip to buy things for the flat would be popular on Instagram. I thought that perhaps if I took the time to scroll through my feed then I could gather some ideas.

         Ryan and Seth had followed people on my behalf. It was an odd selection: tech types and industry notables, lifestyle bloggers and assorted members of what I could only term the general populace. But despite this supposed diversity of users, taste was surprisingly universal. It was a scavenged aesthetic: people drank out of jars, ate their food off tiles. Their tables and chairs seemed not so much purchased as reclaimed, with rough, deeply grooved and heavily stained surfaces. The apartments in which these objects appeared were all too often white-walled and bare-floored, like museums or galleries designed to best exhibit the carefully grimed junk.

         In their clothes, as well, people seemed to be once again, as they had when I was a teenager, courting the forces of decay. Distressed denim had made a return. Chunky jewellery fashioned from repurposed trash was in evidence. And yet, like the white walls and crisp bed linen of the apartments so carefully stocked with key pieces of detritus, this nod to erosion was set always against a glossy contemporary backdrop. Makeup was pristine; bodies were tanned, toned, and scrubbed to a resonant glow. It was a strange, slightly unsettling juxtaposition. Was the purpose of all that scuffed detritus to lend an added aura to the whitewashed walls and moisturised skin? Or was all that maintenance, both architectural and bodily, in the service of better highlighting the impeccable, selective eye that had picked out those key decaying details?

         One area where perfection and purity still stood unopposed, however, was food. In the average Instagram meal, thrown-together chic made no appearance. Instead, nutrition had been elevated to its own kind of art form. Scrolling through images with my thumb, I passed picture after picture of deep-green smoothies, lattes with hearts and swirls embossed into their dense white milk-foam, neatly layered burgers held together with miniature flags and displayed alongside salads that looked like they’d been assembled one leaf at a time. Breakfast in particular had become a sort of ritualised offering to the Instagram gods. Eggs, usually poached, were everywhere, always with an artful slit in their side, their bright-yellow yolk dribbling out over rustic bread. All the food emphasised health. There was talk of eating clean, eating raw, detoxing. Food was assessed not only by its appearance and taste, but by its supposed properties. This smoothie was great for energy, that breakfast offered emotional sustenance. Accordingly, meals were always photographed with a kind of beatific, filtered glow, as if everyone I followed on Instagram only ever ate breakfast at sunrise and dinner at sundown.

         And yet, I thought, finishing my humble bowl of cereal, there was so much of it. Experienced as a stream, my Instagram feed was an exercise in deranged collective gluttony. Everyone into whose life I had just voyeuristically peeked may well have been perfectly healthy alone, but together they were participating in a shared mania, a mass binge.

         I looked around at my small lounge, which I had barely used in the few days I’d lived here. It was fine, habitable. I’d seen and lived in far worse. The sofa was a faded, floral affair, faintly stained but basically clean. The carpet was an inoffensive blue-grey, worn and marked in all its most commonly traversed places. Did it really matter what items of furniture and decoration I bought for the flat when I would only be retracing the steps of all its previous tenants anyway? I imagined person after person before me, male and female, navigating the confines of this living space – standing in the kitchen on the darkened, roughened patch of linoleum in front of the toaster; carrying their breakfast or snack along the worn trail that led to the lounge; settling down into the pre-existing divot on the sofa and thumbing the buttons on the TV remote as a globule of jam or butter fell from their toast and landed squarely in the half-erased ghost of an oily stain gone by.

         
             

         

         One of the worst aspects of living on the street is that you feel as if all your failures are written on your body: the poor choices, the instances of appalling luck, your habits and shortcomings and diseases. Walking from my flat to the shops, I realised all that was gone. I was simply a woman in jeans and a sweatshirt, fingering folded money in her pocket. For the people who passed me, I would no longer be the subject of conversation, as I always imagined I had been before. God, I saw this woman today … they’d say to their partners, their housemates, their family, as they unpacked their shopping or unwrapped their takeaway and settled down to food and cups of tea. Perhaps now, instead, I would make those remarks to someone else, about others. Was that progress? The speed of society’s forgiveness was both reassuring and troubling. This was a world that had spat me out without hesitation or remorse. Now it accepted me back without interest or apology. In doing so, it caused a new kind of vanishing. I was lost in the throng, making the same journeys as all my fellow city-dwellers, scrolling through pictures of all the same objects as everyone else, wondering if I too could own them.

         It was a busy Saturday morning. In front of me, the street market was in full flow. Fruit for a pound a bowl, e-cigs and cheap incense, cushions and knock-off fashion. Behind the stalls were the small, determined businesses: international groceries, second-hand mobile phone shops, fabric merchants. All around me, people were fingering produce of various kinds – hefting mangoes, running a thumb over a bolt of silk, haggling over the price of batteries.

         I started by buying fruit and vegetables, toiletries. Several stalls further down I came across a set of cheap patterned throws that I thought might enliven my flat’s shabby furniture. I quickly had too much to carry. I was hanging flimsy plastic bags from every finger. A man waved to me from behind a pile of semi-ripened bananas, gesturing at his stock and holding up a battered wooden packing crate. Buy some bananas, he said, and he’d throw in the crate for free. After I took him up on his offer, he helped me pile my purchases into the slatted wooden box, then lifted it up to save me bending down. It was the first time since coming off the streets that I’d taken the weight of anything. I was aware of an early, almost unnoticeable change in my body: I felt stronger, fuller. Before, when I’d been unexpectedly required to engage in physical activity – dragging scavenged flotsam back to the encampment, for example, or being woken, as on that last morning, by the sudden arrival of threat from which I had no choice but to run – I had always been acutely aware of the empty reservoir of energy from which my muscles were trying to draw. I was forever running on fumes, and my body, operating always at the outer limits of its reserves, shook with panic and effort as a result. Now, as I took my crated haul of food and toiletries and woven fabrics from the man on the market stall, I felt the muscles in my arms and back and torso reach deep into the core of myself with their roots, tapping new sources of previously unavailable nourishment. It was a strange moment to feel powerful – stood there in front of a market stall with the shouted prices of fruit and vegetables ringing in my ears. I wished, in a way, that it had occurred at another time – when I was chased down by that dog, for example. But of course, if I had not been weakened and caught then, I would not have been strengthened and stood here now.

         As I turned away from the stall, my box of purchases in my arms, a new question nagged at me. Where would I put this strength now that I had it? What was the point of being strong if I was no longer fighting, fleeing, or resisting anything? What would happen to all that energy if, finding no outlet, it turned inward, and fed on itself?

         By the time I thought this, though, I was already rubbing up against the limits of my new-found physical ability. It was a fifteen- or twenty-minute journey back to the flat, but in less than half that time I was sweating and shaking. At the corner of the long road that led back to my new home – a road which inclined just enough to make me feel that I should summon more energy before beginning this last leg – I put my box on the ground and leaned against a wall, running the back of my wrist across my sweating brow and taking a few deep breaths while my biceps and thighs momentarily recovered. It was a kind of ego-check, a slightly deflating encounter with reality. I’d had a brief glimpse of how far I’d come; now my body was offering me a long, deep look at how far I still had to go. That previous year was archived deep in my physiological record. It would take more than a few square meals and a few decent nights’ sleep to erase it. Probably, I thought, it would never entirely disappear. It would merely scar over, its presence no longer strong enough to affect me, but its traces permanent, visible, rough to the touch.

         As I lifted my head back up and opened my eyes, I became aware of a woman crossing the road towards me, her gaze making it clear that I was in her sights. I recognised her immediately – not her features or her clothes, which were the usual palimpsest of found items layered over one another – but her gait. She had a stiff-legged stagger, as if each step were a controlled fall. Her name escaped me, but I had run into her two or three times, as tends to happen in the comparatively small circle of shelters, hostels, and food banks. She had, briefly, been at the encampment, but I had not spoken to her then, and after a short time, like many people there, she had melted back into the world. At least once, though, we had talked – in a communal dining hall filled almost exclusively with homeless men. We’d eaten together, then showered together, speaking only occasionally. She’d told me she expected to be housed any day.

         ‘Hey,’ I said as she stepped awkwardly up the kerb on my side of the street. ‘Hey, it’s …’

         I couldn’t quite explain to myself why I was so pleased to see her. It was, in many ways, awful to see that she was still out here. But hers was the first familiar face I’d seen in a long time; the first person with whom my own experiences, however loosely, aligned.

         ‘I don’t want to trouble you,’ she said.

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s … Don’t you …’

         ‘But I’m just trying to get a few quid together for a bite to eat, and …’

         ‘We …’

         ‘I haven’t eaten today. I don’t like to ask. I’m not asking for much. But if you’ve got even just a bit of change …’

         It was clear she had no recollection of me at all. I wondered if it was the context that had confused her, or simply her desperation. In this state, I thought, she might not recognise anyone. All she would be looking for would be the possibility of help.

         ‘You know, I used to be …’ I said.

         ‘Even if it’s just a quid,’ she said. ‘Anything.’

         ‘Of course,’ I said, giving up on reminding her, but feeling as I did so my own sadness at letting the memory go. I felt in my pocket for my money, then remembered with an awful, sickening lurch that I’d dropped my last few bits of change into the hand of the man on the market stall as a thank you for giving me the box. I could have given her a note, of course, but to my deep disappointment I found I didn’t want to. I’d had so little for so long, I thought. Now I had to be careful with what was mine.

         ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘I gave the last of my change to …’

         I watched her face fall, knew only too well the feelings behind her expression.

         ‘Sure,’ she said, turning away. ‘Never mind.’

         ‘Why don’t you take some fruit?’ I said, gesturing to the food in my box, which was on the pavement at my feet. I reached in and held up one of the throws I’d bought for the flat. ‘Or what about this? This could be quite warm. You could …’

         She looked at the throw, at my sad bunch of bananas, and then at me, at my face, at the pathetic pleading she could no doubt read in my eyes. Her lip curled, and she smiled – a smile not of kindness, but of pity.

         ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said flatly, and began walking away, her body rocking from side to side as she moved slowly forward on those stiffened legs.

         I watched her go, the emptiness that had followed my over-exertion now opening out into something wider and deeper, leaving me entirely hollow. Here I was, I thought: stronger, healthier, safer, yet unrecognisable to myself and others, lost in the changes to which I’d been subjected.

         Standing there, beached by the receding promise of a recognition I’d craved and failed to find, a memory came back to me, arrowing its way through the cavernous space of my solitude. I remembered squeezing myself into a phone booth, wiping rain from my hair and eyes, feeding change into the slot with frozen fingers, and then, at the sound of a familiar voice, pressing the cradle to end the call, and listening instead to the hum of disconnection, the drumbeat of a deluge on the phone booth’s roof.

         
             

         

         Back at the flat, my instincts conflicted with each other. I wanted to shut myself away; I craved the comfort of food and warmth, television and soft furnishings. At the same time, I knew those things had separated me not only from the woman I’d just met in the street, but from the person I’d been when I met her before. I was glad to be home, and yet I knew it wasn’t my home, that nowhere would ever really be my home. But then, I thought, perhaps that was exactly the reason I should enjoy it as much as I could: because it wouldn’t last; because one day I would find myself missing it the same way I now missed what had gone before.

         I tried to distract myself with nesting. I cleaned the bathroom, polished the mirror, laid out my little bottles of shampoo, conditioner, and body wash from the hotel. There, they had blended perfectly with the aesthetic of the bathroom – the folded towels and sparkling fittings. Here, like any souvenir displaced from its origins, they looked foreign and ill at ease.

         I opened out the throws I’d bought at the market and spread one across the bed and the other over the sofa. They were cheap and thin, but they were colourful, and something about the mere fact of colour was pleasing to me. I wished, quite suddenly, that I had bought more things in more lurid colours. The white walls not only of my own flat but of seemingly every flat on Instagram appeared suddenly characterless and oppressive. I wanted to live among fleshy pinks and bloody reds, the veiny blue of Mediterranean skies.

         Now that I’d emptied it out, I took my crate to the bathroom and scrubbed it down. Washed and scraped, the cheap wood came up in a pleasing blonde. I positioned it at an artful angle to the corner of my sofa and dressed it with a cup of steaming tea. Then I snapped it from various angles, selected the best, and posted it to Instagram with a caption about the best things costing nothing. I was referring to financial cost, but when I read it back it seemed to mean something else, some deeper, more permanent toll.

         I made pasta with cheap pesto and ate it on the sofa staring blankly at the television. One of the side effects of narrativising my experiences so consciously was that I now had no tolerance for the life stories of others, either fictional or real. Instead, I wanted the vague and slow-moving ur-story of the Earth, the deep emptiness of the cosmos, a journey with no arcs or stages or achievements. As I watched a probe orbit Mars, my phone flashed and vibrated repeatedly. In the infinite space-time of social media, my humble market crate was echoing and sparking. People were posting hearts and kisses, prayerful hands and smiling faces. Briefly, I felt the lost warmth of recognition. But between the two objects of my attention, I was confused as to the source: the instantaneous response of Instagram, or the timeless expanse of the galaxy, where a signal could travel for light years and never meet with meaning.
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