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In my dreams, I see Doctor Herzog pivot over the railing of his balcony. Flailing like a rag doll into the darkness, limbs akimbo. 

He hits the spiked iron railing dividing his property from the street below, skewered at the spine.

Suddenly he is stock still, like a statue. Just his eyeballs rolling. Snowflakes settling on his face, white against white hair.

And then his collection, his precious collection, fluttering down seconds later, one plastering itself over his face, as though dead eyes could still read. Gazing down, I can almost make out the words. Some nights I think I can, if only I could get a fraction closer. I can almost discern the spider-like signature on the letter. I can see each and every hair and eyelash. So why can’t I read what is written?

In this dream, euphoria washes over me. Elation at what I’ve done.

But I know, objectively, logically, I’m too far away, too high up to pick out those details. And, anyway, it’s far too dark. So, I know these are just fantasies, the products of delirium played out in my mind.

Other nights, I’m trying to stop him from jumping. Pleading with him. But I can’t hear my own voice. I don’t know what I’m saying, but I know I’m trying to help him. But it’s too late. He throws open the window and, with the deft, flowing movements of a dancer, jumps.

I’m at the window, craning out, looking down with a sick revulsion as he falls in slow motion. The result is the same, but I don’t stare. I turn away in a blind fury, my bile rising.

Sometimes there are people with me. I am not alone. But their faces never come into focus. They are always just beyond my sight. I suspect they are people I have met since. So, these dreams must represent the least likely scenario.

But how do I know? I’m sick. These days, everybody’s sick.


      ***I had taken lodgings near the docks. My rooms smelled of tallow and fish stew and sweat soaked leather. Steam hammers struck over and over in the middle distance. I shared a tiny garret, all steel and glass and smooth artificial surfaces in the late Pre-Pulse style when we could still build like that, with my trunk and its few contents.

Occasionally, I would play cards in the back room of an inn. Win a little, lose a little, but never give away my name or history. I felt estranged from the place of my birth, of my boyhood adventures, where my condition first manifested itself. Perhaps I simply did not want to be reminded. Perhaps I had come back to die. Perhaps my reasons were not that complicated.

I had no visitors and few people to visit. Other than those who had to for reasons of business, nobody knew I was in the city. Few were even aware I was in the country. Or so I believed, until two events in close succession showed that I was wrong.

The first was a letter, hand delivered to my lodgings with my full name, Jonathan Cartier, written in a flowing hand on the envelope. It had arrived whilst I sauntered aimlessly through the wharves, a shadow quickly forgotten by the stevedores. I could get nothing out of the old woman who was employed to cook and clean. She had seen nothing. Did I think she had time to watch for comings and goings? She would get nothing done that way. The Devil makes work for idle hands.

I broke the wax seal—a touch I found equally theatrical, pretentious, and preposterous—with foreboding. Inside was a single buff-colored card, on which was written in a neat gothic hand, Doctor Cornelius Herzog requests the pleasure of your company on…

The second event took the form of a trench-coated figure in the doorway. The card still in my hand, I silently cursed being too absorbed to have ensured the door was fully closed. The man leant on the doorframe, conscious he did not, strictly speaking, have the right to enter my room.

“Somebody has a sense of history,” he said, motioning towards the broken red wax. “It’s been a long time since I saw anybody seal a letter like that. Maybe only in children’s stories.”

“Have you come to arrest me, Inspector?” I said as evenly as I could. “I understood the matter to be closed.”

“I don’t think you would have returned if you thought that was a possibility. It was taken out of my hands long ago. My job is not without politics. It is like swimming in a sea of shit. You can only ever see so much. But there are questions I would like to ask, for my own satisfaction.”

As I had not asked Inspector Bertrand to leave, he assumed he was free to enter. He propped himself against the breakfast bar of the open plan studio, glancing down at the city through the dirty plate-glass windows.

“For example, and I’m taking it as read that you killed him,” he waved away any objections on my part, “how did you know that Kristian was about to embezzle you? I’ve been over it in forensic detail. I cannot work it out. You cannot possibly have known at the point he was killed.”

“I didn’t know.”

“But you killed him. Then you ran away. Why? What other motive could you have had? You must have known. But, simultaneously, you couldn’t have done.”

My forehead throbbed, a single isolated point just above my right eye, slightly towards my temple. “I didn’t know.”

Bertrand smiled. We both knew I hadn’t denied killing Kristian.

“I think there are good things that came out of the Pulse, you know.” He nodded at the letter.

“Writing letters?” I could not hide my incredulity. “Hundreds of millions died. Maybe billions.”

“Not letters as such. But somebody has to make the paper. Somebody has to make the ink. Somebody has to make the shoe leather of the person who delivers it. What I can’t work out is what everybody used to do before the Pulse. People do things with their hands now. It’s better.”

He had a point. “I traveled with a man called DeSouza. He had a theory about why everybody is so damned miserable. It’s because all the books survived. Books are old technology, but they describe a golden age. We can still read about sending messages in an instant to somebody half a world away or holding machines in your hand that can tell you where you are, anywhere in the world, down to the nearest finger width. But we have returned to a world of ink pens and sealing wax. That’s why he thought everybody is the way they are.”

“I have a handheld in a box somewhere,” Bertrand mused. “Useless thing. My grandfather’s, I think. Maybe my wife’s grandfather’s.”

“There are people who collect them.”

“There are always people who collect useless things.”

“Or things that can’t be made use of.”

He smiled, almost laughed at my allusion to the information he sought, and with that he was gone.

I looked back at the card. Doctor Herzog. It was two years since I had seen him. In fact, the last day I saw him was also the last time I saw Inspector Bertrand. It was a short meeting, in Bertrand’s office rather than the interrogation room. There was a view of the church from it. The atmosphere had altered. No more the mental chess match, Bertrand trying to extract a confession by means of leaving me no logical alternative other than to admit my guilt. He didn’t know whether to sit or stand, a foot on his chair, fingers tapping a letter on the leather-topped desk.

“Vassily has withdrawn his statement,” he said.

“What does that mean?”

“Why would Vassily do that?”

“What does that mean for me?” I asked.

“It means that you’re free to go. But why would Vassily do that?”

I did not furnish him with a response. Instead, I went straight to Doctor Herzog’s office. His nurse opened the door. She knew me well by sight. Moments later, Herzog came out of his consulting room, wiping his hands on a towel. I had no idea why he did that. All he had to do for his patients was listen to them.

“I’m leaving the city,” I said.

Herzog raised an enquiring eyebrow.

“So, obviously, I am discharging myself as your patient.”

“Do you think that’s wise? Your condition has shown little sign of improvement.”

“Exactly why a change is a good idea. A warmer climate. They’ve opened South America again. I thought I’d go there.”

Herzog paused, adopting the friendly, calming doctor’s voice as though trying on a more appropriate tie. “Jon, we’re talking about episodes of violence associated with prolonged mental blackouts. Not a bad head cold.”

“I came to inform you of a decision. Not to seek advice.”

“Even so, as your doctor…”

“You are no longer my doctor,” I snapped.

After that, I do not remember what happened. The next I knew, I was walking along a wide avenue, an autumn breeze catching the leaves. My head throbbed with the hangover of recent anger, but my knuckles were not chaffed, my forearms were not strained from punching. I concluded I had simply left.

However, I had departed Doctor Herzog’s office, I had clearly not killed him, and never once thought that was likely, as here he was, two years later, inviting me to dinner. Herzog and Bertrand, book-ending the last two years of my life.

I find it hard to describe how I felt looking at Herzog’s invitation. Irritation bordering on anger that he had found me. And, if both he and Bertrand were aware I was here, who else knew? I was inclined to throw the note into the black waters of the docks, to pretend I had never even received it. But then a subtler plan occurred to me. The doctor was well off. Even in the emotional turmoil of our sessions, I remembered picking out those telltale details: the cut of his suit, the mirror polish of his shoes, the easy manner that only comes from a comfortable situation. I no longer represented a good risk to any bank or official moneylender here. The doctor, however, may have been given to thinking in terms more honorable, more gentlemanly, than collateral and cumulative interest.

Maybe I could touch him for money.

That night by the light of a candle I wrote a short letter accepting his invitation, adding that it would be good to see him after so long and that, hopefully, I would find him in good spirits. Then I studied his original note and wondered how I could read so little into it. Just a yearning, an uneasiness. And a hope for the future based on little but faith. But nothing more.


      ***The curious aspect of my decision to withdraw from Doctor Herzog’s treatment was that it initially proved correct. The blackouts, the evidence of violence, my violence, which I kept finding afterwards—all of it vanished.

But it had been replaced by something far stranger.

My strongest recollections of the day I left were the heavy thumps of wet ropes against the hull as we slipped our moorings. The sudden sway underfoot as the tethered beast was given its freedom. The calls from the harbor hands, the shouted instructions. A family waving for the benefit of one of the other passengers, the father in a dark suit, his raised arm static, palm open, as though trying to catch the chair’s eye at a public meeting. The mother, face intent, mouth agog, holding down a hat in the spring breeze with one hand, gesticulating in fits and starts with the other, as if attracting a waiter.

I watched them until the ship reached the mouth of the harbor and the swell of the open sea kicked in. They turned and went, as did I. I had no family to see me off. They believed I had killed Kristian and, whilst willing to pay off Vassily, were unwilling to let me back into their bosom. I was banished, exiled.

When I emerged onto deck again, having been unable to read in a swell that would no doubt only get worse, we had left the coast far behind. All that remained of my home was a gray-black tongue between the blue-gray of the sky and the gray-blue of the sea. Never before had I left land, not in any significant sense. Now, I would not see it again for almost a month.

There were five other passengers. Ravette was a burly, bearded engineer who had spent four years repairing the highway network in the Balkans, expanding both cobble top and charging points. He was now under contract to do the same for another three in Mexico. Oil and gas had long since run out. Wells and refineries that escaped the firestorms following the sudden, savage solar activity were destroyed in the ensuing civil unrest. That, or they eventually ran dry. The Pulse made all prospecting equipment more sophisticated than a literal stab in the dark inoperative. There were minor shallow strikes, but anything dependent on oil or gas, even if it could live without a silicon chip to control it, quickly went thirsty. The roads became deserted, many returning to nature or becoming narrow strips for horse carts and thieves.

Over the decades, people became used to living with the Pulse, a misnomer, as it made it sound like a singular event rather than a continual bombarding stream of solar energy. Machines could run on electricity—there was plenty of that to be had, generated from wind and wave and, the root cause of all our problems, the sun, or even steam—but now they were guided by human minds and hands. “Digital” reverted to its previously archaic status as a term relating to the fingers. Sixty years after the Pulse began, industry had pulled itself up sufficiently to produce crude electric cars and trains in numbers. The city-states of Europe began to reform into nation-states, which meant the joining up of long abandoned highways and railroads. That was Ravette’s world.
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