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			Gradually the sunken land begins to rise again, 
and falls perhaps again, and rises again after that.

			Charles Kingsley, Thoughts in a Gravel Pit

			

			. . . some things are drawn to water and behave differently when they are near it.

			Olivia Laing, To the River

			

			Behold, I shew you a mystery; we shall not all sleep, 
but we shall all be changed.

			1 Corinthians 15:51
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			Spending All Day with the Dead

			During his fifties Shaw went through a rough patch. That was how he put it to himself. His adult life had been, until then, perfectly normal. He had been determined on normality. Perhaps that had been the problem. Anyway, his life lost shape and five years were expended on nothing very much. They slid into themselves like the parts of a trick box and wouldn’t open again. He would wake up to himself with utter clarity in – say – a crowded first-floor noodle bar at night, talking to people he didn’t know while he looked down into a street full of brand-new motorcycles. Then everything would slip away again, to be lived at one remove for a week or two.

			A woman he met – one of several who instinctively discarded him during that period – came closest to defining what had happened to him. Her name was Victoria, and on greeting someone new her habit was to announce that she worked in a morgue. ‘Oh, I don’t mind,’ she would say vaguely, however you responded to that, ‘but then I’m someone who saw her first corpse when she was fourteen.’

			It was an effective line, especially in a Hackney pub on a wet Monday evening. A doctor’s daughter already in her forties, Victoria had bleak red hair, an eroded look and the studiedly flat humour of the high-functioning romantic. She was one of those people only partly aware of their own nervousness; half detecting that agitation, she would project it onto you, and say, ‘You haven’t really got time for me now, have you? I can tell from your voice.’ Shaw found it confusing at first. Some discipline was required, or you would be caught up and, becoming nervous in turn, start fulfilling the prophecy by looking at your watch. The night they were introduced she was drinking heavily, obsessed with something her father had once told her about a subspecies of people born looking like fish.

			‘Truly,’ she said. ‘Fish.’ She opened her eyes quite wide. ‘Don’t you think that’s amazing?’ 

			Shaw didn’t know what to make of her.

			‘I’ve never heard anything like it,’ he answered truthfully. He was more interested in the morgue. ‘How weird is that,’ he suggested. ‘Spending all day with the dead.’ To this she replied, with an inexplicable bitterness and as if referring to some pivotal event in her own life:

			‘Well, at least they never answer you back.’

			Victoria, whose surname was either Norman or Nyman, at that point Shaw wasn’t sure which, wanted to be talked into something, but that left him only the fish people to work with. Her father had described them as living in South America or somewhere similar. Most of them were born male, though it was women who carried the gene. They could live normally, do everything a human being could do. Isolated in deep estuarine valleys west of the Andes – perhaps stronger, certainly more intelligent than the ordinary tribes which had cast them out – they formed communities of their own, which, though small, survived and even thrived.

			‘If that’s so,’ Shaw said, ‘why aren’t there more of them? Why haven’t I ever seen one?’

			Victoria laughed the way laughter is reproduced on the internet: hahahaha. ‘Because this isn’t South America,’ she reminded him. ‘It’s Columbia Road. Anyway, it was just a joke of his on a little girl.’ She tapped her empty glass encouragingly, and when he got back from the bar added, ‘Perhaps you have seen one. Perhaps we’re all fish-people. Of one sort or another.’ 

			They met a couple more times, went to bed, argued back and forth in the way people do when they’re just slightly more than attracted to one another; but when, one night at the Spurstowe Arms, Shaw tried to put things on a more permanent basis, she shivered. ‘You seem like a decent man,’ she said, holding his hand briefly across a table littered with empty glasses and the remains of potato ravioli with wild mushrooms, ‘but you’ve forgotten what everything’s about.’ He wondered if he had. If he had, how would he know? What would be the epistemology of that? The rain was coming down outside the pub. People were running in and out with coats over their heads, laughing. Shaw had lost his nerve, Victoria went on to say, and she didn’t think she could handle someone else’s anxieties in addition to her own. ‘To be honest, I’ve never met anyone in such a panic.’ At the time this assessment seemed less hurtful than meaningless. Later he would have more than one chance to appreciate the clarity of it. Meanwhile life drew itself closed as suddenly as cheap curtains and they saw less of each other.

			Shaw’s problem wasn’t a breakdown. It was too late to be a midlife crisis. It wasn’t any of the predictable things. Perhaps, he thought, these periods of retraction happen in a life; perhaps you can’t be on all the time. The moment he felt free of it, he redirected himself like a parcel, as far from Hackney as seemed humanly possible; fetching up south and west of Hammersmith Bridge in a quiet suburban badlands between East Sheen and the Thames, bounded by Little Chelsea on one side and Sheen Lane on the other. There he rented a room in a Georgian house that smelled of dogs and fried food.
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			Washed Up

			There was no wharf on Wharf Terrace and no evidence there had ever been one. Authentic Georgian frontage remained for about half the length of the street, but the houses behind it had been subdivided long ago into warrens of small low-ceilinged rooms. Shaw’s room at number 17, which he took furnished, was at the very top of the house. Almost filled by a single bed and a stunted-looking wardrobe, it smelled like a charity shop. He thought that in better days it had been a passage or landing of some sort, which had served the more spacious room next door. From the window he could see between buildings to the Thames, where squalls of rain hung across the tideway in the mornings. There was a garden at the rear, full of dusty buddleia.

			Number 17 stood too far back to catch the river’s fogs; nevertheless it always seemed damp. Everyone there seemed to be someone else’s subtenant. Most of them were as suspended in their lives as Shaw himself. They came and went on a weekly basis. A smaller, more permanent core had the beginnings of careers over in Hammersmith or Fulham: though they would stay longer, places like this would be, in the end, less of a way of life for them. When the time was right they would move not on but up, to nicer rentals, to homes of their own, to the provinces. Meanwhile they had taken on some of the smell of the house itself. Above that they wore a layer of soap, antiperspirant and something Shaw couldn’t identify at all except as the smell of success. The men wore irreproachable Paul Smith suits and Ted Baker shirts from Covent Garden; the women were in middle management at Marks & Spencer – it was pretty full-on, you’d hear them say, but worth it for the security. Six in the morning, they left for their daily 7k in Richmond Park, each one gait-perfect, Pilates-balanced, thin as a ceramic knife in their BAM base layer and compression tights; at the weekends it was swim and spin.

			The women, particularly, presented Shaw to himself as a paradox: on one hand he didn’t seem to exist for them; on the other, his retro bowling shirts, teenage jeans and used-looking skate shoes were clearly an irritant. When he crossed them on the landings in the evening, talking in their twos and threes, his ready smile went unacknowledged and conversation wasn’t resumed until he had moved off. He didn’t expect more. 

			From the start he was aware of something odd going on in the room next to his. The first afternoon it was open-throat singing, which he associated vaguely with Radio 4; a thud that shook his floorboards; and a voice saying, distinctly, ‘Damned!’, followed by silence as loud as a sound. Then open-throat again, or perhaps sobs. Shaw smiled and carried on unpacking. By now he was used to partition walls and the noises you heard through them. 

			Unpacking didn’t take long. He was used to that, too. He’d salvaged a few bruised cardboard boxes, contents undecided, from whatever discredited life he’d lived before his crisis; otherwise only clothes, which, folded loosely, still failed to fill an eighty-litre tarpaulin bag. Among the IT-sloganised T-shirts and washed-out Muji underwear were interleaved layers of paperwork – tax forms, receipts, severance notices from this or that HR department. He also found a travel clock, a second-generation smartphone the battery of which wouldn’t hold a charge, and two or three unread ‘modern classic’ novels including Pincher Martin.

			As soon as he had retrieved and rehabilitated what he could, Shaw went next door to introduce himself. No response: though when he knocked he thought he saw the door shiver briefly in its frame, as though the occupant had pulled at it from inside then suffered a change of mind. The landing was cold. A little river-light filtered in through its small barred window. Commuter traffic could be heard building up on Mortlake Road. Shaw put his ear to the door. ‘Hello?’ he called. Just above the skirting board, he saw, the plaster was bruised and dented as if, on some bored afternoon long ago, someone had kicked their way methodically around the landing walls. Feeling exhausted by the emotional investment this project must have required, he retreated to his own room, where he imagined next door a figure in shirt and underpants sitting hunched on the edge of a bed in the gloom. Someone like himself, trying to decide whether to open a door.

			For a week or two, that was how things went.

			He knocked again. He Blu-Tacked a piece of paper to the door – Hi, I recently moved in next to you – and took to waiting just inside his own room until he heard movement on the landing, at which he would pull open his door. On springing this ambush, all he ever caught was a glimpse of a retreating back. Meanwhile there was coming and going on the stairs, especially at night. Voices were raised. Two in the morning, someone dropped a heavy object on the landing, while downstairs someone else leaned on the bell-push or shouted indistinctly from the street. Next door’s sash window, its frame warped by years of river fog, slid up with a long grunting sound. Next day Shaw might glimpse a figure making its way quickly across the landing to the communal bathroom, which it occupied for longer than a normal person; afterwards there was a smell in there. All of this seemed curiously old-fashioned. It seemed like behaviour from the fifties and sixties of the previous century, when the occupants of bedsitters across London, from Acton to Tufnell Park, were forced by a rigid if deteriorating public morality to pursue, in a kind of furtive dream, lives which would now seem perfectly normal.

			

			South-west London was convenient for Shaw. His mother already lived there, in dementia care the other side of Twickenham on the A316.

			The first time he visited after his move, he found her standing in the downstairs common room as if she had just turned away from someone else, a tall angular woman in a heather-coloured wool skirt and cashmere twinset, bent a little at the waist, staring out of the window into the empty garden. She was repeating, ‘The days pass so quickly. The days just pass so quickly,’ and her shoulders were rigid with something between anxiety and anger. He convinced her to go upstairs with him to her room, where he held her hand until she seemed to relax. Even then she didn’t acknowledge him, only stood in the middle of the floor and whispered: ‘It’s better out there now. I’m going to do some gardening.’

			‘Come and sit down first,’ Shaw tried to persuade her.

			‘Don’t be such a fool,’ his mother shouted. ‘I don’t want to sit down. I’m going to do some gardening, but first I must find my boots.’

			‘Come and sit down, and I’ll see if they can make us some tea.’

			She turned her head and shoulders away from him and shrugged. ‘When I was younger I wouldn’t have been seen dead in clothes like these,’ she said distantly.

			‘I can believe that,’ Shaw said.

			‘They won’t make tea. We can’t expect them to make tea at this hour.’

			‘Let’s try anyway. Let’s see what we can do.’

			‘Oh where are my boots?’ she asked herself, in the voice of a four-year-old. She picked distastefully at the hem of her skirt. ‘Where are my good boots?’

			Nothing was easier than tea, it turned out.

			‘You see?’ Shaw said. ‘Nothing easier.’

			‘People can be very helpful when it suits them.’

			They drank their tea in silence. It was often hard to get her to talk, always hard to know what to talk about. He felt that she expected him to share memories, but when he brought them up she laughed bitterly and looked at the wall. ‘That time I had diarrhoea on the way home from school – do you remember? You were so angry about that!’ The things he expected to say would not, in the end, emerge. Their absence only filled the room further with rage. Shaw felt he should bring her news, but wasn’t clear, in the end, what news might be: how it might be constituted. He heard nothing from the family, for instance; neither, he suspected, did she. Family was a concept fraught with complexity for them both. To repeat the national news didn’t seem appropriate. In the end he defaulted to his own; most of the time, he knew, she wasn’t listening anyway.

			‘This new place,’ he said, ‘I’m enjoying it—’

			‘My mother was a real Christian,’ she said suddenly. ‘But never to us. Never to us.’ As soon as she had his attention, she put her cup down carefully and turned to the window. ‘It will snow soon.’

			Shaw put his cup down too. The tea had a metallic taste, as if it was dissolving a spoon.

			‘It’s May,’ he reminded her.

			‘I love the snow. When we were young it fell as big as pennies on the sea.’ And then, in a voice not quite her own: ‘I fell out of love with my parents quite soon. They humiliated me before I was five years old. I was a small, friendly girl, but nervous. Always nervous. I liked the beach. I liked fishing. I liked being up early and late.’ She laughed dismissively. ‘Too anxious on my own, too anxious in company. I was happiest with one other person. I was frightened of my father and very frightened of my grandfather. My grandfather gave me an old sea-fishing rod he had finished with, but I preferred to go fishing with my uncle.’ A huge smile transformed her face. ‘Snow on the sea!’

			‘It’s summer,’ he said. ‘It won’t snow now.’

			She stared out of the window, smiling quietly.

			Shaw tried again. ‘I’m enjoying this new place,’ he said, ‘but it’s not very clean.’ He already avoided the bathroom, which was windowless, bigger than the dimensions of the landing seemed to permit, and lit by a forty-watt energy-saving bulb that filled it with an even yellowish-brown gloom. Centrally placed on the eroded chessboard lino stood an old-fashioned cast-iron tub, with chipped enamel, hard-water minerals concreted around the taps and a permanent chemical-looking tidemark. There was a separate shower stall. A fungal smell came up from the drains whenever you ran the hot water. ‘The first time I went to the lavatory I thought I saw something in the bowl! I didn’t feel as if I could use it until I’d cleaned it out.’ He had tried to clean the bath, too, prior to washing some of his underwear in it one Friday night when the house seemed empty. The stain remained, cupric, slimy, recording some mysterious high-water event.

			‘How old are you?’ his mother said. ‘Grow up.’

			Shaw shrugged.

			‘Don’t muck about,’ she warned him. ‘Don’t wait for your life to start. I was always waiting for my life to start. Everything that happened seemed like a good beginning, but it turned out to be the thing itself.’

			‘Everyone feels like that about their lives,’ Shaw said.

			‘Do they? That’s what they all feel, is it?’

			Neither of them spoke for a moment. She watched something in the garden. Shaw watched her. ‘Everything that should have happened in my twenties,’ she went on, ‘was stretched out over a lifetime. I get to seventy-five and I’ve just about collected enough tokens to begin.’ Then she sat down, filled her mouth with tea, bent over the table and – making eye contact with him like a toddler – allowed it to dribble out over the tablecloth. ‘What have I got left?’ she said. ‘Tell me that.’ He hated her moments of clarity, but they never lasted long.

			By the time he got up to leave, she was looking out of the window again. She let him pull the door half closed before she said in a surprised voice, ‘John! John! Don’t just go like that!’ but as soon as he turned to go back in began repeating, ‘The days pass so quickly,’ again until he shrugged and let the door swing shut behind him.

			‘I’m not John, Mum,’ he said. ‘Try again.’

			Policy at the home was that the staff address their charges by forename; but they always called his mother ‘Mrs Shaw’.

			

			He found a landline in his room and had it reconnected. A few days later, the phone rang and a voice said, ‘Is that Chris?’

			‘No one called Chris lives here,’ Shaw said.

			‘Not there? Chris?’

			‘You must have the wrong number.’

			The voice recited a number, which Shaw half caught.

			‘No one called Chris here,’ he said. ‘Are you the engineer?’ There was no answer. ‘You’ve got a wrong number, I think.’ As he closed the connection, he heard the voice say, ‘I must have a wrong number then.’ Immediately he began to worry that, mishearing the name Chris and failing to recognise someone he knew, he had missed his first call. He picked the phone up again and dialled 1471, in case he could identify the number he’d been called from. He went through his things in search of an address book he thought he might have kept, but that turned out to be a ten-year-old diary, the 1 January entry in which read, ‘Be more outgoing.’
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			The Fish Talisman

			The same day, he called Victoria Nyman.

			‘Hello, stranger,’ she said. ‘What happened to you?’

			‘What happened to you?’

			‘Not much.’ She thought for a moment. ‘I bought a car. That’s exciting, isn’t it? I always meant to.’

			And then after a pause, ‘Are you OK?’

			Shaw said he was fine. He had to admit that the place he lived now had its drawbacks – he felt bound to mention the toilet bowl, the noises from the room next door – but the river was close by and he was getting into the psychogeography of that. He was walking a lot, he told her, making his way dérive by dérive up the Brent River from the boatyards at its confluence with the Thames, past Wharncliffe Viaduct and the zoo, towards the A40 at Greenford. It was all hospitals and sports parks, mud and child murder up there. ‘But some surprisingly nice pubs, too.’ Victoria received this report in silence; then suggested that, to her at least, he seemed a bit low. Was he doing anything tonight? Because she could easily drive over after work – perhaps bring a house-warming present? Shaw said no, it was too far out of her way, she shouldn’t bother, he was fine really.

			‘Really, I’m fine.’

			‘Exactly what way of mine,’ Victoria asked, ‘would that be out of?’ She added: ‘Trust me, you sound like shit.’

			‘Thanks.’

			‘Don’t thank me until you’ve seen the present.’

			‘At first I thought you said “house-warning”,’ Shaw said.

			‘Expect me at seven, or if the traffic’s bad, midnight.’

			Suddenly anxious, he suggested, ‘Let’s not meet here. Let’s meet somewhere else.’ So they met at a pub on King Street, Hammersmith, then ate tandoori trout at one of the mid-market Indians just up from the Premier Inn. Victoria seemed nervous.

			‘How do you like my hair?’ she said.

			Thinned out in some way, centre-parted, chopped off with a kind of calculated incompetence a little above the jawline, it clung lankly to the sides of her face and head, curling out tiredly at the ends. ‘Neo-bluestocking,’ she said. ‘Very effective from certain angles, though I can see you don’t think so.’ 

			Over the evening she drank a bottle of house red – ‘Nothing to see here. No change here’ – and talked about her car. Shaw said he would stick to beer. When he said he wasn’t much of a driver, she looked down at the charred tails and dyed red flesh of the remains of their meal, the filmy bones like the fossil imprint of a leaf, and said, ‘Who is? It’s not really about driving. I go to the coast a lot now.’ She laughed and made confused steering-wheel motions. ‘Up and down. Hastings and Roedean. Very slowly. Dungeness, of course.’ Then: ‘I think I’ve grown out of London.’ And finally: ‘I love the little spines of these fishes, don’t you?’

			‘All I see,’ said Shaw, who felt better, ‘is my dinner.’

			He then admitted: ‘I was in a bit of a state when we last met.’

			‘You aren’t all that much improved.’ She laughed at his expression. ‘Come on! I should talk! I don’t believe I’ve been entirely sane since I was thirteen …’

			Shaw filled her glass again.

			‘Is that when you saw the corpse?’ he said, hopefully.

			‘… although I did have a moment of clarity in a sauna in about 2005.’ She stared around the restaurant as if expecting to see someone she knew. ‘Eventually you take what you can get where clarity’s concerned. You have to feel you’re steadying down.’

			‘There’s some value to that,’ Shaw agreed, though he had no idea what she was talking about. She didn’t seem to hear him anyway.

			‘Actually, I’m not even sure it should be called clarity,’ she said, adding: ‘To speak of which, how is your mother?’ And then, without giving Shaw time to answer, ‘I know, I know, you don’t want to deal with it. Who would? Mine went completely off the rails the day my father died. To be honest, I didn’t see her much after that. I was down here, she was still up in the Midlands somewhere. I felt as if I had my own life.’

			He had thought about this precise thing, Shaw said, and he believed that while some families cling together, others have a more ballistic tradition. The latter soon can’t stand the sight of each other or forgive anything. Unable to manage conflict, the individual members fly apart, start new lives. But even those lives don’t hold.

			‘They lose the ability,’ he said, ‘to contribute to any myth but their own.’

			Victoria stared at him as if he had become briefly unknown and interesting to her. Then she said, ‘They’re both dead now.’

			She was too drunk to drive. They left the car where she had parked it in Hammersmith and walked back to 17 Wharf Terrace along the river. There, she poked around his room as if she was out for a bargain in used furniture. ‘The bed’s a bit small,’ she said, looking at him brightly. Picking through his books, she found a John Fowles; made a face. ‘You can’t like any of his stuff. Not really.’ Then: ‘And is this the famous shared wall!’ She tapped with one knuckle, as if sounding the ancient plaster for its weaknesses. She put her ear to it. ‘He seems quite quiet now, your unknown neighbour.’ 

			Shaw found something else they could drink – the end of a litre of Absolut so old the shoulders of the bottle were sticky with all the condensed, gritty airs of London – and, sitting on the edge of the bed, unwrapped the house-warming present. ‘Look at that!’ she said, as if their roles were reversed and he had given it to her. It was made of silver, with an articulated body five or six inches long and hinged side fins. ‘It’s Peruvian,’ she said. ‘It’s a fish. It’s quite old, 1860.’ 

			Shaw weighed the fish in his hand, moved one of the fins cautiously. Its scales were tarnished and cold. ‘Hi, fish,’ he said.

			‘See,’ Victoria said. ‘You like it. You like it already.’

			‘I do like it,’ he said.

			‘Come here and thank me properly then.’

			Later, returning from one of her frequent trips across the landing, she paused, hands braced against the doorway, leaning in – lit as harshly as a woodcut, rib and collarbone picked out like hardening ripples on damp sand – to study with amused disgust the bed, the beaten old chair and scattered clothes, the uncurtained window.

			‘What?’ Shaw said.

			‘Oh, I don’t know.’

			‘No, go on,’ he said: ‘What.’

			‘Nothing happening next door. No show. I’m disappointed. I think you’ve lured me here for purposes of your own, you lonely man.’ Then: ‘Jesus, that bathroom. Why do we all live like this?’

			‘Who’s we? Last I knew, you had a nice mortgage in Dalston.’

			‘You know what I mean.’

			Shaw agreed that he did. ‘Come back to bed,’ he suggested.

			Instead she went over to the window and gazed out across Wharf Terrace, where a light night rain was wafting up the street and the thin but definite smell of the InBev brewery hung about the upper storeys of the buildings on the other side. ‘Aren’t you ever dissatisfied? Don’t you want something more?’ She raised the sash, propped it open with the John Fowles and extended her hand into the rain, palm up. ‘I thought of moving,’ she said. ‘Out of Dalston, out of London entirely. I don’t suppose I will. I don’t know.’ An ambulance hee-hawed into the distance on the Chiswick shore, moving away obliquely for what seemed a long time. She listened until it had gone then got back into bed and, before he could defend himself, rubbed her cold wet hand across his stomach.

			‘You wriggle like a girl,’ she observed. ‘How cute.’

			Sex only seemed to make her more restless. She woke intermittently, called out in her sleep and was gone before morning to collect the car. Shaw searched his room as if he might still find her there. She had left a note, weighted down by the Peruvian fish. ‘It was so nice to talk to you again! I’ll email you when I know what I’m doing! Your friend Victoria!’ The fish goggled at him from eyes of turquoise glass inset above its archaic, fat-lipped mouth. We were here before you arrived, it seemed to be warning him silently: We’ll be here after you’ve gone. At some point while he slept, Victoria had read a few pages of Pincher Martin and abandoned it face down on the floor. ‘You don’t seem settled yet,’ a postscript said, ‘but I’m sure you will be. I’m sure you will be. I mean I hope you will, really. I hope you will.’

			

			In fact he was reasonably content. It was a relief not to have a life. He read. He visited his mother in the care home. He looked for a new IT gig, and when he couldn’t find one, he wandered the banks of the Thames, sometimes downstream to Putney, where he ate ice cream in Bishops Park, but mostly upriver via Chiswick to the Brent confluence and beyond. At 10 a.m. the Thames pubs – old-fashioned, ramshackle and ramified, driven to complex use of space by virtue of being crammed between road and river – had a strange, welcoming calm. There was no one in them. Water light illuminated their greyish floorboards and shabby tables. Shaw drank half a pint in the Bull’s Head, Strand-on-the-Green; later ate tomato sandwiches at the Fox near Hanwell Bridge. In the evening, as the bars filled up inexorably with commuters, he fought his way back from snug to snug along one side of the river or the other, often via the graveyards distributed between the houses: Mortlake Old Cemetery, Fulham New; the tiny, secretive St Mary Magdalen, blessed with Isabel Burton’s tragicomic tented memorial to the great orientalist; Barnes Old Cemetery, abandoned in 1966 among thick woods, a prime cruising destination not far from the site of the scabrous Elm Guest House on Rocks Lane. In this way, almost home one night, he came across a man kneeling in the ground ivy at the base of a wall in a forgotten half-acre of headstones off South Worple Way.

			Shaw stopped and watched.

			‘Are you OK,’ he said.

			The man said he was fine. At first sight he seemed to be searching for something in the casual graveyard litter; but this layer – predominantly discarded condoms and wrappers – was soon scraped away to reveal a fibrous black mousse, and in that a shallow impression the shape of a footprint, with an elusive glint of water where you would expect the front sole to be. This he proceeded to deepen, pushing his knuckles forcefully into it, deftly pulling up roots and throwing them aside until he had a hole containing perhaps two inches of muddy water. Into this – employing a quick, furtive gesture that seemed to confirm the nature of all his other efforts – he dipped a small ribbed-glass Victorian medicine bottle. ‘This’ll interest you,’ he promised. ‘It’s a bit like netting for pond life when you’re a kid.’ He sealed the phial with his thumb, shook it briefly and held it up to the distant street light.

			‘See? See?’

			Shaw said he didn’t see anything at all.

			‘Nothing? Oh dear. You’re sure? Oh well. Let’s go and get a drink.’

			He looked down at his fingers, black with graveyard tilth. ‘My name’s Tim,’ he said. ‘I won’t shake hands. Although there’s a natural antidepressant in soil.’

			And when Shaw only stared at him: ‘Mycobacterium vaccae?’

			‘Ah,’ Shaw said.

			‘It’s absorbed through the skin.’

			Five minutes later they sat in the warmth and loud music of a pub called the Earl of March, surrounded by very much younger people. Tim was tall, fiftyish, a little curved in the upper spine, as if he spent his work day standing hunched over something. He wore Clarks desert boots, jeans and a white shirt, in a way which would have been elegant when he was young. You could see that he had been slim then, but now he had run to fat around his shoulders and high on his stomach just under the ribs. You would say that he had run to fat over an essential boyishness; and that this reflected the unmended divisions in his personality. Tim would be generous with himself, Shaw thought, if you could get him to focus on what you needed; the rest of the time he would look both hapless and driven. He already seemed to feel he had let Shaw down.

			‘Sometimes they’re easier to see,’ he apologised.

			‘What actually were you looking for?’

			‘You know about this blog everyone’s reading? The Water House? Some people are saying it’s spot on about everything.’

			Shaw, who had no idea what he was talking about, cast around for something to say, then admitted:

			‘I’m not on the internet much. It’s too like work.’

			They bought each other a couple of drinks then said goodbye. 

			

			There was a lot of noise at 17 Wharf Terrace later that night, a lot of coming and going on the stairs and in the room next door. Drifting from one unconsoling dream of Victoria to the next, Shaw heard a voice call, ‘Can’t you bloody shut it? Can’t you just bloody shut up for once?’ only to realise in confusion that it was his own. He banged on the wall, then went back to sleep. Next morning, he met Tim again, this time wandering vaguely across Church Road, Barnes, with some dry-cleaning. There was a swelling of the soft tissue surrounding his left eye that Shaw hadn’t noticed the night before. ‘No one knows how to carry dry-cleaning,’ Tim said. ‘It’s one of the basic puzzles of being human.’ He had his folded over both forearms and clutched to his chest, as if it was a lot more substantial than a cotton jacket and a pair of chinos; a lot heavier.

			‘I wondered if you wanted a job?’ he said.

			He kept an office on a houseboat a hundred yards downstream of the Brent confluence. Originally it had been a Thames lighter, rusty, broad, thuggish in the bow. Every kind of mooring line attached it to the shore – ropes, cables and chains hanging in weighty curves, the slack wire railings of the gangplank – as if Tim was afraid it might drift away from him, or with him. But the tide never seemed to lift it much, and it sat down on the sloping mud in a way that made you think it wouldn’t move again. A rectangular wooden site shed took up most of the deck.

			‘What do you think?’ he asked, the first time they went there.

			Shaw looked the lighter up and down. He knew nothing about boats. ‘Impressive,’ he said. He had liked it immediately he saw it, though he couldn’t have said why.

			Inside, the site shed was painted off-white, with a couple of desks pushed together under a map of the world in which the oceans and the land had been coloured so that they reversed out, the continents looking like seas, the seas looking like continents. Two large windows, equipped with slatted metal blinds, gave views of river and towpath. ‘It’s not much of a job,’ Tim said. It would just be some filing, and answering the phone. ‘I won’t be here all the time. You’d be in charge of yourself.’ Shaw said that suited him. He could work on his own. He’d worked on his own before. ‘There might be some travel,’ Tim warned him. It would be a kind of sales work. Shaw said that suited him too, though he had to be clear he had no experience in that line. They agreed a wage, and also that the job wouldn’t go on anyone’s books. They agreed that he would begin work on the following Monday. A pause followed, during which Shaw tried to locate the toilet; there was another door, but it was padlocked.

			‘I keep the key for that,’ Tim said. ‘It doesn’t go anywhere.’

			This reminded Shaw of a dream he sometimes had, in which he entered a room piled with bloodlessly amputated legs, all a threatening bluish-white colour and somewhat larger than life-size. Once the door of this room had swung to behind him, there seemed to be no way out. But then another door would be flung wide, or an entire wall would fall away, and another room became accessible from that, and another, in endless series. Anxiety drove him on. Walls kept on falling, doors kept on opening, like walls and doors in an advertisement for mobile internet. Each subsequent room was filled with so many discarded legs that Shaw felt sick. They wore socks in the colours of the Euro nations and were often cut cleanly along a vanished pelvic crease. Behind this stacking of limbs lay not so much an act of meaning as the entire possibility of meaning, contained in a single event. Something was implied. It could not fail to be revealed. It was both immanent and imminent. Shaw understood he had run foul of the dream language, in which structure and content are reliably the same thing. Still he longed to wake up; and eventually, each time elated to escape his own separation from some absent body, did.

			‘So Monday’s the next time we meet, then,’ he promised Tim, as they made their awkward goodbyes on the sunny postmodern apron of Soaphouse Creek; only to be proved wrong a few hours later.

			

			7.30 p.m.: the beginning of an ordinary Friday evening at 17 Wharf Terrace. The suits were returning reluctantly in ones and twos from their offices in Hammersmith Broadway. Someone had just showered. The air smelled strongly of coconut shampoo. A lavatory flushed on the floor below. Music started up, something springy yet thoughtful driven by a walking bass. Gold light, dimly luxurious, penetrated the dusty landing window. Shaw – on his way out, dressed to visit his mother at the care home – was startled to encounter a figure at the door of the room next to his. It was bending to the lock, struggling to insert the key. It was Tim. Unable to take this in, Shaw registered for a second two separate but superimposed figures: someone he knew and someone he didn’t. So disturbed that he could only address the latter, he heard himself say:

			‘Oh hi! These doors are rubbish, aren’t they?’

			Tim gave him a weak open-mouthed smile and began fiddling with the lock again. The key engaged, the door sprang open: Tim went inside.

			‘Have you always been here?’ Shaw called after him.

			The door closed. A moment or two later it opened again, just a few inches, allowing Tim’s head to appear in the gap, a little lower than you would have expected to see it if he’d been standing fully upright. ‘I think it best we don’t talk about this,’ he said. In the gold light, the bruised eye looked like an embedded prune; the other seemed to look away. Behind him could be seen the vague shadow, the sketchy appearance, of a room. 

			

			‘I couldn’t believe it,’ Shaw told his mother. ‘We’d been living next door to one another all along! The weird thing is that I didn’t even want the job. Not really.’

			‘Everyone wants a job,’ his mother said.

			For a moment he thought she had actually listened to him, but as soon as the novelty of the response had caught his attention she began staring into the corner of the room as usual and calling him by a Christian name that didn’t belong to him. She had an inexhaustible supply of these names. They coded for the deep strata of her life, now buckled, chaotic, discontinuous. 

			‘It’s Alex, Mum,’ he said, to test her. ‘I’m Alex.’

			She stared at him with contempt.

			‘I don’t know why you can’t get things right,’ she said, ‘or learn to live with them when you haven’t. That’s what life is.’

			Shaw shrugged. ‘I did my best,’ he said.

			As far as he could make out, Shaw had several half-brothers and -sisters from previous marriages and affairs of his mother’s. From the age of twenty, she had left a different man every five years or so and started a new family somewhere else. All the partial siblings hated her because they felt she had short-changed them; they hated each other because they had been forced to share her. The majority of them had gone off to live in Canada, South Africa, Australia. It was hard to tell who was who, because she had offered conflicting stories even before dementia set in.

			‘There’s less to everyone than meets the eye,’ she told Shaw as he left. ‘You were always a cunt, William.’

			‘No I wasn’t.’
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			Anabasis

			Shaw’s favourite song was ‘Janitor of Lunacy’ by Nico. His favourite film – played and replayed on a thirteen-inch MacBook, the rubbery base of which had deformed in some overheating event so that it displayed the colour, texture and surface contours of a bracket fungus growing out of a tree – was the 1975 Arthur Penn neo-noir Night Moves. This he preferred to watch with someone else, excitedly identifying for them those points at which Gene Hackman’s detective reaches – without understanding that he’s reached – the limits of his emotional intelligence. On his own, he tended to play it late at night, the sound dialled down until he had to strain to follow the dialogue, observing with a kind of forensic intensity Hackman’s growing unease and unconscious embrace of his inevitable fate. 

			Since his crisis it was true of all Shaw’s own encounters with people that he lagged behind the leading edge. Events seemed to happen too fast and too completely for him – either that, or nothing seemed to be happening to him at all. Before it he had been a normal human being. Now he saw himself as only partially connected to the stream of events. His first task for Tim was to pick up some used-looking cardboard boxes from the office then accompany him by train to another town.

			They left so early in the morning it still seemed dark. The train – formed of nine coaches and carefully air-conditioned to be too warm in the winter, too cool in the summer – was curiously mute and decorous as it rushed along. It was empty. Once they had secured the boxes in the luggage rack, Tim asked Shaw if he had a seating preference, adding immediately that he usually took the window.

			‘We could sit anywhere,’ Shaw pointed out.

			After a while Tim produced an off-brand notepad, connected it to the website called The Water House, and began to scroll through the most recent entries there. Soon he was nodding and chuckling at some comment below the line, turning to smile complicitly as if he would be happy to share. Shaw eyed the notepad screen covertly – ‘Uptake of Denisovan genes’, he read, and then: ‘Un couple préhistorique enlacé découvert en Grèce’ – then busied himself instead with the landscape swinging past the windows on the opposite side of the carriage at a hundred miles an hour. He walked down to the buffet car and bought a cheese and tomato sandwich, which he ate in his seat, staring out across the violent yellow fields of rape and chewing the damp bread slowly. The train stopped at every station. Every time it started again the PA whispered, ‘Welcome to this Virgin train.’ 

			Not far from their destination Tim shut down the notepad and said: ‘When we get to Smart World, we’ll be talking to Helen. Helen’s no one, although she’ll act as if she’s someone. I don’t want you to look surprised at anything she says.’ 

			Shaw had no idea how to answer that.

			He sat silent for a minute or two, then he said, ‘Smart World!’ and laughed. He looked out of the window. ‘I can never get used to the speed of a train.’

			‘I’m telling you what to do when we get there,’ Tim said.

			Shaw ate the last piece of his sandwich. It was one of the corners, with no cheese or tomato in it. He hated to be left with the taste of margarine.

			‘I see that,’ he said. Then he added:

			‘You should never talk about women as if they’re no one.’

			‘That’s not the point,’ Tim said. ‘It’s not the point that Helen is a woman.’

			‘Welcome to this Virgin train,’ the piped voice said again. The train was less virgin than greasy. The seats were greasy. The miserly little seat-back trays were greasy. The grease got on your hands and on your personal objects so that thereafter they adhered very slightly to one another. Your fingertips came away from everything with an inaudible but somehow perceptible little noise.

			‘You never feel them stick,’ Shaw told Tim, ‘but you always feel them unstick.’

			Tim didn’t answer. Rain spattered diagonally across the window. 

			When they arrived, things weren’t much better. It was some abject light-engineering town – forty-five thousand souls somewhere in the Potteries – a hundred miles from anywhere. The clouds were down not far above the buildings. The wind drove across the deserted cattle market and the Midland Hotel, drew ragged smoke from the chimney of the cement factory. Tim wouldn’t get a taxi, so they walked a mile to the pedestrianised centre in the rain, carrying three cardboard boxes each, while the place woke up around them. Behind the central maze of new-build units, down the side of a Marks & Spencer the size of a suburb, chilly meaningless ramps and steps descended to a forgotten region of shopfronts from the late nineties, signs obscured, plate glass a palimpsest of ancient posters and faded closure notices.

			Now that it had become just another underexploited retail opportunity, what Smart World had sold in its heyday was unclear. Snowy packing beads lay in drifts against the skirtings of an expansive laminate floor. Askew fitments and loose bundles of dusty electrical cable hung from the bruised walls. The bulky white counter opposite the entrance, misaligned and temporary-looking, proved to be a glass-fronted chiller cabinet, its sloping shelves piled with collectibles, especially books and magazines in yellowing plastic sleeves. Helen lounged behind it, arms folded, an irritable woman about forty years old, half visible in the dull, chalky light, dressed in a royal-blue business suit and fending off the approach of some familiar boredom. She looked exhausted and yet ready to trade. She looked like someone’s mother, Shaw thought; though not his own. She didn’t seem pleased to see Tim, who enquired with no preamble:
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