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For my sister Emily


2011

His pencil wavered above the sales ledger, dipping towards the page as his statements increased in vigour, the pencil tip skimming the pad, then pulling up like a stunt plane, only to plunge at moments of emphasis, producing a constellation of increasingly blunt dots around the lone entry for that morning, the sale of one used copy of Land Snails of Britain by A. G. Brunt-Coppell (price: three pounds fifty).

‘Take the Revolution,’ he called out from the front of the bookshop. ‘The French see it completely differently than we do. They aren’t taught it was all chaos and Reign of Terror. For them, it was a good thing. And you can’t blame them. Knocking down the Bastille? The Declaration of Rights?’

The thrust of his argument was that, when considering the French people and their rebellious spirit – well, it wasn’t clear what Fogg intended to say. He was a man who formed opinions as he spoke them, or perhaps afterwards, requiring him to ramble at length to grasp what he believed. This made speech an act of discovery for him; others did not necessarily share this view.

His voice resounded between bookcases, down the three steps at the rear of the shop, where his employer, Tooly Zylberberg – in tweed blazer, muddy jeans, rubber boots – was trying to read.

‘Hmm,’ she responded, a battered biography of Anne Boleyn open on her lap. She could have asked Fogg to shush, and he would have obliged. But he revelled in pronouncing on grand issues, like the man of consequence he most certainly was not. It endeared Fogg to her, especially since his oration masked considerable self-doubt – whenever she challenged him, he folded immediately. Poor Fogg. Her sympathy for the man qualified him to chatter, but it made reading impossible.

‘Because, after all, the fellow who invented the guillotine was a man of medicine,’ he continued, restoring books to the shelves, riffling their pages to kick forth the old-paper aroma, which he inhaled before pushing each volume flush into its slot.

Down the three creaking steps he came, passing under the sign HISTORY – NATURE – POETRY – MILITARY – BALLET to a sunken den known as the snug. The bookshop had been a pub before, and the snug was where rain-drenched drinkers once hung their socks by the hearth, now bricked up but still flanked with tongs and bellows, festooned with little green-and-red Welsh flags and Toby jugs on hooks. An oak table contained photographic volumes on the region, while the walls were lined with shelves of poetry and a disintegrating hardcover series of Shakespeare whose red spines had so faded that to distinguish King Lear from Macbeth required much scrutiny. Either of these venerable characters, dormant on the overburdened shelves, could at any moment have crashed down into the rocking chair where Tooly sat upon a tartan blanket, which came in handy during winters, when the radiators trembled at the task ahead and switched off.

She tucked back her short black hair, points curling around unpierced lobes, a grey pencil tip poking up behind her ear. The paperback she held before her aimed to discourage his interruptions, but behind its cover her cheeks twitched with amusement at the circling Fogg and his palpable exertion at remaining quiet. He strode around the table, hands in his trouser pockets, jingling change. (Coins were always plummeting through holes in those pockets, down his leg and into his shoe. Towards the end of the day, he removed it – sock coming half off – and emptied a small fortune into his palm.) ‘It behooves them to act decisively in Afghanistan,’ he said. ‘It behooves them to.’

She lowered the book and looked at him, which caused Fogg to turn away. At twenty-eight, he was her junior by only a few years, but the gulf could have been twenty-eight again. He remained a youth in their exchanges, deferential yet soon carried away with fanciful talk. When pontificating, he toyed with a brass magnifying glass, pressed it to his eye socket like a monocle, which produced a monstrous blue eye until he lost courage, lowered the lens, and the eye became small and blinky once more. Whatever the time of day, he appeared as if recently awakened by a fire drill, the hair at the back of his head splayed flat from the pillow, buttons missing midway down his shirt and others off by an eyelet, so that customers endeavoured not to spy the patch of bare chest inadvertently peeping through. His cargo pants were torn at the hip pockets, where he hooked his thumbs while declaiming; the white laces on his leather shoes had greyed; his untucked pin-striped shirt was frayed at the cuffs; and he had the tubular collarbones and articulated ribs of a man who scarfs down a bacon sandwich for lunch, then forgets to eat again until 3 a.m. His careless fashions were not entirely careless, however, but a marker in Caergenog that he was distinct in the village of his birth – an urban sophisticate, no matter how his location, how his entire life, militated against such a role.

‘It behooves them?’ Tooly asked, smiling.

‘What they have to realize,’ he proceeded, ‘is that we don’t know even what the opposition is. My friend’s enemy is not my—’ He leaned down to glimpse the cover of her paperback. ‘She had thirteen fingers.’

‘What?’

‘Anne Boleyn did. Henry VIII’s wife. Had thirteen fingers.’

‘I haven’t got to that part yet. She’s still only at ten.’ Tooly stood, the empty chair rocking, and made for the front of the shop.

It was late spring, but the clouds over Wales bothered little with seasons. Rain had pelted down all morning, preventing her daily walk into the hills, though she had driven out to the priory nonetheless and sat in her car, enjoying the patter on the roof. Was it drizzling still?

‘We took in the Honesty Barrel, didn’t we?’ This was a cask of overstock that passers-by could take (suggested contribution, one pound per book). The problem was not the honesty – encouragingly, most people did drop coins into the lockbox – but the downpours, which ruined the volumes. So they had become seasoned sky-watchers, appraising the clouds, dragging the barrel out and in.

‘Never put it out in the first place.’

‘Didn’t we? Forgetfulness pays off.’ She stood at the counter, gazing out the front window. The awning dribbled brown raindrops. Looked a bit like. ‘Coffee,’ she said.

‘You want one?’ Fogg was constantly seeking pretexts to fetch cappuccino from the Monna Lisa Café, part of his attempt to court an Estonian barista there. Since Tooly preferred to brew her own tea, Fogg was obliged to consume cup after cup himself. Indeed, Tooly had first discerned his crush on the barista by the frequency with which he needed the toilet, leading her to remark that his cappuccino conspiracy was affecting the correct organ but in the incorrect manner.

‘Back in a minute,’ he said, meaning thirty, and shouldered open the door, its bell tinkling as he plodded up Roberts Road.

She stepped outside herself, standing before the shop and contemplating the church parking lot across the street, her old Fiat 500 alone among the spaces. She stretched noisily, arms out like a waking cat, and gave a little squeak. Two birds fluttered off the church roof, talons out, battling over a nest. What species were those? But the birds wheeled away.

Caergenog – just across the Welsh side of the border with England – was populated by a few hundred souls, a village demarcated for centuries by two pubs, one at the top of Roberts Road and the other at its foot. The high ground belonged to the Butcher’s Hook, named in recognition of the weekly livestock market across the street, while the low ground, opposite the church and roundabout, was occupied by World’s End, a reference to that pub’s location at the outer boundary of the village. World’s End had always been the less popular option (who wanted to carouse with a view of iron crosses in the church graveyard?) and the pub closed for good in the late 1970s. The building stood empty for years, boarded up and vandalized, until a married couple – retired academics from the University of Bristol – bought the property and converted it into a used bookshop.

Their business plan had been to subsist on spillover custom from the annual literary festival in nearby Hay-on-Wye, and the eleven-day event did funnel trade to World’s End. Unfortunately, it had a negligible effect during the remaining three hundred and fifty-four days in the calendar. After a decade, the Mintons sought a buyer for the business, while retaining ownership of the seventeenth-century timber-and-stone property they had restored, including frosted pub windows, wrought-iron servery, plus inn rooms upstairs. An ad on the village bulletin board – crowded out by the notice of a performance by the Harlech Youth Brass Band – received no responses. Nor did a subsequent insertion in the Abergavenny Chronicle. Nor the distracted efforts of a gum-chewing real-estate agent named Ron. Their final attempt involved classifieds in a small-circulation literary publication, one crumpled copy of which found its way onto a train platform in Lisbon in 2009, where Tooly had picked it up. The ad said, ‘Bookshop for Sale.’

On Tooly’s visit to the place, the Mintons admitted that theirs was a money-losing business and that revenue had declined each year since their arrival. The best that Mr Minton could say was, ‘Perhaps it’d be interesting for someone who wants to read a lot. With a bit of youthful energy and such, you might do better than we have, financially speaking. But you won’t get rich.’ Tooly paid their asking price for the business, twenty-five thousand pounds, which included the stock of ten thousand volumes. They were moving back to Bristol, and agreed that the low monthly rent for the shop would include accommodation upstairs, along with the use of the sputtering purple Fiat.

For Tooly, to suddenly become the owner of thousands of books had been overwhelming. Tall shelves ran down the shop from front to back, the highest-altitude stock unsold, dusty, resentful. On the walls were framed prints: a nineteenth-century map of the world; a cityscape of Constantinople; an Edward Gorey illustration of a villain clutching a sumptuous volume, having shoved its owner off a cliff. The caption was a quote from John Locke:

Books seem to me to be pestilent things, and infect all that trade in them … with something very perverse and brutal. Printers, binders, sellers, and others that make a trade and gain out of them have universally so odd a turn and corruption of mind that they have a way of dealing peculiar to themselves, and not conformed to the good of society and that general fairness which cements mankind.

Against the stacks rested a stepladder that Tooly was always moving to Mountaineering and that Fogg – not recognizing her joke – kept returning to French History. Hidden behind every row was another of as many copies again, a shadow bookshop. On the floor were unsorted boxes, so that one clambered rather than walked through the place. And the damask carpeting was matted with moulted cat hairs, once attached to a long-departed pet named Cleopatra.

To indicate sections, the Mintons had attached cardboard signs to the shelves, the subject in tiny cursive if written by Mr Minton or in looping print with indicative sketches if by Mrs Minton. Most sections were ordinary: TREES, PLANTS, FUNGI; RECIPES & EATING. Others were peculiar (always in Mr Minton’s tiny print), including ARTISTS WHO WERE UNPLEASANT TO THEIR SPOUSES; HISTORY, THE DULL BITS; and BOOKS YOU PRETEND TO HAVE READ BUT HAVEN’T.

Tooly had neither read most of her stock nor pretended to. But gradually she settled among all these books, aided by the amiable presence of Fogg, who’d assisted at the shop since his school days. The Mintons had encouraged him to leave the village and study European literature at university. Instead, he kept coming back with cappuccinos.

On this occasion, he had one for Tooly as well, since he’d forgotten her answer. Settling on his bar stool behind the servery, he mouse-clicked the computer to life, streaming a BBC Radio 4 broadcast whose host strove to panic his audience about the modern world, citing Moore’s law and cloud computing and the Turing test and the decline of the brain. ‘On any smartphone today,’ the broadcaster declared, ‘one has access to the entirety of human knowledge.’

‘They need a gadget,’ Fogg commented, muting the show, ‘that records everything that ever happens to you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘My point is that … what is my point? Yes, here: if these computers are getting so much the better, then soon – it’s not beyond thinking of it, to be brutally honest – someone will invent a gadget to store everything that happens in your life. When you’re little, you’d get implanted with it, a chip or something. Never have to worry about remembering passwords or arguing over what took place. In a legal dispute, you just pop out your memory chip and show it to the court.’

‘And when you get old,’ Tooly added, ‘you could watch the best bits again.’

‘They’ll do it in our lifetime. It’s a matter of time, to be brutally honest.’ Whenever Fogg stated something obvious, such as ‘it’s a matter of time’ (and what wasn’t?), he spruced it up with ‘to be brutally honest’.

‘What happens to the memory chip after you die?’ Tooly asked.

‘They save it,’ he said. ‘Future generations could go back and see their great-great-grandparents doing things, and find out what they were like.’

‘Except for anyone who’d existed before the invention – people like us. We’d seem the equivalent of prehistoric humans. Don’t you think? We’d be wiped away, “swept into the same oblivion with the generations of ants and beavers”,’ Tooly said, quoting a line whose author escaped her.

Fogg scratched his blondish stubble and looked up at the pressed-tin ceiling, as if generations of ants and beavers were gazing down, awaiting his rejoinder. ‘But our future ancestors could retrieve our memories somehow,’ he said. ‘People in the future could, sort of, come back and save bits that already happened.’

‘You’re getting silly now. I need to file you under Sci-Fi. Anyway, if every second of your life was stored, there’d be too much to deal with. Nobody would have time to go over a memory chip containing everything that happened – you’d waste your life checking the past. You’d have to give up and trust your brain to keep the bits worth saving. And we’d be where we are now.’ She disappeared down an aisle, wending past boxes of stock. Tooly had such a particular gait, toes touching down first, balls of her feet slowly cushioning the heel to ground. When she stopped, her feet splayed, back straightened, chin down, a surveying gaze that warmed when she smiled at him, eyes igniting first, lips not quite parting. She descended the creaking stairs to the snug, sat in her rocking chair, resumed the Anne Boleyn paperback.

‘The thing I wonder,’ Fogg said, having trailed after, ledger pencil flicking in his hand, ‘is whether horse is an acquired taste or if there’s something genetic in liking it.’

She laughed, enjoying this typically Foggian swerve of subject.

‘Though I reckon,’ he continued, ‘that the French only started eating their mares and their colts and their other horse varieties during the Napoleonic Wars, when the Russian campaign fell to pieces, when they were retreating, and it was awful cold, and they had no proper food left. All they had was horses, so they made supper of them. Which is where the French habit of nibbling horses got its start.’

‘It was also at that moment that the French began eating frogs, which some of the smaller troops had ridden into battle,’ she said. ‘How much better life would’ve been if they’d arrived at the Russian front on marbled beef!’

‘You can’t actually ride cows,’ Fogg said earnestly. ‘Can’t be done. This boy at my school, Aled, tried it once and it can’t be done. As for a battle situation, a cow would be out of the question. What’s important to realize about the French is that …’

The background Fogg calmed her. She had no desire to read more about the unfortunate Anne Boleyn. She knew how that story ended.


1999

Tooly took the map from her duffel coat and let it expand like an accordion, then compressed it back to sense, folding the island of Manhattan into a manageable square at which she squinted, then glanced up, finding no relation between the printed grid before her and the concrete city around. Maps were so flat and places so round – how to reconcile them? Especially here, where manholes billowed, crosswalks pulsated stop-red, and the sidewalk shuddered from subway trains clattering underground.

Up Fifth Avenue she tramped, through tides of foot traffic, glimpsing strangers as they brushed past, their faces near for an instant, then gone for ever. At the fringe of Rockefeller Center, she stood apart from the crowd and bit off the lid of her blue felt-tip pen, wind icing her teeth. She removed her mittens, let them dangle from the string through her sleeves, and drew another wobbly line up the map.

Tooly intended to walk the entirety of New York, every passable street in the five boroughs. After several weeks, she had pen lines radiating like blue veins from her home in the separatist republic of Brooklyn into the breakaway nations of Manhattan, Queens, and the Bronx, although their surly neighbour, Staten Island, remained unmarked. Initially, she had chosen neighbourhoods to explore by their alluring names: Vinegar Hill and Plum Beach, Breezy Point and Utopia, Throggs Neck and Spuyten Duyvil, Alphabet City and Turtle Bay. But the more enticing a place sounded the more ordinary it proved – not as a rule, but as a distinct tendency. A few rambles had frightened her, past bombed-out buildings and dead-eyed boys. In Mott Haven, a pit bull darted into the road in front of an oncoming truck, was struck, and died on the sidewalk before her.

She turned down 51st Street – the buildings pronged with sleepy American flags, neon glaring from the Radio City Music Hall marquee – and stopped there, balling her fists till they’d warmed. Suddenly she burst into a sprint, dodging office workers, leaping around a blind corner, nearly colliding with a tourist couple. After two blocks, she halted, breathless and grinning because of her secret: that she had nowhere to run, no place to hasten towards, not in this city nor in the world. All these people strode past with intent. Citizens had locations and they had motives, families, meetings. Tooly had none.

She resumed her urban hike up Broadway on its north-westerly diagonal past Central Park and through the Upper West Side, gravitating to the tables of used books for sale – fusty old volumes of the sort Humphrey loved. She checked the prices, but could afford nothing. She explored side streets, adding each to her map, admiring the fancy residences. Zabar’s deli exuded the scent of cheese and the tinkle of classical music. ‘Yeah, I’ll take a quarter pound of …’ someone said. Tooly’s meal was already decided – in her coat pocket, a squashed peanut-butter sandwich, wrapped in a newspaper page whose ink had imprinted the white bread, thereby offering the possibility of reading one’s lunch.

A few students wandered past: the run-off from Columbia University dribbling south to these parts. They were around her age – twenty – talking loudly and teasing each other. She looked at one, then a second, hoping they’d say something to her. Instead, they passed, banter growing faint behind her. So, uptown she went, investigating where they’d come from. Above 100th Street, the pizza parlours began in earnest, selling cut-rate slices to the college crowd. Beggars sat on the pavement, watching urgent sophomores, their cheeks still chubby and their foreheads spotty, rushing to exams, chattering about starting salaries.

Tooly meandered through the iron gates of the Columbia campus and ambled down the red-brick path of College Walk, as kids arrowed off in all directions. Might they take her for one of them? A doctoral student in zoology, perhaps, or a master’s candidate in criminology, or a postgrad in organic chemistry – though she had no idea what such occupations entailed. She drifted out of the main campus, wandering towards a desolate sidewalk that overlooked Morningside Park, the public space down there abandoned to crack addicts and the heedless. Birds tweeted from tree canopies. Beyond the foliage, a strip of Harlem rooftops was visible; occasional distant honking.

A pig waddled up the stone stairs from the park, walked toward her, and barged into her ankle – it was an intentional jostle, not a misjudgment. She laughed, astonished at its effrontery, and stepped aside. The creature was black and potbellied, its gut dragging against the pavement, wiry hairs and a snub nose, not unlike the middle-aged human trailing afterwards, holding a leash that led to a studded collar around the pig’s neck. The two crossed Morningside Drive and turned up 115th. Tooly followed.

Whenever she encountered creatures, Tooly yearned to stoop and pat. She’d never owned an animal herself, the disorder of her life having prevented it. The owner of the pig stopped before a six-storey residential building, took a final puff of his cigarette, flicked it into the gutter, and turned for the entrance, which was framed with converted gaslights and wrought-iron curlicues. The snorty pig strutted in first, then the man. Tooly hurried after, sidestepping inside the building before the door swung shut.

The elegant façade belied an interior of dirty marble walls, dreary metal mailboxes, and a convex mirror by the elevator, ensuring that no one hid around the corner with a pistol. A sign demanded NO MOVING ON SUNDAY. She pictured residents going rigid – no moving! – every Sunday. The pig glanced at her, tracking her with suspicion. Its owner reached his apartment door, then turned aggressively. ‘You live here?’

‘Hi,’ she answered. ‘I used to. A bunch of years ago. I was just taking a look around. Hope it’s okay. Won’t bother anyone, I promise.’

‘Where’d you live?’

‘The fourth floor. Can’t remember our number, but right near the end. I was here as a kid.’

Tooly took the stairs, each landing tiled in chequerboard, each apartment numbered with a brass badge above a peephole. On the fourth floor, she chose a door and stood before it, envisaging what lay on the other side. This was her favourite part, like shaking a wrapped present and guessing its contents. She knocked, pressed the bell. No answer.

All right, then – this was not to be her long-lost childhood home. She’d pick another. She scanned the hallway, and noticed keys hanging from a scratched Yale lock. The door was ajar. She called out softly, in case the occupant had merely stepped away. No response.

With the rubber nose of her Converse sneaker, Tooly prodded the base of the door, which opened tremblingly upon a long parquet corridor. A young man lay there on his back, surrounded by shopping bags. He stared upwards, eyelashes batting as he studied the corridor ceiling, utterly unaware of her in his doorway.


1988

‘Your pyjamas are inside out,’ Paul remarked.

‘Whatside who?’

‘Late to be roaming, Tooly.’

She checked the wall clock. ‘It’s only sparrow past gull.’

‘You’re sleeping in your socks.’

‘I wasn’t sleeping.’

‘Need to take your socks off before bed, Tooly.’

‘Why?’

‘Well.’ He contemplated this at length. ‘Well, no good reason – leave them on.’

‘I was thinking before.’

‘Hmm?’

‘Was feeling worried.’

‘About?’

‘Not really worried.’

‘You’re the one who said worried.’

‘I got stuck thinking about—’ She pointed to the empty cabinet, walked over to it as if drawn along by her forefinger, pressed the tip hard into the varnished wood surface, just above her sight line, yanked away her finger and scrutinized it, dead white from pressure, then regaining its blood flush. She did this again, pressing harder, and—

‘What, though?’ he interrupted.

‘What what?’

‘What were you worried about?’

‘That I was going to die, and turn ten.’

‘Die? Why would you die?’

‘In the end, I will.’

‘Not for a long time.’

‘And turn ten.’

‘Can’t do both, Tooly,’ he said. ‘Well, you can. But there’ll be a long gap in between.’

As if to illustrate the notion of a long gap, she went quiet, her cheeks swollen till a breath puffed from her. ‘When I die, I’ll be dead for infinity.’

‘When you’re dead, there is no infinity. When you’re dead, there’s no such thing as anything.’

‘Nothing happening for ever?’

‘You could say that.’

‘Oh, but one thing else I was wondering,’ she said, unperturbed by this talk of eternal nothingness and buoyed by her ability to engage him in conversation and thereby delay bedtime, that nightly trip to infinity. ‘Mr Mihelcic was saying how when—’

‘Who’s Mr Mihelcic?’

‘My science teacher. Who I said the hippopotamus looked like.’

‘Not to his face?’

‘I said it to you. But I like hippopotamuses.’

‘Hippopotami.’

She shivered at her mistake. ‘Hippopotami.’ Then, resuming, ‘Mr Mihelcic said when you fall into a black hole you get stuck and it’s impossible to get out. Like quicksand.’

‘Black holes are to be avoided, Tooly. As is quicksand.’

She pressed her finger white against the cabinet, watching it slowly regain life, pressing it bloodless again.

He opened his mouth to speak, then frowned at a software manual in his lap, to which his full attention now returned.

She made three laps around the coffee table, stepping over his legs each time, and wandered down the dark hallway to her bedroom. Hippos had yellow teeth that zookeepers needed brooms to clean, using giant tubes of toothpaste. What was it like inside a hippo’s mouth?

After less than a year in Australia, this was their final night. Every surface in her bedroom was bare, only dust silhouettes where her possessions had been. She dragged the suitcase from her room, wiping her forehead in mime, though no one was present to see. Taking a run-up, she slid back down the polished hardwood floor to the threshold of the living room.

‘You’ll get splinters.’ He put down his work and folded his arms awkwardly. ‘Can you go to sleep now?’

She flopped into a pile, as if finger-snapped into slumber. Her closed eyelids flickered.

‘Go to bed, please.’

Tooly slouched away, stumbling on a suitcase strap in the hallway, banging her shin against the doorframe to her room. She leapt onto the bed, rolled to her back. Reaching under the covers, she drew out a book but left the bedside light off for a minute, pausing at the sound of Paul speaking from the hall.

‘The next place,’ he said, ‘the next place is going to be better.’


1988: The End

Tooly pressed her nose against the aeroplane window and breathed, steam on the glass expanding, receding. With the back of her hand, she wiped off the fog, then peered downward as far as possible into the night, finding no splashing seas below or coloured countries as on wall maps, just darkness. Following take-off, they’d flown over the Sydney Opera House and the Harbour Bridge, above endless Outback emptiness, over the twinkling lights of Bali and Sumatra. There was nothing beneath them now, as if this weren’t a flying machine but a metal tube fitted with seats, windows shrouded, stagehands on the other side replacing backdrops, ushering in a new cast, prepped to yank away the cover.

An orange curtain dividing economy from business class danced, jostled by stewardesses on the exclusive side. A glassy laugh pierced the burr of jet engines. The dinner trays had been removed; the movie screen had retracted; the cabin crew had dimmed the lights. Most passengers slept, but the occupants of this bank of three seats – Tooly, Paul, and an unknown young woman on the aisle – remained alert. At any engine noise, the woman flinched. Meanwhile, Paul stared fixedly at his tattered hardcover, The Charm of Birds, illuminated by the overhead light, though he hadn’t turned a page in twenty minutes. Tooly spread her long, tangled hair over her face, blowing strands, then chewing them, all the while observing the woman.

She wasn’t alone in spying: a wolfish man across the aisle watched the pretty young lady, too. When he lit a cigarette, its toasty smell caught her attention and he offered one, springing open his Zippo lighter, swaying its flame at her.

Due to his asthma, Paul normally requested seating far from the smoking section. But the flight had been overbooked and the only two seats together were these. As smoke billowed closer, he leant away. Tooly burrowed into the seat-back pocket for his throat lozenges. He sucked one desperately, lips puckered, cheeks lean.

‘Why is it,’ Tooly asked to distract him, glancing at the dark window and finding a reflection of the two of them, ‘that when you look at the horizon it just stops? Why don’t you keep seeing?’

‘Because the world is round.’

‘So why doesn’t it look bendy at the edges?’

He couldn’t find an answer, so just frowned, and blew his nose into one of the many tissues clutched in a knot within his palm.

Paul was a pair of red spectacles with a man behind, arms tucked close to his body, as if to occupy as small a portion of the planet as possible. He’d resembled a youth for too long – till nearly thirty – and this had marked his confidence. As a young man, he used to wish for wrinkles, clenching and unclenching his face before the mirror. Years later, lines had materialized, but without the desired effect: a furrow creased his brow even when he slept, and a bracketed wrinkle sat between his eyebrows, like a parenthesis containing worrisome thought. His hair had gone entirely white, though he wasn’t yet forty.

‘When you see the blue part above the horizon,’ Tooly continued, ‘is that space?’

‘The blue bit is sky,’ he answered. ‘The blue bit is the atmosphere.’

‘What comes after the atmosphere?’

‘Outer space.’

‘When a bird goes into outer space, what happens?’

‘It can’t.’

‘But if it did?’

‘It can’t.’

‘But if one did once?’

The young woman in their row disentangled herself from the wolf across the aisle and stubbed out her cigarette, thumbing the lipstick-smeared filter into the armrest ashtray shared with Paul. He held his tube of lozenges obliquely in her direction. With thanks, she accepted, assuming the gift to be flirtation, though it was merely a plot to divert her from another cigarette. As a conspiracy it failed, since the young woman took a second smoke from the wolf, lighting up while toying nervously with a Polaroid camera, asking Paul if flying was always like this.

He leant towards her as if slightly deaf, interjecting ‘Uh-huh’ or ‘Okay’ to signal attention, though this interrupted her and gave the false impression that he wanted the floor. When this was surrendered to him, he realised with alarm, removed his glasses, and shut his eyes tightly to locate an answer. Tooly, using her bare fingers, wiped his thumb smudges off the spectacles. He slid them back on, lenses tilting forward, which caused him to tilt back, as if aghast at the world. ‘What was your question?’ he asked, sniffing.

‘Can I try out my camera on you two?’ She stood and focused it on them, much to his unease. When the print issued from the Polaroid, the young woman flapped it till the image appeared, holding it out for them to see. Paul took the photo, thanking her for the gift, which it hadn’t been, and slid the snapshot into his book.

To block sight of such embarrassing scenes, Tooly shook out her hair and reached into the seat-back pocket, pulling out her novel and sketchpad. Each of her drawings began with a curl intended to resemble a nose. However, other facial features were beyond her, so noses accumulated page after page. She contemplated adding a few more, then opted to read instead, opening The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby, one of many volumes Paul had picked up during this never-ending voyage of theirs. He himself had no interest in novels, but bought them for Tooly whenever he found English-language sections in airport bookshops. He purchased indiscriminately, therefore she read that way: Treasure Island by Robert Louis Stevenson, Cujo by Stephen King, I’ll Take Manhattan by Judith Krantz, The Moonstone by Wilkie Collins, Fear of Flying by Erica Jong, White Fang by Jack London, Shōgun by James Clavell, plus many works by Dickens, including this volume, which told of a dignified nineteenth-century Englishman compelled to teach at a brutish school for outcasts. Tooly had read the book already but, as with all her favourites, she’d stopped before its ending. It was dispiriting to witness her printed companions concluding their lives with a blank space at the bottom of the final page, so she halted earlier, returning months thereafter, flipping back several hundred pages to find them as they had been, deep in conversation, conceiving dastardly plans and sharp retorts.

She slipped from her seat, crouching in the floor space. Between strands of her hair, she contemplated these lowered surroundings: the carpet, filthy seat frames, carry-on luggage, castaway shoes. An old Indian lady behind her, who earlier had fought to open the tray table and shuddered Tooly’s seat, extended her bare feet, rings on two toes. Impulsively, Tooly patted one. The toe twitched, shifted grumpily, then went back to sleep on a crumpled newspaper that was headlined with talks between Reagan and Gorbachev, alongside a photo of monkeys in South Korea employed to pick pine nuts and, the caption claimed, ‘working the equivalent of 100 men’.

‘What are you doing down there?’

She looked up, eyes dry with fatigue. ‘What?’

‘I’m going to use the facilities,’ Paul said. ‘Stay put.’

Tooly obeyed just long enough to watch his knees excuse themselves into the aisle. With him gone, she took a proper look at the woman in their row: blonde hair in a ponytail on the side of her head, acid-washed jeans with ankle zips. The mysteries of the adult female – all sophistication and bewildering toiletries – intrigued Tooly. She’d had scant exposure to women besides teachers, maids, other children’s mothers. The story of her own mother – that is, the account they told outsiders – was that she remained behind in the United States dealing with personal matters but would join them soon. Such a woman never did arrive. Another year passed, Tooly and Paul moved again, and repeated the tale anew.

‘A bird!’ Tooly fibbed, to draw the stranger’s attention to the window. ‘Look, it’s keeping up with us.’

The woman leaned over, shading her eyes, finding only blackness out there.

‘It’s cold up this high,’ Tooly said, more softly now, since they were close.

The woman rolled a pink scrunchie off her wrist, gathering Tooly’s chaotic hair and producing a side ponytail that matched her own. ‘Don’t birds freeze outside?’

‘That’s why they wear trench coats.’

The woman smiled. ‘Won’t the belt straps hang down and get in the way of their wings?’

‘They tie the straps.’

‘Imagine if they’re flying this high and they get tired all of a sudden!’

‘They probably glide to the ground. Paul would know.’

‘You call him by his first name?’ the woman asked, amused, though her expression shifted. ‘Or, wait – is that not your dad?’

A sniffle alerted them to Paul’s return. He stepped back to the middle seat and frowned at Tooly’s ponytail. He viewed fashion with bemusement. The purpose of clothing, as best he could tell, was to keep one unembarrassed and at the right temperature. If an outfit served that purpose for a respectable period – twenty years, say – and at the lowest price available, then it was successful. He dressed identically every day: a polo shirt tucked into khakis, Velcro-fastened black shoes. ‘Your hair looks like a pineapple that fell over,’ he told Tooly. The woman in the aisle, with the identical style, blushed and turned away, ignoring them for the rest of the flight.

Only upon landing did Tooly close her eyes and drift off, longing for three more minutes. But time was up. Passengers crushed up the aisles, laden with bags, squinting at the queue ahead, sighing at each delay. Leaving the cabin finally, they stepped in a single stride from icy aeroplane chill into the sweltering tropics.

‘Slightly humid,’ Paul commented, wheezing.

Despite the late hour, it didn’t seem night in the airport, the dazzling overhead lights whitening all, with barefoot workers squatting on the floor, eating. Policemen watched the new arrivals: briefcase businessmen rushing for taxis; a backpacking couple chewing gum, jaws flexing in unison; fish-faced old men in Bermuda shorts, waddling down the hall, mouth-breathing.

‘Landing cards,’ Paul said, thinking aloud, and grabbed two as they waited in line at the border control. ‘When were you born?’

‘You know that.’

‘I know that,’ he acknowledged, filling it in. He looked around, startled at the slightest noise – he was rigidly tense in public with Tooly. A Velcro strap on his shoe had come unstuck, so she knelt to attach it. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked irritably. ‘It’s nearly our turn.’

The immigration officer summoned them. Paul was a man who followed rules – indeed, their absence unnerved him. Yet whenever he addressed authorities his mouth became audibly dry. ‘Good morning. Evening,’ he said, sweat budding on his upper lip.

The officer looked down at the girl, at Paul again – then drove vicious stamps onto their passports, dismissing them. Paul hurried Tooly along, scanning left and right as they quit the terminal, his knuckle jabbing her forwards, as if they might otherwise be dragged back.

In the taxi, she rolled down her window, reading illuminated highway billboards that rushed past, ads for Sanyo with curly foreign script, White Lion toothpaste, Johnnie Walker.

‘Who’s Johnnie Walker?’

‘It’s a drink. For grown-ups.’

‘Is it nice?’

‘Makes you drunk.’

‘What’s it like being drunk?’

‘Like being awake and asleep at the same time.’

‘Sounds nice.’

‘It was meant to sound terrible,’ he said, looking down his glasses at her. ‘You get sick and stagger around. People actually vomit sometimes.’

The expressway fed into a multi-lane city street, clogged with traffic until the vanishing point. The sidewalks teemed with locals eating at stalls, cooks shaking iron pans, noodles hissing. Generator lights burned above a night market that sold watches, video cassettes, Vietnam War paraphernalia. Neon signs advertised go-go dancers and Ping-Pong shows, a blinking phantasmagoria past which foreign men lumbered, draped over tittering bargirls.

Tooly had no memory of falling asleep, of being carried from the cab, or placed in bed. Paul woke her the following morning by parting the bedroom curtains a smidgen, producing a column of sun across the foot of the bed where she lay, still dressed from the flight. Only her deck shoes had he plucked off, while the pink scrunchie had been lost in the bed, her hair now a black octopus splayed across the white pillow. She pretended to sleep still, peeping through a half-opened eye. Every five minutes, he tiptoed back into her room, opening the curtains a fraction more, sunlight expanding in increments up her covers. When it reached her eyes, she draped her hair over them, nibbling a strand that fell into her mouth.

‘Morning, Tooly.’ He shook her hand, as was his morning custom. These daily handshakes were the only occasions that he touched her. Even passing the salt, Paul avoided her fingers, placing the shaker close to, rather than in, Tooly’s hands.

‘Where are we?’

‘Your new bedroom. Our new apartment.’

‘But where?’

He parted the curtains, revealing floor-to-ceiling windows, the city spread out beyond. ‘This is Bangkok.’


1999: The Middle

At the squeak of Tooly’s sneaker, the man on the floor sat upright and torqued around, staring at her.

‘You okay?’ she asked.

He leapt to his feet, stumbling over bags of groceries on the parquet around him. He was in his early twenties, brilliant black hair, paper-white skin, blood-flushed cheeks. ‘I’m fine,’ he replied. ‘Fine. Please, could you close my front door, please?’

She did so, reverting to the solitude of the building hallway, twirling away. She passed other closed apartment doors, considering each – then glanced back. His keys still dangled in the lock. She returned and silently removed them.

Could take these to use another time. But better to be invited in right now. She knocked.

He opened immediately – must’ve been at the peephole – and scanned her. Tooly’s wardrobe was striking for its mismatches: a red duffel coat over an oatmeal cable knit and lime bell-bottom corduroys, all smelling of mothballs (their previous lodgings having been racks at a Salvation Army thrift store in Long Island City, Queens). Beneath these layers was a figure consisting of bony sections and soft sections, not necessarily ordered according to the preferences of fashion. Her shoes were Converse low-tops – one red, one black – and, hidden under her corduroys, she wore men’s thermal socks up to her knees. Her face was bright, as if just splashed with water, freckles on the bridge of her nose, and she wore no make-up, never having learned its correct application. Indeed, she forgot to consult a mirror most mornings, encountering the world in a state of discomposition until she glimpsed her reflection somewhere, shivering with amusement, then catching the tips of the brambly bob cut between her lips and chewing. A damp strand adhered to her cheek now.

She flicked it away and smiled. ‘You left your keys in the door.’

He took them, nodding in thanks. ‘I’m an idiot.’

She made no move to leave.

‘Thanks,’ he said hesitantly, beginning to close the door.

‘One second,’ she said. ‘Just that – sorry if I intruded. Just – this is a bit weird. But I used to live here, actually.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘I grew up in this apartment. Haven’t been back to New York in years, but I was walking by the building and … Is it insane if I ask to peek in? Tell me if it’s insane. I’m getting a flood of memories just standing here.’

‘Place is a bit of a mess right now.’

‘In that case, I’ll feel right at home.’

He began to object but gave in, and took a step back, nearly losing his footing on the abundance of Chinese delivery menus scattered on the floor. They exchanged names, shook hands awkwardly.

The building belonged to Columbia University, which rented out apartment shares like this to its students. Yet, of the three men residing here, only one actually attended Columbia. Duncan himself studied law – ‘But not here,’ he said confusingly, leading her past the first bedroom, rented out by an MBA student named Xavi (pronounced ‘Savvy’), who was currently at class. The other roommate, Emerson, was also away, attending a literary-theory seminar.

Duncan nodded dismissively towards the bathroom, but she went right in for a look. Its filth affirmed this as the domain of young heterosexual males: a dirty basin surrounded by empty gel jars and cardboard toilet rolls; pubic hairs and dried urine on the rim of the open toilet; a mildewed shower curtain concealing a grimy tub. ‘I did clean that once,’ Duncan noted, almost with surprise.

‘How come?’

‘I needed to use it. The doctor told me to.’

‘The doctor told you to take a bath?’

‘For my nose.’

‘Couldn’t you wash your nose in the basin?’

‘I …’ He looked over, laughed shyly.

Each roommate had chores, but to clean was to surrender. ‘Emerson volunteered to do the floor once, which was pretty interesting. We didn’t see that one coming at all.’

Duncan led her to his room: dirty laundry bursting from the closet, glasses of bubbly old water, a laptop and modem beside legal casebooks. On a rickety stand was a Yamaha electric piano. The walls bore just one poster, depicting the countryside in Japan, where he’d taught English for a year.

She looked around the room. ‘Really brings back memories.’

‘Sorry everything’s so chaotic.’

‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘I like squalid boy places.’

‘In that case …’ He led her to the kitchen, the sink heaped with dirty dishes and pans, oven clock blinking an eternal 12.00. One cupboard was entirely filled with scrunched plastic bags, while another contained sinister jars of pickle juice and a packaged stew that had expired in 1998. ‘Normally, when girls come over they never come back.’

‘Fools.’ She drifted onwards.

‘Guess you know your way around,’ he mumbled, following her into the living room, the dining table piled with junk mail for kids who’d long since graduated but had yet to inform the mass-mailing departments at Victoria’s Secret, Macy’s and L. L. Bean. She raised the window – ‘I loved going out here’ – and stepped onto the rickety fire escape, inadvertently flipping an ashtray there. Below were bare trees and parked cars, the potholed tarmac painted with XING SCHOOL.

‘My elementary was right near here,’ she improvised, returning inside. ‘Went there from eight till eleven.’

‘How was it?’

‘Heaven.’

‘Not a word I normally associate with elementary school.’

‘Oh, yeah? You didn’t like yours?’ She took this opening and burrowed in, inquiring into his schooling, his plans and those of his roommates. Emerson, an unpopular member of the household, was doing a doctorate in comparative literature. Xavi, who came from Uganda originally, was Duncan’s best friend and had been since high school in Connecticut.

‘That’s where you come from, Connecticut? From one of those posh old families there?’

‘No, no. First generation.’ His dad, Keith, hailed from Glasgow, an architect who’d transferred to New York three decades earlier to build skyscrapers or die trying. Today, he was the director of design at a partnership in Stamford, Connecticut, specializing in atriums at strip malls. As for Duncan’s mother, Naoko, she’d reached New York from Kobe, Japan, in 1973 to study art at Parsons. She and Keith met as foreigners in the big city, their accents bemusing locals, though they understood each other perfectly – that is, they misunderstood each other sufficiently. As a child, Duncan read of kilts and haggis and the treachery of the Campbells, played snare in a fife band, kept a Scottish flag in his room, and effaced his Japanese half. This reversed in junior high, once ethnicity had become chic. By college, he described himself as Japanese. After graduation, he moved to Yokohama, intending to teach English and become fluent in his mother’s tongue. It proved a disaster. ‘I don’t normally get into this.’

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘You’ll never see me again.’

He’d had no friends in Japan, and learned little of the language, except how impossible it was, with honorifics and respectful forms and humble forms – and myriad ways to get it all wrong. After years of claiming to be Japanese, he learned how un-Japanese he was. Wasn’t anything any more. ‘This suddenly required me to have a personality. I hadn’t planned for that.’

‘Oh, don’t be silly,’ she said.

It was Xavi, then starting business school at NYU, who’d encouraged Duncan to apply to law school there, and even found them a sublet near ‘the university’. Unfortunately, it proved to be the wrong university, Columbia, at the opposite end of Manhattan. The official tenants here were two Columbia students who had fallen in love while falling in hate with their assigned third roommate, Emerson. The lovers’ plan was to claim that they still lived at Columbia, so their conservative families would keep paying rent while they secretly took a place together in Chelsea. In subletting, Xavi and Duncan got an amazing deal – with the downside of having to schlep downtown for school.

‘So,’ he said, ‘tell me something about you.’

‘Here’s something: I saw a pig downstairs.’

‘Not running wild, I hope.’

‘Some guy was taking it back from a walk. A huge fat potbelly.’

‘The guy?’

‘The pig.’

‘He lives on the first floor,’ Duncan said. ‘He’s a composer.’

‘The pig?’

‘Yes, the pig.’

She laughed.

‘Sorry – you probably need to go,’ he said. ‘I don’t normally talk so much. Hope it was cool seeing your old place.’ He took a step towards the door.

‘Duncan, how come you were lying on the floor before, with the shopping bags everywhere?’

‘I hoped you’d forgotten that.’

‘Did you fall?’

‘It’s this weird thing. You’re going to think I’m insane.’

‘I don’t mind insanity, as long as it’s reasonable.’

He sighed, then confessed. Often, when crossing the Columbia campus with groceries, he had this fantasy of lying down on College Walk, all the kids stepping over him, nobody stopping for days and then weeks, rodents nibbling at his groceries, he getting thinner, looking up through the tree branches, during the rain, the nights, until he just disappeared. Captivated by his strange thoughts, he had returned home, called out to ensure that he was alone, then lain down right there.

‘If you’re doing nutty stuff at home,’ she said, ‘you need to think about closing the front door properly.’

‘That was an error in retrospect.’

‘Lie down now,’ she said.

‘How do you mean?’

‘I want to show you something from when I used to live here. But you have to lie down a second, right where you were.’

‘On the floor?’

‘Exactly as you were.’

Haltingly, uncertainly, he obliged.

She hooked the chain lock on the front door and returned to Duncan, knelt, opened her duffel coat, and lay atop him.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked softly.

‘Human blanket.’

They remained still for a minute, his heart thudding, palpable through her sweater.

A key entered the lock. The front door hit the chain and shook.

She rose calmly, while Duncan scrambled up with such haste that he nearly keeled over from dizziness. He unhooked the chain lock. ‘Hey,’ he said.

It was Xavi, who proved to be quite a dresser: smoking jacket, violet scarf, tortoiseshell glasses. Rather than shaking her hand, he held it. A grin spread across his face. His glinting eyes closed languorously and, when they opened, looked to Duncan.

‘She used to live here,’ Duncan explained.

Tooly remarked again on how many memories it had stirred up.

Duncan nodded stiffly, opened the front door. ‘When was it you lived here, exactly?’

‘I’m so glad to meet you,’ she said, and took the stairwell down.

As Tooly strolled back downtown, she glanced at other buildings. No matter how she imagined their insides – parties veering out of control, kitchens with faucets running, angry couples playing cards for real money – the truth was always more peculiar. In a vertical city, cramped dwellings were the only territory unreservedly reserved, each home an intimate fortress. Yet they were so easy to penetrate. (‘Don’t want to intrude, but I used to live here. Might it be possible to take a quick look? I happened to be passing and – wow, even just standing here, so many memories!’) Mostly, one needed only to knock, say a few lines, enter. Why limit yourself to the outside when you could walk right in, peek at their lives – maybe even leave with a useful nugget.

She took out her pen and the newsprint that had wrapped her peanut-butter sandwich and jotted down all she’d gathered in this encounter, dredging her memory for every detail worth recounting to Venn.

Duncan had been awkward, clumsy, alone. So easy to capture a boy like that. She grew melancholy thinking this, and it took a moment to recognize why: something in him had reminded her of Paul.

Tooly turned sharply from the notion and tried to keep writing. But she gained little cooperation either from her hand – she shook out icy fingers – or from her will, which resisted parsing the boy’s candour for something to exploit. She scrunched the newsprint, discarded it in her pocket. His life and hers had intersected for a few minutes; that would be all.

She kept perfectly still on the sidewalk, studying the faces of pedestrians, her cold hands balled, her pulse increasing. She had the urge to run from here, and did.


2011: The Beginning

After the monks had abandoned Llanthony Priory hundreds of years before, the Norman-Gothic complex crumbled gradually, the cathedral walls left without a roof, the stonework patched with mustard lichen, naked to centuries of drizzle, raindrops striking where once an altar had been.

Behind the ruins rose the Black Mountains and, this morning, a thick mist. She hiked as if into clouds, over grassland spiked with thistles, past grazing sheep, straight up the hillside. The mist dissipated as she ascended, her green rubber boots squelching, the muscles in her feet gauging rocks under her slippery treads, the ache in her thighs a pleasure, strength flagging but pace increasing.

At the top, a wild wind pulled and pushed her, fluttering the cable knit tied around her waist. The plateau widened, its edges lost to sight, a chalky path banked by heather and bracken for miles, the spine dividing two nations. To the right lay England: quilted countryside seamed by hedgerows and trees, every field fenced in and farmed. To the left was Wales: a tangle of rambling green, flinty farmhouses, forbidding woods.

The sunlight shifted and mottled the land. She paused under its rays, closed her eyes, absorbing the warmth. When the sun shone – and days passed without a glimpse of it – she hurried beneath the light. But it was rain that exhilarated her, watching through the bookshop window, the world hushing, sidewalks vacant. It wasn’t feeble drips that thrilled her but torrents – when raindrops exploded off leaves, choked drainpipes, drummed the attic roof at World’s End. Once, a thunderclap sounded in the afternoon and Fogg gasped, though he masked it by noisily turning the page of a book on Mongol hordes.

‘Storms are beautiful,’ she’d said.

‘Storms are wet.’

‘Come on, you softie. When nature does something strong, dramatic like that, it’s exciting. Don’t you think?’

‘Would you consider an earthquake exciting?’

‘Well, if you could just watch it – imagine – if no one got hurt and nothing of value was destroyed, then yes, it’d be incredible. Like when you see pictures of molten lava.’

‘Nothing nice about molten lava when it’s shooting at you.’

‘It never has shot at me.’

‘Nor me, to be brutally honest.’

From behind her closed eyelids, she perceived a darkening. The sunlight had migrated along the moorland. A speck of rain hit her cheek. The drizzle fell noiselessly, the wind shouldering thin raindrops into diagonals that darted one way then another, like shoals of fish in a nervous mass. She watched wet dots multiply on her blouse; the cotton clung to her small breasts and belly. Back in her twenties, she had considered her body parts irrelevant to the whole of herself, as if she lived in a container unrelated to the contained. When she caught sight of herself today, thinner than once, she thought less of shape than of time, which had arrived, its incursions marked by the coarsening of her. She gazed at her rubber boots on wet stalks of grass, vision blurred by beads of rain that hung from her eyebrows, shivering at each step.

A crow flew overhead. Needs a trench coat, that crow. Do they mind the rain, birds? Paul would’ve known. But only thoughts of this place and this time were allowed: her legs marching beneath her. She inhaled. The joy of empty thoughts, occupied by senses alone. If she were ever to write a book (and she’d never consider it), it would be on the satisfaction of thinking nothing. What a dullard I’ve become! And what a book that would make! It would cure insomniacs, at least.

The trail descended through woods, across farmers’ fields, over a stile, past the ruins. Back in the Fiat, she flung her wet cable knit into the backseat and adjusted the rearview mirror, amused at the sidelong image of her bedraggled self. The drive home was twenty minutes down a one-lane road, her toes curling as onrushing lorries appeared around each corner, she swerving into hedges to let them pass. Her car was a spine-jarring contraption lacking shocks, seatbelts, or a passenger-side window, the missing pane covered with plastic sheeting that flapped furiously as she drove. Through holes in the rusted floor, she glimpsed asphalt rushing beneath.

Tooly pulled in at the church parking lot, and sparrows – battling over scattered rice from a weekend marriage – took flight. For nearly two years she had lived in the village, yet she had no friends here. Reserve was the norm in these parts, which suited her. The place let her be, and she’d grown fond of it. The newsagent, the village doctor, the solicitor, the police constable, the butcher’s apprentice in red-striped apron smoking on his delivery bike. The pie-and-chip shop on Unicorn Street, the village clock, the monument to ‘those sons of Caergenog who fell in the Great War 1914–1918’, with a wreath of plastic poppies.

To the locals, she was known as the bookshop lady, seen hiking on public paths, a little foreign – she was ‘from away’, as they put it. In her defence, she wasn’t English. The Welsh were much concerned with ‘the English’, a term uttered curtly, as of neighbours who barge into one’s living room on a Sunday, monopolizing the cakes and conversation. Worse still, the English language had supplanted their own, whose wondrous native words were still extant on traffic signs – CERDDWYR EDRYCHWCH I’R CHWITH – but unpronounceable to many of the Welsh themselves. At least their lilting accent held fast in English, words articulated as if there were spaces bet ween ev e ry syl la ble.

She entered the shop and took the staircase up past the inn rooms, each furnished with a four-poster bed and a hay-stuffed mattress, every chest of drawers smelling of lavender. In the kitchen, the floorboards bore the impression of a now-departed range, its border outlined in caramel stains. The bathroom contained a clawfoot tub, while the water closet had a wooden-seat toilet, which flushed with a cold chain, the tank trickling.

Rather than lodging in one of the inn rooms, Tooly had settled in the attic. She’d evicted the spiders, disposed of the broken furniture and the gramophone, then scrubbed the splintery floor and wiped the porthole windows to transparency. Up the attic ladder, she had shoved a double mattress, leaving it on the floor. She slept under the rafters, her nose cold by morning.

Clothes still damp from her walk, she undressed and stood nude at the window, only her head visible from the street. She preferred not to hang curtains, and it was too high for anyone to spy. On the floor were piles of her clothing, plus a canvas bag large enough to contain everything. This was all she owned. Over the past decade, she had discarded anything of value.

Once dressed, she went down to the shop, counted out the float, entered yesterday’s sales into the computer (this never took long), reversed the OPEN/CLOSED sign, and unlocked the front door. Opening time was 10 a.m., but she was always early. By contrast, Fogg was always late.

‘Caught in traffic,’ he explained, dropping a folded newspaper from under his chin, placing his cappuccino on the bar counter. His house was a four-minute walk from World’s End, so ‘traffic’ was understood to mean a queue at the Monna Lisa Café. It was his habit to arrive every morning with a hot beverage and a cold periodical. He bought a different publication each day, and they took turns reading it, holding a discussion in the afternoon. Till then, or at least noon, he tried to limit his jabbering, disappearing behind shelves, his location perceptible by coffee slurps emanating from Geography or Political Thought.

When the morning was quiet like this, she read up on her latest hobbies, tried books that customers had recommended, and dusted. Formerly, she’d played music from a cassette player on the servery, the same few tapes she’d been addicted to for years. But those cassettes were gone. Weeks earlier, a crotchety old couple had entered, both in identical anoraks and looking so alike that it was nearly impossible to say which had once been groom and which bride. They walked around single file, then returned to the servery, where one of them gathered a handful of Tooly’s mixtapes. ‘We need something to play in the camper van.’

‘Those aren’t for sale,’ Fogg said.

‘They can be,’ Tooly interposed. Any income was worth accepting at this point. ‘Don’t you want to see what they are first?’

‘Prefer music. Doesn’t matter what kind.’

‘You prefer music? To audiobooks, you mean?’

‘Prefer music to conversation.’

They agreed on fifty pence per tape, and the couple counted out the coins while Tooly stared at the stack of cassettes, with titles like ‘Year 2000 Mix by D-Mac’. They’d been produced years before by her then boyfriend, Duncan McGrory, and included extensive sleeve notes about the musicians (Fiona Apple, Lynyrd Skynyrd, Tori Amos, Bob Dylan, Creedence Clearwater Revival, Tom Waits), written in lettering that shrank as space ran short, asterisks added to asterisks. Tooly regretted the sale before it had concluded, but refused to reverse herself. That had been weeks earlier. No point dwelling on it. ‘Shall we put on the radio?’ she asked Fogg, handing back a novel he’d lent her.

He went behind the computer and live-streamed Radio 4. ‘Did you enjoy that book?’ he asked. ‘Utter rubbish, I thought.’

‘Terrible. Why did you recommend it?’

‘It was so awful, I thought: Tooly has to read this.’

‘You’re the only person, Fogg, who recommends a book because you hate it.’

‘Hang on.’ He scurried away, voice drifting back through the stacks, overlaid by radio chatter. ‘If you didn’t like that book,’ he called back, ‘you have to try this one.’

‘Does it involve an alien playing the saxophone?’ she asked. ‘If there are aliens playing the saxophone, or any other instruments, or even just being their alien selves without any musical inclination – if there are aliens, Fogg, I’m banning you.’

‘That’s a bit rough,’ he said, returning with a paperback.

‘Okay, I won’t ban you. But I ask one final time – aliens?’

‘No aliens,’ he promised, adding, ‘There may be an orc.’

‘Is there or is there not an orc?’

‘There’s an orc.’

Fogg’s most salient quality as an employee was his ability to be present while she fetched a sandwich. Beyond this, he contributed little that could be quantified. But she would not have wanted to continue without him. World’s End earned nothing, meaning she paid him from her personal savings, a small and diminishing sum. Within a couple of years, she’d be insolvent. Yet she observed her bank balance nearly with impatience for bankruptcy. This was the most fixed abode she’d known, and she couldn’t shake an urge to lose it.

A person like Fogg was so different from her, formed in considerable part by his location. He was inextricably from here, this village, a place findable on Google Earth (how he loved spinning the digital globe from Paris to Caergenog, zooming down to the roof of the shop). His continued residence in the village, he said, was because staying here was ‘la pièce de least résistance’. That was ungenerous. He remained partly out of decency, because his family had a devastating summer when he was fifteen, his elder brother paralysed from the waist down in a car accident, his father’s affair uncovered through credit-card charges at a hotel, his mother suffering a breakdown. The father left, and the family had not recovered, Fogg holding them together since. Four years ago, he’d nearly married. But his girlfriend went to do theatre in London and met a new man there. They’d stayed friends, till she sent photos of her newborn. ‘When you open the baby-photo email,’ Fogg said, ‘it’s like your friends waving goodbye.’ He and his ex exchanged messages once in a while, she inviting him to visit, he responding, ‘Would love to – when?’ and she taking months to reply. He didn’t even know what she looked like any more: on her Facebook profile was a picture of the baby.

Stuck in Caergenog, he had developed an imaginary parallel life, one in which he’d done an undergraduate degree in French literature at Durham University, a master’s at Cambridge, two years’ research in Paris, living in a garret on the Left Bank, or, as he called it, ‘the West Bank’. Central to his persona was the conviction that Caergenog was wrong for him, that he and his friends were a class above their context, that any setbacks or rejections were due to the backwardness of this place. One day in a month, he arrived at work in a black mood. Otherwise, he was touchingly buoyant.

‘Do you feel more English or more Welsh?’ she asked him.

‘French,’ he answered. ‘How about you? Do you feel French?’

‘Why would I? I’m not remotely French.’

‘You feel English, then?’

‘I’m not English.’

‘How about Welsh?’

‘I’m not Welsh. You know that, Fogg.’

‘We’re like a lost tribe, people like us,’ he mused. ‘No traditions, no birthright, to be brutally honest. All of us have an acorn of sadness,’ he continued, pressing the magnifying glass to his eye. ‘You notice our tristesse only in passing, like a door to a small room in a house where outsiders may not enter.’

‘You’re very poetic today, Fogg.’

‘Into which you get but a passing view,’ he went on, mistaking her irony for encouragement. ‘An acorn of sadness,’ he said, proud of the phrase, which he muttered on his way to organize Pirates, Smugglers & Mutiny.

Around noon, their first visitor arrived, a regular who couldn’t be termed a customer, for she used World’s End Books only as a showroom for online purchases. This was increasingly common, the practitioners identifiable by their note-taking on prices and ISBNs, and their failure to ever buy anything. Some openly consulted Web prices on smartphones and, hand on the doorknob, lamented how few good bookshops remained. Tooly wasn’t indignant: you couldn’t stop a tidal wave by wagging your finger at it. She considered bookselling to be a terminal vocation. More discouraging to her was that the heavyweights on these shelves held such puny sway. No matter their ideas and worth, they lived as did the elderly – in a world with little patience to hear them out.
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