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Praise for Samuel Fisher


‘Migraine is a beguiling, sinuous wonder of a novel. Simultaneously a work of intimate psychogeography, and a mystery unravelling the interlacing breakdowns of climate, health and domestic coupledom, I didn’t want it to end’


Daisy Lafarge on Migraine


‘Generous, sharp and uplifting – hope refracts around every page as we are taken beyond the apocalypse, and into the recovery that comes next. Though so much has been stripped away, the bedrock of Fisher’s London endures – vital and steady, and with it so do the precious rags of culture, friendship, love and forgiveness. I felt the future rehumanise as I read through – I love, and will never grow tired of, Sam Fisher’s unbroken city’


Ben Pester on Migraine


‘Stunning, insightful, deeply humane prose . . . Fisher indicts all of us yet still offers hope that we may change the ending of this story’


Olivia Sudjic on Wivenhoe


‘Quiet, fable-like menace radiates from every page of Wivenhoe. Elegant and searching, it asks vital questions about what it means to be part of a community’


Sophie Mackintosh on Wivenhoe


‘An elegantly terrifying narrative that is reminiscent of Graham Swift’s Waterland in its focus on an insular, secretive community in the east of England’


Observer review on Wivenhoe


‘Eerie and disorientating, visceral and elusive. I felt safe yet scared. Such skilful and sensory storytelling’


Ashley Hickson-Lovence on Wivenhoe
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‘We saw for a moment laid out among us the body of the complete human being whom we have failed to be, but at the same time, cannot forget.’


VIRGINIA WOOLF, 
The Waves
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I like to run.


I like the slippery relation it holds you in, to the world you move through. Slow enough to take in your surroundings, but fast enough that you avoid becoming part of them.


I always preferred the pavements to the parks. Even before the Freeze, when Victoria Park and London Fields were filled with people on a Saturday morning dodging terriers and flat-white-laden strollers, I chose to dance instead around bus stops and fruit stalls, delivery vans and cyclists.


I had a domain, a little square mile of the city I thought of as my own. Dalston Lane, Mare Street, Hackney Road and Kingsland Road: the four points of my tilted compass. I made a labyrinth of all the curving streets in between. Before the snow, I could navigate head down by the cracks in the pavement, keeping a constantly refined internal map – every new florist with a name like a twee private detective agency, every natural wine bar and the pubs they replaced. What was the point, I always thought, of living in the city, if you couldn’t carry it inside you. If your breath didn’t mark a living record.


After the Thaw, when the migraines started for most, but not for me, I tied up my laces and began the process of rebuilding my map and my muscles.


Cracks had become fissures. Shops gutted, their innards strewn across the pavement in the time of uncertainty and panic; raw meat and underwear and scented candles preserved under the vitrine of ice were now revealed to assault the senses, until they were swept away by one of the storms.


Hackney Road was desolate. The procession of weekenders who crossed it juggling half-dead houseplants from Columbia Road with sourdough loaves from Broadway Market were gone for good. When the flower sellers stopped showing and the bakeries shuttered, the shops folded, the houses emptied. It taught us which communities were incidental, a collision of commerce and geography, and which ones had a stronger hold on the landscape, their roots anchored deeper in archaeological time.


Amid the desolation, signs of life. As Victoria Park filled up with drifters and spiritualists, the nail bars on Mare Street reopened, trading manicures. I ran past these travellers, wild-eyed and filthy with gleaming French tips. Turkish restaurants came back to life, serving hot, floury lahmacun, with ‘real’ lamb, a claim they had never felt the need to make before.


On Dalston Square, the first vertical farm in Hackney appeared. At the start, these farms were haphazard constructions: a few scrounged solar panels and trays of lettuces to garnish the meagre aid parcels that had kept us alive since the snow began, but over time they became more organised. A simple principle developed: turning up for work – to split the seedlings, harvest the trays that had matured – meant you could take fruits of your labour home with you. It was a protest against our dependency on aid that developed into something else – a way of coming back together.


Kids that had used grow lights and hydroponics to grow weed in their bedrooms were now supervising the growth of leafy greens and grains. The whole block had been covered in scaffolding, erected to replace the flammable cladding that encased the building, a job that had never even been started. Sections that collapsed under the weight of the snow were repaired. On a fine day the place was a hive of activity, people scrabbling up and down the sides of the block, hoisting bags of compost.


I joined up, chipped in. Like everyone else, I was looking for something like redemption. I hoped these might be first green shoots.


Because who knew why the gulf stream dropped?


Who knew why the prevailing winds changed? Why the balance shifted, out over the Pacific Ocean between those sibling cyclonic systems, that marshalled the seasons around the globe.


Who knew why the snow fell, and didn’t stop? Who knew why, after five years, it finally did? Why it brought with it these storms.


Who knew who was to blame for these headaches?


Well, we knew. We all knew. But it’s one thing to know something in your mind, another to carry it in your body.


So, when the Thaw came, I was slow to notice. A new sound, first. A creaking, as the ice began to groan. A trickle as, under the still-placid surface of the drifts, the water began to flow. From under the cosmetic alterations we had wrought, the tattoo of the city, the landscape made itself known. The water traced these old bones. It ran, as ever. Towards the river.


It ran off the broken rooftops and out of the broken shopfronts, over the broken pavements and into the broken sewers. It ran through the packed earth, through the tunnels and plague pits, into the tributaries we had buried and paved over.


The smell came with the meltwater, when it began to unearth what had been buried by the snow. It was a sense that had atrophied. I had grown so used to my own scent that I had ceased to notice it. Everything else was supressed by the cold and carried away by the wind that brought in the snow to deposit.


Now, suddenly, everything was ripe. Everything rancid.


There were things I wasn’t ready to face. So, I laced up my shoes and ran. After you and I got together, I ran more. After you left, even more.


You know all this, of course. You’ve been here all along. But it’s hard to find an entry point – to pinpoint the beginning of the end of things between us.


As a kid, I always resented spending time with people who bored me, because they forced me to confront something about myself: a certain impatience, a lack of generosity. Now I resented people who threw into relief my able-bodiedness, because they made me confront the urge – barely supressed – to turn this to my advantage.


I was terrified of frailty, disgusted by it. Running was a way to outstrip this feeling. Mare Street, Hackney Road, Kingsland Road, Dalston Lane. And all the roads between.


I liked to listen to the Shipping Forecast. In the depths of the Freeze, when I couldn’t sleep, I was searching through my cache of BBC broadcasts when I came across the archive, stretching back twenty years. It was one of those cosy, esoteric cultural trinkets that had been swept away overnight. A soothing, gentle lapping of words and sounds: directions, back through time, to a place that no longer exists.


Initially I used the recordings when I couldn’t sleep, but I took to listening to them on my runs because it made me feel like a traveller, from this antique land. Simply passing through.


*


I was on one of these spiralling circuits, three months after you left, halfway home as I turned onto Kingsland Road, when my first migraine came on.


Nothing could have prepared me for the all-conquering strangeness. My tongue, tending heavier, was weighted metallic. The world, a little closer, leaned brighter. And everything smelled like the Thaw: acrid and astringent and perfumed. All at once ripe fruit and paint stripper. There was a giddiness, buffeted by a rising panic, as the lights – are they lights? or absences banded with light – whirled in my periphery, casting out all doubt as to what was happening to me.


Words unravelled, floating free. I didn’t anticipate meaning’s loss of means to attach. There was numbness. MODERATE OR GOOD, OCCASIONALLY POOR. Or perhaps pain followed by its immediate absence: in my fingertips, licking its way up the ring finger of my right hand, strobing in and out as it wrapped around my forearm.


The searing came with jaw clench unclench disbelief, rooting my temple with the first hint of wind. A gasp, an insuck.


WARNING OF GALES IN VIKING, DOGGER, THAMES, DOVER.


It was too much. Already, too much. More to come, and worse, from everything I’ve heard. Sensations rebounding like rippling waves, running over one another. HUMBER, THAMES, DOVER, WIGHT WESTERLY, FIVE TO SEVEN.


Get inside. A directive issued from somewhere beneath the language that’d been lost as the wind’s held breath released.


Too far from home. GOOD, OCCASTIONALLY POOR. Too far for the pain and the weather and nausea that came next, with the wind’s directive, as it tore at my clothes.


Buildings all boarded or – unboarded – unsafe. And the pain was a hot welt, no longer throbbing but a single point of light.


Ahead, a gap. A window of inviting darkness. Above, a faded and rotting blue shop sign.


A hand appeared and, reaching, drew me inside.
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I wake in darkness, head ringing like a struck bell.


HIGH DOGGER, A THOUSAND AND SEVENTEEN, EXPECTED GERMAN BIGHT A THOUSAND AND FIFTEEN BY MIDNIGHT TONIGHT.


The Shipping Forecast still loops gently in my ears. And a voice, another voice, cutting through the wash. I turn off the playback and try to tune in.


‘And that’s not even the best part. Twenty-third of December, wheeling a bike with one flat tyre and carrying a broom in his other hand. Told him we didn’t buy books – donations, yeh, sure, sell them back into the community what have you – but when he said it was a clearance, and that the guy had been an artist, I thought again. Asked for his number. He told me his name was Jingle. Winked and said, “Don’t tell me it rings a bell”. Twenty-third of December, pull the other one, I said, “It’s got bells on . . .” ’


The voice trails off, gasping, into manic laughter. I try to sit up and open my eyes, but I feel tender and permeable. I lie back down.


‘I called. Maybe Christmas had one more miracle? It seemed possible. Original letters by Hemingway, written from Spain. A load of twentieth-century firsts, good publishers, some association copies. Clearly didn’t realise what he had, couldn’t even find the letters when I went to look at the place, which wasn’t his, but had belonged to a friend. A champion ballroom dancer, apparently, who had become a reclusive artist, painting terracotta tiles. Too good to resist. Fuck knows how they met but that was Hackney, I guess. Three-storey townhouse, every surface covered. Made me feel like the place might come down any second. Tried to sell me those first, the tiles; asked if I knew any gallerists who might be interested. But when eventually he did find the letters, in among some stuff about the probate, and I made my offer, he got cold feet. Always happened that way. Could never figure it out. Offer too low and you felt like an arsehole. Too high and they’d think something better would come along.’


None of this means anything to me but the shape it takes, the strangeness of it, makes me wonder if, up until this moment, I have been dreaming. My head is still hammering and my tongue feels unfamiliar. Too large. I wonder if the voice is talking to me, or for its own benefit.


I force myself to sit up and face the voice. A man, wearing a filthy suit, white with blue stripes, and an orange beanie at a jaunty angle. He looks to be in his late thirties. Perhaps the reason that he has stopped talking is that he expects me to say something.


‘So, what happened?’ I ask, wincing with incipient regret before the words are even out.


‘I could go and look, I suppose. It’s not far. But I won’t. People only want things that are useful.’ He spat the last word with contempt.


Images present themselves. The storm, the pain, the hand inside the window of inviting darkness. Words that escaped me are now returning. One word – aphasia – dances limpid and luminous in my mind’s eye. A word that describes its own disappearance: the name for the short-circuiting which causes some migraineurs to temporarily lose all of their language, one of those arcane-sounding terms with ancient Greek etymologies with which everyone has been attempting to encircle this newly encroaching strangeness.


A trace of the attack’s linguistic fragmentation remains in this luminosity, in a heightened awareness of language’s utter artificiality, of the secret life of things beyond it that words can never touch. Not the words themselves, which have been hollowed out to the point of absurdity, but the rhythms of the speaker’s voice. Waves lapping against the inside of my skull.


The man struggles to his feet and crosses the room. He starts rummaging through a pile, too indistinct to make out in the gloom, then peers between the cracks in the storm shutters, the light falling across his face. ‘I’ve got a theory. If there was a nuclear explosion tomorrow. If there was a tsunami. If there was an earthquake that split the city in two. Those guys would still be out the front here hawking stolen bike lights.’


Out of the dismantling of the migraine, all of its disfiguring effects, a certainty has been resolving. One that arises out of that secret life below my fragmented language. I need to get to you. I need to share with you, what we now share. Make it a point of . . . something. Connection. Reconciliation. Grounds for understanding and forgiveness. All while I am still tender, still unreconciled to what it is and what it means.


I stagger to my feet, shielding my eyes against the fingers of light wrapping around the ramshackle storm shutters protecting the windows. I want to get out there, be carried by this vibe all the way to Vauxhall, where I hope I will still find you. But the hot blood that rushes to my temples as I stand has different plans. Perhaps a few more minutes rest, before I try my eyes against the sun. I slump back down.


‘Have they always been there, then? The hawkers?’ I had seen them, bric-a-brac gathered on blankets pulled tight over the cracked pavement. I thought they were a wind-blown recent addition. Perhaps pilgrims, like the ones I’d heard about at St Paul’s.


‘As long as I have, at least,’ he says. I never noticed them, before the Freeze. But there was so much I didn’t notice. ‘There used to be a guy who would poke his head in, once maybe every eighteen months, to try and sell pillows. Still in their wrapping. Where do these people come from and where do they go? I bet if you dug down far enough, down through the tarmac, the Victorian sewer, the compressed bones of the plague victims, you’d find smashed oil lanterns and rotting sandal straps in the ground below the Kingsland Waste. Buckled chariot wheels.’ He starts rubbing his face, scratching his head maniacally, before throwing up his hands. ‘What’s wrong with you, anyway? Is it really that bad?’


I lean back and catch my balance on something soft. Paperbacks, a huge stack of them, stretching away into the darkness. Behind the wobbling stacks: shelves. More books than I had seen in years.


There is still a certain latency to my thoughts. ‘Is this . . . was this a bookshop?’


The man picks up a book in each hand and throws them at me, overarm. I raise my arms, instinctively, to protect my face, but he misses by a good distance. They skid away into the darkness.


A deflated silence, the kind where an incipient threat of violence passes into absurdity.


‘I’m sorry,’ the man says with a sigh. ‘I always get this way, after a migraine. Mood swings. Excitable, euphoric even. Then I have to piss. A huge amount. Then I get depressed.’ He casts his arms wide, gesturing at the shelves behind him, at the books covering his legs. ‘Yes. It was a bookshop. Obviously it was a bookshop.’


I pick up a book from the pile nearest me to take a look at it. Critical Research Approaches: New Pathways. It had a green cover. Below it are ten copies of Normal People.


‘Don’t know what to do with them all,’ he says. ‘At first, it was just stopping people from burning them for fuel. Simple. Something to focus on. To stick around for. But now . . .’ He trails off. ‘I keep breaking into abandoned houses, hauling them back here. And at this point, I’ve really no idea why.’ Again, he seems to lose momentum. He starts absent-mindedly gathering up the books around him and returning them to their piles. His movements are automatic. There is something touching in their fastidiousness.


I feel an urge to pacify him. Not out of fear of violence. He has a careworn innocence.


‘A friend of mine,’ I say, ‘we used to go back again and again to the same houses. Once all the food was gone we started collecting other things. Once you pop, it’s hard to stop, is all I’m saying.’ My voice fades away as I wake up to my disinhibition. ‘Is it always like this?’


He is standing over me, a quizzical look on his face. A realisation blooms as a smile. ‘It was your first, wasn’t it?’


‘You got me,’ I say.


‘How strange, immune since the Thaw and you suddenly develop one now . . .’ He stretches out his hand. ‘Let’s start again. I’m Sam.’


I sigh. ‘Ellis. I’m Ellis.’ I take his hand, and he pulls me to my feet.
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Last night’s migraine attack was my first. The first of my own. But it wasn’t the first I have experienced. That was one of yours.


It’s amazing how quickly this has come to seem utterly normal, to live a life where so many firsts are experienced second hand. How quickly the Neurals have come to seem an everyday part of our lives. I don’t remember us ever talking about this, but did you know that the technology that has made this all possible was initially developed to help rehabilitate stroke victims? A tiny, subdermal chip planted in the neck, just below the curve of the jaw, sending electrical pulses up the vagus nerve in order to stimulate the brain to reroute brain activity, to open new pathways to replace those that had burned out. It was intended to help those who had lost the use of their legs or had been rendered mute to walk again, talk again.


They just tweaked it, in response to our change in circumstances. It was an easy leap to make, for tech companies looking for new revenue streams: repurposing the chip for data collection and broadcast. Taking something for people who were locked inside their bodies and repurposing it for those forced inside their homes.


An implant that stimulated the brain directly, augmenting reality, it offered retinal projection and haptic feedback. Finally, you could really see what others had seen, feel what others had felt. One injection, and your nerves were networked into those of countless other people. Not only could you experience other people’s lives, you could also offer up approximations of your own experiences, beamed into distant people’s bodies.


The implants arrived just as the snow began to fall – with the aid centres, offered for free. Seeing that the economic balance had tipped away from the Global North, a calculation was made. Companies figured that we could still be productive while we sheltered in place.


It was a Faustian pact. We became labourers, mining our sensations. Our lives abstracted out into data points to refine the algorithms that we still hoped would be our deliverance. If we couldn’t think our way out this catastrophe, perhaps an intelligence trained on the culmination of our collective experiences might.


It is a promise that still has not delivered. Most of us who could see the exchange for what it was still took the bargain. I wonder if you hesitated, and if so, for how long. Another thing I never asked. Its reach and effects are so much a part of how I’ve come to know you – it never occurred to me to.


We were all wedded to the idea of work; charity was something that we bestowed, not received. It was a strange act of mercy, to be allowed to continue in the delusion that we had something to offer.


It wasn’t all we got in return. We were saved from boredom, from loneliness. In the darkness of those years when we all thought that the snow would never stop, the illusory connection that they offered was preferable to the total isolation that seemed the only alternative.


After the Thaw, you were one of the first to isolate the migraine aura. Not just the images – the hovering lights – but also all of the other sense data: the strobing sensations, the animated sense of disorder. You were also one of the first to take and arrange it into a clip. Something that could be shared, replicated, altered, modulated. An aurashow.


Yours was one of the first I saw, felt, experienced.


When so many people were struck down by them, I was pleased that I didn’t suffer from migraines, that I was one of the very few that had been spared. It felt like one bright spot of good fortune after a run of bad luck.


But soon enough, it was all anyone wanted to talk about.


I was lying on my bed, when I came across one of yours. The first thing, in your aurashow, was a sense of dread. A large shape lifting the hem of a still lake. I now know that this is consistent with the real thing. The anticipation. Time thickening.


But for a few seconds after I began the playback, it seemed as though nothing else had changed. The usual glimmer of visual dissolution, as my brain tried to reconcile the real world – or the one my eyes perceived – with the one being interposed by the implant, didn’t occur.


Then, a wobble. The edge of the curtain seemed to lose confidence in the definition offered by the sun. It warped outwards, before curling back on itself: a snail’s shell of fabric with a lacuna made of light at its centre.


Up to this point I had always been able to hold the world and the implant’s augmentations apart: to see the real through the gauze of fictive images. It had never occurred to me that the distinction might blur. But now, as the edges began to bleed into one another, I gained a glint of awareness of what this unquestioned confidence had meant.


Instinct made me turn my head towards this glitch, to take hold of it by bringing it to the centre. But as I turned, the wobble shifted.


It was planted in my peripheries. I blinked. The snail had been joined by another, and another. They were on the march. I turned my head left and right and they fed on whatever my eyes lighted upon. Snails made of desk. Snails made of lamp. They were like pearls of windblown rainwater migrating over the glass of the world. Still, I pursued the hole at the heart of each, in turn. The absence made of light.


The snails began to collide and unfurl into a cascade of pearlescent lightning, drawing the fabric of the room into its arc.


As suddenly as it had started, it ended. The room reassembled itself.


There was no sense of you, in this. No sense of the sickness and pain that would come after this slow-motion firework display. But I glimpsed something in that lacuna. Something that called to me at the bottom of the hole at the heart.


I played it again, and again.


There were many theories, in the early days after the Thaw, as to why the headaches had started. Everything was contested. It was the logical endpoint of the fragmentation that began long before the Freeze, with every person searching for their own truth and abandoning a common one.


The first assumption was that the Neurals were to blame. Overstimulated frontal cortexes. But the problem was general, not confined to those who had offered up their brainstems. Electrical storms thundered across the grey matter of those that remained unaugmented, too.


But it was the weather. All along, it was the weather. After the snow melted, it became more and more unpredictable, and the headaches became more frequent and acute. The weather changed, and people got migraines. The correlation should have been impossible to contest, had people not long ago lost faith in simple cause and effect.


As we all fell into the patterns of this new life, its pace and rhythms dictated by the extreme atmospheric pressure changes and the brain weather that it produced, all the content pipelines we had developed lost their appeal. Representation had already reached a point of crisis, even before the Freeze, because of the rate at which an occurrence was metabolised by the feeds. If a turtle riding the back of a capybara was caught on camera in the morning, it had its own social accounts by lunch and by the time the sun set in Brazil it rose in China over factories printing T-shirts and fidget spinners with their likeness. Every occurrence was evacuated of meaning so quickly that it was barely over before it became a meme for something else.


Now, reality became interesting again, in all its grub and grain, which revealed that reality content – with its grotesque and cartoonish enlargements and exaggerations – had become so untethered that the only reality it could lay claim to was its own: glass-eyed, silicone and alienating. An advert for itself.


Everyone was bored by this, so what happened next was, I suppose, the obvious thing. The oldest thing. The first thing. People started making art from life again.


At least, people like you did. People with migraines. Or, more specifically, those with aura – that neurological tectonic foreshadowing that produced the kinds of visions that in other times had seen people proclaimed mystics or burned at the stake. Although the vast majority of the population had succumbed to the changes in neurological climate, some remained immune. Like me.


But not you. Your pain had made you famous.


Events proliferate. Over the last five years they’ve increased at such a rate that they have fallen out of order. Everything is significant, nothing is clear. Whatever happened to one fucking thing after another? Was it really so bad? I’m writing this to find out. If I can pinpoint the exact moment where things went wrong between us, then I might be able to walk that line back.
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