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PART ONE

At a jolt in the switching of lines, Tom Shift woke to find that it was half past three, and he was finally arriving into Saltwash.

Under the low mizzle, most of the town was faint and grey and he could only see what was close by. A parade of shops. A pub. A park. A scrapyard. Gone.

Through a tunnel and out into the light again, such as it was on this dreary afternoon, the track ran past the backs of terraced houses and long thickets of browning rosebay and buddleia, before a row of railings led to an open-air platform strewn with puddles.

The train slowed past Ladies . . . Gentlemen . . . Waiting Room . . . Lost Luggage, came to a halt, shuddering and stinking, and after a loud death rattle, the diesel engine cut out to leave only the sound of rain on the windows.

As Tom had dipped in and out of a fitful sleep since changing at Preston, the handful of passengers who’d got on with him there had alighted at other places along the way. It gave him a silly childish thrill of intrepidness to think that he and no one else had made it to the end of the line. But then the same thought had him feeling anxious, as if he’d made a mistake that an inhabitant of this bleak spot would laugh at or caution him about.

Perhaps it was just because it was so lonesome here at the station that he


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































 

All that had happened one day six weeks ago. Since then, the rest of November had passed by in spells of freezing fog, and December had been dispiritingly mild and damp.

Very quickly, it seemed, Christmas had come and gone, and in the days afterwards the temperature had dropped enough to stiffen everything in hoarfrost. Now, on the last day of the year, the late afternoon was cold and raw and fading into a beetroot sunset.

It being a Wednesday, the Living Now meeting had come around again and although it had coincided with New Year’s Eve, Astrid still wanted the group to get together. It was a night of endings and beginnings that she thought symbolic and fruitful to commemorate, and she had emailed to say that the session would start earlier than usual so that those who wanted to could head off to see friends and family afterwards. She’d bring sandwiches and cake. Or had she requested that they bring sandwiches and cake? Tom couldn’t remember. He wasn’t hungry anyway.

To try and work up an appetite, he’d planned to walk to the hospital by way of the park but had persuaded himself out of it in the end and called a taxi. It would still be icy by the cricket pavilion and if he’d been forced to go tentatively to avoid slipping, he might well have found himself in darkness by the time he’d reached the gates on the other side.

In truth, he wasn’t sure he’d have made it on foot at all. No matter how determined he was to think otherwise, things had started to change lately. The excuses he’d come up with – he was just more tired than usual, he’d not eaten much today, his shoulder was giving him gyp – only sugared what he knew to be true. His strength was leaving him. He’d turned a corner.

His memory had deteriorated by another increment. The number of notes he’d put up had increased along with the importance of the imperatives. Drink some water. Feed cats. Feed yourself.

He was tired all the time. Bone weary and yet unable to sleep for very long. On some days he’d been confined to the sofa or his bed by a migraine so unrelenting that it had felt as if someone was slowly sawing his skull in half.

He was restless and on edge, especially in the evenings, when he was too engrossed in his thoughts and couldn’t distract himself with a book or a radio programme or one of his jazz records. And those bloody budgerigars of Oliver’s chittered on and on.

He’d put them in a back bedroom on a high shelf out of reach of the cats, but he could still hear them, even now as he put on his coat and scarf down in the hallway. Even after he’d closed the front door behind him they were audible, though it might just have been a figment. God, it was birds nesting in the brain now, was it?

 

He was glad that the taxi driver didn’t want to talk much. After an exchange about the weather, the journey proceeded in silence past heaving pubs and closed-up shops, past factory walls and regenerated mills.

He’d gone about these streets countless times but recently the buildings and landmarks that had once been as familiar and innocuous as old furniture had started to make him feel irritable. And sometimes it was just intolerable to be amongst the people who lived here. For they belonged to the world that would continue after he’d gone. They wouldn’t notice that he wasn’t there. He’d be like Icarus in the Breughel painting. But that would be his fault, not theirs. You were always too far away, Tom, they’d say in their defence. We didn’t know you.

At the junction by the Methodist church, the driver turned left into the hospital grounds, his prayer beads swinging from the rear-view mirror, and took the route that ran past A & E.

The entrance, so often lined with ambulances, and usually frequented by folk in dressing gowns smoking furtively, was deserted. In fact, the whole place was quiet. The casualties from parties and punch-ups would start to stream in after midnight, Tom supposed.

He wondered if he might still be up himself at that time. Given his raging insomnia, there was every chance that he would be wide awake at twelve, but he hoped not. He didn’t think it would do him much good to see in the new year. But there was nothing he could do to stop it. Time went ruthlessly onwards. How could it not? Its momentum was an unalterable fact of the universe, and according to one of Astrid’s favourite adages they should take comfort in its impartiality. Everything was heading in the same direction. All things shared the same fate.

Maybe that was the kind of thing he needed to hear tonight.

 

The Kübler-Ross unit was around the side of the main building – a bland, two-storey concrete box that they’d tried to make pretty for the season by spraying the windows with pictures of bells and holly leaves, and hanging lights over the door. Before the diagnosis, he must have seen it from the road so many times and never given a second thought to what went on inside. Now it was familiar to him.

Tom paid the driver and accepted his help getting out of the back seat. The thinly bearded fellow looked as old as he was; still working, the poor sod. He smiled sympathetically at every grimace Tom made and insisted on escorting him all the way inside, calling him sir and mister, and refusing a tip for his assistance.

That he’d even contemplated walking here earlier on seemed ludicrous. Right now, the possibility of ever doing so again felt remote. Even something as simple as a stroll through the park might soon become a luxury of the past, something that he ought to have recognised as a privilege when he’d been capable of appreciating it. But that was the lesson everyone learned too late, wasn’t it?

 

Once through the automatic doors, the driver left him with the lady behind the desk and went back to his car, satisfied that Tom was in safe hands should he stumble or expire.

‘It’s nice to see you, Mr Shift,’ the receptionist said.

He couldn’t bring her name to mind even though he’d seen her plenty of times before. Julie, Julia, Jackie? She could do to wear a badge.

She opened the inner sanctum of the clinic with a tap of her lanyard on the sensor. He smiled at her and went slowly down the corridor into the oppressive warmth and the smells of liniment and floor polish. Beyond the large abstract paintings – in which Acceptance and Stillness and Peace were represented as swirls of blue and green – he passed the offices of the various oncologists who specialised in end-of-life care.

A Mr Sheppey was his consultant: cold hands, kind eyes, apt to use cricketing metaphors to help conceptualise the tumour’s unpredictability. We’re at the crease facing Anil Kumble, Mr Shift. We don’t know which way the ball is going to spin from one delivery to the next. All we can do is expect the unexpected.

It was a slightly silly sort of bedside manner, but Tom appreciated the suggestion that they were in it together.

He should make an appointment to see him, he thought. He’d been instructed to keep him in the know about any changes that occurred.

 

It couldn’t be coincidental that this quickening feeling of deterioration had begun since he’d returned from Saltwash. He was certain that the physical weariness and insufferable pains in his head had come about not only from some new aggression on the tumour’s part but from being forced to think so interminably about what had happened to Oliver. Or rather it was the exhaustion of not knowing what to think or feel that was wearing him out.

After leaving the Castle that evening back in November, he couldn’t recall much about the train journey home, only that it had been long and slow because of the weather and that, when he’d finally climbed into bed that night, he’d not slept until hours later, so thick were his thoughts, so incessant was the chirruping of the budgerigars he’d brought back with him.

The next morning, the gnawing anxiety had become an urge to tell someone. It felt like the right thing to do, if only to absolve himself from any wrongdoing. Weren’t there specific laws about concealing a crime? To do so would have made him as culpable as everyone else at the Castle.

He should have been braver. He ought to have ripped the line from Oliver’s arm and spirited him away. He ought to have dashed the doctor’s gear to the floor and remonstrated with the Paleys – and all the others there at the hotel come to that. Standing there in that room, silent and shaken, simply watching, he’d as good as aided and abetted, hadn’t he?

And yet when Angeline had phoned him later that day, apologising for not getting back to him sooner, he’d said nothing, even though she was the one person he might have counted on for sound advice.

How on earth would he have phrased it, exactly? That he’d been invited into a death cult at a seaside hotel? That they held a raffle to decide who got an armful of poison?

He could have insisted that it was all true, he could have sworn to what he’d seen, but it would have come across as so outlandish that she’d have thought it was the tumour talking and have encouraged him to call Mr Sheppey rather than the police. It would have unsettled her, whichever way she’d taken it. It wasn’t something he’d felt it fair to drag her into. And as he’d decided to keep it to himself then, he’d done so since. The moment had gone anyway. Angeline had withdrawn her services.

 

The Oak Room, where the Living Now group met every week, was lively with conversation. When he went in, Astrid looked over and came to him with a smile.

She was half his age, thin, white-blonde, always in a lace-edged pastel-coloured dress: she seemed to be made of gossamer somehow.

‘Tom,’ she said, squeezing his hands with her long fingers. ‘It’s so good to see you. Give me your coat. Go and get a drink and something to eat. You’ve got a few minutes before we start.’

She took his anorak and went to hang it up. The others milling around the buffet table welcomed him back into the fold.

He’d not attended any meetings since coming back from Saltwash, and, although absences were never questioned, they all wanted to know how he’d been, how his Christmas had gone. ‘Quiet,’ he replied. And had anyone been in touch with him? ‘My ex-wife sent a card,’ he said.

A card and a letter – one that had all the intimations of a goodbye. She’d said again how sorry she was for him. Sorry that it had come to this. She hoped that she’d been some help to him and that he felt that his affairs were in good order. She gave him her best.

I do forgive you, Tom, she’d put at the end. There had been no elaboration. And perhaps it was the brevity that made it seem less than genuine. She was only telling him what he wanted to hear, giving him the line that would satisfy him well enough to let her go.

‘Here, how was your day out with your pen pal?’ asked Brian, bloated and berry-faced, no eyebrows. ‘What was his name again?’

‘Oliver,’ said Tom. ‘Oliver Keele.’

‘What was he like?’

‘Good company,’ Tom replied.

‘Will you see him again, do you think?’ Monali said, and offered him the last of the shortbread biscuits, which he declined.

‘I don’t know,’ said Tom.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘How long has he been given?’

‘He didn’t say,’ Tom replied.

Now the gravel-voiced Alec chipped in. ‘Didn’t he want to meet you somewhere odd? Somewhere by the sea?’

‘Oh, that’s right,’ said Celia with the missing teeth. ‘Where was it again?’

They were interested in him, which was nice, and they meant well, but he wished that he’d never mentioned going to Saltwash to anyone else.

 

He just wanted to forget about it and let what had happened there recede into the past. He’d let some distance develop. He’d try to think of Oliver as someone he’d been twinned with by nothing more than misfortune; someone he’d barely known, regardless of his long and frequent letters; a sad and troubled man with self-made tattoos on his knuckles; a dishevelled eccentric with whom he’d spent a few hours one wintry evening.

It seemed unreal now – the Castle, the Paleys, the doctor, Connie, Victor, Barnaby, Petula, and all the other guests in their brash regalia. His memories of it were unnerving, like the memories of watching an obscene pantomime full of grotesques and buffoons.

But the invitation to Oliver’s funeral that had come through the post and those little blue birds remained as evidence that he really had been there. The budgerigars might even be incriminating. Perhaps he should let the cats at them after all, thought Tom.

Why had Oliver ever imagined that he’d want to participate in what the Paleys offered? Or that he’d find some comfort in the prospect of being able to end it all? Had Oliver really believed that he was going to buy into the drivel about being able to hop – via some chemical process – into an unblemished version of his life after death, which wasn’t really death at all?

By that logic, Oliver was still alive somewhere in an alternate reality, a sprightly septuagenarian doyen of Classics cycling into some echoing Oxford quad with his gown flapping and his head full of ancient Greek.

The thought was clearly absurd.

But Tom had to admit that there had been times over the last few weeks when such a numinous idea had acquired credibility, especially during the fanciful narratives that came unbidden in the late hours of the night.

Lying in bed, he’d play out a scenario in which he’d won and not Oliver. He’d imagine that he’d gone to sleep in one body and woken up in another, resurrected as a Tom Shift who was free of perpetual self-reproach. One who’d never done Angeline or anyone wrong and had come into his old age without having to contend with any remarkable tragedies. He’d be married. He’d have children. Maybe grandchildren. All that he lacked now, really.

Yes, at three in the morning, he thought that if the chance of transmigrating to a life enriched with true accomplishments had been there for the taking, as it had been for Oliver, he’d have sat back too and allowed the doctor to do his work.

And perhaps this was the real reason he’d kept what had happened at the Castle to himself. A small part of him envied Oliver. One way or another, he was free.

 

Once everyone was ready to start, Astrid conducted them to the circle of chairs set out in the middle of the room. When they were all seated, they joined hands, and she led them in the affirmation with which she always opened their meetings – I am, I am, I am.

The meditation that evening was on the phenomenon of their existence. How miraculous it was that they were here at all. What an incredible run of good fortune their ancestors must have enjoyed. How shaky the couplings were that formed a family line.

It was true. When he imagined that long chain of mothers and fathers behind him stretching back millennia to farmsteads, to caves, to savannah, to primordial swamp presumably, he saw that it was held together by the flimsiest of links. It wouldn’t have taken much for any of them to have snapped.

Had that hairy stone-age brute got on the wrong side of a lion, had that medieval forebear in the kirtle succumbed, coughing and pustular to the plague, had his own grandfather been killed in Flanders, then there would have been no Tom Shift at all. Of course, it had been nothing short of a fluke that Grandpa Cyril had made it through the war, and in fact there was a family story that he’d only survived because of rain.

The tale went that there’d been an offensive planned during which Cyril’s battalion was to retake some blasted acre of quagmire. But even in a conflict typified by suicidal battle orders it had been decided that to send men out through three feet of mud in the midst of a deluge was an idiocy too far and the attack had been postponed until the weather improved.

As it transpired, the rain had been so relentless that the war had come to an end before the storm. Had it cleared up sooner, young Cyril and his pals would have charged a section of the enemy line which reconnaissance later revealed to have been bristling with many more machine-gun nests than first thought. He’d have been mincemeat.

So, in one sense, thought Tom, he was only here now in this room with these other people on this particular night in time because of an obstinate spell of low pressure over northern Belgium in the winter of 1918.

And that was only one of the reasons for his existence. There were surely many more that he had no conception of. All as farcical. All of which could so easily have gone the other way.

He was, as Astrid said, a product of pure luck. For each set of his antecedents to have survived long enough to pass on their genes was incredible when he thought about it. Yet, because of him, it was all coming to an end. He’d thrown away thousands of years of precious good fortune and blessings, and for what? Impending fatherhood had seemed such a crisis at twenty-nine but now his reaction to it smacked of hysteria. What he’d forced Angeline to go through at that clinic by the Thames seemed so impetuous and unwarranted.

They were dangerous things, young men. How easily he might never have come into being either, if someone before him had been as self-serving and reckless.

 

‘We must remember that no one ever chooses to do anything,’ said Astrid. ‘Look back over your life and you’ll see.’

Wasn’t it liberating, she said, to think that a person simply couldn’t have done anything differently at any point in time, such was the way the universe had been configured in that moment. People were merely impelled one way or another by thoughts that arose from circumstances far beyond their control or understanding.

He’d never wanted to harm anyone, far from it, thought Tom. Not his mother, or Angeline, or their unborn child. Nor had Oliver killed his father out of any premeditated motivation. It had only occurred because certain things had given rise to its occurrence. In another alignment of events Oliver would never have had the opportunity to do what he did. Say his mother had been back from the circus with Mally and Lucas before his father had woken up. Say Oliver himself had decided to go out onto the promenade for some fresh air and had never heard his father hacking up his lungs. The tiniest of variations might have altered things completely. And that was Astrid’s point.

Let go, was the lesson. Give up the guilt. There was no free will. But by that creed, no one was really culpable for anything. And where did that leave the human race? Wasn’t it abominable to pardon sin on the grounds of some kind of diminished responsibility? Depravity, perversion, violence – was no one at fault for those things? Did no one scheme?

That was an illusion, said Astrid. No one could choose their way to triumph or gratification any more than they could choose their way out of catastrophe.

Everyone was just tangled up in the strange and arbitrary happenings of the world. Everyone was simply dazed by the accident of being alive.

It was a thought that, to Tom, held the credibility of an essential truth.

In the moment, at least.

And then, like all moments, it was gone; the passing sense of absolution something he’d have to chase and find again before all thoughts were swept from him and taken away on the tide.
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