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 The Menace of Mile End








MR. BAXTER WAS the only private resident on a London street of men’s tailors and barbershops.

His small house, once home to the St. James’s Church clergy, was built in 1762 against the back wall of the church, between Piccadilly and Jermyn Street.

Whether by accident or inspired planning, the church sometimes appeared to embrace the little house, with two brick arms uniting in their ambition to form a spire.

During an emergency renovation in the 1960s, an unexploded bomb from World War II was found in a sewer beneath the church, and the Jermyn Street shops were evacuated for several hours. A few of the more senior tailors were reminded of the Blitz, when people in the shelters shared bars of chocolate or took turns on a cigarette.

Although Mr. Baxter had lived on Jermyn Street for eighteen years and did not speak to anyone regularly, he was well-known to his commercial neighbors by sight.

At first it was his sheer girth and height that caught their attention, and for a long time, they called him “The Giant of Jermyn Street.” But then one of the barbers recognized Mr. Baxter from years ago, when he was in the tabloids and known by a different nickname.

After almost two decades, those who worked regular hours on the street, from Floris to Turnbull & Asser, had grown so use to their residential neighbor that when he passed their windows every day on his walk home from St. James’s Park (blocking out the sun for a few seconds), it was not his size they noticed—but a falling trouser hem or jacket in desperate need of a “sponge and press” or the flapping sole of a size 14 brogue.

Despite his age, Mr. Baxter was still heavily muscled, with enormous hands kept awkwardly at his sides. His eyes were a deep blue and quicker than his body, making him appear more nervous than he actually was. There were no longer any traces of brown in his hair, and his bones ached from time to time, depending on the weather.

When the London drizzle was too constant, Mr. Baxter sat in a chair by the window. There were usually people in the street below, and the shop windows glowed with hope and promise. He knew each retailer by the sound of its bell, and there was a stand where two women sold flowers every day and on Saturday mornings, calling out to passersby in the style of East End market traders. Although Mr. Baxter had no interest in gardening, over time he had learned the Latin names of various plants, and sometimes caught himself saying them late at night when the street was empty.

At closing time, women came to vacuum the shops with chrome Hoovers. One of them was going to have a baby.

In the morning (after a few hours’ sleep on the settee), Mr. Baxter normally drank his tea standing up at the window, as window cleaners sloshed down Jermyn Street with buckets and rags. Sometimes they whistled, and the sound fell from their mouths like silver thread.

If the weather was good enough for his daily walk in St. James’s Park, Mr. Baxter often found an empty bench to rest and watch people go by, or clouds pass in lines of white shoulders. He wondered where everyone he saw was going, and stared at them the way an illiterate stares at words in a sentence.

There is a deep lake in the middle of St. James's Park, and Mr. Baxter often lingered there too, watching swans fold their wings, or women in head scarves toss crumbs from their pockets. He secured his coat at the waist by knotting a belt. It was a very old coat. Sometimes he wore it over his dressing gown to bed, and there were stains around the hem at the front where he had missed the toilet. He needed eyeglasses to see anything farther than his own large hands, and they were square with gold frames and a brown tint that was once fashionable. Sometimes, a flake of skin would lodge on the glass.

There was a time when Mr. Baxter was quite fashionable, and quite involved in goings-on around London—a regular face in the tabloids on account of his clients. But that was long ago, and so when he was woken up one night by someone shouting in the street, it was with more annoyance than concern that he untangled himself from the sheets, felt for his glasses, and shuffled quietly to the far window of the flat to see what was happening.

The person outside was screaming in Jamaican patois, as though involved in an argument, yet he appeared to be alone.

Just another teenage lout, Mr. Baxter thought, watching the boy pull at the matted clumps of his hair. It was midwinter, and puddles had hardened into ice. Mr. Baxter hoped he might slip on one.

After a while, he sat down and listened to the boy with both hands spread on the kitchen table as though he were a great pianist about to commence his magnum opus.

Of course, it would have been much quieter in the small bedroom at the back of Mr. Baxter’s house, but for years he had slept every night on the settee. The expensive floral cotton sheets and pillowcases, purchased one summer afternoon on the top floor of Liberty, lay smooth and undisturbed, like an envelope sealed long ago with nothing inside.

WHEN THE SHOUTING man returned to Jermyn Street two nights later, Mr. Baxter listened from his pillow in a sort of daze. It was bitterly cold, and black taxis roared up the cobbled road, their heavy diesel engines rattling the windows.

This can’t go on, Mr. Baxter thought. I was in the middle of a bloody dream. He folded back his sheets and perched on the edge of the settee. All I’m asking for is a bit of peace, and now I’ve got some mad bastard out there.

The pubs were still open, and the sound of people walking echoed through his apartment like disorderly music.

When Mr. Baxter unlatched the window and peered down at the figure, he noticed a plastic bag of clothes. The arm of a sweater reached out as if trying to escape. Mr. Baxter shook his head in reproach.

“Some people,” he said loudly, “are a bleedin’ nuisance!”

THEN FOR A week the man didn’t come and Jermyn Street was a place of general quiet.

It was still so cold that the prime minister himself was telling people not to go out. The demand for coal and wood was unprecedented. Elderly people were found dead at home, upright in their chairs.

Mr. Baxter spent the week lying awake, wondering where the boy had gone, and whether he was inside or outside.

The night he returned, Mr. Baxter pulled on his dressing gown and hurried to the window. It was freezing, but the man below had neither gloves nor hat.

What an idiot, he thought. His own bloody fault if he dies out there. Nothing to do with me.

The few people who were out hurried home from the pubs in clouds of their own laughter. But then, a few shops away, Mr. Baxter heard bins being knocked over. In the distance, a woman and a man were struggling to walk a straight line; then the woman sat down in the middle of the road. The man pulled on her arm, which made her laugh and take a shoe off.

When a speeding car entered Jermyn Street, the boy below Mr. Baxter’s window started shouting, “Check out di rupshan! Check out di rupshan!” Somehow understanding, the drunks lifted their heads and carried their bodies to the pavement, as the car roared past bound for lives less fortunate.

When the road was empty again, they resumed their stumble home through the darkness, and the young man went back to arguing with his imaginary foe.

As the kettle boiled, Mr. Baxter noticed a fork on the kitchen table, left there from his evening meal. Years ago, his father would sometimes wake him up very late at night, telling him to dress and come downstairs. He was only a child then, but understood it would have been worse not to go. Under his bed was a box of toy cars, a cricket bat, and a few broken Spitfire models he had been unable to complete on his own. Pinned to the wall was a football pennant he’d won at the seaside.

After going downstairs, Mr. Baxter would sit squarely in front of his father at the kitchen table, trying not to blink, and slowly hardening into the statue of a boy, so that when the fork came down on the backs of his hands repeatedly, he had only a vague feeling that parts of his body were cracking. Sometimes his father would laugh, or smash a bottle, or split a cupboard door with his elbow. Sometimes he would sweep everything out of the fridge and leave it on the floor.

The next morning, the teachers would want to know why Charlie Baxter couldn’t hold his pencil—why his knuckles were black and yellow. He earned a reputation for having the hardest punch in school, though no one had ever seen him fight.

The teachers said the only thing worse than a big bully was a big liar, and made him stand in a corner until ready to confess. But to young Charlie Baxter, it was their special secret, and in his child mind, felt his father respected him for keeping it.

AFTER A WHILE, Mr. Baxter got tired and went back to the settee. It was warm under the blankets, and his bare feet felt good under the covers. He had no curtains, and moonlight washed over his things, pooling when furniture blocked its path. He thought about what had happened outside with the drunks and the speeding car, then, a moment before falling asleep, wondered if rage isn’t just another form of crying.

In the morning, he cooked eight sausages, four eggs, a dozen mushrooms, an entire pack of bacon, and a whole can of Heinz Baked Beans, so that he could make a second, smaller breakfast plate, which he covered and put in the fridge.

Blackened morsels had stuck to the frying pan, but he persisted with the scouring pad, then hung the pan above the sink where it dripped onto a tea towel.

On his walk that day, Mr. Baxter noticed more birds than usual. They had congregated at one end of the pond, where park officials had broken the ice with heavy sticks. Then he stood for some time on the narrow bridge that stretched over the lake. On one side, up past the blowing bare trees and brown water, was Buckingham Palace; on the other side a slow rise of gray marble into Whitehall, where Union Jacks snapped in the wind. The view had not been altered for centuries, and for this reason the bridge was one of Mr. Baxter’s favorite haunts, a place where he did not feel defined solely by the things he remembered.

THREE NIGHTS LATER, Mr. Baxter stirred a pot of tea and listened at the window. The moon was out and chalked the edges of a cold and frosty street.

Why hadn’t someone called the police and reported a disturbance of the peace? It was now so irritating that Mr. Baxter wanted to aim his teapot at the man’s head. He imagined going down there and stuffing him into his black bag of clothes, then tossing it into the icy Thames.

For the first time in years, Mr. Baxter felt violence bubbling to the surface of his life.

Then a bottle shattered against the wall of St. James’s Church. Mr. Baxter looked out as another flashed past and landed silently on the boy’s bag of clothes. Three men stormed across the road, fists spinning.

Mr. Baxter stood there shaking, his feet half in his slippers. He knew what was happening. He knew exactly what the men intended to do. And this confidence reminded him of who he was and of the things he had done. He stopped trembling, shuffled fully into his slippers, and tightened the string on his pajamas.

By the time he got down to the street, there were clothes everywhere, and the boy was a ball on the ground being kicked. The men were laughing and taking turns.

When the form of a giant appeared suddenly from a narrow door in the St. James’s Church wall, wearing frayed gingham pajamas and enormous tweed slippers, the three men stopped what they were doing and just looked. For a moment, the sheer size of Mr. Baxter seemed to deter them. Then one came at him quickly with a broken bottle.

Mr. Baxter had grown up in the East End, and was once quite a dangerous man.

For several years he was Twiggy’s bodyguard, then television celebrities, then private events, then nightclubs and well-known pubs in Sloane Square and Chelsea . . . .

He stopped working two decades ago, after waking up in the Royal Free Hospital.

“Who got me?” he said to the nurse. But it was painful even to chuckle.

“No one got you, Rambo,” the nurse said. “You had a heart attack.”

The next day, she brought flowers wrapped in pages from the London Standard and arranged them herself in the vase.

“I wouldn’t waste those on me, darlin’,” Mr. Baxter said.

“As these here are my flowers,” the nurse told him, “I’ll waste them on whomever I choose.”

Some nights she stayed a bit later and read to him from a book.

No one had ever read to him from a book.

DOWN ON JERMYN Street, Mr. Baxter’s body moved with the old knowledge. He was slower, but still mighty in his reach, and the man who had come at him with a bottle was soon on the ground with a shattered jaw. When a second attacker lunged, Mr. Baxter took a punch in the side of the head, then split the man’s nose with a light jab and followed up with a hook. The third man just stood there screaming that he was going to stab Mr. Baxter—but then backed away when he noticed a figure running toward him up the street with an enormous pair of scissors.

When all three attackers had gone, the man on the ground tried to sit up. His face was an absolute mess. The tailor put down his garment scissors and breathlessly introduced himself as Colin. Then he pointed in the direction of his shop, “New and Lingwood, bespoke and ready-to-wear.”

Mr. Baxter judged him to be about the same age as himself, but with a fuller head of hair and a faint South African accent.

“I’m Charlie Baxter.”

“Yes, yes . . . I know who you are,” Colin said, still trying to catch his breath in the freezing air. “The Menace of Mile End! I used to read about you in the papers years ago.”

Then the man on the ground leaned on his hands and vomited.

Colin looked around at all the clothes. “I suppose we’d better pick these up,” he said. “If you hand them to me, I’ll fold them properly into the bag.”

When they had finished, Mr. Baxter scooped the young man into his arms and carried him upstairs. Colin followed with the bag of clothes.

“MY GOODNESS,” COLIN said as Mr. Baxter removed splinters of glass from the boy’s face with a pair of tweezers. “What steady hands you have.”

Then he watched as Mr. Baxter soaked an old paisley handkerchief in witch hazel and used it to disinfect the cuts and grazes.

WHEN THE KETTLE had boiled, they all sat together over mugs of tea until the windows glowed with first light. They also ate honey biscuits from Fortnum & Mason. On the tin, animals played musical instruments.

The young man didn’t say much, but accepted each fresh cup of tea with both hands. He also kept looking to check that his bag of clothes hadn’t moved from the hall.

After some consideration, Mr. Baxter thought the boy had a good face. His profile was delicate, with high, almost regal cheekbones that captured light on their descent. And there was something pure about his eyes—something true and uncomplicated; something steady, which under the right circumstances could be lifted like a jewel from a crevice.

. . . And it probably wouldn’t cost the earth for Colin to knock him up a suit and some pajamas—give him something to do with that enormous pair of scissors he likes to wave about.

Before settling down on the settee for a few hours of sleep, it occurred to Mr. Baxter that the young man snoring in his back bedroom might wake up and kill him. But then he’s only a kid, Mr. Baxter thought—just a tired weight in an old man’s arms—and there’s something sacred about sleep, nature’s way of saving us from ourselves.

WHEN MR. BAXTER woke in the afternoon, it was clear that the young man had tried to make the bed before he left. It wasn’t a bad job. The sheets were pulled up, but not even—and there were creases and dents, as though he had lain back down again.

After some toast and marmalade, Mr. Baxter stirred another pot of tea and looked out the window, past the old cheese shop and into New & Lingwood, where several mannequins gazed blindly into the street, their limbs divided with lines and numbers. 

When Mr. Baxter went for his usual walk, he purposefully forgot his coat. Then, on his way back, he stopped into one of the less expensive men’s outfitters on Jermyn Street and purchased a lovely full-length, double-breasted chesterfield with a velvet collar. When the tailor insisted he try it on, to prove it simply wasn’t going to fit over his enormous frame, Mr. Baxter growled at him to stop meddling.

When he got home, he hung the coat on the back of the door. Then he made a cup of tea and looked at his hands, remembering how steady they’d been, removing the glass from the young man’s face.

Then all the shops began to close.

Another day was almost over.

Men with briefcases and umbrellas hurried home to their wives and children. The radio said that snow was finally coming and that London would be thick with it by morning. Mr. Baxter imagined the hard cold broken into bright, falling pieces.

After listening to the six o’clock news on the BBC, Mr. Baxter tied on his apron and reached into the highest cupboard for a bag of flour. On his way home that day, he had also popped into Wiltons Restaurant to buy a couple of fish, but the chef seemed to know who he was and wouldn’t take any money. Then at the small, bustling Tesco Metro Supermarket on the corner of Jermyn Street, Mr. Baxter had spent half an hour picking out the best Jersey potatoes, which he put in his basket with a pot of cream, a bunch of chives, and an onion. The good thing about fish pie, he thought, is that it keeps.

But somehow he knew it wouldn’t go to waste, and as it bubbled in the bright, unbroken gaze of the oven, and the sky split in a fury of silent falling, Mr. Baxter opened every window in the house, for the great hunger that filled London was no longer his own.
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AFTER LINING UP with a busload of schoolchildren, the old man bought a ticket and entered the aquarium through a pair of tinted glass doors.

For the first hour he drifted from room to room as if he were a fish himself, marveling at the different colors and shapes, and how some came right up to the glass.

Then a woman in overalls and white rubber boots emerged from a door marked STAFF ONLY. She was holding a bucket and there was tinsel tied around the handle because it was almost Christmas. The old man saw his chance.

“Excuse me, but is there someone I can talk to about fish?”

The woman stopped walking. “You can talk to me if you want.”

“Oh good,” said the old man, “Because I desperately need some help with Piper, my goldfish.”

“I’m afraid we’re not allowed to give advice to people who keep fish as pets.”

“But it’s only that Piper—”

“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I could lose my job.”

A FEW DAYS later, the old man was scraping unsalted butter across a slice of toast when he overheard something on television about a new program called Animal Hospital.

Eureka! he thought, and went off in search of the Yellow Pages.

The next morning, he found himself sitting patiently in a crowded waiting room, flicking through a tattered magazine about hamsters.

When the old man signed in upon arrival, writing GOLDFISH on the form, the receptionist said she’d talk to the doctor, but it was unlikely they’d be able to help.

After waiting almost an hour, a young man burst through double doors, his unfastened lab coat billowing like a cape. A few of the cats hissed.

The vet chatted with the receptionist for a few minutes, then looked into the sea of faces and signaled for the old man to come forward.

The bus ride home was miserable. The old man had felt certain that a trained animal doctor would have been able to help with Piper’s condition. But then as the bus neared his stop and people stood to alight, the old man was struck dumb by the enlarged words of an advertisement on the back of someone’s newspaper.

YOUR BEST FRIEND IS WAITING TO MEET YOU

AT GERALD’S PET PARADISE . . . 

Below the slogan were cartoon pictures of dogs, cats, ferrets, and a smiling goldfish with bright teeth and long eyelashes. The old man strained to see, but without his glasses it was difficult to read. People pushed past, trying to get off the bus before the doors closed. When the driver told the old man he was blocking the exit, the woman lowered and folded her newspaper in one motion, then held it out.

“Take it,” she said. “They’re free.”

The old man sat grinning in the bus shelter as he read the page over and over again. Soon, the failure of his afternoon had quite dissolved.

The shop was only a few streets away, and with Piper at home in extremis, the old man forced himself to stand and start walking briskly in the direction of Gerald’s Pet Paradise.

When the last customer of the night burst in, Akin Okunadi, the young assistant, was playing a game on his phone, waiting for the owner to get back and close up for the night.

The old man looked around at all the colorful things for sale and, after regaining his composure, shuffled toward the counter past a stack of empty cages hung with miniature Christmas stockings.

When Akin saw the customer approach, he slipped the device into his pocket and asked if he could help.

“I would like to talk with somebody who knows about goldfish,” the old man said.

“If it’s food or filters, then I can help.”

The old man looked Akin up and down. “I’m afraid it’s more serious than that.”

“You’d best wait for the manager then. He should be back in a minute. He deals with what’s in the tanks.”

“No, no, I’m not here to buy a goldfish,” insisted the old man, “but to get some advice on one.”

“Well, you’d better wait, because my only experience is when my brother got one at the fair.”

“Oh, it’s nice they still do that,” the old man said buoyantly. “What did your brother name him?”

“He never got a chance. It died in the bag on the way home.”

The old man looked at his shoes and said how very sorry he was.

“He only had it an hour,” Akin laughed.

“An hour, a week, a decade,” said the old man. “A fish is a fish.”

Along the street, lights were going out one by one as shopkeepers closed up and went home for the night.

“I ain’t seen you come in before, mister.”

“That’s because I get Piper’s food and filters by mail order. I haven’t needed a pet shop—until now, that is. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me before.”

Then he asked if Akin had heard anything about the snowstorm they were supposed to be having. The young assistant wondered if it would affect the bus service.

A few minutes later, the shop door swung open wildly.

“It’s bloody raining!” Gerald shouted, not realizing they had a customer. “They always get it wrong, don’t they?”

When he appeared from behind a rack of fake mice and rubber bones, he saw the old man standing at the counter.

“You must be the manager,” the old man said.

“That’s right, but I’m afraid we’re closing in a few minutes.”

“He’s been waiting for you,” Akin said. “Wants to ask your advice about his goldfish.”

Gerald shot Akin a look of annoyance, then turned to the old man. “What is it, then? Food? Gravel? Tank toys?”

For a few moments the old man didn’t move. Then, with a great show of emotion, heaved the words from his throat.

“My goldfish, Piper, has stopped moving.”

Gerald nodded. “I see.”

“He was first on his side—but now he’s completely upside down.”

“Is he dead?” Gerald asked.

The old man thought for a moment. “He’s certainly very ill, gravely perhaps—but dead?”

“Well is he moving?”

“When I put my hand in the tank he moves. He bobs when I put my hand in and go like this.” Gerald and Akin watched as the old man motioned in the air with his hand.

It was soon past closing and Akin would miss the 5:41 bus.

He lived with his mother and brother, Sam, who was ten years younger. Their house was half an hour across the city by bus. It had a small garden in the front that the wind filled with leaves and fast-food wrappers. The back garden—an uneven slab of concrete when they moved in—now had potted plants and a freestanding pond, where Akin and Sam sometimes arranged plastic soldiers on lily pads.

If it wasn’t raining, Akin rode his old BMX to the pet shop. Their mother left early for work during the week, and so Akin made his brother’s school lunches and saw him off. Their father had died while Akin’s mother was in the hospital giving birth to Sam.

Sometimes Akin slipped notes into his brother’s lunch box, lines from hip-hop tracks that were rude or funny. Sometimes his brother crept into his bed at night, then lay there in the darkness, his eyes completely open, thinking of questions and then forgetting them.

On the last Saturday of every month, Akin would take his brother into the city center to choose a new Xbox game. Their mother gave them money to have lunch and see a film. They pooled any change for comics, or a box of doughnuts, which they gobbled on the bus home.

GERALD EXPLAINED TO the old man that if his fish wasn’t dead, it was probably constipated, and asked how often he cleaned the tank.

“Every Sunday,” the old man said. “Like clockwork.”

“In that case,” Gerald instructed, “try feeding him frozen peas for a week.”

The man fumbled in his coat pocket for a pencil and something to write on.

“How many peas exactly?”

“Two,” Gerald said. “Take the skins off, then drop the bits in.”

The old man jotted it down, then slipped the frayed envelope back into his coat pocket. “This is a great help, how much do I owe you?”

“Just five pounds.”

The old man removed a large zip wallet, and from a mass of yellowing receipts located a five-pound note.

“Two peas a day, doctor’s orders,” said the old man, handing over the money.

“If it doesn’t work, I’ve got freeze-dried fish laxative—but pea fragments are better if you can get them to eat it.”

“Oh, I’ll get him to eat it,” the old man said firmly. “Before all this happened, he used to come right up to the glass whenever he saw me, just like those colorful fish at the aquarium.”

Before leaving, the old man lingered in the shop doorway. Akin wondered if he wasn’t going to say something about the unfair charge levied for advice.

“I know you want to close,” the old man said, “but I have to ask—could it be anything worse than a digestive complaint?”

Gerald was straightening up a display of rubber Christmas trees. “Oh, absolutely—floating upside down could also be a bacterial infection or swim bladder disorder—in which case it’s only a matter of time.”

The old man didn’t speak or move.

“You have to face facts,” Gerald said. “Some fish just aren’t going to make it.”

It was twenty minutes before the next bus, so Akin decided to pick up a snack from the supermarket for his ride home. Browsing a selection of recently reduced items, he noticed a gray figure bending over a freezer.

“Hello,” Akin said.

The old man looked up. “You’re the lad from the pet shop.”

“Buying peas for Piper?”

“That’s right,” said the old man. “But there’s too much of a selection, I don’t know which kind to get.”

“Get organic ones.”

“Are they better?”

“That’s what my mum gives us.”

Akin and the old man left the shop together and found themselves walking in the same direction. It was raining and neither had an umbrella.

When it began to pour, the old man asked Akin if he would like to come and meet Piper. His small pensioner’s flat was only one street away, and there was an umbrella he’d be willing to lend the young assistant.

On the way there, Akin asked how long Piper had been upside down.

“About three weeks,” the old man said. “He just hasn’t been himself.”

As they approached the concrete tower where the old man lived, Akin suddenly stopped.

“Oh no,” he said, feeling his pockets. “I’ve forgotten my bus pass.”

He knelt down and rummaged through his backpack.

“But we’re here,” the old man said, pointing to a sign that read GODWIN COURT. “This is where I live.”

“Yeah, I know, but if I left my bus pass in the shop, I have to get it before Gerald closes up.”

“Well, if you must go, I’m number three. I’ll leave the door unlocked. You will come, won’t you?”

THE RAIN TURNED to snow on Akin’s journey back to the old man’s apartment. Cars crawled along with their headlights burning.

There was a particular odor to 3 Godwin Court that Akin would forever associate with old age. Piles of newspapers rose up like small islands from a sea of carpet. Dirty clothes had been dumped in one corner, and in another, empty cereal boxes, egg cartons, and plastic ice cream containers with mold furring over the remains. The sink had not been touched for some time, and the standing water was coated by a dark skin. On the stove, unwashed pots and pans were piled up, most stained with corrosion or decaying food. A Victorian cabinet tucked into a corner of the sitting room was crowded with ceramic statues that looked out with delicate, painted eyes.

The fish tank was on a table next to a maroon armchair, and the old man was bending over it, fumbling with scissors and the bag of peas.

“They defrosted on the walk home,” he said, “so I thought I might get the ball rolling. Piper is in here, if you want to come and meet him.”

Akin stepped over to the tank and lifted the lid.

“Please be extra careful,” the old man said. “As I told you, he’s not well at all.”

A large goldfish on the surface of the water was in the early stages of decomposition. Akin reached in and nudged the body with his finger.

“He never used to be so white,” the old man said. “But I suspect that’s just old age.”

When Akin swirled the water, the goldfish bobbed in the sudden current.

“See how he moves when you put your hand in?” said the old man.

Akin cupped the fish in his hand and looked closely at its gills. “Hello,” he whispered. “Can you hear me, Piper?”

After releasing the motionless body, Akin lowered the lid and washed his hands.

The old man was squeezing peas from their shells and lining them up on the counter.

“Two a day, I think your boss said. Shall we—”

“Before you do that, let’s test the dopamine levels of the water.”

The old man stopped what he was doing. “Dopamine levels?” he said incredulously. “What are they?”

“They’re an indication of how clean everything is.”

“Is it important?”

“Very. High levels of dopamine will lessen the healing qualities of each pea.”

The old man just stood there. “I’m sorry now that I ever doubted your expertise.”

“It’s a test I recommend conducting at this stage,” Akin went on. “But without my instruments, I’m going to need a piece of silver.”

The old man thought for a moment. “Probably in the bedroom.”

When he was out of sight, Akin took the tank lid completely off, then rummaged through his backpack for the container marked LIVE FISH that he had picked up on returning to the shop.

When he heard the old man coming back, Akin shouted that it was gold, and not silver he needed. The old man grunted and turned around. Akin poured the contents of the plastic container into the tank, then quietly put the lid back on.

“Will bronze work?” came a voice from the bedroom. Akin replied that bronze was even better, and the old man returned with the miniature
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