27 December 2019

Like all commuter horror stories, mine begins in the mean
light of early morning — or, at least, officially it does.

Kit isn’t there when I get to St Mary’s Pier for the 07.20
river bus to Waterloo, but that’s not unusual; he’s had his
fair share of self-inflicted sick days this festive season. An
early-morning sailing calls for a strong stomach at the best
of times, but for the mortally hungover it’s literally water
torture (trust me, I know). In any case, he always arrives
after me. Though we live just five minutes apart and he
passes right by Prospect Square to get to the pier, we gave
up walking down together after the first week, when his
spectacularly poor timekeeping — and my neurotic punctu-
ality — became apparent.

No, Kit prefers to stroll on just before they close the
gangway, raising his hand in greeting, confident I’ve secured
our preferred seats, the portside set of four by the bar. At
St Mary’s, boarding is at the front of the boat and so T’ll
watch him as he moves down the aisle, hands glancing off
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the metal poles — as much for style as balance — before slid-
ing in next to me with an easy grin. Even if he’s been up late
partying, he always smells great, like an artisan loaf baked
with walnuts and figs (‘Kit smells so millennial,” Clare said
once, which was almost certainly a criticism of me and my
Gen X smell of, I don’t know, stale dog biscuits).

Get us, he’ll say, idly scanning the other passengers, snug
in their cream leather seats. It’s one of his catchphrases:
Get us. Pity the poor saps crushed on the overland train or
suffocating on the Tube — we’re commuting by catamaran.
Out there, there are seagulls.

Also, sewage, I'll reply, because we’ve got a nice sardonic
banter going, Kit and me.

Well, we used to.

I clear the lump in my throat just as the boat gives a
sudden diesel rumble, as if the two acts are connected. On
departure, information streams briskly across the over-
head screens — Calling at Woolwich, North Greenwich,
Greenwich, Surrey Quays — though by now the route is
so imprinted I pay little attention. Through the silver sails
of the Thames Barrier and past the old aggregate works
and industrial depots of the early stretch; then you’re at
the yacht club and into the dinghy-strewn first loop, the
residential towers of the peninsula on your left as you head
towards the immense whitehead of the O2 Arena. Strung
high above the river is the cable car that links the penin-
sula to the Royal Docks, but I won’t allow myself to think
about my only trip to date on that. What was done that
night. What was said.
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Well, maybe just briefly.

I turn my face from the empty seat beside me, as if
Kit is there after all, reading my mind with its secret,
unclean thoughts.

‘Back again on Friday,” he grumbled on the boat on
Monday night, bemoaning his firm’s insistence on normal
working hours for this orphan weekday between Boxing
Day and the weekend. ‘Fucking cheapskates.” Normally, if
he misses the boat, I’ll text him a word of two of solidarity:
Heavy night? Maybe some beer emojis or, if I was involved
in the session, a nauseated face. But I don’t do that today.
I’ve hardly used my phone since before Christmas and I
admit I’ve enjoyed the break. That old-school nineties feel-
ing of being incommunicado.

We’re motoring now past the glass steeples of Canary
Wharf towards Greenwich, the only approach that still has
the power to rouse my London pride: those twin domes of
the Old Royal Naval College, the emerald park beyond. I
watch the bar staff serve iced snowflake cookies with the
teas and coffees — it’s surprising how many people want to
eat this stuff first thing in the morning, especially my age
group, neither young enough to care about their silhouette
(such a Melia kind of word) nor close enough to the end to
give a damn about health warnings. Caffeine and sugar, caf-
feine and sugar: on it goes until the sun is over the yardarm
and then, well, we’re all sailors in this country, aren’t we?
We’re all boozers.

Only when we dock in front of the Cutty Sark do 1
finally reach for my phone, reacquaint myself with my
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communications of Monday night and the aftermath of
the water rats’ Christmas drinks. I scan my inbox for Kit’s
name. My last text to him was spur-of-the-moment and
tellingly free of emojis:

Just YOU wait.

Sent at 23.38 on Monday, it’s double-ticked as read, but
there has been no reply. There have been, however, five
missed calls from Melia, as well as three voicemails. I really
should listen to them. But, instead, I hear Clare’s voice from
yesterday morning, the ‘proper’ talk we had under a gun-
metal northern sky four hundred miles from here:

You need to cut ties.

Not just him, Jamie. Her, as well.

There’s something not right about those two.

Now she tells me. And I'slip the phone back in my pocket,
buying myself a few extra minutes of innocence.

*

At Surrey Quays, Gretchen gets on. The only female water
rat, she’s prim in her narrow, petrol-blue wool coat, carrying
one of those squat bamboo cups for her flat white. Though
I’'m in our usual spot, she settles in the central section several
rows ahead. Weird. I move up the aisle and drop into the
seat next to her. You can’t usually take your pick so easily
on the 07.20, but the boat is half empty — even excusing the
lucky bastards who don’t have to return to work till the
New Year, [ have to admit the river’s no place to be in these
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temperatures. It’s one of the coldest days of the year, breath
visible from people’s mouths on the quayside and from the
heating systems of the buildings.

‘Jamie, hi,” she says, not quite turning, not quite smiling.
Her lashes are navy spider’s legs and there’s a feathering of
pink in the whites of her eyes.

“Thought you were blanking me there,’ I say, cheerfully.
‘Good Christmas with your family?” She’s been somewhere
like Norwich, if I remember. There are healthy, uncom-
plicated parents, a brother and a sister, a brace of nieces
and nephews.

She shrugs, sips her coffee. ‘It’s all about the kids, isn’t it?
And I haven’t got any.’

There’s really no need for her to spell this out: we’re con-
nected, our little group, by our childlessness, our freedom
to put ourselves before everyone else. To self-indulge, take
risks. No parent would do what I’ve done this last year, or
at least not so readily, so heedlessly.

“What about yesterday? Do any sales shopping?’

Gretchen blinks, surprised, like I’'ve suggested she rode
a unicorn naked down the middle of Regent Street. She’s
clear-skinned, delicately feminine, though in temperament
a woman who likes to be one of the boys, who laments the
complexities of her own gender and thinks men simpler
allies (a dangerous generalization, in my opinion).

“You all right, Gretch?’

“Yeah, just a bit tired.’

‘I don’t know where Kit is this morning. I’'m sure he said
he was working today. Did he say anything to you?’
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‘Nope.” There’s an edge to her tone I’'m familiar with,
a peculiarly female strain of pique. I've wondered now
and then if there might be something between Kit and
her. Maybe there was some indiscretion on Monday
night, maybe she worries what I saw. Did I say something
I shouldn’t have? God, the ‘shouldn’t haves’ are really
building: shouldn’t have got so drunk, shouldn’t have let
him goad me.

Shouldn’t have sent him that last text.

“What happened there?’ she asks, noticing my bandaged
right hand.

‘Oh, nothing major. I burned my thumb at work. Didn’t
I show you on Monday?’

‘I don’t think so.” Noticing the music piping through the
PA — the same loop of festive tunes we’ve been subjected to
since early December — Gretchen groans. ‘I can’t take any
more of this “happy holidays” crap, it’s so fake. You know
what? I think I might just book a trip somewhere sunny.
Call in sick for a few days and get out of here.’

‘Could be expensive over New Year.’

‘Not if I go somewhere the Foreign Office says is a ter-
rorist risk.’

I raise an eyebrow.

‘Anyway,” she adds, ‘what’s another grand or two when
you’re already in the red?’

“True.” But I don’t want to talk about money. Lately,
it’s the only thing I hear about. We pass the police HQ in
Wapping, close to the zone change at which the westbound
boats are required to reduce speed precisely as passenger
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impatience starts to build. We’re entering the London the
world recognizes — Tower Bridge, the Tower of London,
the Shard — and as the landmarks rise, Gretchen and Kit
and their troubles sink queasily from my mind.

‘Enjoy Afghanistan, if you go,’ [ say, when she prepares to
disembark at Blackfriars for her office near St Paul’s.

She smiles. ‘I was thinking more like Morocco.’

‘Much better. Let us know.” My joker’s grin shrinks the
moment the doors close behind her and I rest my cheek on
the headrest, stare out of the window. Seven fifty in the
morning and I’'m already done in. The water is high as we
sail towards Waterloo, sucking at the walls with its grimy
brown gums, and the waterside wonderland of lights that
glows so magically after dark is exposed for the fraudulent
web of cables that it is. It’s as quick to get off at Westminster
Pier and walk across the bridge as it is to wait for the boat
to make a U-turn and dock at the Eye, but I choose to sit
it out. I hardly register the pitch and roll that once threw
me into alarm or, for that matter, the great wheel itself, its
once miraculous-seeming physics. Disembarking, I ignore
the waiting ticket holders and stroll up the causeway with
sudden sadness for how quickly the brain turns the won-
drous into the routine: work, love, friendship, travelling to
work by catamaran. Or is it just me?

It’s at precisely that moment, that thought — right on the
beat of me — that a man steps towards me and flashes some
sort of ID.

‘James Buckby?’

“Yes.” I stop and look at him. Tall, late twenties,
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mixed race. Business-casual dress, sensitive complexion,
truthful eyes.

‘Detective Constable Ian Parry, Metropolitan Police.” He
presses the ID closer to my face so I can see the distinctive
blue banner, the white lettering, and straightaway my heart
pulses with a horrible suction, as if it’s constructed of ten-
tacles, not chambers.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘We think there might be, yes. Christopher Roper has
been reported missing. He’s a good friend of yours, I gather?’

‘Christopher?’ It takes a moment to connect the name to
Kit. “What d’you mean, missing?’ I’m starting to tremble
now. ‘I mean, I noticed he wasn’t on the boat, but I just
thought ... I falter. In my mind I see my phone screen,
alerts for those missed calls from Melia. Her heart-shaped
face, her murmured voice humid in my ear.

We’re different, Jamie. We’re special.

The guy gestures to the river wall to my left, where a
male colleague stands apart from the tourists, watching
us. Plainclothes, which means CID, a criminal investi-
gation. I read somewhere that police only go in twos if
they think there’s a risk to their safety; is that what they
judge me to be?

‘Melia gave you my name, I suppose?’

Not commenting, my ambusher concentrates on sep-
arating me from the groups gathering and dispersing at
the pier’s entrance, owners of a hundred purposes prefer-
able to my own. ‘So, if we can trouble you for a minute,
Mr Buckby?’
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‘Of course.” As I allow myself to be led towards his
colleague, it’s the coy, old-style phrasing I get stuck on.
Trouble you for a minute, like trouble is a passing trifle of
an idea, a little Monday-morning fun.

Well, as it transpires, it’s fucking neither.
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