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Friday 
In the long room it is quiet. Winter, late afternoon. Each of the 

eight desks in the room is islanded in lamplight, its occupant 

marooned. Th ere are windows along one wall, but as soon as 

dark begins to fall slatted blinds are drawn across them to bar 

the view from the building on the other side of the street. In 

daylight the windows are veiled by nylon curtains. Th e curtains 

smell of dust. Th ey are weighted with metal in their hems.

An old man hums in Stephen’s ear, and wheezes, sucking 

deeply on his cigarette; he is chronically short of breath. He 

has been having trouble with his heating; he cannot get his 

boiler to stay lit. It has taken several telephone calls and much 

hanging on the line to secure a visit from a plumber in a fort-

night’s time. While he waits, the old man hums and some-

times mumbles a few words: ‘I’ll take the low road and ye’ll take 

the high road – but I’ll be . . .’ His voice is raspy with smoking 

and disuse.

Orders are to fast-forward through material as irrelevant 

as this. But Stephen is fond of the old man, a superannuated 

communist; that croaky voice close to his ear is familiar and 

warm and helps to pass the leaden hours. Time goes so slowly 

otherwise – those long and boring hours of waiting until 

he is alone with her again. No one seeing Stephen with his 

headphones clamped to his ears, his pen poised and a blank 

report sheet on his desk, would know that what he hears is 
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meaningless, or at least of no signifi cance, to anyone but the 

speaker.

Quite soon the tape runs out. Last week the old man nei-

ther made nor took any other calls. On the empty report sheet 

Stephen writes the coded case-name in a box at the left-hand 

corner: VULCAN. Beneath it he notes the date and the time of 

the scheduled visit by the plumber. Th en he writes: ‘Nothing 

further to report.’ A fi ne loop on the ‘g’. Other listeners type 

their reports, and the clitter of their fi ngers on the keys of their 

typewriters adds occasional percussion to the sounds of the 

long room, but Stephen writes his in fl owing cursive, with the 

pen his mother gave him when he was still at school. A Parker 

pen, in gunmetal grey; it came with a matching ballpoint in a 

white-lined presentation box. A silky lining, like a coffi  n’s. He 

has used it ever since. It might be interesting to calculate the 

miles of ink that pen has travelled, through notes and essays 

and examination answers, through six whole years of listeners’ 

reports. If all the words that he had written could be laid out 

end to end, would they reach halfway to the moon and back, or 

three times round the world? Can I get there by candlelight? 

No, as a matter of fact, you really can’t.

Stephen slides the report sheet into a brown A4 envelope, 

on which he writes: Confi dential for RWG/Department Two. He 

presses the eject button on the tape-recorder and sheaths the 

disgorged cassette in another, smaller envelope which comes 

with pre-printed options:

FILE

PEND

WIPE & RE-USE.
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He ticks the third. Th en he puts both envelopes into the 

wire-mesh out-tray at the top right-hand corner of his desk.

Th ere are two more cassette-sized envelopes, one thin, the 

other twice as thick, in the matching in-tray. Stephen breaks 

the seal of the thinner envelope, which is labelled ODIN, and 

withdraws another tape. ODIN, unlike VULCAN, does not live 

alone; he has a wife and a disabled adult daughter and they 

often use the telephone. Th is past week they’ve been trying 

to get a wheelchair fi xed; the obstructiveness that they have 

met so far has driven Mrs ODIN audibly to tears. Stephen has 

listened to her plead with various offi  cials in various depart-

ments of health and social services, explaining that without 

her wheelchair her daughter is a prisoner and in consequence 

her parents too. Th ey do not own a car. He sympathises deeply: 

he knows how great a toll their loving care takes on the target 

and his wife.

In spite of all his worries, ODIN has found time to call an 

extraordinary meeting of his revolutionary group. It will take 

place next week in order to debate the Labour Party’s new 

inquiry into militant leftists and, as this is a subject which 

interests the strategists of Department Two, Stephen tran-

scribes ODIN’s several conversations in some detail. All the 

people ODIN convenes are old friends and easily identifi ed, 

there is nothing new there, and Stephen can predict that the 

outcome of the meeting will be nothing more than righteous 

indignation.

Stephen’s caseload seldom off ers the possibility of drama. 

His old men – and his targets are all men – are creaking 

dragons who might once have breathed fi re and brimstone 

across the land but now lie quiescent in their caves. Presumably 
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the strategists believe they still could pose a threat. With one 

sharp prick from a well-aimed lance, would they erupt again 

into menacing action? Stephen doubts it. What they mostly do 

is draw their pensions and send postal orders for small sums to 

such revolutionary causes that have not yet run out of steam. 

And they reminisce. But it is not Stephen’s place to question 

the strategists and in any case he quite likes to listen to the 

chatter of old fi rebrands, their memories and the small details 

of their lives.

Time passes. ODIN’s travails take Stephen well past fi ve 

o’clock. Around him his colleagues are beginning to lock their 

papers and machines away. At the far end of the room Louise, 

who is the Controller of Group III, is taking something out of 

a Fenwick’s carrier bag to show Charlotte. Yellow-patterned 

cloth. A shirt? Yes. Louise holds it up against herself and strikes 

a bashful catwalk pose. Dandelion-yellow bright against her 

greying hair. Charlotte signals approval. As he takes his head-

phones off , the women’s laughter reaches Stephen.

Th ere are times when Stephen fi nds the sounds of the long 

room restful. Headphones entomb their users in hermetic 

silence, and Stephen often wears his when no tape is running. 

But silence must be broken for continuing eff ect. At intervals 

he allows the ordinary sounds – the low hiss and click of the 

machines, his colleagues’ voices, the rattle of typewriter keys, 

a lighter sparking, a telephone ringing – to weave and fl ow 

around him and free him from the hyper-acuity that silence 

brings, when every heartbeat, every breath, the ticking in his 

veins, can be as loud as hammer blows on metal.

At Stephen’s infant school the teacher used to calm a rowdy 

class by bidding it keep quiet enough to hear a real pin drop. 
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Stephen remembers that so clearly. Her voice struggling at fi rst 

to rise above the hullabaloo, the gradual hush as the children 

composed themselves into attitudes of listening stillness, and 

then the tension while they waited; the glint of the pin aloft 

between the teacher’s thumb and fi nger, its swift fall and the 

relief of hearing the tiny rattle that it made on landing.

Mrs Medlicott, so sweet, and vivid in memory as well. 

Strawberry-pink, cupcake-icing softness, her dove-like, gen-

tle voice. Reading practice, when his turn came round, sitting 

very close to her, his cheek against her arm – powdery, scented 

softness, he’d found it hard to leave her. Impossible, some-

times. He’d cling to Mrs Medlicott, desperate to stay with 

her in the classroom where he supposed she lived. Mustard 

and cress growing on damp beds of blotting paper on a win-

dow sill, poster-paint pictures on the walls. Smells of biscuit 

dough, warm milk and glue. Th en Stephen’s mother, driven 

inside to fi nd him, after waiting too long in the yard, embar-

rassed, pulling him away, upset maybe. ‘Mrs Medlicott’ll think 

you don’t want to go home,’ she’d say.

Why had he held on so tightly to his teacher? He hadn’t 

been unhappy as far as he could tell. Was it simply reluctance 

to face the transit from Mrs Medlicott’s small realm of warmth 

and colour – blue overalls on pegs with names above them in 

careful lettering – S t e p h e n – to the stark, grey world out-

side?

Stephen. Re-named a few years later, in the cold corridors of 

the Juniors: Step hen. Irresistibly comic. Stephen Donaldson. 

Step hen duck’s son. Stephen Waddlecock.

Almost fi ve-thirty. Soon the long room will empty of other 

people and he will be with her at last. Oh Helen. He has saved 
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this extra time for her; she is too precious now to share, and it 

is hard to wait. But this evening Louise, Charlotte and Damian 

are lingering, chattering to each other, Charlotte smoking one 

more cigarette. Th en she skips heavily across the room to Ste-

phen’s desk, with a birthday card for him to sign and a plastic 

box in which she is collecting cash. A button on her blouse 

has come adrift. ‘I hope you’ve got some change,’ she says. ‘I’m 

running short. Rafi q’s, on Monday. Don’t forget. We’re going 

to the bar for drinks.’

‘Th at’s nice,’ says Stephen, willing her to leave. But Charlotte 

wants to talk to him about Brideshead Revisited, which she and 

half the nation watched last night. Stephen watched the pro-

gramme too but, for some reason he would rather not examine, 

he pretends otherwise to Charlotte. ‘Oh, but’, she says, ‘you 

really should. Th e voyage at sea last night was so romantic. And 

Sebastian is wonderful and Oxford’s so beautiful – well, you 

know; I mean, in the early episodes, every time they showed 

the city, I just thought of you. I could see you drinking port 

in Sebastian’s rooms with Charles. And I bet you had a teddy! 

Actually, I must admit that I still do. But his name is Teddy, 

which Sebastian would say is frightfully common! He sleeps 

on my pillow and guards my bed while I’m away.’

Louise wanders up to join them. ‘What are you two talk-

ing about?’ she asks. ‘Teddy bears,’ says Charlotte. ‘I expect you 

have one too?’

‘Of course I do,’ Louise replies. ‘A whole menagerie, in 

fact. Not to mention the cats. Do you have a teddy, Stephen?’ 

She pats him on the head. ‘Oh bless. Time to go home now, 

wouldn’t you say? Got plans for the weekend?’

‘I’m going to the country,’ Stephen says. 
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‘Lucky thing,’ Louise says without rancour. ‘I’m going 

Christmas shopping.’

‘Moi aussi,’ says Charlotte. ‘Oxford Street, not Oxford spires! 

You coming, Louise?’

‘Yes, Lotts,’ she says.

Louise and Charlotte return to their respective desks to fi n-

ish putting their things away. It takes for ever. Damian, quicker 

and unobtrusive at the best of times, a shadow-man, has already 

disappeared. Finally, the women leave, calling out goodbyes. 

‘Don’t be long now,’ Louise says at the door. ‘All work and no 

play! See you on Monday, Steve.’

Stephen breathes out deeply as the door shuts behind them 

but at once is jolted by the shrilling of the telephone on his 

desk. A red light on the handset fl ashes too; these telephones 

are modifi ed for headphone wearers. Gingerly, he picks up the 

receiver.

‘Well,’ says Rollo Buckingham at the other end. ‘Where the 

hell are you? It’s almost six o’clock.’

‘Th e delivery was delayed today,’ lies Stephen. ‘I’m staying 

late so that I can deal with it but it wouldn’t have been human-

ly possible to get it to you this afternoon. And anyway . . .’

He leaves unsaid what both men know: that yesterday’s tapes 

are as unlikely to surprise as those of the days and weeks before. 

Th ere has been nothing untoward so far in the suspect’s home 

life. Rollo’s voice is testy. Taking a chance, Stephen off ers to 

bring a transcript up to his room tonight but luckily Rollo has 

another engagement. ‘You’ll ring me’, he says, ‘if anything comes 

up? Duty Offi  cer has my whereabouts over the weekend.’

‘Of course,’ says Stephen. ‘If not, I’ll see you fi rst thing Mon-

day morning.’
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‘Right you are,’ says Rollo, briskly, hanging up.

Now there is almost no sound in the long room but for an 

occasional car passing in the street outside, and footsteps on 

the pavement. Both are muffl  ed by distance and thick walls. 

Stephen’s is the only lamp left burning; the room is otherwise 

quite dark.

He prepares his desk. Tearing one blank report sheet from its 

pad he sweeps the rest, together with everything else he does 

not need – a bottle of ink, the plastic tray that holds paper-

clips and treasury tags, his unwashed coff ee mug – into the top 

drawer on the left. He aligns the cassette player precisely in 

the middle of the desk and dusts the surrounding area with his 

handkerchief. If he could, he would light a candle.

Th e thicker envelope lies before him like an invitation or 

a gift. It is sealed with a plastic tag that will snap when the 

packet is opened. He picks it up and holds it for a second to his 

lips. Th en he slits it with a paper knife. It contains two cassettes 

held together by an elastic band, one unmarked, the other with 

an orange label stuck across it: Authorised Users Only.

Stephen slots the unlabelled cassette into the machine. He 

doesn’t have great expectations of this tape. Helen is rarely at 

home during the day in term-time and, in the evenings, the 

calls that she receives or makes are too often of the practical, 

brief sort: ‘Can she fi t in an extra lesson tomorrow? Cover for 

Mr Burbage? Collect her watch, now ready, from the mend-

ers? Meet outside the theatre for a play that starts at half past 

seven?’

It is only when the arrangements and the diary engagements 

involve the subject that Stephen must record them. And he 

does. He writes them down in meticulous detail on each day’s 
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report sheet, cross-referencing where necessary, adding infor-

mation if it might be useful, making carbon copies as required.

8 December 1981:

Subject of interest and wife expected at Greenwich Th eatre 

on Tuesday 14 December, 9.30. (To see production of Another 

Country – cf. tape dated 6 December, which details provisional 

plan made by subject’s wife and her friend Laura [Cummins, 

q.v.].) Tickets now booked. Probability of restaurant dinner 

later, location not yet known. John Cummins also attending 

theatre. No one else expected to be present.

When he writes these things, he pictures Helen looking for-

ward to her evening, getting ready, getting dressed, and later 

coming home, in a taxi, half-asleep. He prefers to see her living 

her life alone.

He knows that Helen is busy. She teaches music to young 

children at a school in Knightsbridge; she is sociable and often 

invited out. But even so, she is a kindly friend and a loving 

daughter. She makes time to telephone, she remembers birth-

days, she asks after health and happiness, and she regularly 

telephones her mother.

Her mother lives in a village by the Suff olk coast, called 

Orford. When he fi rst heard Helen name the village, Ste-

phen looked it up in the atlas kept in the Institute’s library; 

it is not far from Aldeburgh. She has a gentle voice, just like 

her daughter, but with the faintest trace of Irish in it, and she 

evi dently lives alone. Th at’s another bond that he and Helen 

share: elderly mothers on their own.

He presses the play button and the tape begins its smooth 
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transit from one spool to the other. Recording is activated by 

incoming and outgoing calls. In a Bravo-level investigation 

such as this one, where the product is delivered daily, the tapes 

are often short.

As this one is. One incoming call, at 17.54, unanswered. An 

outgoing call at 20.17: subject to his father.

‘Dad? Hello, it’s me. How are you? Just to say we’ll defi nitely 

arrive in time for supper. Th at is unless there’s a massive hold-

up on the motorway; you know how bloody it can be getting 

out of London on a Friday evening. But I can push off  a little 

bit early, and Helen has a half-day, so with luck we’ll beat the 

lemming rush.’

His father is pleased. He informs the subject that his guns 

are cleaned and ready in the gun-room. Harry’s Saudi million-

aire, it now appears, won’t be down till Sunday, which comes 

as a relief. He and the subject’s mother are looking forward to 

seeing their sons. Th e forecast’s good. Should be ideal condi-

tions.

Th e subject and his father had talked about these plans 

before. Rollo Buckingham already knows that he will be at his 

family home in Oxfordshire and that the party will be joined 

by an Arab businessman (who had been easy to identify, from 

information already given on the telephone to the subject by 

the subject’s brother Harry). Rollo had not thought there was 

anything unusual about a weekend’s shooting or that extra sur-

veillance measures should be taken. Th e subject’s father was 

formerly Her Majesty’s Ambassador in Buenos Aires, Dublin 

and Vienna, has a knighthood, and now sits on the boards of 

several leading companies, including the brewery that Stephen 

knows to be the source of Rollo’s fortune. He is also a person-
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al friend of the Director. Th ere is no way the Director would 

consent to a covert surveillance operation at that house, even if 

there had been any point.

Th e subject was saying goodbye and was about to hang up 

when his father asked:

‘Could you possibly talk Helen into giving it a go? Quite 

honestly, I sometimes think she sounds like that advertise-

ment: I haven’t tried it because I don’t like it . . . And it’s an 

awful shame to miss out on such good fun.’

‘Really, Pa, I think she made her mind up long ago. But I will 

try to talk to her again tomorrow, when we’re driving down.’

‘Ah well, I suppose it could be worse. I mean at least she’s 

not a vegan. Your mother and I were only saying that the other 

day apropos of Christmas. Mamma’s bought her a really rather 

super leather purse.’

Stephen ejects the cassette and fl ings it across the room. It 

strikes one of the metal cabinets that are lined up against the 

wall opposite the windows, and falls to the fl oor with an audi-

ble crack. He retrieves it and sees that half the outer plastic 

casing of the cassette has sheared off . In a moment of con-

fusion, as there is no option on the pro-forma envelopes for 

deliberate damage, he slips the tape into his trouser pocket.

Now for the second tape. Th e orange label is there to show 

that no one has tampered with it between collection and deliv-

ery to the designated listener. Stephen unpicks an edge and 

peels the label slowly off .

Orange-label tapes are a uniform length engineered to 

run continuously for twelve hours. Much research has gone 

into these tapes and their recording of the sounds relayed to 

them, usually from a distance and often under circumstances 
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that are technically far from ideal, but this research is none 

of Stephen’s business. He has no idea how the recordings are 

obtained; he does not need to know. For him the salient fact 

is that each recording runs from roughly midday to midnight, 

and from midnight to midday, and that every tape is dated. 

Someone – and he will never know who that is – removed this 

particular tape at around 11.59 last night, from a machine that 

must be located somewhere in the vicinity of the target prem-

ises, inserted a fresh one, scrawled 9/12 – 12.00–24.00 on the 

label of the old one and then, at 11.59 the following morning, 

repeated the whole process. And that same process happened 

in dozens of other places from one end of the country to the 

other. Dozens of anonymous people unobtrusively entering 

empty fl ats or lofts or disused offi  ces or hotel rooms or ware-

houses or vehicles, picking up the plastic spools, dating them, 

taking them to a central point – and again it is no concern of 

Stephen’s where that is or who controls it – from which they 

will be delivered to the Institute. He envisages these shadowy 

people fl itting through the midnight streets, their heads down 

and their collars up, slaves to their machines.

It can happen that an investigation is too urgent to brook 

even that twelve-hour delay. In these rare cases, specifi -

cally instructed listeners are driven by taciturn escorts to 

ad dresses that they must not divulge, where they huddle in 

their headphones over the machines and monitor their targets 

in real time. Stephen would love to be assigned one of those 

Alpha-level cases; to be granted that unparalleled in timacy, to 

hear his target breathe at the same moment that he breathes 

himself. Th e possibility that this particular investigation could 

one day be upgraded from Bravo to Alpha is so deeply thrill-
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ing that he hardly dares to give it thought.

In the silence, the sound of the tape docking into place is 

loud. Stephen presses play and the tape begins its slow passage 

from full to empty reel, emitting as it slides a sibilant hiss. He 

replaces the headphones he had for the time being removed, 

and plugs the jack into its socket.

Yesterday, Th ursday, early in the evening. Oh, thou art fairer 

than the evening air, my Helen. Th e sound of a key turning 

in a lock, a door being opened and then closed again and 

something dropped – a heavy bag perhaps – water running 

from a tap, a kettle coming to the boil, a teaspoon clinking in 

a cup. Light footsteps. Th e swish of curtains being drawn. A 

few words spoken, only just above a whisper; Helen, talking 

to herself. She does this often, murmuring some words, far 

too low to be overheard, with a slight enquiring uplift in her 

voice. Although he strains to make out her meaning it is only 

her tone he catches: a woman asking herself questions, who 

does not stay for answers. Stephen relaxes like a peaceful cat 

in Helen’s presence.

Th e 5.40 news on television drowns out all other sounds. Ste-

phen and Helen listen to the news together: Andrei Sakharov 

and his wife Yelena have ended their hunger strike; Michael 

Foot has won his call for an investigation into Militant Ten-

dency. Stephen has already heard that news – and watched it 

too – on his own television at nine o’clock last night but he 

listens to it again with Helen now. When the news is over, she 

turns the television off . Stephen commends her discrimination 

as a viewer.

More water sounds. Helen washing up her cup. Th en soft 

rustling sounds that he has heard before: she is leafi ng through 
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sheet music or the pages of a book. Now it will depend on 

her frame of mind. Some evenings, when Helen is at home, 

she practises piano; on others she will sing. Stephen loves her 

playing – he loves it when he hears the soft knock of wood 

against the lid prop, her indrawn breath, and then her fi rst 

experi mental scales and the way she takes one phrase and plays 

it over and over again – bold chords or silvery sad notes – but 

he is ravished when she sings. He does not know much about 

music and can seldom put a name to piano piece or song but he 

is learning; he has bought a turntable and some records. One 

day he will talk to her about them. In the meantime he shuts 

his eyes and listens to her songs of love in languages he does 

not always understand but which speak directly to him. It is by 

magic, Stephen thinks, that this woman’s voice comes straight 

to him from a room that he has never seen, and catches at his 

throat, that it stirs in him a yearning that is new, unnameable: a 

hunger of the heart. It makes her feel so intimately close. It tells 

him everything about her. And yet, although each time she tells 

him something new, Stephen knows that he has always known 

her. From the dawn of time their souls have been entwined and 

waiting: now hers is calling him. Helen sings for him alone; on 

occasion she may play the piano for her husband but when he 

is there she never sings.

Th is evening she has chosen the piano and she stops as soon 

as she hears her husband at the door. Greenwood is late. It is 

19.33, a time that Stephen writes on the report sheet. Green-

wood drops his crackling outdoor clothes beside the door. He 

has had to fi nish off  a piece of work that couldn’t wait, there 

were problems with his wretched bike chain, he has oil all over 

his hands, he’d like to have a shower before he rings his father. 
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Will he have time for that or is he spoiling supper? Supper is 

the word that Jamie Greenwood uses.

Th e noise of a cork being pulled from a bottle is curi ously 

disgusting. Cooking sounds: a knife hitting a hard surface, 

and a match struck, the hiss of a gas jet, hot fat splutter, china 

against china, metal against glass.

Greenwood makes the telephone call that Stephen has 

already noted, although on this orange-label tape only his end 

of the conversation can be heard. Stephen closes his eyes as 

he listens once again to the confi dent male voice, the sound 

of shared assumptions. Let that Saudi millionaire be a hope-

less shot, he thinks. Let him swing his gun round wildly and 

hit Jamie Greenwood, let Greenwood fall to the hard ground 

dying, bleeding from the mouth. Does blood spurt out in a 

scarlet halo, in a shower of red raindrops when a bird is shot?

‘Smells good,’ Greenwood says.

Name it, Stephen urges. He wants to know what Helen will 

be eating. Th e scent of onions softening in butter, of herbs and 

garlic, reaches him through the thin grey ribbon and reminds 

him he is very hungry. What is the wine they are drinking? He 

thinks Valpolicella, for the beauty of the word.

When Helen and Jamie have fi nished their supper it is 

nine o’clock and they, like Charlotte, like Louise, like Stephen 

unconfessed, turn on the television for Brideshead Revisited. 

If they speak to each other at all during the hour of the pro-

gramme, their words are lost in swooning music and the actors’ 

voices. Charles and Julia are falling deeply and adulterously in 

love on board a ship in mid-Atlantic. Stephen leaves them to it 

and winds the tape forward to the point where Helen and Jamie 

make preparations for the night and shut their bedroom door.
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For a while longer Stephen shares the noises of the night. 

Sirens and traffi  c, voices in the street, a dog barking in the 

upstairs fl at, a sudden swirl of wind in the branches of a tree. 

He thinks of Helen listening to them with him, as she lies 

sleepless by the snoring body of her husband. And then he 

checks his watch and sees with a shock that it is well past nine 

o’clock. He has kept Helen company for three hours and more; 

he will have to sign the late list; there is not enough time to 

fi nish writing a report.

Every piece of equipment, any scraps of paper that bear 

even a single word, anything that could identify a mem-

ber of the Institute, must be locked away at night. Stephen 

removes the orange-labelled tape and puts it into his in-tray. 

He carries the tray and his tape player to his allocated cabi-

net, stows them, clicks shut the sturdy combination lock and 

checks it, twice.

His coat is hanging on a rack next to the door. He puts it 

on and walks slowly back to the end of the long room, light-

ly touching each of the eight deserted desks as he goes past. 

All the surfaces are bare except for lamps, and on Charlotte’s 

desk a weeping fi g, on Louise’s a small grove of African violets. 

Green leaves and pale pink fl owers, incongruous in this place 

of battleship-grey metal: metal desks and metal safes on a sea 

of carpet tiles that are also grey and dirty. Th e angled desk-

lamps hunch above the empty planes like herons staring into 

stagnant pools.

Friday night. After the darkness of the long room, the neon 

glare in the corridor outside stabs Stephen’s eyes. He blinks 

behind his glasses. Th ere is no one in the corridor; the whole 

building seems unmanned although Stephen knows that there 
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are many other corridors and many other rooms in which 

feverish activity will continue through the night. And, beyond 

the reinforced walls of the Institute, other young men will be 

gazing into the eyes of girls, across restaurant tables, dance 

fl oors, rumpled beds. Girls are slipping out of dresses into silky 

nightgowns; they are standing under showers with water fl ow-

ing down their breasts. Out there, in the cold December night, 

new lovers are kissing for the fi rst time and the dying are tak-

ing their last breaths. Stephen is aware that these are banal 

thoughts.

He takes the stairs rather than summoning a lift. He hopes 

his descending footsteps sound assertive on the bare concrete. 

At the bottom of the staircase a security guard is waiting.

‘Working late,’ he says. It’s a statement not a question.

‘Been a busy week,’ Stephen tells him, looking heroically 

exhausted.

‘Even so, you didn’t ought to spend your nights in here, son. 

All work and no play . . .’

‘I know, I know,’ Stephen interrupts him, ‘but it’s okay. My 

girlfriend’s waiting for me; she knew that I’d be late.’

‘Th at’s more like it,’ says the guard, with a leering wink. 

‘Reg’s got the late list.’

Reg is on duty in the guard-post, by the main entrance 

of the Institute, sheltered by bullet-proof glass. Behind him, 

fl ickering screens show what is happening in the corridors and 

stairwells of the building, and in the street outside. To speak to 

Stephen, Reg slides open a hatch.

‘Working late,’ Reg says. ‘Put your moniker on this.’

Stephen does as he is told, adding his department and ini-

tials to the list. L/III/ SSD. Reg presses a button and the main 



18

door opens to release Stephen into White Horse Street and 

the night.

White Horse Street is dark and empty; Piccadilly, a min-

ute’s walk away, is bustling. It is two weeks before Christmas. 

People have been at offi  ce parties in the upstairs rooms of pubs 

or at the Ritz. In their twos and threes they fl ow along the 

pavements, laughing and talking loudly. Girls in high-heeled 

shoes. Th ey’re still chattering beneath the harsh lighting of the 

escalators at Green Park and on the platforms of the station. 

Th ose few who are, like Stephen, on their own seem fugitive 

and embarrassed.

Dust-metal breath and roar of an approaching train: too 

bright, too loud, too fast. Th e doors slide open. To propel him-

self inside them, to give himself up to those devouring jaws, 

requires an eff ort of the will. Within the carriage, when the 

train plunges back into its tunnel, Stephen’s face refl ected in 

the window looks pale and moon-like, imbecilic. He remains 

standing and he stares at his refl ected self.  Mon semblable, mon 

frère.  I never knew death had undone so many.

At East Acton station he alights. Th e shop on the corner of 

the high street will be open; Stephen is in need of food. As he 

walks past the lit doorway of a pub along the road he considers 

going in but he has not found it to be a friendly place before 

and the prospect of the sour eyes of watching strangers puts 

him off . Safer to drink at home alone.

Home: the lower half of a small and narrow house, the main 

entrance shared with the fl at upstairs, although both also have 

their own front doors. Stephen’s door is painted brown. He 

unlocks it, pushes it open cautiously, leans in to switch the hall 

light on while still standing on the threshold. When he comes 
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home to his empty fl at he fi nds at times the waiting silence has 

an edge to it, as if someone had been there who has only just 

left, or something was still waiting, with its teeth bared, in the 

dark.

Th e fl at is very cold. Th e convector heater in the sitting room 

will take time to warm it up. Stephen has bought sausage rolls, 

baked beans, cheese, bread, chocolate, and a bottle of whisky. 

He holds the bottle up to the light and savours the amber glow 

of it, its consoling weight, its seal uncracked. Right now, at this 

very moment, in the dining room of Helen’s parents-in-law in 

Oxfordshire, dinner will be almost over. Th ere’ll be guttering 

candles and silver knives, and dark red wine in crystal goblets; 

there’ll be fi relight and golden labradors and Helen will get up 

from the table without a word, go to the window, catch sight 

of her own face in the glass and wonder why she feels so lonely.

At that time, on that Friday night, Coralie Donaldson was also 

contemplating food. Food is a topic that often occupies her 

mind. It is not that she cares about what she puts into her 

own mouth – it’s her son’s diet that concerns her. It always has, 

ever since she fi rst spooned Farex into his gummy mouth and 

prayed that it would help him to grow strong. Such a skinny 

little thing he’d been, a child of bones as light as a bird’s, of 

cloud-pale skin, of deep blue shadows beneath his eyes, con-

cavities beneath his ribs. Not a fussy eater, no; he’d swallow 

whatever she gave him, but it never seemed enough to bulk 

him out. Tubular his bones were when he was a child, and hol-

low – goodness no sooner poured into him than it ran straight 

out. Still peaky now, although no longer quite so thin.

In truth, there’s not a lot to think about tonight, in the 
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matter of meals tomorrow. Th e planning has been done, was 

done a week ago, as the thinking for the week ahead is now in 

progress. For dinner when Stephen comes there will be tomato 

soup, and corned beef hash with potatoes and boiled carrots, 

followed by peaches and evaporated milk. Corned beef, being 

tinned, is one of those foods that keep from week to week but 

fresh meat isn’t safe to store for very long.

Coralie is looking forward to tomorrow afternoon. Th e 

shops are interesting at this time of the year, brave with gold 

and green and scarlet, with cheerful tins of Quality Street and 

bumper packs and things you wouldn’t see otherwise: chest-

nuts, Turkish Delight, tangerines like precious gems in their 

wrappings of blue tissue. Th ere’s a feeling of brightness and 

excitement, even though it’s cold and the days are full of rain.

Is it raining now? Hard to say, when the windows are shut 

and the curtains drawn and Coralie secure within her walls in 

the lee of Didcot Power Station. Above her, less than half a 

mile away, colossal towers of steam rise up into the darkness of 

the night but here, in this squat brick house, the lamps are lit, 

the cat’s asleep and the television is chattering in the corner of 

the room. Th ere’ll be no need to pull aside an edge of curtain 

and peer into the outside world until the morning. And, when 

the morning comes, so too will her son, her peely-wally boy, 

her clever boy, her Stephen.


